
Story Number 127

JEHOSHAPHAT AND AHAB

Asa king of Judah died, and was succeeded by his son Jehoshaphat,

who came to the throne not long after Ahab 1 became king of Israel (the

Northern Kingdom). He lasted a while longer than Ahab but on the whole

they were contemporaries, though opposite in extreme in characater. As

we have seen, Ahab was a very wicked man, incited largely by his evil

wife Jezebel, daughter of the king of the Phoenicians. He encouraged Baal

worship and did everything to annoy God. Jehoshaphat was the reverse,

he tried hard to do everything that God wanted.

Jehoshaphat was a very good man. First he cleaned up the country

(Judah) by removing all the last traces of Baal worship. Then he appointed

Priests, Levites and others to act as teachers, travelling round the country

with a Torah 2 teaching the people what the Torah was and what God

wanted of them. Thirdly he was concerned about justice, which he saw

correctly as the basis of the Torah, and appointed judges everywhere,

stressing to them that they may not take bribes, must judge fairly and give

justice, because ultimate justice comes from God, who would in turn judge

them on this.

God blessed him in return, he became very rich and nations paid him

tribute. Unlike Solomon, he did not let all this go to his head and forget

God. He also loved peace, but here, as we will see, he went too far.

1. In all these stories, I have written the names of kings of the Northern Kingdom
(‘Israel’) in italics to reduce confusion.

2. In those days there was no printing, all books had to be copied word for word
by hand, so books were scarce. Hardly anyone could afford a copy of the Torah,
these teachers each had a copy.
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Ahab had inherited a lot of trouble from Aram. We remember how

Baasha of Israel had wanted to attack Judah, one of all the wars between

North and South, and Asa of Judah had instead persuaded Ben-Hadad,

king of Aram, to attack Israel so that Israel would leave Judah alone. This

he did, and having started to attack Israel Ben-Hadad carried on doing so,

so that there were constant wars between Aram and Israel, and Aram was

mostly the stronger. Ahab inherited this state of affairs.

Early in his reign there had been an attack by Ben-Hadad, who had

penetrated and besieged the city of Samaria, the capital. The king of Aram

made ridiculous demands of Ahab, that he should give him not only all his

gold and silver, but also all his wives 3 and children. His servants would

come next day and search the palace and the homes of his officials and

take anything of value that they might find.

Ahab refused, and a navi told him that God would give him victory.

His men went out and attacked, the Arameans were routed, and Ben-

Hadad fled for his life, but the navi warned Ahab that he would come

back later in the year.

The Arameans told their king that they lost because the God of Israel

was a god of the hills where he was strongest, but if they fought in the

valley they would win. So next time they attacked in the valley. But the

navi told Ahab that because they said this, God would defeat them. Again

they were routed, this time Ben-Hadad could not escape but kept hiding,

terrified that he would be caught.

On the advice of his servants he sent a message to Ahab pleading for

mercy. Ahab said ‘Certainly, he is my brother, bring him here.’ He came

and they made a peace treaty, then Ben-Hadad went home.

A navi told Ahab that he had spared the life of a wicked man who

deserved to be killed, and he would pay for this with his own life. Later

we will see how this happened.

3. In those days they had several wives, especially the kings.
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It was after this that there was the affair of Naboth’s vineyard,

following which there were three years of peace between Israel and Aram.

The wars between Israel and Judah had stopped for a while, but the

enmity remained. Jehoshaphat did not like this, he wanted real peace and

friendship, since both were parts of the same people, the descendants of

Jacob. The first step towards this was to make friends with Ahab, which

he did but which was a mistake. We will learn about this next time.
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