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The History of Israel II: From
the Divided Kingdom to the
Post-Exilic Period

This comprehensive study traces the dramatic narrative of Israel from the
kingdom's division after Solomon's death through the return from Babylonian
exile. We will explore how a once-united nation split into two kingdoms,
endured conquests by powerful empires, and ultimately found restoration
through God's faithfulness despite repeated cycles of apostasy and judgment.



Historical Timeline Overview

931 BC I

Kingdom Division - The united monarchy splits into Israel
(North) and Judah (South) following Solomon's death and
Rehoboam's harsh policies.

2 722 BC

Fall of Samaria - The Northern Kingdom falls to Assyrian
forces under Sargon Il, ending Israel's independence.

586 BC 3

Jerusalem's Destruction - Nebuchadnezzar destroys the
temple and deports Judah's population to Babylon.

4 539 BC

Persian Conquest - Cyrus conquers Babylon and issues
decree allowing Jewish return to Jerusalem.

515 BC 5

Temple Rebuilt - Second temple completed under
Zerubbabel's leadership with prophetic encouragement.



The Great Division

The death of Solomon in 931 BC marked the end of Israel's golden age. What
followed was a division that would define the next four centuries of biblical
history. The kingdom split along tribal lines, with the northern ten tribes
forming Israel under Jeroboam |, while Judah and Benjamin remained loyal to
the Davidic dynasty under Rehoboam.

This division was both political and religious. Jeroboam established alternative
worship centers at Dan and Bethel, complete with golden calves, to prevent his
people from traveling to Jerusalem for worship. This act of idolatry would
plague the northern kingdom throughout its 200-year existence.



Understanding the Two Kingdoms

Northern Kingdom: Israel
Capital: Samaria (after Tirzah, Shechem)
Duration: 931-722 BC (209 years)

Tribes: Ten northern tribes

Kings: 19 rulers from 9 dynasties
Characteristic: Persistent idolatry

End: Assyrian conquest and deportation

Southern Kingdom: Judah

Capital: Jerusalem

Duration: 931-586 BC (345 years)

Tribes: Judah and Benjamin

Kings: 20 rulers from Davidic line

Characteristic: Mixed periods of reform and apostasy

End: Babylonian conquest and exile



Chronological Framework

Understanding the chronology of this period presents unique challenges and
opportunities. Unlike earlier periods, we now have firm historical anchors
through synchronisms with Assyrian and Babylonian records. Key
synchronisms include Ahab's participation in the Battle of Qarqgar (853 BC) and
Jehu's tribute to Shalmaneser Il (841 BC).

Modern scholarship, particularly Edwin Thiele's comprehensive chronological
system, has resolved many apparent contradictions in biblical dating by
accounting for co-regencies, different calendar systems, and varying methods
of counting regnal years between the two kingdoms.




The Northern Kingdom's Early Dynasties

Jeroboam Dynasty

Founded by Jeroboam | (931-910 BC),
this dynasty established the pattern of
northern rebellion against both Davidic
rule and proper worship. Jeroboam's
golden calves at Dan and Bethel
became symbols of Israel's spiritual
decline.

Baasha Dynasty

Baasha (909-886 BC) eliminated
Jeroboam's line but continued the
same idolatrous practices. His conflict
with Judah led to the strategic alliance

between Asa of Judah and Ben-hadad
of Damascus.

Omri Dynasty

The most internationally significant
dynasty, founded by Omri (885-874 BC).
Built Samaria as a magnificent capital
and established marriage alliances with
Phoenicia, bringing Baal worship to
new heights under Ahab and Jezebel.



Elijah: Prophet of Fire

During the reign of Ahab (874-853 BC), Israel reached its lowest spiritual point.
Jezebel's promotion of Baal worship threatened to eradicate true faith entirely.
Into this crisis stepped Elijah the Tishbite, one of Scripture's most dramatic

figures.

Elijah's ministry included miraculous provision during a three-year drought, the
famous confrontation with 450 prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel, and his
dramatic translation to heaven in a whirlwind. His successor Elisha continued
this prophetic ministry for over fifty years, performing numerous miracles and

advising kings.



The Mount Carmel Showdown

The contest on Mount Carmel represents one of the most dramatic moments in biblical history. After three years of drought, Elijah

challenged Israel to choose between the Lord and Baal. The failure of Baal's prophets to bring fire from heaven, followed by the Lord's
immediate response to Elijah's prayer, demonstrated God's supremacy over pagan deities.
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The Challenge Baal's Failure

Elijah confronts the nation: "How long will you waver between two  Despite hours of frenzied activity, cutting themselves and crying
opinions? If the Lord is God, follow him; but if Baal is God, follow out, Baal's prophets receive no response from their silent god.
him."
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God's Victory National Response

Elijah's simple prayer brings immediate divine fire that consumes The people fall on their faces declaring "The Lord—he is God!" and
not only the sacrifice but also the water, stones, and dust around execute the false prophets at Kishon Brook.

the altar.



Jehu's Revolution and Its
Aftermath

The Omride dynasty's end came swiftly and violently through Jehu's divinely
commissioned revolution (841 BC). Anointed by one of Elisha's prophetic
students, Jehu systematically eliminated the house of Ahab, including King
Joram of Israel, King Ahaziah of Judah, and the infamous Queen Jezebel.

While Jehu's zeal in destroying Baal worship was commendable, his political
pragmatism led to submission to Assyria and the loss of significant territory to
Hazael of Damascus. His dynasty would rule for nearly a century but never fully
recovered Israel's former strength.




The Southern Kingdom's Survival

While the northern kingdom struggled through nine dynasties and constant political upheaval, Judah maintained the Davidic line
throughout its 345-year existence. This stability, however, did not guarantee spiritual fidelity. The southern kingdom experienced
dramatic swings between reform and apostasy.
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Queen Athaliah: The Usurper's
Reign

The marriage alliance between Jehoshaphat and Ahab had devastating
consequences for Judah. When Jehu's revolution eliminated both King Joram
of Israel and King Ahaziah of Judah in 841 BC, Athaliah—daughter of Ahab and
Jezebel—seized power in Jerusalem.

For six years, this foreign queen attempted to eradicate the Davidic line
entirely. Only the heroic intervention of Jehosheba, who hid the infant Joash,
preserved God's covenant with David. When the high priest Jehoiada finally
organized Athaliah's overthrow, the legitimate monarchy was restored, and
Baal worship was purged from Judah.



Uzziah: Judah's Golden Age

Under King Uzziah (Azariah, 791-740 BC), Judah experienced its most prosperous period since Solomon. His 52-year reign saw territorial
expansion, military innovation, economic prosperity, and agricultural development. Uzziah's engineers developed new siege equipment

and fortified Jerusalem with cutting-edge defensive systems.
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Years of Reign Army Size Conquered Cities

The longest successful reign in Judah's Well-equipped military forces that enabled  Territorial expansion included victories over
history, marked by consistent prosperity Judah to dominate regional politics and Philistines, Arabs, and control of vital trade
routes.

and expansion. trade routes.

Tragically, Uzziah's success led to pride. When he presumed to offer incense in the temple—a privilege reserved for priests—God struck

him with leprosy, ending his public career in isolation.



The Rise of Assyrian Power

The rise of Assyria under Tiglath-pileser Ill (745-727 BC) fundamentally changed
the geopolitical landscape. This empire introduced systematic deportation
policies and professional military tactics that would ultimately consume both
Hebrew kingdoms.

The Assyrian war machine was unprecedented in its efficiency and brutality.
Cities that surrendered were heavily taxed but left intact; those that resisted
faced complete destruction and population displacement. This policy kept
rebellions to a minimum while maximizing imperial revenue and control.



The Syro-Ephraimite War

When Tiglath-pileser Il began his westward expansion, Syria and Israel formed a coalition to resist Assyrian advance. They pressured
Judah to join them, and when King Ahaz refused, they invaded Judah to install a puppet ruler (735-734 BC).

The Crisis Ahaz's Choice

Isaiah confronted Ahaz with God's promise of deliverance, Despite prophetic assurance, Ahaz appealed to Assyria for help,
offering any sign to confirm divine protection. The famous paying tribute and accepting vassal status. This decision saved
Immanuel prophecy emerged from this encounter, promising Judah temporarily but established a relationship that would

God's presence with His people. dominate the kingdom for over a century.



The Fall of Samaria

The northern kingdom's end came gradually, then suddenly. After decades of
paying tribute to Assyria, King Hoshea (731-722 BC) attempted rebellion by

withholding payments and seeking Egyptian support. This fatal miscalculation
triggered the final Assyrian assault.

Samaria, Israel's magnificent capital built by Omri and fortified by successive
kings, withstood a three-year siege before falling in 722 BC. Sargon |l deported
27,290 lIsraelites to distant parts of the empire while settling foreign colonists in
their place. The ten northern tribes effectively disappeared from history,
becoming the "lost tribes of Israel."



Hezekiah: The Reformer King

Hezekiah's reign (716-687 BC) represents the high point of religious reform in Judah's history. Taking the throne during Assyria's zenith,
he embarked on the most comprehensive religious purification since Solomon's time, extending his reforms even into former northern

territory.
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Temple Restoration Nationwide Purge

Opened and repaired the temple, purified it from idolatrous Destroyed high places, smashed sacred stones, cut down Asherah
contamination, and restored proper worship according to Mosaic poles, and even broke Moses' bronze serpent which had become
law. an object of worship.
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Passover Revival Defensive Preparations

Celebrated the most significant Passover since Solomon's time, Built the famous tunnel to secure Jerusalem's water supply and
with participants from both kingdoms joining in Jerusalem. strengthened the city's fortifications against coming Assyrian

assault.



The Miracle of 701 BC

Sennacherib's invasion of Judah in 701 BC brought the Assyrian war machine to
Jerusalem's gates. After conquering 46 fortified cities and claiming 200,150
prisoners, the Assyrian king besieged Jerusalem with his vast army.

The confrontation produced one of history's most dramatic divine
interventions. While Assyrian officials mocked God and demanded surrender,
Hezekiah spread their threatening letter before the Lord in the temple. Isaiah
prophesied deliverance, and that very night the angel of the Lord struck down
185,000 Assyrian soldiers. Sennacherib returned to Nineveh in humiliation and
was later assassinated by his own sons.



Manasseh: The Pendulum Swings

The longest reign in Judah's history (696-642 BC) was also its most tragic spiritual disaster. Manasseh systematically reversed every
reform of his father Hezekiah, establishing the most comprehensive idolatry in the kingdom's history.

Child Sacrifice Astrology Temple Desecration

Restored Molech worship in the Valley Built altars to host worship of heaven in Placed carved Asherah pole in the

of Hinnom, sacrificing his own children temple courts, promoting divination, temple itself, directly violating God's
and encouraging others to do likewise. sorcery, and occult practices. specific commands about holy space.

Late in his reign, Manasseh was captured by Assyrian forces and taken to Babylon. This humiliation led to repentance and limited
reforms, but the damage was largely irreversible.



Josiah: The Last Great King

As Assyrian power declined, young King Josiah (640-609 BC) launched Judah's final and most thorough religious reformation. His reign
coincided with the fall of Nineveh (612 BC) and Assyria's collapse, providing political freedom for comprehensive reform.

The discovery of the "Book of the Law" during temple repairs (probably Deuteronomy or the entire Torah) catalyzed the most extensive

religious purification in Israel's history. Josiah's reforms extended into former northern territory, attempting to reunite all twelve tribes
under proper worship.



Josiah's Comprehensive Reforms

Idol Destruction

Systematically destroyed altars, high
places, and idolatrous objects
throughout Judah and former Israel
territory.

Priesthood Purge

Removed idolatrous priests and restored
legitimate Levitical service according to
Mosaic legislation.

Temple Restoration

Repaired and purified the temple,
removing all foreign religious objects
and restoring proper worship.

Law Discovery

Found the lost Book of the Law, leading
to national covenant renewal and
commitment to follow God's
commands.

Passover Revival

Celebrated the greatest Passover since
Samuel's time, with participants from
throughout the former kingdoms.



The End of an Era

Josiah's death at Megiddo (609 BC) fighting Pharaoh Neco marked the
beginning of Judah's final collapse. In trying to prevent Egyptian forces from
assisting the remnants of Assyria against rising Babylon, Josiah made a fatal
strategic miscalculation.

His death ended not only personal hopes but national ones. The brief reigns
that followed—Jehoahaz (3 months), Jehoiakim (11 years), Jehoiachin (3
months), and Zedekiah (11 years)—witnessed Judah's transformation from
independence to Egyptian vassalage to Babylonian conquest.




The Rise of Babylon

While Assyria dominated the 8th and 7th centuries BC, the neo-Babylonian empire emerged as the new superpower under

Nabopolassar and his son Nebuchadnezzar Il. The decisive Battle of Carchemish (605 BC) established Babylonian control over Syria-
Palestine and sealed Judah's fate.

Babylonian Advantages Judah's Weakness

e Superior military technology e Political instability after Josiah

e Experienced leadership under Nebuchadnezzar e Divided loyalties between Egypt and Babylon
e Strategic alliance with Media * |nadequate military resources

e Control of Mesopotamian trade routes e Internal religious and social corruption



Jeremiah: The Weeping
Prophet

Throughout Judah's final decades, Jeremiah faithfully proclaimed God's
warnings of coming judgment. Called to ministry in 627 BC during Josiah's

reign, he witnessed the kingdom's entire collapse, from hope through reform
to final destruction in 586 BC.

Jeremiah's message was consistently unpopular: surrender to Babylon
represented God's will for Judah. While false prophets promised deliverance
and quick return from exile, Jeremiah predicted 70 years of captivity. His

accuracy vindicated his prophetic credentials but cost him severe persecution
from Kkings, priests, and people alike.




The Three Deportations

586 BC - Final Destruction

Zedekiah's rebellion triggers final siege.

597 BC - Second Deportation
605 BC - First Deportation

After Jehoiakim's rebellion, Jerusalem and temple destroyed, most
Following the Battle of Carchemish, Nebuchadnezzar besieges Jerusalem. remaining population exiled. Gedaliah
Nebuchadnezzar takes noble youths Jehoiachin surrenders; 10,000 leading appointed governor over remnant.
including Daniel and his friends. citizens deported including Ezekiel.
Jehoiakim remains as Babylonian vassal Zedekiah installed as puppet king.

but retains throne.



The Babylonian Exile
Experience

Contrary to popular imagination, the Babylonian exile was not characterized by
harsh oppression or slave labor. Archaeological and biblical evidence suggests
that Jewish exiles received relatively favorable treatment, often achieving
positions of influence and prosperity.

Many Jews were settled along the Kebar River and other canal systems, where
they established thriving communities. Some, like Daniel and his friends,
achieved high government positions. The exiles maintained their religious
identity, developed synagogue worship, and preserved their scriptures during
this crucial period.



Life in Exile: Adaptation and Preservation

Economic Integration

Jews engaged in agriculture,
commerce, and crafts. Many achieved
significant prosperity in Babylonian
business networks, with some
becoming wealthy merchants and
landowners.

Religious Development

Without temple access, Jews
developed synagogue worship,
emphasized Torah study, and
maintained distinctive practices like

Sabbath observance and circumcision.

Cultural Preservation

Despite adopting Aramaic as their
common language, Jews preserved
Hebrew scriptures, maintained
genealogical records, and sustained
hope for eventual return.



Ezekiel: Prophet of Hope and
Restoration

Among the exiles of 597 BC was the priest-prophet Ezekiel, whose ministry
spanned the crucial years from exile through Jerusalem's destruction to visions
of restoration. His prophecies provided theological explanation for the exile
while maintaining hope for eventual return.

Ezekiel's temple vision (chapters 40-48) offered detailed blueprints for a
restored worship system, while his valley of dry bones vision (chapter 37)
promised national resurrection. His emphasis on individual responsibility
(chapter 18) helped reshape Jewish theology during the exile period.



Daniel: Faithful in Foreign Courts

Daniel's career illustrates how faithful Jews could maintain their religious integrity while serving in pagan governments. From his initial
refusal to eat the king's food through his interpretation of royal dreams to his survival in the lions' den, Daniel demonstrated that

compromise was unnecessary.

Youth and Training (605-603 BC)

Selected for royal education, Daniel and friends refuse
ceremonial defilement while excelling in Babylonian
learning.

Belshazzar's Feast (539 BCO)

Interprets handwriting on wall, predicting Babylon's fall to
Medo-Persian forces that very night.

Dream Interpretation (603-562 BC)

Reveals and interprets Nebuchadnezzar's dreams, earning
high position and demonstrating God's sovereignty over
earthly kingdoms.

Persian Service (539-530 BC)

Continues service under Darius the Mede, survives lions'
den persecution, receives prophetic visions of future
kingdoms.



The Persian Conquest

The relatively bloodless conquest of Babylon by Cyrus the Great in 539 BC marked a dramatic shift in imperial policy. Unlike previous

empires that deported and assimilated conquered peoples, Persia encouraged local customs and religions while maintaining overall
political control.

This reversal created the opportunity for Jewish restoration. Cyrus's famous decree, preserved in both Hebrew and Aramaic versions in
Ezra, specifically authorized Jewish return to Jerusalem and temple reconstruction. This policy served Persian interests by creating
grateful client peoples along imperial frontiers.



The First Return: Zerubbabel's Leadership

The initial return from exile (538 BC) under Zerubbabel and Joshua represented both triumph and challenge. Nearly 50,000 Jews made
the arduous journey from Babylon to Jerusalem, bringing temple vessels and royal authorization for reconstruction.

B Judah Tribe B Benjamin Tribe @ Priests Levites Others

The returnees represented a dedicated minority willing to leave comfortable Babylonian lives for uncertain prospects in a devastated
homeland.



Temple Reconstruction Challenges

Rebuilding the temple proved more difficult than anticipated. Initial enthusiasm, expressed in joyful foundation-laying ceremonies, gave

way to discouragement as opposition mounted and resources dwindled. Work ceased for nearly sixteen years until prophetic
intervention revived the project.

External Opposition Internal Challenges

e Samaritan interference and political pressure e Competing priorities for personal housing

e Appeals to Persian administrators e Limited financial resources

e Economic disruption and material shortages e Disappointment over temple's modest scale

Security concerns from hostile neighbors e |oss of initial enthusiasm over time



Haggai and Zechariah: Prophets of Restoration

In 520 BC, two prophets emerged to address the Jews' spiritual lethargy and stalled reconstruction. Haggai's practical messages focused
on immediate priorities, while Zechariah's apocalyptic visions provided broader theological context for restoration.

Their complementary ministries proved remarkably effective. Within four years of their initial prophecies, the temple was completed and
dedicated (515 BC). Their messages demonstrate how divine encouragement can overcome both practical obstacles and spiritual

discouragement.



The Second Temple Period Begins

The dedication of the second temple in 515 BC marked a crucial transition in Jewish history. Though modest compared to Solomon's
temple, this structure served as the center of Jewish worship for the next 500 years, through Persian, Greek, and early Roman periods.

515 /0 500

Temple Completion Years of Exile Years of Service
Date BC when second temple was Duration of Babylonian captivity as Approximate duration the second temple
completed after prophetic encouragement predicted by Jeremiah, from 586-515 BC served as center of Jewish worship until

from Haggai and Zechariah. temple period. Herod's renovation.



Esther: Providence in Persia

The Book of Esther reveals God's protective care over Jews who remained in the Persian Empire rather than returning to Jerusalem. Set

during the reign of Xerxes | (483-473 BC), the narrative demonstrates how divine providence operates even when God's name is never
explicitly mentioned.

The near-extermination of the Jewish people through Haman's decree, followed by their dramatic deliverance through Esther's courage
and Mordecai's wisdom, established the feast of Purim as a permanent celebration of God's faithfulness to His scattered people.



Ezra the Scribe: Second Wave of Return

In 457 BC, nearly sixty years after the temple's completion, Ezra led a second group of exiles to Jerusalem. Armed with extensive royal
authority and financial support from Artaxerxes |, Ezra's mission focused on religious and social reform rather than physical
reconstruction.
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Royal Commission Journey Preparation

Artaxerxes grants Ezra unprecedented authority to appoint judges, Organizes 1,800 men with families, recruits Levites, proclaims fast
enforce law, and access treasury funds for temple needs. for divine protection during dangerous journey.
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Mixed Marriage Crisis Legal Reform

Discovers widespread intermarriage with pagans, leading to Establishes Torah-based community standards, mandatory divorce

dramatic public confession and covenant renewal. from pagan spouses, restoration of proper worship.



Nehemiah: The Wall Builder

Thirteen years after Ezra's arrival, Nehemiah left his prestigious position as
Persian cupbearer to rebuild Jerusalem's walls (444 BC). His combination of
administrative skKill, political acumen, and spiritual leadership proved exactly
what the struggling community needed.

Despite fierce opposition from Sanballat, Tobiah, and Geshem, Nehemiah
completed the wall in just 52 days—a feat that amazed enemies and
encouraged the Jewish community. His success lay in careful planning,
effective organization, spiritual dependence, and refusing to be distracted by
threats or conspiracies.



The Great Assembly: Covenant Renewal

With Jerusalem's security established through completed walls, Nehemiah and Ezra collaborated in the most significant religious revival
since Josiah's time. The entire community gathered for public Torah reading, resulting in tears of conviction, joy of understanding, and
solemn covenant commitment.

Public Reading

Ezra read the Law from morning until midday while the people
stood listening. Levites explained and translated to ensure
understanding.

Festival of Tabernacles

Celebrated with greater enthusiasm than any time since
Joshua, as people built booths throughout Jerusalem and
surrounding areas.

National Confession

Extended prayer session reviewing God's faithfulness and
Israel's failures, leading to renewed commitment to obey the
Law.

Written Covenant

Formal agreement signed by leaders, committing to mixed
marriage prohibition, Sabbath observance, and temple support.



Malachi: The Final Prophet

The last voice of Old Testament prophecy addressed a community struggling with spiritual apathy and moral compromise. Malachi's
messages, delivered sometime between 460-430 BC, confronted widespread corruption among priests and people alike.

Religious Corruption Social Problems

e Offering blemished sacrifices to God * Widespread divorce and remarriage

e Priestly neglect of proper worship e |Intermarriage with pagans continuing

e Failure to pay tithes and offerings e Economic oppression of the poor

e Questioning God's justice and love e GCeneral indifference to covenant obligations

Malachi's promise of Elijah's coming and the great day of the Lord provided hope while warning of judgment for the unrepentant.



Lessons from the Divided Kingdom Period

The period from the divided kingdom through the post-exilic restoration offers profound lessons about God's character, human nature,
and the consequences of covenant faithfulness or rebellion.

Consequences of Rebellion Mercy in Judgment Scripture's Power

Both kingdoms experienced the inevitable Even in exile, God preserved a remnant and The discovery of the Law during Josiah's
results of persistent idolatry and social provided for eventual restoration, showing reign and its central role in post-exilic
injustice, demonstrating that neither that divine discipline aims at redemption restoration demonstrate Scripture's
political power nor religious privilege can rather than mere punishment. transformative power when properly

shield nations from divine judgment. taught and faithfully obeyed.



God's Faithfulness Endures

As we conclude this survey of Israel's history from the divided kingdom through the restoration, we see God's unwavering faithfulness
despite human failure. Through conquest and exile, through judgment and restoration, the Lord proved His commitment to His
covenant people and His redemptive purposes for the world.

The preserved remnant that returned from exile carried forward not only the bloodline of David but also the hope of ultimate fulfillment
—the coming Messiah who would establish God's kingdom in righteousness and peace. Their faithfulness in difficult circumstances
prepared the way for the greatest restoration of all: the coming of Jesus Christ, the Son of David, the Light of the world.

This history reminds us that God's purposes cannot be frustrated by human rebellion or political upheaval. What appears to be defeat
often becomes the pathway to greater victory. The exile that seemed to end Israel's story became the crucible that refined and prepared

God's people for their ultimate calling as a light to the nations.



