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Stories with a Twist
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For What Virtue Was Ahab Privileged to Ascend to the 
Monarchy and Rule for Twenty-Two Years? 

Insights into Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 102b

Background to Our Story

Ahab 

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ahab

Ahab (Hebrew:ב אָ חְ  was the seventh king of Israel since Jeroboam I, the son and successor (אַ
of  Omri, and the husband of  Jezebel of  Sidon, according to the  Hebrew Scriptures.  The 
Hebrew Bible presents Ahab as a wicked king. He is criticized for following the ways of his 
wife Jezebel, killing his subject   Naboth  , and leading the nation of Israel into idolatry  .

Mishnah Sanhedrin 10:1

“…Three kings and four commoners have no share in the World-to-Come. The three kings 
are: Jeroboam, son of Nebat, and Ahab, both of whom were kings of Israel, and Manasseh, 
king of Judea….”

I Kings 20: 1-12 (Ben-Hadad Attacks Samaria)

1 Now Ben-Hadad king of Aram mustered his entire army. Accompanied by thirty-two kings 
with their horses and chariots, he went up and besieged Samaria and attacked it. 2 He sent 
messengers  into  the  city  to  Ahab  king  of  Israel,  saying,  “This  is  what  Ben-Hadad 
says: 3 ‘Your silver and gold are mine, and the best of your wives and children are mine.’”
4 The king of Israel answered, “Just as you say, my lord the king. I and all I have are yours.”
5 The messengers came again and said, “This is what Ben-Hadad says: ‘I sent to demand 
your silver and gold, your wives and your children. 6 But about this time tomorrow I am 
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going to send my officials to search your palace and the houses of your officials. They will 
seize everything you value and carry it away.’”
7 The king of Israel summoned all the elders of the land and said to them, “See how this 
man is looking for trouble! When he sent for my wives and my children, my silver and my 
gold, I did not refuse him.”
8 The elders and the people all answered, “Don’t listen to him or agree to his demands.”
9 So he replied to Ben-Hadad’s messengers, “Tell my lord the king, ‘Your servant will do all  
you demanded the first  time,  but this demand I cannot meet.’” They left  and took the 
answer back to Ben-Hadad.
10 Then Ben-Hadad sent another message to Ahab: “May the gods deal with me, be it ever 
so severely, if enough dust remains in Samaria to give each of my men a handful.”
11 The king of Israel answered, “Tell him: ‘One who puts on his armor should not boast like 
one who takes it off.’”
12 Ben-Hadad heard this message while he and the kings were drinkingin their tents,[a] and 
he ordered his men: “Prepare to attack.” So they prepared to attack the city.

 What does Ahab refer to when he says: “but this demand I cannot meet”?

Omri 

 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Omri

Omri (Hebrew: 9,עמרי th century BC) was, according to the Hebrew Bible, the sixth king of 
Israel.  He was a successful military campaigner who extended the northern kingdom of 
Israel. Other monarchs from the House of Omri are  Ahab,  Ahaziah,  Joram, and  Athaliah. 
Like his predecessor, king  Zimri, who ruled for only seven days, Omri is the second king 
mentioned in the Bible without a statement of his tribal origin. Nothing is said in Scripture 
about  the  lineage  of  Omri.  Omri  is  credited  with  the  construction  of  Samaria and 
establishing it as his capital. Although the Bible is silent about other actions taken during his 
reign, he is described as doing more evil than all the kings who preceded him.

The Text: Babylonian Talmud, Sanhedrin 102b

אָב יִם אָח – אַחְ מַ שָּׁ ה אָב, לַ בוֹדָ עֲ ה לַ יִם אָח .זָרָ מַ שָּׁ יב, לַ כְתִ ה ״אָח: דִּ רָ צָ ד״ לְ לֵ ה אָב. יִוָּ בוֹדָ עֲ  לַ
ה יב, זָרָ כְתִ ם: דִּ חֵ רַ ל אָב ״כְּ נִים״ עַ נָא. בָּ ן וּמְ א לָ לָ י דְּ א אָתֵ מָ לְ עָ י לְ אָתֵ יב? דְּ כְתִ י:דִּ כְַרתִּ  הִ  ״וְ

אָב אַחְ ין לְ תִּ שְׁ יר מַ קִ צוּר בְּ עָ זוּב וְ עָ ל״ וְ אֵ רָ יִשְׂ צוּר״. בְּ ם – ״עָ עוֹלָ זֶּה בָּ זוּב״,הַ עָ ם – ״וְ עוֹלָ  לָ
א בָּ .הַ

ר י אָמַ בִּ נָן רַ נֵי: יוֹחָ פְּ ה מִ מְִרי זָכָה מָ  כוּת עָ לְ מַ נֵי? לְ פְּ יף מִ הוֹסִ ךְ שֶׁ ד כְּרַ חָ ץ אֶ רֶ אֶ ל בְּ אֵ רָ  ,יִשְׂ
ר מַ נֶּאֱ ן: שֶׁ יִּקֶ ת ״וַ ר אֶ הָ רוֹן הָ שֹׁמְ ת  אֶ ר מֵ מֶ יִם שֶׁ רַ כְּ כִ ף בְּ ן כָּסֶ יִּבֶ ת וַ ר אֶ הָ א הָ רָ יִּקְ [וַ ת  ם] אֶ  שֵׁ

יר עִ ר הָ שֶׁ נָה אֲ ל בָּ ם עַ ר שֶׁ מֶ דֹנֵי שֶׁ  ר אֲ הָ רוֹן״ הָ שֹׁמְ ר.  י אָמַ בִּ נָן רַ נֵי: יוֹחָ פְּ ה מִ אָב זָכָה מָ  אַחְ
כוּת לְ מַ ים לְ רִ שְׂ יִם עֶ תַּ נָה וּשְׁ נֵי? שָׁ פְּ ד מִ יבֵּ כִּ ת שֶׁ ה אֶ תּוֹרָ נָה הַ נִּיתְּ ים שֶׁ רִ שְׂ עֶ יִם בְּ תַּ יּוֹת וּשְׁ  ,אוֹתִ
ר מַ נֶּאֱ ח: שֶׁ לַ יִּשְׁ אָכִים ״וַ לְ ל מַ אָב אֶ ךְ אַחְ לֶ ל מֶ אֵ רָ ה יִשְׂ ירָ עִ ר, הָ אֹמֶ יּ כֹּה, לוֹ וַ ר  ן אָמַ ד בֶּ דַ ךָ, הֲ פְּ  כַּסְ
ךָ בְ י וּזְהָ יךָ הוּא לִ נָשֶׁ נֶיךָ וְ ים וּבָ טּוֹבִ י הַ ם לִ ם כִּי…הֵ ת אִ ר כָּעֵ חָ ח מָ לַ שְׁ ת אֶ י אֶ דַ בָ יךָ עֲ לֶ שׂוּ אֵ פְּ חִ  וְ
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ת ךָ אֶ יתְ ת בֵּ אֶ י וְ תֵּ יךָ בָּ דֶ בָ יָה עֲ הָ ד כָּל וְ מַ חְ ינֶיךָ מַ ימוּ עֵ ם יָשִׂ יָדָ חוּ בְ קָ לָ ר…וְ אֹמֶ יּ י וַ כֵ אֲ לְ מַ ן לְ  בֶ
ד דַ רוּ, הֲ מְ דֹנִי אִ  אֲ ךְ לַ לֶ מֶּ כֹּל, הַ ר  שֶׁ תָּ אֲ חְ לַ (שָׁ ךָ  דְּ בְ עַ ל) [לְ ךָ אֶ דְּ בְ אשׁוֹנָה] עַ רִ ה בָ שֶׂ עֱ ר, אֶ בָ דָּ הַ  וְ
זֶּה אֹ הַ עֲשׂוֹת״ אוּכַל ל אי. לַ ד מַ מַ חְ ינֶיךָ״ ״מַ או? עֵ ר לָ פֶ ה סֵ ?תּוֹרָ

ר ב אָמַ ן רַ מָ אָב: נַחְ קוּל אַחְ יָה שָׁ ר, הָ מַ נֶּאֱ ר: שֶׁ אֹמֶ יּ י, ה׳ ״וַ ה מִ תֶּ ת יְפַ אָב אֶ ל אַחְ יַעַ יִפּלֹ וְ מֹת וְ  רָ  בְּ
ד עָ ר? גִּלְ יֹּאמֶ  כֹה זֶה וַ  זֶה בְּ ר וְ אֹמֵ כֹה״   יף. בְּ קִ תְ הּ מַ י לָ בִּ אן ף :יוֹסֵ רַ ב מַ כְתִ יהּ דִּ ק: בֵּ אֹ ״רַ יָה ל  הָ

אָב ר כְאַחְ שֶׁ כֵּר אֲ מַ תְ שׂוֹת הִ עֲ ע לַ רַ ינֵי הָ עֵ ר ה׳ בְּ שֶׁ ה אֲ תָּ סַ אֹתוֹ הֵ ל  יזֶבֶ תּוֹ״ אִ שְׁ נֵינָא. אִ תָ כָל: וְ  ״בְּ
ה יוֹם יְתָ ת הָ לֶ י שׁוֹקֶ לֵ קְ ב שִׁ ה זָהָ בוֹדָ עֲ ה״ לַ תְּ. זָרָ אַ תְּ וְ רַ קוּל אָמְ יָה שָׁ לָּא? הָ אָב, אֶ ן אַחְ רָ ותְּ  וַ

מוֹנוֹ מָ יָה בְּ תּוֹךְ, הָ נָה וּמִ הֱ הֶ י שֶׁ ידֵ מִ לְ ים תַּ כָמִ יו חֲ סָ נְּכָ רוּ, מִ ה לוֹ כִּיפְּ צָ חֱ .מֶ

Ahab [Aĥav], although he was a brother [aĥ] to Heaven, he was a father [av] for 

idol worship. 

He  was  a brother to  Heaven,  as it  is  written: “And a brother is  born for 

adversity”  (Proverbs 17:17), and in desperate times, he turned to Heaven. He was  a 

father  for  idolatry,  as  it  is  written:  “As a  father  has  compassion  for  his 

children” (Psalms 103:13).

…

And from where do we  derive  that  Ahab  does not enter into the World-to-

Come? It is derived as it is written: “And I will excise from Ahab every man, 

and him that is shut up and him that is abandoned in Israel” (I Kings 21:21). 

“Him that is shut up” indicates he will be excised in this world, while “and him that 

is abandoned” indicates he will be excised in the World-to-Come.

Rabbi Yoĥanan says: For what  virtue  was Omri,  king of Israel, who was Ahab’s 

father, privileged to ascend to the monarchy? It is due to the fact that he added 

one city in Eretz Yisrael, as it is stated: “And he bought the hill of Samaria 

from Shemer for two talents of silver, and built on the hill, and called the 

name of the city that he built after Shemer, the owner of the hill, Samaria” (I 
Kings 16:24).

Rabbi  Yoĥanan says:  For  what  virtue  was Ahab privileged  to  ascend  to  the 

monarchy and rule for twenty-two years? 
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It is due to the fact that he respected the Torah, which was given with twenty-

two letters, as it is stated: “And he sent messengers to Ahab, king of Israel, 

into the city, and said to him: So says Ben-Hadad: Your silver and your gold 

are mine; your wives and also your good children, are mine.  And the king of 

Israel answered and said: It is according to your saying, my lord, O king: I am yours, and 

all that I have. And the messengers came again, and said: So speaks Ben-Hadad, saying: I 

sent to you, saying: You shall deliver me your silver, and your gold, and your wives, and 

your children.  Yet I will send my servants to you tomorrow about this time, 

and they shall search your house, and the houses of your servants, and it 

shall be, that they shall put in their hand all the delight of your eyes and 

take it… And he said to the messengers of Ben-Hadad, tell my lord the king: 

All that you did send for to your servant a the first I will do; but this thing I 

cannot do” (I Kings 20:2–6, 9).

The Gemara asks: What is “the delight of your eyes” that Ahab refused to give Ben-

Hadad after agreeing to give him his wives and his gold? Is it not a Torah scroll? Ahab 

treated the Torah with deference.

…

Rav Naĥman says: Ahab was balanced in terms of the mitzvot and transgressions 

that he performed,  as it is stated:  “And the Lord said, who shall entice Ahab 

that he may ascend and fall  at Ramoth Gilead? And this one said in this 

manner, and that one said in that manner”  (I Kings 22:20), indicating that it is 

unclear whether or not he was a full-fledged transgressor.  Rav Yosef objects to this 

statement: This is the person about whom the prophet wrote: “But there was none 

like Ahab who devoted himself to do evil  in the eyes of the Lord, whom 

Jezebel his wife had incited” (I Kings 21:25). And we learn in a baraita: Every day 

she [Jezebel] would weigh gold shekels equal to Ahab’s weight for idol worship. 

And you say he was balanced? 

Rather, Ahab was generous with his money and since he also benefited Torah 

scholars with his property, the heavenly court expiated half his sins for him. 
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Explaining the Story (What is the sequence of events that take place in the 

story?)

Comprehension and Analysis Questions 

Bonus  How  does  the  verse  “As  a  father  has  compassion  for  his  children” 

(Psalms 103:13) explain that Ahab was a father to idolatry?

 How are the father and brother relationship different?

 What was Omri’s virtue?

 What were Ahab’s virtues according to the Sages?

Answer 1 _________________________________

Answer 2 _________________________________

 Why does Rav Yosef object to Rav Naĥman statement? 

Bonus  Why are the Sages (at least some of them) interested in finding 

some modicum of redeeming virtue in these two evil kings (Omri and Ahab)?

Answer 1 _________________________________

Answer 2 _________________________________

Answer 3 _________________________________

“The Twist” – Or the Lessons We Can Learn from the Text

 Finding goodness and virtue! It is not about Ahab and Omri. It is about 

you, your life, your family, your co-workers, and your whole experience.

Appendix

Know and Understand!
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A person must judge everyone favorably. Even if someone is completely bad, it is 
necessary to search and find in him some modicum of good; the little bit of him 
that is not wicked. And by finding in him a drop of good and judging him favorably, 
one brings him to return to his true good self. —Rebbe Nachman of Breslov, Likutey 
Moharan, 282
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