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The Life of Hezekiah, King of Judah, in Light of His “Perfect Heart” 

 Oh, to hear the words concerning oneself: “He did what the Lord approved.” It rings of a 

“well done, good and faithful slave” spoken of by Jesus in his parable of the talents, and it is a 

statement that every Christian longs to hear.  

 Of the kings of Israel and Judah, these words are not spoken much, but of a select few, 

we find them. In the case of our examination here, we find these words spoken of Hezekiah, king 

of Judah, of whom it has also been said, “He did what the Lord his God considered good and 

right and faithful” (2 Chr 31:20), because he had a “perfect heart” (2 Ki 20:3, KJV). 

 In the pages to follow, we will look at Hezekiah’s life (the good and the bad) in order to 

understand his “perfect heart.” We will view his life through a biblical/historical framework as 

well as from a linguistic perspective. In the end, we will find that there is one aspect of 

Hezekiah’s life that permeates every situation, even the negative moments – his continual 

“perfect heart.” 

 

The Scriptural/Historical annals of the Life of Hezekiah, king of Judah 

  In the Scriptures, we find much concerning the man, Hezekiah. In four episodes, we find 

Hezekiah restoring the temple and its worship practices,1 seeking the Lord for help in times of 

need,2 becoming sick and subsequently healed,3 and then finally being judged because of a 

selfish sin.4   

                                                
1 cf. 2 Chron 29-31; 2 Ki 18:1-6 
2 cf. 2 Ki 18-19; 2 Ch 32:1-23; Isa 36-37 
3 cf. 2 Ki 20:1-11; 2 Ch 32:24-26; Isa 38 
4 cf. 2 Ki 20:12-21; 2 Ch 32:31; Isa 39 



 

 

2 

 This initial idea, that of restoration, is almost an incredible concept, given Hezekiah’s 

position and genealogical placement. Being born a prince, as we have seen in other biblical 

narratives (e.g., Solomon and Rehoboam), is not always the godliest of positions, especially 

when one’s father is known for the unprincipled life.5 The miracle of it all, though, is that despite 

the ravaging ungodliness of his father, Hezekiah would eventually be said to have had a “perfect 

heart” – something we can visualize in his religious reforms. 

 In a word, the religious restoration can be summarized as reformation, though the 

restoration to the original order might also be at hand. This reformation occurred because of a 

great lack that existed. Of the kings before Hezekiah (beginning from the time of the great 

division), six were bad, four were good, and two were somewhat good. Of these kings, only one 

was said to have had a “perfect heart”; in all, only three of the kings of Israel/Judah hold this 

honor: David, Asa, and Hezekiah.6 Since only three of the kings had a “perfect heart,” what does 

this say about the rest of the kings and about the society they led?  

 It seems that almost from king to king, major religious changes had occurred, Rehoboam 

and Abijah were mostly bad, but Asa was wholly devoted; Jehoshaphat was good, but the next 

three monarchs rate from bad to very bad. The following century contained good or mostly good 

kings, but this was broken by Ahaz, who seemed to have destroyed the last one hundred years of 

work in a matter of around a decade. Of course, these are just the fickle kings; what were the 

people like? 

                                                
5 For a deeper look into the deep-rooted faults of Ahaz, king of Judah and father of Hezekiah, see 
2 Ch 28:16-25.  
6 As will be seen below, the idea of a “perfect heart” comes from the Hebrew phrase ~el'v b'bel/bel. 
The significance of this, as will be treated below, is that of whole-hearted devotion to Yahweh as 
opposed to the other gods of the region. 
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 From both the biblical text and the dirt, we find evidence for a faithless society (though 

not thoroughly so). At just about any site, cultic paraphernalia can be found, including figurine 

idols and statuettes, special pottery, etc. Probably the most significant find of this type comes 

from ‘En Hatzeva, a site in the Negev, for it is here that a pit was discovered containing complete 

(though smashed) cultic vessels ranging from limestone altars to chalices.7 While this site bears 

evidence of a time after Hezekiah, from this we can see an example of the life and times in a site 

of Judah. Of course, the very fact that the vessels are complete, yet have been smashed 

purposefully, could tell us a little about the religious reforms after Hezekiah and under Josiah.  

 

Figure 1: Cultic objects found at ‘En Hatzeva, dating seventh-sixth centuries B.C. 
                                                
7 cf. Malena, Sarah & David Miano. Milk and honey: essays on ancient Israel and the Bible in 
appreciation of the Judaic Studies Program at the University of California, San Diego. Winona 
Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2007. See also, Cohen, Rudolph & Yigal Yisrael. “Smashing the Idols: 
Piecing Together an Edomite Shrine in Judah,” BAR 22:04, Jul/Aug 1996. 
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  Hezekiah, then, had his hands full when it came to reforming the nation, yet at the very 

beginning of his sole reign, he moves to purify the land. According to 2 Chronicles 29, it was the 

first month of the first year of his reign8 that he began to cleanse the temple. 2 Kings 18:3-4 tells 

us that a part of the approval and equivalence to David is that Hezekiah “eliminated the high 

places, smashed the sacred pillars to bits, and cut down the Asherah pole.” He went beyond even 

this, for he also destroyed the bronze serpent from the time of Moses (called Nehushtan). In all 

of these actions, Hezekiah found himself completely devoted to Yahweh.  

Although we find this devotion, we also find the king making preparations for an Assyrian 

attack, for though his reforms not only brought Yahweh worship back into the forefront but also 

demolished paganism in the land, war still fell upon his steps. As the Assyrian army makes its 

way through the Northern Kingdom, Jerusalem prepares for siege.  

 Concerning the preparations made in advance of the Assyrian onslaught, we do find 

archaeological evidence that confirm these. Apparently, even though Hezekiah trusted in the 

Lord with a “perfect heart,” this trust was in connection with a perfect logic – i.e., prepare for 

war – for “over 1,700 storage jars with lmlk, ‘belonging to the king,’ stamped on the handle, […] 

have been discovered throughout Judah.”9 In connection with a “significant economic and civil 

build up in the Shephelah,”10 these lmlk jars show extravagant preparation. Beyond these, 

archaeologists have uncovered what is now deemed “Hezekiah’s tunnel,” which can be 

                                                
8 Undoubtedly the point here is the urgency of the matter. According to Leslie McFall ("Did 
Thiele Overlook Hezekiah's Coregency?" Bibliotheca Sacra vol. 146 (1989) pp. 393-404.), there 
is a possibility for Hezekiah to have held a coregency with his father. If this is the case, this first 
month of his first year is surely the beginning of his sole reign – after fourteen years. Perhaps the 
urgency of the matter shows the true heart of Hezekiah, wholly devoted to Yahweh, but only 
now being able to act on it. 
9 Arnold, Bill T. “Hezekiah.” Dictionary of the Old Testament Historical Books. Downer’s 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2005, p. 409. 
10 ibid, p. 410. 
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connected with the 2 kings 20:20 and 2 Chronicles 32:30; this tunnel brought water from the 

Gihon Spring into the city of Jerusalem in preparation for a long siege from the enemy. But does 

this not show that Hezekiah’s trust was in himself and not in the Lord?  

 

Figure 2: LMLK seal impression; type H2D; Redondo Beach collection #22 

 

What we find in the narrative confirms Hezekiah’s trust in Yahweh, for in 2 Kings 19 we 

see Hezekiah calling out to the Lord through Isaiah the prophet and then laying the letter of the 

Assyrians surrender terms before the Lord in the temple; in this we see that the “perfect heart” of 

Hezekiah calls out to Yahweh (“trusting in Him”) rather than calling out to the gods as he has 

watched his father do before him.11 

According to the Biblical text, Yahweh did save Jerusalem. While there is some debate as 

to the multiplicity of the campaigns, this does not concern us at this time. The simple truth of the 

matter is that the Lord did deliver Hezekiah from the Assyrians. This is rather strangely 

                                                
11 Note that according to Leslie McFall ("Did Thiele Overlook Hezekiah's Coregency?" 
Bibliotheca Sacra vol. 146 (1989) pp. 393-404.) Hezekiah held a fourteen year coregency with 
his father Ahaz. During this time, Hezekiah witnessed first hand the impotence of his father’s 
gods. 
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confirmed in the Taylor Prism where Sennacherib states of Hezekiah that he left him in 

Jerusalem “like a bird in a cage.” This strange expression most likely shows that the campaign 

against Judah was somehow cut short. 

 As the biblical narrative continues, we find that in 2 Kings 20 Hezekiah mentions his 

“perfect heart” and is healed from a fatal illness, but in 2 Chronicles 32 we find that “his heart 

was high” (a dilemma that will be discussed shortly). This proud heart led the king to show his 

wonderful riches to Babylon – a flaw that would eventually intrigue the Babylonians into taking 

the riches and destroying the city. Concerning the issue at hand, though, this “high heart” is not 

in direct contradiction to the “perfect heart” of Hezekiah, for although a “high heart” does release 

trust from the Lord and place that trust upon oneself, loyalty to other deities may not be an issue; 

in the case of Hezekiah, loyalty to Yahweh alone is always the case. 

 

Understanding Hezekiah in light of the phrase ~el'v b'bel/bel12  

This can be determined directly from the text, as we have seen above, but also 

linguistically by understanding the Hebrew phrase ~el'v b'bel/bel.  

 This phrase ~el'v b'bel/bel, where ~el'v is connected with either b'bel or bel, is found only 

fourteen times in the Old Testament. In the King James version, this phrase is translated “perfect 

heart” fourteen times – this being the phrase I have used throughout this paper. Of course, one 

often finds a deeper meaning when paraphrasing an expression, or at least retranslating from the 

                                                
12 The fourteen passages studied to determine the stated definition, all containing some 

combination of the phrase ~el'v b'bel/bel, are as follows: 1 Ki 8:61; 11:4; 15:3, 14; 2 Ki 20:3; 1 

Chr 12:38; 28:9; 29:9, 19; 2 Chr 15:17; 16:9; 19:9; 25:2; Isa 38:3. By first establishing the non-

theological meaning, other passages can be understood in the proper sense. 
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original. The New International Version (NIV) does this for us, for the same Hebrew expression 

above is translated in the NIV as “heart fully committed” one time, “heart fully devoted” three 

times, etc. The New American Standard Version gives us a bit different feel by adding such 

phrases as “blameless heart” and “wholeheartedly.” As is evidenced from the different 

translations, the idea here is simply a heart committed to something. But let’s go beyond that. 

 From the fourteen different times this phrase is used, in both non-theological13 and 

theological passages, we can say that a ~el'v b'bel/bel is “to willingly14 give one’s whole self 

completely over to someone,15 not in perfection to the letter,16 but in complete heart obedience to 

the illumination given”17 and can therefore be seen in a theological light as “to be completely 

devoted to God18 in accordance with all the light the Holy Spirit has given,19 particularly 

devotion in regards to religious worship20 resulting in pure motives.21”  

 This definition, while acceptable, may become more clear when juxtaposed with the 

passages that refer to those who specifically are said not to have a ~el'v b'bel/bel. Of these, only 

three are named: Solomon, Amaziah, and Abijam. In all three cases, the text is very plain in that 

the reason these do not have a perfect heart is because of idolatry. In reference to Solomon, 1 

Kings 11:4 explains, “When Solomon became old, his wives shifted his allegiance to other gods; 

                                                
13 Note: 1 Chronicles 12:29,33,38 provides the non-theological contextual information for 
determining the implications surrounding the phrase ~el'v b'bel/bel. In this specific context, it can 
be determined that ~el'v b'bel/bel here refers to the loyalty of David’s men to David over Saul. 
From this non-theological explanation, the move from observation to implication becomes much 
easier on the theological side. 
14 1 Chr 29:9,19 
15 1 Chr 12:38 
16 1 Ki 15:14; 2 Chr 15:17 
17 1 Ki 15:14; 2 Chr 15:17; 1 Ki 8:61; 2 Ki 20:3; 1 Chr 29:19 
18 Inferred from 1 Ki 15:14; 2 Chr 15:17 
19 Inferred from 1 Ki 15:14; 2 Chr 15:17; 1 Ki 8:61; 2 Ki 20:3; 1 Chr 29:19 
20 Inferred from 1 Ki 11:4; 2 Chr 25:2,14-15 
21 2 Chr 19:9 
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he was not wholeheartedly devoted to the Lord his God, as his father David had been” (cf. 1 Ki 

11:4-6; emphasis on the Hebrew expression). In the case of Amaziah (2 Chr 25:1-2,14; emphasis 

on the Hebrew expression), “He did what the Lord approved, but not with wholehearted 

devotion. … When Amaziah returned from defeating the Edomites, he brought back the gods of 

the people of Seir and made them his personal gods. He bowed down before them and offered 

them sacrifices.” Abijam is simply said not to have a perfect heart in connection with the fact 

that he “followed all the sinful practices of his father before him” (1 Ki 15:3).  

 By way of a quick comparison between Hezekiah and Amaziah, notice that both pleased 

the Lord, but only one of them pleased the Lord in a “perfect” manner. Later in the text it is 

made quite clear that Amaziah had followed after false gods. 

 We can see, then, that those kings who are said to have a perfect heart showed evidence 

of total commitment to Yahweh alone. They exhibited failures at times, but not in the degree of 

idolatry.  

 From Hezekiah’s life, this can be seen. Note that in our definition perfection to the letter 

is not necessary, and in fact this can be seen in Hezekiah’s actions in his reformation period 

(especially in not requiring perfect obedience to Levitical practices - 2 Chr 30:18), though still 

accepted of God.  

 Nonetheless, Hezekiah did fail. It can be said that he is one of the best kings of Judah, but 

even the best kings were erring humans. Hezekiah’s great failure eventually brought a complete 

destruction upon Jerusalem and the Lord’s temple, that not in his day; however, there is still 

hope. In the life of such men, we can be comforted to know that to leave this world with a perfect 

heart does not involve never slipping at some point in life, but it does involve complete devotion 
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to God. If Hezekiah’s attitude and actions warranted such fame, perhaps there is yet hope for us 

mere humans as well. 

  


