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Jerusalem was besieged.  Surrounded by the mightiest army of their time, the people of the City 

of David must have been terrified.  Only the deep faith in their God, Yahweh of Hosts, 

exemplified in their noble king, Hezekiah, kept them from throwing themselves upon the mercy 

of the Assyrians, opening their gates and begging for their lives before the powerful king of their 

enemies.  Not many know his name today but in his time Sennacherib was every bit as famous 

and feared as names we still remember: Genghis Khan, Attila, Napoleon, Hitler, Stalin.  In fact, 

as recently as 1815, the British Romantic poet, Lord Byron, referred to Sennacherib’s campaign 

against Hezekiah’s Judah in a poem I’ve quoted here before: 

The Assyrian came down like the wolf on the fold, 

And his cohorts were gleaming with purple and gold, 

And the sheen of their spears was like stars on the sea, 

When the blue waves roll nightly on deep Galilee. 

 

They are all gone now, of course; the Assyrians, the conquerors I mentioned before, lesser 

tyrants who nevertheless struck terror into entire nations like Pol Pot or the Somozas or Pinochet 

or Bin Laden.  All dead, all buried, even their reputations for savagery fading from memory with 

time.  In the context of our Scripture passage this morning, it’s a reminder to us that all earthly 

sorrows and fears are eventually eclipsed by our hope in the same God to whom Hezekiah 

prayed.  Whether we fear for our national lives in the face of some seemingly unconquerable foe 

or for our personal wellbeing as we prepare for natural disasters or as-yet-incurable disease, the 

great stories of the Bible and the teachings of the great leaders of God’s people from Moses to 

Jesus, remind us that all shall be well and all shall be well and all manner of things shall be well.  

The question for us on this Lenten morning of the Year of Our Lord Two Thousand and 

Nineteen is not who will win but rather, with sure and certain hope of the resurrection, how then 

shall we live? 

 

As we approach an answer to that question, I’m enough of a history buff to think it wise to delve 

a bit into the details of the story I just read.  For one thing, who was Sennacherib, the stern 

looking fellow pictured on the front of this morning’s bulletin?  He was one in a fairly long line 

of strong and ferocious kings who built and maintained an empire in the northern section of the 

land between the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers, in the land we now know as Iraq.  His father, 

Sargon II, was the Assyrian emperor who destroyed the old kingdom of Israel in his wars, 

forcibly resettling its inhabitants elsewhere in the empire and replacing them, in turn, with exiles 

from other defeated peoples.  The new inhabitants intermingled with the remaining Israelites and 

adopted their local religion, giving rise to the nation of the Samaritans, so disdained by the Jews 

of Jesus day as mongrels and blasphemers.  Like his father, Sennacherib was a successful warrior 

whose most constant foe were the inhabitants of southern part of the Fertile Crescent, a 

succession of tribal alliances built up around the city of Babylon.  Sennacherib solved “the 

Babylonian Problem” for the Assyrian Empire by eventually destroying that city.  It was, of 

course, later rebuilt and ultimately the Babylonians defeated the Assyrians but Sennacherib’s 

victory brought several decades of peace. 

 

If this bit of ancient military history seems beside the point to you, consider that the current 

upheavals in the Middle East trace a good deal of their history to events this far back in time.  

The Palestinians who continue to vie for land with the modern State of Israel are descended in 

part from the imported folk brought in by the Assyrians, others who settled in the land during the 
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Babylonian Exile of the Judeans, and yet others who were settled in Judah by the Romans in the 

Second Century of the Common Era.  Also, we continue to see struggle between north and south 

in Iraq and surrounding nations today.  The north, home of the Assyrians, is primarily Sunni 

Muslim in religion and Kurdish in ethnicity.  The south, home of the Babylonians, is primarily 

Shi’ite Muslim and Arab.  In some ways, the struggle between Assyria and Babylon continues 

today, although these are only a few of the factors in the turmoil in the so-called cradle of 

civilization. 

 

Back to Sennacherib: in fairness, we should remember that only his enemies, including the 

people of Judah, saw him as a blood thirsty tyrant.  In the Assyrian record, Sennacherib is hailed 

not only as a warrior but as an able administrator and as a patron of architecture, the arts, and 

technology.  As I mentioned, it was under Sennacherib’s rule that the great city of Nineveh was 

built, including ruins that still inspire us today.  The art of Nineveh was and is famed – again, 

take a look at the surviving portrayal of Sennacherib himself on your bulletin.  Sennacherib was 

credited for inventing or at least commissioning new schemes of irrigation that allowed for 

advances in agriculture.  The gardens of his palace were famous and may well have been the 

basis for the legend of the Hanging Gardens, credited to the later empire of Babylon.  He was 

also far less hawkish than his reputation would have us believe.  Archaeological research has 

found evidence that he tried to work peacefully with local rulers in Babylon before losing 

patience with continual revolts and we’ll look in a minute at the relationship with Judah.  In his 

time, Sennacherib was praised for keeping the peace so that trade would flow, a virtue that has 

excused many a tyrant of our own time.  In the words of the blues singer, Mose Allison, 

“ev’rybody’s cryin’ justice, just as long as it’s business first.”  Sennacherib may have been the 

model for the so-called “king of Nineveh” in the Book of Jonah: a foreign king hostile to the 

Children of Israel who could nonetheless be convicted of unrighteousness by a message from 

God and lead his people in repentance. 

 

With a more balanced picture of Sennacherib, let us turn to his adversary in our story: Hezekiah, 

King of Judah.  Our story in Isaiah is nearly an exact copy of the same story in Second Kings, 

chapters eighteen and nineteen.  At the beginning of 2 Kings 18, we read that Hezekiah was a 

worthy successor to his ancestor David.  “He trusted in the Lord the God of Israel; so that there 

was no one like him among all the kings of Judah after him, or among those who were before 

him.”  Hezekiah destroyed many places of pagan worship that had grown up in Judah and, as the 

story in Kings and Isaiah shows, waited faithfully for God’s intervention in the crisis with 

Sennacherib rather than forcing the action.  On the other hand, Sennacherib’s movement against 

Judah came about because Hezekiah allowed the Egyptians to talk him into rebelling against 

Assyria in the first place, not paying the tribute promised by his father and fighting Assyrian 

allies.  Was he a pious patriot or a zealot rebel?  Did Hezekiah’s desire to restore the Kingdom of 

David to prominence as well as returning it to faithfulness short-circuit an opportunity to win 

“the King of Nineveh” to the righteousness of the God of Israel?  The like question for us is, how 

much damage continues to be done to the cause of Christ by self-seeking on the part of those 

who drape themselves in the mantle of Christ? 

 

In the event, both Second Kings and Isaiah tell the same story: Hezekiah’s rebellion, fomented 

by Assyria’s rival to the southwest, Egypt, drew the attention of Sennacherib.  An invasion of 

Judah and siege of Jerusalem followed.  Minor cities of Judah were destroyed and tribute was 
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demanded of Hezekiah, which he paid.  The Assyrian army surrounded Jerusalem.  All this is 

also found in Assyrian records and art.  But the story ends rather differently in the Assyrian 

telling.  In annals still maintained in the British Museum, Sennacherib says: “I attacked Hezekiah 

of Judah who had not subjected himself to me, and took forty-six fortresses, forts and small 

cities. I carried away captive 200,150 people, big and small, both male and female, a multitude 

of horses, young bulls, asses, camels, and oxen. Hezekiah himself I locked up in Jerusalem like a 

bird in its cage. I put up banks against the city. I separated his cities whose inhabitants I had 

taken prisoners from his realm… and thus diminished his country. And I added another tax to the 

one imposed on him earlier.”  Was Sennacherib satisfied to leave the now-compliant Hezekiah to 

rule Judah under the Assyrian thumb?  Was he, as he’d been with the Babylonians for years, 

merciful?  Did he have bigger fish to fry elsewhere?  Or did something else happen? 

 

As it is recorded in both Isaiah and Second Kings, when Sennacherib besieged Jerusalem, 

Hezekiah consulted Isaiah and then prayed to God for deliverance for Jerusalem.  Isaiah told 

Hezekiah that God had heard him and had taken note not only of Hezekiah’s humility before 

God but of Sennacherib’s arrogance.  Sennacherib’s messengers had compared Yahweh to the 

gods of all the other nations Assyria had destroyed but Yahweh was no wooden idol and the God 

of Israel would prove it to Sennacherib.  “Because you have raged against me and your 

arrogance has come to my ears, I will put my hook in your nose and my bit in your mouth; I will 

turn you back on the way by which you came.”  Isaiah also relays a promise from God to the 

people of Jerusalem: “And this shall be the sign for you: This year eat what grows of itself, and 

in the second year what springs from that; then in the third year sow, reap, plant vineyards, and 

eat their fruit. The surviving remnant of the house of Judah shall again take root downward, and 

bear fruit upward; for from Jerusalem a remnant shall go out, and from Mount Zion a band of 

survivors. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will do this.”  Despite the devastation of war, the 

goodness of God’s creation would reassert itself to nourish the defeated.  There would be enough 

to begin again and the Judeans would again establish themselves in their land, bearing the fruit 

that God had planned for them to bear to the nations – the good news of God’s love and mercy. 

 

Exactly what happened next is a matter of whose history you read.  As I noted, Sennacherib 

implies that he’d gotten what he wanted and went home.  Second Kings and Isaiah say that the 

angel of the Lord killed 185,000 soldiers in Sennacherib’s army as they slept outside Jerusalem.  

Byron’s poem, which starts with the glory of Assyria, tells it this way: 

Like the leaves of the forest when summer is green, 

That host with their banners at sunset were seen; 

Like the leaves of the forest when autumn hath blown, 

That host on the morrow lay withered and strown. 

For the Angel of Death spread his wings on the blast, 

And breathed in the face of the foe as he passed; 

And the eyes of the sleepers waxed deadly and chill, 

And their hearts but once heaved, and for ever were still. 

And there lay the steed with his nostrils all wide, 

But through them there rolled not the breath of his pride; 

And the foam of his gasping lay white on the turf, 

And cold as the spray of the rock-beating surf. 

And there lay the rider, distorted and pale, 
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With the dew on his brow and the rust on his mail; 

And the tents were all silent, the banners alone, 

The lances unlifted, the trumpets unblown. 

And the widows of Asshur are loud in their wail; 

And the idols are broke in the temple of Baal; 

And the might of the Gentile, unsmote by the sword, 

Hath melted like snow in the glance of the Lord! 

 

There is an odd entry by the later Greek historian, Herodotus, who writes that an invasion of 

Egypt by the Assyrians under Sennacherib was forestalled by the action of mice.  According to 

Herodotus’ retelling of an Egyptian source, upon hearing of the approach of Sennacherib, 

pharaoh visited a temple to pray and received reassurance of a divine rescue.  Herodotus reports 

that the Egyptians were saved “by a horde of field mice that gnawed quivers and bows and the 

handles of shields, with the result that many were killed fleeing unarmed the next day.” So 

moved was Pharaoh that he commissioned a statue of himself with mouse in hand and an 

inscription saying “Look at me, and believe.”  Keeping in mind that Hezekiah’s rebellion against 

Assyria had been in support of the Egyptians, is this another version of the Isaiah story?  Is the 

reality that a sudden outbreak of the plague, carried by parasites on mice and rats, decimated 

Sennacherib’s army and caused him to beat a hasty retreat?  The causes of the miraculous are 

very much in the eye of the beholder.  But one of the lessons of this passage is that whether the 

inhabitants of Jerusalem were spared by the whim of their conqueror, by disease, or by the hand 

of God, it was only a temporary reprieve.  Hezekiah’s great-grandson Josiah, likewise a faithful 

follower of God, rebelled against the Babylonian overlords of his generation, and the kingdom of 

Judah was destroyed, its people taken into the Babylonian Exile which began the hope of a 

messianic deliverance.  The promise of God to Abraham and Sarah that their offspring would be 

a blessing to the nations would be fulfilled outside of national aspirations. 

 

So what are we to make of this bit of ancient and mostly verifiable history?  It is always easy for 

us as Christians, the Gentile branch grafted on to the tree of Israel, to adopt the viewpoint of the 

people of Judah and cheer for the miraculous delivery of a small nation from a mighty one.  But 

it behooves us to remember, as inhabitants of the United States in 2019, that our nation has 

looked a lot more like Assyria than Judah for at least the last century.  Have we helped in the 

struggle for freedom by others?  In the World Wars, certainly, and in Korea, too.  But in 

Vietnam?  In Afghanistan?  In Iraq?  Our country’s military strength was key in the defeat of 

Hitler but we were Stalin’s allies and either turned a blind eye to or actively assisted Somoza, 

Pinochet, Saddam Hussein (until it was inconvenient) and others.  We have not been the 

persecuted people of God for a very long time and we must be very careful about appropriating 

those stories.  And we, like the Judeans, must remember that every time we take up arms, we 

weaken our ability to tell the story of God’s love to those with whom we fight.  We must 

remember the story of Jonah as we make others out to be as wicked as Nineveh.  It is not the will 

of God that we should pray, “O God, bless the world – just not those people.” 

 

The possibility that Sennacherib was put to flight by the Bubonic Plague makes me think of other 

“unconquerable foes” that humankind has known: the plague itself, cancer, AIDS.  But God has 

blessed us with scientists and doctors who have found cures and vaccines and we have defeated 

those feared diseases to a large extent.  There are those here this morning who have recovered 
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from cancers and Connie and I just spent the better part of a week in Florida with my dear friend 

Dave whom, when we heard of his diagnosis of cancer in the pancreas and liver, I’d frankly 

given up for dead.  Now he’s completed his therapies and is just a few more clear scans from 

being declared cancer-free.  But still, people die of cancer and I always wonder, what if more 

funds were available to the researchers?  What if, instead of building an arsenal many, many 

times greater than the rest of the world combined, our country had invested more in science to 

understand and cure disease, to predict devastating earthquakes and tsunamis, to reverse the 

effects of global warming that causes catastrophic storms and floods?  What if, instead of 

glorifying the acquisition and hoarding of capital and assets, instead of winking at those 

individuals and corporations that avoid taxes and calling them smart, what if we instead insisted 

that everyone pay their fair share as was modeled for us in the early Church of Acts 2?  What if 

we led the way on that?  What if we held up service over gain and self-sacrifice over self-

glorification? 

 

But it is also important to remember that to the sufferers, to the faithful, to those who seek the 

face of God in the dark of night or when the end seems upon us or when life is just too much to 

bear, God has a word of promise.  Even in the wake of the most dire situation, there will be 

provision for life, there will be enough.  And as the days move on, things will get better – not 

overnight but enough so we can look back in a year and say, “it’s better now.”  And in the mercy 

and love and providence of God, there will be another day and another month and another year 

and soon we will find that our roots are deeper and our fruit is richer and so we will bless the 

world.  For the fruits of the Spirit are love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 

faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  And if God be for us, who can be against us?  For 

God’s promise to the remnant of Jerusalem, for God’s promise to Abraham and Sarah, for God’s 

promise to us, thanks be to God.  Amen. 


