
9 Loss of 
face

2 Chronicles 32:21

R
ecording events, the historian wrote in
2 Chronicles 32:21b that Sennacherib withdrew to
his own land in disgrace, literally ‘in shame of
face’.1 He had failed in his objective and it made

him a figure of scorn among the nations.

THE GREAT KING LOSES FACE, AGAIN!

As we have already seen, Sennacherib himself took part in the
siege at Lachish and is depicted receiving the defeated prisoners
as he sits upon his high throne. The inscription above and to the
left of him reads, ‘Sennacherib King of the world, King of
Assyria, on a seat he sat and the booty of Lachish before him it
passed.’ No one could ever accuse him of false humility

The king’s chariot and bodyguard are below and behind
him; however, the king’s face has been hacked out—perhaps
the vengeful work of a Babylonian soldier when Nineveh itself
was destroyed in 612 BC.

To lose face in the ancient world meant that not only was
the king disfigured and defaced, but that his memory was
being expunged; it would be as though he never existed.

SENNACHERIB LOST FACE AS A COMMANDER

Unlike the British monarch today, the Assyrian king held

85

FACE2FACE: SENNACHERIB

F2F-Sennacherib v3 Q6.qxp  22/10/07  17:01  Page 85



absolute sway over targets, deployment and tactics when his
army went to war. He would take advice but the final decision
was always his. It seems today that many still follow him in
thinking that they run their own little empires either at home,
work, in church or the world at large. As with Sennacherib, the
reality is so different, for none is master of his own destiny. He
lost face in the campaign that was meant to enhance his
reputation but left him diminished, for he had to withdraw
from Judah without securing the total dominance over the
land that he desired. This must have rankled, for previous
Assyrian kings, Tiglath-Pileser III, Shalmaneser V, and his
father Sargon II, had come against the Northern Kingdom of
Israel and not only defeated it but also deported the population
who never returned to their homeland.

These historical events are seen in the contrasts that have
come down to us today. In the Bible there is a brief mention
about Lachish, whereas Sennacherib devotes a whole room to
it, and in the Bible there is a large amount about Jerusalem,
whereas Sennacherib gives it little space by comparison. Sin
always magnifies the wrong thing and tries to exalt what is
insignificant. How great a distance there is between
Sennacherib and the Lord Jesus Christ, who is called in Joshua
5:15, ‘The commander of the Lord’s army’  For the Lord always
leads his people as the one who alone brings stability and
everlasting peace: ‘But thanks be to God, who always leads us
in triumphal procession in Christ’ (2 Corinthians 2:14a).

SENNACHERIB LOST FACE AS A FATHER

It is a terrible thing when children have little or no respect for
their father. Sennacherib’s sons turned on him. He did not
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realise the danger that lay within his own household: he would
have been wise to have kept his sons close to him. As princes of
the royal household they would probably have been trained in
the art of war, and part of their training meant learning not to
fear the enemy or any foreign god. Thus two of his sons,
Adrammelech and Sharezer, learnt the art of dispassionate
warfare. It emboldened them and they cut him down with the
sword in the temple of his god Nisroch.

Whatever his sons’ grievance, the fact is that Sennacherib
had lost face with them. The bigger picture is shown in the Bible
as it clearly links his death to the events at Jerusalem in 701 BC,
almost twenty years before. God had given Sennacherib ample
time to repent and turn from his ways, but when he did not,
judgement fell on him and it was those who should have been
closest to him who dealt the final blows. God is often patient
towards sinners, but just because judgement is not always
immediate does not mean that people have escaped, for God
graciously waits for repentance. But as with Sennacherib, time
eventually runs out. That is why the Bible urges action and all
need to repent and believe while there is still time.

A MODERN EXAMPLE

Those who set themselves up in opposition to the only true and
living God will always come unstuck and, like Sennacherib,
lose face.

In recent times we have seen and heard a great deal about the
dictator Saddam Hussein, former President of Iraq, who ruled
in the land familiar to Sennacherib. Yet as the days go by our
news bulletins are no longer so concerned with him, and
although his trial and execution thrust him into the public eye,
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all it did was show that his empire was just a transitory thing.
Many in the Arab world were shocked to see him undergoing a
medical check-up after his capture, and one report said, ‘It
shows he has lost face.’

A RUDE AWAKENING

Sennacherib thought of himself as being invincible and one
inscription calls him, ‘Great King, mighty King, King of the
universe, King of the country of Ashur.’ But how must he have
felt at the moment his spirit left his body?

What terror seized Sennacherib as he realised that the gods
of Assyria were figments of the imagination and the one true
God was the one he had challenged and now had to face
(Hebrews 9:27)?

Was he permitted to see just how small his empire truly was,
as his spirit returned to God (Ecclesiastes 12:7)? Did God allow
him a view of the full extent of Asia, Africa and then across the
oceans to the Americas, Australasia and to Antarctica, lands
he knew nothing about? By contrast, how feeble his empire
was shown to have been. What thoughts filled his mind as he
was ushered out into the echoing vaults of eternity and to the
waiting place for unbelieving departed spirits, Hades (Luke
16:23), until the dawn of the day of judgement?

THE IMPERATIVE ISSUE

Without doubt, the most important question anyone can ask is
this: ‘Who is God and how can I know him?’ The Bible says
that only Jesus has the answer to that question and if we do not
listen to him, then our path leads to destruction (Matthew
7:13). He alone can be trusted and he is the only one who has
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never lost face. As the apostle Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 4:6,
‘For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” made his
light shine in our hearts to give us the light of the knowledge of
the glory of God in the face of Christ.’

FOR FURTHER STUDY

1. Read about the humiliation of Miriam, Moses’ sister, in Numbers 12.

2. Look at Psalm 14 to see God’s estimation of the foolish.

TO THINK ABOUT AND DISCUSS

1. Most people like to be well thought of and hate to be

embarrassed. Should Christians ever deliberately humiliate anyone?

2. Many crimes remain unsolved. Thinking about the delay in

Sennacherib’s judgement, should the church be more active in

preaching repentance before it is too late for the sinner to turn to

God for forgiveness?

3. At the Last Supper, Jesus said that it would have been better if

Judas had never been born (Matthew 26:24). What emotions do you

think Judas experienced before he committed suicide? (See Matthew

27:1–5; Acts 1:18,19.)

4. How do you think those who Jesus describes as goats (Matthew

25:31–46) will feel when they are assigned to their eternal position?

Note

1 Allan Harman, Isaiah a covenant to be kept for the sake of the church (Fearn,

Tain: Christian Focus), p. 253.
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