3,000 years of history in an hour
Limmud, Wednesday 25" December 2019, 16:00, Orange 11

lan Gamse

Divrey hayamim — or “Chronicles” — is one of the Bible’s least-studied books. The opening would
be almost as interesting as the telephone directory (remember them?) if there were any numbers.
But persevere. And perhaps we’ll discover a purpose — even a hidden magic — in the book.

Structure of Divrei hayamim

1. Genealogies (1DhY 1:1-8:40)
From Adam to the second Temple, though not in simple chronological order. Chapter 1 takes
us up to Yisrael (not Ya’akov), including roughly the same detail on Yishmael’s and Esav’s
descendants that appears in Bereshit. Then the tribe of Yehudah (2:1-4:23), with an extended
list of David’s descendants (up to at least seven generations after Yehoyakhin) in chapter 3.
Then Shimon, Reuven, Gad, half of Menashe, Levi, Yissakhar, Binyamin, Naftali, the rest of
Menashe, Ephrayim, Asher, Binyamin again — leading to Sha’ul.

2. A crucial verse (1DhY 9:1)
“And the whole of Yisrael had established their lineage, and the details are written in the book
of the kings of Yisrael; but Yehuda had been exiled to Babylon because of their ma‘al,
(sacrilege?).”

3. The return to Jerusalem (9:2-34)
(Parallels, roughly, Nechemiah 11)
The Second Temple settlers — Yisra’elim, Kohanim, Levi’im and temple workers.

4. The family of Sha’ul (9:35-44)
Repeats, in part, 8:28-38; introduces the account of Sha’ul’s death in battle.

5. The death of Sha’ul (1DhY 10)
All we are told of Sha’ul in DhY is the manner of his death — and the reason for it, in 10:13 — as
in 9:1, it is sacrilege, ma‘al, which is blamed.

6. David (1DhY 11-29)
The Chronicler’s story starts with David’s acclamation as king and the conquest of Jerusalem,
which are sketched in 11:1-9. Then we have more lists of names: the warriors (11:10-12:38)
and the bracketing of 12:39-41 which takes us back to the coronation. Then the return of the
Ark and the death of Uzza (13:1-14). Chapter 14 takes us on to Hiram’s supply of workmen, a
list of David’s wives and the routing of the Philistines. David builds palaces and prepares a
place for the Ark (15:1); then we have a lengthy description of the ceremony as the Ark is
installed in its tent (15:2-16:43), including one of the few familiar passages in DhY — 16:8-36,
David’s hymn of praise which we include as the first item in pesukey dezimra. Again, the
account is full of names and numbers, this time Kohanim and Levi’im.
Chapter 17 describes how David seeks to build a temple and is told by Natan that only his son
will build the Temple. 18-20 tell of wars; 21 the census and consequent plague. In one of the
many differences between the Shemuel and DhY accounts, 21:1 claims that David was
seduced by the Satan into initiating the census while in 2 Shemuel 24:1 it appears to have been
God himself who was responsible, in His anger. While Shemuel ends with the appearance of
the angel at Ornan’s threshing-floor and the end of the plague, DhY continues smoothly from
David’s purchase of the temple site to his commencement of preparations for the building and
his instructions to Shelomo (Chapter 22).
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Chapters 23-29 describe the smooth handover of power to Shelomo, again with many lists of
names: Levi'im, Kohanim, musicians, gatekeepers, soldiers and civil servants. David instructs
the officers about the succession and warns them to be faithful to God and His commands. He
gives Shelomo the complete plans for the Temple, which he has received semi-prophetically.
Finally he calls on the entire people to support Shelomo in building the Temple, leading by
example with huge donations, and Shelomo is anointed as king.

Shelomo (2DhY 1-9)
Lots about the building and dedication of the temple and very little else — except the story of
the Queen of Sheba in chapter 9.

Rechav’am (2DhY 10-12)

Rechav’am is initially faithful to God and the Chronicler tells of his success in building and
strengthening his kingdom. All the kohanim and levi’im join him and he marries only Israelite
women. But after three years, when his kingship is established, he abandons God’s law.

Aviyah to Achaz (2DhY 13-28)

Chapter 13 — Aviyah (called Aviyam in Melakhim).

Chapters 14-16 — Asa. A good king.

Chapters 17-20 — Yehoshaphat.

Chapter 21 — Yehoram. A bad king. DhY adds to the brief account in 2Melakhim 8:16-24 the
letter sent by Eliyahu telling Yehoram of God’s anger and punishment.

Chapter 22 — Achaziah. Another bad king.

Chapters 23-24 — Yehoash. Behaves while Yehoyada the kohen is alive, then led astray by his
officers.

Chapter 25 — Amatziyah. Moderately good.

Chapter 26 — Uzziyah. Far more info. than in 2Melakhim 15:1-7, with again more building and
army.

Chapter 27 — Yotam. A good king, who behaves like his father — except that he does not
presume to enter the off-limits sanctuary.

Chapter 28 — Achaz. A bad king.

10.Chizkiyah (2DhY 29-32)

1

The cleansing and rededication of the temple, the celebration of Pesach — including an
invitation to the northern tribes to participate — the demolition of idols, reinstitution of tithing
and organisation of kohanim and levi’im. Chapter 32 tells of Sancheriv’s invasion.

.Menasheh and Amon (2DhY 33)

In Melakhim, the portrayal of Menashe is wholly negative — including the spilling of much
innocent blood. DhY ignores the bloodshed, though not the idolatry, and introduces a new
story — Menashe is taken captive and exiled to Bavel (by Assyrians!) where he entreats God,
humbles himself and is returned to Jerusalem.

Amon is quickly disposed of, as in Melakhim. He did not submit to God’s will, unlike
Menashe, and is murdered by his courtiers.

12.Yoshiah (2DhY 34-35)

13.Destruction and exile (2DhY 36:1-21)

The last kings — Yehoachaz, Yehoyakim, Yehoyakhin and Tzidkiyyahu are disposed of rapidly.
The Chronicler repeats how God in His pity sends many messengers to warn the people but
they treat them all with contempt until finally God sends the Babylonians. The exile lasts
seventy years in fulfilment of Yirmiyah’s prophecy.
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14.The proclamation of Cyrus (2DhY 36:22-23)
The last two verses are virtually identical with the first two and a half of Ezra, Cyrus’s
proclamation, ending with the word veya‘al/, “let him go up”.

Key passages
1DhY 1:1-5
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1 Adam, Seth, Enosh; 2 Kenan, Mahalalel, Jared; 3 Enoch, Methuselah, Lamech; 4

Noah, Shem, Ham, and Japheth. 5 The sons of Japheth: Gomer, and Magog, and
Madai, and Javan, and Tubal, and Meshech, and Tiras.

1DhY 9:1
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So all Israel were reckoned by genealogies; and, behold, they are written in the book
of the kings of Israel; and Judah was carried away captive to Babylon because of their
transgression.

1DhY 10:13-14
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13 So Saul died for his transgression which he committed against the LORD, because
of the word of the LORD, which he kept not; and also for that he asked counsel of a

ghost, to inquire thereby, 14 and inquired not of the LORD; therefore He slew him,
and turned the kingdom unto David the son of Jesse.

1DhY 29:26-30
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26 Now David the son of Jesse reigned over all Israel. 27 And the time that he
reigned over Israel was forty years: seven years reigned he in Hebron, and thirty and
three years reigned he in Jerusalem. 28 And he died in a good old age, full of days,
riches, and honour; and Solomon his son reigned in his stead. 29 Now the acts of
David the king, first and last, behold, they are written in the words of Samuel the
seer, and in the words of Nathan the prophet, and in the words of Gad the seer; 30
with all his reign and his might, and the times that went over him, and over Israel,
and over all the kingdoms of the countries.
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And by way of contrast...

1Melakhim 1:1 and 2:1-12
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1:1 Now king David was old and stricken in years; and they covered him with
clothes, but he could get no heat.
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2:1 Now the days of David drew nigh that he should die; and he charged Solomon
his son, saying: 2 'l go the way of all the earth; be thou strong therefore, and show
thyself a man; 3 and keep the charge of the LORD thy God, to walk in His ways, to
keep His statutes, and His commandments, and His ordinances, and His testimonies,
according to that which is written in the law of Moses, that thou mayest prosper in all
that thou doest, and whithersoever thou turnest thyself; 4 that the LORD may
establish His word which He spoke concerning me, saying: If thy children take heed
to their way, to walk before Me in truth with all their heart and with all their soul,
there shall not fail thee, said He, a man on the throne of Israel. 5 Moreover thou
knowest also what Joab the son of Zeruiah did unto me, even what he did to the two
captains of the hosts of Israel, unto Abner the son of Ner and unto Amasa the son of
Jether, whom he slew, and shed the blood of war in peace, and put the blood of war
upon his girdle that was about his loins, and in his shoes that were on his feet. 6 Do
therefore according to thy wisdom, and let not his hoar head go down to the grave in
peace. 7 But show kindness unto the sons of Barzillai the Gileadite, and let them be
of those that eat at thy table; for so they drew nigh unto me when | fled from
Absalom thy brother. 8 And, behold, there is with thee Shimei the son of Gera, the
Benjamite, of Bahurim, who cursed me with a grievous curse in the day when | went
to Mahanaim; but he came down to meet me at the Jordan, and | swore to him by the
LORD, saying: I will not put thee to death with the sword. 9 Now therefore hold him
not guiltless, for thou art a wise man; and thou wilt know what thou oughtest to do
unto him, and thou shalt bring his hoar head down to the grave with blood.' 10 And
David slept with his fathers, and was buried in the city of David.
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11 And the days that David reigned over Israel were forty years: seven years reigned
he in Hebron, and thirty and three years reigned he in Jerusalem. 12 And Solomon
sat upon the throne of David his father; and his kingdom was established firmly.

And the end of the book...

2DhY 36:11-23
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11 Zedekiah was twenty and one years old when he began to reign; and he reigned
eleven years in Jerusalem; 12 and he did that which was evil in the sight of the LORD
his God; he humbled not himself before Jeremiah the prophet speaking from the
mouth of the LORD. 13 And he also rebelled against king Nebuchadnezzar, who had
made him swear by God; but he stiffened his neck, and hardened his heart from
turning unto the LORD, the God of Israel. 14 Moreover all the chiefs of the priests,
and the people, transgressed very greatly after all the abominations of the nations;
and they polluted the house of the LORD which He had hallowed in Jerusalem. 15
And the LORD, the God of their fathers, sent to them by His messengers, sending
betimes and often; because He had compassion on His people, and on His dwelling-
place; 16 but they mocked the messengers of God, and despised His words, and
scoffed at His prophets, until the wrath of the LORD arose against His people, till
there was no remedy. 17 Therefore He brought upon them the king of the Chaldeans,
who slew their young men with the sword in the house of their sanctuary, and had
no compassion upon young man or maiden, old man or hoary-headed; He gave
them all into his hand. 18 And all the vessels of the house of God, great and small,
and the treasures of the house of the LORD, and the treasures of the king, and of his
princes; all these he brought to Babylon. 19 And they burnt the house of God, and
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broke down the wall of Jerusalem, and burnt all the palaces thereof with fire, and
destroyed all the goodly vessels thereof. 20 And them that had escaped from the
sword carried he away to Babylon; and they were servants to him and his sons until
the reign of the kingdom of Persia; 21 to fulfil the word of the LORD by the mouth of
Jeremiah, until the land had been paid her sabbaths; for as long as she lay desolate
she kept sabbath, to fulfil threescore and ten years.

22 Now in the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, that the word of the LORD by the
mouth of Jeremiah might be accomplished, the LORD stirred up the spirit of Cyrus
king of Persia, that he made a proclamation throughout all his kingdom, and put it
also in writing, saying:

23 'Thus saith Cyrus king of Persia: All the kingdoms of the earth hath the LORD, the
God of heaven, given me; and He hath charged me to build Him a house in
Jerusalem, which is in Judah. Whosoever there is among you of all His people--the
LORD his God be with him--let him go up.'

So what is this book, and what does it tell us not only about its author(s) but about the
early rabbis who determined that it should be included in the Bible? And has it any
connection to Chanuka?

And a fun fact. The great biblical commentator Isaac Abarbanel (Portugal, Spain and
Venice; 1437-1508) Abravanel admits in his introduction to Shemuel that he had never
studied DhY until he came to ask himself what the difference was between the accounts
in Shemuel/Melakhim and those in DhY

He complains that the book is neglected, that the only commentary is a few words from R
David Kimchi. Ironically, Abarbanel himself did not write on DhY, but he did at least
address the question of the relationship between DhY and Shemuel/Melakhim. The
(prophetic) narrative in Shemuel, he says, has a pedagogic purpose: we study David in
order to understand service of God, so Shemuel gives us David with all his human
frailties. DhY is a political history, which tells only the good parts! (Abarbanel was of
course familiar with the behaviour of European kings...)

And those of us who have never before read Divrey haYamim are at least in good
company.
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