ISRAEL’S WORST KING?
THE STORY OF AHAB
IN THE LIGHT OF ITS RELATIONSHIP
TO THE STORIES OF SAUL, DAVID AND SOLOMON

Hank B. Slikker

Submitted for the degree of Ph.D.
January 2002

Department of Biblical Studies
The University of Sheffield



ﬁu’ Honia



CONTENTS

Abbreviations
Summary

Introduction

Chapter 1
WHAT THEY’RE SAYING ABOUT AHAB
Ahab in Early Literature: Septuagint, Talmudic
. Laterature, and Josephus
Ahab in Early and Medieval Ecclesiastical Literature
Modern Commentary

Chapter 2
HOW BADIS AHAB?
1 Kings 16.29-34; Ahab’s Introductory Regnal
Summary
1 Kings 17: Prophet on the Run
1 Kings 13: Ahab the Compliant King
1 Kings 19: Prophet on the Run, Part 2
] Kings 20: Ahab, Ben Hadad, and the Aramean Wars
1 Kings 21: Ahab and the Murder of Naboth
1 Kings 22: The Death of Ahab

Chapter 3
PARTNERS IN CRIME: THE STORY OF AHAB IN
RELATION TO THE INFAMOUS CRIMES OF SAUL,
DAVID, AND SOLOMON

Ahab and Solomon: Kings and Their Queens

Ahab and Saul: Kings of Mercy

Ahab and David: Opposites Meet

Chapter 4
READING THE STORIES OF ISRAEL’S FIRST
XHREE KINGS IN THE LIGHT OF THE STORY OF
HAB
Part 1: Transference of Character from Saul, David
and Solomon to Ahab
Respectability of King Saul
Respectability of King David
Respectability of King Solomon
Normalising Ahab
Part 2: Rereading the Stories of Saul, David, and
Solomon 1n the Shadow of Ahab
Rereading the Story of Saul’s Crime in the
Shadow of Ahab
Rereading the Story of David’s Cnme in the
Shadow of Ahab
Rereading the Story of Solomon in the Shadow of
Ahab

page i

14
17

24
29
38
39
55
63

>,

133

155
158
158
165
170
176
179
179
195

209



Conclusion 222
Bibliography , 224



ABBREVIATIONS

ABD Anchor Bible Di c;tionazy

ANET Ancient Near Eastern Texts

ASV American Standard Version

AV Authorized Version

BDB A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament

BHS Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia

BT The Bible Translator

BZAW Beiheft zur Zeitschrift fiir die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft
CBQ Catholic Biblical Quarterly

FRLANT Forschungen zur Religion und Literatur des Alten und Neuen

Testaments |
HUCA Hebrew Unior; ﬂCollege Annual
IE] Israel Exploration Journal
JBL Journal of Biblical Literature
JSOT Journal for the Study of the Old Testamment

JISOTSup Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Supplemental Series

LXX Septuagint

MT Masoretic Text

NASB New American Standard Bible
NJB New Jerusalem Bible

NRSV New Revised Standard Version

PEGLMBS  Proceedings Eastern Great Lakes and Midwest Biblical Societies
PEQ Palestine Exploration Quarterly

VI Vetus Testamentumnt

ZAW Zeitschrift fiir die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft



SUMMARY

Israel’s Worst King?
The Story of Ahab 1n the Light of Its Relationship to the

Stories of Saul, David and Solomon

by Hank B. Slikker

In the story of King Ahab (1 Kgs 16.29-22.40), Ahab is declared to be the worst

person in the Hebrew Bible (1 Kgs 21.25) seemingly because he repeats the infamous
crimes of King Saul, King David and King Solomon. Because of the similarities in
the behaviour of Ahab with his three predecessors, however, the story 1s a story about
these three kings as well. As a result of the associations, Ahab’s evil status is
challenged.

Views of the character Ahab in other literary traditions lend credence to the
suggestion that Ahab does not live up to his bad name, and a close reading of the text
of the story supports the suggestion. Such a reading leads to seeing King Ahab as a
character who 1s a composite of Saul, David and Solomon at their worst. These
correspondences between the four kings lead to several results. Without saying that
Ahab is not wicked, the correspondences (relatively) normalise the moral character of
Ahab (in that Saul, David and Solomon may be considered ‘normal’), while they
diminish the moral character of the three kings by their association with Ahab. As a
result, Ahab is viewed in a different and better light than what he is declared to be,
while Saul, David and Solomon are viewed in a lesser light. The diminishing after-
effect also leads to rereading the stories of Saul, David and Solomon in the light of the
story of Ahab. Read from such a perspective, their stories become stained by the

stigma of being associated with Ahab.
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Israel’s Worst King?

The Story of Ahab in the Light of Its Relationship to

the Stories of Saul, David and Solomon

Introduction

- This thesis aims to show that King Ahab does not deserve a reputation as the Bible’s
oreatest evil-doer and, moreover, that the story of Ahab in 1 Kings should be viewed
as more than just the account of Israel’s most evil King. Instead, 1 will argue that the
story of Ahab is also about Saul, David and Solomon as well. These four kings merge
into a collage of criminal associations that irrevocably binds them together. These
associations are created by recalling the most notorious crimes of the three kings
through the criminal acts of King Ahab, creating an alliance that affects the re-reading
of the crimes of Saul, David and Solomon since these three Kings in turn have been
allied with the arch-villain King Ahab.

In chapter one 1 present examples of the character Ahab from extra-biblical
writings in which King Ahab is not deemed as villainous as the biblical account says
that he 1s. My purpose in the chapteris to show a range of assessments of his character
which offer support to my literary view of the character of Ahab that the biblical picture
of Ahab has not convinced its readers of his evil status. The lack of agreement over the
degree of Ahab’s guilt facilitates a stronger literary connection between Ahab and his

three predecessors Saul, David and Solomon, which I will establish later in the thesis.



In chapter two 1 present my own reading of the story of Ahab, paying particular
attention to the introduction and to whether or not the text makes a convincing case
against Ahab as the arch-villain. | suggest thatit does not. Ahab 1s not presented as a
king whose own evil deeds are unique, but as a king who repeats the crimes of Saul,
David and Solomon. Thus, reading the story of Ahab is like ré—reading the cnmes of
those three kings through the person of Ahab. This presentation raises the question to
what extent can Ahab be the Bible’s arch-villain if he is an incarnation of the three
Kings.

In chapter three I defend my reading of Ahab’s close narrative association with
his three predecessors showing the similarities between the accounts of his crimes and
the accounts of their crimes. These associations have the effect of leaving Ahab
looking like a king in the mould of his predecessors rather than as a king who merits a
distinction as the incomparable evil-doer. But the association of the three kings
brought about through the story of Ahab also has a negative affect on our perception of
the characters of Saul, David and Solomon when we read their stories in the light of the
story of Ahab. In chapter four I show how their character i1s diminished by their
assoctation with Ahab.

In presenting this study of the story of Ahab I will be focusing on the literary
Ahab, but this will not be along rigid lines that exclude the historical Ahab. Often the
distinction between them will be blurred because I engage scholars who employ
historical parallels such as religious, military, social and political considerations in their
attempts to get a clear understanding of the Ahab of the text. Thus, my discussion
often deals with the Ahab who is presented as a contemporary of his historical-cultural
milieu. Historical-critical studies often argue that the King Ahab of the MT is not the
King Ahab of history. These studies ultimately show that it is not possible to
determine the historical identity of the king in the narrative of the story of Ahab since
the events contained in it are often parallel to events in the stories of other kings in the

books of Kings.



My study 1s based on the final form of the MT, and translations of the Hebrew

Bible are my own except where I have noted otherwise.



WHAT THEY’RE SAYING ABOUT AHAB

Ahab in Early Literature

In this chapter I want to offer a sense of what others have said about Ahab in order to
show that there is general agreement that Ahab is not necessarily viewed as the worst
king Israel ever had. While all of the comments refer to the historiéal Ahab, I will not
be engaging in debate about who the ‘real’ Ahab is in terms of history. I am including
these views because they contribute to the picture that I present in the remainder of the
thesis. In the early writings shown below, the LXX presents Ahab as being heavily
influenced by his wife Jezebel; Josephus presents an Ahab who wears the virtues of a
Roman-type hero; the Talmud presents a mixed critique of a king who is both
condemned and praised, while early ecclesiastical literature presents Ahab as one
worthy of being a good example for wayward saints. In the final portion of the chapter
I brietly show some later modern historical-critical views of the biblical Ahab. These
modem studies are significant in that they establish Ahab to be a later addition to the

text and thus not guilty of the crimes assigned to him by the biblical editors.



The Septuagint
In the Septuagint, the story of Ahab has a different sequence than it does in the MT.
The LXX transposes 1 Kings 20 and 21 so that Naboth’s Vineyard (1 Kgs 21 MT)
follows the story of Elijah’s flight from Jezebel (1 Kgs 19 MT) and precedes the two
chapters about Ahab’s wars with Aram (1 Kgs 20 and 22 MT). The ordering 1n the
L XX appears to draw a thematic relationship between the chapters by linking together
the stories of Elijah (1 Kgs 17-19, 21 MT) and the stories of the Aramean wars (1 Kgs
20 and 22 MT). The MT, however, appears to draw a chronological-sequential
relationship between the chapters suggesting that Ahab’s death (1 Kgs 22) follows
Naboth’s murder (1 Kgs 21; see discussion below on 1 Kings 20).

Gooding suggests that the ordering of the LXX is an attempt to ‘whitewash’
Ahab, that is, to distance the king from his culpability in Naboth’s murder. ' The
rendering in the LXX, he believes, reproduces a tradition based on the ‘nature of a
secondary Targum’.> He bases his conclusion (1) on three LXX textual additions in
18.45, 20.16 and 20.27, which present an emotionally sensitive Ahab, and (2) on a

slight revision of verbal aspect in 20.25 which transfers guilt in the Naboth affair to

Jezebel. The following comparisons show Gooding’s observations:

LXX - MT

and Ahab wept and went to Jezreel (18.45). and Ahab rode off and went to Jezreel (18.45).

[Ahab] rent his garments and put on sackcloth andAhabrose upto go downto the vineyard of
(20.16) Naboth (21.16).

and because of the word, Ahab was pierced with and when Ahab heard these words, he tore his

sorrow before the Lord, and he went weeping clothes and put sackcloth over his bare flesh;
(20.27). he fasted, lay in the sackcloth, and went

about dejectedly (21.27).

The first LXX addition presents Ahab weeping following the announcement ot the end

of the drought; in the MT Ahab shows no emotion (18.45). The second LXX addition

' D.W. Gooding, ‘Ahab according to the Septuagint’, ZAW 76 (1964), p. 279.
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follows the announcement to Ahab that Naboth was dead: Ahab ‘rent his garments,
and put on sackcloth’ (20.16 LXX); in the MT he simply ‘rose up to go down to the
vineyard of Naboth Jezreelite, to take possession of it’ (21.16). The third LXX

¢

addition follows Elijah’s judgement on Ahab following Naboth’s murder: ‘and
because of the word, Ahab was pierced with sorrow before the Lord, and he went
weeping’ (20.27); in the MT, however, he tears his clothes, puts on sackcloth, fasts,
lays on sackcloth, and goes about ‘dejectedly’ (21.27).

With respect to the revisions in verbal aspect, Gooding notes that the LLXX
transfers blame for Naboth’s murder from Ahab to Jezebel 1n 20.25 by shifting from a
deliberate reflexive, in that Ahab ‘sold himself’ (21.25 MT), to a ‘pathetic passive’ 1n

which ‘he was sold’ to do evil by Jezebel:?

LXX MT

But it was all in vain, as far as Ahab was concerned, Indeed, there was no one like Ahab, who sold himself
that he wassoldto doevil . .. to dowhat was evil . . .

Gooding proposes that every alteration in the LXX is ‘calculated to emphasise Ahab’s
repentance and, therefore, are all of a piece with the motive behind the LXX order of
the four stories’.” However, Gooding may be overstating his case. Like the LXX, the

MT also includes Jezebel’s influence on Ahabin 21.25:

Surely there was no one like Ahab, who sold himselt to do evil, whom Jezebel
his wife incited.

Additionally, the end of the chapter also emphasises Ahab’s repentance. Yahweh was
so impressed with Ahab’s remorse that he postponed his judgement on Ahab’s house
until the time of his sons (1 Kgs 21.29). Upon observing Ahab’s repentance, Yahweh
says to Elijah,

Have you seen how Ahab has humbled himselt betore me? Because he has

humbled himself before me, I will not bring the disaster in his days; but in his
son’s days I will bring the disaster on his house.

* Gooding, p. 279.
* Gooding, p. 279.
* Gooding, p. 276-77.



In fact, Auld suggests that the cditor of the books of Kings selects Ahab’s repentance
over Manasseh’s repentance as ‘an illustration of the surpﬁsing quality of the divine
mercy’.” For Auld, the editors selected the house of Ahab over the house of Manasseh
to serve better the illustration of Yahweh’s mercy, as well as to serve as a sign of

Y ahweh’s displeasure with the Davidic kings of the Southern Kingdom of Judah.

Josephus’ Jewish Antiquities
In Jewish Antiquities (Ant), Ahab has been presented in a more positive light than in
the LXX. Asis known in scholarship, Josephus tpok significant narrative liberties in
his presentation of biblical characters in his work Jewish Antiquities. Feldman reveals
that Josephus employed various Hellenizations in his stories about famous biblical
personalities in order to enhance them with heroic characteristics popular to the
audience of his milien.® These enhancements helped offset contemporary scepticism
about the Jewish people and their history. Some of Josephus’ Hellenizations include
adorning biblical heroes in the external and spiritual Hellenistic virtues of noble
ancestry, physical appearance and spiritual piety.’ Bilde’s assessment of Jewish
Antiquities leads him to an identical conclusion: ‘Abraham, Joseph, Moses, Saul,
David, Solomon are portrayed 1in a Hellenistic light as great Greco-Roman intellectuals,
lawgivers, wise men and generals’.”

In addition to hellenising his heroes, Josephus also altered the text of the stories
of biblical heroes to enhance their presentation. However, his alterations of the biblical

text were carried out carefully lest Josephus betray his stated intention of remaining

> A. Gracme Auld, Kings Without Privilege: David and Moses in the Story of the Bible’s Kings
(Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1994), p. 170. Auld’s point 1n context 1s to illustrate the ‘unforgiving’
nature of the books of Kings toward King David’s line; hence, the distinction between Ahab and
Manassch 1s a distinction of favor for Isracl over Judah.

¢ Louis Feldman, ‘Josephus’, in The Anchor Bible Dictionary, David Noel Freedman, ed., vol. 3 (New
Y ork: Doubleday, 1992), pp. 981-98.

’ Feldman, ‘Josephus’, ABD, p. 998. |

* Per Bilde, Flavius Josephus between Jerusalem and Rome: His Life, His Words and Their
Importance, (Journal for the Study of the Pscudepigrapha Supplement Series 2; Shefficld: JSOT Press,
1994), p. 95.



entirely faithful to the biblical accounts (Ant, preface, section 3).” Some of his
modifications included omissions and alterations of questionable incidents and activities
of certain biblicalh heroes that might cast them in embarrassing light,'® such as
alterations in texts which lessen God’s participation in events in order to highlight the
hero’s role, and less than straightforward representations of the political ramitications
concerning God’s kingdom in relation to those on earth (e.g., the Roman Empire)."’

Feldman notes that Josephus also disinfected the narratives of various biblical
‘rogues’ such as Ahab and Manasseh by ‘going out of his way to restore respect for
them, perhaps in part, out of sheer regard for the institution of kingship’.'* Two of the
ways that Josephus accomplishes this are: (1) by devoting additional narrative space to
his heroes in order to enhance their status: ‘He devotes 672 lines [in the Loeb Classical
Library text] to his portrait [of Ahab] [Ant. 8, 316-392, 398-420] as against 340 lines
in the Hebrew original [1 Kings 6,29-22,40] and 527 lines in the Septuagint version’;"
and (2) by clothing his characters (especially kings) with the ‘cardinal’ virtues which all
heroic leaders must possess, including wisdom, courage, temperance, justice and
piety.'

Feldman points out several instances in Josephus’s portrait of Ahab where
political ‘cleansing’ has occurred. For example, Josephus suggests that Naboth 1s not
entirely blameless in the events that bring about his murder because Naboth had been
insubordinate and unreasonably disrespectful toward Ahab. Ahab’s displeasure and

sulking is related to Naboth’s indignity toward royalty in refusing to acquiesce to

? Flavius Josephus, The Antiquities of the Jews (The Works of Flavius Josephus, William Whiston,
trans.; London: Ward, Lock and Co., 1885). All of the following citations from Antiquities arc taken
from Whiston’s translation.

' Louis Feldman says, ‘Antiguities is an extended apology for the Jews, in which Josephus felt the
nced to defend the Jewish pecople against the charge that they had forfeited the protection of God
through their heinous sins’; ‘Josephus’ Portrait of Ahab’, Ephemerides Theologicae Lovaniensis 68
(1992), p. 368.

' Feldman, ‘Josephus’s Portrait of Jehoram, King of Israel’, Bulletin of the John Rylands University
Library 76 (1994), pp. 4-5.

2 Feldman, ‘Portrait of Jehoram’, pp. 3, 5.

' Feldman, ‘Portrait of Ahab’, p. 3609.

* Feldman, ‘Portrait of Jehoram’, p. 7.



> In the scene

Ahab’s humbling himself in asking Naboth to sell him his property.'
with Naboth, Ahab reveals unique sensitivity at being profoundly hurt, to the extent
that ‘the king was grieved as if he had received an injury, when he could not get
another man’s possession, and he would neither wash himself, nor take any food’.'®
Josephus highlights Ahab’s reaction to Naboth’s harshness toward him: "How when
he had made use of gentle words to him and such as were beneath the royal authornty,
he had been affronted, and had not obtained what he desired’.!” Ahab thus becomes
the offended one. In response, Josephus has Jezebel take measures ‘to have Naboth
punished’ for his crime of dishonouring the king."®

In addition to Ahab’s sensitivity toward Naboth, a virtue suggesting

temperance, the king’s character is further embellished when, dunng the siege of

Samana by Ben Hadad (cf. 1 Kings 20.1-12), Ahab makes the ultimate sacrifice by

4

offering to give up his own family and possessions on behalf of his people: ‘as
knowing thatI would not spare what is mine own for your sakes’.”” He then shows
himself wise by seeking counsel and by heeding the advice given to him: “however, 1
will do what you shall resolve is fit to be done’.*® The biblical account shows him in a
similar light, but it is never Ahab’s intention to sacnfice his people. Ahab consults
with the elders only about allowing Ben Hadad’s troops to come into Samana to
plunder and take whatever ‘is attractivein your [Ahab’s] eyes’, including Ahab’s wives
and houses (1 Kgs 20.6). However, the elders and the people advise him not to listen
or to consent to Ben Hadad’s intentions (1 Kgs 20.8). Also, the biblical account gives
no hint that Ahab actually intends to give up his family and his possessions to Ben
Hadad. Ahab merely accepts that he is defeated. In Antiquities, he acts explicitly out

of concern for the welfare of his people.

'* Feldman, ‘Portrait of Ahab’, p. 373.
'° Josephus, 8, 13, 8.
'7 Josephus, 8, 13, 8.
'® Josephus, 8, 13, 8.
' Josephus, 8, 14, 1.
% Josephus, 8, 14, 1.



Josephus also enhances Ahab’s military ability when Ahab is designated by an
unidentified prophet to lead Israel’s battle against Ben Hadad (1 Kes 20). Whereas the
MT gives no justification for Ahab’s designation as the one to lead the battle, Josephus
elevates Ahab by incorporating into the record the purpose behind his commission: ‘by
reason of your skilfulness [in war]’.*' Later, in the same chapter about the war with
Ben Hadad, Josephus further elevates Ahab’s character by showing the mercy that
Ahab shows to his captured foe. In the MT, Ahab replies to Ben Hadad’s plea for
mercy (given by his servants) simply by saying ‘Is he still alive? He is my brother’ (1
Kgs 20.32). In Antiquities, Josephus paraphrases and expands Ahab’s reply as given
in the MT: “Ahab replied, he was glad that he was alive, and not hurt in battle—and he
further promised him the same honour and kindness that a man would show to his
brother’.*

While Josephus’s portrayal of Ahab may overstate his positive qualities, it is
easily accommodated by Ahab’s presentation in the MT of 1 Kings 20 and 22. These
chapters show him seeking counsel, listening to advice, offering clemency to a
captured foe and listening to Yahweh through his prophets. In Antiguities, Josephus
has merely to apply contextual dialogue where none exists, but which also is not far
beyond the biblical presentation. On the other hand, the subtle shifts in Naboth’s
characterisation from innocence to guilt in an effort to distance Ahab from his
culpability in the Ahab’s most infamous crime, 1s deceitful, and violates Josephus’s
own stated intentions of not adding or subtracting from the MT: ‘I shall accurately
describe what 1s contained in our records, in the order of time that belongs to them . . .

and this without adding anything to what is therein contained or taking away anything

therefrom’.>

*t Josephus, 8, 14, 2.
*2 Joscphus, 8, 14, 4.
2 Josephus, preface, section 3.
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Talmudic Literature

In an article about Ahab’s depiction in the Talmud, Waldman 1solates several features
which the rabbis chose to include about Ahab that veer significantly from his biblical
presentation.”” These features include (1) highlighting the king’s power and influence
and (2) presenting a more balanced picture of his moral character, which, while
acknowledging his 1dolatry, also stresses his positive nature.

With respect to Ahab’s influence, his authority extended throughout all the
earth; he joins Ahasuerus and Nebuchadnezzarin an elite grouping of three Kings who
attained universal sovereignty (Megillah 11a, p. 63).”> The basis for his inclusion into
this group 1s 1 Kings 18.10, where Obadiah tells Eljjah: “There is no nation or
kingdom where my lord has not sent to look for you’.*®

With respect to his moral character, Ahab 1s both wicked and acceptable at the
same time. Ahab 1s totally wicked (Berakoth 61b, p. 3835): he was a transgressor
whose slightest sins were equal to the worst committed by Jeroboam, the ‘exemplar of
sin’, against whom all kings were measured (Sanhedrin 102b, p.695); his ‘Court of
Justice’ was one among seven which officially sanctioned idolatry (Gittin 88a, p. 427);
and as a promoter of 1dol worship, ‘there 1s no furrow in Palestine upon which Ahab
did not plant and i1dol and worship 1t’ (Sanhedrin 102b, p. 695). His passive regard
for authentic religious procedure 1s seen to have brought about his death, since he was
unable to discern true prophecy from false prophecy (Sanhedrin 89a, p. 592), and his
completely unredeemable nature banned him from the world to come (Hagigah 15b, p.
99; Sanhedrin 9a , p. 603; 102 b, p. 695). In addition, Ahab also will not participate

in any resurrection. He joins Jeroboam and Manasseh in another elite group of kings

who ‘have no portion in the life to come’ (Sanhedrin 90a, p. 602; my emphasis).

# Nahum Waldman, ‘Ahab in Bible and Talmud’, Judaism 37 (1988), pp. 41-47.

*> This reference and all of the following references to the Talmud are taken from The Bablylonian
Talmud, 1. Epstein, trans. (LLondon: The Soncino Press, 1935).

*¢ See also Norman K. Gottwald, All the Kingdoms of the Earth: Israelite Prophecy and International
Relations in the Ancient Near East (New York: Harper and Row, 1964), p. 62, who highlights Ahab’s
international status through his ability to exact oaths from foreign officials during his scarch for
Elijah. Gottwald suggests that Ahab’s power to exact extradition clauses for fugitives (cf., 1 Kgs
18.10) indicates the extent of his sovereignty.
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In contrast, however, Ahab also receives a sympathetic appraisal. The Talmud
de-emphasises Ahab’s culpability for his crimes against Naboth. Instead of being
responstble for his actions, he is a victim of his wife’s counsel. In a comment on 1
Kings 21.25, which declares Ahab to be the most evil person who ever lived, ‘Ahab’s
downfall 1s ascribed to his action in allowing himself to be led astray by Jezebel’ (Baba
Mezi‘a 59a, note 2, p. 351). In the Naboth incident, Ahab purportedly has a right to
Naboth’s vineyard because he was a relative of Naboth: ‘He [Naboth] was his [the
king’s] cousin, and therefore he [Ahab] was his legitimate heir’ (Sanhedrin 48b, p.
323). The vineyard was also his right because ‘the property of those executed by the
State belongs to the King’ (Sanhedrin 48b, p. 323), indicating that Naboth had
commifted a capital crime. Also, the murder of Naboth’s sons, attributed to Ahab (2
Kgs 9.26), has been reinterpreted to mean ‘his potential sons’, that is, those sons who
would have issued from him (Sanhedrin 48b, p. 323), because a murderer is held
guilty not only for his victim’s death but also for the elimination of the lives of his
potential descendants for all time. However, in other rabbis’ views, ‘Ahab did not slay
his actual sons’ (Sanhedrin 48b, note 9, p. 323).

Commentators 1n the Talmud also took liberties to present Ahab in a more
positive light. For example, he is shown as one who reveres the Torah. In an ongoing
exchange between Talmudic scholars, Rabbi Johanan asks, “Why did Ahab merit
royalty for twenty-two years?—Because he honoured the Torah, which was given in
twenty-two letters’ (Sanhedrin 102b, p.696). His virtue in relation to the Torah is
further demonstrated in two exchanges that Ahab has with Ben Hadad during the siege
of Samana (1 Kgs 20.1-12). In the first exchange, he willingly accedes ownership of
himself and his own family and possessions to Ben Hadad (1 Kgs 20.1-4), according
to Ben Hadad’s demands, but is unwilling in the second exchange to allow Ben
Hadad’s troops access into the city to take what is ‘favourable in your [Ahab’s] eyes’
(1 Kgs 20.6). Non-rabbinic critics of this passage have puzzled over what Ahab was
actually protecting from plunder, but certain rabbis identify the valued treasure as the

Torah: ‘Now what 1s meant by “whatsoever is pleasant in thine eyes?”’, the answer

12



given 1s, ‘Surely the Scroll of the Torah! (Sanhedrin 102b, p. 696). Ahab is
honoured further in that he was ‘generous with his money, and because he used to
benefit scholars with his wealth, half his sins were forgiven’ (Sanhedrin 102b, p.
697).

For some commentators in the Talmud, to look on Ahab’s life is to see him as
one ‘equally balanced’, meaning that he performed as many good deeds as evil
(Sanhedrin 102b, p. 696). Because this was considered true, God had great difficulty
recruiting a spirit who would lure Ahab into a trap that would lead to his death (see 1
Kgs 22.19-23); Ahab’s equally good character meant that the chore required great
eftort (Sanhedrin 102b, p. 697). In commentary on the proceedings of the heavenly
court that was discussing Ahab’s punishment for killing Naboth, Jewish legend
provides a recounting of the courtroom drama that preceded the commissioning of ‘the
spirit’ (identified by the rabbis as the spirit of Naboth) who would be the active agent in
leading Ahab to his death by means of lying to the king through the king’s prophets:
‘In the heavenly court of justice, at Ahab’s trial, the accusing witnesses and his
defenders exactly balanced each other in number and statements, until the spirit of
Naboth appeared and turned the scale against Ahab’ (cf. 1 Kgs 22.21).2” But Naboth
would pay an excessive penalty for his deeds on behalf of the divine court. According
to the rabbis, Naboth, by choosing to deceive his murderer, forfeited his right to
remain in the heavenly realm because ‘he who takes his o‘wn revenge destroys his own
house’ (Sanhedrin 102b, p. 697; see also Sanhedrin 89a, p. D92, and Shabbath 1490,
p. 761). Thus Naboth loses in both worlds.

Ahab 1s honoured even in death. The Talmud illustrates that he was an
extremely popular king by recounting the mourning for Ahab at his funeral. Rabbi
Joseph, commenting on Zechariah 12.11—which reads, ‘In that day there shall be a
great mourning 1in Jerusalem as the mourning of Hadadrimmon in the Valley of

Megiddon’ —quotes the Targum of that verse that adds a comparison of it to Ahab’s

*" Louis Ginzberg, The Legends of the Jews (Philadelphia:  The Jewish Publication Socicty of
Amenca, 1982), p. 187.
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funeral: ‘In that time the mourning at Jerusalem will be as great as the lament over
Ahab son of Omri whom Hadadrimmon son of Tabrimmon had slain’ (Mo‘ed Katan
18b, p. 188-89).° The Talmud also mentions that the mourning at Ahab’s funeral was
like the mourning demonstrated at the funeral of Hezekiah, when ‘thirty-six thousand
[warriors] marched with bare shoulders’ (Babba Kama 17a, p. 75), but the Talmud
gives no details of the funeral. Jewish legend, however, provides those details by
using the Talmud’s account of Hezekiah’s funeral, when i1t 1s actually Ahab’s funeral
instead: “The mourning for Ahab was so great that the memory of it reached posterity.
The funeral procession was unusually impressive; no less than thirty-six thousand
warriors their shoulders bared, marched before his bier’.>” A note states that baring the
shoulders is a ‘sign of mourning for a righteous man and a scholar’ (Baba Kama 17a,
note 5, p. 75).

The foregoing survey of the character of Ahab as presented in the LXX,
Josephus and the Talmud, reveals that Ahab comes away with a mixed review,
pointing to a tradition unwilling to condemn the king 1n the same extent as the MT

does.

Ahab in Early and Medieval Ecclesiastical Literature

Early Church Leaders
Little direct commentary has been written by early church leaders about Ahab. There
are writings, however, that offer some understanding of how Ahab was viewed in the
early church. In many of the cases where he 1s mentioned, Ahab 1s brought forward as
an example for the saints, eitherfor good or bad behaviour.

Athanasius (296-373 CE) was the first of the early church writers to use Ahab

as an example of state leadership. As a prominent participant in the defeat of Ananism

8 See also, The Targum of the Minor Prophets (The Aramaic Bible, vol. 14, Kevin J. Cathcart and
Robert P. Gordon, trans.; Edinburgh: T&T Clark, 1989), p. 216.
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at the Council of Constantinople in 381 CE, he was one of the chief opponents of
Constantius II, an heir of Constantine and an advocate of Arianism. Athanasius
claimed that Constantius was ‘worse than Saul, Ahab and Pilate’*® The relationship
of Constantius II to these three is as the state’s persecuﬁon of representatives and
messengers of God. Athanasius says Ahab at least had a conscience and was sensitive
to wrongdoing: “Ahab himself did not act so cruelly towards the priests of God, as this
man [Constantius] has acted toward the Bishops’.*!

Ahab is also used in homilies and in calls for personal repentance. Chrysostom
(347-407 C.E.) mentions Ahab as a good example of a ruler who recognised his errors
and sought forgiveness through confession.’* Jerome (348-420 C.E.) mentions Ahab
as a good example to follow in urging a man to change his ways for failing to keep a

> In another plea for repentance in which he refers to Ahab,

vow of continence.’
Jerome castigates the deacon Savinianus for committing adultery at Rome, and for
attempting to seduce a nun at Bethlehem. He heaps collective guilt upon the deacon by

claiming that the innocent victims of many biblical perpetrators of crime, including

Ahab, cry out against him.

The Reformer Martin Luther
As 1n the literature of the early church leaders, in the writings of Luther Ahab appears
mostly as an example of both good and bad behaviour, but he is seen more as an
idolater and proponent of state influenced religion than as a social criminal.

Luther mentions the king mostly in commentary on various biblical books but

also within contexts dealing with theological quarrels and church abuses. Luther

® Ginzberg, p. 188.

3% Athanasius, Select Works and Letters, The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church,
ed. Archibald Robertson, 2d series, vol. 4 (New York: The Christian Literature Company, 1892), p.
205.

*! Athanasius, p. 295. ,

** Chrysostom, Homilies on the Acts of the Apostles and the Epistle to the Romans (The Nicene and
Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, 1st series, vol. 11; New York: The Christian Literature
Company, 1889), p. 80.
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highlights Ahab’s and Jezebel’s misuse of their governmental office in his commentary
on Psalm 82.3, 4. In the psalm, God states the proper roles of leadership for those
who sit in positions of judicial and social authority, and who have the means and the
power to determine the welfare of social classes. For Luther, the ‘gods’ against whom
God rails are like governmental leaders who employ the church for their own purposes.
As in Luther’s time, when the church was an arm of the state that advanced ‘false and
injurious teachers’, so it was also in Ahab and Jezebel’s time when they ‘supported
about eight hundred pries_ts of Baal and drove out all of God’s prophets .. .”* Ina
similar vein, Luther groups Ahab and Jezebel with theological extremists like the
‘Arians’, and governmental rulers like the ‘Romans’, and ‘with the pope of our time’.>
Ahab and Jezebel also provide examples of leaders possessing deceitful genius,
fashioning a religion which lured in the unsuspecting. He says Ahab and Jezebel were
"both very wise according to the flesh’, in contrast to his contemporary princes who,
for Luther, were ‘blockheads’.>®

Many of Luther’s writings, other than commentary on biblical books,
concerned abuses of the clerey. Writing on the misuse of the mass, he uses Ahab as a
symbol of the Roman Church which had hired for itself a ‘priesthood of Baal’ with

their vows: ‘they make themselves the bride of God. . . . They also wish to be called

nothing else than worthy fathers and brothers, that is in Hebrew, Ahabites’.>”

3 St. Jerome, Letters and Select Works (The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church,
W. H. Fremantle, trans., 2d scrics, vol. 6; New York: The Christian Literature Company, 1893), p.
227.

> Martin Luther, Selected Psalms, Luther’s Works, Jaroslav Pelikan, ed., vol. 13 (St. Louis:
Concordia Publishing Co., 1956), p. 59. |

> Luther, Isaial, in Luther’s Works, Hilton C. Oswald, ed., vol. 17, p. 74.

3¢ Luther, The Minor Proplets, in Works, Hilton C. Oswald, ed., vol. 18, p. 12.

" Luther, Word and Sacrament II, in Works, Abdcl Ross Wentz, ed., vol. 36, p. 223.
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Modern Commentary

In this section on modern commentary I want to offer a general summary of what
historical critics have said about Ahab. The works that I have consulted have primarily
been written 1n the last century and present views that [ believe have the most severe
effect on Ahab’s characterisation. The views that are represented here are based
primarily on the MT presentation of the king but sometimes include the LXX
presentation of the same passages. Most critics, however, view the narrative to be
untenable as an accurate historical reconstruction of the events and one in which Ahab

rarely plays a part.

Characterising Ahab in the Story of Ahab in 1 Kings

One of the significant peculiarities of the story of Ahab concerns his mixed
characterisation. Eissfeldt considers that the negative-positive mixture is the result of
the inclusion of two portrayals of Ahab: (1) the wars with Syria (1 Kgs 20, 22) which
depict Ahab ‘with sympathy’, showing him to be ‘wise’ (1 Kgs 20.4), loving honour
(1 Kgs 20.7-9), magnanimous (1 Kgs 20.33) and bold (1 Kgs 22.35); and (2) the
Elijah narratives ‘which are in the strongest opposition to Ahab’.*® Pfeiffer suggests
the two characternisations reflect a combination of regional perspectives: a positive
Northern source and a negative Southern source.”” Skinner recognises Ahab’s positive
characterisation (in spite of the editor’s stated negative view of Ahab) as an even-
handed portrayal reflecting the editor’s historiographical objectivity. This portrayal
varies enough to include the badness of the good kings, and the goodness (relative) of

the bad kings: ‘the severe condemnation pronounced on Ahab has not led the compiler

% Otto Eissfeldt, The OId Testament: An Introduction, trans. Peter R. Ackroyd (Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1974), p. 291.

*> Robert H. Pfeiffer, Introduction to the Old Testament (New York, London: Harper and Brothers
Pubhishers, 1941), p. 397. Sece also Oesterley (W. O. E. Ocsterley and T. H. Robinson, Inrroduction
to the Books of the Old Testament, tepnnt [New York: Macmillan, 1958], pp. 77-78), who bclicves
that the source of the positive depictions may come from an assumed ‘Acts of Ahab’.
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to suppress the testimony of older authorities to his great achievements or many noble
traits in his character’.*

An even more positive viewpoint of Ahab comes from Farrar, who blames
Jezebel for the negative evaluation of Ahab. Farrar distances Ahab from Jezebel’s
contribution to Israel’s demise even while holding him partially responsible. He says
the text’s blunt, terse announcement that Ahab ‘worshipped Baal’ eclipses Ahab’s
implied allegiance to Yahweh: ‘It is certain that to his death Ahab continued to
recognise Jehovah. He enshrined the name of Jehovah in the names of his children’.*!
His marriage to Jezebel, according to Farrar, was not Ahab’s doing but was probably
negotiated by his father Omn as a political manoeuvre, ‘when Ahab was too young to
have much voice in the administration’; the fate of Ahab and his household came as a
result of Jezebel’s ‘whoredoms and witchcrafts’.*

These examples of source-oriented explanations for Ahab’s positive
characterisations offer compelling testimony that the portrait of Ahab leads to a more
complex understanding of the story of Ahab.

Another significant aspect of historical-critical studies about the story of Ahab s
that most of the critics view the narrative untenable as an historical reconstruction of a
specific era, and one in which Ahab rarely plays a part. In the examples shown below,
he 1s removed as a character in the text and replaced with another king, thus radically
aftecting the story of Ahab. If we adopt any of the scenarios drawn up by historical
critics about what really happened, we are left with a confusion about who is who.
Thus 1n attempts to present a record of events that happened sometime in the history of

Israel, historical reconstructions destroy the integrity of the narrative as a story about

King Ahab. Itis as if the studies tell us, ‘Ahab does not live here.’

* John Skinner, Kings (The Century Bible; Edinburgh: T.C. & E.C. Jack, Ltd., 1901), p. 17-18.

" F. W. Farrar, The First Book of Kings, 3rd ed (The Expositor's Bible; London: Hodder and
Stroughton, 1893), p. 350.

* Farrar, p. 35.
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Ahab vs. ‘The King of Israel’ in 1 Kings 20: Who’s Who?

Various source-critical commentators have challenged the view that Ahab is actually the
real historical subject in 1 Kings 20 because the king in the story is mostly referred to
as “the king of Israel’. Ahab’s name is used only twice in the chapter (20. 2, 14).
Burney believes the unnamed king is a sign of multiple authorship.*® DeVries makes
Joram the unidentified king, since Joram was active against a Ben Hadad in 2 Kings
8. Miller suggests that Jehoahaz is the king in question.*” Miller mentions the
following parallels in passages which are taken from the Elisha Cycle to support his
claim. Miller believes that three battles recorded in 1 Kings 20 and 22.1-38 (shown
below 1n the left column) refer to Elisha’s prediction to the ‘king of Israel’ in 2 Kirigs

13.14-19 that he would win three battles against Aram (shown in the right column):

1 Kings 20; 22:1-38 (NRSV) 2 Kings 13: 14—19 (NRSYVY)

Battle at Samana (20.1-21) He continued, *Take the arrows’; and he took them. He
said to the king of Israel, ‘Strike the ground with them’;

Baittle at Aphek (20.22-34) he struck three times, and stopped. Then the man of God
was angry with him, and said, “You should have struck

Battle at Ramoth-Gilead (22.1-38) five or six times; then you would have struck down Aram

until you had made an end of it, but now you will strike

down Aram only three times” (13.18-19).

In another proposed parallel (shown in the two columns below), Miller equates the
‘king of Israel’ with Jehoahaz. In 1 Kings 20.34, the captured Ben Hadad tells the
‘king of Israel’ (Jehoahaz, according to Miller) that he will restore the cities, that is, the
cities listed in 2 Kings 10.32-33 that his father (Hazael) had taken from the father
(Jehu) of ‘the king of Israel’ and would grant him (the king of Israel) trading quarters

1in Damascus.

I Kings 20.34 (NRSY) 2 Kings 10.32, 33 (NRSYV)
Ben-hadad said to him, *I will restore the towns that my father In those days the LORD began to tnmoff parts of Israel.
took from your falher and you may establish bazaars for Hazacl defeated them throughout the terntory of Israel:
yourself in Damascus, as my father did in Samana The kingof from the Jordan eastward, all the land of Gilead, the
Israel responded, ‘I will let you go on those terms.” So he made  Gadites, the Reubenites, and the Manassites, from Aroer,
a treaty with him and let him go. which is by the Wadi Amcm that is, Gilead and Bashan.

L C. E Bumcy, Notes on‘theHebrew Text of the Book of Kings (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1903),
p. 213.

™ Simon J. DeVries, I Kings, (Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 12; Waco Word Books, 1985), p.
248.

* J. M. Miller, ‘“The Rest of the Acts of Jehoahaz (I Kings 20 22 1-38)°, ZAW 80 (1968).
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Miller believes that the terrntory Ben Hadad refers to in 1 Kings 20.34 is the same
territory reportedly won by Hazael. 2 Kings 10 presents Jehu as a failed king, and
Hazael 1s recorded to have captured the territory on the eastern side of the Jordan (2
Kgs 10.32, 33). It was Jehoahaz, Jehu’s son, who succeeded Jehu and received this
territory from Ben Hadad.

Miller offers a third parallel to support his thesis that Jehoahaz is the ‘king of
Israel’ in 1 Kings 20 based on the description of the sizes of the opposing fighting
forces of Israel and Aram. He believes that in 2 Kings 13.7, Hazael had limited
Israel’s fighting force to a mere fifty cavalry, ten chariots, and ten thousand infantry.
This reduction in the size of Israel’s army, according to Miller, is reflected in the size of
the small force described 1n 1 Kings 20.27, which according to the text resembles no

better than a pair of ‘two little flocks of goats’.

1 Kings 20:27 (NRSV) 2 Kings 13:7 (NRSYV)
After the Israelites had been mustered and provisioned, they  SoJehoahaz was left with an army of not more than fifty
went out to engage them; the pcople of Israel encamped horsemen, ten chanots and ten thousand footmen; for the
opposite them like two little flocks of goats, while the Arameans  king of Aram had destroyed them and made them like the
filled the country. dust at threshing.

Miller’s final parallel (shown below) attempts to equate Jehoash, the son of
Jehoahaz (2 Kgs 13.10), with the son of the ‘king of Israel’ in 1 Kings 22.26,
believing that the name Joash is the same as the name Jehoash.*® The passage in 2
Kings (shown below) identifies Jehoash, son of Jehoahaz, as the successor to his
father on Israel’s throne, while in 1 Kings 22.26, Joash (Jehoash, according to Miller),

the son of the ‘king of Israel’, is given custody of the troublesome prophet, Micaiah.

1 Kings 22,26 (NRSYV) | 2 Kings 13.10 (NRSYV)
The king of Israel then ordered, ‘Take Micaiah, and retum him In the thirty-seventh year of King Joash of Judah,
to Amon the govemor of the city and to Joash the king’s son’ Jehoash son of Jehoahaz began to reign over Israel in

Samaria; he reigned sixteen years.

If Miller’s historical reconstruction is accepted (it is difficult to determine its
feasibility), then the events contained in the Elisha Cycle (2 Kings 10 and 13) must be
attributed to the period of the Elijah Cycle (1 Kgs 17-19, 21; 2 Kgs 1-2). Additionally,
in Miller’s theory 1 Kings 22 would be a victory for the king of Israel, even though he

dies in battle, since Elisha’s prediction concerned three successive victorious battles (2

Kgs 13.18-19).

* Miller, p. 337.
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In addition to shifting Israel’s kings into different time periods, Miller’s work
also shifts foreign rulers into different time periods. If Hazael fought Omr and won
cities from him, then Ben Hadad in 1 Kings 20 becomes the Ben Hadad of 2 Kings
13.4-5. His suggestions then remove the difficulty in identifying different rulers from
different times who happen to have identical names:

Once the Elisha legends and the battle accounts of 1 Kings 20, 22:1-38 are

removed from the Omnde period, it is no longer necessary to assume that a

Ben-hadad ruled Damascus during the last days of Ahab or at any time during

Jehoram’s reign. This leaves only Ben-hadad I, Baasha’s contemporary, and

Ben-hadad II, Hazael’s son and Israel’s adversary in the narratives under

discussion.*’

Thus, 1f Miller’s reconstruction is accepted, then Ahab was not the ‘king of Israel’ who
fought a Ben Hadad at Samarna and Aphek (1 Kgs 20.1-34), or at Ramoth Gilead (1
Kgs 22.1-38). The effect this reconstruction has on Ahab’s characterisation is extreme
(1f not unacceptable), since Miller removes Ahab as a military leader out of the story
altogether.

Whitley comes to a similar conclusion about the identity of the ‘king of Israel’
in 1 Kings 20 but for different reasons. He relates the battle at Samaria (1 Kgs 20.1-
21) to the historical situation of 2 Kings 13.1-9, where Jehoahaz is harassed by
Hazael. He 1s of the opinion that Ahab would not have been a vassal to Ben Hadad (as

suggested 1n 1 Kgs 20:1-34) so soon (chronologically) after Israel and Aram had allied

themselves in beating back Assyria’s advance at Qargar in 853 BCE.*® For this reason,
Whitley sees Ahab’s victory over Ben Hadad at Aphek (1 Kgs 20.22-34) as the victory

of Jehoash, son of Jehoahaz, a battle described in 2 Kings 13.25.%

Ahab in the Text
A major problem, of course, with the historical reconstructions surveyed above is the
difficulty in determining their feasibility. Most of all, such reconstructions leave us

with the question, “What has become of Ahab?’ Perhaps this is why Noth is of the

*" Miller, p. 338, n. 9.
* C. F. Whitley, ‘The Deuteronomistic Presentation of the House of Omri’, VT 2 (1952), p. 144.
* Whitley, p. 145.
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opinion that the editor of the narratives left things so wide open in terms of identifying
the ‘king of Israel’: °[I]t is impossible to give a definite date to the narratives and
provide them with a historical interpretation. All that can be gathered from them is
something about the situation in general’.>®

However, 1t is clear that 1 Kings 16.29-22.40 is meant to be about Ahab by
what the biblical editor says. His name is used forty-six times in the narrative. It is
used 1n the first and last verse of the story and appears in every chapter (1 Kgs 16.29,
30, 33 [twice]; 17.1; 18.1, 2, 3, 5, 6, 9, 12, 16 [twice], 17 [twice], 20, 41, 42, 44,
45, 46; 19.1; 20.2, 13, 14, 34; 21.2, 3, 4, 15, 16 [twice], 18, 20, 21, 24, 25, 27, 29;
22.20, 39, 40). If we can determine anything about the intention of the editor, it is that
the narrative 1s meant to be a story about King Ahab who had a wife named Jezebel,
who committed various sins and who was often confronted by the prophet Elijah.

But we have also seen that comment on the characterisation of Ahab has not
been univocal in terms of his stated incomparability as the most wicked person who
ever Hved (1 Kgs 21.25). He has received a mixed review as someone who is both

evil and admirable. Because of Ahab’s mixed characterisation, we need to look more

closely at the text.

* Martin Noth, The History of Israel (London: Adam & Charles Black, 1958), p. 242.
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HOW BAD IS AHAB?!

Introduction

How bad 1s Ahab? This question emerges because the narrator begins and ends the
introductory regnal summary of the story of King Ahab (1 Kgs 16.29-22.40) with an
announcement of his evil character. The summary begins by saying ‘Ahab did evil
in the sight of Yahweh more than all who were before him’ (1 Kgs 16.30). It goes on
to elaborate briefly on some of what he did, and ends by saying, ‘Ahab did more to
provoke Yahweh the God of Israel than all the kings of Israel who were before him’
(16.33). Since narratives often indicate hc;w their stories will develop, the leading
announcement of Ahab’s character opening the story of Ahab leads us to expect a
story depicting his excessive badness.? But we will be disappointed if this is in fact
what we believe will occur in the narrative that follows. For throughout the narrative
we are confronted with depictions of the king that challenge the leading
announcement. This is not to say that the marquee above the narrative has misled us,
but only that it has set us on a path of expectation. Whether or not our expectations
are fulfilled is another matter. Turner’s study, Announcements of Plot in Genesis 3

shows that variations in the expected outcomes of several announcements in the book

I'T have borrowed the title for this chapter from Ephraim Stern’s article on archacology during the
ttme of Ahab, ‘How Bad Was Ahab?’, Biblical Archaeclogy Review 19 (Mar-Apr, 1993), pp. 18-29.

2 David J. A. Clines identifics the "Headline’, the ‘Punchline’ and the ‘Announcement’ among some
of the ways that texts signal readers about what they can expect to happen in a story; What Does Eve

Do 1o Help? (JSOTSup 94; Shefficld: JSOT Press, 1990), p. 50. |
3 Laurence A. Tumner, Announcements of Plot in Genesis (JSOTSup 96; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1990).



of Genesis lead the reader to further questions about why they have not met
expectations. He notes that readers should not be surprised by plotted narratives that
end up unexpectedly since ‘surprise, mystery and complication . . . are essential
elements in any plot worthy of the name’.4 Ahab’s introductory regnal summary, I
believe, has such an effect; it leads us in a direction different than the one that is
announced. I will suggest a possible direction at the end of this chapter, but before
that, in view of an apparent dissonance between the introduction and the subsequent
narrative, 1 will present a close reading of the text of the story of Ahab. Along the
way I will explore the text’s characterisation of Ahab and compare it to the
introduction in order to show that the narrator does not entirely fulfil the expectation

of finding in the story the depiction of an excessively evil king.
1 Kings 16.29-34: Ahab's Introductory Regnal Summary

The statements about Ahab’s evil character in 1 Kings 16.30 and 33 serve as brackets
around more detailed information. This information says that Ahab was an idolater
who surpassed even Jeroboam in wickedness. The narrator even breaks the flow of
the verbal sequence with a rhetorical question in order to express his surprise at
Ahab’s evil:
30) And Ahab son of Omri did what was evil in the sight of Yahweh more
than all who were before him. 31) And it happened--was it a trifling thing,
his walking in the sins of Jeroboam son of Nebat?-- that (and) he took for a
wife, Jezebel, daughter of Ethbaal, king of the Sidonians; and he went and
served Baal and worshipped him. 32) Then he erected an altar to Baal in the
house of Baal which he built in Samaria. 33) Ahab also made an Asherah:
thus Ahab did more to provoke Yahweh the God of Israel than all the kings of
Israel who were before him.
The question the narrator asks, ‘Was it a trifling thing, his walking in the sins of
Jeroboam son of Nebat?’, suggests that Ahab was not content to follow only 1n
Jeroboam’s sin, but went further. The extent of his wrongdoing is signalled in the

resumption of the verbal sequence, which says that he married ‘Jezebel the daughter

of Ethbaal, king of the Sidonians’ and served and worshipped her god. He then

4Turm:r,. p. 15.
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added to those sins by building an altar to Baal in Baal’s temple (which he had built
In Samaria), and by making an Asherah. The intrusive rhetorical question thus leads
to labelling Ahab as one who exceeds Jeroboam’s benchmark of sin by marrying a
foreign princess, worshipping her gods and erecting worship sites for those gods in
Israel. The significance of the introduction is that it is like Solomon’s regnal
summary (cf. 1 Kgs 11.1-10; I will demonstrate further the close relationship
between Ahab’s and Solomon’s regnal summaries in the next chapter). It leaves the
irﬁpression that Ahab i1s an idolater who has taken a path similar to Solomon’s,
leading to judgement. Judgement does, in fact, follow with a coming drought
announced by the prophet Elijah, but before Elijah is introduced, the text further
suggests Ahab’s evil influence in a comment about his times:

In lis day Hiel the Bethelite [re]built Jericho; with his first-born Abiram he

founded it and with Segub his youngest son he set up its gates, according to

the word of Yahweh which he spoke through Joshua the son of Nun’ (16.33b-
34).

Hiel’s costly building project fulfils the ancient oracle by Joshua who foretold that
anyone attempting to rebuild the city would pay for it with the lives of his oldest and
youngest sons (Josh 6.26). Hiel’s activity, ‘in his [Ahab’s] day’, suggests that the
socio-religious climate during the reign of Ahab is one which disregards the word of
Yahweh.> Long suggests the notice of the building activity lends an ironic tone for
the coming story of Ahab: ‘With irony, perhaps, normally praiseworthy building

activity revives a dormant curse as a sort of omen for the regime’.6

> Rather than sceing the notice of Hiel’s building project as a sign of the times, Conroy draws a
narrative analogy between Ahab and Hiel as ‘builders’ whose constructions ‘are contrary to the will of
the LORD’ and as individuals who will pay for their sins with the deaths of their two sons. While
Conroy presents a detailed linguistic and structural link between Ahab and Hiel, the temporal
indicator ‘in his day’ provides the reader with a ‘peek’ into the times. Itis a time in which the word of
Yahweh is disregarded, as Hiel’s activity demonstrates, but it is also a time in which Yahweh
demonstrates his own activity in opposition to those who oppose his word. Hiel reaped the
punishment announced by Joshua and validated by the narrator which is ‘according to the word of
Yahweh’, just as Ahab will reap the punishment of his godless activity as announced by Elijah in the
following verse (17.1) ‘according to the word of Yahweh’. Sce, Charles Conroy, ‘Hiel between Ahab
and Eljjah-Elisha: 1 Kgs 16,34 in Its Immediate Literary Context’ Biblica (1996), p- 213; see also
Auld, who notes an apparent parallel in Ahab’s construction and Solomon’s construction: ‘One
wonders how these notes relate to the hostile portrait of Solomon in 1 Kgs 11:1-8’; Auld, Kings
Without Privilege , p. 156, n. 1.

6 Burke Long, I Kings: with an Introduction to Historical Literature (The Forms of the Old
Testament Literature 9 (Grand Rapids: Ecrdmans Publishing Co., 1984), p. 174.
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Thus, as we begin the story of Ahab, we are left with the impression that, in
addition to his idolatrous activities, the king has influenced the nation away from
Yahwism toward apostasy. It is this state of affairs that Elijah will attempt to correct
in 1 Kings 18. However, the opening verses to the story of Ahab already show a
weakness of effect in depicting Ahab as excessively evil by drawing so close an
analogy to Solomon. While DeVries labels Ahab’s sins listed here as ‘unthinkable’,”
and Long identifies Ahab symbolically as the ‘centerpiece of perversion’8 in the
record 6f the monarchy, their words come across as hyperbole, knowing what we
know about Solomon from 1 Kings 11. Even though Ahab built a temple, an altar to
Baal, and an Asherah, the activity is not something new, and thus, suggests that Ahab

1s not worse than all the kings before him.?
1 Kings 17: Prophet on the Run

In the following two chapters of the story of Ahab, 1 Kings 17-18, the text places
Ahab in the background. As]I noted in the previous chapter, critics often suggest that
his disappearance from the foreground identifies these chapters as evidence for a
body of material on Elijah known as the Elijah Cycle, and that some (e.g., DeVries)
doubt that Ahab even plays a role in the section. But whereas Ahab may be in the
background, the text also skilfully turns an oblique focus onto Jezebel, thereby
suggesting that she, and not Ahab, is Elijah’s worst threat.

The story of Ahab begins with the sudden appearance of Elijah the Tishbite

before King Ahab with an announcement of judgement.!0 He tells Ahab that there

7 DeVries, p. 204.
8 Long, p. 172.

? Several critics note that the most significant threat that Ahab poses is the introduction of Baal
worship; see e.g., James A. Montgomery, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of
Kings, Henry Snyder Gehman, ed. (The International Critical Commentary; Edinburgh: T&T Clark,
1967) p. 285; Jerome T. Walsh, I Kings (Berit Olam: Studics in Hebrew Narrative & Poetry;
Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1996), p- 218; and Richard D. Nelson, First and Second Kings

(Interpretation: A Bible Commentary for Teaching and Preaching; Atlanta: John Knox Press, 1987), p.
101.

10 Elijah’s leading role in the first half of the story of Ahab becomes clearer as the story progresscs;
primarily he serves to offset Ahab’s idolatrous influence on Israel.
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-will be neither dew nor rain ‘except by my word’ (1 Kgs 17.1), but he gives no
reason for the drought. Elijah is then instructed by Yahweh to ‘hide himself’ in the
wilderness at the wadi Cherith (v. 3). While there, the wadi provides him with water
and he 1s supernaturally fed by ravens that bring him ‘bread and meat’ twice a day
for his nourishment (vv. 4-6). When the wadi dries up, ‘because there was no rain in
the land” (v. 7), Yahweh sends Elijah to Zarephath in Sidon where he is tended to by
a widow who gives him lodging in her house until the end of the drought (v. 8).
Although the drought had diminished the widow’s food supply to one last meal, her
obedience to the prophet’s instructions to care for him first resulted in the
supernatural maintenance of food containers that never went empty (vv. 9-16).
Elijjah also brings about the resurrection of her son who died of illness during his stay
(vv. 23).

The first question that emerges is how 1 Kings 17 contributes to Ahab’s evil
characterisation presented in the introduction. Ahab has not said a word and is not
described as doing anything in the entire chapter. However, the text hints that he
generates Elijah’s flight. The command from Yahweh to Elijah, ‘hide yourself’ (v.
3), implies danger and suggests that Elijah is a man on the run from Ahab. It is not
clear, however, if Ahab actually intends to harm him. This is suggested in the next
chapter in the indirect indictment of Jezebel as Elijah’s main adversary, when it is
made known that she had carried out a wholesale slaughter of Yahweh’s prophets (v.
4). Thus, the text hints that her pogrom is the reason that Elijah flees into the
wilderness and to Zarephath. .11

I Kings 17 emphasises the widespread effects of the drought which also
contributes indirectly to the introductory negative characterisation of Ahab. These b
harsh conditions come as Yahweh’s response to Ahab’s idolatry, but the reader will
not know this until 1 Kings 18.18 when Elijah tells Ahab that the drought is because
he and his fathers have followed the Baals. The dried-up brook and the lack of food

suffered by the widow also indicate an increase in the severity of the drought.

11 See Long, who notes the similarity between chapters 17 and 19 in Elijah’s flights from danger (pp.
Y75-77).
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Elijah’s journey to Sidon further indicts Ahab in that the drought has effected
| hardship in other lands. His stay with the widow suggests widespread devastation
and death from the drought since she and her son were about to consume their final
meal when they meet him (1 Kgs 17.12). There 1s irony (perhaps an allusion to
Ahab) in Elijah’s stay with a woman from Sidon. The widow connotes a comparison
between herself and the other woman from Sidon, Jezebel.l2 Their religious leanings
come to the fore in their actions. The widow unhesitatingly shows deference to
Yahweh’s prophet when he asks her to make food for him. Her action thus preserves
Elijah’s life while Jezebel 1s perhaps at that very moment seeking to take it. The
miracles he performs, producing the ever-present flour and o1l and resurrecting the
widow’s son, demonstrates Yahweh’s power to sustain life and his power over death.
Since these actions are directed to a woman from Sidon, it may reflect a polemic
against Baalism in Jezebel’s land and portends the upcoming contest on Carmel
where Baal’s impotence will be demonstrated. Her testimony following her
realisation of Elijah’s authentic credentials, “Now I know that you are a man of God
and that the word of Yahweh in your mouth is truth’ (17.24), hints that the widow
may be sceptical about Elijah’s identity. Her testimony also foreshadows Israel’s
recognition of Yahweh as God following Elijah’s supernatural demonstrations of

power on Mt. Carmel.

I2 Sce Jopie Sicbert-Hommes, “The Widow of Zarcphath and the Great Woman of Shunem: A
Comparative Analysis of Two Stories’, Samuel and Kings, Athalya Brenner, ¢d., A Feminist
Companion to the Bible (Second Series), 7 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), pp. 98-114.
Siebert-Hommes notes significant parallels between Jezebel and the widow of Zarephath: ‘Like the
widow, she [Jezebel] too gives nourishment to the prophets, that is, to the prophets of Baal and
Asherah (1 Kgs 18.19), but she eradicates the prophets of YHWH (1 Kgs 18.4, 13). When confronted
with the stories of the actions of Elijah, she does admit that Elijah is a man of God, but attempts to kill
him (1 Kgs 19.1). Later on, the opposite to what happened to the widow of Zarephath befalls Jezebel:
Jezebel’s son. . . will die’ (p. 104). Smelik suggests a literary link between the two women in the
deaths of the sons of the widow. of Zarephath and Jezebel. He says, ‘The widow of Zarcphath is a
positive counterpart to Quecen Jezebel. The story about the widow prepares the reader for the story
about the queen. The widow and her son are protected by the Lord and the stay alive through the
intervention of the prophet. The queen and her two sons are killed in order to fulfil the word of the
Lord spoken by the same prophet. . . . The Lord is faithful and merciful to pcople who confess Him as
their God, but He is implacably harsh in His judgment of His adversaries’ (K.A.D. Smelik, *The
Literary Function of 1 Kings 17,8-24", in Pentateuchal and Deuteronomistic Studies: Papers Read at
the XIIIth I0SOT Congress Leuven 1989, Bibliotheca Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovanicnsium
XCIV; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 1990, pp. 242-43).
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1 Kings 18: Ahab the Compliant King 13

1 Kings 18 features the contest on Mt. Carmel between Elijah and Baal’s prophets.
The chapter can be divided into three main parts: 1) the prelude to the contest (vv. 1-
19); 2) the contest (vv. 20-40); and 3) the aftermath of the contest (vv. 41-46). Part 1
contributes the most material in 1 Kings 18 for assessing Ahab’s nature. His
character 1s presented primarily through the perspective of Obadiah, the overseer of
Ahab’s house, 1n a section of the text that is primarily circumstantial information.

The section begins in the third year of the drought. Yahweh instructs Elijah
to show himself to Ahab because he is going to send rain:

And there were many days. And the word of Yahweh came to Eljjah after

three years saying, ‘Go, show yourself to Ahab, for I will give rain upon the
face of the ground’ (18.1).

As Elijah makes his way to find Ahab (v. 2a), the text notes the harshness of the
drought: *Now the famine was severe in Samaria’ (v. 2b). These conditions serve to
introduce the following scene involving Ahab and Obadiah. As they are about to
divide up the land between them in order to search for food for the livestock (v. 6),
the narrator stops the verbal sequence with a parenthetical statement (v. 3b-4) which

informs the reader of the exemplary character of Ahab’s overseer:

13 My characterisation of Ahab as a compliant king refers to only a small portion of the story and
may, of course, be contrasted. Jobling’s structural study of the relationship of story of the drought
(chapter 17) to the story of the combat on Mt. Carmel (chapter 18) offers two views of Ahab’s
characterisation in this context. Although Ahab may play the role of the hero who gets back the rain
(18.41-45) that Elijah the villain has stolen (17.1), these roles ultimately become reversed. Ahab may
also be seen as the villain who caused the drought in the first place (18.17-18), while Elijah becomes
the hero who actually brings the rain back. Then again, in leamning that Ahab is the reason for the
drought (18.18), it is Ahab who can restore the rain. Jobling writes, ‘The purpose of the drought has
been to induce Ahab, who has led the people astray, to lead them back to Yahweh. . . . Ahab has
withdrawn his allegiance from Yahweh, so Yahweh has withdrawn rain from Ahab. And this sets up
certain expectations of how the situation will be righted, by mutual restoration. Ahab will restore his
allegiance to Yahweh, and Yahweh will restore rain to Ahab. . . . But our expectations are quite
disappointed; having cooperated in sctting the stage {18.19-20], Ahab completely disappears from the
narrative while the real combat goes forward!’; David Jobling, The Sense of Biblical Narrative: Three
Structural Analyses in the Old Testament (I Samuel 13-31, Numbers 11-12, I Kings 17-18 (JSOTSup
7; Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1978), p.70. Jobling’s final analysis in his study of the relationship between
chapters 17 and 18 and its depiction of Ahab, however, leaves Ahab with little esteem. He says, ‘The
truc object [of the discourse between chapters 17 and 18] is the relationship between Ahab and the
pcople of Isracl, about which almost nothing is said directly! And the message is that the King is
decidedly worse than useless; inferior to the people. . ., he leads them into apostasy and lags behind in
repentance. ..’ (p. 81).
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And Ahab summoned Obadiah, who was in charge of [over] the house. (Now
Obadiah feared Yahweh greatly; for it happened when Jezebel was killing the
prophets of Yahweh that Obadiah took one hundred prophets and hid them by

fifties 1n a cave and provided them with bread and water [v. 3-4]).

When the action continues, Obadiah and Ahab split up, with the narrator following
Obadiah (18.6).

Along the way, Obadiah runs into Elijah. The text reads, ‘And look! Elijah
met him’ (18.7). When he meets Elijah, the overseer ‘fell on his face’ before the
prophet and said incredulously, ‘Is this you, my lord Elijah?’ (v. 7). Elijah instructs
Obadiah to report to Ahab that he has found the prophet. In a prolonged protest (v.
8-14; see my comments below), Obadiah pleads to be released from this commission
fearing 1t would cost him his life. Three times he says Ahab ‘will kill me’ (vv. 10,
12, 14). Following Obadiah’s protest, however, and Elijjah’s oath to appear before
Ahab that same day, Obadiah went and called Ahab (vv. 15-16).

Obadiah’s protest to Elijah unquestionably influences the reader’s opinion
about Ahab. Obadiah’s characterisation of Ahab in this extended protest implies that
Ahab is truly a dangerous man: ‘What have I sinned that you are giving your servant
into the hand of Ahab to kill me?’ (v.9). He fears Ahab will kill him because Ahab’s
patience is used up, having searched throughout the world without success for Elijjah
(vv. 9-11), and that any more disappointments in finding Elijah would send him into
a murderous rage. This is based on his fears that if he goes to fetch Ahab, Elijah will
disappear when they part company and ‘the spirit of Yahweh will bear you up to
where I do not know. . . and he will kill me’ (v. 12). Additionally, Obadiah appeals
to his personal righteousness as grounds for being released of his commission to
report to Ahab. He does this by recalling his courageous acts in saving the prophets
from Jezebel’s religious pogrom (vv. 13-14; these verses are a repetition Obadiah’s
moral character reported earlier in the introductory parenthesis by the narrator [vv. 3-
4]). He appeals for mercy from Elijah as if he 1s pleading with a judge. Apparently,
Obadiah fears that Elijah does not care much about his life either, and he wants to
make sure that the prophet knows he is not dealing with an ordinary person who has

compromised his religious allegiance by being the overseer of Ahab’s house. Thus,
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Obadiah leaves no doubt that he feels he faces a serious threat to his life from Ahab,
but his fear of death from Ahab 1s equally matched by his fear that Elijah also is not
concerned about his life. The effect on the reader is that it makes it difficult to get a
clear picture of Ahab’s true character, seeing that Elijah has as little concern about
his life as Ahab does.

When Ahab meets the prophet, however, the king simply says, ‘Is this you, O
troubler of Israel?’ (v. 17), leading to the question of whether Ahab has been
séarching for Eljjah to kill him, or if he has been searching for him in order to get
him to stop withholding rain. Elijah retorts, ‘I have not troubled Israel but you and
the house of your fathers, because you (pl.) have forsaken the commandments of
Y ahweh, and you (sing.) have gone after the Baals’ (v. 18). Without any protest or
reaction from Ahab, Elijah then 1nstructs him to gather ‘all Israel’ on Mt. Carmel
along with ‘450 prophets of Baal and 400 prophets of Asherah who eat at Jezebel’s
table’ (v. 19). Ahab, again without any word, complies and gathers ‘all the sons of
[srael and the prophets’ on Carmel (v. 20).

In light of his announced depravity, Ahab’s characterisation in this passage
leading up to the contest on Carmel is shown to be ambiguous. 1 disagree with
Nelson’s assessment of Ahab’s character in the passage of vv. 17-20 of which he
says that "any ambiguity’ about his character 1s ‘cleared up’:

The reader 1s not sure until this point where Ahab stands. He has been

seeking Elijah for some unspoken purpose. The anti-prophet violence has

been blamed on Jezebel, not Ahab. Yet Ahab’s priorities are clearly askewed

(horses and mules instead of Yahweh’s prophets). Elijah’s counter
accusation finally reveals that Ahab is a villain, although he remains a passive

one throughout the narrative. 14

But Ahab’s villainy 1s surely suspect. We may expect a villain, but Ahab
shows up out in the wilderness searching for food for livestock, and when he does
meet Elijah, he complies without a word. When he is introduced in the scene
scavenging the land for fodder (vv. 3-6), Ahab appears as a diligent king going about

his business as a monarch concerned for the economic welfare of his nation. Then,

14 Nelson, p. 116.
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in his appearance with Obadiah, who is overseer of Ahab’s house and ‘feared
Yahweh exceedingly’ (v. 3), the text suggests that Ahab is tolerant of Yahwism by
employing a Yahwist. On the other hand, Nelson’s view of Ahab’s character may
have some merit in view of the pronounced juxtaposition of Ahab and Obadiah. The
contrast may point to moral differences between the two: Ahab is shown to have
concern for the welfare of starving animals, while Obadiah is shown to have concern
for the lives of endangered prophets. 15

The parenthetical statement about Obadiah’s righteousness (vv. 3c-4),
however, resists any definitive moral analysis of Ahab. The narrator removes the
king from blame (if the reader applies any to him after reading about Elijah’s flight
in 1 Kings 17) in persecuting prophets by way of the background information that it
was Jezebel who had been killing the ‘prophets of Yahweh’ (v. 4). The text does not
mention that Ahab participated in harming prophets. In addition, the parenthesis
allows for a sympéthetic view of the king by the activities going on in his house.
The emphasis on the contrasting activities of Jezebel and Obadiah highlights an irony
in that while a seemingly official pogrom is carried out against the prophets from
Ahab’s house by Ahab’s wife, an undercover action aimed at thwarting her slaughter
1s also being carried out from Ahab’s house by Ahab’s overseer.

Obadiah’s actions on behalf of the prophets also need not be an undercover
atfair. Obadiah’s name means ‘servant of Yah[weh]’, and we are told that he was
‘over the house’ (v.3) of Ahab. Yadin notes that Obadiah’s station in the house (that,
1n his view, is officially a house in which Yahweh is revered, as noted by the

Yahwist names of Ahab’s children) is that of ‘prime minister’.16 Thus, Jezebel could

15 Nelson, p. 116; Hauser says, ‘Ahab. . . who as King of Israel ought to have been seeking assistance
for his hungry people, is instead concerned primarily about his own animals’ (Alan J. Hauser and
Russell Gregory, From Carmel to Horeb: Elijah in Crisis [JSOTSup 85; Bible and Literature Series
19; Shefficeld: The Almond Press, 1990], p. 29). But then, as Auld suggests, the text does not
necessanly make a clear moral distinction about Ahab’s priorities; ‘We have to make up our mind
Whether the problem of fodder for the royal horses was simply top of Ahab’s agenda that day, or
whether his stables took precedence over his people’; A. Graeme Auld, I & II Kings (Philadelphia:
Westminster Press, 1986), p. 113.

16 Yigael Yadin, ‘The “House of Ba’al” of Ahab and Jezebel in Samaria, and that of Athalia in
Judal’, in Archaeology in the Levant: Essays for Kathleen Kenyon, M. Roger and A. Oorey, eds.

(Warminster: Aris and Phillips, 1978), p. 128; also scc J. Gray, I and II Kings: A Commentary
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1964), p. 391.
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have married 1nto a situation in which Obadiah was already in place as overseer of a
Yahwist state, and, as his name suggests and the story bears out, who is also a devout
Yahwist. When Jezebel initiated her pogrom to eliminate the prophets of Yahweh,
Obadiah need not have had to help them apart from Ahab’s knowledge, for, as 1
Kings 18 shows, Ahab does not appear to be a devout Baalist. He willingly agrees to
bring the prophets of Baal to the contest, and the slaughter of the same prophets must
have been carried out with his tacit approval.17 The overall resulting effect of the
presence of a daring Y ahweh-fearer in Ahab’s house and the background information
about Jezebel’s murderous pogrom against the prophets raises questions about the
extent of Ahab’s evil character.

In contrast to Obadiah’s negative characterisation of the king, however, when
Ahab finally meets Elijah, he is not the hostile-tempered killer that Obadiah has
made him out to be.18 Ahab’s introductory remark ‘Is this you, O troublef of Israel?’
1llustrates disrespect for the prophet in blaming him for the nations ills, but his
silence following Eljjah’s immediate retort and then his unexpected compliance to
his command shows the king’s reluctance to harm the prophet, and perhaps even
shows respect.l”? Furthermore, Elijah’s command to gather the prophets of Baal and
Asherah, ‘who eat at Jezebel’s table’, disassociates Ahab from fraternity with these
ministers, suggesting that Ahab is not completely involved with the more official
matters of the clergy of Baal in Israel.

As a result, the overall characterisation of Ahab in 1 Kings 18.1-20 leading
up to the contest on Carmel, both direct and indirect, is unexpected when compared

with the introduction to him. Ahab emerges relatively innocent, even in light of

17 yadin, p. 127.

I3 Montgomery suggests that the danger Obadiah says he fears from Ahab is an exaggeration meant to
protect the prophet from Ahab: ‘Obadiah deprecated the prophet’s commission to him: “Go, tell thy
lord: Here is Elijah!” Elijah’s volatility, his sudden appearances and vanishings were known to all;
upon himself the King would take revenge, if Elijah escaped summary arrest. But the plea may have
been only a generous excuse; Obadiah was thinking of the prophet’s safety’ (p. 299).

19 Hauser notes that Ahab’s unhesitating comphance to Eljjah’s command offers an ironic contrast to
the protests to Elijah’s commands given by the widow in 17.12, and by Obadiah in 18.9-14 (p. 33). It
also marks a clear reversal in the dominance of the theme of death up to this point in the story
beginning in chapter 17, signalling Yahweh’s defeat of death through Elijah’s victory on the mountain

(p. 33).
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Obadiah’s protestation. What is also unexpected is that Jezebel fulfils the ‘evil’
appellation more than Ahab does. The notice that she had been killing the prophets
of Yahweh and that she maintains close fellowship with the prophets of foreign
religion in Israel is information that we would expect to hear about Ahab. However,
by explicitly naming Jezebel as the perpetrator of anti-Yahwist activity, and by not
naming Ahab in consort with her, the narrator distances the king, at the very least,
from direct complicity in religious persecution or in any involvement in the official
propagation of idolatry. Thus, leading up to the events on Carmel, Ahab’s evil
character remains to be seen.?

The second part of the chapter (1 Kgs 18.21-40) presents the contest between
Elijah and the prophets of Baal and Asherah. The event is held in order to prove to
Israel who the true god i1s. The contest on Carmel does not directly characterise
Ahab although he receives indirect negative characterisation in that all Israel is
summoned to the event. The inclusiveness of the audience suggests the extent of
Ahab’s idolatrous influence on the nation. However, Baalism or Yahwism does not
have deep roots. This is made clear in Elijah’s challenge to Israel about vacillating
between two convictions, that i1s, two deities. He says, ‘How long will you limp
(0°10D) between two opinions (2°9Y0iT “NW)? If Yahweh is God, then go after him;
but if Baal, then go after him’ (v. 21). The contest is therefore an evangelistic event
intended to win Israel back to Yahweh (cf. v. 37). It ends successfully enough for
Elijah with the people falling ‘on their faces’ and shouting ‘Yahweh is God!
Yahweh is God!’ (v. 39). Baal’s prophets, however, do not fare as well. Following

Israel’s (re)conversion, Elijah immediately instructs the people to seize the foreign

20 Some attribute moral baseness to Ahab’s indifference to what is going on around him. Nelson
says, “As a paradigm of apostasy (16:30), Ahab tumns out to bc more of a bystander than an instigator.
He remains cssentially passive throughout [chap. 18], making no decisions, blandly accepting Elijah’s
suggestions (vv. 20, 42, 44b) just as he does Jezebel’s. . . His villainy seems to rest in his refusal to
make choices of any kind’ (p. 121). Savran has a similar opinion; ‘The counterpoint to Ahab’s
submissiveness to God and prophet is to be found in the king’s willing capitulation to whoever
C(?nl' ronts him, rcgardless of politics or moral standards’; George Savran, ‘1 and 2 Kings’, The
Literary Guide to the Bible, Robert Alter and Frank Kermode, eds. (Cambridge, MA: The Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 1987), p. 151; his 1talics.
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prophets, and then has them brought down to the brook Kishon where he slaughters

them (v. 40).

The aftermath of the contest (vv. 41-46) brings with it the rain that Yahweh
promised, but the conclusion of the event on the mountain leaves a mysterious
depiction of King Ahab. Following the slaughter at the brook, Elijah, strangely,
instructs Ahab, ‘Go up, eat and drink, for I hear the roaring sound of rain’ (v. 41,
emphasis added). The question that emerges 1s, go up from where? Ever since
Elijah gave instructions to Ahab to assemble Israel and the prophets of Baal for the
contest (v. 19), Ahab has neither spoken nor has he been mentioned as being
anywhere in the vicinity of Carmel. However, since Elijah tells him to ‘Go up, eat
and drink’, he must have been part of the audience observing the contest and among
‘the people’ (vv. 39-40) who, on Elijah’s orders, brought the prophets down to the
brook for execution:

And Elijjah said to them, ‘Take the prophets of Baal; let not one of them
escape’. And they took them; and Elijjah brought them down to the brook
Kishon, and slaughtered them there (18.40).

For 1n order for Ahab to go up from anywhere, he must have been down at the brook
with Elijah at the massacre. Jones says, ‘Go up in this verse would suggest that
Ahab too was down at the Kishon, and is now commanded to return to Carmel’.2l
This then leads to another question: what was he doing down at the brook? At the
very least, he may have been watching the event. Although it is uncertain what he
did there, the text makes it clear that Ahab was at least present at Kishon and also in
good stead with Elijah, since Elijah commands the king to eat and drink, giving an
impression of celebration and unity over the victory over Baal. Ahab obeys, while
Eljjah goes to the top of Carmel to pray for rain (v. 42). Once the rain comes, Ahab
and Elijah both depart for cover, with Elijah running before Ahab’s chariot all the

way to Jezreel (v. 46).

21 Gwilym H. Jones, I and 2 Kings, Volume 2: 1 Kings 17:1-2 Kings 25:30 (Grand Rapids:
Ecrdmans, 1984), p. 325 (his emphasis). But see Gray, who suggests that the imperative, ‘Go up!’,
‘need not imply that Ahab, anymore than Elijah, had been down at the Kishon witnessing the
massacrc. The call of Elijah to Ahab to cat and drink may indicate that until then a fast had been
observed, such as was customary on the occasion of intercession in drought (Jocl 1.14) or some such
other public calamity’ (p. 403). |
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This strange ending to the contest between Baal’s prophets and Elijah brings
us no closer to finding in this narrative a firm depiction of an ‘evil’ Ahab. It leaves
us instead with two unexplained symbolic actions that point to an apparent
harmonious relationship between prophet aﬁnd king. This seems to be the only likely
implication behind the meal on the mountain and their running together to Jezreel.
The text leaves unanswered questions about whether or not the meal was a
celebration of Yah;veh’s victory over Baal and Ahab’s and Israel’s conversion.

Walsh sees the story of the contest on Carmel as having a strong parallel with
the story of the covenant ceremony on Mt. Sinai between Israel and Yahweh in
Exodus 24. As such, the story of the meal takes on the significance of unification
Between Yahweh and his people. As Walsh says, ‘The parallel with Exodus 24
makes it clear that the meal to which Ahab is bidden is also a covenant meal; Elijah
expects the leader of the people to confirm the people’s decision. . . Ahab is invited
to renew the covenant with Yahweh, but whether he actually partakes of God’s
bounty is left unsaid.”’2 Gray says: ‘The meal again might symbolize the renewed
communion between Ahab, Elijah, and Yahweh’.Z

The story also does not answer why Elijah runs ahead of Ahab to Jezreel.
The symbolism of the two leaving together in apparent peace contrasts significantly
from their meeting prior to the contest and strongly suggests that all Israel, including

Ahab, is once again reunited with Yahweh.2* Cohn concurs with this assessment:

22 Walsh, p. 286; so also Cohn: ‘Ahab, the chief apostate, having witnessed offstage Baal’s demise
and Yahweh’s power, submits to the prophet’s order to ascend the mountain and to eat and drink.
These motifs again appear to allude to the ancient covenant making treaty on Mount Sinai (Exod 24:4-
I1). ... The author here suggests that through his silent compliance the apostate king participates in
the ratification of the covenant renewal. The final image, of the prophet racing on foot before the kin g
on his chariot, symbolizes the restoration of the proper order 1n Israel: king follows prophet’ (Robert
I.. Cohn, ‘The Literary Logic of 1 Kings 17-19°, JBL 101 [1982], p. 341). Hauser offers a similar
view: ‘Given Ahab’s passivity before Elijah in vv. 41-44, one might easily conclude that Ahab will
accept the verdict of the contest and henceforth worship Yahweh. He did not make any attempt to
stop Elijah during the contest. He did not chastise him for mocking the prophets of Baal, he did not
make fun of Elijah’s preparations for the contest, and he made no effort to stop Elijah from slaying the
prophets of Baal. Furthermore, he allows Elijah to run before his chariot all the way to Jezreel,
thereby giving the appearance that Elijah now has royal sanction’ (p. 59). But Wiseman offers an
Opposing view: ‘Ahab is urged to be satisfied now that the drought is coming to an end, and this act
between Ahab and Elijah nced bear no sensc of renewed fellowship’ (D.J. Wiseman, I and 2 Kings,
Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries: Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press, 1993; p. 171).

3 Gray, p. 403

+ Montgomery notes the symbolism of Elijah as herald: “Elijah assumes this office of herald because
he had to all appearance won the king and all the people over to the cause of the nation’s God, a proud
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The sequel to chap. 18 suggests the transformation of Ahab as well. Though
he remains offstage during the demonstration on Carmel, he returns at its
conclusion. By depicting him silently complying with Elijah’s order to
ascend the mountain and to ‘eat and drink’, the author implies his renewal in
two ways. First, the author reiterates in Ahab’s movements the ascent-
descent pattern in which the resuscitation of the boy was framed. Elijah
orders Ahab to go up (‘aleh, v 41) before the rain and to go down (red, v 44)
when 1t begins. The repetition of the pattern suggest that as the ascent and
descent of the child effected his transformation from death to life, so too, the
similar movement of Ahab brings about his renewal. Indeed, that he tells
Jezebel “all that Elijah has done’ (19:1) suggests that he has become the
prophet’s advocate (cf. 2 Kgs 8:4). Second, the author employs the
sustenance motif to express Ahab’s subordination to the prophet and his God.
Y ahweh 1s the one who gives food and drink to Elijah, to the widow and her
son, and to the prophets. Now Ahab too submits. His search for grass was

fruitless, but instead he found Elijah who brings rain and new life.?

If we return to the introduction of the narrative where it is stated that Ahab
had outdone his predecessors in evil and provoked Yahweh more than any of them
and compare 1t to what follows, we find that the text has led us in an unexpected
direction. Where we have expected to find the story of a king of excessive immoral
nature, and perhaps even the story of God’s wrath and Ahab’s final judesement, we
find 1nstead that Ahab has not proved to be as sinister as we had expected, and that
Yahweh has sent one of his most powerful emissaries since Moses not to punish
Ahab or Israel, but to win them back.? He does this by first bringing hardship with '
a drought and then with an effective demonstration of power on Carmel. Ahab has
not, apparently, reached the nadir of his badness, and Yahweh, in turn, has not
reached the limits of his patience. This comes as a surprise, since the story of the
Book of Kings has up to this point recounted a progressive digression in the moral
state of Israel’s monarchs beginning with the demise of Solomon. In the Northern

Kingdom, each king has supplanted the one before him in following in the footsteps

of Jeroboam, who had followed in the steps of his predecessor Solomon, who first

M

moment, to be followed by bitter disappointment’ (p. 307). Contrary to Montgomery, Ap-Thomas
believes that while Elijah acts symbolically, the symbolism is meteorological rather than politico-
religious, and also is not symbolically favourable toward Ahab: ‘It scems much more likely that in
running the 17-18 miles from Mt. Carmel to Jezreel, Elijah is in fact not honouring Ahab, so much as
continuing to act in his symbolic capacity of rain-cloud, and is bringing the rain from the coast to the

parched plain of Esdraclon’ (D.R. Ap-Thomas, ‘Elijah on Mount Carmel’, PEQ 92 [1960], p. 155).
= Cohn, p. 348.

% Tromp says the narrative of the contest ‘undoubtedly was another call to conversion . . ." (Nicolas
J. Tromp, ‘Water and Firc on Mt. Carmel: A Conciliatory Suggestion’, Biblica 56 [1975], p. 502).
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led the entire nation (during the monarchy) into idolatry. When, then, the narrator
emphasises that Ahab ‘did more to provoke Yahweh, the God of Israel than all the
kings of Israel who were before him’ (16.33), it comes as a surprise that he should
begin a major conversion of Israel with the worst individual ever. The story up to
this point, then, suggests that Ahab, inspite of inciting Yahweh with his wickedness,
is redeemable, and that Yahweh has made him the object of a demonstration of
divine power in order to convince him that ‘Yahweh is God’. These demonstrations

of power on Ahab’s behalf will continue in 1 Kings 20 .

1 Kings 19: Prophet on the Run, Part 2

At the end of 1 Kings 18, Ahab and Elijah descend Carmel and head off to Jezreel. 1
Kings 19 begins with Ahab returning home and reporting to Jezebel ‘all that Elijah
did, that he killed all the prophets with the sword’ (v. 1).%7 This verse is the only
place that Ahab appears in this chapter.Z What is not clear about his report to
Jezebel 1s his demeanour, which is a relevant question since the event on Carmel
ends with Ahab shown symbolically united with the prophet both in the eating and in
the descent to Ahab’s hometown.

Ahab is clearly not hostile towards the prophet, so it remains a question
whether or not his retelling of the events at the sﬁlal'lghter at the brook Kishon i1s
sinister. Long suggests that Ahab has ‘simply’ related information about ‘the dead
prophets of Baal, but Jezebel takes the report as a ‘major consequence’. 2 If his
demeanour is sinister, then Ahab’s character is diminished since it shows he has no
nerve to do awéy with the prophet himself, and Jezebel has to do it. If not, and the

following chapter seems to bear this out, Ahab has no injurious intentions toward

27 Montgomery notes that the exchange between Ahab and Jezebel offers the sense of ‘an intimate
touch’ (p. 312). His observation leads to the realisation that the only other time they speak together is
also at home and also involves her intention of taking another man’s life (see 1 Kgs 21.5-7).

% For those who contest Ahab’s presence 1n the chapter, Jezebel’s presence automatically recalls
Ahab in the fact that he is married to the queen who continues her mission to kill the prophets of

gsahweh. It 1s her “hypothetical instigation of Ahab’s apostasy’ that influences the link (Jobling, pp.
-86).

2 Long, p. 198; his emphasis.
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Elijah, he is solely relating the afternoon’s activities.3? Jezebel reacts to his report by
sending out a death warrant for Elijjah: ‘Thus may the gods do to me, and even more,
if by this time tomorrow I do not make your life as the life of one of them (i. e.,
Baal’s prophets; v. 2). Like his state of being in response to Elijah following the
prophet’s command to him to assemble the priests of Baal and Asherah on Carmel,
Ahab remains passively silent in response to Jezebel’s threat against Elijah. The
same kind of depiction is found in 1 Kings 21 when Jezebel plots to get Naboth’s
vineyard; Ahab will say nothing.

If we compare the beginning of the story of Ahab, we notice that 1 Kings 19
is much like 1 Kings 17, with Eljjah again in hiding from the hostile Jezebel and
being supernaturally tended to in the wilderness by a messenger of Yahweh. The
extent of Ahab’s involvement in all this must again be surmised since the text leaves
it open to the reader to determine whether his motives in telling Jezebel about the
events on Carmel were intended to harm Elijah. Like in the preceding chapters, what
we expect to hear about Ahab is muted; he is 1n the background, and it 1s Jezebel

who forces Eljjah’s flights.

1 Kings 20:' Ahab, Ben Hadad, and the Aramean Wars

I Kings 17-19 presents the events between Elijah, Ahab and Jezebel primarily from
Elijah’s perspective (with the exception of the opening scene in chapter 18 between
Ahab, Obadiah and Elijah) by following the prophet in his journeys and activities. 1
Kings 20 and the remainder of the story of Ahab turns its focus on the king and his
activities. This shift in perspective, from Ahab being in the background to being in
the foreground, serves also as a transition in the characterisation of King Ahab. The
majority of 1 Kings 20 affirms a suspicion that began when Ahab first entered the

narrative prior to the contest on Carmel, that is, that Ahab, in relation to the

0 yer by Ahab’s lack of response to Jezebel’s threats, the depiction of Ahab here shows his passivity
by his silence to Jezebel’s activism in the killing of the prophets of Yahweh (cf., 18.4). Cohn says
Ahab’s passivity ‘exposes the real power behind the throne’ (p. 341).

39



introduction to him, is not as bad as we were led to believe. In fact, in most of this
chapter, he actually serves as a model for all kings.

With respect to the characterisation of Ahab up to this point in the story, a
brief summary of my responses to the text shows how these suspicions of Ahab’s
negafive character have led to my conclusion. 1 Kings 17 encouraged a suspicion
that Ahab, following Elijah’s announcement of the drought, had caused Elijjah’s
flight into the wilderness and to Zarephath. The opening of 1 Kings 18, however,
suggests that Elijah’s flight was instead due to Jezebel since she had been conducting
a pogrom against Yahweh’s prophets (18.4). The suspicion about Ahab’s evil
character then re-emerged by Obadiah’s advance announcement (Just prior to Ahab’s
first appearance in the narrative) that Ahab has a vicious demeanour, but in fact, he
turns out to be rather harmless when he confronts Elijah. Ahab’s obeisance, and
perhaps respect, shown towards the prophet suggests a certain unity between the two,
symbolised 1n the meal on Carmel and 1n their descent from the mountain together. 1
Kings 19, however, begins with Ahab recounting the events on Carmel to Jezebel,
who then quickly calls for Elijjah’s head. This in turn sends the prophet back into
hiding. The narrator’s silence about Ahab’s motives for telling Jezebel raised the
question of whether he was tattling oil Elijjah and perhaps wanted her help in
punishing him, or whether he was simply recounting the day’s events. Jezebel’s
reaction in declaring a warrant for his life, combined with Elijah’s feeling of failure
about Israel’s insincere conversion (in his eyes) on the mountain, seemed to resurrect
an impression that perhaps the king i1s not so benign after all. In 1 Kings 20,
however, Ahab is brought into the forefront of the story. The chapter begins with the
pendulum of Ahab’s character swinging far away from his announced evil, but 1t
ends mysteriously with it swinging back in the opposite direction.

1 Kings 20, the story about Ahab’s wars with Ben Hadad, his Aramean

counterpart, may be divided into three parts: 1) the battle at Samaria (vv. 1-21); 2)

the battle at Aphek (vv. 22-34); and 3) Ahab’s war crime (vv. 35-43). Parts 1 and 2



depict the king in a most positive way, while part 3 indicts him as a criminal,
surprising both the king and the reader.

Part 1 of 1 Kings 20 begins with Ben Hadad gathering all of his army, thirty-
two other kings, and cavalry and chariots to fight against Samaria (v. 1). When he
had gained control of the battle and sealed off the city, he sent messengers to Ahab
saying, " Your silver, your gold, and the fairest of your wives and your sons are mine’
(vv.2-3). Ahab, acknowledging his defeat, accepted Ben Hadad’s claim to the rights
of ownership to his property and sent him a message saying, ‘According to your
word, my lord the king, I and all that is mine belongs to you’ (20.4).

Ben Hadad then follows up Ahab’s message of submission with a second
message:

I sent to you saying “Your silver, your gold, your wives and your sons you

will give to me’, Thus, by this time tomorrow, I will send my servants to you

and they will seize your house and the houses of your servants; and it will be
that all that is desirable in your eyes they will place in their hands and take it’

(vv. 5-6).
This second message from Ben Hadad is unacceptable to Ahab, but he is not sure
what to do about it, so he cails all ‘the elders of the land’ to an assembly and,
apparently, seeks their advice. He says:

‘Know, and see this evil that this one is seeking! For he sent to me for my

wives and my sons and my silver and my gold and I did not refuse him.” And
all the elders and all the people said to him, ‘Do not listen and do not consent’

(vv. 7-8).
The text does not state what question Ahab presents to the assembly, or what he
should not comply with, but he apparently wants to know what he should do. His
desire for counsel is made clear by the response of the elders and the people, who tell
him, ‘Do not listen, and do not consent’. Ahab then sends Ben Hadad’s couriers

back to him with a message:

And he said to the messengers of T2 CoRTRD VaRy
Ben Hadad,
‘Say to my lord the king, 7200 RGN

“All that you sent to your servant  {i{uN RT3 00 OR nDWwER D2
the first time I will do,

but this [second] matter I am not Y5 5ok 8D 17 2Tm
able to do’’ (v. 9)
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What 1s confusing in this exchange i1s that Ahab readily agrees to give in to
Ben Hadad’s first demand —namely, that his wives, sons, silver and gold belong to
Ben Hadad —but then refused to permit the Arameans to come into the city to take
his house, the houses of his servants, and ‘all that is desirable’ in his (Ahab’s) eyes
(v. 6). The exchange begs the question, why would Ahab consent to giving his
opponent what he claimed 1n the first message and not consent to the second message
to what appear to be lesser demands (unless there was something more valuable than
these possessions; see argument below)?

A closer look at the two demands, however, shows that Ahab agrees to cede
only the rights of his property to Ben Hadad (by virtue of his military victory) in his

response to his opponent’s first message:

20.4 20.4
And the king of Israel answered, PRI P
and he said, S
‘According to your word, my lord TAFT IR T2
the king; |
I and all that 1s mine [belongs] to sS-uinE9) IR -l'p_
you’,

Ahab’s refusal to agree to the second demand is due to a new decree, that he is
ordered to ‘give’ (}71) Ben Hadad what he had previously claimed belonged to him.
Ben Hadad’s first message never demanded that Ahab give him anything; he only
made a claim that what was Ahab’s was now his, a claim to which Ahab consented,
even adding to it by ceding all of his property, including himself, and Hot just his
wives, his sons and his money (vv. 2-3).

A rereading of the two messages supports my explanation of Ahab’s puzzling
consent and refusal. It shows that the Aramean king, in his second message,
misstates the contents of his first message (v. 5). 31 This subtle distinction in the two
messages suggests that Ben Hadad had forgotten or misstated what he had originally

said 1n his first message (perhaps because he had been drinking; see vv. 12 and 16):

31 Meek notes this is indeed what Ben Hadad says, but he sees the discrepancy as a basis for
reinterpreting the past perfect, ‘I sent’ (*fi7w; 20.5), into a ‘perfect of instantancous action’ (‘I

send’). This means that Ben Hadad speaks certainly, as opposed to mistakenly, about what he said 1n
the first message (Theophile J. Meek, ‘Critical Notes: 1 Kings 20 1-10°, JBL 78 [1959], p. 73).
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Message 1 Message 2

R¥T™7 2 P03 TRT YR DTS
aty gepNainilory fhe bmY By £05) A0 %2 T3Y N 7 ]P0
Your silver and your gold, it belongs I sent to you saying, ‘Your silver and
to me; and the fairest of your wives your gold and your wives and your
and your sons, to me they belong sons, to me you will give’.
(20.3).
Ahab’s Response to Message 1 Ahab’s Response to Message 2
2T 3R 127D NIIRTD TIOR8 DndwR Do
TR IR D JUAT
np5 How XY mn oM
According to your word, my lord the "All which you sent to your servant
king, I and all that belongs to me, at the first, I will do; but this
belongs to you. |second] thing, I am not able to do’.

Ben Hadad’s second message misstates the demands of the first message. Verse 3
shows that Ben Hadad never demanded that Ahab give him anything in the first
message except to acknowledge that the claimed spoils belonged to him as the victor
ofa siege. Walsh notes the discrepancy as Ben Hadad’s mistake, or lie:
The first part of Ben-hadad’s message cites his earlier demand with one
significant change. Originally he only required Ahab’s assent to his

declaration of rights over Ahab’s wealth and household (‘they are mine,’ v.
3). Now he claims that he told Ahab to ‘deliver’ wealth and household to

him. The claim is false, of course. . .32
Ahab consents to what Ben Hadad claimed as his rightful possession in the first
message. When Ben Hadad decided to send his men into Samaria to loot \f\hab’s
house and his servants’ houses and ‘all that is desirable’ in Ahab’s eyes, Ahab
refused. Thus Ahab is willing to live as a vassal, but he is not willing to allow his
‘lord’ to plunder Samaria. His first submission shows that is being practical, limiting
the damage of the battle. He is not afraid to fight against Ben Hadad and his forces:

as is apparent in the sequence, he wishes only to prevent his suzerain from taking

whatever he wants. As a result, Ahab demonstrates wisdom by yielding to the most

32 Walsh, p. 296.
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acceptable solution: living as a vassal but only to a point; Ben Hadad may own it,
but he cannot have it, too.33

One problem in this passage that challenges my interpretation of Ahab’s
actions 1s Ahab’s seeming admission in v. 7 that Ben Hadad had ‘sent for’ what he
had first claimed, and that Ahab had given them up. This is seen in Ahab’s address
to the elders in recounting what Ben Hadad had demanded:

"Know and see what evil this one is seeking. For he sent to me for my wives
and my sons and my silver and my gold, and I did not refuse him’ (v. 7).

The question this verse raises is whether or not Ahab had actually handed over the
claimed spoil behind the (text) scenes in that he says, ‘I did not refuse him’. If he
had not yet given the spoils over, then his admission, ‘I did not refuse him’, most
likely refers to his acquiescence to Ben Hadad’s first claim. Ahab’s admission in v.
7 1s essentially a restatement of the demands of Ben Hadad’s first message and of
Ahab’s consent to it. If he had given over the spoils claimed in the first message
(which the text does not include), then the spoils that Ben Hadad’s looters would
take, namely, houses and ‘whatever is valuable your (Ahab’s) eyes’ (v. 6)—which
Ahab refused to give them access to—amounted to something more valuable to Ahab
than his wives, sons, and money, whatever that might be. My argument, however, is
that Ahab’s wives, sons, and money, which Ben Hadad claims to be his rightful spoil
in the first message (v. 3), is the same as the spoils designated ‘what is valuable in
your (Ahab’s) eyes’ in the second message (v. 6). The difference in Ahab’s stance,
from being willing to yield in the first instance to being unwilling to yield in the
second 1nstance, is the difference between yielding ownership and yielding to
confiscation. My reasoning is that, regardless of Ahab’s assumed character, it is
difficult to imagine that if Ahab was going to stand and fight at all, he would fight to

retain something other than himself, his family, his money, and even all of his

3 Wiseman notes, ““all I have are yours” (v.4) were normally the words used by a subordinate and
were employed by Ahab formally to avoid the plundering of his capital’ (p. 176); similarly, DeVries
adds, ‘In v 3 the Syrian makes his rude and peremptory demand, claiming ownership over monetary
wealth and over precious souls. The Israclite immediately agrees, but takes this interchange as a mere
formality. The Syrian answers that a formal subscrvience is not enough; he demands the liberty to test
it by sending his servants’ (p. 248); sce also Gray, p. 422.
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