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Blessed be the Lord your God, who has delighted in 
you and set you on the throne of Israel! Because the 

Lord loved Israel forever, he has made you king, 
that you may execute justice and righteousness.

1   K I N G S   1 0 : 9

Behold, something greater than Solomon is here.

M A T T H E W  1 2 : 4 2
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A Word to Those Who 
Preach the Word

There are times when I am preaching that I have especially sensed the plea-
sure of God. I usually become aware of it through the unnatural silence. 
The ever-present coughing ceases, and the pews stop creaking, bringing an 
almost physical quiet to the sanctuary—through which my words sail like 
arrows. I experience a heightened eloquence, so that the cadence and volume 
of my voice intensify the truth I am preaching.

There is nothing quite like it—the Holy Spirit filling one’s sails, the sense 
of his pleasure, and the awareness that something is happening among one’s 
hearers. This experience is, of course, not unique, for thousands of preachers 
have similar experiences, even greater ones.

What has happened when this takes place? How do we account for this 
sense of his smile? The answer for me has come from the ancient rhetorical 
categories of logos, ethos, and pathos.

The first reason for his smile is the logos—in terms of preaching, God’s 
Word. This means that as we stand before God’s people to proclaim his Word, 
we have done our homework. We have exegeted the passage, mined the signifi-
cance of its words in their context, and applied sound hermeneutical principles 
in interpreting the text so that we understand what its words meant to its hear-
ers. And it means that we have labored long until we can express in a sentence 
what the theme of the text is—so that our outline springs from the text. Then 
our preparation will be such that as we preach, we will not be preaching our 
own thoughts about God’s Word, but God’s actual Word, his logos. This is 
fundamental to pleasing him in preaching.

The second element in knowing God’s smile in preaching is ethos—what 
you are as a person. There is a danger endemic to preaching, which is having 
your hands and heart cauterized by holy things. Phillips Brooks illustrated it 
by the analogy of a train conductor who comes to believe that he has been 
to the places he announces because of his long and loud heralding of them. 
And that is why Brooks insisted that preaching must be “the bringing of truth 
through personality.” Though we can never perfectly embody the truth we 
preach, we must be subject to it, long for it, and make it as much a part of our 
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ethos as possible. As the Puritan William Ames said, “Next to the Scriptures, 
nothing makes a sermon more to pierce, than when it comes out of the inward 
affection of the heart without any affectation.” When a preacher’s ethos backs 
up his logos, there will be the pleasure of God.

Last, there is pathos—personal passion and conviction. David Hume, the 
Scottish philosopher and skeptic, was once challenged as he was seen going to 
hear George Whitefield preach: “I thought you do not believe in the gospel.” 
Hume replied, “I don’t, but he does.” Just so! When a preacher believes what 
he preaches, there will be passion. And this belief and requisite passion will 
know the smile of God.

The pleasure of God is a matter of logos (the Word), ethos (what you are), 
and pathos (your passion). As you preach the Word may you experience his 
smile—the Holy Spirit in your sails!

R. Kent Hughes
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Preface

I have often found myself thinking that the book of the Bible I happen to be 
reading, studying, or teaching at the time is the most important and brilliant 
book of all. The Bible is like that. Every part makes its own magnificent 
contribution to the powerful truth given to us in the Scriptures.

It has happened again. The book of 1 Kings has taken my breath away 
(an experience I am glad to share with the Queen of Sheba, 10:5). It takes us 
to the highest point of the Old Testament story in the astonishing, glorious 
kingdom of Solomon and then plunges us to the dismal depths of the reign 
of King Ahab. In all this our appreciation of the One greater than Solomon is 
profoundly enriched.

First Kings has its share of drama, but we find a different pace from 
1 and 2 Samuel. Those earlier books, which set the scene for 1 Kings, were 
dominated by the stories of Israel’s first two kings, Saul and David. First Kings 
tells the story of no less than fourteen kings, with most attention given to 
David’s son Solomon at the beginning of the book and Omri’s son Ahab at 
the end.

I have found it helpful to divide the text into eight parts, each of which has 
a distinct theme (see the Contents pages). Preachers who find the whole book 
daunting might consider several discreet series of expositions, each based on 
one part of the book.

Each chapter of this commentary attempts to cover a coherent unit of the 
text that, in my judgment, would be suitable for a particular exposition. The 
text considered in each chapter varies in length from a few verses to (in one 
case) more than a chapter. Of course some preachers in some circumstances 
will very properly choose to cover the text in larger units.

In this expository commentary I have taken the liberty afforded by the 
written form of dealing with the text in more detail than would be possible in 
most sermons. The chapters of the exposition therefore vary in length. There 
are numerous issues that would not normally appear on the surface of a Sun-
day sermon, but need to be sorted out to ensure an exposition is following what 
the text actually says. Some of this detail and some consideration of alternative 
views on particular points may be found in the endnotes.
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I wish to express my heartfelt thanks to Kent Hughes for the kind invi-
tation that has led to my latest discovery of the most important and brilliant 
book in the Bible. Thanks too to the wonderful staff at Crossway for their 
support and patient encouragement throughout.

John Woodhouse
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Introduction
FOURTEEN KINGS OF ISRAEL 

AND “THE KING OF THE JEWS”

1 Kings and John 19:19

The Old Testament book we know as 1 Kings tells the story of fourteen 
kings who ruled over all or some of the ancient Israelite people from about 
961 to 850 b.c.1 It is reasonable to ask, as we begin to read this record, why 
should we bother? Unless you belong to the small group of people these days 
who have an interest in ancient societies and their political ups and downs, 
why would you be interested in 1 Kings?

There are several answers to that question. One is that “all Scripture is 
breathed out by God and profitable . . .” (2 Timothy 3:16). If you believe that 
(and you should), start reading and expect to profit! More particularly, you can 
expect to profit because 1 Kings belongs to “the sacred writings, which are 
able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus” (2 Timothy 
3:15). Read this book to become wise enough to trust in the Lord Jesus Christ 
and so be saved.

That raises more questions. Particularly, how can the story of monarchs 
from the ninth and tenth centuries before Christ make us “wise for salvation 
through faith in Christ Jesus”?

My hope and prayer for every reader of this book is that as we listen to 
the story of these kings, our faith in Christ Jesus will be enriched and strength-
ened. You see, the kings in 1 Kings are part of the great story that has led to 
the King, who was lifted up on a cross to become the Savior of the world (see 
John 3:14, 15; 4:42; 12:32, 33; 1 John 4:14).

An excellent vantage point from which to see the importance of the story 
told in 1 Kings is the day of Jesus Christ’s execution.2 On that day the Roman 
governor of Judea had an inscription placed on the cross on which Jesus was 
crucified: “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews” (John 19:19).

I am sure that Pontius Pilate thought this was a stinging insult to the 
Jewish people whom he despised. For him the inscription was a cruel joke: 
this miserable victim was their king! We are told that the Jewish chief priests 
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(understandably) repudiated the suggestion (John 19:21). For them the in-
scription was an offensive lie. However, Pilate had unwittingly proclaimed the 
truth. The frail and fading man on the cross, about to breathe his last, was in-
deed “The King of the Jews.” Furthermore Pilate had unconsciously intimated 
the significance of this declaration for the whole world by putting his uninten-
tionally prophetic message in the languages of the known world—Aramaic, 
Latin, and Greek (John 19:20).

The message of “Jesus Christ and him crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2) is the 
greatest paradox in the history of the world. It defies all human wisdom. It is 
also the most profound, powerful, and important truth in the world: it is “the 
power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians 1:24). The man who 
died on the cross is the Savior of the world.

The crucified one was obviously unlike any king the world has known. In 
his own words, “My kingdom is not of [or from] this world” (John 18:36). His 
reign would certainly impact this world, but not in the usual ways of worldly 
political power.

Pontius Pilate did not understand this, nor did the Jewish religious leaders 
who had delivered Jesus to the Roman authority and pressed for his execution. 
On an earlier occasion, in the context of similar failure to understand him, 
Jesus had said to the Jews who took offense at him, “You search the Scriptures 
because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear 
witness about me . . .” (John 5:39).

“The Scriptures . . . that bear witness about me” (we call them the Old Tes-
tament) also illuminate the inscription that was placed over Jesus as he hung 
on the cross. These Scriptures “bear witness” to Jesus because they promise a 
king of the Jews3 who will be the Savior of the world (cf. John 4:42)!4

It is difficult to overstate the significance of this promise. According to the 
promise, this king will bring to fulfillment God’s wonderful purposes for his 
whole creation (see, for example, Isaiah 11:1–9). These purposes are summed 
up at the beginning of the Old Testament in the word “blessed” (see Genesis 
1:22, 28; 2:3). God’s promise to Abraham, very early in the Old Testament 
story, was that “blessing” will reach “all the families of the earth” through 
Abraham and his “offspring” (see Genesis 12:1–3, 7; 13:15, 16; 15:5; 17:7, 
8). The Old Testament then records the history of God’s faithfulness to this 
promise. The “offspring” of Abraham became the nation of Israel—by New 
Testament times called “the Jews.”5 In the course of this history God’s promise 
was repeatedly reaffirmed in ways that clarified its terms. In particular, the 
promise came to focus on a king (see Genesis 35:11; 49:10; 1 Samuel 2:10) 
whose kingdom God will establish “forever” (2 Samuel 7:16).
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The notice on the cross of Jesus, if we see it in the light of these Scriptures, 
is breathtaking: “Jesus of Nazareth, the King of the Jews.” The one who died 
on that cross, despised and rejected by his own people (John 1:11), was the 
one who had been promised in these Scriptures. He is the hope of the world.

The book of 1 Kings tells the story of fourteen kings of the Jews, framed 
by King Solomon (chapters 1—11), arguably the greatest of them all, and 
King Ahab (16:29––22:40), certainly the worst of them all (so far). It is a story 
of power and politics in which we will learn many interesting and important 
things. By far the most important is the wonder of the extraordinary inscription 
that Pontius Pilate put on the cross when seen in the light of these Scriptures. 
The story of these kings will (as Jesus put it) “bear witness about me.” Our 
task is to listen carefully to this testimony.





Part 1

P O L I T I C S  O R 
P R O M I S E ?

How the Kingdom Was Established

1 Kings 1—2
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1

A Frail and Fading King: 
What Hope Can There Be?

1 KINGS 1:1–4

FIRST KINGS IS A REMARKABLE STORY of power and politics. We will read of the 
rise and fall of kings, of political intrigue, violence, betrayal, power deployed 
for good and for evil. We will see an empire established and prospering. We will 
see the same empire collapse in ruins. It is a story of striking accomplishments 
and devastating failures. In all this it is much like any slice of human history.

But there is more. This is the story of God’s purpose for human history. It 
is a story intended to teach us to see human power and politics for what they 
really are, to understand that the world will not be saved by human muscle 
and planning. There is hope for this troubled world, but we need to know that 
the best efforts of men and women will achieve little, and even what is ac-
complished will not last.

The opening scene of 1 Kings is confronting. It is a pathetic picture of 
weakness and vulnerability:

Now King David was old and advanced in years. And although they cov-
ered him with clothes, he could not get warm. (v. 1)

Great King David—the Sequel (v. 1a)
“Now King David . . .”1 (v. 1a). The first words of 1 Kings signal that what 
we are about to read is the continuation of the story of King David’s life that 
has been the subject of the two preceding books, 1 and 2 Samuel. David first 
appeared in 1 Samuel 16, the youngest son of Jesse of Bethlehem. David’s 
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tumultuous journey to become Israel’s great king (in 2 Samuel 5:1–5) is told 
in one of the world’s finest pieces of narrative literature. It is not our task here 
to rehearse that marvelous story, but the reader of 1 Kings is expected to know 
at least two critical things about King David.

The Man after God’s Own Heart

The first is that David had been chosen by God to be king over God’s people, 
Israel. He was the man on whom God set his heart to be a king “for myself,” 
as the Lord said to the prophet Samuel (see 1 Samuel 13:14; 16:1).

Hannah’s prophetic prayer at the beginning of 1 Samuel had anticipated this:

The adversaries of the Lord shall be broken to pieces;
  against them he will thunder in heaven.
The Lord will judge the ends of the earth;
  he will give strength to his king
    and exalt the horn of his anointed. (1 Samuel 2:10)

It was David who became “his king,” “his anointed.” The Lord exalted 
David and his kingdom (2 Samuel 5:10, 12) and by him crushed the enemies 
of his people (see, for example, 2 Samuel 8). David became a great and 
good king who did “justice and righteousness for all his people” (2 Samuel 
8:15, at).

However, as Hannah’s prayer suggested, God’s purpose in choosing David 
was greater than anything that happened in David’s lifetime (“The Lord will 
judge the ends of the earth”). This was made clear in God’s momentous prom-
ise to David recorded in 2 Samuel 7:

When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers, I will 
raise up your offspring after you, who shall come from your body, and I 
will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for my name, and I will 
establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be to him a father, and he 
shall be to me a son. When he commits iniquity, I will discipline him with 
the rod of men, with the stripes of the sons of men, but my steadfast love 
will not depart from him, as I took it from Saul, whom I put away from 
before you. And your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever 
before me. Your throne shall be established forever. (vv. 12–16)

As we begin to read 1 Kings, nothing is more important than keeping 
in mind this promise. We will see that the words almost provide a Table of 
Contents for much of 1 Kings.2 They are a sure guide to the meaning and 
significance of the history that 1 Kings recounts, as each part of this promise 
becomes historical reality.
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Therefore as we see King David “old and advanced in years” (v. 1), we 
should remember the promise that began, “When your days are fulfilled . . .” 
(2 Samuel 7:12).3 There is more here than a shivering old man huddled under 
his blankets. This man was God’s king, and these were the days spoken of in 
the promise that his kingdom will be established forever.

The Man Who Sinned against the Lord

The second thing about David that all readers of 1 Kings must remember is the 
alarming turn his story took when David committed adultery with Bathsheba 
and arranged for the murder of her husband, Uriah (2 Samuel 11). David, the 
great and good king, showed himself capable of disastrous foolishness and 
terrible wickedness. The consequences were dreadful. His family was wracked 
with violence (see the horror of Amnon’s David-like behavior in 2 Samuel 13), 
and he almost lost the kingdom to his rebellious, fratricidal son Absalom 
(2 Samuel 15—19). These developments raised serious questions about how 
God’s promise to David could ever be fulfilled. David himself was greatly 
diminished by his failures, and his sons (certainly if we look at Amnon and 
Absalom) were no better.

Remarkably the Lord did not withdraw his promise to David. Earlier the 
Lord had rejected Saul because Saul had rejected the word of the Lord (1 Sam-
uel 15:23, 26). The Lord treated David differently. The difference was made 
clear in the promise concerning David’s son:

When he commits iniquity, I will discipline him with the rod of men, with 
the stripes of the sons of men, but my steadfast love will not depart from 
him, as I took it from Saul, whom I put away from before you. (2 Samuel 
7:14b, 15).

While this promise focused on David’s future son, it was reflected in Da-
vid’s own experience. Terrible consequences flowed from David’s wickedness. 
He was disciplined with the rod of men (2 Samuel 13—20). However, when 
he acknowledged his evil deeds (“I have sinned against the Lord,” 2 Samuel 
12:13a), he heard from Nathan the prophet the astonishing words, “The Lord 
also has put away your sin” (2 Samuel 12:13b). The Lord’s steadfast love did 
not depart from him.

This meant that David could sing the Lord’s praises in these terms:

Great salvation he brings to his king,
  and shows steadfast love to his anointed,
  to David and his offspring forever. (2 Samuel 22:51)
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However, 1 Kings begins with a scene that makes us wonder whether, 
after all, we are near the end of the story of David and his great kingdom. 
There is little to be seen here of the greatness or goodness of King David.

Great King David—Now Frail and Fading (vv. 1–4)
With these things in mind, let’s look more closely at the strange scene with 
which our book begins.4 The full royal title (“King David” in v. 1) and the six 
references to him as “the king” in verses 1–4 remind us of who this man had 
been. What we now see, however, is his frail and feeble condition.5

King David’s Frailty (v. 1)

“Now King David was old and advanced in years” (v. 1a). He was now about 
seventy years old (see 2 Samuel 5:4; 1 Kings 2:11), but rather less sprightly 
than some seventy-year-olds I know. He was bedridden and appears to have 
been suffering from advanced arteriosclerosis.6 “Although they covered him 
with clothes, he could not get warm” (v. 1b).

It has been suggested (encouraged, no doubt, by the way this scene plays 
out in vv. 2–4) that the king’s inability to “get warm” is really a rather polite 
way of saying that he was sexually impotent,7 in a world in which “the au-
thority and even the life of the king depends on his virility.”8 This reads too 
much into verse 1 and makes the all too common mistake of interpreting the 
Bible in the light of a supposed background for which the Bible itself gives no 
evidence.9 The king’s problem here was one that extra blankets10 should have 
solved but didn’t. The old man was cold! The once great king, now weak and 
infirm, was a shivering shadow of the mighty ruler he had been.

A Pathetic Plan (vv. 2, 3)
Therefore his servants said to him, “Let a young woman be sought for my11 
lord the king, and let her wait on the king and be in his service. Let her lie 
in your12 arms, that my lord the king may be warm.” (v. 2)

The king’s servants13 wanted to help their quivering king. They suggested a 
rather surprising plan to help raise David’s temperature. For three reasons it is 
difficult to avoid the sexual overtones of their proposal.14

First, the Hebrew phrase translated “a young woman” (sometimes ren-
dered “a young virgin”15) almost certainly has a sexual nuance here. In Hebrew 
a word is used that indicates the young woman was to be “sexually mature, of 
marriageable age.”16

Second, if the requirement is that this young woman should be sexually 
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mature, the otherwise innocent expression “let her wait on the king and be in his 
service”17 sounds like an understatement. She was to be more than his nurse.18

Third, the “more” is clarified with the words, “Let her lie in your arms” 
(literally “in your bosom,” esv margin). While there is still some appropriate 
indirectness in this expression (it does not necessarily mean what it seems to 
mean here), the proposal of the king’s servants is clear enough. Indeed they 
used exactly the same expression as Nathan in his devastating parable about 
David and Bathsheba (2 Samuel 12:3; cf. v. 8)!19

Here was the servants’ plan to revitalize their frail old king. They knew 
David’s reputation. A beautiful young woman in his bed would surely “warm 
my lord the king”!20 I think I can see a nudge and a wink as the idea was put 
forward.

But it was a pathetic plan. There is more than a hint of denial. Pretending 
to be young again will not reverse advancing age and diminishing capaci-
ties. Aging men (and aging women), take note. Furthermore it was a wicked 
plan. The idea of the king taking a young woman into his bed for the purpose 
of arousing his fading vitality should shock us.21 It is all too reminiscent of 
the day David took Bathsheba and lay with her for his own selfish purposes 
(2 Samuel 11:4).22

So they sought for a beautiful young woman throughout all the territory 
of Israel, and found Abishag the Shunammite, and brought her to the king. 
(v. 3)

Verse 3 indicates (without saying so) that King David agreed to the plan. At 
least he did not object. If the plan was pathetic and wicked, what does that tell 
us about David?

The search was undertaken (presumably in the name of the king) “through-
out all the territory of Israel” to find the most “beautiful young woman” in all 
the land (v. 3a).

It is difficult not to be reminded again that the greatest disaster of David’s 
life had begun when the younger king had spied a “very beautiful” woman 
from the roof of his palace (2 Samuel 11:2).23

The winner of the Miss Israel beauty contest was from the northern town 
of Shunem.24 Her name was Abishag.

King David’s Frailty (v. 4)

When they brought Abishag to King David’s bedroom, we are told that indeed 
“The young woman was very beautiful” (v. 4a). She did what was expected of 
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her: “she was of service to the king and attended to him” (v. 4b). This repro-
duces some vocabulary from verse 2, but leaves to the reader’s imagination 
what she actually did.25 We are simply told, rather anticlimactically, “but the 
king knew her not” (v. 4c)—the well-known Biblical idiom meaning he did 
not have sex with her.

Some readers have thought that this last phrase is reassuring, as though 
the narrator26 had said: Don’t get the wrong idea. This was not about sex. 
Abishag was just a rather attractive hot water bottle.27

But I don’t think so. The last verse of the episode echoes the first. The 
bedclothes had failed: “he could not get warm” (v. 1). Now the more audacious 
plan had also failed: “the king knew her not” (v. 4). David was too old. He was 
too weak. He was too cold. The servants’ pathetic plan to arouse the king and 
revive his strength had failed. He was simply no longer up to it.28

As we prepare to read the story that 1 Kings will tell, think about this 
bleak scene: the frail and fading King David, beyond human help, beyond 
human hope.

All of us who are permitted to live long enough will experience something 
like this. Our strength of body and mind will wane. We will lose our indepen-
dence. Whatever we have been, we will become but a shadow of what we once 
were, as David did. And we will know that death is approaching, as it was for 
David. Visit a nursing home and spend some time with frail old people. It is 
difficult to imagine what they have been and what they have done when they 
were young, fit, and healthy. We all find this confronting. None of us likes to 
think about this reality, but reality it will be for all of us—unless, of course, 
we suffer the even greater tragedy of premature death.

The Bible does not ignore this reality. Looking at King David, near the 
end of his life, quivering under his blankets, unresponsive to the beautiful 
young woman beside him, we are confronted with human mortality. David 
had been one of the greatest and best men to have ever lived. For many years 
he had been the one who led Israel to victory over enemies. He had been the 
“shepherd of [God’s] people Israel” (see 2 Samuel 5:2). But his goodness and 
greatness were not only undermined by his wickedness and weakness (as we 
have noted)—he grew old, weak, and cold. Human power at its best does not 
last long. Nothing human lasts forever. What hope could there be for Israel 
when their great king was now so weak that he could not even get warm? What 
hope can there be for the world when every human ruler, every human power, 
every political system, every scheme to make a better world will sooner or 
later fade away—just like King David?

There is more. David had been God’s king, whose throne, God had prom-
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ised, “shall be established forever” (2 Samuel 7:16). How is it possible to 
believe God’s promise when we see his chosen king frail and fading away? 
What would it take for God’s promise to be fulfilled?

These are the kind of questions raised by the frail and fading king we 
see in the opening scene of 1 Kings. Was this God’s king? Had God really 
promised that his kingdom would be “made sure forever before me” (2 Samuel 
7:16)? How can that be?

God’s promise to David gives us a clue: “When your days are fulfilled 
and you lie down with your fathers, I will raise up your offspring after you 
. . . and I will establish his kingdom” (2 Samuel 7:12). In our next chapter we 
will meet one of David’s offspring who would very much have liked to be the 
promised one.

Before we meet Adonijah let us turn our eyes from the day they tried to 
warm old King David with blankets and a beautiful Shunammite girl to the 
day, centuries later, when Jesus was hanging on a cross outside the same city 
in which old David had trembled with cold. Perhaps Jesus was cold. He was 
thirsty (John 19:28). He was weak. The sign above his head must have seemed 
like a cruel joke: “JESUS OF NAZARETH, THE KING OF THE JEWS.” He 
was certainly beyond human help. However, even more powerfully than shiv-
ering old King David, Jesus on the cross reminds us of the promise of God. 
Unlike Adonijah, Jesus was the promised offspring of David (Matthew 1:1; 
Romans 1:3; 2 Timothy 2:8). God has now established his kingdom forever by 
raising him from the dead (see Matthew 28:18; Acts 13:32, 33; Romans 1:4; 
Ephesians 1:19–22). The apparent hopelessness of old King David is like the 
apparent hopelessness of the crucified Jesus. But in that hopelessness, if we 
remember God’s promise, we see the hope of the world:

. . . we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son to be the Savior 
of the world. (1 John 4:14)
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An Up-and-Coming 
King: “But It Shall Not 

Be So among You”
1 KINGS 1:5–10

JESUS SAID:

You know that those who are considered rulers of the Gentiles [nations] 
lord it over them, and their great ones exercise authority over them. But it 
shall not be so among you. But whoever would be great among you must 
be your servant, and whoever would be first among you must be slave of 
all. For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give 
his life as a ransom for many. (Mark 10:42–45)

Who do you think he had in mind when he mentioned the “rulers of the na-
tions”? Perhaps it was the Roman authorities of his day. Or was he (as I sus-
pect) thinking of Old Testament Israel’s desire to have a king “like all the 
nations” (1 Samuel 8:5, 20)? He may have had in mind Samuel’s devastating 
critique of the ways of a king like all the nations: “He will take . . . he will take 
. . . he will take . . .” (1 Samuel 8:10–18).

Jesus said, “But it shall not be so among you.”
The ways of God’s King are very different from the ways of human 

politics and power. This is not a lesson that we find easy to learn. Certainly 
it is very difficult to practice. However, when we see a Christian following 
Jesus in this regard (seeking not to be served but to serve) we recognize 
the goodness of it. On the other hand, when we see (as we frequently do) 
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someone behaving like “the rulers of the nations,” we can often see the 
ugliness of it.

As I write these words the newspapers in my part of the world are full of 
yet another battle between our political leaders. It is ugly. Power plays, arro-
gance, selfish ambition, dishonesty, manipulation, suspicion, greed, cynicism, 
malice, anger, self-righteousness can all be seen (compare Colossians 3:5–11). 
There is not much compassion, kindness, humility, meekness, patience, trust, 
love, or forgiveness on display (compare Colossians 3:12, 13).

In Christian circles such conflicts are usually (although not always, I re-
gret to say) more refined. But even among us it is all too easy to think that 
“church politics” (for want of a better expression) can be conducted along 
the lines of worldly affairs. It is difficult for those engaged in such things to 
heed Jesus’ words, “It shall not be so among you.” Those of us who have been 
involved in the appointment of Christian leaders or the conduct of Christian 
organizations have probably found ourselves—at least some of the time—
playing power games, thinking more highly of ourselves than we ought, am-
bitious for ourselves, manipulative, showing partiality or even malice, and 
being less than openly honest. We may justify ourselves with some kind of 
end-justifying-means thinking, but the words of Jesus call us to account: “It 
shall not be so among you.”

One of the outstanding aspects of the story of King David is that his el-
evation to the throne of Israel was remarkably Christlike. In the story from 
1 Samuel 16 through 2 Samuel 5, David’s conduct under severe pressure was 
exemplary. He did not grasp at power or exalt himself or revile or threaten 
those who reviled him. He humbly and obediently waited, trusting God (cf. 
Philippians 2:5–10; 1 Peter 2:23). Many of David’s psalms belong to this story 
(see, for example, Psalms 3, 34, 52, 54, 56, 57, 59, 60, 63, 142, noting the 
superscriptions1). In wonderful ways David foreshadowed the greater Son of 
David who “came not to be served but to serve.”

To appreciate the story of David’s life we need to remember two things. 
The first is that David’s goodness and greatness were a consequence of the 
Lord’s kindness toward him. He was the man God had chosen to be his own 
king (1 Samuel 13:14; 16:1; 2 Samuel 7:21). He was great and good because 
“the Lord was with him” (see 1 Samuel 3:19; 16:18; 18:12, 14; 2 Samuel 
5:10). The second thing to remember is that David himself was a flawed 
human being, capable of shocking wickedness (see 2 Samuel 11, 12). Only 
by the kindness of God could he be the Lord’s king (see 2 Samuel 7:14, 15; 
12:13; 15:25, 26).

In 1 Kings 1 David had become old. We have seen his frailty and the 
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well-meaning but foolish attempt to rejuvenate the king (1:1–4). The second 
scene in 1 Kings 1 now takes us out of the old king’s bedchamber to see one 
of David’s sons, the vigorous, forceful, assertive, confident Adonijah. He was 
a complete contrast to his father—in more ways than one.

I have suggested that the key to understanding 1 Kings is the historic 
promise that the Lord had made concerning David’s kingdom:

“When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your fathers, I will 
raise up your offspring after you, who shall come from your body, and I 
will establish his kingdom.” (2 Samuel 7:12)

It is no surprise then that the narrative moves from the fading King David 
in his final days to one of his sons. Could this be the promised son of David?

The Up-And-Coming King? (v. 5)
Adonijah was David’s fourth son (see 2 Samuel 3:2–5). His first, Amnon, had 
been murdered by his younger half-brother Absalom (2 Samuel 13:23–33). 
David’s second son, Chileab, probably died at a young age, since nothing is 
recorded about him after the mention of his birth in 2 Samuel 3:3. Absalom 
was David’s third son. He was killed in battle as he attempted to overthrow his 
father and make himself king (2 Samuel 18:9–15). Adonijah therefore was, at 
the time of 1 Kings 1, David’s oldest surviving son.

These first four of David’s sons (and a couple of others) had been born in 
the early days of David’s reign, when he ruled over the tribe of Judah from the 
town of Hebron (see 2 Samuel 2:1–4; 3:5). Each son had a different mother.2 
They were therefore half-brothers, which contributed to some of the conflicts 
that arose between them.3 As Adonijah is reintroduced to the narrative, we are 
reminded which of David’s wives was his mother: “Now Adonijah the son of 
Haggith . . .” (v. 5a). We know nothing more about Haggith than that she was 
one of David’s wives and the mother of Adonijah. It is more than a little likely, 
however, that there were tensions between Haggith and other wives of David.4

Adonijah has not appeared by name in the story of David’s kingdom since 
his birth notice in 2 Samuel 3:4. However, he was among “all the king’s sons” 
who had witnessed Absalom’s murder of Amnon, fled from Absalom in fear 
for their own lives, and wept with their father at the tragedy (2 Samuel 13:23, 
29, 36). He was later among those threatened by Absalom’s coup and saved by 
Joab’s execution of Absalom (see 2 Samuel 19:5).

Now he was David’s oldest living son, probably about thirty-five years 
old.5 The principle of primogeniture had not yet been established in Israel, 
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although it was assumed. Saul had expected his eldest son Jonathan to suc-
ceed him (1 Samuel 20:31) unless something exceptional happened, which it 
did. We are not at all surprised at the narrative turning now to David’s oldest 
surviving son—unless something exceptional happens, which it will.

However, a careful reader of this narrative may have already realized some-
thing exceptional about this situation. The promise in 2 Samuel 7:12 spoke of 
a son who had (at the time of the promise) not yet been born (“who shall come 
from your body”). That cannot be Adonijah. He had been born in Hebron years 
before this promise was given to David in Jerusalem (2 Samuel 3:4).

His Thoughts (v. 5a)

The first thing we are told about this son of David is that he “exalted himself” 
(v. 5a). Already there is dissonance with the promise, “I will raise up your 
offspring” (2 Samuel 7:12). Furthermore it was the Lord who had “exalted” 
David and his kingdom (2 Samuel 5:12).6 Adonijah exalted himself.

The Hebrew expression suggests that this was Adonijah’s habitual dis-
position.7 For some time he had had a very high opinion of himself, and he 
thought that others should share it. We will shortly see a number of factors that 
contributed to Adonijah’s self-esteem problem, but it was a problem of his own 
making: he exalted himself.

These days we hear more about the problem of low self-esteem. Whatever 
difficulties may arise from a person having a low estimate of himself or her-
self, that was not Adonijah’s problem. Indeed, I wonder whether these days 
we would recognize that Adonijah had a problem at all. He was self-confident, 
assertive, assured of his own worth and importance. Aren’t those the qualities 
needed to get on in this world? Indeed, aren’t they the qualities we look for in 
our leaders?

Jesus said, “It shall not be so among you.”

His Words (v. 5b)

Adonijah’s thoughts about himself were put into words: “I will be king” 
(v. 5b). Again the Hebrew has an emphasis we can miss in translation: “I am 
the one—I am the only one—who will be king.”8

We do not know whether these were words spoken to others9 or only to 
himself.10 We will shortly be reminded that Adonijah’s expectation to become 
the next king was apparently reasonable. He was, after all, the oldest son of 
the old king. He had a right to the throne. He was the obvious candidate. We 
might say (I’m sure he would say), he was entitled.
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There was excitement in his words. He was thrilled at the prospect: “I will 
be king!” Adonijah so wanted to be king. The emphasis (again from a subtlety 
of the Hebrew) is more on the active exercise of royal power than simply the 
status of the position.11 Adonijah was elated at the prospect of being the one 
who wielded the power of the king.

Once again I wonder whether these days we would recognize any problem 
in Adonijah’s ambition. It is generally seen as a virtue when an aspirant for 
high office has a hunger for the job.12 Whatever wisdom there may be in that 
perception, do you think that the words of Jesus might suggest a better way? 
“It shall not be so among you.”

Adonijah’s eagerness to become king should remind us of that day many 
years earlier when the elders of Israel demanded to be given a king because 
they wanted to be “like all the nations,” and Samuel warned them about the 
kind of king that the nations had. I have no doubt that Adonijah wanted to be 
that kind of king. The person who exalts himself and grasps for power will be 
like “the rulers of the nations” of whom Jesus spoke. However, “It shall not 
be so among you.”

His Conduct (v. 5c)

Adonijah’s thoughts and words found expression in his public conduct: “And 
he prepared for himself chariots and horsemen [horses], and fifty men to run 
before him” (v. 5c).

If you think you have heard something like this before, it probably means 
that you have read 1 and 2 Samuel (as I hope you have). Adonijah was doing 
what his older brother Absalom had done as well as what Samuel had warned 
a king “like the nations” would do. Indeed there seems to be a deliberate 
echo of the historian’s earlier descriptions of these activities. Compare the 
three descriptions:

“[Adonijah] prepared for himself “Absalom prepared for himself “[a king] will take your sons and appoint 
them for himself

chariots13 a chariot to his chariot

and horses,14 and horses, and his horses

and fifty men to run before 
him.” (1 Kings 1:5c, at)

and fifty men to run before 
him.” (2 Samuel 15:1, at)

and to run before his chariot.” (1 Samuel 
8:11, at)

Adonijah (like Absalom before him15) adopted the trappings of status 
and power “like the nations.”16 He made himself look powerful and impor-
tant, and he loved it.
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Beware of the trappings of positions of prominence, whether ecclesiasti-
cal or secular (see Luke 20:46). Be especially careful of those who love such 
things. That is what Adonijah was like. Again let the words of Jesus ring in 
your ears: “It shall not be so among you.”

The Persuasiveness of His Self-Portrayal (v. 6)
Mind you, Adonijah’s self-promoting behavior was not entirely surprising. In 
verse 6 we are informed of three factors that must have contributed to his sense 
of self-importance and to the persuasiveness of his self-portrayal.

His Father’s Favor (v. 6a)

The first was something his father did not do: “His father had never at any 
time displeased him by asking, ‘Why have you done thus and so?’” (v. 6a). 
This rather telling comment on David’s indulgent treatment of his son is con-
sistent with the king’s dealings with his two older sons. When Amnon raped 
Tamar we read that David was “very angry” (2 Samuel 13:21), but he did 
nothing.17 David’s grief over the death of Absalom was seen, at least by Joab, 
to be excessive and improperly overlooked the boy’s violent crimes (2 Samuel 
19:5–7). David was a passive father. The problem was not anything he did, but 
what he did not do.

Parents who love their children (as David certainly did) understand how 
difficult it can be to deal firmly with unacceptable behavior. Some (like David) 
try to avoid conflict. They do not set or enforce boundaries for their children. It 
is hardly surprising when these children grow up without valuing self-control, 
but rather with a sense of entitlement to whatever they want. Children spared 
the experience of frustration in their younger days will not be well equipped 
to deal with reality. This is a failure of parental love.

However, David’s passivity toward Adonijah was not just an example of 
poor parenting, although it was that. The focus here is on David’s failure to 
challenge his son’s self-promotion, which could easily be understood as the 
king’s endorsement of the lad’s ambition. David’s silence would have been an 
encouragement to Adonijah and to anyone inclined to support him.

His Attractive Presence (v. 6b)

Furthermore, Adonijah “was also18 a very handsome man” (v. 6b). Israelite so-
ciety shared with our world an attraction to beautiful people. Absalom had also 
been a beautiful young man. “Now in all Israel there was no one so much to be 
praised for his handsome appearance as Absalom” (2 Samuel 14:25). We can be 
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sure that Adonijah, like his older brother, was very conscious of his good looks 
(see 2 Samuel 14:26). I can imagine him with a regular exercise regime, not so 
much for fitness, but to look good. I am sure his clothes mattered a lot to him: 
he had to show off his magnificence. Also like Absalom before him, Adonijah’s 
good looks contributed to both his self-confidence and his popularity.

The Bible is generally cautious about the value of such external appear-
ances. It is not that there is any virtue in ugliness. The Bible writer seems 
positive about the good looks of David (see 1 Samuel 16:12).19 However, ap-
pearances can powerfully deceive. Saul was “a handsome young man. There 
was not a man among the people of Israel more handsome than he” (1 Samuel 
9:2). And yet Saul was a disaster. Absalom’s beauty hid a violent, rebellious 
character (the story is told in 2 Samuel 13—18). The mention of Adonijah’s 
appearance (literally “very good of form”20) at this point, with its reminders of 
Absalom and Saul, is not encouraging.

His Privileged Place (v. 6c)

The third factor contributing to Adonijah’s sense of importance was his privi-
leged position: “he was born next after Absalom” (v. 6c). He was, as we have 
noted, the oldest surviving son of the king. He had every right (one might 
think) to say, “I will be king.”

These three factors seem to represent Adonijah’s perspective on himself. 
His father approved of him (since he never disapproved). He was stunning to 
look at. And he was entitled.

There follows a brief account of Adonijah’s strategic moves to obtain 
what he longed for and considered his right. It is a striking instance of the 
ways human beings typically pursue power. Adonijah could have written the 
manual for becoming a great one like “the rulers of the nations.”

Four Steps to Self-Exaltation (vv. 7–10)
Step 1: Garner Support (v. 7)

Step One involved talking to the right people and getting them on your side. 
These days we call it networking. Adonijah targeted two key individuals 
whose support would greatly strengthen him and who, for different reasons, 
he may have expected to be sympathetic to his cause.

Joab (v. 7a)

“He conferred with Joab the son of Zeruiah” (v. 7a).21 David’s nephew, Joab, 
had been David’s powerful military commander (2 Samuel 8:16). Like his 
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brothers Abishai and Asahel, Joab was fiercely loyal to David and his king-
dom, but often considered that he knew better than David, and did not hesitate 
in such circumstances to take matters into his own hands.22 After one such 
incident (when Joab and Abishai had killed Abner, Saul’s old commander, 
although David had wanted to make peace with him), David said, “These men, 
the sons of Zeruiah, are more severe than I. The Lord repay the evildoer ac-
cording to his wickedness!” (2 Samuel 3:39; also v. 29). There is little doubt 
who David regarded as “the evildoer.”23 It was Joab.

More recently Joab had been responsible for the death of Absalom, di-
rectly contrary to David’s orders (see 2 Samuel 18:5, 14). In an astonishing 
move David appointed Amasa as commander in place of Joab. Amasa was the 
man Absalom had made commander of his rebel army (see 2 Samuel 17:25; 
19:13). Joab dealt with this difficulty by killing Amasa (2 Samuel 20:1–10) 
and taking control again. We are given the clear impression that in the end 
Joab was still loyal to David’s kingdom, but the relationship with David him-
self had become difficult, to say the least (see 2:5–6).

Adonijah was astute in conferring with Joab. Joab was a very powerful 
man in Jerusalem, and he was unlikely to wait around for David’s approval. 
If Joab was convinced that Adonijah was the right man to succeed David, he 
could certainly help it happen.

Abiathar (v. 7b, c)

“. . . and with Abiathar the priest” (v. 7b). Adonijah was not a fool. He wanted 
not only the power of Joab on his side, but also the legitimacy of Abiathar 
the priest.

Abiathar was the son of Ahimelech, grandson of Ahitub (1 Samuel 22:20), 
great-grandson of Phinehas, and great-great-grandson of Eli (1 Samuel 14:3). 
This family line will be important in due course because many years earlier “a 
man of God” had pronounced God’s judgment on the household of Eli for the 
wicked corruption of Eli’s sons, Hophni and Phineas (1 Samuel 2:27–36).24 It 
is important to remember this prophecy. Events to be recounted shortly must 
be understood in its light (2:27).

The prophesied judgment had unfolded over time. First, Eli and his sons 
died on the same day (1 Samuel 2:34; 4:11, 18). Years later in the days of 
Saul, descendants of Eli, including his great-grandson Ahimelech, were mas-
sacred at Nob (1 Samuel 22:1–19). The prophecy had anticipated that there 
would be one survivor (“the only one of you whom I shall not cut off from my 
altar,” 1 Samuel 2:33). The survivor was Abiathar (1 Samuel 22:20). He found 
safety with David (1 Samuel 22:23), served David faithfully through the dif-
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ficult days on the run from Saul (1 Samuel 23:6, 9; 30:7; see 2 Samuel 8:17), 
and played an important role in saving David from Absalom’s attempted coup 
(2 Samuel 15:24, 29, 35; 17:15; 19:11; 20:25).

Why did Adonijah think that his ambitions would find encouragement 
from Abiathar? We are not told. Some have suggested that Joab and Abiathar 
represented the older and more conservative elements in Jerusalem, having 
been with David since the very early days.25 Did Adonijah, who had been 
born in the early days of David’s kingship in Hebron and who was after all 
the oldest son still living, perhaps expect the support of the conservative old 
guard, especially against any new and unconventional ideas that may have 
been emerging in Jerusalem (about which we will hear more in due course)?

Furthermore, since the move of David’s base from Hebron to Jerusalem 
a new leading priest had emerged. This was Zadok (2 Samuel 8:17), about 
whom we will hear more shortly. Was the tension between old and new ex-
pressed in some rivalry or resentment between Abiathar and Zadok? Was this 
something that Adonijah thought he could exploit to his own advantage?

We do not know the answers to these questions, but they point to the 
complexity of the relationships in Jerusalem. We are left with the fact that for 
some reason Adonijah chose to approach Joab and Abiathar. It proved to be a 
masterstroke: “And they followed Adonijah and helped him” (v. 7c).

At least it looked like a masterstroke. The prophecy in the days of Eli had 
said, “The only one of you whom I shall not cut off from my altar shall be 
spared to weep his eyes out to grieve his heart, and all the descendants of your 
house shall die by the sword of men” (1 Samuel 2:33). We do not know how 
widely this prophecy was known. I doubt that it was a factor in Adonijah’s 
thinking, but Abiathar may have known about it. If so I am sure he did not 
realize that his decision to support Adonijah would become a critical factor in 
the fulfillment of this devastating prophecy (as we will see).

Step 2: Identify Opposition (v. 8)

Step Two in Adonijah’s plan to make himself great involved identifying the 
opposition. Verse 8 tells us of a number of people who “were not with Adoni-
jah.” This must at least mean that they did not approve of his public displays 
of pomp (v. 5c) and the aspirations they expressed.

Zadok (v. 8a)

The first of these was “Zadok the priest” (v. 8a). While there has been specu-
lation about the identity of Zadok (much of which disregards some Biblical 
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evidence26), the available information indicates that he was a descendant of 
Aaron’s third son, Eleazar, while Abiathar was a descendant of Aaron’s fourth 
son, Ithamar (1 Chronicles 24:3).27

Zadok came to prominence after David had taken up residence in Jeru-
salem (he first appears in the history in 2 Samuel 8:17). He became (with 
Abiathar) one of the two leading priests in David’s kingdom.

With the wisdom of hindsight we can see that the old prophecy from 
the days of Eli pointed to Zadok: “And I will raise up for myself a faithful 
priest, who shall do according to what is in my heart and in my mind. And 
I will build him a sure house, and he shall go in and out before my anointed 
forever” (1 Samuel 2:35). The house of Zadok was to replace the house 
of Eli.

If Abiathar suspected this, then some tension between the two priests 
would be understandable. All we are told here is that Zadok was “not with 
Adonijah.” In this he would prove to be on the right side of history.

Benaiah (v. 8b)

“Benaiah the son of Jehoiada” (v. 8b) was also “not with Adonijah.” Benaiah 
was another man who came into the story of David’s kingdom after David had 
taken Jerusalem. He was a commander alongside Joab, with responsibility for 
“the Cherethites and the Pelethites”28 (2 Samuel 8:18; 20:23), and apparently 
David’s personal bodyguard (2 Samuel 23:23). He was one of David’s mighty 
men who had won a name for great feats in war (2 Samuel 23:20–23).

Nathan (v. 8c)

More important than Zadok the priest and Benaiah the soldier was “Nathan the 
prophet” (v. 8c). He, too, was “not with Adonijah.”

The mention of Nathan (for the first time in this story since 2 Samuel 12) 
reminds us of the three very significant moments in David’s story in which 
Nathan played a crucial role.

The first was the promise of 2 Samuel 7. It was Nathan who spoke those 
words of the Lord to David (2 Samuel 7:17). According to this promise a son 
of David, yet to be born at the time of the promise, would become the king 
whose kingdom would be established forever by the Lord. That is one reason 
that Nathan may have been “not with Adonijah.”

Second, it was Nathan who brought David to his senses after the 
Bathsheba/Uriah affair. The Lord sent Nathan to David, and Nathan delivered 
to David the Lord’s severe rebuke for what he had done (2 Samuel 12:1–12). 
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When David confessed his sin, it was Nathan who told him, “The Lord also 
has put away your sin; you shall not die” (2 Samuel 12:13).

Third, when Bathsheba bore a son to David (after the first son had died), it 
was Nathan who brought word that this boy was loved by the Lord. For this rea-
son Solomon was also given the name Jedidiah (“beloved of the Lord,” 2 Sam-
uel 12:24, 25). In the light of the great 2 Samuel 7 promise, it is difficult to miss 
the implication that Solomon was the one the Lord had promised to raise up after 
David. This was almost certainly behind Nathan’s being “not with Adonijah.”

Shimei and Rei (v. 8d)

Two other nonsupporters of Adonijah are mentioned by name: “Shimei and 
Rei” (v. 8d). This Shimei was almost certainly not the son of Gera who had 
appeared in David’s story previously (2 Samuel 16:5–14; 19:16–23) and who 
will tragically appear again (1 Kings 2:8, 9, 36–46).29 He may have been the 
son of Ela who would serve as an official in Solomon’s kingdom (1 Kings 
4:18). Rei is otherwise unknown to us.30

David’s Mighty Men (v. 8e)

It remains to mention one other significant group who were “not with Adoni-
jah.” They were “David’s mighty men” (v. 8e). These great heroes of David’s 
many conflicts were celebrated in 2 Samuel 23:8–39. Interestingly in that cata-
log of names and accomplishments, Joab was not included.

The fact that these great ones, as well as Benaiah, “were not with Adoni-
jah” would have been a significant obstacle to Adonijah’s hopes. Something 
would need to be done to ensure that support for Adonijah somehow counter-
balanced the nonsupport.

Step 3: Consolidate Support (v. 9)

This was Step Three in Adonijah’s strategy. Strictly speaking verses 5–8 have 
been background to the action that begins in verse 9.31

What He Did (v. 9a)

“Adonijah sacrificed32 sheep, oxen, and fattened cattle” (v. 9a). Since we have 
already been clearly reminded of how Adonijah was thinking, acting and 
even looking like his older brother, this feast should remind us of Absalom’s 
great get-together at Hebron when he arranged to have himself declared king 
(2 Samuel 15:7–12). We are not told that Adonijah went that far, but we will 
soon hear that Nathan believed he had (1:11, 12).
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Where He Did It (v. 9b)

The location of Adonijah’s big event was “by the Serpent’s Stone, which is be-
side En-rogel” (v. 9b). En-rogel was about 300 yards south of Jerusalem, near 
where the north-south Kidron Valley east of Jerusalem meets the west-east 
Hinnom Valley south of the city.33 The somewhat secluded location suggests 
the clandestine character of this gathering.34 En-rogel had earlier been chosen 
for a rather different covert operation (2 Samuel 17:17).

The more particular setting for the meeting sounds ominous (esv, “by the 
Serpent’s Stone”), but may have been simply a known rockslide in the vicinity 
(jb, “the Sliding Stone”35).

Who He Included (v. 9c)

The guest list for Adonijah’s supporters’ function included “all his brothers, 
the king’s sons, and all the royal officials of Judah” (v. 9c).

That is not quite accurate. As with much of this passage, the wording 
tends to give us Adonijah’s view of things. Perhaps we could say that he in-
vited all the king’s sons whom he regarded as his “brothers.” One, as we will 
see in the next verse, was not included.

Inviting the king’s sons to a big feast the purpose of which was not en-
tirely open must remind us again of Absalom. The thought is ominous (see 
2 Samuel 13:23–29).

“All the royal officials of Judah” is more literally “all the men of Judah, 
the servants of the king.” Did this include “his servants” (1:2) who had re-
cently witnessed the sorry condition of the old king? If so, what a contrast the 
vigorous, self-confident Adonijah must have made!36

No details are given of what happened at the Serpent’s Stone/Sliding 
Rock. Clearly, however, Adonijah was drawing around him those he hoped 
would support his ambitions. He had “exalted himself” (v. 5). He wanted oth-
ers to exalt him too.

Step 4: Isolate Opposition (v. 10)

Step Four was to keep those who would not be supportive away. The ambi-
tious man did not want to hear from anyone who was not likely to endorse 
his aspirations. We may reasonably assume that none of those mentioned in 
verse 8 were invited. Verse 10 mentions some of those but adds a significant 
new name.

“But he did not invite Nathan the prophet . . .” (v. 10a). Of course he 
didn’t. What Nathan stood for was not what Adonijah’s party was about. 
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“. . . or Benaiah” (v. 10b). Adonijah had Joab on his side. He did not need 
Benaiah, nor did he want him. Benaiah was not a known supporter. Certainly 
he did not invite “the mighty men” (v. 10c). It could have been dangerous for 
Adonijah’s unfolding plans to be known to such a powerful group, who were 
known to be nonsupporters.

Of the nonsupporters of Adonijah listed in verse 8, Zadok, Shimei, and 
Rei are not mentioned in verse 10. But we can be sure they, too, were not 
invited. Those who were not expected to back Adonijah were not welcome.

The final excluded name mentioned is explosive: “. . . or Solomon his 
brother” (v. 10d). There was this one exception to “all his brothers” in verse 9. 
We are not told in so many words why Solomon was not invited. Possibly 
some difficulty in the relationship between the two accounted for Adonijah’s 
exclusion of Solomon. However, we, the readers of this history, know that the 
difference between Solomon and Adonijah was simply that Solomon was the 
one the Lord had set his heart upon (2 Samuel 12:24, 25), just as he had set 
his heart on David (1 Samuel 13:14). Consciously or unconsciously, Adoni-
jah’s ambitions could only survive if he kept the one chosen by the Lord out 
of his life.

Adonijah was the very opposite of what his father David had been as the 
Lord exalted him and made him king. Consider the portrait of Adonijah we 
have seen: his high opinion of himself; his aspiration to be important; his love 
of displaying his own importance; his gathering of like-minded people around 
him; his avoidance of those who did not share his view of himself.

Hear Jesus’ call: “But it shall not be so among you. For even the Son of 
Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for 
many.” This is as important as anything that a leader among God’s people 
needs to hear.
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