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 Introduction 

 Any student of the Bible1 must inevitably ask him or herself the question of how 

much credibility one can assign to the historical claims found therein. To many modern 

readers of the Bible, especially professing Christians and Jews, it may seem somewhat 

out of place, or even presumptuous, to assume that the historical information in the Bible 

is anything less than infallible or absolutely reliable. Notwithstanding, biblical scholars 

for some time have recognized that the authors of the Bible likely weren't primarily 

interested in presenting the history of Israel from an objective, neutral, or even entirely 

factual way.2 The modern scholarly ideal of presenting history wie es eigentlich gewesen 

ist,3 to borrow the oft-cited German phrase, is just that–––modern. The ancient historian, 

conventional biblical criticism informs us, was, apparently, not as concerned with 

preserving this ideal as the modern historian is. 

 For example, Bill T. Arnold succinctly explains that the biblical authors "wrote a 

discursive account, highly rhetorical in nature, that aimed for dramatic, theological, and 

religious effect more than for historical precision." This isn't to say that "their records are 

complete fictions, since the essential historicity of Israel's national epic may be accepted 

as generally accurate," but rather to acknowledge that ideological interests present in the 

biblical texts limit our ability to rely solely on biblical accounts to provide a 

reconstruction of Israel's past.4 The question of the Bible's historicity, therefore, has 

spawned two general camps in a spectrum of opinions: the "maximalists," or those who 

affirm maximal value in the Bible as history, and the "minimalists," or those who assert a 

minimal value of the same.5 Lamentably, both camps have produced their fair share of 
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crackpots, and emotions can easily run high in the debates revolving around the 

historicity of the foundational biblical stories that Christians, Jews, and even Muslims 

around the world accept not only as fact but the very word of God. 

 As such, any critical exploration into the history and historiography of the Bible 

must be cautious. Although it is easy, and even fashionable in some academic circles, to 

revert to an unjustified skepticism of the Bible's historical claims (motivated not strictly 

by critical judgment but instead by ideology), even the student of the Bible who professes 

some faith must acknowledge the historical limitations present therein. To illustrate this 

point, in this paper I will look at the account of Judah's history in 2 Kings 18 and 21 and 

compare it to the same recorded in 2 Chronicles 29 and 33.6 As I shall argue in this paper, 

when compared to both internal and external evidence, it becomes relatively clear that 

while these accounts seem to preserve a basic historicity, there are clear marks of 

ideological re-working of the narratives. 

 Section I 

 Before we look at the evidence for the historicity of the Hezekiah and Manasseh 

accounts, it is first needful to look at the origins, dating, and authorship of 1–2 Kings and 

1–2 Chronicles. It is also needful to look at the process behind the composition and 

redaction of these biblical books to ascertain what exactly the author(s) of these books 

themselves possibly understood they were attempting to accomplish with their work.  

 We begin with the 1–2 Kings, which "for all practical purposes . . . is our only 

real source of information for the monarchical history of Israel and Judah."7 1–2 Kings 

itself was originally a single book, having first been divided into two books in the 

Septuagint (LXX). "The division of Kings into two books is an artificial one from the 
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standpoint of contents," writes Steven W. Holloway. "In the textual tradition of the 

Hebrew Bible, this practice is attested no earlier than certain medieval manuscripts."8 

This is important to remember lest the reader assume a division in the narrative of 1–2 

Kings that actually doesn't exist.  

 For some time scholars have recognized that 1–2 Kings is a part of the corpus of 

writings in the Bible now called the Deuteronomistic History (DtrH), in that "the 

narratives [in 1–2 Kings] share a common vocabulary, literary style, and theological 

perspective that is heavily influenced by the book of Deuteronomy, which many scholars 

now regard as the introduction to the corpus."9 Or, as Robert R. Wilson explains, "[1–2] 

Kings clearly reflects the theological concerns of Deuteronomy," including worship of 

Yahweh alone, the importance of obedience to covenants, and the outlawing of worship 

at multiple places.10 As such, when the question of authorship of 1–2 Kings comes into 

discussion, it seems more appropriate, and reasonable, to speak not of a single author, but 

of the "school" of editors or redactors that collaborated on synthesizing the text into the 

larger DtrH corpus.11 Ziony Zevit explains that these editors, in composing 1–2 Kings, 

were writing "an extended theological essay" and not "history in the contemporary sense 

of the word."12 

 The dating of the composition of 1–2 Kings has proven more problematic to 

determine with certainty. 1–2 Kings itself cites royal or courtly annals at a number of 

instances as the source of the information contained therein (1 Kings 11:41; 14:19, 29; 

15:7, 23, 31; 16:5, 14, 20, 27; 22:39, 45; 2 Kings 1:18; 8:23; 10:34; 12:19; 13:8, 12; 

14:15, 18, 28; 15:6, 11, 15, 26, 31, 36; 16:19; 20:20; 21:17, 25; 23:28; 24:5).13 How 

much, if any, of the material in 1–2 Kings is therefore an original composition or a re-
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working of this earlier material is impossible to determine, as these annals are no longer 

extant. What's more, scholars are divided as to whether 1–2 Kings was composed "as part 

of a large historiographical work" in the mid-6th century BCE or in a "double redaction" 

that began during the reign of Josiah and ended in the Exile.14 

 1–2 Chronicles shares a similar textual history to that of 1–2 Kings. For instance, 

1–2 Chronicles was, like 1–2 Kings, originally one book; the division into two books first 

occurred in the LXX. It is also in the LXX that gave 1–2 Chronicles its name 

Παραλειποµένων ("things omitted"). "This is intelligible," writes Peter R. Ackroyd, "on 

the common assumption that Chronicles was intended to supplement the books of Samuel 

and Kings by providing information not given there." However, as Ackroyd stresses, this 

is only one limited, if not the least important, function of 1–2 Chronicles.15 Robert Jewett 

even goes so far as to call this understanding of 1–2 Chronicles "a serious 

misunderstanding," and insists that the purpose of 1–2 Chronicles is not primarily to "fill 

in the gaps," as it were, but to function "as another presentation of the story of Israel from 

creation to the end of the monarchy."16 

 Authorship of 1–2 Chronicles has traditionally been attributed to "Ezra and 

Nehemiah . . . although under scrutiny that convention appears problematic." That being 

the case, "the Books of Ezra and Nehemiah are the principal source of evidence for the 

history and the social conditions that led up to the time of the composition of 

Chronicles,"17 which was likely the product of a post-exilic redaction and reworking of 

both earlier canonical and non-canonical sources.18 In this sense as well, 1–2 Chronicles 

is like 1–2 Kings in that it was the product of an anonymous group or school of redactors 

that presented the history of Judah and Israel in a manner that best suited their theological 
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sensitivities and contemporary concerns.19   

 Section II 

 With this brief introduction to the nature of ancient Israelite historiography, as 

well as a brief overview of the nature of 1–2 Kings and 1–2 Chronicles, we now turn our 

attention to the texts themselves. For the purposes of this paper, as I explained earlier, we 

shall look at the depiction of Hezekiah and Manasseh. Specifically, we shall look at the 

depiction of the cultic reforms of Hezekiah and the siege of Jerusalem by Sennacherib, in 

addition to the brief depiction of Manasseh's reign. 

 2 Kings 18 begins with a standard introduction to Hezekiah: his name, date of 

ascension to the throne, and an initial assessment of his accomplishments as king (2 

Kings 18:1–3). The text then immediately describes his cultic reforms, which included 

removing the "high places" (במות), tearing down "the pillars" (מצבת), and cutting down 

"the sacred pole" or Asherah (אׁשהר). These reforms climaxed with Hezekiah's removal of 

the "bronze serpent that Moses had made," called the "Nehushtan" (נחׁשןת). These reforms 

are praised with glowing words, and Hezekiah is extoled as being a righteous king (2 

Kings 18:4–8). 

 Shortly after these reforms, however, crisis erupts as the Assyrian king 

Sennacherib invades Judah and sweeps across the countryside (2 Kings 18:13). Hezekiah 

proves no match for the dominating superpower, which had some decades previous 

decimated the northern kingdom of Israel, and is compelled to paid Sennacherib tribute 

and become as a vassal (2 Kings 18:15–16). The rest of the chapter is spent detailing the 

attempts of Sennacherib's officers to humiliate Hezekiah and convince the Judahite 

populace to accept the rule of their new Assyrian masters (2 Kings 18:17–35). 
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 Skipping ahead a few chapters to 2 Kings 21, we are introduced to king 

Manasseh, who is depicted as the total antithesis to good king Hezekiah. After a standard, 

formulaic introduction (2 Kings 21:1), we're informed that Manasseh reverted Hezekiah's 

reforms and "rebuilt the high places . . . erected altars to Baal, made a sacred pole . . . 

worshipped all the host of heaven, and served them." His most grievous offense, 

however, was the erecting of altars "for all the host of heaven" in the temple in Jerusalem 

(2 Kings 21:3–5). Just for good measure, the text also records that Manasseh consulted 

necromancers and practiced child sacrifice. Unsurprisingly, Manasseh, we are told, "did 

much evil in the sight of the Lord, provoking him to anger" (2 Kings 21:6).  

 These abominations prompted Yahweh to declare through his prophets that 

Manasseh and Judah could expect divine punishment for his wanton disregard for divine 

law and the sanctity of human life (2 Kings 21:10–16). In a rather terse sentence 

Manasseh's account is concluded with a report of his death and a disgusted reference to 

the annals that contained the details of "the sin that he committed" (2 Kings 21:17–18). 

 In turning to 2 Chronicles 29, we're greeted by the same formulaic introduction to 

Hezekiah (2 Chronicles 29:1–2). Directly thereafter we're informed of repairs and 

restorations Hezekiah made on the Jerusalem temple, which had inexplicably fallen into 

disuse and even corruption. In a rousing speech to the priests and Levites, Hezekiah 

pleads for a return to the temple cult and the execution of its sacred functions (2 

Chronicles 29:3–11). Accordingly, Hezekiah leads the priesthood in reinstituting the 

functions of the temple and the consecration of new priests (2 Chronicles 29:20–35). The 

chapter ends by optimistically reporting that "Hezekiah and all the people rejoiced 
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because of what God had done for the people" in leading to the restoration of the temple 

(2 Chronicles 29:36). 

  2 Chronicles 33's report of the reign of Manasseh is, at first, nearly identical to 

the same in 2 Kings 21. The same litany of offenses is catalogued, including the 

rebuilding of the high places, erecting altars to Baal, worshipping other deities, 

desecrating the temple, human sacrifice, and consulting necromancers (2 Chronicles 

33:1–9). So deplorable are Manasseh's actions, according to the text, that "Manasseh 

misled Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem, so that they did more evil than the nations 

whom the Lord had destroyed before the people of Israel" (2 Chronicles 33:9). 

 At this point the reader expects this overwhelming negative assessment of 

Manasseh to conclude with a report of his death. However, the reader is immediately 

surprised with a hitherto unheard of account of Manasseh being taken captive by the 

Assyrians and exiled, only to be restored as king after repenting and calling on Yahweh 

for forgiveness (2 Chronicles 33:10–13). In a religious about-face, Manasseh returns to 

Jerusalem and undoes all of the evils he had previously committed (2 Chronicles 33:14–

17). The account of his tumultuous life is ends with an overall positive assessment (2 

Chronicles 33:18–20). 

 Section III 

 A number of significant differences exist in these two accounts. Although both 

accounts describe cultic reforms by Hezekiah, 2 Kings 18 and 2 Chronicles 29 seem to 

describe different actions taken by the Judahite king. Whereas 2 Kings 18 refers 

specifically to Hezekiah's abolishment of cultic sites and paraphernalia, including the 

brazen serpent in the temple, 2 Chronicles 29 omits this detail and instead focuses on 



 8 

Hezekiah's restoration of the temple. 2 Kings 18 does briefly touch on the reforms 

Hezekiah made in the temple cult, but not nearly with the amount of detail that it does in 

2 Chronicles 33. 2 Kings 18 seems to just mentions these temple reforms in passing, 

whereas in 2 Chronicles 33 there are multiple verses that spend considerable attention to 

not only the restoration of the temple, but the new implementations of the priests, their 

consecration, and the cultic activities they engaged in.20 

 Similarly, while Manasseh is condemned in both 2 Kings 21 and 2 Chronicles 33, 

only in the account of the errant king in 2 Chronicles 33 are we informed of his eventual 

repentance. There is positively no mention of Manasseh's exile or his humiliation in 2 

Kings 21. Indeed, the ending of Manasseh's account in 2 Kings 21 leaves no doubt in the 

mind of the reader that he was as evil a king as they come. By stark contrast, the ending 

of the account of Manasseh in 2 Chronicles 33 does just the opposite! Not only that, but 

the source attribution is also different in the two accounts. 2 Kings 18:17 lists "the Book 

of the annals of the Kings of Judah" as a source, whereas 2 Chronicles 33:19 names "the 

records of the seers" as a source. 

 However, we can take solace in the fact that both 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles 

employ similar rhetorical and literary devices in their accounts of Hezekiah and 

Manasseh. Both use the standard introductory formula to introduce the kings; both give 

positive or negative assessments of their roles; both give detailed accounts of their 

actions as kings, particularly with regard to their religious reforms (albeit perhaps not as 

detailed as we'd normally like); and both end their accounts with the standard formula 

used to report the death of a king. This is most welcomed, as it makes our role as 
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interpreters of the text much easier. The use of formulaic language leaves little ambiguity 

in these accounts as to what we're supposed to think of these kings.  

 In addition, Paul S. Evans has argued for the account of Sennacherib's attack on 

Jerusalem as an example of a "polyphonic" text.21 By this Evans means it is a text with 

"different voices [that] intersect in this pericope, revealing a plurality of viewpoints."22 

As a polyphonic text, therefore, we should not suppose that the account of the Assyrian 

attack on Jerusalem was cobbled together from disparate sources, as has been supposed in 

the past by some scholars, but is rather a single literary unite created by the DtrH that 

uses polyphony as a literary device, which creates a multiplicity of voices or viewpoints 

for the characters within the text itself. 

 Section IV 

 In evaluating the historical reliability of 1–2 Kings and 1–2 Chronicles, the first, 

and almost obvious, factor we need to take into account is the dating of these texts. By 

virtue of it being composed much earlier, and thus much closer to the events described 

therein, 1–2 Kings must be preferred over 1–2 Chronicles as our primary biblical text 

describing the history of Judah and Israel. Indeed, 1–2 Chronicles itself partly relies on 

the text of 1–2 Kings as a documentary source. Given its relatively late composition 

(sometime in the mid- to late-Persian period)23 and the fact that, as Marc Zvi Brettler 

points out, it has a tendency to "fill the gaps" just a little too often to inspire much 

confidence,24 1–2 Chronicles must be given secondary importance in reconstructing the 

history of Israel and Judah. 

 The prime example that compels us to take 1–2 Kings over 1–2 Chronicles as a 

more reliable historical guide is the two texts' treatment of Manasseh's fate. As we've 
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seen, 2 Kings 21 ends its depiction of Manasseh on an unambiguously negative note, and 

leaves us with a very low opinion of the wicked Judahite ruler. "Manasseh shed very 

much innocent blood, until he had filled Jerusalem from one end to another, besides the 

sin that he caused Judah to sin so that they did what was evil in the sight of the Lord" (2 

Kings 21:16). The next verse directly after this woeful report simply informs us that 

Manasseh died and was succeeded by his son Amon (2 Kings 21:17). By contrast, 2 

Chronicles 33 introduces the story about Manasseh that includes the king being brought 

"into Babylon" by "the commanders of the king of Assyira" (2 Chronicles 33:11). After 

being taken captive, Manasseh repents, is restored by the Lord, and enacts cultic reforms 

not unlike Hezekiah's before his death (2 Chronicles 33:10–20). We are thus left with an 

overall positive assessment of Manasseh. 

 For a number of reasons, not the least of them being the apparently anachronistic 

mentioning of Manasseh being led into "Babylon" by the Assyrians, it is generally 

concluded that the ending of Manasseh's account in 2 Chronicles is a post-exilic 

embellishment.25 It seems, however, that the Chronicler had a specific theological point 

to make with his embellishment of the Manasseh account. As Brettler remarks, the 

Chronicler "wished to teach that even if you're as bad as Manasseh and have been 

punished for your grievous sins, if you repent, all will be forgiven and restored."26 

Although one might fault the Chronicler for embellishing the account of Manasseh's final 

days, one can still appreciate the sympathetic outlook he had for the reprobate king, who 

is condemned in no uncertain terms for his offenses in the DtrH.  

 The account of the siege of Jerusalem in 2 Kings 18 by the Assyrian king 

Sennacherib preserves much authentic, and therefore useful, historical information, even 
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down to an authentic report of the titles and functions of the Assyrian officers sent by 

Sennacherib to coerce Hezekiah into capitulation (2 Kings 18:17).27 That Sennacherib 

launched successful campaigns throughout Judah during Hezekiah's reign, culminating 

with the 701 BCE besieging of Jerusalem, cannot be disputed, as Assyrian annals, quite 

independent from any Judahite sources, document Sennacherib's campaigns.28 In fact, 

both the Judahite (2 Kings 18:15–16) and the Assyrian29 sources, for example, converge 

in their description of Sennacherib receiving tribute from the hand of Hezekiah, although 

the details of this tribute differ.30 

 The question of the historicity of Hezekiah's reforms is somewhat trickier. Both 2 

Kings 18:1–12 and 2 Chronicles 29:3–19 report that Hezekiah instituted cultic reforms to 

centralize the worship of Yahweh in Jerusalem; though, as we've seen, the purpose of this 

reform seems to be different in the two books. Israel Finkelstein and Neil Asher 

Silberman have argued that this reform was, in part, an attempt to centralize kingship and 

priesthood in Jerusalem due to an influx of northern refugees into Hezekiah's kingdom, 

and that archaeological evidence exists for the presence cultic sites at Arad, Beer-sheba, 

and Lachish that were shut down sometime around the end of the 8th century BCE, 

perfect timing for Hezekiah's cultic reforms.31 Finkelstein and Silberman's arguments 

have been challenged, however, by Diana Edelman, who has critiqued not only their use 

of the archaeological data to pinpoint a dating of the closing of these cultic sites to the 

time of Hezekiah, but also their arguments for the motivation behind Hezekiah's 

reforms.32  

 There is, therefore, still very much an open debate about the historicity of 

Hezekiah's reforms. That these cultic sites once flourished, only to eventually be 
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suppressed and eliminated by the priestly bureaucracy in Jerusalem, is not debatable.33 

What is debatable is whether there is archaeological evidence to link Hezekiah with their 

suppression. The first thing that should be noted is that 2 Kings 18 does not specify 

which "high places" or cultic sites Hezekiah suppressed. Finkelstein and Silberman have 

assumed, based on their reading of the evidence, that Hezekiah closed the cultic sites 

named above, but the biblical text does not mandate such. What's more, 2 Chronicles 29 

only reports temple reforms taking place in Jerusalem with the cleansing of the temple 

and the re-consecration of the priesthood. While it is true that 2 Chronicles 31:1 reports 

the destruction of cultic sites "throughout all of Judah and Benjamin," there is no 

indication in the text that this was one under the direction of Hezekiah. 

 It may very well be, then, that we would be expecting too much in hoping for 

definitive archaeological evidence for the historicity of Hezekiah's reforms in the Judean 

countryside. It may very well be that Hezekiah's reforms were limited to Jerusalem and 

perhaps a limited scale elsewhere throughout Judah, but not to the extent Finkelstein and 

Silberman seem to believe. J. R. Porter reminds us that the 2 Kings 18 rendition of 

Hezekiah's reforms makes it clear that the point of the reforms was "to remove Canaanite 

practices from the religion of Judah, notably the worship in the Temple of the bronze 

serpent that was traditionally said to have been erected by Moses."34 Thus, even the DtrH 

account seems to focus on Hezekiah's reforms accomplished at the temple, even if it 

doesn't provide as much detail as in 2 Chronicles 29. If this is in fact the case, then the 

lack of definitive archaeological evidence for these reforms should not at all surprise us. 
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 Conclusion 

 As we have seen, the accounts of Hezekiah and Manasseh, including the depiction 

of their reforms (or, in the case of Manasseh in 2 Kings 21, his apostasy) as well as 

Sennacherib's siege of Jerusalem, seem to preserve a core of historicity, despite literary or 

narrative re-workings that the redactors accomplished later. Ultimately, after having 

reviewed the evidence, I must concur with Dietrich that "even if it is currently 

fashionable (as it has occasionally been in the past) to place the historical reliability of 

the Bible as low as possible, the Deuteronomistic books of Kings [as well as Chronicles, 

for that matter,] especially are not only stories, but also history. . . . Although the 

historical value of each case must be carefully and critically checked . . . they still deliver 

a lot of essential historical information."35 

 From a Latter-day Saint perspective, it should not be surprising that scriptural 

works, particularly the biblical books, underwent a process of redaction that, while still 

preserving authentic historical information, also potentially contained mistakes, 

embellishments, or re-workings. Joseph Smith himself was not at all uncomfortable with 

the potentiality of precisely this happening. In a statement that would find little 

contestation from modern biblical scholars, the Prophet once remarked: "I believe the 

Bible as it read when it came from the pen of the original writers. Ignorant translators, 

careless transcribers, or designing and corrupt priests have committed many errors."36 Yet 

still one of our Articles of Faith affirms, "We believe the Bible to be the word of God as 

far as it is translated [transmitted] correctly" (Articles of Faith 1:8). 

 As Latter-day Saints our understanding is benefited by additional scriptural works 

that underwent remarkably similar processes of transmission. The Book of Mormon and 
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Doctrine and Covenants are both the result of a long process of redaction and 

transmission that created scriptures we read today. (The difference between the Bible and 

the Book of Mormon is, happily, that Mormon was kind enough to identify what he was 

doing and what sources he utilized.) The Doctrine and Covenants is perhaps the best 

analog to the process of redaction in 1–2 Kings and 1–2 Chronicles. Like these two 

ancient works, the Doctrine and Covenants was composed by disparate sources being 

brought together and formed into a coherent order by a school of redactors (Joseph Smith 

and his brethren in the leadership of the Church).37 

 As such, we need not as Latter-day Saints be scandalized if a similar process lies 

behind the composition of biblical books like 1–2 Kings and 1–2 Chronicles. Likewise, 

we need not be scandalized if the history presented in these texts is not absolutely perfect 

or accurate, or if it is limited in its scope, as both the history contained in the Book of 

Mormon and the Doctrine and Covenants are likewise selective and presented through the 

lenses of a certain theological understanding.38 

 Notwithstanding the limitations inherent in 1–2 Kings and 1–2 Chronicles as 

historical sources, including potential historical and ideological embellishment in the 

narratives, when done critically we can profitably read these texts as historical sources 

and be confident that they preserve some authentic historical details. This is true also in 

these texts' portrayals of Hezekiah and Manasseh. The question then becomes how to 

responsibly read these texts, and how to best appreciate and use the historical details 

found therein. 
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 1 In this paper, whenever I refer to "the Bible" I am referring to the collection of writings 

designated by Christians as the Old Testament, otherwise called the Hebrew Bible by modern scholars. (Of 

course, for Jews, the name "Hebrew Bible" is something of a redundancy, much like naming the primary 

book of Latter-day Saint scripture the "Mormon Book of Mormon.") For the sake of simplicity, I shall 

therefore simply employ "the Bible" throughout this paper. All biblical citations for this paper are from the 

New Revised Standard Version.  

 2 William G. Dever, in a monograph exploring what archaeology can tell us about Israelite folk 
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