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Poor Ahab. He’s just not used to people saying no to him. He’s used to everyone saying yes. “Yes your 
majesty! Of course your majesty! Right away your majesty! Is there anything else I can get you, your majesty.”  
But now Naboth has told him ‘no.’ Told him right to his face! “No, I will not sell you my vineyard.” And it’s 
been really hard on him. Poor Ahab has been having some big feelings. It’s taken away his appetite and spoiled 
his whole weekend. So, he’s taken to bed. He’s lying in the royal chambers sulking.  

Which is where Jezebel finds him. “What’s the matter with you?” she asks. “Naboth won’t give me his 
vineyard,” he sulks. And then Jezebel asks him a question, a really good question, a question which is the 
central question of this passage: “Is this how you act as a king over Israel?” It’s a question of political 
philosophy. How is a King supposed to act? How does he use power? I’ve got to hand it to Jezebel; she’s no 
dummy. Jezebel sees right to the heart of the matter. She understands the principles at stake. Jezebel thinks 
she knows the answer to her question. She thinks she knows exactly how a king is supposed to act in Israel. 
She has a very specific philosophy of governance. She has firm political principles and she’s about to act 
decisively on those principles. Decisively and ruthlessly 

How do you act as a king in Israel? That’s not just the question of this passage; it’s the question of the 
whole book of Kings. I don’t know how well you know the book of Kings. I learned this book when I was in 
Elementary School. I remember that at family devotions after dinner at night, my parents would read from the 
Catherine Vos Story Bible. It’s an old classic which still holds up. I’ll bet some of you used it too. In that story 
Bible, and this is just like the adult Bible, the section on the book of Kings tells the story of the kings of Israel 
and the kings of Judah one by one. And there’s a standard introduction for each king. “And then Amaziah son 
of Joash became king of Judah. He reigned in Jerusalem for 15 years.” Do you remember what the next 
sentence would be? “He did what was right in the eyes of the Lord.” Or, more often, “He did evil in the eyes of 
the Lord.” I remember every time my parents read about a new king, I would lean forward and think, “OK is he 
going to do right in the eyes of the Lord or is he going to do evil?” I didn’t know it then, but I was engaged with 
the central question of the book of Kings. It’s Jezebel’s question. How is a king in Israel supposed to behave? 
What does it mean to be a good king?  

Of course, Jezebel may be asking the right question, but it’s clear that she has the wrong answer to 
that question. She and Ahab have a totally different view of kingship than God. Ahab and Jezebel’s answer to 
her question is laid out in this passage. Jezebel shows Ahab how she thinks a king should act. “Get out of bed 
for heaven’s sake and eat something! I’ll get you your vineyard.” And she executes a ruthless plan. She 
manufactures charges against Naboth. She hires a couple of false witnesses to make accusations against him. 
Notice she doesn’t do it directly, she strong arms the elders and nobles, the government officials under her to 
do the dirty work, and they’re too afraid to stand up to her. The false witnesses make their accusations, and 
Naboth is taken outside the city and stoned to death.  

What’s the view of kingship suggested by those actions? A king rules by might and will. A king cannot 
show weakness; a king must crush opposition. The people must fear him. That’s Jezebel’s political philosophy. 
Jezebel and Ahab anticipate the views of Niccolo Machiavelli the great 16th century political theorist who 
believed that “the only real concern of the political ruler is the acquisition and maintenance of power.”  Rule 
by fear, said Machiavelli, not love. “Fear holds [citizens] fast by a dread of punishment that never passes.” 
Kings rule by fear and force. 

In establishing his view of power, Ahab and Jezebel do not feel constrained by any notions of right and 
wrong. They trample all over God’s law. They break so many commandments. They break the 6th 
commandment – you shall not murder. They break the 8th commandment – you shall not steal. They break the 



 

9th commandment – you shall not bear false witness against your neighbor. They break the 10th 
commandment – you shall not covet your neighbor’s stuff – including his vineyard. 

I would say they also break the 3rd commandment, “You shall not take the name of the Lord in vain.” 
Did you notice what Jezebel uses to set up Naboth? A day of fasting. Very pious. Did you notice that when they 
brought charges against Naboth, they accuse him of breaking God’s law? Exodus 22:28 is the background for 
their accusation. It says: “Do not blaspheme God, or curse the ruler of your people.” The witnesses say, 
“Naboth has cursed both God and the king!”  

Now…does Jezebel care about God’s law? Does Ahab care about walking in God’s ways. NO!! They are 
about to break multiple commands! But they want to cloak their ruthlessness in a veneer of piety. They want 
to give the appearance of moral outrage. But it’s really about power and control. In reality they couldn’t care 
less about any of the Lord’s commands. When you use God’s name as a tool for your own agenda, especially if 
that agenda is evil – you use God’s name in vain. You can imagine how angry that must make God. 

How should a king act in Israel? Jezebel and Ahab believe he should rule by fear and force, and he 
should only use God’s law insofar as it serves his own ends. 

But there is another answer to Jezebel’s question. That’s God’s answer. God has His own version of 
what it means to be a king in Israel. It’s the answer that Naboth and Elijah live by. If you want to find God’s 
view of kingship you should take a look at Ezekiel 34 and Psalm 72. Both of them lay out what God considers 
to be good governance. 

Psalm 72 is a coronation Psalm. It was read as a kind of commissioning prayer when a new king was 
crowned. It lays out God’s will for rulers in the form of a prayer. How does a King act in Israel according to 
Psalm 72? “May he judge your people in righteousness, your afflicted ones with justice.” A king follows the 
paths of God’s justice and righteousness. Not his own will, not his own whims, which is what Ahab does. How 
does a king act in Israel according to Psalm 72? “May he defend the afflicted among the people and save the 
children of the needy.” The king has special concern for the weakest members of society: the children of the 
poor, the afflicted. Unlike Ahab who tramples Naboth. How does a king act in Israel according to Psalm 72? He 
will “save the needy from death; he will rescue them from oppression and violence, for precious is their blood 
in his sight.” Unlike Ahab and Jezebel who perpetrate the violence and who have no problem spilling a little bit 
of blood if that’s what it takes to keep them strong. 

This is God’s version of kingship. This is God’s version of how we use our power in the world. It’s 
servanthood. It’s looking to the interests of others ahead of your own. It’s following God’s paths. If you look at 
it closely, it has echoes of God’s love command. As a ruler you love the Lord your God by paying attention to 
his justice, his commands, his word. And as a ruler you love your neighbor by using your power for the blessing 
of your subjects, especially the poor and the weak and the vulnerable. 

I said the question about how a king should act is the question of the entire book of kings. 
Unfortunately, most of the kings of Judah and Israel gave Jezebel’s answer to that question. After Solomon 
there are 19 kings in the northern kingdom. Do you know how many of those 19 did what was right in the eyes 
of the Lord? Zero. 19 of 19 chose Jezebel’s path. How about Judah? It was a little better. There were 8 Judean 
kings who did what was right in the eyes of the Lord, but there were 15 who didn’t. And you know where that 
all leads. Where were Judah and Israel at the end of the book of Kings? In exile. Their cities were destroyed. 
The temple was burned. Sons and daughters were killed. That’s how it goes: When you live by fear and force, 
eventually someone who is stronger and more forceful than you is going to come along and smash you to 
pieces. The wages of sin really are death. 

So, what does God do in the face of all his rulers? The same thing he always does, he takes it upon 
himself. In Ezekiel 34 the prophet tells us God’s plan. We fail, so God picks up the pieces. “This is what the 
Lord says: Woe to you! Should not shepherds take care of the flock? You eat the curds and clothe yourselves 
with wool, and slaughter the choice animals.” “You have not strengthened the weak or healed the sick or 
bound up the injured…[therefore] I myself will search for my sheep and look after them. I will bind up the 



 

injured and strengthen the weak. I will place one shepherd over them and he will tend them and he will be 
their shepherd.”  

And that’s just what God does. God himself raises up a Psalm 72 King. In Bethlehem, the city of King 
David a child is born. He is the Lord’s anointed. He is a King in the line of David. He is the good shepherd. His 
name is Jesus. 

Everything that a Psalm 72 king is supposed to be, Jesus is. Psalm 72 says a true king will follow God’s 
justice and righteousness. Jesus is constantly seeking the will of his Father and he keeps that will perfectly.  
Psalm 72 says a true king will defend the afflicted among the people? He patiently waits as crowds of sick and 
broken people flock around him. He lays hands on them and heals them. Psalm 72 says that a king will deliver 
the needy who cry out. He stops in the street when a blind beggar calls his name. Psalm 72 says he will save 
the children of the needy. Jesus welcomes little children and blesses them. 

So finally a good and just king comes and he walks among us full of grace and truth. How do we 
respond to him? Not well. We don’t like the way this king operates. He’s too much about others and not 
enough about us. We want what we want and he’s always talking about giving and selflessness. Laying down 
our life. 

And so, we do just what Ahab and Jezebel did to Naboth. We put him on trial. Just like with Naboth, we get 
a bunch of people to testify falsely against him. We accuse him of the same crime as Naboth: blasphemy. And 
when the verdict was pronounced, we seize him and drag him outside the city and we kill him, not by stoning, 
but by nailing him to a cross. In the middle of the whole debacle, Pilate asks us a question about what kind of 
king we want. ‘Shall I crucify your king?’ We say, ‘we have no king but Caesar.’ See what we did there? We 
chose Ahab. We chose Jezebel. We chose the way of merciless power instead of the way of powerful mercy. 

You see, we are more like Jezebel and Ahab than we like to admit. We want what we want. We don’t 
like to be told no. We don’t like to be confronted with our sin or told we need to change. We want our 
pleasures and our things. And if keeping all that means some strong-arm tactics, so be it. God’s judgment on 
Ahab could just as easily be our judgment too. “I am going to bring disaster on you.” But unlike Ahab we don’t 
get that judgment because, in his mercy, King Jesus takes that upon himself too. Amazing grace. 

How does a king behave in Israel? How does a Christian behave in Modern day America. The questions 
are not unrelated. There are lots of voices pushing us towards Jezebel’s answer to that question. There are 
more voices of violence and brute force than I can ever remember, both from the left and the right. It’s a 
merciless path that leads to death. Let us reject that path and walk under the banner of King Jesus, which is of 
course a cross. It’s a hard path. Full of sacrifice, but also full of grace and mercy. And it leads to life. 

               ©Rev. Peter Jonker 
 


