
2 Kings 20:3-11 + 19

Abram had asked for a sign that God’s promise would be fulfilled (Genesis15:8). Now 
God commanded Abraham to be circumcised as his sign he would keep the covenant.

In this passage, Hezekiah also asks for a sign.

2 Kings 20:8 - “And Hezekiah said unto Isaiah, What shall be the sign that the LORD 
will heal me, and that I shall go up into the house of the LORD the third day?”

King Hezekiah is healed

2 Kings 20:11 - “And Isaiah the prophet cried unto the LORD: and he brought the 
shadow ten degrees backward, by which it had gone down in the dial of Ahaz.”

[Compare with Joshua praying for the sun to stand still in the battle against the Amorites  
(Joshua 10:13) ]

The word “sundial” could also mean “steps,” which is how Josephus interprets it. In that 
case, the shadow would have fallen across the king’s staircase, indicating the hours.

Possible explanations of the shadow turning back 10 degrees 

1. The earth changed its rotation. This seems like overkill - massive destruction would  
have been unleashed and thus restrained by God miraculously, and it would have been 
a worldwide phenomenon, noticed and recorded by others. 

2. An eclipse of the sun took place on Jan. 11, 689 B.C. during Hezekiah’s reign. It was 
an annular eclipse in Asia Minor, and a very large partial eclipse at Jerusalem, the 
greatest phase taking place nearly at local noon. The effect of the partial eclipse might 
have been to practically shift the centre of the bright body casting the shadow. (Problem 
- the eclipse happened three years before Hezekiah died, not 15 years before).

3. Isaiah poured water into the bowl-shaped sundial, and refraction caused the shadow 
to appear to recede.

4. A natural phenomenon - Under certain climatic conditions clouds of minute ice 
crystals can form at a great height in the upper reaches of the air; the apparent result as 
seen from the earth is the appearance of a band of light passing through the sun, and 
two additional suns, one on either side of the true sun. This effect, which is known as 
parhelia, or “mock sun” is due to the refraction of the sun’s light as it passes through the 
prismatic ice crystals on its way to the earth. If now a cloud, at a much lower altitude, 
should obscure real sun and the western “mock sun” over a certain district, the only light 
reaching that district is from the eastern “mock sun,” and the effect is as if the sun had 
receded eastwards by a certain fixed amount (always equal to one and a half hours of 
our time). Two occasions when this actually happened are on record; one was on 27th 
March 1703 at Metz in France, when the shadow on the sundial of the Prior of Metz was 



displaced by one and a half hours. The other occasion was on the 28th March, 1848 
over parts of Hampshire when the same effect was observed.

5. The ‘Shekinah’, the supernatural light that had appeared as a pillar of cloud and fire 
in the wilderness and that shone from between the cherubim in the Most Holy Place, 
counteracted the shadow.  As Hezekiah gazed upon the staircase, waiting for the sign 
that the Lord had promised him, the wondrous glory of the Shekinah blazed out from the 
Temple sanctuary on the hill, blotting out the brightness of the sun itself, lighting all 
Jerusalem with its radiance. The shadow on the steps would have vanished in an 
instant. 

The effect was only local, for the Babylonian astronomers and king were "sent to 
enquire of the wonder that was done in the land" (2 Chronicles 32:31), implying that it 
had not extended to their country. 
— Jamieson-Fausset-Brown Commentary

This “return of light” was a figure of what was actually happening in the life of Hezekiah 
himself. He had already, as it were, passed into the “shadow that only deepens into 
night,” on the verge of death. Now God had retracted the death sentence, adding 15 
more years to his life.

Origin of the Psalms of Ascent

After he was healed, Hezekiah went up to the Temple to sing his songs of praise 
accompanying the stringed instruments, all the days of his life, for his deliverance and 
for the marvelous happenings (Isaiah 38.20). According to the Talmud, he composed 10 
songs and named them “songs of the steps” or degrees, for the 10 degrees the shadow 
returned.  They appear today, along with five written by David, as Psalms 120 to 134, 
and they are labeled “songs of degrees” by the King James translators. They became 
the Psalms of Ascent sung by pilgrims going up to Jerusalem.

— http://www.biblefellowshipunion.co.uk/2008/May_Jun/Sundial.htm


