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Why Did Evyatar Choose Adoniyahu?

dr. samuel silverberg and ariel erani

A Struggle for the Throne of Israel
The firsT chapTer of Kings 1 records the dramatic struggle between two sons of an 
aging King David to succeed him on the throne of Israel. Adoniyahu is an attractive and 
regal figure who attempts to draw the support of the population with parties and feasts. 
Shlomo is still an adolescent and requires the intervention of his mother and the prophet 
Natan to ultimately acquire the throne.

In his campaign for the kingship, Adoniyahu draws military support from Yoav ben 
Tzruyah, the general of king David’s army, and religious support in the person of Evyatar, 
who had once served as the kohen gadol (high priest) during King David’s reign.

Yoav’s support for Adoniyahu was understandable. As King David’s general, he had betrayed 
David’s trust by murdering two rivals for his position. He anticipated retribution for his 
sins if Shlomo became king, and he was in fact executed by Shlomo after he ascended the 
throne (Kings 1, 2:34). 

Evyatar on the other hand was a substantial religious figure, who was the first to report 
to David that King Shaul had murdered the kohanim in Nov. He served David with loyalty 
and fled with David to the countryside during the rebellion of Avshalom. He was aware that 
King David had pledged that Shlomo would inherit his throne and build the Beit Hamikdash. 
Shlomo was surely a more suitable candidate to be King of Israel than his brother Adoniyahu. 
What then motivated Evyatar to support Adoniyahu for the throne?

When Shlomo ultimately became king, he executed Yoav but spared Evyatar’s life. Instead 
he exiled Evyatar from Yerushalayim to his home town of Anatot, a city of kohanim. Shlomo 
explains his reason: 

And on this day I will not put you to death because you carried the Holy Ark of G-d 
before my father David… (Kings 1, 2:26).

Who was Evyatar, and why was he identified as someone who carried the Holy Ark?
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The Holy Ark
The Holy Ark contained the sefer Torah and Ten Commandments, and represented the pres-
ence of the Torah in the Mishkan (Shmot Rabbah [Vilna] 34). The details of the construction 
of the Holy Ark appear in Shmot (25, 10:22). There is a halachah unique to the Holy Ark that 
separates it from other structures in the Mishkan. The Holy Ark was transported on the 
shoulders of the leviim by poles inserted into rings on each side the ark. It was forbidden 
to remove those poles from the rings, even when the ark was at rest in the Mishkan 
(Shmot 25:15). Although other Mishkan utensils such as the table and the golden altar were 
equipped with similar poles for transportation, there was no prohibition to remove those 
poles from their rings. Rav Shimshon Raphael Hirsch interprets these ever-present transport 
poles as a symbol of the independence of the Torah from any specific place, including the 
Beit HaMikdash. Furthermore, although there were wagons to transport the wooden walls 
of the Mishkan, transportation of the Holy Ark was permitted only on the shoulders of 
the leviim (Bamidbar, 7:9). 

The narrative in Shmot (26:33) indicates that the Holy Ark will reside in the Holy of Holies, 
behind a curtain at the far end of the Mishkan. And yet a passage in Bamidbar (10:33) appears 
to contradict this description of an ark resting in its predetermined dwelling space: “And the 
Ark of the covenant of G-d travelled a three-day journey before them to find them a place of 
rest”. Rashi explains that there were two Holy Arks, a traveling ark and a static one, which 
accords with the opinion of Rabbi Yehudah ben Lakish in the gemara Shekalim (15b). The 
Rabbis in Shekalim dispute his opinion and insist that there was only one Holy Ark. The 
simple meaning of the passages seems to accord with the view of the Rabbis.

Who was Evyatar?
Evyatar was a kohen and therefore a descendant of Aharon. Aharon was the first kohen 
gadol, and had two surviving sons, Elazar and Itamar. Elazar inherited the office of kohen 
gadol, and eventually passed that office to his son Pinchas. The office of kohen gadol was 
destined to pass from generation to generation within the family of Elazar. Nevertheless, 
by the time the prophet Samuel was born, the office of the kohen gadol had passed to the 
family line of Itamar. Both Eli and Evyatar were descendants of Itamar.

Why was the office of the kohen gadol transferred from the house of Elazar to the house 
of Itamar? The book of Judges (chapters 19 and 20) describes the terrible tragedy of the 
rape and murder of a concubine that set off a civil war that almost eliminated the Tribe 
of Binyamin from the Jewish Nation (פילגש בגבעה). Rashi in Samuel 1 (2:30) lays the blame 
for the lawlessness of that era squarely on Pinchas, the kohen gadol of that generation, for 
remaining ensconced in the Temple, and for failing to circulate among the cities of Israel 
to admonish the Jewish people for their behaviour. G-d therefore transferred the line of 
succession of the kohen gadol from the family of Elazar to the family of Itamar. Presumably 
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the descendants of Itamar were more likely to produce a kohen gadol who would travel 
among the people. 

Evyatar lived in the Biblical era that included the leadership of the prophet Samuel, the 
reign of King Shaul, and the ascendancy of David to the throne. Chapter 22 of the book of 
Samuel 1 describes the massacre of the kohanim of Nov by King Shaul for providing susten-
ance to David as he fled from King Shaul. Evyatar is introduced in that chapter (22:20) as a 
resident of Nov, who survived the massacre and escaped to the camp of David. What was 
Evyatar’s life experience as a kohen in Nov prior to that massacre?

This requires a short review of the history of the era. While Samuel was still a child serving 
in the Mishkan of Shilo, the Nation of Israel went to war against the Philistines (Samuel 1, 
chapter 4). After an initial setback, they attempted to improve their chance of victory by 
moving the Holy Ark from the Mishkan in Shiloh to the field of battle. The war ended in 
disaster with the capture of the Holy Ark by the Philistines, the death of the Kohen Gadol 
Eli, and the destruction of the Mishkan in Shilo. The Philistines were severely punished for 
their capture of the Holy Ark, and soon “voluntarily” returned the ark to Israel. With Shiloh 
destroyed, the Holy Ark and Mishkan found their resting places in completely different 
geographical locations – the Holy Ark in Kiryat Yaarim (Samuel 1, 7: 1-2), and the Mishkan in 
Nov (Seder Olam Rabbah 13) where Evyatar served as a kohen, and later in Givon (Chronicles 
1, 21:29). Eli died as a consequence of that war with the Philistines, and Samuel became the 
spiritual and military leader of Israel. 

This arrangement seemed to work very well as described in the seventh chapter of Samuel 
1. It began with the outstanding leadership of Samuel (7:15-16), as described by the Ralbag: 

“Remember how Samuel judged the Jewish people....he did not burden them to come to 
him...but rather he journeyed to Beit El, Gilgal and the Mitzpeh”. With the Holy Ark in Kiryat 
Yaarim and the Mishkan in Nov, Samuel was able to convince “the entire house of Israel” to 
abandon idol worship and to return to G-d. The result was a resounding military victory 
over the Philistines and the expulsion of the Philistines from the land of Israel. Evyatar 
lived and served in this environment until he was forced to escape to David’s camp after 
the destruction of the city of Nov. 

After his escape to the safety of David’s camp, Evyatar informed David of the tragedy 
in Nov (Samuel 1, 22:21-23). David warmly welcomed Evyatar to his camp, promising him 
physical safety under his protection. In the following chapter, we are informed that Evyatar 
brought with him to the camp of David the special ephod garment of the kohen gadol (Ibid. 
23:6). David requested that Evyatar serve as his kohen gadol, using the ephod to obtain 
direction from G-d (Ibid. 23:9-11). He continued to serve David as the kohen gadol after 
David was crowned king.

King David and the Holy Ark
After successfully establishing his throne in Jerusalem, King David decided to move the 
Holy Ark from Kiryat Yaarim to Jerusalem, the royal city where he dwelt (Samuel 2, 6:2). 
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He instructed his servants to transport the Holy Ark to Jerusalem on a “new wagon” (Ibid. 
6:3). This decision puzzles the commentators because it was completely contrary to the 
halachic requirement that the ark be transported exclusively on the shoulders of the leviim. 
This endeavour was interrupted on the road to Jerusalem by the death of Uza (Ibid. 6:7), 
compelling King David to reconsider his approach. He altered his plans by arranging for 
the Holy Ark to be transported on the shoulders of the leviim (Chronicles 1, 15:15) and the 
Ark arrived safely in Jerusalem. 

Many years later, David’s son Avshalom rebelled against his father King David, which 
compelled his father to leave the city of Jerusalem (Samuel 2, 15:14) and to eventually flee 
across the River Jordan (Ibid. 17:22). Evyatar and Zadok, David’s loyal kohanim, fled with 
King David and attempted to remove the Holy Ark from Jerusalem to accompany King 
David on his flight from Avshalom (Ibid. 15:24). This led to a confrontation with King David, 
with King David insisting that the Holy Ark be returned to its resting place in Jerusalem 
(Ibid. 15:25). Rashi comments (Ibid. 15:24) that from that time onward, Evyatar did not serve 
David as the kohen gadol, suggesting a fundamental disagreement between King David and 
Evyatar concerning the Holy Ark.

Evyatar’s Choice – My Proposal
The historical background I have presented suggests a fundamental disagreement between 
Evyatar and King David concerning the purpose of the Holy Ark in the Nation of Israel. 
Evyatar served as a kohen in Nov during a golden age of religious and political achievement 
under the leadership of the prophet Samuel. Samuel was known for travelling throughout 
Israel to provide religious leadership – he went to the people, the people did not come to 
him. Throughout Samuel’s reign, the Holy Ark resided separately from the Mishkan, empha-
sizing its independence from the religious and political hierarchy of the nation. The result 
was a united Jewish people who abandoned idol worship and defeated its political enemies.

David chose to change that dynamic and he began by moving the Holy Ark to its “final” 
resting place in Jerusalem. His purpose was to establish the Holy Ark in the center of religious 
and political power in Jerusalem. The Holy Ark represented “the crown of Torah” (Shmot 
Rabbah [Vilna] 34), and King David understood that his dynasty could not survive unless 
his successors identified with the principles of the Torah. To this end, the Holy Ark was to 
remain permanently in the Holy of Holies in the (soon to be constructed) Beit HaMikdash 
in Jerusalem, close to the seat of power of the Davidic dynasty and to the religious leader-
ship of the kohanim. This required a change in perspective on the mobility of the Holy 
Ark. Accordingly King David arranged for the Holy Ark to be transported to Jerusalem on 
a wagon, the same method used to transport other stationery structures of the Mishkan, 
such as its wooden wall boards. No longer would the Holy Ark be viewed as a structure 

“on the move” on the shoulders of the leviim. For a similar reason, King David insisted that 
the Ark remain in Jerusalem even as he fled the city during the rebellion of Avshalom. No 
matter who returned to rule Israel, David or his son Avshalom, the Holy Ark was to remain 
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in its resting place in Jerusalem to ensure that the Torah would forever be the foundation 
of the ruling House of David. King David was successful in his grand plan and the Davidic 
dynasty survived for more than 400 years, producing many righteous kings.

David’s intentions are revealed in Chronicles 1 which records a prophecy delivered by G-d 
to King David. G-d promises King David that he will be blessed with a son named Shlomo 
who will build the Beit HaMikdash בית לשמי – for the sake of G-d’s name. (Chronicles I, 
22:9-10). G-d promises David that he will be successful in establishing his royal dynasty if he 
follows the laws of the Torah (Ibid. 22:13). However, when King David conveys this message 
to an assembly of his subjects, he makes a small but significant change when describing the 
purpose of the Beit HaMikdash (Ibid. 28:1-2). It was to serve as a בית מנוחה לארון ברית ה׳ – a 
resting place for G-d’s Holy Ark – and he reiterates G-d’s message that Shlomo will ultim-
ately build that Beit HaMikdash (Ibid. 22:5-6). King David’s words alter the ultimate purpose 
of the Beit HaMikdash from a house of worship to a permanent resting place for the ark.

Evyatar viewed the Holy Ark as an ambassador of Torah, whose primary function was to 
increase awareness of the Torah throughout the land of Israel. With the Holy Ark “dwelling” 
on a permanent basis in Jerusalem within the tribe of Judah, Evyatar foresaw a gradual 
alienation of the remaining tribes of Israel from the laws of the Torah, and an inevitable 
drift towards idol worship. History proved him correct, when the ten northern tribes of 
Israel broke away from the Davidic dynasty after the death of King Shlomo, producing a 
string of idol-worshipping regents. As punishment for that behaviour, G-d allowed the ten 
tribes to be exiled from Israel in the eighth century BCE – an exile from which they have 
never returned. 

Evyatar understood that Shlomo would carry out King David’s program when he ascended 
to the throne, and that Shlomo was spiritually superior to Adoniyahu. His support of 
Adoniyahu reflected his belief that Adoniyahu would not confine the Holy Ark to Jerusalem. 
He was willing to accept a weaker king for the sake of freedom of movement of the Holy Ark 
throughout the Land of Israel, that would thus promote national observance of the Torah 
and unity throughout the Nation of Israel.

Shlomo as King spared the life of Evyatar because he understood that Evyatar’s program 
was religious and not political, and that he was sincere in his beliefs – he “carried the Holy 
Ark” before his father David. However, Evyatar’s program was in direct conflict with his 
own, and he was compelled to exile Evyatar from Jerusalem to his home town of Anatot.

Yirmiyahu and the Holy Ark
Many years later, another kohen emerged from Anatot, the prophet Yirmiyahu, who proved 
to be the spiritual heir of Evyatar. Yoshiyahu, the righteous King of Yehudah, sent Yirmiyahu 
to the land of the ten tribes in an effort to unite the remnants of that kingdom with his own 
kingdom in Yehudah (Rabbi Binyamin Lau, Jeremiah, pp. 18-21). In his attempt to persuade 
the Northern Kingdom to return to the reign of the Davidic dynasty, Yirmiyahu made an 
astounding proposal: “And it shall come to pass when you multiply and increase in the 
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land, in those days, declares Hashem, they will no longer say, the Ark of the covenant 
of G-d, nor shall it come to mind, nor shall they remember it, nor shall they miss it, 
nor shall that be done anymore. At that time they shall call Yerushalayim the throne of 
G-d...” (Yirmiyahu 3:16-17).

As foreseen by Evyatar, The Holy Ark had become a sore point in the relationship of the 
ten northern tribes to the Kingdom of Yehudah. Its sequestration in the Beit Hamikdash 
for almost 400 years represented the supremacy of the Tribe of Yehudah and the alienation 
of the ten tribes from the principles of the Torah. Yoshiyahu and Yirmiyahu were willing 
to reduce the visibility of the Holy Ark in order to promote Jewish unity. Chazal (Shekalim 
16a) tell us that soon thereafter Yoshiyahu moved the Holy Ark from its resting place in 
the Holy of Holies to an undisclosed hiding place under the floor of the Beit Hamikdash.

Relevance to the Present Time
The debate between Shlomo and Evyatar continues to echo in our time. The Holy Ark symbol-
izes the supremacy of Torah in Jewish life. The concentration of Torah study in specific 
geographic locations has resulted in high levels of scholarship and observance for those 
fortunate enough to reside in those regions. However, that approach inevitably denies the 
same level of scholarship and observance to those geographically and spiritually distant 
from those centres. Does the supremacy of Jerusalem justify the alienation of Herzeliya? 
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