Judah and Jechonias and Their Respective Brothers

In his excellent book The Messiah, His Brothers and the Nations: Matt. 1:1-17 in the Library of New Testament Study Series, Jason Hood helpfully draws attention to the mention of Judah’s brethren in Matt. 1:2 and Jechonias’ brethren in v.11. He links these two mentions by suggesting that  these inclusions are intended to remind us of 1) Judah’s interposing on behalf of Benjamin as described in Gen. Ch. 44 and 2) Jechonias’ surrendering to the Babylonians which saved the nation (i.e. Jechonias’ “brethren”), temporarily at least, from much suffering. This interesting interpretation however, does seem have some features which might perhaps be seen as not all that well-supported by the Scriptural data.  For example,

1) Judah’s offer to act as a substitute for Benjamin (which seems to have been primarily for the sake of Jacob, their father) was a genuinely noble act on his part, and he is shown to be better than many of his brothers, amongst whom he frequently adopts a leadership role. There were by contrast a number of less praiseworthy acts. If a good action on behalf of one brother (Benjamin) (and a slightly less than awful act (selling Joseph rather than killing him) on behalf of another brother) is what Matthew had in mind in v. 2, then the indiscriminate mention of “his brethren” (including Joseph before whom he made the offer) is, I would suggest, perhaps a rather oblique way of going about it. How are we to know that it is this particular event in the life of Judah that Matthew intends us to pick up in this reference, rather than perhaps actions where all the brothers, or nearly all of them are somehow involved? At any rate, this event is not clearly directly related to the lineal descent of Jesus Christ which is what Matthew purports to describe in this section of this Gospel.

2) Scripture does not praise Jechonias (Jehoiachin) for surrendering to the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar, though it was undoubtedly a wise, and in fact a good, even faithful, act on his part: it surely did ensure milder treatment for the nation than would otherwise have been the case, as indicated by the consequences of Zedekiah’s foolish rebellion eleven years later. However, Matthew speaks in v. 11 of Jechonias’ brethren as having been begotten by Josiah—which is obviously not true (in any literal sense anyway) of the nation as a whole. Once again, if this this good action on behalf of the nation as a whole is what Matthew intends us to understand by a reference to Jechonias’ brethren, then, referring to them as  those “fathered” by King Josiah is, I would suggest, once again  a rather oblique way of doing so.

Now I do not really want to be critical of Jason Hood’s proposal—it is surely a good attempt to link these two mentions—and even to realise that they are linked is a real improvement on much that appears in the literature on these verses. Furthermore he is attempting (also surely correctly) to set the genealogical table in the wider context of the rest of the Gospel, and that is something that 
he does much better than I am doing in this essay!! I have ordered Jason Hood’s book, and will update and correct this article when I have understood what Jason is saying more accurately.

Now I do think that Matthew has deliberately mentioned (un-named) brethren in both of these instances, but I would suggest that the fact that they are un-named—in contrast to the other people mentioned in vs. 2-16 is significant, and also that we perhaps ought to look for an explanation which “answers” more directly to the genealogical table itself—i.e. what have these brethren got to do with the lineal descent of Jesus Christ?

So, the suggestion I am proposing below, is only being put forward as a possible link between these two mentions of brethren in vs. 2 and 11, and one which by contrast to Jason Hood’s proposal is much more narrowly focussed on the genealogical table itself—what part do these brothers play in that? Well, surely, “None!” is the answer that any reasonable exegete would say—at least not directly, since they do not do any of the “begetting”.

But do they not? That is the point at issue to which Matthew may be driving—admittedly in a somewhat allusive style that will drive us to the genealogical, (rather than to say, the redemptive) aspects of the OT data. In what follows, I will be suggesting that the two mentions are linked in that they both serve to indicate that Matthew, in his genealogical table, is “allowed” - even required—to “skip” a generation in both cases by means of a cross-generational marriage/relationship in the OT data —and that these two skipped generations are important in his overall computational scheme of 3 groups of 14 generations.

Let us start with v.11: Josiah begat Jechonias and his brethren. Well, immediately there are two “problems”. First of all, Jechonias  was the grandson, not the son of Josiah. Well, that is not necessarily a problem since egennesse—begat  - can incorporate such meanings (indeed, Jesus is described as Son of David and of Abraham). Jechonias was actually the son of Jehoiakim who was one of the sons of good King Josiah. The second problem is that the OT does not list any other actual sons of Jehoiakim so there are no “brethren of Jechonias” in the strict sense of the word. (There is a “Zedekiah” mentioned in 1 Chron. 3:16 (with a slightly different spelling from the Zedekiah who will be discussed below). Depending on how one reads 1 Chron. 3:16 he is likely to be a son of Jechonias, rather than a son of Jehoiakim, but about whom nothing further is recorded, but just possibly, the reference is to the Zedekiah who came to the throne after Jechonias (see below) and “son” in this verse is used in the sense of “successor—this is certainly a view taken in some commentaries).  At any rate, it seems to me that we should, initially at least,  be asking what Matthew intends us to do about these two problems mentioned above!

To complicate matters, Jechonias is described as having a brother, but the reference is to King Zedekiah, Jechonias’ uncle, who succeeded Jechonias to the 
throne and who was only three years older than himself (2 Chr. 36:10 cf. 2 Kings 24:17). Now, if we suppose that Matthew takes 2 Chr. 36:10 seriously and literally, well, we need to ask how Zedekiah can be simultaneously uncle and brother to Jechonias. 

OK, here’s the “basic” family tree for the kings of Judah based on the OT data:
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And here, looking ahead somewhat, is the corresponding family tree for the sons of Judah . . .
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We note that in both cases, there are four (unequivocal) sons and one “son” whose status is in a way, both that of a son and that of a  grandson. I will attempt to explain all this below, but what I’m suggesting is that Matthew’s references to the “brethren” of Judah and Jechonias are linked by the similar (but in 
some respects chiastically inverse) patterns of genealogy. Just to give a flavour of some of the connections, we note that in both cases, the two eldest sons (on the left of the diagrams above) both died in the land, but the next three sons all went into exile (Egypt or Babylon).

Basically, as outlined above, what I am suggesting is that Matthew intends us to use the similarities between these two family trees to justify the “skipping” of a generation in both cases and this achieved by two things—cross-generational liaisons and sons being “moved up” to occupy the same generational level as their fathers. This enables Matthew (amongst other things) to justify the exclusion of Jehoiakim from the family tree in the middle third his genealogy, and to justify the 14 generations from Abraham to David  in the first third.  However, let’s work through all this step by step. . .

Let’s start with 1) the account in Genesis Ch. 38 of the circumstances surrounding the births of Zerah and Terah and 2) what Matthew says about this period Israel’s history.

Matthew says, “. . Jacob fathered Judah and his brothers and Judah fathered Perez and Zarah out of Tamar”.

Genesis Ch. 38, in a really skilfully told narrative, gives us a much fuller picture of this fathering by Judah. Briefly, Judah married the (un-named) daughter of a Canaanite called Shua and had three children—Er, Onan and Shelah. Judah arranged a marriage for Er to Tamar—presumably also a Canaanitess. Er was wicked and the Lord slew him, but he had no offspring so Judah (note how heavily Judah is involved in all of this) told Onan to perform the duty of “Levirate marriage”. (This was of course before the Law of Moses was actually given, so this is all to be understood as the correct procedure to follow “proleptically”.) The duty prescribed in the case of a brother who dies without issue is for one of the other brothers to raise up “offspring” (Gen. 38:8) for the brother. The word for offspring is actually “seed” - or zerah in Hebrew. So Jacob tells Onan to raise up zerah for Er. This fact will become significant later in the account. This Onan refuses to do, so the Lord slew him too.  Judah (again!) then tells Tamar to wait until the third son, Shelah grows up, but Judah was, as the commentators note, being somewhat disingenuous in this—he appears to be implying to Tamar that Shelah will be given in Levirate marriage to her in the future, and Tamar waits accordingly, but actually, Judah makes no such actual promise, and has no such intention., and suddenly the ever active Judah becomes inactive—too inactive.  As the story unfolds, we see that Tamar  indeed behaves “more righteously” than Judah (v.26). She is determined that what is right will prevail, and she, like many righteous OT women has to ensure that God’s will is done through deceiving the deceiver. Her plan works, and Jacob unwittingly performs the duty of a brother-in law to Tamar, even though he is in truth her father-in-law. The account of the births of Zerah and Perez is highly significant for the story. Zerah, the seed, puts forth his hand first and 
receives the scarlet cord, but Perez forces his way past Zerah and is the first to be delivered. It is clear that Zerah is the one who is the “seed” for Er. However, things are more complicated than this. Because Tamar, in her boldly conceived and executed plan, has “moved up a generation” in getting Judah, her father-in-law, to act as a brother-in-law,  the first son, Zerah is actually now at the same generational level as Er, as well as being counted as his son. He is both a son of Judah and a son of Er, and we have a telescoping of generations; Zerah is Judah’s son and simultaneously his grandson. The situation is even more clear cut in the case of Perez. Jacob fulfilled the duty of a brother-in-law in fathering Zerah, but “seed” (in the singular) is all that is stipulated, and this, in Zerah, he has done. Perez is “extra” and so not part of the “Levirate marriage” arrangement. He is a direct son of Judah in his own right and there is no ambiguity. By her bold strategy, Tamar, in giving birth to Perez (in the line of descent  from Abraham to Christ) has moved “up” a generation. Both Zerah and Perez, along with Er, Onan and Shelah are treated as direct sons of Judah in Gen. 46:12, but it is also true that Zerah is simultaneously Er’s “seed”.

This ambiguity has come about because Judah has (admittedly unwittingly) played the part of a brother to his own sons—actually he plays the part that Er’s brother Shelah should have played with regard to his brother Er.  So, when Matthew says that Jacob fathered Judah and his brethren we are entitled to ask, well, who exactly are Judah’s brethren? Certainly, the “correct” answer is the eleven brothers Reuben, Simeon etc. but with regard to the line of descent from Abraham to Christ, Judah’s brothers are his sons—in particular Er, Onan and Shelah. The line should have gone 1) Jacob— 2) Judah— 3) Shelah (on behalf of Er) - 4) “Zerah” (Seed!), but we have lost a generation - and instead we have 1) Jacob-2) Judah-3) Perez. This will, I suggest, be important when we count generations in Matthew’s 3x14 generations scheme.

So when we read in Matthew,  that Jacob fathered Judah and his brethren, there is actually an important sense in which we can read that Jacob was the father of Judah and the (grand-)father of Judah’s “brethren”. This is of course entirely within the meaning of “fathered” (since, for example, we are told in Matthew’s genealogy that Joram fathered Uzziah (Matt. 1:8) but actually, Joram was Uzziah’s great-great-grandfather.)

Doubtless much of this will seem ridiculous, or at least obscure, to many Westerners (including some commentators!) who belong to, and think in terms of “nuclear” families, but when we turn to the other reference to brethren in Matthew’s genealogy “Josiah fathered Jechonias and his brethren” and exactly the same pattern emerges, the explanation gains in what is called “explanatory power”: it really will, by analogy, explain how Matthew can discount Jehoiakim in his genealogy, and treat Jechonias, Josiah’s grandson, as his son in generational terms, and it also explains why Zerah is mentioned in the genealogy even though he is not in the direct line of descent: he is, as I attempt to show below, a chiastic “pointer” to  Jechonias in Matthew’s thinking

Well, let us now, with the Jacob-Tamar situation in our minds, look more closely at the sons of Josiah.

I have already given a “summary” family tree for Judah and for Josiah, but I would like to have another look at Josiah’s family tree and at the historical circumstances surrounding the respective births and marriages. Let us remind ourselves first what Matthew says in 1:11:

“And Josiah fathered Jechonias and his brethren upon the deportation of Babylon”.

Now, I have suggested that Matthew described Jacob as the father of (the named) Judah, but (admittedly somewhat obliquely!) as the grandfather of Judah’s (un-named) brothers (i.e. his sons), so here I’m suggesting that we have the same pattern but with a chiastic (inverse)  feature: Josiah is the grandfather of the (named) Jechonias, but the father of Jechonias’ (un-named) brothers (i.e. his father and his father’s brothers). This is in accord with the description in 2 Chron. 36:10 of Zedekiah (Jechonias’ uncle) as his brother. (We haven’t discussed how this could have come about, but clearly a cross-generational marriage alliance (which probably, but not necessarily, involved a degree of incest—as will be discussed later) is a likely explanation.
 Let’s look at these two family tree structures side by side . . .
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In the above, Judah, by doing the duty of a brother-in-law with regard to Tamar is basically a “brother” to Er, and so becomes a “brother” to Er’s brothers. 
Jechonias becomes a brother (brother-in-law) to Zedekiah and so becomes a brother to Zedekiah’s brothers.

There is a lot more to be said about this: the “cross-generational” aspects of Tamar (vis a vis Judah and Er)  and Jechonias (vis a vis Jehoiakim and Zedekiah) seem to create all sorts of relational complications which I haven’t really unravelled, but some of which I will attempt to describe in what follows. The whole thing is further complicated by the fact that both Jacob and Josiah have sons by two different mothers.

I wish to explore all this further below, but in principle, enough has been said to show that Matthew is entitled to treat Jechonias as at the same “generational level” as his father Jehoiakim, and that he has achieved this by analogy with Zerah who is at the same generational level as Er, his father by Levirate marriage—well, this is all true, provided we have “read” and interpreted Matthew’s allusive references to “brethren” correctly. Cross-generational liaisons are usually condemned in Scripture e.g. Reuben, Lot, but Tamar’s is described at righteous. The way in which Jechonias becomes Zedekiah’s brother is not specifically stated in Scripture, and so is open to conjecture—but it would of course be condemned under the Mosaic legislation if incest were involved.

Let us look then once again at the respective family trees against the background of the family histories.

Here is the fuller family tree of Judah:


[image: image4]
 There are two mothers—the (un-named) daughter of Shua and Tamar, and five 
sons—one (Zerah) with an “ambiguous” generational status. Shua’s daughter (in a sense) “owns”  Er, Onan and Shelah outright, but Tamar has an exclusive claim on Perez. Tamar has the main claim on Zerah too since she is his actual mother whereas the daughter of Shua is his grandmother through the Levirate marriage. Er and Onan died in the land of Canaan, and the surviving three sons of Judah—Zerah, Perez and Shelah accompanied their father into Egypt (Gen. 46:12)

Now let’s look at the family tree of Josiah in more detail . . 
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Once again, interestingly, we have (probably) two mothers and five sons – one of whom has an ambiguous generational status. 

Of the five sons, Johanan was the eldest (1 Chron. 3:15) and he died in unknown circumstances—possibly with his father Josiah fighting Pharaoh Neco at the Battle of Meggido (2 Kings 23:29-30). It is also likely that his mother was Hamutal and I have indicated this in the family tree above. The reasons have to do with the young age at which Josiah married the two wives recorded in Scripture and the dating of the births of the eldest son Johanan and the second eldest, Jehoiakim by Zebidah. Some more information about this interesting possibility can be found in James’ Jordan’s article in the Biblical Horizons Biblical Chronology Newsletter Vol. 8 No. 9, Countdown to Exile, 1996 (www.biblicalhorizons.com/biblical-chronology/8_09/).

I have attempted a “time-line” of the events leading up to the exile and this is 
presented later on in the article—it helps to clarify some of the respective ages of the above in relation to some of the events leading up to the Exile.

There are some interesting inferences, or possibilities, regarding the succession to the throne that that can be drawn from the OT data. With the death of Johanan and of Josiah, the throne should have gone to the second son, Jehoiakim (whose original name was Eliakim) who was the only recorded son of Zebidah. However, the “people of the land” took Jehoahaz, the oldest surviving son of Hamutal, even though he was younger (by 21 months) than Jehoiakim, and made him king instead. In attempting to explain why this happened, we can note two things. First, Jehoahaz seem to have been identified as “anti-Egypt” by the Egyptians, and thus perhaps as continuing in the pro-Babylonian policy of his father, good King Josiah. At any rate, the Egyptians felt sufficiently strongly about this to reverse the decision, remove Jehoahaz and exile him to Egypt (via Riblah in Hamath which at the time was under Egyptian control,  though situated north of Israel!) where he died. In his place, they put Jehoiakim, the older man by three years (actually 33 months). Second, Jehoahaz’ mother, Hamutal, was from Libnah, a Judean city. By contrast, Jehoiakim’s mother, Zebidah, was from Rumah. The location of Rumah is disputed, but it it thought to have been well to the north—either near Shechem or near Nazareth: Jehoiakim was thus an outsider, and the people of the land favoured Jehoahaz. 

Jehoiakim seems to have been aware of this disadvantage, for he tried to go one better: he married Nehushta from a Jerusalem family. Now whether this “helped” or not is open to question; he was appointed by Pharaoh Neco, which suggests that he was playing a sophisticated political hand of cards—trying initially to curry favour—through marriage - with the Jerusalem/Judean “power base” (assuming for the moment they are roughly equivalent) whilst supporting a (pro-Egyptian) course of action opposite to the one which they, and his father Josiah, had supported. The book of Kings tells us that Jehoiakim then exacted the gold and silver tribute to Neco from the people of the land—revenge for the earlier slight perhaps!

Well, very soon (about 4 years?) after Jehoiakim’s succession under Egyptian patronage, Egyptian power decisively declined following the Battle of Carchemish, and Babylon became the undisputed major “world power” under Nebuchadnezzar.  Jehoiakim rebelled against Babylon after three years, and died soon after—presumably at the hands of the Babylonians—or by internal enemies? He was succeeded by his son, Jechoiachin. But how did this come about? After all, the people of the land had by-passed his father Jehoiakim in favour of the (local) Hamutal side of the family. Why was he allowed to accede to the throne rather than Hamutal’s son, Zedekiah—Jehoiachin’s uncle and his elder by three years?

It was an interesting reversal of the earlier Hamutal/Zebidah situation. Now we see a member of the “Zebidah” side of the family, Jehoiachin,  succeeding to the throne in preference to his uncle, Zedekiah, from the Hamutal side of the family 
who was as already noted the elder by three years! This is really quite remarkable—Jechoiakim had only come to the throne under the patronage of Pharaoh Neco, and now, with the death of Jehoiakim, the land was dominated by the Babylonians. It might have been assumed that  Jehoiachin also would have been pro-Egyptian, whereas the Hamutal clan seems to have been steadily pro-Babylonian which is what, we assume Nebuchadnezzar would have wanted, and the choice of Zedekiah a good one. Why was Jegoiachin chosen? Well, Jehoiachin as it turns out, despite being evil, was shrewd and practical, and had perhaps been influenced by Jeremiah’s prophecies regarding God’s purposes for Babylon, as well as perhaps learning from his Jerusalemite mother Nehushta and her family what was in Jerusalem’s best interest. At any rate, he surrendered almost immediately to Nebuchadnezzar, and saved Jerusalem and Judea much of the suffering that was about to descend on the city as a (proximate rather than ultimate) result of his father, Jehoiakim’s rebellion against Nebuchadnezzar). By contrast, though admittedly in very different circumstances,  Zedekiah who succeeded Jehoiachin, subsequently rebelled against Nebuchaznezzar, sided with Egypt, (Jer. 27:3-8 and Ezek. 17:11-21) and he, his family, and the people suffered terribly as a result, and the city destroyed. 

How can we account for Jehoiachin and Zedekiah “switching places” compared to Jehoiakim and Jehoahaz some years previously? Much of this, no doubt has to do with politically astute responses to the rapidly changing political situation, and to Jehoiachin’s mother Nehushta being as we have seen a Jerusalemite, but part of the answer might be found in the curious verse, 2 Chron. 36:10 where Zedekiah, Jehoiachin’s uncle is described as his brother.

I’m assuming that Matthew takes this ascription literally and seriously. How can Zedekiah be simultaneously uncle and brother to Jehoiachin? Well, by a cross-generational marriage, which may or may not involve incest. This also explains where Jehoiachin’s (Jechonias’) otherwise unattested brothers come from in Matt. 1:11.

There are, I suggest, three main possibilities.

1) Hamutal might have been previously married (e.g. to an important person in Rumah and had a daughter by that previous marriage). If Jechonias married that daughter, there would be no consanguinity, but the daughter would be Zedekiah’s half-sister and on Jechonias’ marriage to this lady, Jechonias and Zedekiah would become brothers-in-law. (This would be similar to the view put forward in Rogerson and Davies, The Old Testament World, that David’s mother had previously been married to King Nahash of Ammon before she married Jesse). Equivalently, Nehushta might have been previously married to an important person in Jerusalem and had a daughter. If Zedekiah married that daughter, there would be no consanguinity, but the daughter would be Jechonias half-sister, and on Zedekiah’s marriage to this lady, Jechonias and Zedekiah would become brothers-in-law.  

2) Jechonias married a (full) sister of Zedekiah. (i.e. marrying “up” a generation).

3) Zedekiah married a full sister of Jechonias (marrying “down” a generation).

If any of these are possible, the one that makes most sense politically would be Jechonias’ marrying a (full) sister of Zedekiah. This would strengthen his credibility with the pro-Babylonian Hamutal side of the family, and with the Judean “people of the land” - both politically astute moves—and he already had the “Jerusalem” connection through Nehushta. All this would reduce the risk of being sidelined in the succession in the way that his father, Jechoiakim had been some years earlier. It would also move him “up” a generation, and so he would be “competing” for the kingship with Zedekiah on the same “generational” level as well as being the son of the incumbent.  (Judea and Jerusalem are not necessarily a “unit” politically however—see perhaps for example, Zech. Chs. 12 and 14—although these refer to a later (post-exilic) time than the era we are looking at here.)

None of these post-Josiah kings were good—none of them addressed the moral and spiritual decline of the nation—and the above analysis has simply been an (inexpert) attempt to interpolate the Scriptural data in terms of political analysis. Besides the data in 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles, we can read much more about these kings in spiritual and moral terms especially in Jeremiah, and accounts of Hamutal and two of her sons are found in Ezekiel (e.g. Ch. 19).

Now, Jechonias is described in Matthew as “begotten” of Josiah. We know that Matthew uses this term to include not just sons but more distant descendants—e.g. as already noted with regard to Joram and Uzziah. So “Josiah begat Jechonias” is a true statement even though Jechonias is actually Josiah’s grandson. But, (according to our hypothesis above), with Jechonias being a brother (actually brother-in-law) to his uncle Zedekiah, he has moved  up a generation and becomes brother to Zedekiah’s brothers, and even, in a sense, brother to his own father, Jehoiakim, and therefore a son, by marriage, of Josiah his grandfather. 

A common feature of Tamar in relation to Judah and Jechonias in relation to Jechoiakim is that both have moved up a generation, and become wife and brother-in-law respectively to those who were previously father-in-law and father. In addition, Zerah who was a levirate grandson of Judah is now also his son, and Jechonias who was a grandson of Josiah is now also his son-in-law. In both cases, Tamar (who had been excluded from Judah’s family) and Jechonias (who was in danger of being excluded from the kingship of Judah (the nation)) both gained power from a position of weakness by cross-generational alliances. At any rate, if this is what Matthew was “getting at” in the reference to Judah’s and Jechonias’ brethren, he has achieved the (important) result of “skipping” a 
generation in both cases. 

Before we go on to see how this affects the genealogical table, it is perhaps pointing out a few of the further connections between the respective family trees.

Five Sons, Two Mothers, Death and Exile

Of the five sons of Judah, three (Er, Onan and Shelah) are from the daughter of Shua, one is from Tamar (Perez), and one (Zerah) is actually from both but primarily from Tamar: as noted previously, Zerah is grandson of Shua’s daughter through levirate marriage, but Tamar’s actual son—but they both have a claim!

Of the five sons (inc. Jechonias) of Josiah, three—Johanan, Jehoahaz and Zedekiah are from Hamutal, one is from Zebidah (Jehoiakim) and one (Jechonias) is from both. He is an actual grandson of Zebidah, and son-in-law(by assumed marriage) to Hamutal. Thus, “son” and “grandson” claims to “own” Jechonias are involved (as they were with Zerah) but the claims seem more evenly balanced in the case of Jechonias. 

I suspect there is a sort of mathematical precision about all this which I haven’t been able to tease out properly—the above is just a very approximate suggestion.

The connection between the two situations extends to the fate of the sons:

Of the five sons of Judah, two (Er and Onan) died “in the Land”, and the other three went into “exile” in Egypt. Of the five sons of Josiah, two (Johanan and Jehoiakim) died “in the Land” and the other three went into exile (Jehoahaz to Egypt and Jehoiachin and Zedekiah to Babylon).

I wish to  return to our discussion of Matthew’s “generations”, and hope to do this in the next article in the series, but first, (next page) here is the promised “time-line” of events and people in the period leading up to and following the Exile.



We note that there is a pattern to the four kings:
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This little schema is expanded in Robert Cohn’s commentary on 2 Kings and his version also appears in Peter Leithart’s commentary on 1 and 2 Kings.  

I would like to conclude this article with some reflections on Jechonias.

From the time line we can see that it is divided into two (almost) equal halves. There are 36 years and 3 months from the birth of Jehoiakim to the deportation of Jechonias, and 37 years from this deportation to the release of Jechonias from prison (although we have to allow for different types of reckoning of time—such as inclusive reckoning—so perhaps the latter is only 36 years by our reckoning?) Furthermore, each is subdivided “palindromically” by a period of 11 years on either side of Jechonias’ short reign. If we make the reasonable assumption that Matthew would believe that Jechonias became the father of Salathiel soon after his release from prison, then we can see that, with regard to  the two equal time spans—each of approx. 36 or 37 years separated by the carrying away—Matthew, by treating Jehoiakim and Jechonias as effectively one generation, that of Jechonias, could be seen as having “swallowed up” or replaced the first time period with the second (just a suggestion!!): the first time period is shared equally (18 years each) between Jehoiakim and Jechonias and is followed by an almost equal time period which is just about Jechonias. This may be significant if we regard Matthew’s generations in the “conventional” sense— as “people” rather than as “births”. This is a topic which I hope to return in the next article, but we note that, if he is working with generations in the conventional sense, and also “superimposing” “Jechonias in captivity” over “Jehoiakim/Jechonias before the captivity”, Matthew has a strictly chronological basis for doing so! 

(Also note that 1 Chr. 3, 16-17 draws a distinction between Jechoniah in v.16 
and Jechoniah “the captive” in v. 17—a distinction which may have influenced Matthew’s thinking.)

The account of Jehoiachin’s restoration (at the age of about 55!) shows that despite the evil deeds of his earlier life (2 Kings 24:9), God was able overcome this and use Jehoiachin to carry on the Davidic line through Salathiel, and eventually to Christ. Perhaps there is encouragement here that God’s purposes can be worked out in us, despite our failures and, possibly, advancing age! 

 A final point is a comment I noticed at the end of the entry on Jeremiah in the Interpreter’s One Volume Bible Commentary that there would be 23 years between Jehoiachin’s release from captivity (in 562 BC—coinciding with Nebuchadrezzar’s death) (soon followed by the birth of Salathiel SF) and a return from captivity (in 538 BC) and then after a further 23 years the temple would stand once more as the House of God—so there is a precedent for the balanced time periods suggested above. I think, as mentioned before, there are some difficulties in counting such years however as counting can be done in different ways, e.g. inclusive reckoning etc., and this can be quite significant. It was an important factor in Edmund Thiele’s analysis of the regnal years in Israel and Judah which was published (in the English-speaking world) as The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings.

In the next post I wish to look again at what Matthew might mean by a generation (partly in the light of our discussions here), and then in future poses to look at some interesting chiastic features of the first third of Matthew’s genealogical table. I think that will probably conclude this series of posts!!
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