Chapter 4: Justice and the Heart of God (Chronicles).

John Mark Hicks
Chronicles may seem like a strange place to reflect on a biblical ethic of social justice.   Chronicles, for example, is not the most well read section of the biblical canon.  Indeed, for many years Chronicles was the stepchild of Old Testament scholarship.  It has always taken second chair to 1-2 Samuel and 1-2 Kings. Moreover, some regard Chronicles as theologically vacuous and irrelevant.  For example, McKenzie wrote, “It is difficult to imagine any theological question asked in this generation on which the book of Chronicles is likely to shed any light.”

However, the Chronicler is a narrative theologian.  He writes theological history.  While a historian in that he makes factual claims about the past, he is a theologian who uses history to proclaim a theological message.  At the heart of that message is the faithfulness of a God who seeks a people for himself, a people after his own heart who seek him.

The Chronicler bridged the gap between his generation and the canon of the Old Testament available to him.  He had the Pentateuch, Samuel-Kings, some of the prophets, and some of the Psalms in front of him (as well as non-canonical sources).  He attempted to make sense of God’s work in Israel in his postexilic situation.  As an interpreter of Scripture, he applied the meaning of God’s promises to his own context.  As a narrative theologian, he retold the history of Israel through the eyes of God’s dynastic promise to David and his redemptive promise to Solomon through the temple.  He restored hope to his discouraged postexilic community.
  

His story is the story of God’s search for a people who seek him.  This story means that God seeks to shape a people into his own image who share his values.  The heart of God yearns to commune with a people with that same heart.  At the core of that heart is a concern for mercy and justice within community, and this is the principal concern of contemporary discussions of social justice.

The Setting and Function of Chronicles

Chronicles covers the same historical period as Samuel-Kings.  Consequently, we have two histories of Israel, much as we have four histories of Jesus (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John).  

While the two histories cover the same period, they write in different settings, with different purposes, and for different audiences.  1-2 Kings was compiled during the Babylonian exile.  Exilic questions were:  “Why were we exiled?” or “Did the Babylonian gods overrule Yahweh?” or “Where is God and his promises?”   1-2 Kings focuses on the sins of Israel and Judah.  David and Solomon do not escape judgment, and the whole nation is judged for its sins.  Judah is in exile because it sinned.  The Babylonian gods did not win, but rather God removed Judah from their homeland.  1-2 Kings explains God’s judgment against both Judah and Israel.

Chronicles was written during the postexilic period, that is, after the return of the exiles from Babylon in 536 B.C.  The Chronicler’s audience lived in Judah.  Postexilic questions differed from exilic ones.  The postexilic community asked:  “Will God still dwell among his people in his temple?” or “Will God take us back as his people?” or “Will God keep his promise to David?”  While the Chronicler explains the exile as a divine judgment, he stresses God’s yearning to restore his people.  God will keep his promises, and God will dwell among his people as in the days of Solomon.  If the postexilic community will seek God, then he will dwell among them.  1-2 Chronicles articulates God’s gracious attitude toward all Israel, including both Ephraim and Judah.

The primary significance for the Chronicler’s first readers was the assurance that the Davidic covenant is still operative and that God dwells among his people in his temple just as he did in the days of Solomon.  God yearns for his people, and he will keep his promises.  God returns the exiles to the land in order to dwell among them.  Indeed, the climax of Chronicles is the decree to rebuild the temple (2 Chronicles 36:22-23).  Chronicles, therefore, offers the postexilic community a gracious hope.  

For Christians, the story of God’s graciousness culminates in Jesus Christ.  The presence of God in the temple is the presence of the Holy Spirit in Christians.  God seeks a people who seek him.  God seeks worshippers (John 4:23-24) and yearns to share his communion with people who trust him with all their hearts. Just as the Exodus is our story, so the building of the temple is our story.  When Christians study Chronicles, they study the significance of God’s temple building for their own faith and life.  They learn something about God’s faithfulness and grace; about worship, holiness, faith and perseverance; and about the God of David and Solomon who is also the God of Jesus Christ.

The Theology of Chronicles

The fundamental theological hermeneutic of Chronicles is “God seeks seekers.”  The faithful and gracious God seeks hearts that seek him.  The God of Chronicles is a relational God who seeks authentic reciprocal relationship.  Those who seek him will be found by him, but he will forsake those who forsake him (1 Chronicles 28:9; 2 Chronicles 15:2).

Two of the most significant terms in Chronicles are “seek” and “heart.”  They are thematic for Chronicles.
  These terms are linked 11 times (1 Chronicles 16:10; 22:19; 28:9; 2 Chronicles 11:16; 12:14; 15:12,15; 19:3; 22:9; 30:19; 31:21), that is, hearts that seek God.  “Seek” appears 54 times (the most in biblical literature) and “heart” 64 times (only Jeremiah and Psalms use it more often).  God seeks hearts and yearns for hearts that seek him.

The flip side of God’s relational nature is that he will forsake those who forsake him (1 Chronicles 28:9; 15:2).  The history of Israel is filled with example after example of this God-forsakenness.  Ultimately, because Israel forsakes God, God forsakes Israel.

Consequently, God enters history to create, discipline, probe, test, and redeem in order to find hearts that seek him as he seeks them.  Chronicles is the story of Yahweh who moves among his people to know their hearts and find those who seek him (2 Chronicles 16:9).  In Chronicles, Yahweh creates the world and preserves a people throughout history (1 Chronicles 1-9).  Yahweh establishes a covenant with David as he inaugurates a kingdom (1 Chronicles 17).  Yahweh graciously dwells among his people in the temple (2 Chronicles 6-7).  Yahweh disciplines, blesses, and tests his people in order to know their hearts (1 Chronicles 29:17-19; 2 Chronicles 32:31).  The story of Chronicles is the dynamic engagement between God and his people as God seeks to establish a gracious relationship with those who seek him.

The Davidic promise involves God’s commitment to rule the nations through Israel.  The move from Sinaitic theocracy to Davidic kingdom was not incidental.  The postexilic restoration was incomplete without a Davidic king although the temple was fully operational.  The Davidic promise grounds the hope of the restored community in a future Davidic king.  The postexilic community depends on God’s faithfulness to David.

However, the Davidic kingdom finds its pinnacle in God’s presence in his temple.  God comes to “rest” among his people (2 Chronicles 6:40-42) as they rest in the land God has given them through Davidic victories.  The temple is God’s redemptive, gracious, and reconciling presence.  It is the place of communion between God and his people.  The postexilic community must trust the gracious presence of God in the temple.

Thus, standing on the promise of God to David and the gracious presence of God in the temple, the postexilic community is called to hope, holiness, and perseverance.  If they will seek God in his temple, trusting in his promises, then God will find them and give his gracious, reconciling presence to them.

Thematic Texts

1 Chronicles 28:9

And you, my son Solomon, acknowledge the God of your father, and serve him with wholehearted devotion and with a willing mind, for the Lord searches (literally, “seeks”) every heart and understands every motive behind the thoughts.  If you seek him, he will be found by you; but if you forsake him, he will reject you forever. 

The general orientation toward God is described as seeking the Lord. “If you seek him, he will be found by you; but if you forsake him, he will reject you forever.” The contrast between seeking and forsaking is strong. They are two modes of life. One yearns for God and is devoted to him with a whole heart and delighted soul (cf. 2 Chronicles 6:38). This expresses the integrity and basic direction of a person’s life. A dedicated life finds peace and joy in serving God. The other, however, yearns for something or someone else. It forsakes God to serve other gods. Its direction is the opposite of seeking God. Solomon is given this fundamental choice—the choice we all have—of seeking or forsaking God. It is the choice God gave humanity in Eden, and it is the choice that yet remains. 

David, however, does not leave the “seeking” to Solomon alone. God “seeks” Solomon. God seeks (“searches”) every heart. The leaders and Solomon are to seek (“follow” in 1Chronicles 28:8,9) and yearn for God. In the same way, God seeks and yearns for Solomon, that is, he seeks or yearns for every heart (cf. Isaiah 55:6). This is divine initiative and purpose. God seeks a people for himself where he can be their God and they his people. Thus, “Yahweh’s ‘seeking’ would thus be understood as a kind of longing, rather than as the scrutiny suggested by” the NIV and NRSV.
 

The noun represented by the NIV’s “every motive behind” describes the task of potters in 1 Chronicles 4:23.  It is what shapes or molds thoughts. The verb “understands” is a causative, which means “to give understanding” or “to cause to understand” (cf. Psalm 119:34, 73). God gives understanding.  God is engaged with his world to shape them into his own image. He seeks to reorient hearts toward himself. 

God desires a reciprocal relationship (cf. the verb “seek” in Psalm 119:2, 10, 176). Yahweh is a relational God who yearns and longs for his people. God actively shapes a people for himself (e.g., gives understanding, cf. Psalm 119:27, 34, 73, 125, 130, 169). He keeps their heart and molds them as a potter does clay. This is how God approaches every heart. God continues to seek a people. He is active in the world as he seeks those who are seeking him (cf. Acts 17:27; Hebrews 11:6; John 4:23). God’s “’seeking out’ of ‘all hearts’ is a search for response, not judgmental so much as longing.”
  McConville applies this insight to the history of God among his people:

This means that, by virtue of the creation-commitment, God’s heart naturally goes out to man (seeking), and finds rest only when he finds rest. God’s activity in v. 9 is therefore the seeking of a responsive heart…The one who does not seek God is unworthy, in the strongest possible sense, of God’s commitment to him, because he does not conform to God’s own ancient and enduring decree concerning what constitutes true humanity…It remains simply to notice that the idea of God’s commitment to humanity in creation comes to its ultimate expression in the Incarnation. There is a sense in which the Incarnation is not a new intensity of commitment to humanity on God’s part. The radical nature of that commitment was implied in the act of creation itself. It is because creation is for relationship that it brings in its train such possibilities, on the one hand, for enjoying God, and on the other—bye the refusal to respond to him—for causing him offense.

2 Chronicles 7:14-16

If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.  Now my eyes will be open and my ears attentive to the prayers offered in this place.  I have chosen and consecrated this temple so that my Name may be there forever. My eyes and my heart will always be there.

Solomon’s prayer has ended (2 Chronicles 6). 2 Chronicles 7:14-16 is a programmatic divine response for the Chronicler. It is the heart of his theology and provides the principle that is worked out in the coming Divided Kingdom narrative (2 Chronicles 10-36).

2 Chronicles 7:14 is probably the most well known verse in Chronicles. It has been the thematic verse for revivals throughout history. Its significance for Chronicles is clear.  It appears in a divine oracle and offers hope to fallen Israel. Whenever Israel finds itself in the midst of a drought, crop devastation or a plague, their hope is in God. Consequently, throughout the history of God’s people, 2 Chronicles 7:14-16 has been recalled repeatedly to revive hope among broken people. 

Its language is soaked in theological meaning. God’s intent is openness. His disposition is inviting—“my eyes will be open and my ears attentive.” The sacrifices and prayers of God’s people are means of mercy, and the temple epitomizes God’s graciousness. God seeks to provide forgiveness and healing. This is what God desires and he comes to dwell in the temple as a testimony of his intent. The temple is his sanctuary. God declares, “My eyes and my heart will always be there.”

But God seeks seekers (cf. 1Chronicles 28:9). He takes the initiative. He yearns for a reciprocal relationship with his people—he seeks them and they seek him. Consequently, God will act in the world in such a way to turn the hearts of his people to himself. God will even afflict his people in order to engender authentic relationship with him. As the Psalmist writes, “in faithfulness you have afflicted me” (Psalm 119:75). God is faithful to his intent: he will find seekers and he will use all available means (cf. 2 Chronicles 24:19) to turn his rebellious children into seekers.

The response God seeks is described in 2 Chronicles 7:14, and this is coordinate with God’s own response. If Israel will (1) “humble themselves,” (2) “pray,” (3) “seek my face,” and (4) “turn from their wicked ways,” then God will (1) “hear from heaven,” (2) “forgive their sin,” and (3) “heal their land.” Given the principle that God seeks seekers, 2 Chronicles 7:14 summarizes the theology of Chronicles. It is a message for the postexilic community—God is willing to hear and forgive if his people will seek him. It is the message for the people of God throughout history—God will hear those who seek him.

However, God seeks a responsive cord from his people. He seeks authentic relationship. Consequently, God’s forgiveness and healing is conditioned on the hearts of his people. To emphasize this, Chronicles describes the people’s approach with four significant terms.
 “Humble” appears 19 times (only 17 times in the rest of the Hebrew Bible)—often in reference to the humility God demands in his presence (2 Chronicles 12:6-7, 12; 30:11; 32:26; 33:12, 19; 33:23; 34:27; 36:12) or God’s act of humbling his people (2 Chronicles 28:19). “Pray” occurs 15 times (including 1 Chronicles 17:25; 30:18; 32:20; 32:24; 33:13) but 10 times in 2 Chronicles 6-7 alone (6:19, 20, 21, 24, 26, 32, 38; 7:1, 14). “Seek” has a theological sense 8 times (1 Chronicles 16:10, 11; 2 Chronicles 7:14; 11:16; 15:6, 15; 20:4). Its Hebrew synonym (also translated “seek”) is found in 1 Chronicles 16:11; 28:9; 2 Chronicles 12:14; 15:2, 12, 13; 30:19; 34:3, 21, 26. “Turn” is a synonym for repentance (2 Chronicles 6:24, 37, 38; 7:14; 15:4; 19:4; 30:6, 9; 36:13). This heaping of terms (the only time these four verbs occur together) probably represents some kind of progression. If they will humble themselves, pray to him, seek his face, and turn from their sin, then God will hear, forgive and heal. 

2 Chronicles 7:13-14 evidences God’s desire for relationality and 2 Chronicles 7:12, 15-16 testify to God’s gracious disposition. He yearns to show mercy, but he will only show mercy to those who humbly seek him. Chronicles receptively demonstrates this principle—Rehoboam (2 Chronicles 12:12), Asa (2 Chronicles 15:1-15); the northern pilgrims (2 Chronicles 30:11, 18-20); Hezekiah (2 Chronicles 32:24-26); Manasseh (2 Chronicles 33:12); and Josiah (2 Chronicles 34:27). 

God’s relationship with his people is reciprocal. If they seek him, he will be found because he seeks them. If Solomon and subsequent kings remain faithful, God will bless their reigns. But if they forsake him, he will forsake them. Just as with Saul, so with Solomon and other Judean kings; if they are unfaithful, God will forsake them. This unveils the relational nature of God and his desire for communion with a people who want communion with him. God seek all hearts (1 Chronicles 28:9), but the question is whether there are any who seek him. Nevertheless, God remains a seeker, and he will keep his promise to David by raising up an eternal king in the person of Jesus Christ.

This is the question that faces the postexilic community. Are they God-seekers? Their current temple pales in comparison to Solomon’s. They have no Davidic king on the throne. They see the insignificance of Jerusalem in the Persian Empire. Yet, they remember God’s great reversal in the Babylonian exile. But their question is will God remember his great love for David? If they seek God, will he be found? Although their second temple cannot be compared with Solomon’s, will God hear their prayer, forgive and heal if they seek him? The resounding answer of the Chronicler is “Yes” (cf. 2 Chronicles 6:36-39). God seeks seekers (cf. Hebrews 11:6).

2 Chronicles 33:12-13

In his distress he sought the favor of the Lord his God and humbled himself greatly before the God of his fathers.  And when he prayed to him, the Lord was moved by his entreaty and listened to his plea; so he brought him back to Jerusalem and to his kingdom. Then Manasseh knew that the Lord is God.

This is not only the core of the Manasseh narrative, but it is also the theological heart of Chronicles itself. The exile, repentance and restoration of Manasseh is the story of Judah. God’s gracious acceptance of penitent Manasseh is God’s gracious acceptance of penitent postexilic Judah. It is a witness of God’s gracious acceptance of all seekers.

The language of 2 Chronicles 33:12-13 abounds with Solomon’s dedication language in 2 Chronicles 6-7. Both envision a moment of distress (2 Chronicles 6:28; 33:12) and people who seek (“entreat” here but synonymous with “seeking”) the face (“favor”) of God (“before you” in 2 Chronicles 6:24; 33:12). Both envision humility (2 Chronicles 7:14; 33:13) and prayer (2 Chronicles 6:19, 20, 21, 24, 26, 32, 34, 38; 7:14; 33:13). In both, God listened (2 Chronicles 6:19-21, 23, 25, 27, 30, 33, 35, 39; 7:12, 14; 33:13). In both, the prayers are characterized as pleas (2 Chronicles 6:19, 29, 35, 39; 33:13) and God “returns” them to their privileged status (2 Chronicles 6:25; 33:13; cf. 2 Chronicles 6:37-38). When God’s people turn to him, he returns to them (cf. 2 Chronicles 7:14). Manasseh, as the Hebrew text emphatically notes with the addition of the pronoun “he,” “knew that the Lord he is God.” Thus, as in the prayer of Solomon, God makes himself known by his graciousness (2 Chronicles 6:33; 33:13).

In other words, Manasseh’s humbling repentance and prayer is a specific instantiation of Solomon’s temple prayer. God is faithful; he keeps his promises. If his people will seek him—wherever they are (Babylon or postexilic Judah)—God will graciously find them.

Conclusion

God gave his presence to the Solomonic temple as a place of forgiveness (sacrifice) and reconciliation.  It was the place where the people of God could seek God’s mercy.  But he also gave his presence as a means of justice within the community.  It was a place where the people of God could seek divine justice.  God’s “resting” place is a place of holiness and justice as well as mercy.  To seek God means to share God’s values in terms of both justice and mercy.  God expects his people to seek his face but also to share his values as a community.

The temple is a place of justice because it is where God dwells.  Solomon’s prayer in 2 Chronicles 6 envisions six scenarios—the middle four call upon God to “hear and forgive” (2 Chronicles 6:24-33).  The first and sixth, however, call for divine justice (2 Chronicles 6:22-23, 34-35).  In particular, the first scenario (2 Chronicles 6:22-23) asks God to “judge” between the “guilty” and the “innocent” (righteous) who have been falsely accused.  Innocent victims seek justice in God’s temple courts.  In other words, Solomon seeks the right of imprecation, that is, to give justice over to God.  He seeks redress for the innocent who has been falsely accused (cf. Psalm 7).  

The Chronicler is concerned about mercy and justice because the character of God is concerned about mercy and justice.  David is a paradigmatic king because he did “what was just and right for all his people” (1 Chronicles 18:14).  God gave Solomon the throne so that he could “execute justice and righteousness” (2 Chronicles 9:9).  If the people of God seek God, they must also seek mercy and justice.  If the people of God do not seek mercy and justice, they do not seek God, and God will forsake them.

The relational root of social justice is that fact that God seeks seekers who share his values and his heart.  God seeks hearts that are yearning to show mercy and do justice as he does (Micah 6:8), and understand that God desires mercy more than sacrifice (Hosea 6:6; Matthew 12:7).  Whether the people of God proclaim, seek, and work for social justice is an indication of whether they truly seek the God of Israel whose heart is filled with faithfulness, mercy and justice (cf. Matthew 23:23).

Chapter 5: Justice, Wealth, and Power (Chronicles).

John Mark Hicks

Social Justice has two sides.  On the one side are the victims of injustice who experience oppression.  On the other side are the wealthy and powerful who enable injustice or, worse still, pursue unjust means and goals.  The God of Israel sympathizes with the victims and tests the wealthy and powerful.

Although the term “test” rarely appears in Chronicles, its theological import is pervasive.
 This perspective must supplement the more common idea of “immediate retribution” which refers to God’s immediate divine judgment upon sin in Chronicles.  This often explains the wars, setbacks and economic problems encountered by Judah.  They are divine retribution.  However, not all such problems are the function of punishment.  Some are divine testing.

The function of testing mitigates against any hard rule of “reward and punishment.”  God is still sovereign and may use all available means to test hearts.
  Immediate retribution, then, is not a mechanistic force in the cosmos (like “karma”), but a tool in the hands of a personal, sovereign God who sometimes tests wealthy and powerful, yet pious, kings.

This testing motif fills the story line of Scripture.  Abraham is tested (Genesis 22:1).  Israel is tested (Deuteronomy 8:1-5).  Job is tested (Job 23:1-12).  Jesus is tested (Matthew 4:1-11).  Paul is tested (1 Thessalonians 2:4). Believers are tested (Judges 2:22; 3:4; Psalm 17:3; 66:10; Isaiah 48:10; Zechariah 13:9; 2 Corinthians 8:8; James 1:12).  The world is tested (Revelation 3:10).  Believers pray for testing (Psalm 26:2; 139:23).  As God seeks hearts, he tests them.

A primary example of testing in Chronicles is the story of Hezekiah.  2 Chronicles 29-31 details Hezekiah’s reform in the first months of his reign.  But 2 Chronicles 32 summarizes three episodes (Assyrian invasion of Judah, Hezekiah’s illness, and the visit of the Babylonian envoys) which occurred ca. 701 B.C. as divine testing.  The question is whether Hezekiah will continue his trust in the Lord throughout his reign or will he vacillate as did other kings who started out well but nevertheless ended badly (e.g., 2 Chronicles 25-27).  These three events test Hezekiah’s faith.  

When Jerusalem is threatened, whom will Hezekiah trust?  Pride is the issue.  Through trials, God probes the hearts of his people.  Despite Hezekiah’s wholehearted devotion to God in his reform (2 Chronicles 31:21), God tests Hezekiah to know what is in his heart (2 Chronicles 32:31; cf. Deuteronomy 8:2).  The moment of testing unveils the heart (cf. Genesis 22:12).

Testing the Wealthy

In 1 Chronicles 28-29, David gathers Israel for a liturgical coronation of Solomon as king.  David calls this gathering an “assembly of the Lord” (1 Chronicles 28:8) and invites it to “praise” God (1 Chronicles 29:20; cf. 29:1, 10).  David construes this praise as the responsibility to share wealth.

David reminds the leaders of Israel of God’s gracious election of Israel and God’s dynastic promise to David (1 Chronicles 28:2-7).  He then charges Solomon and the leaders to seek God just as he seeks them (1 Chronicles 28:8-10).  David seeks to solidify support for his temple plans among the people in 1 Chronicles 29.  His purpose is engender support for the new temple—both in terms of recognizing it as a divine work and sharing personal wealth for its construction.   Just as Moses sought free-will offerings for the support of the tabernacle (Exodus 25, 35-36), so David seeks free-will offerings for the support of the temple.  The people respond generously to David’s plea for support.

The Response (1 Chronicles 29:6-9)

Rather than commanding the people to set aside personal resources for the temple, David seeks to persuade them.  The beginning and end of the appeal are important. The beginning is communal. The task is great and Solomon needs help. Although Solomon is God’s “chosen one,” he is still “young and inexperienced.” Even God’s elect servants need community. The community must help build God’s “palatial structure.”  

The final appeal is inspirational in character: “Now, who is willing to consecrate himself today to the Lord?” The verb “consecrate” is literally “to fill the hand” which is technically “associated with the induction of a priest into his office” (cf. Exodus 28:41; 29:29; 32:29).
 The dedication of gifts to the Lord is a priestly act on the part of Israel. The act of sacrificial giving is a priestly act; it is a sacrifice to the Lord (cf. Hebrews 13:16). Thus, “it is not simply the gift that is consecrated to God but the giver. As one bids the gift farewell, one takes on a new role before God, a role of consecration to the service of God.”

The leaders of Israel responded generously. The term “gave willingly” is used 7 times in 1 Chronicles 29 (5, 6, 9[2], 14, 17[2]; cf. Exodus 25:21, 29). The people saw the gifts of their leaders and “rejoiced” just as David did (1 Chronicles 29:9). The joy was rooted in the spiritual significance and generosity of the gifts. They were an expression of the leaders’ wholehearted devotion “to the Lord” (1 Chronicles 28:9; 29:9). This was not about a building per se. Rather, it was an act of priestly dedication fitting for a holy nation that God intended to be a “kingdom of priests” (Exodus 19:5).

David Blesses the Lord (1 Chronicles 29:10-20)

This is one of the most paradigmatic prayers in Scripture. It is steeped in theological significance for both David and the Chronicler. It acknowledges that the kingdom belongs to God as well as the whole earth. It thanks God for the grace he has demonstrated to Israel and his dynamic activity in the world for the sake of his people. It appeals to God’s heart to move in the hearts of Israel. The prayer assumes a dynamic, active God who yearns for his people and supplies their every need. This confidence evokes praise, but it also evokes a confidence that enables generosity. Paul makes a similar appeal to the Corinthians in a didactic context (1 Corinthians 9:6-15). David does it in a liturgical prayer (God is addressed seven times directly). Even though this prayer speaks to God, but it also teaches God’s people.

David’s prayer is a blessing (“praised” is literally “blessed” in 1 Chronicles 29:10). The blessing links the present experience of Israel to the past and secures the future. The eternal God is the Lord who was with “Israel” (Jacob), and is now with David. The assurance that David draws from the eternal God as the God of his “father Israel” is the same assurance the postexilic community can draw. 

The blessing (1 Chronicles 29:11-12) reflects Israel’s worship language. The doxological language of greatness, power, glory and splendor ascribes to God what rightly belongs to him as the sovereign Creator. He fills the earth and all majesty belongs to him. While the Lord reigns over all the earth and everything belongs to him, on this occasion God has demonstrated his reign in Israel. The references to “wealth and honor” refer to the occasion of dedicatory gifts to the temple and enthronement of Solomon. Thus, the reign of God over Israel is manifested in the election of Solomon and the wealth that flows to the temple. In his sovereignty, God has gifted Israel with wealth.

The heart of the prayer is David’s reflection on Israel’s situation before this sovereign God (1 Chronicles 29:13-17).  It acknowledges that God is actively testing Israel with this gift of wealth.  God’s gifts to Israel enable their gifts to him. 

The praise of 1 Chronicles 29:13-17 contrasts the greatness of God and the frailty of humanity.  The first part emphasizes human dependence (1 Chronicles 29:13-16) while the second stresses human integrity (1 Chronicles 29:17). Thanksgiving comes from the recognition that “everything comes” from God’s “hand” (1 Chronicles 29:14, 16). With the realization that God has given this wealth for the building of the temple comes the concomitant praise and thanksgiving. The generosity of the people is dependent upon the generosity of God. Israel is dependent upon God for their wealth. Generosity does not flow from pride, but from humility. It flows from dependency, not self-sufficiency.

This humility and dependency are metaphorically expressed in 1 Chronicles 29:16. Just as “father Israel” in 1 Chronicles 29:10 recalled Israel’s patriarchal heritage, so also the language of “aliens and strangers” (Genesis 23:4; also 17:8; 21:23). This was the plight of Israel’s “forefathers,” and Israel continues its pilgrimage. This seems a bit out of place, however, now that Israel has territorial integrity. How can Israel still be an alien and stranger? Israel sojourns among the nations as God’s people. It is a spiritual pilgrimage “in your sight,” that is, literally, “before your face.” Israel has always had a sojourner status before God and the allusion to the brevity of life confirms this.

While 1 Chronicles 29:14-16 stresses human dependency and divine graciousness, 1 Chronicles 29:17 stresses human integrity. Integrity is a proper response to divine testing. God is engaged with humanity through testing or probing their integrity. Job is such an occasion of divine testing (Job 1-2; 23:10). God actively seeks a people for himself through testing. God is pleased when his people reciprocate. 

David recognizes this occasion as a test, and he rejoices that the people’s response demonstrates their faith and integrity. The Hebrew term behind “integrity,” used in two different forms in 1 Chronicles 29:17, means equity or justice (Psalms 9:8; 58:1; 75:2; 96:10; 98:9; 99:4). “Integrity” is an appropriate translation in some contexts (Deuteronomy 9:5; 1 Kings 9:4) but it mainly refers to doing what is right (thus, “uprightness” in the NRSV). The proper response to God’s testing is to do what is right. This “integrity” manifested itself by a willing, joyful gift “with honest intent.”  The Chronicler intends this as a model of obedient, grateful response to God’s graciousness. God is pleased “with honest intent” (or rightfulness), and thus he is pleased with kings that do what is “right” in his eyes (cf. 2 Chronicles 14:2).

The Chronicler teaches his community how to respond graciously to God’s grace. 2 Corinthians 8 and 9 is another example of such teaching. Paul tests the integrity and sincerity of the Corinthians’ love by exhorting them to give to the poor saints in Jerusalem (2 Corinthians 8:8). His appeal is based upon the grace that God had demonstrated in Jesus Christ (2 Corinthians 8:9). The Corinthians ought to “grace” the poor because God has “graced” them so that “grace” (thanks) might return to God (2 Corinthians 8:1, 4, 6, 7, 9, 16, 19; 9:8, 14, 15).

David prays for the hearts of his people and son (1 Chronicles 28:18-19). His petition calls for God’s gracious activity in heart. Integrity and uprightness do not simply flow out of human self-resolve. Rather, God works good things in the hearts of his people. The prayer assumes human responsibility, but it also seeks divine activity. Both are complementary and necessary values in God’s relationship with his people.

David’s petition draws on the covenantal promise of God to “Abraham, Isaac and Israel.” The children of Jacob are the children of promise; they are the people of God. David claims this relationship and asks God to “keep this desire in” their “hearts” and “keep their hearts loyal” to him. The heart is the crucial area of relationship with God. God seeks committed, “loyal” hearts that yearn for relationship with him. The “desire” refers to the willing, joyful generosity of 1 Chronicles 27:17. David prays that God will prepare their hearts just as he himself has prepared for the temple (1 Chronicles 29:19, “provided”).

God gives wealth, and God uses that wealth to test the hearts of his people.  Will his people consume their wealth and use it for their own purposes, or will his people share their wealth and scatter it according to divine interests (for the sake of the kingdom and the poor; cf. Psalm 112:9)? Wealth tests the integrity of human hearts.  What the people of God do with their wealth demonstrates the character of their heart and the nature of their commitment to the kingdom of God.
Testing the Powerful


The narrative of the kings of Judah in 2 Chronicles 10-36 is punctuated with assessments of whether the kings do “what is right” in the eyes of the Lord (cf. 2 Chronicles 14:2; 20:32; 24:2; 25:2; 26:4; 27:2; 28:1; 29:2, 34; 31:20; 34:2).  As noted above, David praised God as one who tests the heart and is “pleased with integrity” (i.e., those who do what is “right”).  The function of the royal narratives is to unveil the heart of Judah’s kings.  In particular, God tests the powerful to see if whether they seek the Lord from the heart.  The reign of Asa is a good example of this testing (2 Chronicles 14-16).

Testing the Peace of Asa’s Reign


The reign of Asa, at least the first ten years, was a time of spiritual renewal under a “good” king who did what was “right in the eyes of the Lord his God” (2 Chronicles 14:2).  He led a religious reform movement which “removed the high places and incense altars in every town in Judah” along with “foreign altars, sacred stones,” and “Asherah poles” (2 Chronicles 14:3, 5).  He stripped Judah of its idolatrous practices and directed “Judah to seek the Lord” and “to obey his laws and commands.”  Torah piety is the center of Asa’s reform movement. 


God blessed Asa and Judah with peace because they “sought the Lord” (2 Chronicles 14:7).  But the blessing of peace is threatened by an invasion from the south.  Why is this peace interrupted with war?  While such a turn of events might be generally construed in Chronicles as a punishment, there is nothing in the text to suggest that here.  On the contrary, it appears that the invasion is a test of Asa’s (and Judah’s) commitment to seek the Lord.  The test is whether they will seek the Lord in the face of an invading army or whether they will seek another resource (e.g., an alliance with a neighboring nation).  


Significantly, this invasion is led by one allied with Egypt, Zerah the Cushite (Nubian, which is near modern Sudan; 2 Chronicles 14:9).  While Pharoah Shishak invaded Judah as a punishment during the reign of Rehoboam (2 Chronicles 12:1-11), this Egyptian invasion comes on the heals of spiritual renewal as a test of Judah’s commitment to seek the Lord.


The invasion force reaches Mareshah, which is located west of Hebron just to the north of Lachish, within forty miles of Jerusalem.  God permitted this invading force to reach deep within the state of Judah.  Zerah’s army was numbered as a million while Asa’s Judean army was only half that size.  The contrast (2 to 1) emphasizes the powerless position in which Asa found himself before an invading army.  The question now is:  whom will Asa trust?

Asa turns to God and prays (2 Chronicles 14:11):

Lord, there is no one like you to help the powerless against the mighty.  Help us, O Lord our God, for we rely on you, and in you name we have come against this vast army.  O Lord, you are our God; do not let man prevail against you.

His prayer moves from confession (“there is no one like you”) through petition (“help us”) to confidence (“do not let man prevail against you”).  Asa confesses that God alone is able “to help the powerless against the mighty.” This expresses utter dependence on God who holds the victory in his hands. God is sovereign over this battle—he will give victory to whomever he desires.  Asa, through faith, relied on God.  While Asa’s piety did not exclude him from the possibility of crisis, he bore witness to the victory of faith as he relied on God. War invaded Asa during a time of peace and blessing. God tested the faith of Judah. Faith won the victory because faith relied on a faithful, sovereign God. 

In the wake of the victory, God sends a prophet to interpret his actions (2 Chronicles 15:1-8) and Judah responds with a covenant renewal festival (2 Chronicles 15:9-15). God acted to redeem his people and the prophet explained the significance of the victory. The people, in grateful response, celebrate the victory and renew their covenant with God. 

The fundamental message is that if Judah will seek the Lord, the Lord will find them, but if they forsake him, he will forsake them (2 Chronicles 15:2). The center of the text is 2 Chronicles 15:12-14. The people “entered into a covenant to seek the Lord, the God of their fathers, with all their heart and soul.” This language is the essence of faithfulness—seeking the Lord with all your heart (cf. Deuteronomy 6:5; Matthew 22:37). 

The concluding note (2 Chronicles 15:15) stresses the faithfulness of God. Judah “sought” God and he was “found” by them. Judah dedicated its whole heart to God through swearing a covenantal oath to him, and God blessed Judah with “rest.” God is faithful; he is with those who are with him. 

Testing the Peace of Asa’s Victory

Up to this point Asa is portrayed as a pious king who leads faithful Judah, but in a subsequent distressful situation with Baasha, the king of Israel, Asa relies on the king of Aram.  In 2 Chronicles 16:1-10, Asa forfeits the peace with which he had been blessed.  Instead of seeking God for help, he seeks the king of Aram.

While Judah was enjoying the divine blessing of peace, Baasha, king of Israel, “fortified Rama” in the territory of Benjamin only five miles north of Jerusalem (2 Chronicles 16:1).  God permits this invasion, just as he permitted Zerah to invade, in order to test Asa’s heart.  Will Judah seek God or someone else?

Unfortunately, as Asa faces Baasha’s relatively weak hostile act, he does not rely on God.  Rather, he seeks a foreign alliance.  He will trust Ben-Hadad rather than the Lord.  Instead of relying on God’s covenant with David, Asa relies on his family’s covenant with Ben-Hadad.

Asa’s move is successful (2 Chronicles 16:4-6), but when Judah returns from fortifying Geba and Mizpah a prophet condemns Asa (2 Chronicles 16:7-9).  What appeared a success was actually a failure. Asa failed the test.

The prophetic speech has three points. First, if you had “relied” on Yahweh, God would have given not only Baasha but also the “king of Aram” into “your hand.” Asa’s problem limited his vision. If he had sought the Lord, God would have given him the whole land of Israel, including the regions of Syria. Asa saw the immediate problem and could not see Yahweh’s potential. Instead of faith in Yahweh, he believed in Ben-Hadad. Second, the prophet reminds Asa of his previous faith and how God redeemed Judah from the hand of the Egyptians. Whereas Asa relied on God in his battle with Zerah in 2 Chronicles 14:11 (cf. 2 Chronicles 13:18), here Asa relies on the king of Syria. Third, the prophet announces Asa’s punishment. His “foolish” act means that “from now on you will be at war.” 
In support of the second point, the Chronicler articulates a vision of God that is significant for understanding the basic theme of Chronicles, that is, God seeks seekers. God delivers those who seek him because “the eyes of the Lord range throughout the earth to strengthen those whose hearts are fully committed to him” (2 Chronicles 16:9). God searches the earth. By his watchful presence, God is ready to help those who trust him. God is a seeker (1 Chronicles 28:9). God takes notice and acts to help those who seek him. If Asa had kept his heart dedicated to God, then he would have found God and the strength to resist Baasha. God actively engages the world to find those who seek him and our confidence is that as we seek God, he will strengthen us for the task he has given us.

Asa’s response to the prophet is the opposite of his reaction to Azariah in 2 Chronicles 15:8. Instead of submitting to the word of the Lord, Asa is angered and rejects the prophetic message. He imprisons him and begins a brutal oppression of the people. Asa’s faithlessness likens him to Rehoboam who oppressed Israel. Even worse, though Rehoboam submitted to the prophet in 2 Chronicles 11:1-3, Asa persecutes the prophet. Asa’s anger against the prophet also turned against God’s people. Asa’s pride in his own accomplishment (the defeat of Baasha) blinded him from seeing his own sin. 

Despite Asa’s heart failures with Baasha and his foot disease, according to 2 Chronicles 15:17, his “heart was fully committed [to the Lord] all his life.”  But how does one square “all his life” with the stories in 2 Chronicles 16 where Asa fails to rely fully on God? Theologically, even when the heart is fully dedicated to God, there are moments of weakness that result in moral failure. Nevertheless, God accepts the heart even with its failures.  The Chronicler emphasizes the dynamic relationship between God and his people: “if you seek the Lord, he will be found; and if you forsake him, he will forsake you.” Asa illustrates both the first and the last. When Asa sought the Lord, he won a peace, but when he forsook the Lord, he lost the peace.  Nevertheless, when God looks at his life as a whole, he is a king who did what was “right” and his “heart” was committed to God.  Moral weakness, even failures in relation to the specific testing of God, does not undermine God’s gracious consideration of a heart that is oriented toward him.
Conclusion

God is dynamically involved to test the wealthy and powerful.  He blesses some with power and wealth, but he also holds them accountable for how they use that blessing.  God seeks hearts that do what is “right.”  God seeks integrity and tests the heart to reveal whether the powerful and wealthy trust him or whether they trust their power and wealth.

The call for social justice is a test for the powerful and wealthy.  Will the rich share their wealth with the needy and use it for the sake of the kingdom of God?  Will the powerful use their status and position to assist the weak and promote the values of the kingdom of God?  Or, will the rich consume their wealth on luxury and the powerful advance only themselves?

God tests the hearts of the wealthy and powerful.  He calls the wealthy to share with the poor and the powerful to use their might for redemptive purposes.  As Christians who live in a wealthy and powerful nation, God is still testing his people.  Will we use our wealth and power toward the goal of social justice as it serves the values of the kingdom or will we consume our wealth and use our power for our own egotistical or nationalistic purposes?  The jury, which is the whole creation, watches to see what Americans will do with their wealth and power.

Chapter 6: Justice and Inclusiveness (Chronicles).

John Mark Hicks

Chronicles is perhaps best known for its emphases on genealogies, ritual details and immediate retribution.  The Chronicler is often portrayed as a harsh legalist who has no mercy for those who violate the parameters of ritualistic purity. But actually, he narrates the story of a merciful and inclusive God.

The Ahaz narrative (2 Chronicles 28) highlights God’s compassion for his people, even in the depths of their sin.  Despite their abject apostasy, God called Israel to show Judah mercy and compassion in the aftermath of a battle.  “Samaritan” Israel acted compassionately toward their enemy Judah because of God’s own compassion for his people.

The Hezekiah narrative (2 Chronicles 30) highlights God’s inclusiveness as he called “Samaritan” Israel to celebrate the Passover in Jerusalem.  Despite the apostasy of the northern kingdom, God still sought a restored relationship with them.  This inclusiveness transcended ritualistic and ethnic boundaries as the mercy of God overflowed for his people.

The Chronicler, then, narrates two stories that articulate two central values of a divine ethic of social justice:  compassion (mercy) and inclusiveness.  The Chronicler is a narrative theologian of grace.  Through these two stories, the postexilic community is taught to show compassion to “Samaritans” and include their lost brothers (as well as aliens) in the restored community.

“Samaritan” Compassion (2 Chronicles 28)

Israel Defeats Judah

Ahaz represents extreme degeneration in Judah.  Ahaz embraced idolatry and he undermined the temple cultus. Ahaz “did not do what was right in the eyes of the Lord” (2 Chronicles 28:1) and epitomizes the evil that ultimately results in the exile. 

The divine punishment for sin (2 Chronicles 28:5-21) is bounded on either side by the sins of Ahaz (2 Chronicles 28:2-4, 22-25).  Thus, the apostasy provides the rationale for Judah’s defeat and captivity (their “mini-exile”). The punishment of Judah involves the loss of territory, people (death and captivity) and economic resources. The resultant Judah is a small, poor and defenseless nation. The sin of Ahaz has destroyed the almost Solomonic glory of his grandfather Uzziah’s kingdom (cf. 2 Chronicles 26). 

This national condition parallels Judah’s postexilic status as a small, poor Persian province. The postexilic community can also identify with Hezekiah’s renewal in 2 Chronicles 29-31. While despair may overwhelm the postexilic community, Chronicles offers hope through a renewal that is grounded in the faithfulness of God. 

Aram and Israel invade Judah “because Judah had forsaken the Lord, the God of their fathers” (2 Chronicles 28:6). The key term is “forsake,” the Chronicler’s word for apostasy (cf. 1 Chronicles 28:9). Whoever forsakes God, God will forsake them. Both nations took “prisoners” to their home capitals as Judah experienced a mini-exile.

Israel Shows Mercy

Obed, a “prophet of the Lord,” confronts the returning Israel army in Samaria (2 Chronicles 28:9b-11). Obed contrasts what God has done and what Israel has done. God gave Israel victory over Judah, but Israel abused their victory. They exceeded their proper role in God’s punishment. Israel should have been restrained by their own sense of guilt before God and their own cry for mercy against Assyria. Only the merciful receive mercy (Matthew 5:7; James 2:13). 

Their guiltiness, vengeance, greed and bloodthirstiness emboldened Israel to enslave their brothers and sisters. By enslaving their kinsmen, they violated Torah (cf. Leviticus 25:42-46). Nehemiah 5:5 uses the same words (“subdue slaves”) to describe the situation of some families in the postexilic community. The Chronicler rebukes those in his own community who are enslaving kinsmen for economic profit. They must return their “fellow countrymen” (literally, brothers). The text rebukes the social injustice of the postexilic community as well as narrating the injustice of Israel’s action against Judah. The “leaders” reinforce the prophetic message: to enslave Judah is to bring even more guilt upon Israel. 

The two speeches indicate that the Chronicler believed that both north and south were heirs to the divine promises. The Chronicler did not view northern Israelites as outsiders, but as brothers to be reclaimed and reincorporated into the religious and political life of Jerusalem. Postexilic Judah, therefore, must be inclusive and seek out northern believers. The north is not finally and irrevocably rejected. Grace and forgiveness are as open to them as they are to southern believers.

Israel obeys Obed and their leaders (2 Chronicles 28:14-15). They collect all their booty (in men and spoils) and present it “in the presence of the officials and all the assembly.” A committee returned it to Judah. They “clothed all who were naked, provided them clothes and sandals, food and drink, and healing balm.” They carried the “weak” on “donkeys.” They returned the Judahites to their “countrymen (‘brothers’) at Jericho.” The oasis of Jericho is an appropriate symbol as the returning exiles find refreshment at the place where Israel first entered the land of promise.

The northerners “are described as complying with Yahweh’s will not because they came to the Temple to worship, but because they freed the captive, fed the hungry, watered the thirsty, and clothed the naked” (cf. Isaiah 58:7; Ezekiel 18:5-9).
 This imitates the God of Israel (Deuteronomy 29:4; Psalm 146:7-8). Chronicles, of course, invites them to participate in the temple (cf. 2 Chronicles 30), but the fundamental value is the imitation of God. They treated their brothers (neighbors) in the way God would treat them. This is the highest value for Chronicles as Israel manifests the heart of God. This is the ethic of Jesus as well (cf. Matthew 25:31-46) where mercy, justice and faithfulness are the supreme values (cf. Matthew 23:23).

Samaritan Mercy

Spencer notes the similarities between this narrative and the parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37).
 Both story lines involve Jews who were stripped, beaten and robbed. Both involve northern Israelites (Samaritans) who anointed, clothed and transported the injured to Jericho. Both are obedient to Leviticus 19:17-18 where Israel is told to love their neighbors and abstain from hating their brothers.  They differ, however, concerning the role of the leaders. While the leaders in Jesus’ parable ignore the injured man when they are expected to help, the leaders of Israel persuade the attackers to help the injured. The leaders of Israel manifest a love for their brothers that the priest and Levite did not. “Essentially,” Spencer writes, the Chronicler, “Jesus, and Luke represent an unbroken chain of prophets calling for loving unity among the people of God, unfettered by social discrimination.”

The significance for the postexilic community is important. The mercy of the northern Israelites, which embraced “brotherhood” with the south, is a model for how postexilic Judah should treat northern Israelites who seek God. It is rooted in the love of brother/neighbor (Leviticus 19:15-18).

This story, then, serves Chronicles’ “all Israel” theme. The mercy of the northern Israelites, which embraced “brotherhood” with the south is a model for how postexilic Judah should treat northern Israelites who seek God.  Postexilic Judah, therefore, must be inclusive and seek out northern believers. The north is not finally and irrevocably rejected. 

The very thing the leaders of Israel feared (2 Chronicles 28:9-13), Ahaz discounted. By turning to “other gods,” Ahaz “provoked the Lord, the God of his fathers, to anger.” Israel, in this circumstance, was more faithful than the son of David. The kingdom that had rejected David in 1 Chronicles 10 and 1 Chronicles 13 showed mercy to David out of respect for Yahweh. 

The Inclusion of “Samaritans”

The northern kingdom is now in exile. Only the southern kingdom continues. This is a moment of opportunity. Although the north has experienced the judgment of God, the Davidic kingdom with its temple offers hope to the north. Hezekiah, therefore, speaks in a conciliatory manner. His speech invites the north to participate in the worship of Yahweh at the Jerusalem temple (2 Chronicles 30:6b-9).

Hezekiah’s speech to a judged nation addresses the Chronicler’s own postexilic community. All Israel (north and south) are invited to the temple to worship Yahweh. Whether it is the judged northern kingdom in Assyrian exile or the judged southern kingdom in Babylonian exile, the restored community in postexilic Jerusalem invites all Israel to seek Yahweh. 

The Passover Planned (2 Chronicles 30:1-4)

The heart of Chronicler’s account of Hezekiah’s Passover is theological (2 Chronicles 30). The celebration of the Passover remembers the Exodus, emulates the arrival of the ark into Jerusalem in 1 Chronicles 13, 15-16, the two-week celebration of the dedication of the temple by Solomon (2 Chronicles 7), and celebrates the reunion of north and south at the temple. As Williamson demonstrates, the Chronicler employs the language of 2 Chronicles 7:14 to highlight this moment of national repentance. 
   Just as God promised Solomon (2 Chronicles 7:14), if Israel will “humble” themselves (2 Chronicles 30:11), “pray” (2 Chronicles 30:18), “seek” (2 Chronicles 30:19), and “turn” (2 Chronicles 30:9), God will “hear” (2 Chronicles 30:20) and “heal” (2 Chronicles 30:20).

Theologically, Hezekiah’s Passover was the first recorded Passover since the schism to encompass both Israel and Judah. Thus, it had both Davidic and Solomonic proportions as all Israel celebrated God's redemptive grace. Worship is a time of unity, thankful remembrance and seeking God’s face. “In short, it is a time for the reorientation of the human heart—to remember what God has done in the past and to infuse the present with hope for a future life of well-being and communion with God.”

Hezekiah intends a national celebration that includes “all Israel and Judah” (2 Chronicles 30:1). Hezekiah models an attitude that the postexilic community must also embrace—inclusiveness. They must welcome their northern relatives to the Jerusalem temple.

The Passover should be celebrated on the fourteenth day of the first month, but the whole nation decided to celebrate it in “the second month.” Most believe Chronicles assumes the “Second Passover” law of Numbers 9:2-14 as the explanation for the month delay. This law permits those who are unclean at the time of the first month to celebrate the Passover in the second month once they are clean. Hezekiah’s temple and nation were unclean on the fourteenth day of the first month and thus could not celebrate the Passover. Hezekiah, therefore, extends the individual legislation of Numbers 9 to a national level. The whole nation will celebrate the Passover in the second month rather than the first.

Chronicles is defensive about the date and recognizes that it is irregular.  The rationale provided in 2 Chronicles 30:3 is two-fold. First, “not enough priests had consecrated themselves” for the celebration. During the dedication rites the Levites had to assist the priests in the sacrificial ritual because there were too few of them (2 Chronicles 29:34). Second, the people were not yet “assembled in Jerusalem.” The temple cleansing had taken the first half of the first month to complete and once it was complete there was not enough time to assembly the people for a pilgrimage festival in Jerusalem.

The Chronicler’s rationale for the irregularity does not invoke Numbers 9 and his rationale includes more than Numbers 9 explicitly permits. Numbers 9 permits a second Passover but it does not permit a wholesale abrogation of the first. For Chronicles, it was not the uncleanness of the people that permitted the cancellation of the first Passover date, but the insufficient number of consecrated priests and the inability to gather the people in Jerusalem so quickly. These exigencies permitted a new Passover date so that it could be celebrated in that calendar year.
 Thus, for Chronicles, the gracious renewal of fellowship with God is more important than the particulars of the Passover date. Mercy takes precedence over sacrifice; or grace takes precedence over ritual (cf. Hosea 6:6; Matthew 9:13; 12:7). The law of Numbers 9 is itself a reflection of God’s merciful intention rather than his unyielding demand for ritualistic perfection. Thus, the Chronicler is no extreme ritualist or perfectionistic legalist.

The Invitation to Northern Israel (30:6-9)
The letter is primarily addressed to the northern tribes (literally, “children of Israel”).  It articulates the guiding principle in the opening and closing. The use of the verb “return” forms an inclusio for the letter and occurs 6 times. God will return to them and return (“come back”) their exiled brothers to their land if they will return (“turn”) to him. This expresses the fundamental theological principle of Chronicles (1 Chronicles 28:9; 2 Chronicles 7:14-22; 15:2). God finds those who seek him, and whoever returns to him, God will return to them. Further, the call to “return” is grounded in the character of God, which is the hope of God’s people. The ground of this principle is that “the Lord your God is gracious and compassionate” (the only time these two words occur together in Chronicles; cf. Exodus 34:6; Psalm 86:15; 103:8; 111:4; 145:8). God is faithful and “he will not turn his face from you if you return to him.” Thus, this principle expresses the relational and gracious heart of God.

The negative imperatives remind the north of their past. Their ancestors did not seek the Lord, but rather they were “unfaithful” (cf. 2 Chronicles 9:1) and “stiff-necked” (cf. 2 Chronicles 36:13). Consequently, God “made them an object of horror” and God turned his “anger” on them (cf. 2 Chronicles 29:8). The letter does not stand arrogantly over Israel, but rather Judah stands alongside of Israel as a fellow-sufferer of God’s anger. They both have been made a “horror” and both have suffered God’s “anger.” They both have been “unfaithful” (cf. 2 Chronicles 29:6). One fallen brother reaches out to another. The letter invites Israel to join Judah in their return to God.

The positive imperatives (“submit,” “come” and “serve”) build on each other. “Submit” is literally “give the hand” (cf. 1 Chronicles 29:24) which is a pledge of loyalty. God seeks a humble heart that submits. Secondly, Israel is invited to come to the sanctified “sanctuary” which God has given to his people “forever.” Coming to the sanctuary is coming to God and embracing his faithfulness. Thirdly, they should “serve the Lord.” In this context, “serve” has a liturgical meaning. The invitation is for Israel to offer their loyalty to the Lord, come to his temple and worship him. This constitutes “returning” to God.

The theological message for the postexilic community is two-fold. First, they are in the same situation as the northern kingdom. They are a remnant that survived the Bablyonian assaults and exile. The principle speaks to them: “if you return to the Lord,” then God will return to you. The postexilic community should embrace the hope rooted in God’s faithfulness to his people and his gracious intent toward them. Second, the postexilic community should offer a similar letter to their northern neighbors. The principle applies as much to the north in 400 B.C. as it did in 715 B.C. God yearns for the reunion of his people in his holy presence. The Babylonian remnant must accept the Assyrian remnant. Brother must accept brother, as the faithfulness of God demands (cf. Romans 15:5-7).

Ritualistic Irregularities

While the temple and clergy have been sanctified, “many in the crowd had not consecrated themselves” (2 Chronicles 30:17). Consequently, they could not kill their own animals. Due to their uncleanness, “the Levites had to kill the Passover lambs” for them. Unclean people cannot kill consecrated lambs. Chronicles demonstrates a concern for cultic ritual by noting the substitution of the “Levites” for the worshippers in this case. 

But may unclean people eat the Passover? The text clearly indicates that they did. Unclean people, especially “many people who came from Ephraim, Manasseh, Issachar and Zebulun,” ate what was clean. This is a clear violation of the Law of Moses. 2 Chronicles 30:19 explicitly notes that they “ate the Passover contrary to what was written.” 

Some have invoked Numbers 9 as a specific authorization for unclean people to eat the Passover. But Numbers 9 does not address this situation. Eves argues that “the original intent of the Numbers passage is to allow those who are unclean at the time of the Passover feast to be ceremonially clean by the Second Passover and able to keep it. However, the working assumption of the passage is that at the time of the Second Passover they will be culticly clean. To a considerable degree, however, this is not the case concerning Hezekiah’s Passover. Incredibly, another ingenious alteration (if not rejection) of the Numbers legislation is that Hezekiah knowingly allows unclean people to eat the Passover (2 Chronicles 20:17, 18).” 

The issue in Numbers 9 is not whether or not unclean people may eat the Passover. The presumption of Numbers 9 is that those who eat a “second Passover” will be clean when they eat it. Numbers 9 does not authorize unclean people to eat the Passover. 2 Chronicles 20:18 violates even Numbers 9, and explicitly violates Leviticus 7:19-21 regarding sacrificial meals (which includes the Passover).

Why was this cultic violation not punished with death, as in the case of Uzzah in 1 Chronicles 13, or Uzziah in 2 Chronicles 26, or even Nadab and Abihu in Leviticus 10? Hezekiah’s prayer answers the question and reveals the essence of the Chronicler’s theology of worship. Uzzah was part of an unholy convocation and he dared to touch the presence of God (cf. 1 Chronicles 13).
 Nadab and Abihu rebelliously, and in their drunkenness, contradicted the command of God by taking the fire from a place other than God prescribed (cf. Leviticus 10). Uzzah was condemned for his pride rather than the technicality of ritual violations (2 Chronicles 26:16). Hezekiah acts on the principle that the heart makes the difference and not ritualistic technicalities.

The prayer appeals to the gracious promise of God in 2 Chronicles 6-7 (especially 2 Chronicles 7:14). The critical point is the orientation of the person—the one “who sets his heart on seeking God.” This phrase combines two extremely important words in Chronicles: “heart” and “seeking.” Hezekiah prays for the forgiveness of those who violated the divine ritual out of a heart that sought God. The guiding principle of forgiveness is two fold: (1) the goodness of God who seeks a people for himself (1 Chronicles 28:9; 29:14-17) and (2) the orientation of the heart toward God. God forgives those who seek him even when they violate his cultic legislations. This is the principle of mercy over sacrifice (Hosea 6:6; Matthew 9:13; 12:7). 

God accepted unclean worshippers because they had a heart to seek him. The text explicitly records, as if to emphasize the legitimacy of Hezekiah’s request, that “the Lord heard Hezekiah and healed the people” (which is the promise of 2 Chronicles 7:14). 2 Chronicles 30:18-20 clarifies that 2 Chronicles 7:14 is not to be interpreted culticly, but according to the heart. The ritual is not the most important thing. Even the Sabbath, with all its strict regulations and penalties, was secondary to human needs and suffering. The Sabbath was made for humanity, not humanity for the Sabbath (cf. Mark 2:23-3:6). Ritual is made for humanity, not humanity for ritual. Rituals serve the ends for which God has designed them, but they must never be used to oppress and repress the heart that seeks God.

The Inclusiveness

The enthusiasm of the joyous celebration of the Passover in 2 Chronicles 30:21-22 overflows into the extension of the celebration for an additional week even though there is no precedent in the Law of Moses for such an extension.

The roll call of participants in 2 Chronicles 30:25 highlights several important groups: (1) “entire assembly of Judah;” (2) “priests and Levites;” (3) “all who had assembled from Israel;” and (4) “aliens who had come from Israel and those who lived in Judah.” The inclusiveness of this list is apparent. Not only were northern Israelites free to come to the festival, but also “aliens” in the land. Theologically, this use of “alien” connects with David’s prayer in 1 Chronicles 29:15. Israel is itself an alien in the earth, but nonetheless blessed by God. So, also, Israel as an alien must receive the aliens in her midst (cf. Exodus 12:48-49). The participation of the aliens fulfills part of the mission of Israel to serve the nations and bear witness to the light of God.

The theological interest for the postexilic community is how they will imitate their ancestors. Will they seek the Lord by including their northern brothers? This is a rallying cry for the people of God. Whoever seeks the Lord, let them submit, come and worship him (2 Chronicles 30:8).  God accepts everyone who seeks him, even when they seek him through prescribed rituals imperfectly.

Conclusion

The demands of social justice include mercy and compassion.  Chronicles calls its original readers to extend mercy to their “separated brothers,” even in their ritual impurity.  Restored Judah must include not only Israel (“Samaritans”), but also the aliens in the land.  Restored Judah must practice the values of mercy, compassion, and inclusiveness as the embodiment of the kingdom of God on earth.

The kingdom of God is present in the ministry of Jesus who continues and exegetes these values.  The values of Israel’s God are embodied in the life and teaching of Jesus who prefers mercy over sacrifice and offers redemption (and table fellowship) to all no matter what their social, economic or ethnic status. Social justice is a kingdom value, and just as the Chronicler called Judah to practice divine justice and mercy, so the kingdom of God today is called to follow those same values, especially as they are articulated and practiced in the life of Jesus.
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