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Lesson 8: The Hezekiah Defense
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Digging Deeper into Bible and Archaeology – The following material is provided as
reference material or a as deeper discussion and is optional for preparation for the class.
One of the most significant changes in the religious life of ancient Israel occurred during the
reign of the Judahite king Hezekiah, in the late eighth century B.C.E. The Bible provides us with this
image: “He removed the high places, broke down the pillars, and cut down the sacred pole
(asherah). He broke in pieces the bronze serpent that Moses had made, for until those days the
people of Israel had made offerings to it” (2 Kings 18:4). In doing so, explains the Bible, the faithful
king Hezekiah simply “did what was right in the sight of the Lord.” The Biblical text is sparse on
details of Hezekiah’s reform in Judah, but we can turn to archaeology for assistance.
The archaeological remains come from Tel Arad, Tel Motza, Beer-Sheba, Tell Halif and Lachish—
settlements with ninth- and eighth-century cultic places. Archaeology reveals that, with the exception
of Tell Halif these sites were part of the official Judahite cult and it appears that they were all
dismantled and buried. Arad’s earlier Canaanite village was transformed into a fortress with a shrine
and altar in the 10th century B.C.E. The altar was then abolished in the late eighth century by
Hezekiah but the shrine remained in use until the end of the seventh century, when it was partly
dismantled by King Josiah, It is assumed that this was evidence of two different cultic reforms under
two different kings—a view supported also by the Bible (2 Kings 23).
Beer-Sheba. A large ninth-century
horned altar was discovered
there—already dismantled. Three
of its four horns were found intact,
embedded in a wall. Their
secondary use indicates that the
stones were no longer considered
sacred. The horned altar was
dismantled during Hezekiah’s
reign, which we know because
some of its stones were reused in
a public storehouse that was built when the Assyrians threatened Judah1 and was destroyed by the
Assyrian army in 701.
In 2016, an eighth-century B.C.E. cultic place at Lachish was uncovered next to the main city gate.
Archaeologists have called this cultic place a “gate-shrine.” In it were found two small horned altars,
whose horns had been cut off and embedded in an adjacent wall. Further, a square toilet was found
installed in the shrine but was never used. The toilet was more of a symbolic act of desecration (see
2 Kings 10:27)—part of Hezekiah’s cultic reforms.
Archaeology suggests suggests that three different kinds of cultic changes or reforms took place in
the Kingdom of Judah:
(1) Official sanctuaries (together with their cultic objects) were partly dismantled and buried
because of their sacred character. This scenario played out at Arad and Motza.
(2) Cultic objects, such as the altar at Beer-Sheba, and, probably, the shrines at Beer-Sheba
and Lachish, were completely removed. If this really occurred at Lachish, it was before
Hezekiah’s reign, like at Motza.
(3) Household shrines, such as at Tell Halif, were tolerated by the central authority because
nothing more “dangerous” was being sacrificed than incense.
He fortified Jerusalem’s western hill and secured the Siloam Pool, and he built a new tunnel from the
Gihon Spring and new storehouses at Lachish and other sites.
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The excavations at Tel
Lachish fully exposed
the massive city gate
complex, which
measures about 80
feet by 80 feet.
Discovered at the
complex were
remnants of storage
jars—including some
that bore the stamp
lmlk (“[belonging] to
the king”)—that may
be evidence of
Hezekiah’s
preparations against
Assyrian king
Sennacherib’s
impending attacks. Part of this gate complex, the archaeological team found, was a large room that
appears to have been a shrine. The room contained two four-horned altars, whose horns had been
intentionally damaged, and several ceramic lamps, bowls and
stands. In one corner of the room, the archaeologists
discovered a seat carved of stone with a hole in the center
that is believed to be a toilet. Laboratory tests conducted in
the spot where the stone toilet was placed suggest it was
never used. The placement of the toilet had been symbolic,
after which the holy of holies was sealed until the site was
destroyed by the Assyrians. This latrine was unquestionably a
form of desecration of this shrine room—a practice described
in the Bible: “Then they demolished the pillar of Baal, and
destroyed the temple of Baal, and made it a latrine to this
day” (2 Kings 10:27). BAR 43.6 (2017)
In preparation for the Assyrian king Sennacherib’s
attack on Jerusalem King Hezekiah of Judah dug his
famous tunnel to ensure the city besieged would have
adequate water. The city’s only supply of fresh water,
the Gihon Spring, lay outside the city wall, so Hezekiah’s
tun nelers excavated a remarkable 1,750-foot, S-shaped
tunnel under the city that connected the spring to the
Siloam Pool on the other side of the city. While the
Israelites cut a long water tunnel through solid rock, to
divert water from the Gihon Spring to a new inner-city
reservoir meanwhile in the upper city Hezekiah set to
work building up the entire wall that was broken down,
and raised towers on it, and outside it he built another
wall. The massive foundation wall in this area,
unearthed by Israeli archaeologists in the 1970s. Its remarkable thickness of 7.5 meters, or
23 feet, also suggests that it is the “Broad Wall” referred to by Nehemiah. Within its
outward-facing side are the foundations of a house. The dwelling was there first, and the
city wall was forced to slice through it. Here’s how Isaiah described the practice: “You
counted the houses of Jerusalem, and you broke down the houses to fortify the wall.”
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