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The Books of Chronicles

The Books of Chronicles are historical books of the Old Testament which are often characterized as “books of hope.”  In broad, selective strokes, these books trace the history of the nation of Israel from Adam to the captivity and restoration.  Much of this material is a repetition of that found in the books of Samuel and Kings.  The purpose of Kings was to explain, describe and illustrate to Jews that their exile and the destruction of Judah/ Jerusalem was not a product of the Lord’s rejection but a result of the unbelief and unfaithfulness of the nations of Israel and Judah, and that faith and renewal of their covenant relationship with the Lord was still very possible.  But the writer of Chronicles wrote his history to encourage the exiles who had returned to Jerusalem after more than 50 years of captivity in Babylon.  This selective history reminded them of Israel's glorious days from the past and gave them hope for the future as they pondered Yahweh’s promises to His People.

Structure of the Book  

The Books of 1 and 2 Chronicles were originally, like Samuel and Kings, one unbroken book.  Scroll size and later translations of the Bible led to dividing this long narrative was into two shorter books.  Each of these books falls naturally into two major divisions.


The first nine chapters of 1 Chronicles contain long genealogies. or family histories, that are composed of information from the earliest historical books of the Bible.  These genealogies take the reader from the descendants of Adam up through the ancestors of King David.  Special attention is given to the families of priests and Levites (6; 9:1-34), Saul's family, and particularly to the family of David (2-3).  


An essential purpose of the extensive genealogies is to establish that the returned exiles are the legitimate continuation of God’s elect people.  The writer works this out by reporting the election of Israel from all peoples (1 Chr 1:2-2:2), the arrangement of the tribes of Israel (1 Chr 2:3-9:1), and the representation of the tribes that returned from Babylon (1 Chr 9:16-34).


The genealogies focus on the order of the tribes of Israel, especially the role of the families of David and Levi.  If the people were to receive the blessings of the Lord, they must trust and observe carefully the divinely ordained arrangements.  Their responsibility for obeying is established by their designation as God’s elect people.


The second major section of 1 Chronicles (10-29) focuses on the reign of King David.  This long account begins with the death of Saul (10), omitting the historical facts that preceded this event. Saul's death is reported to establish the fact that he was unqualified for office and that David was Yahweh's choice for this responsibility (10:14).


The account of David's reign is presented in a positive light, with all the details about David's great sins omitted.  First Chronicles also lists the names of all those associated with him as mighty men (11-12), and records his great victories (14,18-20).  This section of the book also lists the names of the Levites, priests, and musicians in David's administration (23-26), as well as other state officials (27).  Also included is David's work in establishing Jerusalem as his capital city (11:4-9), and as the center of worship (13,15-16,22,28-29).


The Book of 2 Chronicles also contains two major sections.  Chapters 1-9 focus on the rule of King Solomon, whose greatest accomplishment was the building of the Temple in Jerusalem. Included is correspondence between Solomon and Hiram, king of Tyre, about building materials (2), as well as a full account of the dedication service when the Temple was completed (5-7).  The second major section (10-36) is a highly selective account of the kings of Judah — from Rehoboam (10-12) until the time of the captivity (36).  Kings given prominence in this narrative include Abijah (13), Asa (14-16), Jehoshaphat (17-20), Joash (23-24) Amaziah (25), Uzziah or Azariah (26), 
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Hezekiah (29-32), and Josiah (34-35).  The book ends with the proclamation of King Cyrus of Persia allowing the return of the Jews to rebuild their Temple in Jerusalem (36:22-23).


One particularly interesting fact about the Book of 2 Chronicles is that it includes little information about the kings of the Northern Kingdom, Israel.  And the facts which it gives about the kings of Judah are mostly positive.  This indicates the author was interested in tracing the line of David and showing that Judah was the nation which remained faithful to the covenant between God and His people.  This fact would have been encouraging to the exiles who returned to Jerusalem to rebuild the Temple.  They felt they were continuing the forms and traditions which set them apart as the true worshipers of God and gave them a sense of identity as God's Covenant People.

Authorship and Date

The author of Chronicles is unknown, although Ezra the priest and scribe seems the most likely possibility.  As in Chronicles, the Books of Ezra and Nehemiah were written originally as one unbroken book in the Hebrew language.  And the last two verses of Chronicles are repeated in the first three verses of Ezra, probably indicating they went together in the original version.  Most scholars agree that these four books were written and compiled by the same person, but not all accept the theory of Ezra's authorship.


Ezra, however, remains the best candidate for this honor because of his important role among the community of exiles in Jerusalem.  After leading a group to return to their homeland, he worked with another Jewish leader, Nehemiah, to strengthen the people's commitment to God's law (Ez 10:17-19; Neh 8:1-8; 9:1-3).  He must have written all four of these books — Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah — after he arrived in Jerusalem about 457 b.c. and led the reforms among the people.

The Chronicler used many sources in writing his book, including Samuel and Kings.  He also used court histories, as did earlier writers, and prophetic narratives: “The rest of the events of Solomon's reign, from beginning to end, are recorded in The Record of Nathan the Prophet, and The Prophecy of Ahijah from Shiloh, and also in The Visions of Iddo the Seer, concerning Jeroboam son of Nebat” (2 Chr 9:29).

Historical Setting

The books of Chronicles cover several centuries of the history of God's Covenant People — from the founders of the nation until the end of their captivity in Babylon and Persia about 538 b.c. But the books were written with a specific purpose in mind: to give comfort and hope to those who returned to Jerusalem.

The stage was set for the return of the Jewish people to Jerusalem after the Persians defeated Babylon and became the dominant power of the ancient world.  The Babylonians had held the Jewish people captive for more than 50 years, but the Persians had a different foreign policy.  They believed in letting their subject nations live in their own native regions under the authority of a ruling governor.  They allowed the Jewish people to return to Jerusalem in several different stages, beginning with the first wave under Zerubbabel in 538 b.c. (2 Chr 36:22-23).


After they returned to Jerusalem and rebuilt the Temple, the remnant of God's Covenant People needed constant encouragement.  Remember, the city was completely destroyed.  Some fifty years had passed, two generations.  Therefore, keeping their faith and traditions alive required continual struggle.  The situation called for determination and a strong sense of hope — hope that the promises of God to David would not be forgotten, and that a king from this royal line would rule again one day among God's people.  This was the unique situation to which Chronicles was addressed.
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Theological Contribution

The books of Chronicles tie the entire sweep of the Old Testament together into one great affirmation of hope.  These books should not only be read as histories, but for their insights into how God has kept faith with His Covenant People across the centuries.  By selecting events that show how God has kept His promises, the author presents a beautiful doctrine of hope that begins with Adam (1 Chr 1:1) and stretches to the end of the Captivity of the Yahweh’s people thousands of years later (2 Chr 36:22-23).  


The book’s treatment of the people of God, the kingship and Temple, and divine blessing and judgment, has immediate reference to the Jewish community in reconstruction following the Babylonian exile.  The New Testament reveals that the Kingdom will ultimately be restored in Jesus, the promised Messiah and Son of David.


Chronicles’ concept of the people of God becomes a reality in Jesus.  Like the community of the restoration, those who follow Jesus are the heirs of Israel’s promises (Gal 3:14,29, 4:28; Eph 2:11-22, 3:6).  The Church extends beyond Israel to include the Gentiles (Lk 2:32; Acts 9:15, 11:1,18), and in the end all of God’s elect “the Israel of God” (Gal 6:16), will be united under the lordship of Jesus.


The hope for David’s throne to be restored was fulfilled in Jesus.  He was born the Son of David, the heir to the Davidic covenant (Lk 1:32; Rom 1:3; Rev 22:16).  Jesus met all the conditions of obedience placed on David’s line (Rom 5:19; Phil 2:8; Heb 5:7-10).  In the Resurrection, Jesus took His throne in Heaven (Acts 2:33-35; Eph 1:20-23; Phil 2:9; Rev 3:21), from which He leads His people into blessing and victory (Rom 8:37; Eph 4:7-13).  He will reign until all His enemies are defeated (1 Cor 15:24-26).


The purposes of the Temple are fulfilled in Jesus.  Jesus was Himself the perfect sacrifice for sin (Heb 9:11-28; 1 Pet 3:18; 1 Jn 2:2).  He mediates our prayers and intercedes on our behalf in Heaven (Heb 3:1; 4:14-16; 6:20; 7:26; 8:1).  As our High Priest, He will bring all His people into the presence of God (Jn 14:1-4; 1 Thes 4:16-17).


Finally, Chronicles’ revelation of divine blessing and judgment is realized in Jesus.  Jesus bore the judgment of God on sin and set His people free, compelling them by His love to love and obedience (Rom 3:21-26; 2 Cor 5:14).  He gives His people new life and makes them citizens of God’s kingdom (Jn 3:16; Phil 3:20).


The clear implication for Christians today is that Jesus (“Yahweh Is salvation”) is still/ always a God of hope Whose ultimate purpose will prevail in the world and in the lives of His people.

