THE MEANING OF II KINGS 3:27

GEORGE M. HARTON

Jehoshaphat had a difficult time grasping the lessons that God wanted to teach him in the area of political allegiances with unbelieving nations,
especially with "sister-nation" Israel to the north. But in spite of his failure to grasp this principle of God's, Jehoshaphat was honored by God for
the righteous desires of his heart.
Thus we find him in the third chapter of the book of II Kings in
league once again with ungodly Jehoram, and also with the King of Edam.
Although He almost allowed these allied forces to perish in the desert,
God still could not refrain from honoring the faith and life of Jehoshaphat:
And Elisha said (to Jehoram), As the Lord of hosts liveth,
before whom I stand, surely, were it not that I regard
the presence of Jehoshaphat the king of Judah, I would not
look toward thee, nor see thee (II Kings 3:14).
Elisha then went on to prophesy of the great defeat that would soon be visited by God upon the rebellious Moabites at their very hands.
We are not surprised when reading on through the chapter to see
Jehovah begin to fulfill His word through His prophet Elisha. He caused
the Moabites to mistake the abundant water provided for the Allies for
blood flowing freely in the sunshine of early dawn, and to rush forth hastily in search of easy spOil. These eager warriors had their hopes spoiled
in a devastating ambush that virtually annihilated their forces. Some were
able to retreat and regroup in a nearby city, but even here it seemed only
a matter of time before these bastions would also fall before the vicious
allies who were felling all the trees in the land, stopping up the wells of
water, and beating down all of the cities. Thus Mesha, King of Moab,
mustered the strength he had left, seven hundred men, and thrust them
forth on a mission of penetrating and breaking the enemy lines where the
King of Edam had his forces deployed.
George M. Harton holds the A. B. degree from Princeton University, and
the Master of Divinity degree from Grace Theological Seminarv. After
serving as assistant pastor of the Northgate Bible Baptist Church in Pittsburgh, Pa., he is presently associated with Operation Mobilization.
34

THE

MEANING

OF

II

KINGS

3 :27

35

When this "Battle of the Bulge" tactic failed, we expect to r ead of
the total massacre of the remaining brash Moabites. But instead we find
Moab with still one last desperation tactic, as we read:
Then he took his eldest son that should have reigned in
his stead, and offered him for a burnt offering upon the
wall.
And there was great indignation against Israel:
and they departed from him, and returned to their own
land (II Kings 3:27).
Our shock at the sacrifice by Mesha of his eldest son is surpassed only by
our surprise at the completion of the Biblical account of this military operation. We had been witnessinga dramatic, climactic fulfillment of prophecy,
when we are unexpectedly left hanging in mid-air. Israel leaves the battlefield and leaves us with our mouths hanging wide open.
Why did the conflict end in this manner? What could the meaning
of this verse be? The unfulfilled expectations and the ambiguous phrases
of the verse leave us perplexed. The element of human sacrifice to those
of us who have corne into a new relationship with God by means of appropriating the benefits to ourselves of the voluntary, self-sacrifice of Jesus
Christ adds further fascination and motivation to our wondering minds.
This paperwill attempt to clarify some of these questions by examining the two leading problems in II Kings 3 :27. The first problem is the
identification of the meaning of Mesha's sacrifice and the second is the
identification of the meaning of Israel's response to this sacrifice.
WHAT IS THE MEANING OF MESHA'S SACRIFICE?
Obviously, the sacrifice of his eldest son was an act of desperation, but beyond this fact, what was Mesha's motive for doing so? What
could he have hoped to accomplish?
Some find that the best way to account for this gruesome act is to
plead temporary insanity on the part of the defendant in a manner similar
to the defense of Sirhan Sirhan today:
In his madness he took his eldest son that should have

reigned in his stead, and flung him for a burnt offering
upon the wall. 1
Certainly such an explanation strikes horne as being within the realm of
possibility, especiallyas we hear repeatedly that hospitals are full of people with mental and emotional collapses over far lesser things. Nevertheless, such an explanation should be reserved for those who have failed to make
any rational explanation fit the facts, for it is not a very satisfying answer.
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Another desperate, though ancient, solution to the problem is the
suggestion that Mesha sacrificed, not his own son, but the son of the King
of Edam. The door to such a view was opened by the Septuagint which
reads ton huion autou ("his son") instead of ton huion heautou ("his own
son"), and Fathe~ch as Theodoret walked through the door. 2 The son
could well have been taken captive during the preceding thrust into the
territory controlled by the King of Edom, and the motive of revenge would
have followed naturally after the frustrating failure of the attempted penetration. Support for this view is then also found in the words of Amos, who
condemned Moab "because he burned the bones of the king of Edom into
lime. ,,3
But Dr. mihr (Lange's Commentary) argues rather convincingly
against this interpretation and offers several reasons why Ames 2:1 may
not be used as a legitimate support. 4 When all is said and done, this view
is rather remote, and it would be far wiser to remain with the most obvious meaning that Mesha sacrificed his own son.
The majority are correct when they see this sacrifice as the product of Mesha's active faith in Chemosh, god of Moab. The Moabite Stone
bears strong testimony to this religious zeal in the heart of Mesha:
"I am Mesha, son of Chemosh- .•• , king of Moab, the
Dibonite. My father was king over Moab thirty years
andl became king after my father. And I made this sanctuary for Chemosh at Qrchh, (a sanctuary of) salvation;
for he saved me from all the kings and let me see my desire upon my adversaries. Omri, (5) king of Israel, he
oppressed Moab many days, for Chemosh was angry with
his land. And his son succeeded him and he too said, 'I
will oppress Moab.' In my days he spoke (thus), and I
saw my desire upon him and upon his house, when Israel
perished utterly for ever. And Omri had taken possession
of the land of Medeba and (Israel) dwelt in it his days and
half the days of his son, forty years; but Chemosh dwelt
in it in my days. And I built Baal-meon and made in it
the reservoir, and I built (10) Qaryaten. And the men of
Gad had long dwelt in the land of Ataroth, and the king of
Israel had built Ataroth for himself. But I fought against
the town and took it and I slew all the people of the town,
a spectacle for Chemosh and Moab •••• And Chemosh said
to me ••.• "5

We see very clearly in this tablet the Chemosh-centered life that Mesha
led in which he interpreted all of his circumstances in terms of the activity
and attitudes of the unseen god of Moab. Consequently, just as in the days
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when Moabwas oppressed byOmri, Mesha must have come to the conclus ion
that "Chemosh was angry with his land" when all of his military maneuvers
ended in failure. Rather than continue a hopeless fight against his seen
enemy, Mesha came to the end of himself and tried to placate the wrath of
his alienated god by sacrific ing the dearest thing to his heart, his eldest son.
Some go even a step further in stress ing the fact that this offering
took place upon the wall, thus indicating that Mesha did it publicly for
Israel's benefit. This inference is not necessary, because it was normal
to offer sacrifices from high places, but even if it be allowed, we must
speculate concerning Mesha's strategy in letting Israel observe this awful
deed. Did he, like Elijah, hope to demonstrate that his god was truly alive,
while Jehovah was asleep? Did he know of the Jewish abhorrence of human
sacrifice (Leviticus 18:21; 20:1-5), and hope that Israel might take upon
herself the guilt for driving Moab to these extremities? Or did he suspect
that their abhorrence might simply nauseate them and sap their drive for
conquest? Such speculation does not merit any further thought because all
of these motives are nullified by the observation of Dr. Bahr that if Mesha's
act of sacrifice was a strategic move with Israel in mind, then it would
have been pure folly to have sacrificed his own son, and successor to the
throne. 6 Mere human sacrifice would accomplish any of these speculative
goals, but only the offering of his eldest son could placate the wrath of
Chemosh.
Consequently, Mesha did not sacrifice the son of the King of Edom,
but his own son; nor did he do it out of sheer madness or sharp strategy to
overcome Israel. He did it in a sincere effort to regain the favor of his
god Chemosh.
WHAT IS THE MEANING OF ISRAEL'S RESPONSE
TO MESHA'S SACRIFICE?
Although Mesha may not have offered his son primarily with its
effect upon Israel in view, he must have interpreted the subsequent retreat by the Israeli armies as the answer from Chemosh to his prayers
and sacrifice. Why did Israel, on the verge of final and total victory, suddenly "return to their own land?" Is it possible that Chemosh did, in fact,
strike terror into the hearts of the aggressors? Rawlinson scoffs at the
very thought. 7 But why did Israel retreat and what is the meaning of the
phrase "there was great indignation against Israel?"
The Meaning of "There Was Great Indignation Against Israel"
Many commentators (e.g. Montgomery, Farrar, and Keil) make the
observation that the Hebrew word for indignation is used almost exclusively
to refer to divine wrath. 8 Some have interpreted such divine wrath as the
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wrath of Chemosh, and Kittel even assumed that "the wrath of Chemosh"
once stood in the text; but most take the expression to mean the divine
wrath of Jehovah. 9
Most of those understanding this phrase in this normal sense of the
wrath of Jehovah explain the cause of the wrath in terms of the Biblical injunction not to make human sacrifices:
As h~V#h q~s~p ~ is used of the divine wrath or judgment, which a man brings upon himself by sinning, in
every other case in which the phrase occurs, we cannot
understand it here as signifying the "human indignation': •••
The meaning is: this act of abomination, to which the
king of the Moabites had been compelled by the extremity
of his distress, brought a severe judgment from God upon
Israel. The besiegers, that is to say, felt the wrath of
God, which they had brought upon themselves byoccasioning human sacrifice, which is strictly forbidden in
the law (Lev. xviii. 21, xx. 3).10
But Bahr exposes some real problems in this viewpoint:
in this case, however, there is not a word to the effect
that Israel had incurred guilt. Thatwhich had been brought
about by the allied army, had taken place as the prophet
had foretold (ver. 18s9.), and he had represented it as
an especially great assistance of God. When, then, the
king of Moab did something of his own accord which the
La w strenuously forbade, that was his guilt and not
Israel's. 11
Furthermore, we do well to recognize the conclusion which Dilling made
following a detailed study of human sacrifice in the Bible, that such sacrifice is amoral in nature. 12 In Leviticus, for instance, all human sacrifice is not banned, but only the wrong use of it to appease heathen deities.
The only sin and guilt in this passage is that of Mesha, and so why Jehovah
should have suddenly turned against Israel must remain a mystery.
This mystery is better explained by viewing this indignation as a
subjective, and not an objective experience; as a human, and not a divine,
emotion. Although the impression is given by some that this phrase always refers to divine wrath, B!!hr cites several passages in which it means
human anger (dissatisfaction, resentment, bitterness). 13 Even if these
cross references did not exist, the preponderance of references to divine
wrath could not rule out this interpretation, but merely make it more unlikely.

THE

MEANING

OF

II

KINGS

3 :27

39

Thus Bahr takes thephrase to mean that the Israeli army lo s t heart,
as doe s Rawlinson along with others.14 One notable variation was Josephus
who understood this emotion, not as universal horror or fear, but as commiseration for the Moabites. 15 Such a view has little to support it, but it
does seem most satisfying to understand this emotion as the subjective experience of the Jews, and not as the anger of Jehovah directed aga inst them.
Why Did Israel Return to Their Own Land?
Having determined the meaning of the "great indignation, " we may
fix its implications for our understanding of why Israel left the battlefield.
It was probably not out of commiseration for the Moabitps, because mercy
was hardly a part of the code of battle ethics at that time, as witness what
had already been wrought upon their heads (cf.v. 24,25)! Neither was the
retreat due to a sense of guilt and responsibility for causing Mesha to sin
which brought a fear of the wrath of Jehovah into their hearts.
The most likely reason seems to be that Israel feared the retribution of Chemosh, and so they fled! Most of the commentators who take a
critical approach to the Scriptures take this option (cf. Dentan, Gray, and
Roland de Vaux), but this fact alone does not render the position invalid.
Rawlinson and Jamieson, Fausset, and Brown are among the more conservative scholars who hold that this was the cause of the sudden retreat. Let
us not forget that these people shared many of the superstitions of the people around them (cf. Judges II :24), and furthermore, that many of the
Israelites were unbelievers! They had been taught the importance of sacrifices' and now seeing such a sacrifice, fear gripped their superstitious
hearts and they ceased the advance. This brings us to our final question.
Was the Victory Incomplete?
Through this sudden retr eat did Israel then lose the battle? Of
course not! We have already witnessed the full fulfillment of Elisha's
prophecy, and so let us not get so caught up in this turn of events that we
leave with the impression of defeat. Rather, because the prophecy had already been fulfilled and there remained only the malic ions and greedy
aggress ion for the spoil and annihilation of the enemy, it was that mnch
eas ier to retreat when the malice turned to fear. From the standpoint of
what could have happened, it was incomplete, but from the standpoint of
the prophecy, it was complete.
CONCLUSDN
By the grace of God, out of respect for Jehoshaphat, Israel was
completely overwhelming the Moabites in fulfillment of Elisha's prophecy.
Once that prophecy had been fulfilled, however, God did not allow the
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In his introduction to Gasque's book, F. F. Bruce says of Ramsay:
He had r e ceived no biblical or theological tra ining, but
he acquired, by dint of his painstaking archaeological research coupled with his mastery of first-century literature' a n unrivalled knowledge of the historical and geographical background of the apostolic age, especially
where Asia Minor was concerned, and he used that knowledge effectively to illuminate the New Testament.
After all Sir William A. Ramsay was knighted not for his theological deficiencies but for his acumen in New Testament history. Bruce makes one
other interesting observation about Ramsay:
The nineteenth-century Ramsay was a very great man ...
The twentieth-century Ramsay suffered in his scholarly
reputation because he allowed himself to be persuaded by
Sir William Robertson Nicoll to don the mantle of a popular apologist.
In view of the paucity of modern mate rials about Ramsay, Gasque's
book will have to suffice. Perhaps the best observation about Gasque's
work is that it is part of Baker Studies in Biblical Archaeology.
Benjamin A. Hamilton
Grace Theological Seminary
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By Carl F. H. Henry.

Moody Press, Chi-

cago, 1969. $3.95. 204 pp.
For many years the author of this challenging and interesting book
was the editor of the conservative, fortnightly, theological journal,
Christianity Today. The sixteen chapters of this volume constitute "addresses to American audiences that have not previously appeared in print. "
In the foreward, the author lists the various places where each address
was given. This helps the reader to better understand the context in which
it was delivered.
In reading the book, one cannot but help be impressed with the fact
that Dr. Henry vigorously defends the inspiration of Scripture, pleads for
a better understanding and application of the Bible, and commends to every
Christian consistency of holy living and application of these Biblical principles in our daily life, both in testimony and social relationships.
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I t was most stimulating to read his address es , and s ee how well
the author proclaimed the truth of redemption and gave in a humble way
his personal testimony of God's saving grace to such audiences as the men
of Andrews Air Force Base, the faculty of Ohio State University, and the
ministerial union of Pittsburgh and Allegheny County, Pennsylvania. To
realize that here is a learned servant of God, who in a quiet dignified way
is still able today to reach men in high places with the truth ofJesus Christ,
should be a challenge to every Christian to let his light shine wherever he
has influence.
This book should be read by Christians of every position in life, as
a stimulating challenge to keep pers isting in testimony whether by word or
life, in the decadent world of today. God's truth is still able to change lives.
This book is a worthy testimony to such a challenge.
John H. Stoll
Grace College
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ISRAEL.
96 pp.

By Milton B. Lindberg.
(paperback).

Moody Press,

Some books are worth revision and reprint. This is the case with
the work of Milton B. Lindberg, Director Emeritus of American Messianic
FellowRhip, as revised by present Director Archie A. MacKinney. The
author cautiously relates modern events in Israel to prophecy. He accepts
the prewritten Biblical story of the JeWish nation as an accurate forecast
of future events. Lovers of the Jewish people will see present Israeli success as an earnest that God will fulfill His covenant.
The style of the book is interesting and the information thrilling to
the believer's heart. Lindberg packs the book With facts and figures.
His pictures and draWings are clear and relevant. The discussions on
Israeli religiOUS, economic and social situations are vital. Two appendices are included. The first appendix relates the 46 Sieges of Jerusalem
from King David (c. 1000 B. C.) onward. Appendix 2 is a calender of recent events in Israel's history (1882 A. D. - 1967 A. D.). Some very inte!"
esting discussions are on the East Gate (p. 66f.), the Star of racob and
David (p. 78f.) and the 1967 Arab- Israel Blitz (p. 80f).
The map on page four and the temple diagram on page seventy-one
lack the alphabetical numbers to which references are made in the text.
The reviewer would apprec iate the identification of the Arabic newspaper
mentioned on page s ixty-e ight.
James H. Gabhart
Community Church
Tippecanoe, Indiana
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SONS OF TIV. By Eugene Rubingh.
1969, $5. 95, 263 pp.

Baker Book House, Grand Rapids,

Rubingh's church history of the Tiv church in central Nigeria provides a very readable account of African church development in an African
state heavily saturated with mission activities.
Many mission books of the past have been adulatory tributes to missionariesand their work. African Christians and their community and culture receive a more appropriate treatment in Rubingh's book than in the
ordinary mission history.
In chapter 3 the book author treats Tiv traditions of their origin
and migration, Tiv social organization, their traditional religion and the
salient characteristics of the Tiv world-view. Such a chapter could be a
ponderous collection of technicalities in less skillful hands. That Rublngh
has provided a useful condensation of important aspects of Tiv cultural anthropology is explained by Rubingh's own words (p. 57):

Before we investigate the manner in which the Gospel was
carried to the Tiv, we must delineate the milieu into
which the Gospel message came. This task grows more
difficult with the passage of time, for, as the Tiv would
express the problem, the old mushroom is decaying and
the new mushroom growing in its place. Futhermore,
this chapter cannot p;ovide in any sense a complete ethnography of Tiv society and its traditional institutions.
Ten years with the Tiv have shown the author that he
still has much to learn of the mythology and ethos.

Chapter 5, The Transformation of Tiv Society, expands the background material of chapter 3 by updating the topicS concerned so as to give
a contemporary view of Tiv life.
Chapter 1 of Rublngh's book is an introductory generalization of
missiological principles, helpful in understanding mission developments
of the past 40 years. Chapter 2, The Wider Context, looks at African history in a panoramic sweep, narrows the history to Nigeria, and concludes
with the middle belt of Nigeria--home of the Tiv. Chapter 4 covers historical background of the Dutch Reformed missionary activities among the
Tiv and assorted problems that confronted the missionaries. This reviewer
considers chapter 4 as an excellent presentation of an area of mission history materials that too often is handled injudiciously and incompetently.
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Chapter 6 of Sons of Tiv is addressed to the development of an indigenous Tiv church and chapter 7 is a future look toward tomorrow's Tiv
church.
Rubingh's Sons of Tiv seems to this reviewer to be an adept treatise on Dutch Reformed missionary history among the Tivof Nigeria. Features appealing to the reviewer are: Enlightening handling of data which
while they might ordinarily bore the average reader become significant to
the story Rubingh presents. The understanding consideration and presentation of problems associated with the building of a truly African church
offers a more objective treatment of a difficult. fluid subject.
Rubingh wisely omits a subject index. using instead only an index
of names. His use of bibliographical footnotes in place of a more formal
bibliography at the back of the book is a more harmonious device for a book
such as Sons of Tiv.
The absence of excessive tabular materials and a collection of artificially posed halftones of missionaries • converts and unreached Africans
enhances Rubingh's book. A type face that is neither obtrusively large nor
bordering on microscopic size is used. Proper leading and circumspect
use of different type sizes make the reading of Sons of Tiv easier.
Congratulations to Baker Book House for Sons ofTiv both as to content and the appealing book jacket. The jacket des ign and blurbs are. for
once. believable.
Benjamin A. Hamilton
Grace Theological Seminary

