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Chapter V: Chayei Sarah (Gen. 23:1-25:18)

Essay 10: The downfall of Adonijah

The Haftorah for Chayei Sarah (I Kings 1:1-31 in the Ashkenazi and Sephardi traditions,
and I Kings 1:1-34 in the Italian tradition) discusses the struggle for the succession to the throne.
The Haftorah begins by explaining that when King David was elderly, he felt cold in his bed
regardless of how many covers were added. His servants found a beautiful woman, Abishag of the
village of Shunem, to lie in bed with him and provide warmth, though he did not have relations
with her. (I Kings 1:1-4).!
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There are verse[s] regarding King David’s son, Adonijah: “Now Adonijah son of Haggith
went about exalting himself, saying, ‘I will be king!” He provided himself with chariots and
horses, and an escort of fifty runners. His father had not ever scolded him: ‘Why did you do that?’
He was very handsome, and he was the one born after Absalom.” (I Kings 1:5-6).> There is a
question: didn’t Adonijah know that David still lived and that “one sovereignty does not
overlap with the next” (Berachot 48b), and further, what is this “saying ‘I will be king!” »?
Further, “his father had not ever scolded him etc.,” but isn’t it true that “he who spares the
rod hates his son” (Prov. 13:24)? As it says in a Midrash for Proverbs (Yalkut Shimoni 950:12),
“The reason a man hates his son is because he does not reprove him with regard to Torah
and wisdom and proper behavior—[the father’s] future is to hate him (i.e., because the child
will grow up to be ill-behaved).” How is it possible that David didn’t reprove him, and what
is the connection to the verse saying “he was the one born after Absalom” and that “he was very
handsome”?

" English translation: Copyright © 2019 by Charles S. Stein.

! Rashi explains that a virgin produces a lot of body heat, and thus King David decided not to marry her, to
preserve her virginity. Abarbanel states that another reason was that King David did not marry her was that he already
had the maximum number of wives allowed to a king (which the Mishnah in Sanhedrin 21a sets at 18).

2 Adonijah was the fourth-born son, but this incident occurred after the deaths of first-born Amnon and third-born
Absalom. Little is known about second-born Chileab, who was either also dead or otherwise not considered a candidate
for the throne.
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We can say that Adonijah did not exactly rule; rather he boasted that, “I am fit to
rule after the death of David,” but he was not ruling at the time. This is the precise meaning
of the word “saying,” that he was asserting that he was only talking, but not acting. In fact,
David taught him Torah and disciplined him so that he would have a fear of G-d, and observe
the commandments of G-d with all his heart and with all his soul, and [Adonijah] did this,
and because of this [David] did not find a wrong for which to reprove him, “Why did you do
this bad thing”?
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This is why “his father had not ever scolded him: ‘Why did you do that?,”” because
even from his youth he was G-d-fearing. The Rambam, of blessed memory, has already ruled
in the Mishneh Torah, Sefer Shoftim, Laws of Kings and Wars 1:7, that the kingship is given as
an inheritance to whichever son is distinguished in his fear of G-d, even if not distinguished
in wisdom. Therefore, Scripture says [Adonijah] was very handsome, as if to say that even
though he was handsome (which could lead one to sinful behavior) and even though he was born
|after Absalom] (so that he would not ordinarily have had any hopes of becoming king), he was
nevertheless also G-d-fearing. The proof is that “his father had not ... scolded him,” and
because of this he was thinking that the inheritance of the kingship would come to him.
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Nathan the prophet said to Bathsheba, “You must have heard that Adonijah son of
Haggith has assumed the kingship without the knowledge of our lord David” (I Kings 1:11).
The difficulty of the verse is that [Adonijah] was not yet ruling, but only exalting himself.
Further, when [Nathan] came to David, he told him, “O lord king, you must have said,
‘Adonijah shall succeed me as king and he shall sit upon my throne.” For he has gone down today
and he has prepared a sacrificial feast of a great many oxen, fatlings, and sheep. He invited all
the king’s sons and the army officers and Abiathar the priest. At this very moment they are eating
and drinking with him, and they are saying, ‘Long live King Adonijah!” ” (I Kings 1:25). But
we don’t find in Scripture that they actually said this!
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It can be said that [Nathan]| relied himself on what is said in the Jerusalem Talmud
(Pe’ah 4b), that it is permissible to speak poorly about people engaging in dispute, and
because of this the prophet Nathan spoke poorly about [Adonijah]. But in the end, when
Solomon ruled, he said regarding Adonijah, “If he will be like an honorable man, not a hair
of his head shall fall to the ground; but if he is caught in any evil offense, he shall die” (I Kings
1:52). Many ask why he said, “like an honorable man,” instead of, “an honorable man;” and
further what is this, “if he is caught etc.”?
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It can be said that Solomon meant, “You said that it was not your intent to create
division regarding the kingship. Rather, you were giving your opinion that because you have
a fear of sin, the kingship would be relevant to you. Therefore, if your entire life you will be
like an honorable man—fearing G-d with all your heart, like the same honorable man you
considered yourself to be, i.e., worthy to inherit the monarchy—then I will say that you didn’t
create division in the kingdom of the House of David and you are not deserving death. But if
I find within you any evil offense, then the matter will be revealed that you do not have the
fear of G-d within you, and certainly in that case, if you create division in the kingdom of the
House of David, you will be deserving death.

Adonijah later came to Bathsheba and professed to accept the kingship of Solomon, but at
the same time, he requested that he be given as a wife Abishag the Shunamite, the concubine with
whom King David had not been intimate. Bathsheba agreed that she would relay the request to
Solomon. (I Kings 2:13—18). When she did, Solomon recognized that this was an act of subterfuge
on Adonijah’s part, for taking possession of a king’s concubines was a way of establishing a claim
upon the throne, as Absalom had done when he led a coup against King David (II Sam. 16:22).
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When Bathsheba came to Solomon, he said to her, “So may G-d do to me and even
more, for Adonijah broached this matter at the cost of his life. Now, as the L-rd lives, Who
has established me and set me on the throne of my father David, and Who has provided me



with a [royal] house, as He promised, Adonijah shall be put to death this very day!” (I Kings
2:23-24). “Broached this matter at the cost of his life,” means that the matter was retroactively
revealed that he created division in the kingdom of the House of David and is deserving death
because of what he did initially, i.e., when he was exalting himself and saying he would be king,
it really was with evil intent.
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Furthermore, the verse says, “as the L-rd lives,” because [Adonijah] is deserving death
now, for he again wants to return and dispute the kingship, for here he petitions in opposition
to the law and in opposition to the Torah. As it says in the second chapter of Sanhedrin [22a,
quoting the Gemara]: “Rav Yaakov says that Rabbi Yochanan says: Abishag the Shunamite® was
permitted to Solomon but forbidden to Adonijah. She was permitted to Solomon, as he was
a king, and a king may use the scepter of a king. (Abishag’s status was similar to that of the
king’s scepter, as she had been designated to serve King David.) However, she was forbidden to
Adonijah, as he was an ordinary person, not a king.” [An ordinary person] may not use the
king’s scepter, as it says in Sanhedrin 22a [quoting the Mishnah], “One may not ride on his horse,
and one may not sit on his throne, and one may not use his scepter, and one may not see him when
he is having his hair cut, nor when he is naked, nor when he is in the bathhouse. As it is stated:
‘You shall set a king over yourself’ (Deut. 17:15), i.e., ensure that his fear should be upon you.”
As these actions would lessen one’s fear of and reverence for the king, they are forbidden.
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3 Most printed editions and manuscripts omit the word “Shunamite.” Munich cod. Hebr. 95 is the only version
that has the word.



