
The Books of 1 and 2 Kings, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 21: Manasseh's Sin and Josiah's Reforms

2 Kings 21:1–23:30

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

Second Kings 21–23 is one of the most theologically dense stretches of the entire book. The 
teacher’s central task is to hold together three truths that the text refuses to separate: the 
devastating long-term consequences of persistent covenant rebellion, the genuine and 
reforming power of God’s written word when it is read and obeyed, and the sobering reality that 
even the most sincere human repentance cannot by itself undo the accumulated wages of 
generations of sin. Manasseh’s fifty-five years set a trajectory that Josiah’s thirty-one years 
could not fully reverse. This is not pessimism. It is the honest reckoning that drives the reader 
toward the only mediator who can actually handle human sin at its depth: Jesus Christ, the 
promised Seed of David, whose kingdom does not depend on the faithfulness of any earthly 
king.

The doctrinal weight of Q9 centers on the absolute authority of Scripture as the word of God 
that exposes, convicts, and calls to repentance, and on the relationship between genuine 
repentance and its limits. For churches of Christ, the Restoration Movement’s foundational 
commitment to Scripture alone as the rule of faith and practice is directly illustrated in Josiah’s 
story. The Book of the Law was not a new revelation; it was always God’s word. But when it was 
lost, buried under the debris of unfaithful generations, the people drifted without anchor. When 
it was recovered and read aloud in the assembly, it did what no amount of sincere religious 
feeling could do: it set a plumb line against which the nation’s life could be measured and found 
wanting. That is what Scripture always does, and that is why its public reading, study, and 
obedience remain the irreplaceable center of the church’s life.

The formation aim is equally urgent. Students should leave this lesson having honestly asked 
themselves what the pattern of influence is in their own lives, whether their leadership for their 
family, their congregation, and their community is trending toward greater faithfulness to God 
or subtly away from it. They should also have wrestled with the question of whether their 
engagement with Scripture is substantive enough to convict them at the level Josiah was 
convicted, or whether they have found ways to be around the Bible without actually being 
pierced by it.

Question 1

Student Question:

Read 2 Kings 21:1–9. Manasseh is described as doing more evil than the nations God drove out 
before Israel, undoing every reform Hezekiah had made. What specific sins does the text name, 



and what does the combination of religious syncretism, child sacrifice, and the defilement of the 
temple itself reveal about how completely Manasseh had rejected the covenant with God?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Manasseh’s sins are itemized with unusual specificity. He rebuilt the high places his father 
Hezekiah had destroyed (21:3). He erected altars to Baal (21:3). He made an Asherah pole 
(21:3). He bowed to all the host of heaven and served them (21:3). He built altars to the host of 
heaven in the two courts of the temple itself (21:5). He burned his son as an offering, practiced 
fortune-telling and omens, and consulted mediums and necromancers (21:6). He set up a carved 
image of Asherah in the temple (21:7). The list is not random; it is designed to show that 
Manasseh violated the covenant at every level: personal, familial, national, and cultic.

The comparison to the nations God drove out before Israel is especially cutting (21:9). The whole 
rationale for the conquest of Canaan was that those nations had filled the land with wickedness 
so severe that the land itself would vomit them out (Lev 18:24–28). Now the heir of God’s 
covenant people has out-sinned those nations. Israel was supposed to be a light to the nations; 
instead it has become darker than the darkness it was called to replace.

The defilement of the temple itself is the crowning outrage. Solomon’s temple was the place 
God chose to put His name, the architectural declaration that He dwelt among His people (1 Kgs 
8:29). Placing an Asherah pole inside the house of God was not merely personal idolatry; it was 
a theological assault on the very identity of Yahweh. It said, in effect, that God needs a consort, 
that He is one among many, that the exclusive covenant with Israel’s God is exchangeable for 
the pluralism of the surrounding cultures. This is syncretism at its most brazen.

The fifty-five year duration matters enormously. Kings were not merely religious figures; they 
were the shapers of national culture, the patrons of the priestly system, the models of what a 
human life devoted to God looked like or refused to look like. Fifty-five years of Manasseh-
shaped culture meant two full generations grew up without a coherent alternative. This is how 
persistent leadership for evil works: it does not just corrupt individuals; it deforms the entire 
cultural imagination of a people so that faithfulness becomes literally unimaginable.

For the teacher, the critical application is about the systemic and generational reach of spiritual 
leadership. Manasseh’s sin was personal before it was national. Every cultural catastrophe 
begins with individual choices made by individuals with influence. The teacher should help 
students feel not just the horror of Manasseh’s list of sins but the mechanism by which private 
spiritual choices became national spiritual disaster over fifty-five years.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The comprehensiveness of covenant violation: Manasseh attacked the covenant at personal, 
familial, national, and cultic levels simultaneously

 The irony of Israel out-sinning the Canaanites whom God had displaced for their wickedness



 Religious syncretism as a theological assault on the exclusive lordship of God
 The defilement of the temple as the ultimate desecration of the place God put His name
 The generational reach of spiritual leadership: how fifty-five years of unfaithful kingship 

deformed an entire people’s imagination of what faithfulness meant
 Child sacrifice as the most extreme expression of what covenant rebellion produces when 

left unchecked

Discussion Prompts

 Why do you think the narrator lists Manasseh’s sins so specifically and in such detail rather 
than simply saying he was wicked?

 What does it mean that Manasseh led Judah to sin more than the nations God had 
destroyed, and why is that comparison so theologically significant?

 How does the placement of idols inside the temple itself represent something more than 
personal idolatry?

Question 2

Student Question:

Manasseh’s evil did not stay private. The text says ‘he seduced them to do more evil than the 
nations had done who the LORD destroyed before the people of Israel’ (21:9). Think about the 
people in your own life who have the most influence over your spiritual direction, and people 
over whom you have influence. What does Manasseh’s example warn you about the direction 
your influence is currently flowing?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The text says explicitly that Manasseh led Judah astray (21:9). This is not merely that Judah 
followed his bad example; the Hebrew suggests an active, intentional leading. He seduced them. 
This is the language of persuasion, of creating a culture in which the wrong direction feels 
normal and the right direction feels foreign. Leaders at every level do this, for good or for evil, 
constantly and whether they intend to or not.

The question of influence direction is not primarily about formal authority. A parent who never 
speaks about God, who drifts through Sunday worship without visible engagement, who treats 
Scripture as a book that sits on the shelf between occasional crises, is exercising influence. It is 
just flowing in a direction that produces Manasseh-shaped people rather than Josiah-shaped 
ones. The stakes of ordinary, daily spiritual posture are enormous when you are living in front of 
anyone who is watching.

The positive version is equally compelling. Josiah’s reform shows that a single leader whose 
heart is genuinely tender toward God can redirect the flow of an entire community. He did not 
have the luxury of having grown up with faithful models; his father Amon and grandfather 
Manasseh were among the worst kings in Judah’s history. Something reached him, perhaps the 



prayers of godly individuals we never hear named, perhaps the lingering memory of his great-
grandfather Hezekiah, perhaps the mercy of God working in the heart of a child. Whatever the 
source, he chose differently, and his choice shaped a generation.

Students need to be pressed to think specifically rather than generally here. Not ‘I should be a 
better influence’ but ‘The specific people who are watching me most closely are these, and the 
specific signal I have been sending them about the importance of God, Scripture, and the church 
is this.’ The question is not hypothetical.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The active, seductive nature of spiritual influence for evil versus its passive appearance
 The way daily spiritual posture, not just formal teaching, shapes those who watch us
 The generational stakes of parental spiritual influence
 The possibility of choosing faithfulness even without faithful models, as Josiah did
 The specific and named nature of the people who are watching each student most closely
 The congregation’s corporate influence on its surrounding community

Discussion Prompts

 Who are the two or three people who are most shaped by the way you live out your faith 
day to day, and what are they learning about God from watching you?

 Manasseh’s influence was so deep it survived his death. What is the spiritual legacy you are 
currently building in the people closest to you?

 Is there a relationship in your life where you need to actively redirect the influence you are 
having, and what would that look like?

Question 3

Student Question:

Read 2 Kings 21:10–15. God’s declaration of judgment through the prophets is specific and 
devastating: He will wipe Jerusalem as one wipes a dish and turns it upside down. What does 
God’s detailed explanation of the judgment reveal about His character, and why does a just God 
explain Himself rather than simply act?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

God’s declaration of judgment in 21:10–15 is communicated through unnamed prophets, which 
underscores that this is not a private, impulsive divine reaction but a considered, publicly 
announced covenant consequence. God had been warning Judah for generations. The judgment 
He now declares is not surprising; it is the promised outcome of what the covenant said from 
the beginning (Deut 28–30).



The image of wiping Jerusalem as one wipes a dish and turns it upside down (21:13) is domestic 
and precise. A wiped dish is clean; it is also empty. Jerusalem, which had been filled with the 
presence of God, would be emptied. The city that bore God’s name would be cleared of 
everything that made it distinct. This is not an image of arbitrary destruction; it is an image of 
thorough, methodical removal of what has become corrupted beyond recovery.

The phrase ‘I will cast off the remnant of my heritage and give them into the hand of their 
enemies’ (21:14) carries grief, not just wrath. ‘My heritage’ is the language of belonging, of a 
relationship God initiated and sustained across centuries. The casting off is the last resort of a 
covenant God whose people have repeatedly refused His warnings. He explains Himself because 
He is not capricious; He is righteous, and righteous judgment explains itself.

The theological principle here is crucial for students: God’s judgment is never arbitrary, never 
surprised, and never without prior warning. He acted through the prophets consistently and 
patiently before the hammer fell. This is entirely consistent with His character as revealed 
throughout Scripture (Amos 3:7; 2 Pet 3:9). The explanation of judgment is itself an act of 
mercy, because an explained judgment is an invitation to respond before it arrives.

The teacher should note that God’s description of Judah’s sin as beginning with the day He 
brought their ancestors out of Egypt (21:15) is a sobering long view. The Exodus itself was not 
the beginning of faithfulness; it was the beginning of a long, contested relationship in which God 
pursued His people and His people repeatedly turned away. This is not news to God; it is the 
painful truth He has always known.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s judgment as the promised, announced consequence of covenant violation, not 
arbitrary wrath

 The image of wiping the dish: thorough removal of what has become corrupted
 The grief embedded in the language of ‘my heritage’: God’s judgment comes from a 

wounded covenant relationship
 The prophetic pattern: warning always precedes judgment (Amos 3:7; 2 Pet 3:9)
 God’s long view of Judah’s history of rebellion stretching back to the Exodus
 An explained judgment as a hidden mercy: understanding why invites response before it is 

too late

Discussion Prompts

 What does it tell you about God’s character that He announces His judgment through the 
prophets and explains His reasons rather than simply acting?

 Why do you think the text emphasizes that Judah’s pattern of rebellion goes all the way 
back to the day God brought them out of Egypt?

 How does a God who explains Himself in judgment differ from a God who acts arbitrarily, 
and why does that difference matter for how we understand the exile?



Question 4

Student Question:

God’s patience with Manasseh’s Judah spans decades before judgment falls. He sent prophets to 
warn, reason, and call the people back. Is there an area of your own life or your congregation’s 
life where you sense that God has been sending warnings that have not yet been fully received? 
What would it mean to take those warnings seriously before the consequences arrive?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The teacher should help students feel the length of God’s patience before pressing the 
application. The gap between Manasseh’s reign and the actual fall of Jerusalem spans decades. 
God is extraordinarily patient. He warns. He sends prophet after prophet. He delays. Second 
Peter 3:9 explains the principle: the Lord is not slow about His promise but is patient toward 
you, not wishing that any should perish but that all should reach repentance. That patience is 
not passivity; it is mercy holding the door open.

The application question presses students to identify where they currently stand in the gap 
between God’s warning and God’s action in their own lives. This requires genuine pastoral 
sensitivity. Students may be sitting with ongoing sins they know are wrong. Congregations may 
have tolerated patterns of unfaithfulness that have persisted long enough to seem normal. The 
point is not to generate anxiety but to invite honest self-examination while the door is still open.

The prophetic tradition of God’s warnings coming through Scripture itself is the New Testament 
equivalent of the unnamed prophets in 2 Kings. Paul writes to the Corinthians that the things 
that happened to Israel were written down for our instruction, on whom the end of the ages has 
come (1 Cor 10:11). The Bible is not merely a historical record; it is the living voice of God’s 
ongoing warning and invitation to His people.

The congregational dimension is important. Individual warnings are sometimes missed; 
communal patterns of unfaithfulness are often even harder to see from inside. The teacher 
might gently invite students to consider whether there are ways their congregation has 
accommodated patterns of worldliness or doctrinal drift that they have stopped noticing 
because they are so familiar.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s patience as an expression of mercy, not passivity or indifference to sin
 The prophets in 2 Kings as the pattern for how God’s word functions as ongoing warning 

today
 The spiritual danger of familiarity: how repeated warnings lose their edge when we have 

heard them too long without responding
 Individual versus congregational self-examination
 The opportunity of the gap between warning and judgment as the space for repentance



 Second Peter 3:9 as the theological ground for understanding God’s patience with persistent 
sin

Discussion Prompts

 What specific warning from God, through Scripture or through the counsel of faithful 
people, have you been aware of for a long time without fully responding to it?

 How do you know when God’s patience is still open and when the consequences of a long 
pattern of sin are beginning to close in?

 Are there patterns in your congregation’s life that have become so familiar that they have 
stopped feeling like the warnings they actually are?

Question 5

Student Question:

Read 2 Kings 22:1–13. During temple repairs commissioned by Josiah, the Book of the Law is 
found and read aloud to the king. What does the fact that the written word of God had 
apparently been lost, buried in the temple’s rubble, tell us about what decades of unfaithful 
leadership can do to a people’s relationship with Scripture, and what did Josiah’s response to 
hearing it reveal about his heart?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The finding of the Book of the Law is one of the most electrifying moments in the entire history 
of Israel. The scroll, almost certainly a copy of Deuteronomy or a significant portion of the 
Pentateuch, had apparently been lost in the chaos of Manasseh’s long reign and the brief, evil 
reign of Amon. It is telling that it turned up during temple repairs: the restoration of the physical 
structure of worship preceded, and made possible, the discovery of the written foundation of 
worship. You cannot repair the building without uncovering what the building was for.

The fact that the word of God had been lost to the community is itself a judgment. Not a lost 
battle or a collapsed wall, but a lost book. When a people have lived so long without the 
authoritative text of God’s covenant that the text itself has been buried and forgotten, they 
have reached a crisis more fundamental than any military defeat. They are a people without a 
compass, navigating entirely by cultural inertia and the inherited habits of unfaithful 
generations.

Josiah’s response to hearing the book read aloud is the hinge of the whole passage: he tore his 
clothes (22:11). In the ancient Near East, tearing one’s clothes was the bodily expression of grief 
so acute it could not be contained in ordinary posture. It was what you did when you heard that 
someone had died, when the reality of loss tore through every composed surface. Josiah heard 
the word of God and his immediate, physical response was grief, not argument, not defense, not 
a committee to study the matter further. He was broken by what he heard.



For the teacher, the connection to the church-of-Christ emphasis on Scripture as the sole 
authority for faith and practice is direct and powerful here. Josiah’s story is the story of a people 
who had drifted from God’s word so far that they had lost contact with it entirely, and of the 
shattering renewal that came when they heard it again. The Restoration Movement’s call to 
return to Scripture alone was, in its best expression, the same cry as Josiah’s: ‘We have been 
living without the Book, and when we hear it clearly we must be broken by what it says and 
rebuilt by what it commands.’

The teacher should help students ask themselves honestly whether their engagement with 
Scripture is substantive enough to convict them. Not whether they are around the Bible (most 
church members are), but whether they actually read it slowly enough and carefully enough to 
let it measure their lives rather than simply confirming what they already believed.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The loss of Scripture as a symptom of deep covenant unfaithfulness, more devastating than 
military or political loss

 Temple repair as the context for scriptural recovery: restoring the form of worship 
uncovered the substance

 The physical, visceral nature of Josiah’s repentance: torn clothes as the body expressing 
what words cannot hold

 Scripture as the plumb line by which the community’s life is measured, not simply confirmed
 The church-of-Christ commitment to Scripture alone as the rule of faith and practice, 

illustrated in Josiah’s story
 The difference between being around the Bible and being genuinely pierced by it

Discussion Prompts

 What does it tell us about the spiritual state of Judah that the Book of the Law had been lost 
and that its recovery came as a shock rather than a routine discovery?

 Josiah did not argue with the book, ask for time to study it, or form a committee. He tore his 
clothes. What does that kind of response to God’s word look like in a person today?

 Is there a difference between the way you engage with Scripture on a typical week and the 
way Josiah engaged with it in 2 Kings 22? What accounts for the difference?

Question 6

Student Question:

Josiah had already begun seeking God before the Book of the Law was found, yet the reading of 
Scripture moved him to a depth of repentance his prior devotion had not reached. Have you ever 
had an experience where reading or hearing a specific passage of Scripture convicted you at a 
depth that surprised even you? What happened, and what did it change?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



The personal question presses into one of the most spiritually honest distinctions in the 
Christian life: the difference between sincere general devotion to God and the specific, acute 
conviction that comes when the word of God lands on a particular area of disobedience. Josiah 
had been seeking God for ten years before the book was found (22:1–3). He was not an 
indifferent king who stumbled into repentance. He was a genuinely seeking person whom 
Scripture drove to a deeper repentance than seeking alone had produced.

This is an important pastoral point. General spiritual seeking, prayer, and worship are genuinely 
good and are not to be diminished. But they can sometimes function as a way of staying in a 
warm, positive relationship with God while keeping the harder edges of Scripture at a safe 
distance. The student who prays regularly and attends faithfully but never reads a portion of 
Scripture slowly enough to let it press into specific sins is like Josiah before the book was found: 
sincere but incomplete.

The teacher should be prepared for students who have genuinely had the Josiah experience, 
moments when a passage broke through their defenses and named something they had been 
managing rather than repenting of. These stories are worth drawing out, because they 
normalize this kind of encounter with Scripture and invite students who have not had it to 
wonder why not and to pursue it.

The question of what changed after such an experience is equally important. Conviction that 
leads to no change is one of the saddest phenomena in the spiritual life. Josiah’s conviction led 
immediately to inquiry (sending to Huldah), then to proclamation (reading the book publicly), 
then to action (the great reform). The sequence matters: conviction that stays internal and 
private and does not move through repentance into changed behavior is incomplete at best and 
self-deceiving at worst.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The distinction between general sincere devotion and specific Scripture-produced conviction 
of particular sin

 How regular spiritual practice can sometimes insulate us from the harder edges of God’s 
word

 The normalcy and desirability of being genuinely broken by a specific Scripture passage
 Conviction that leads to action versus conviction that remains internal and produces no 

change
 The role of the community in receiving and responding to Scripture-produced conviction
 Honest self-examination about the depth of one’s personal engagement with the biblical 

text

Discussion Prompts

 Can you recall a specific time when a passage of Scripture convicted you of something in a 
way that genuinely surprised you? What was the passage, and what changed?



 Why do you think regular church attendance and Bible familiarity do not automatically 
produce the kind of deep conviction Josiah experienced when the book was read to him?

 If conviction that leads to no action is incomplete, what is the next step you need to take 
after a genuine moment of Scripture-produced repentance?

Question 7

Student Question:

Read 2 Kings 22:14–20 and 23:1–3. The prophetess Huldah confirms both the judgment on Judah 
and the personal mercy shown to Josiah because his heart was tender and he humbled himself 
before God. Then Josiah gathers all the people and reads the entire Book of the Covenant to 
them publicly, and they make a solemn covenant before the LORD. What does this sequence 
reveal about the relationship between hearing God’s word, genuine repentance, and covenant 
renewal as a community?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Huldah’s prophecy (22:14–20) is a striking moment in its own right. Jerusalem has a male 
prophetic tradition (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Micah, Zephaniah are all roughly contemporary with 
Josiah), yet the king’s delegation goes to Huldah, a woman and a prophetess. The text records 
her prophecy without any sign of embarrassment or explanation; she speaks the word of the 
LORD with full authority, and the king receives it as such. She confirms both the judgment on 
Judah for its idolatry and the personal word of mercy to Josiah because his heart was tender and 
he humbled himself (22:19–20).

The connection between hearing the word, genuine humility, and covenant renewal in 23:1–3 is 
theologically precise. Josiah does not move directly from hearing to reforming. He first seeks the 
word of God through the prophetess, then he gathers the community, then he reads the entire 
Book of the Covenant in their hearing, then together they make the covenant. The sequence is: 
hear, grieve, inquire, proclaim, commit. Each step is necessary. Reform that skips the 
proclamation of the word to the whole community is just institutional rearrangement. Reform 
that skips the covenantal commitment is just education without obligation.

The corporate reading of the covenant in 23:2–3 is a specific, public, communal act. ‘All the 
people’ are present: the priests, the prophets, and all the people, both small and great. The 
covenant is not a private agreement between Josiah and God. It is a public declaration in which 
the whole community places itself under the authority of the written word. This is the ecclesial 
dimension of repentance: repentance that stays private when it should take a communal shape 
has not fully run its course.

For the teacher, the connection to the practice of the New Testament church is clear. The early 
church gathered on the first day of the week, read the apostles’ teaching, broke bread, and 
prayed together (Acts 2:42). The public, communal reading and hearing of Scripture was not 



decorative; it was the covenant-renewing act of the community placing itself under the 
authority of God’s word together. Students who treat Sunday assembly as optional or who treat 
the reading and teaching of Scripture as background noise are drifting from the Josiah pattern in 
a direction that eventually leads back toward the Manasseh pattern.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Huldah as a prophetess whose word carries full divine authority, illustrating God’s freedom 
to work through whom He chooses within the context of His ordered covenant

 The sequence of authentic covenant renewal: hear, grieve, inquire, proclaim, commit
 The corporate and public nature of covenant renewal: repentance that stays private when it 

should be communal is incomplete
 The gathered community as the context in which the word of God exercises its full renewing 

power
 The connection between Josiah’s covenant renewal assembly and the New Testament 

gathered church under apostolic teaching
 The role of the written word as the basis of the covenant commitment: not sentiment, not 

tradition, but the text

Discussion Prompts

 Why do you think Josiah’s response to the book included a public reading to the entire 
community rather than simply implementing the reforms quietly on his own authority?

 What is the difference between a community that has heard the same Scripture passages 
for years and a community that is genuinely placing itself under the covenant authority of 
those passages?

 What does genuine corporate covenant renewal look like for a local congregation today?

Question 8

Student Question:

Josiah’s repentance was not merely private and internal. He read the law publicly, gathered the 
whole community, and led them into a corporate covenant renewal. Are there ways in which 
your own repentance tends to stay private and interior when it should also take a public, 
communal, or relational shape? What would that look like in your current situation?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The application of Q7’s corporate theme to personal practice requires honest reflection on the 
ways privatized repentance limits its own effectiveness. The Reformation’s instinct to make faith 
a matter of the individual conscience was salutary in some respects but created a cultural 
tendency to treat repentance as something that happens between me and God alone, with no 
relational or communal dimension. The biblical pattern is consistently more embodied and 
communal than that.



James 5:16 is explicit: ‘Therefore, confess your sins to one another and pray for one another, 
that you may be healed.’ This is not the Catholic sacrament of confession to a priest; it is the 
communal, mutual accountability of brothers and sisters who are carrying each other’s burdens 
(Gal 6:2). When a sin has damaged a relationship, the relational repair is part of the repentance. 
When a pattern of spiritual drift has been visible to a community, naming it openly is part of 
what reconstitutes the community’s trust and shared direction.

The teacher should be careful not to push students toward inappropriate public confession of 
private sins. Not every sin needs to be confessed to the whole congregation. But many students 
will have patterns of spiritual failure that are more public than they have acknowledged, or 
relationships that need direct repair that they have been managing at a safe distance. The 
question is whether their repentance has fully run its relational course.

The model for this in the New Testament church is the practice of the early Christians who bore 
one another’s burdens, confessed to one another, and held one another accountable (Heb 3:12–
13; 10:24–25). The weekly assembly with its Lord’s Supper, its mutual examination, its teaching 
from the apostolic word was the context in which individual repentance received communal 
reinforcement and direction.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The limits of purely private repentance when sin has a relational or communal dimension
 James 5:16 as the New Testament counterpart to Josiah’s public covenant renewal
 The difference between appropriate communal confession and inappropriate exposure of 

private matters
 How unrepaired relationships limit the depth of our repentance toward God
 The weekly assembly as the context in which personal repentance receives communal 

reinforcement
 The courage required to move repentance from the internal to the relational

Discussion Prompts

 Is there a relationship in your life where repentance toward God has not yet become repair 
toward another person? What is keeping you from taking that step?

 What would it look like in your congregation for repentance to take a more openly 
communal shape, and what would need to change for that to feel safe?

 How does the mutual accountability of a close community of believers help individual 
repentance actually stick?

Question 9

Student Question:

Read 2 Kings 23:4–25 and then 23:26–27. Josiah’s reform is described as unprecedented: no king 
before or after him turned to the LORD with all his heart, all his soul, and all his might as the Law 



of Moses commanded. And yet the very next verses announce that the LORD’s wrath did not turn 
away from Judah because of all that Manasseh had provoked Him to. What does this passage 
teach us about the authority and reforming power of God’s written word when it is read and 
obeyed, and what does it teach us about the limits of even sincere human reform to undo the 
consequences of persistent national sin? How does this drive us toward the mercy and mediation 
of Christ as the only final answer to the problem of human sin?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

This is the heaviest and most theologically freighted question in the lesson, and it must be 
handled with care and depth. Josiah’s reform in 23:4–25 is the most sweeping purge of idolatry 
in Judah’s history. He removed the vessels made for Baal and Asherah from the temple and 
burned them (23:4). He abolished the idolatrous priests (23:5). He brought out the Asherah 
pole, burned it, and ground it to dust (23:6). He tore down the high places throughout the land, 
from Geba to Beersheba (23:8). He defiled Topheth, the place of child sacrifice in the Valley of 
Ben-hinnom (23:10). He removed the horses dedicated to the sun (23:11). He tore down the 
altars Manasseh had set up in the two courts of the temple (23:12). He desecrated the high 
places Solomon had built for Ashtoreth and Chemosh and Milcom (23:13). He went north into 
former Israelite territory and destroyed the high places there as well, including the great altar at 
Bethel that Jeroboam had set up (23:15). He kept a Passover unlike any since the days of the 
judges (23:22). The text concludes: ‘Before him there was no king like him, who turned to the 
LORD with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his might, according to all the Law of 
Moses, nor did any like him arise after him’ (23:25). This is the highest possible commendation 
the narrator gives to any king.

And then, two verses later: ‘Still the LORD did not turn from the burning of his great wrath, by 
which his anger was kindled against Judah, because of all the provocations with which Manasseh 
had provoked him’ (23:26). The juxtaposition is shocking and intentional. The greatest reformer 
in Judah’s history could not undo what Manasseh had done. The judgment declared in 21:10–15 
was not revoked. Josiah personally received mercy because his heart was tender (22:20), but the 
nation did not escape the consequences of the trajectory Manasseh had set.

This is not a teaching about the futility of repentance. It is a teaching about the real, 
accumulated weight of persistent national sin and the limits of human reform to address it. 
Josiah’s reform was genuine, comprehensive, and commanded. God honored it with personal 
mercy toward Josiah. But generations of covenant-breaking leave structural damage that a 
single reforming king, however faithful, cannot fully repair in his own lifetime. The sins of the 
fathers do leave consequences for the children, not guilt (Ezek 18:20), but real-world, structural, 
cultural, and spiritual damage that takes generations to heal and that sometimes, by God’s just 
governance, runs its course.

This drives us, inescapably, to Christ. If even the most sincere and thoroughgoing human 
repentance cannot finally undo the wages of persistent sin, then what hope is there? The 



answer of the whole biblical narrative is that the remedy to human sin cannot ultimately be 
human reform; it must be divine redemption. The Davidic line that runs through Josiah will 
produce, centuries later, a King who does not merely reform the corruption but takes it into 
Himself and exhausts it on the cross. The exile that Josiah’s reform could not prevent will itself 
become the setting from which God calls His people home, through a Second Exodus that Isaiah 
announces as far greater than the first (Isa 43:18–19). The Savior who comes from the line of 
David does not offer incremental improvement; He offers new birth, new covenant, and the 
forgiveness of all sin for all who come to Him in faith and obedience.

For the church of Christ, the authority and reforming power of Scripture in Josiah’s story is a 
direct model for the Restoration principle: when God’s people drift from His written word, the 
recovery and public reading and obedient following of that word is the path of renewal. The 
church does not need new revelation; it needs to hear, obey, and be broken by the word it 
already has. At the same time, Josiah’s story warns against a purely externalist understanding of 
reform. The reform was comprehensive and was nonetheless insufficient because the people’s 
hearts were not, as a whole, what Josiah’s heart was. External conformity to the pattern without 
inward transformation produces Manasseh’s children living under Josiah’s laws, waiting for 
Josiah to die so they can go back to what they know.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The absolute authority of Scripture as the reforming word of God: when it is found, read, 
and obeyed, it produces the most sweeping renewal possible

 The limits of human reform: even the greatest reformer in Judah’s history could not undo 
the structural consequences of Manasseh’s fifty-five years

 The distinction between personal mercy (Josiah) and national judgment (Judah): God can 
honor individual faithfulness while allowing national consequences to run their course

 The difference between inherited guilt and inherited consequences: children do not bear 
Manasseh’s guilt, but they do live in Manasseh’s world

 The way Josiah’s insufficient reform points forward to the only reform that is sufficient: the 
redemption accomplished by the Son of David on the cross

 The danger of externalist reform without inward transformation: patterns that change 
behavior without changing hearts produce a generation waiting to revert

 Scripture as the church of Christ’s plumb line for faith and practice, to be read, obeyed, and 
allowed to break what needs to be broken

Discussion Prompts

 Why do you think the narrator places the description of Josiah’s unprecedented faithfulness 
in 23:25 immediately before the announcement in 23:26 that God’s wrath against Judah was 
still not turned away? What is he teaching you by that juxtaposition?

 What does it mean that human reform, however sincere and thorough, cannot finally solve 
the problem of human sin, and where does that lead us in terms of what we actually need?



 How does the story of Josiah reading the Book of the Law to the whole assembly and leading 
them into covenant renewal inform your understanding of why the church’s weekly 
gathering around Scripture and the Lord’s Table is not optional but essential?

Question 10

Student Question:

Looking across the full sweep of 2 Kings 21–23, from Manasseh’s unrelenting evil through 
Josiah’s wholehearted but ultimately insufficient reform, name one truth about God’s character 
or one specific call on your life that this passage has pressed into your heart, and describe one 
concrete step you will take this week in response.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

The capstone question asks students to land with specificity after a lesson that has moved across 
a vast landscape. Manasseh’s decades of corruption, the lost book, the torn clothes, Huldah’s 
word, the great reform, and the sobering announcement that even that great reform was not 
enough: this is not a comfortable passage and should not produce a comfortable, tidy summary.

The teacher should help students name what hit them hardest. For some it will be the Manasseh 
material: the honest reckoning with the downstream consequences of their own spiritual drift 
on the people who depend on them. For others it will be the finding of the book: the recognition 
that they have been living at a comfortable distance from Scripture rather than letting it press 
into specific areas of their lives. For others it will be the Josiah paradox: the discovery that even 
your most sincere reform cannot undo everything, and the comfort of knowing that Christ has 
done what you cannot.

The step should be concrete and time-bound. The teacher can model this by naming a specific 
step of their own: not ‘I will read my Bible more’ but ‘I will read Deuteronomy 28–30 this week, 
because those are the covenant consequences that broke Josiah open, and I want to let them 
break me open too.’ Push students toward that level of naming.

Close with the gospel. Josiah’s story ends in death at Megiddo (23:29–30), cut down at thirty-
nine years old, his great reform outliving him by only a few years before his successors unravel 
it. But the Davidic line does not end at Megiddo. God’s promise does not die with the king. 
Centuries later, another Son of David will enter Jerusalem not as a reforming king but as the 
suffering servant who takes upon Himself the full weight of what Manasseh’s world produced, 
and through that suffering will accomplish what no reform could achieve: the complete and final 
forgiveness of sin and the establishment of the everlasting kingdom that will never be undone.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The discipline of specificity in application: moving from broad impression to named truth 
and concrete step



 The multiple points of entry this lesson offers: the warning of Manasseh, the model of 
Josiah, the power of Scripture, the sobering limits of human reform

 The gospel as the only final answer to the problem that Josiah’s story exposes: human sin 
requires divine redemption, not just human reform

 The Davidic line as the thread of hope that runs through even Josiah’s death at Megiddo
 The invitation to bring specific patterns of sin or drift to God now, in the mercy that is still 

open, before consequences close it

Discussion Prompts

 Which image or moment from this passage has stayed with you most, and why do you think 
it landed where it did in your heart?

 Name the one specific step you are committing to take this week in response to what God 
has shown you in this passage.

 How does the fact that even Josiah’s best efforts were not enough drive you toward Christ 
as the only one whose obedience and sacrifice is actually sufficient?


