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and Ahaziah in Light of the Hebrew Bible
and the Tel Dan Stele

Jehu czy Chazael? Zagadkowa smier¢ kroléw Jorama
i Ochozjasza w swietle Biblii Hebrajskiej
i Steli z Tel-Dan

Abstract. The deaths of Kings Joram and Ahaziah are described differently in the He-
brew Bible and the Tel Dan Stele, a discrepancy that has sparked considerable contro-
versy among biblical historians. The aim of this article is to present and explain the
reasons behind this controversy and to offer a reinterpretation of the source texts on
the basis of the author’s own observations.

Streszczenie. Kwestia $mierci krolow Jorama i Ochozjasza opisana zostala odmien-
nie w Biblii Hebrajskiej i Steli z Tel-Dan, co jest obecnie zarzewiem sporu wsréd
historykéw-biblistow. Celem niniejszego artykulu jest przedstawienie i wyja$nienie
przyczyn rzeczonego sporu, a takze dokonanie reinterpretacji tytulowych tekstow
zrodlowych na bazie wlasnych spostrzezen.
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Introduction

From the standpoint of modern biblical historiography, the circumstances
surrounding the deaths of Kings Joram and Ahaziah raise significant controversy
due to the fact that the available sources attribute their assassination to two
different figures: Jehu, a high-ranking Israelite military commander often
described as a general ("%), and Hazael, the king of Aram. According to the
biblical narrative found in the Second Book of Kings and the Second Book of
Chronicles, which is generally considered the “classical version,” this double
regicide is attributed to Jehu, who was allegedly acting from a religious
motivation. However, two fragments of an inscription discovered in 1993-1994,
which came to be known in historiography as the “Tel Dan Stele” and historically
predate the books of the Hebrew Bible (Tanakh), point to King Hazael rather
than Jehu as the perpetrator. This fundamental contradiction has generated a range
of interpretations among historians, fueling a lively debate about the reliability
of the two sources and even prompting some scholars to question their
authenticity.

According to the account preserved in the Hebrew Bible, the man responsible
for the deaths of both kings is Jehu, who—as the narrative claims—was acting
from a religious motivation, that is, at the command of the prophet Elisha.
In the biblical tradition, Jehu was carrying out a mission entrusted to him by
Yahweh: his task was to execute judgment upon the “house of Ahab,” which
was accused of introducing the worship of Baal, a deity competing with
Yahweh, into Israel. This version of events, however, has a strong theological
dimension—a dimension which may in fact have served to legitimize Jehu’s
coup détat. Therefore, when analyzing the biblical account, it is important to
consider the fact that its presentation of events is shaped primarily by ideological
concerns, emphasizing the primacy of the Yahwistic religion over other, “foreign”
forms of worship.

By contrast, the Aramaic Tel Dan Stele, which is at least two and a half
centuries older than the Books of Kings,' attributes the killing of Joram and
Ahaziah to Hazael, king of Aram, thus directly contradicting the biblical account.

! This is based on the assumption that 1-2 Kings were composed in their original form
during the Babylonian exile (ca. 586-538 BC) or slightly later. It is generally accepted that
their final versions were completed in the Persian period (538-332 BC) (see Lemaire 2000,
446-461; Brzegowy et al. 2008d, 619-620; McKenzie 2019, 44-45).
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The stele, which is one of the few known extra-biblical accounts from the ninth
century BC that refer directly to events in Israel and Judah, portrays Hazael as
a triumphant ruler who personally defeated and killed (or at least caused the
deaths of) no fewer than two, or, literally, as many as “seventy” kings (Biran and
Naveh 1995, 12-13). It has to be noted, however, that ancient Near Eastern rulers
frequently claimed major military victories, even contrary to fact, as part of
political propaganda intended to consolidate their authority and inspire fear and
respect among their subjects and neighbors. An analysis of these two accounts
must therefore take into consideration both their respective credibility and the
potential propagandistic motives underlying each of them.

1. Major Theories in Modern Historiography

In the formative period of modern biblical historiography, the historicity of
Jehu and Hazael was generally not questioned, since nineteenth-century
archaeological discoveries originating from the ancient Assyrian cultural
sphere—such as the Royal Annals and the Black Obelisk from Kalhu—confirmed
the existence of both rulers (Grayson 1996). Conversely, the biblical account was
often called into question during that period. According to a once-influential
theory put forward by the historian Michael C. Astour (1971, 388), Jehu’s coup
was inspired by Assyria, which had an interest in eliminating the anti- Assyrian
faction associated with the house of King Ahab. As we know from the biblical
narrative (1 Kings 20:34) and independently from Assyrian sources, Ahab had
been part of a coalition formed by Syro-Palestinian states (including Aram)
against Assyria, most notably at the time of the Battle of Qarqar in 853 BC
(Grayson 1996, 23). According to this theory, Jehu—a high-ranking Israelite
commander—was a traitor in the service of Shalmaneser III, king of Assyria,
and his actions were directed against the Syro-Palestinian coalition that
included Aram under King Hazael. The subsequent events described in the
Hebrew Bible, taking place during the war between Israel and Judah on the one
hand and Aram on the other, would then be a fabrication intended to justify
Jehu’s actions before future generations of Israelites (Astour 1971, 383-389).
It must be acknowledged that Astour’s theory was considered plausible in its
time as it was based on the interpretation of the Black Obelisk from Kalhu,
which mentions Jehu’s tribute to Shalmaneser III (Grayson 1996, 54) and likely
depicts Jehu in a posture of prostration. Moreover, according to Shalmaneser IIT’s
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annals, Jehu's tribute was paid in the eighteenth year of the king’s reign, 841 BC
(Grayson 1996, 149), and Jehu’s accession to the throne is also dated to that same
year, further strengthening the theory’s credibility.

The last scholar to propose an interpretation similar to Astour’s theory was
the Swedish historian Gosta W. Ahlstrom, who claimed that, contrary to the
biblical account, King Joram did not march to Ramoth-Gilead to fight Aram;
rather, as an ally of Aram, he went to war against Assyria (Ahlstrom 1993,
592-595). Accepting this interpretation would naturally place King Hazael
outside the circle of suspects with regard to the deaths of Joram and Ahaziah.

The situation changed dramatically with the discovery of fragments of the
Tel Dan Stele in 1993-1994. The inscription on the stele made it clear that the
biblical account of a war between Israel and Judah on the one hand and Aram
on the other was not an invention but a historical fact. This lent credibility to
the Hebrew Bible’s narrative and necessitated a reinterpretation of the earlier
positions that dismissed its historical value.

The discoverers of the Tel Dan Stele, Avraham Biran and Joseph Naveh,
were the first to formulate the now widely accepted view that the author of the
inscription was Hazael and that the two kings whom he claimed to have killed
were Joram, king of Israel, and Ahaziah of the “House of David,” king of Judah.
This, in turn, means that the inscription is essentially parallel to the biblical
account (Biran and Naveh 1995, 1-18).

Biran and Naveh’s proposition was taken up by historians Nadav Naaman
(2000) and Stuart A. Irvine (2001), who argued that since the Tel Dan Stele is
contemporary with the events that it describes and since it predates the Hebrew
Bible (which was edited into its final form only during the Babylonian exile), it
should be regarded as the more reliable historical source. Moreover, according
to the theory put forward by Irvine, it was the killing of Joram and Ahaziah by
Hazael that prompted Jehu's rebellion; the same position was also adopted by the
Polish historian Lukasz Niesiotowski-Spano (Niesiotowski-Spano and Stebnicka
2020, 121). However, as David T. Lamb (2007, 105) notes in his monograph,
this scenario appears improbable since “after each of the seven other Israelite
regicides, the victim is succeeded on the throne by his slayer (Baasha, Zimri,
Omri, Shallum, Menahem, Pekah, and Hoshea)”

Furthermore, it seems unlikely that the historiography of Judah or Israel,
upon which the Books of Kings and Chronicles relied, would attribute Jehu’s
accession to a double regicide if this were not historically accurate. A more
plausible alternative is that Jehu did in fact kill Joram and Ahaziah and that
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later historiography sought to justify these events by portraying Jehu as the
Lord’s anointed.

The discoverers of the Tel Dan Stele, Biran and Naveh (1993, 1-18), also
proposed a theory that synthesized the accounts of the Hebrew Bible and the Tel
Dan Stele. According to that interpretation, Jehu may have been acting in alliance
with King Hazael at the time of the killings. Consequently, when Hazael claimed
to have killed Joram and Ahaziah, what he meant was that he had solicited the
killings, to use a criminal law term, whereas the direct perpetrator was Jehu—
acting on behalf of (or in coordination with) the king of Aram. As of now, this
is probably the most widely accepted theory for reconciling the literal conflict
between the two sources (see, for instance, Lamb 2007, 102—-110; Robker 2012,
273-274; Horn and McCarter 2018, 221). Nonetheless, it is worth noting that
there are also specialized publications on this period that, without engaging in
extensive theoretical discussion, simply accept the biblical account as historically
accurate (see Mitchell 1982b, 486; Lipinski 2018, 91-98; Lipinski 2020, 41-43).

Notwithstanding the above, it is notable that according to the chronology
preserved in the Assyrian royal archives, Jehu—already as king—paid tribute
to Shalmaneser III in the eighteenth year of the latter’s reign, that is, in 841 BC,
as recorded on the Black Obelisk from Kalhu (Grayson 1996, 149). This date
corresponds to the traditional dating—based on the Hebrew Bible—of the deaths
of Kings Joram and Ahaziah (Thiele 1944, 137-189; Mitchell 1982a, 488; Horn
and McCarter 2018, 221; Lipinski 2018, XII). At the same time, we know that
twelve years earlier, in the sixth year of Shalmaneser IIT’s reign (853 BC), the
famous Battle of Qarqar took place, in which Assyria clashed with a coalition
of twelve Syro-Palestinian states, including Israel (commanded by Ahab of
the Omride dynasty) and Aram (led by Hadadezer, the biblical Ben-Hadad I,
who, according to the Tel Dan Stele, was allegedly Hazael’s father) (Biran and
Naveh 1995, 1-18). These two kingdoms fought side by side as allies against
Assyria, as confirmed by the Kurkh Stele (Grayson 1996, 23). In addition, we
also know that Shalmaneser III fought against this same alliance at least three
more times (Elat 1975, 25-35): in his tenth regnal year (849 BC), in his eleventh
(848 BC), and in his fourteenth (845 BC) (see Michel 1947, 57; Elat 1975, 25;
Frahm 2025, 119).

Since the Israelite rulers of the Omride dynasty were enemies of Assyria, the
kingdom that posed the greatest threat to Aram, Hazael certainly had no interest
in killing his potential allies in the struggle against the Assyrians. This casts
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doubt on Biran and Naveh’s theory regarding Jehu'’s role as an agent of Hazael.
In fact, the situation became even more disadvantageous for Aram when the
newly crowned king of Israel, Jehu, almost immediately (and certainly within
a year) paid his tribute to Assyria—a development which placed Aram in a very
difficult geopolitical position. Furthermore, if Hazael had indeed murdered the
king of Israel, this would have resulted in significant territorial losses for Israel,
or even its vassalization, of which there is no evidence whatsoever.

Another possibility, which appears plausible under the above circumstances,
is that when Israel was defeated by Aram, it chose to submit to Assyria in order
to avoid further weakening and to prevent Hazael from expanding deeper into
its territory. Although Aram did not openly yield to Assyria, it may have sought
to avoid provoking it. In this reconstruction of events, however, it seems highly
unlikely that the tribute to Assyria would have been paid by an agent of King
Hazael. Rather, one would expect this tribute to come from a ruler acting with
full independence, which makes it highly unlikely that Jehu was indeed an agent.

2. A Critical Analysis of the Hebrew Bible Account

2.1. The Second Book of Kings

According to the account given in the Second Book of Kings, during the battle
for the city of Ramoth-Gilead, in which the combined armies of Israel and
Judah led by Kings Joram and Ahaziah were resisting the attack of King Hazael
of Aram, the king of Israel, Joram, was wounded in combat. As a result of his
injuries,” he was forced to withdraw to Jezreel in order to recover, accompanied
by King Ahaziah, his nephew (2 Kings 8:26-29).

The Second Book of Kings reports that this moment was immediately seized
upon by the prophet Elisha, who—allegedly acting on Yahweh’s command—sent
one of his disciples to anoint Jehu, a high-ranking Israelite military officer, as the
new king of Israel (2 Kings 9:1-10). As described in 1 Kings 21:17-29, Elisha’s
actions were motivated by the death sentence that Yahweh had pronounced,
through the prophet Elijah, upon Ahab and all his descendants for the unlawful

% According to the Septuagint’s account (2 Kings 9:16), King Joram was shot by Aramean
archers (“and t@v tofevpdtwy, OV katetdEevoav adtOV oi Apapy”). The Hebrew Bible
merely states that he was wounded.
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dispossession and murder of Naboth of Jezreel, as well as for introducing the
foreign cults of Baal and Asherah into Israel. The introduction of these cults was
linked to Ahab’s marriage to the Phoenician princess Jezebel (1 Kings 16:29-34).
According to the biblical account, Jezebel’s influence caused the Canaanite cult
of Baal to overshadow the worship of Yahweh, leaving only a small number of
Yahwistic prophets (1 Kings 18:1-19; 19:1-14). As recounted in 1 Kings 21:29,
the judgment announced by Elijah was postponed during the reign of Joram
(Ahab’s son) because of the repentance displayed by Ahab himself.

When Elisha’s disciple arrived at Ramoth-Gilead as instructed by his master,
he found there an Israelite military encampment under the command of General
Jehu. This is described as follows in 2 Kings 9:5-10:

And when he came, behold, the commanders of the army were in council. And he
said, “T have a word for you, O commander.” And Jehu said, “To which of us all?”
And he said, “To you, O commander.” So he arose and went into the house. And
the young man poured the oil on his head, saying to him, “Thus says the Lord, the
God of Israel, I anoint you king over the people of the Lord, over Israel. And you
shall strike down the house of Ahab your master, so that I may avenge on Jezebel
the blood of my servants the prophets, and the blood of all the servants of the
Lord. For the whole house of Ahab shall perish, and I will cut off from Ahab every
male, bond or free, in Israel. And I will make the house of Ahab like the house
of Jeroboam the son of Nebat, and like the house of Baasha the son of Ahijah.

And the dogs shall eat Jezebel in the territory of Jezreel, and none shall bury her”
Then he opened the door and fled.?

As a zealous devotee of Yahweh, Jehu accepted the task given to him by his
deity. Immediately after the incident, he was proclaimed the new king of Israel
by his subordinates and took action to dethrone the reigning monarch, Joram.
To that end, he resolved to ride swiftly to Jezreel, where Joram was recovering
from his wounds, in order to kill him there (2 Kings 9:14-16).

When the watchman standing on the tower in Jezreel saw a company of
warriors approaching rapidly in chariots, he reported this to King Joram, who
ordered that a mounted messenger be sent out to meet them and determine
whether they were coming in peace (2 Kings 9:17). Shortly thereafter, the
watchman announced that the rider had reached the group but was not coming

? Unless otherwise indicated, all biblical quotations in English follow the English Stan-
dard Version.
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back (2 Kings 9:18). The king then dispatched a second messenger, but he too
failed to return after reaching the approaching company (2 Kings 9:19-20).
Reporting the second disappearance, the watchman added that the manner in
which one of the warriors was driving his chariot was “Jippwa,” or “furious”™—“like
the driving of Jehu the son of Nimshi” (2 Kings 9:20). Upon hearing this, King
Joram ordered the horses to be harnessed for himself and for King Ahaziah of
Judah, his nephew, and together they drove out to meet the approaching riders.
When the kings met the warriors riding toward them in their chariots, they found
among them—as the watchman had predicted—the Israelite commander Jehu
son of Nimshi. Joram greeted him with the customary salutation: “aiwy”
(“Is it peace?™).

The situation is described in detail in 2 Kings 9:22:

RN P21ON V7Y 2i9wE e RND X7 29w RN RITTNR B NiNN2 M
1037 TR

The Greek rendering of this verse in the Septuagint reads as follows:

Kkai £yéveto wg eidev Iwpap oV Iov, kai einev Ei eiprivn, Iov; kai elnev Iov Ti eiprvn;
#1L al mopveiat Telael Tig unTPdG 0oL Kal T& Pdppaka adTHg T& TOANE.”

A literal rendering of this passage into English would be as follows:

And it came to pass when Joram saw Jehu that he said, “[Is it] peace, Jehu?” And
Jehu said, “How [can it be] peace as yet [there are] the whoredoms of your mother
Jezebel, and her abundant witchcrafts?”®

The above exchange is immediately followed by the climax of the narrative.
Realizing that he had fallen into Jehu’s trap, Joram turned to flee, crying out to
his nephew “moran apn”—“Treachery, O Ahaziah!” (2 Kings 9:23). At that
moment, standing in his chariot, Jehu aimed his bow at the reigning king of
Israel and let loose an arrow, striking Joram between the shoulders, thus piercing

4 All quotations from the Hebrew Bible follow Schenker and Weil 1997a-b.
> All quotations from the Septuagint follow Rahlfs and Hanhart 2006a-b.
® This translation into English (with slight modifications) is based on Brenton 1879, 501.



Jehu or Hazael? The Mysterious Deaths of Kings Joram and Ahaziah in Light of the Hebrew Bible

his heart and killing him (2 Kings 9:24). Of particular significance for the
Deuteronomist is the command that Jehu then issued to his aide Bidkar: to throw
Joram’s body onto the plot of land belonging to Naboth the Jezreelite (2 Kings
9:25).

The event is described as follows in 2 Kings 9:25-26:

Jehu said to Bidkar his aide, “Take him up and throw him on the plot of ground
belonging to Naboth the Jezreelite. For remember, when you and I rode side by
side behind Ahab his father, how the Lord made this pronouncement against him:
‘As surely as I saw yesterday the blood of Naboth and the blood of his sons—
declares the Lord—I will repay you on this plot of ground’ Now therefore take him
up and throw him on the plot of ground, in accordance with the word of the Lord”

Thus, the prophecy of Elijah in 1 Kings 21:19 is fulfilled:

And you shall say to him, “Thus says the Lord, “Have you killed and also taken
possession?” And you shall say to him, “Thus says the Lord: “In the place where
dogs licked up the blood of Naboth shall dogs lick your own blood.””

According to 2 Kings 9:27, Jehu then issued the order to pursue the fleeing
Ahaziah, king of Judah, with the intention of killing him as well. The order was
carried out, and although Ahaziah managed to escape, he ultimately died from
the wounds inflicted on him by Jehu’s men:

When Ahaziah the king of Judah saw this, he fled in the direction of Beth-haggan.
And Jehu pursued him and said, “Shoot him also” And they shot him” in the chariot
at the ascent of Gur, which is by Ibleam. And he fled to Megiddo and died there.

On the basis of the dialogue between Jehu and Joram as recounted above, it
is possible to examine the motives that the author of the Second Book of Kings
attributes to the Israelite commander. First, it is worth noting that Joram,
accompanied by Ahaziah, approached Jehu without suspecting any hostile
intentions on his part. This may indicate that Jehu had previously demonstrated
loyalty to his king, thereby earning his trust. If we accept the testimony of the
Assyrian inscription on the Black Obelisk from Kalhu, Jehu was a descendant

7 In the Septuagint’s account (2 Kings 9:27), Jehu personally struck (“éndragev”)
Ahaziah.
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of King Omri: ““ia-a-ut DUMU "hu-um-ri-i”® (Grayson 1996, 54). If true, this
would mean that he was closely related to both Joram and Ahaziah, which could
have further strengthened their trust in him. As the source reports, the king of
Israel greeted his officer with the customary formula “a?@3,” which may be
translated as “Is everything all right?” or, more literally, “(Do you come) in
peace?” This is because in Biblical Hebrew, the word “ai%@” denotes not only
“peace” in the sense of the absence of conflict but also “welfare,” “health,” or
“prosperity” (Brown et al. 1907). In the situation in question, all these meanings
seem relevant to the context of Jehu’s statement since the condition of the
kingdom of Israel is the opposite of everything conveyed by the term “aj»g”
(see 1 Kings 16-22; 2 Kings 1-9).

The Septuagint translators rendered the Hebrew greeting “ai®@g” as “kad
einev Ei eiprivn, Iov” (2 Kings 9:22), meaning: “And [Joram] said, ‘Is it peace,
Jehu?” The use of the word “eiprjvn” suggests that Joram posed a question rather
than offering a greeting to Jehu, which implies that he had doubts about Jehu’s
intentions. It seems unlikely, however, that the king would have left a fortified
position to inquire about the intentions of armed warriors approaching in
chariots if he had suspected danger.

When approached, Jehu directed highly offensive accusations at his
interlocutor’s mother, Jezebel, speaking of “whoredoms” (“sam7”) and
“witchcrafts” (“7°pw»71”). The overtone of this statement, containing such strongly
negative terms, clearly revealed Jehu’s hostile intentions, leaving no room for
alternative interpretation. The word “3°pw3” derives from the verb “nwis
meaning “to practice sorcery” (Brown et al. 1907, 506). In the historical context
of the period in which Jehu uttered these words, the accusation of sorcery
amounted to a charge of a capital crime, prohibited under penalty of death
(Bretherton 2005, 145-152; Adu-Gyamfi 2016, 15-29).

The second and equally serious accusation was that Jezebel had committed
“whoredoms” (“3111”). The Hebrew verb “/131,” most commonly translated as “to
commit fornication,” originally referred to sexual practices considered immoral
in Judaism, such as prostitution or adultery (Brown et al. 1907, 275). Like sorcery,
this act constituted a grave offense, in some cases even punishable by death (see,
for instance, Gen. 38:24; Ezek. 23:35-45; Lev. 20:10-12; Lev. 21:9; Deut. 22:22—
24). The Hebrew Bible also uses the term “m1” to denote idolatry (as in Brzegowy

8 The Akkadian text is quoted using the conventional transliteration into the Latin
alphabet.
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et al. 2008a-d), that is, the act of offering sacrifices to gods other than Yahweh
(as also noted in Brown et al. 1907, 275). The use of this word in the passage in
question stems from the fact that the covenant between Yahweh and Israel is
frequently compared in the Tanakh to a marriage in which Yahweh is the faithful
and loving husband, and Israel is his “bride”—the beloved spouse who,
paradoxically, shows no gratitude and does not remain faithful but commits
adultery, or engages in “whoredom” (see, for example, Hosea, Jeremiah, Ezekiel,
and Isaiah).

In the Septuagint, the word “3111” is rendered by the vulgar term “nopveia,’
meaning “whoredom” (Abromowiczéwna and Appel 2021, 242), derived from
“nopvn,” a highly pejorative word for a prostitute. To illustrate how offensive
this term was in Koine Greek, it is worth noting that in the dictionary compiled
by Zofia Abramowiczéwna and Wlodzimierz Appel (2021, 242), “nopvn” is
translated as “street whore”; the non-vulgar term for a prostitute in Hellenistic
Greek would have been “¢taipa” Regarding the word “79p%3,” it is rendered in
the Septuagint by the term “pdappaxa,” which denotes dangerous spells associated
with black magic. To clarify the negative connotations of this term, it should be
noted that it derives from the word “papuaxeia,” which in ancient Greek denotes
“sorcery” (Abramowiczéwna and Appel 2021, 64) or “poisoning” (2021, 504).
Therefore, the lexical choices made by the Septuagint’s translators seem to
indicate that they intended to convey to the reader, above all, the fact that Jehu
hurled extremely grave and explicitly insulting accusations at King Joram.

2.2. The Second Book of Chronicles

A partially independent account of the deaths of Kings Joram and Ahaziah is
preserved in the Second Book of Chronicles, where the Chronicler describes
Ahaziah’s reign (2 Chron. 22:1-9). The overall historical background of this
account is essentially parallel to that presented in the Second Book of Kings.
According to the Chronicler, the regicide likewise occurred during the battle
for Ramoth-Gilead, in the course of the war between Hazael, king of Aram, and
the allied kings of Israel and Judah—Joram and Ahaziah (2 Chron. 22:5). Here
too, King Joram was wounded in battle and went to Jezreel to recover from his
injuries, accompanied by his ally, King Ahaziah (2 Chron. 22:6).

As in the Second Book of Kings, the two rulers were killed by Jehu (2 Chron.
22:7-9). Here, however, the parallel ends, since the circumstances of their
deaths presented by the Chronicler differ from those described in 2 Kings.
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In the Chronicler’s version of events, the kings are not confronted by Jehu;
instead, they themselves go out to meet him at an unspecified location. Moreover,
the text does not explicitly mention King Joram’s death.

The situation is described in 2 Chron. 22:7 as follows:

TR MERITIR RUTITOR BYITIEY REY IRA2Y 27iRN Ri2D WION NRIRR a7 2vEhRm
I3NTN MURTNR NPT YT e

In the Septuagint, this verse is rendered as follows:

Kai moapd Tod Beod Eyéveto kataotpoen Oxolta éNOely mpog Iwpap: kal év @
éNBetv avtov éERABev pet avTod Iwpap mpog Iov viov Napeoot xplotov Kvpiov
TOV olkov Axaaf.

A literal translation from Hebrew would be as follows:

And it was from God that destruction came upon Ahaziah in his going unto Joram;
for when he had come, he went out with Joram against Jehu the son of Nimshi,
whom the Lord anointed to cut down the house of Ahab.

In the English Standard Version, this verse is translated as follows:

But it was ordained by God that the downfall of Ahaziah should come about through
his going to visit Joram. For when he came there, he went out with Jehoram to meet
Jehu the son of Nimshi, whom the Lord had anointed to destroy the house of Ahab.

It does not follow explicitly from the above verse that King Joram died, and
the subsequent verses of the book make no mention of this matter either.
Nonetheless, it is important to remember that the Books of Chronicles were
composed from the perspective of the kingdom of Judah during the period of
the Second Temple (Kalimi 2016, 37-61) and that according to the tradition
reflected in the Septuagint, they were intended primarily as a supplement to the
Books of Kings.” Therefore, the Chronicler may have assumed that the
circumstances of Joram’s death after his encounter with Jehu would be self-evident

® This conviction on the part of the Septuagint’s translators is reflected in their desig-
nation of the Books of Chronicles as “Tlapaletmopéva,” which is usually rendered as “things
left out”
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to his readers since they were already familiar with the story from earlier works.
A hint of the Israelite king’s “encounter with death” may be found in the part of
the verse in which the Chronicler states that the kings went out to Jehu son of
Nimshi, whom “Yahweh anointed” (“73i7> imein”) “to cut down the house of Ahab”
(“a8m8 n°3 =R n"33%7). The Hebrew verb “nv133%” may be translated as “to

»

destroy,” “to annihilate,” or “to cut down” Its base form, “n99,” carries the
meanings “to destroy, “to annihilate,” “to cut down,” “to kill,;” “to eliminate,” “to
hew;” or “to cut off a body part” (cf. Brown et al. 1907, 503-504).

Interestingly, in the Septuagint’s rendering of this verse, the element explicitly
indicating that Jehu was appointed to destroy the house of Ahab is absent. The
text only states that Ahaziah and Joram went to Jehu son of Nimshi, whom “the
Lord had anointed [concerning] the house of Ahab” (“xplotOV KLpiOL TOV OiKOV
Axaap”). There is no word in this passage that would literally indicate that Jehu’s
mission was to exterminate Ahab’s dynasty—as found in the original Hebrew
text. Nevertheless, one may infer from the context that Jehu was anointed by
God (“xptotov”), in a sense, with regard to the house of Ahab, since the Greek
accusative phrase “10v oikov Axaaf” may be translated here as “with regard to
/ concerning the house of Ahab.” Evidently, the Septuagint translator chose to
employ an even more condensed formulation than the author of the Second
Book of Chronicles did when explaining Jehu’s mission to the reader.

While one can only infer from the Chronicler’s account that Joram met his
death at the hands of Jehu, the subsequent verses provide a precise description
of the circumstances of King Ahaziah’s death, even though they differ from those
recounted in the Second Book of Kings.

The account in 2 Chron. 22:8-9 reads as follows:

WIIND 2O0TGR VTS IS %31 AT YIRINN KRN 808 MRV KT VRIS VN
H-Fahk)!

"1 TR 7R 12PN RITON MRAN T RI3 KRR RIT) TN MIINTIN WP
:RbnnY 7D T¥YY IR AORY 1NY 12377053 MITTNR WITTIWR NI uRwim

In the Septuagint, these verses are rendered as follows:

Kkai éyéveto ¢ €€ediknoev Iov TV oikov Axaap, kai ebpev Tovg dpyovrag Iovda
Kkai Tovg adedpovg Oxolia Aertovpyodvtag T@ Oxolia kol dnéktetvev adTOVG.
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Kkai elnev o0 (o Tov Oxolay, kol katéhaPov avTtov iatpevdpevoy év Zapapeia
Kai fyayov avtov mpog Tov, kai dméktetvev avtov. kai EBoyav avtov, dtu elnav
Yiog Iwoagat ¢otiv, 6¢ £0ytnoey tOV kOptov év 6N kapdig avtod. kai ovk Ny &v
oikw Oxolia katioxdoat Svvauy mept Tiig Pactheiag.

A literal translation from Hebrew would be as follows:

And it came to pass when Jehu was executing judgment on the house of Ahab
that he found the princes of Judah and the sons of the brothers of Ahaziah that
ministered to Ahaziah, and he slew them.

And he sought Ahaziah, and they caught him, for he was hiding in Samaria, and
brought him unto Jehu, and he put him to death. And they buried him, because
it was said: “He is the son of Jehoshaphat, who sought the Lord with all his heart”
And there was no one of the house of Ahaziah to retain the power of the kingdom.

In the English Standard Version, these verses are translated as follows:

And when Jehu was executing judgment on the house of Ahab, he met the princes
of Judah and the sons of Ahaziah’s brothers, who attended Ahaziah, and he killed
them.

He searched for Ahaziah, and he was captured while hiding in Samaria, and he
was brought to Jehu and put to death. They buried him, for they said, “He is the
grandson of Jehoshaphat, who sought the Lord with all his heart” And the house
of Ahaziah had no one able to rule the kingdom.

It is now clear that the narrative of the Second Book of Chronicles differs in
the details concerning the death of King Ahaziah from that of the Second Book
of Kings, yet remains parallel to it in its overall message. Here, too, the person
responsible for Ahaziah’s death is Jehu, although he is portrayed not as a usurper
but primarily as God’s anointed (“m@%,” “xp1o16G”)—that is, the one who holds
authority over Israel by the will of Yahweh. It is not surprising, then, that Jehu
is depicted as the legitimate ruler of Israel: one who does not murder Ahaziah
but rather “puts him to death” (“37n3%%1”), though it cannot be ruled out that he
carries out the execution himself. The Hebrew term “3n°27” derives from the
root “nm,” which—depending on context—may mean “to die,” “to kill,” or “to
put to death” (Brown et al. 1906, 559-650). In this case, the last two meanings
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fit the broader context. Taking the full context of the expression into account,
it appears plausible that Jehu, as king of Israel, condemned Ahaziah to death
and then perhaps carried out the sentence himself.

In the Septuagint, the translators rendered this word with the verb
“améxtervey, derived from the base form “dmoxteivw,” which in Koine Greek
is a technical legal term meaning “of judges, condemn to death” (Liddell and
Scott 1940).

The same Greek term, “amoxteivw,” is also used to describe Jehu's killing of
Ahaziah’s nephews. In the Hebrew original, the word used in this case is “@3 71,
whose base form “377” means “to kill,” “to slay,” “to murder,” or “to destroy”
(Brown et al. 1907, 256-247). In either case, responsibility for the deaths of Kings
Joram and Ahaziah is, once again, attributed to Jehu.

In summary, the Second Book of Kings and the Second Book of Chronicles—
both in the Hebrew original and in the Greek translation of the Septuagint—
assign responsibility for the deaths of Joram and Ahaziah (directly or indirectly)
to the commander Jehu. However, while the narratives in both books are
consistent in their general message that Jehu was the principal agent of the two
kings’ deaths, they differ in their detailed accounts. In the Second Book of Kings,
Ahaziah dies from wounds inflicted by Jehu’s men, whereas in the Second Book
of Chronicles, he is captured, condemned to death, and executed—possibly by
Jehu himself.

The divergent accounts of the two books may indicate that the tradition
concerning Jehu’s coup circulated in several variants, preserved in parallel
in collective memory for many centuries. At the same time, the essential
consistency of these accounts suggests that they were built upon the foundation
of a historical event. It seems that if the narratives had been entirely fictional or
secondary, they would likely have been homogenized at a later stage, yet both
books preserve their own versions, handed down with great care over a very
long period without attempting to create a single unified story. The persistence of
these parallel traditions suggests that the editors of the two books had access to
different source materials, which they considered credible or at least potentially
reflective of historical reality.
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3. ACCritical Analysis of the Tel Dan Stele

The discovery of the Tel Dan Stele marked a turning point in biblical
historiography by providing the first extra-biblical confirmation of the tradition
concerning the existence of David as the progenitor of the Judean ruling dynasty,
referred to in the inscription as the “House of David” (“717n52”). Initially, the
disbelief and cognitive dissonance among some biblical scholars were so strong
that accusations of forgery were levelled at the stele’s discoverer, the archaeologist
Avraham Biran. Today, however, there is a scholarly consensus that the Tel Dan
Stele is authentic.'

The meaning of the inscription was initially unclear and sparked considerable
controversy. For example, in the period after the discovery of the two fragments
known today but before the publication of the text from the second fragment
(which took place in 1995), the historian Aaron Demsky (1995, 29-35) argued
that the Tel Dan Stele likely referred to events chronologically earlier than
previously assumed—namely, that it described the death of King Ahab. This
position, however, lost much of its relevance when the second fragment was
published.

A facsimile of the two fragments of the Tel Dan Stele inscription, drawn by
the epigraphist Ada Yardeni, was first published in Biran and Naveh’s article
(1995, 1-18) in its original Aramaic language, written using the Phoenician
(paleo-Hebrew) script:

!0 The vast majority of scholars consider the Tel Dan Stele to be authentic. As Lester
L. Grabbe has rightly observed, “the Tel Dan inscription generated a good deal of debate
and a flurry of articles when it first appeared, but it is now widely regarded (a) as genuine
and (b) as referring to the Davidic dynasty and the Aramaic kingdom of Damascus” (2007,
333). The isolated position denying the authenticity of the Tel Dan Stele was advocated in
the past—and appears to be maintained even today—by the Danish biblical scholar Niels
Peter Lemche (see, e.g., Lemche 1998; Lemche 2003).
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Below is a transcription of the facsimile from the original Phoenician script
into the Hebrew (square) script. Dots are used to separate the words as in the
original. Empty brackets indicate damage or lacunae, and the text within brackets

contains the reconstruction proposed by Biran and Naveh (1995, 12):
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Biran and Naveh (1995, 13) proposed the following translation:

N =

[...] and cut [...]
[...] my father went up [against him when h]e fought at [...]

and my father lay down, he went to his [ancestors (viz. became sick and died)].
And the king of I[s-]

4. rael entered previously in my father’s land, [and] Hadad made me king,

w

©

And Hadad went in front of me, [and] I departed from the seven [...-]

s of my kingdom, and I slew [seve]nty kin[gs], who harnessed th[ousands of
cha-]

riots and thousands of horsemen (or: horses). [I killed Jeho]ram son [of Ahab]
king of Israel, and [I] killed [Ahaz]iahu son of [Jehoram kin-]

. g of the House of David, and I set [their towns into ruins and turned]
10.
11.
12.
13.

their land into [desolation ]
other [... and Jehu ru-]

led over Is[rael and I laid]
siege upon [...].

On the basis of the translation proposed by Biran and Naveh, the Polish
biblical scholar Urszula Szwarc (1999, 142) offered the following Polish rendering
of the inscription:

© © N

[...]iobciagl[...]

[...] mdj ojciec wyruszyl [przeciw niemu] on walczyl pod |[...]

i mdj ojciec potozyt sie i poszed! do swoich [przodkéw], a krol 1z

raela wkroczyl poprzednio do kraju mojego ojca [i] Hadad uczynil mnie krélem
i Hadad poszed! przede mng [i] ja zabralem siedem

[...] mojego krolestwa. I ja zabilem [siedem]dziesiesieciu krol[ow] ktorzy
zaprzegli ty[sigc ryd]

wanow i tysige koni [Ja zabilem Jeho]rama syna [Achaba]

krola Izraela i [ja] zabitem [Achaz]jasza syna [Jehorama krd]

. la domu Dawida. I ja obrdcitem [ich miasta w ruing i zamienitem]
10.
11.
12.
13.

ich kraj w [pustkowie]

inni [...i Jehu rzg]

dzit nad Iz[raelem ... i ja wszczalem]
oblezenie przeciw [...].
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Other scholars have presented their own reconstructions, which differ only
slightly from one another—at most in individual lines. For example, according
to the translation proposed in 1998 by well-known French biblical scholar
and archaeologist André Lemaire (1998, 3-14), the text in lines 6-7 should be
rendered in such a way that “two” rather than “seventy” kings were killed, and
that their army consisted of “two thousand chariots and two thousand horsemen”
rather than “thousands of chariots and thousands of horsemen,” as Biran and
Naveh had suggested.

The extended reconstruction of the Hebrew transcription of the Tel Dan
Stele made in 2002 by the German biblical scholars Herbert Donner and
Wolfgang Rollig (2002, 76), which supplemented Biran and Naveh’s earlier
findings, added the name Ben-Hadad (“77[77]1[2]”) in the second line, in the
illegible section preceding the word “my father” (“5ar”).

The reconstruction proposed in 2012 by the German biblical scholar
Jonathan Miles Robker (2012, 264) reinterpreted the earlier proposals. Robker
accepted Lemaire’s 1998 interpretation of lines 6-7 (namely, that two rather than
seventy kings were killed) as plausible, whereas in the second line, he suggested
that the letters “®3” should be followed by the ending “w-” to form the word
“awr2” and thus render the following translation: “[...] my father went u[p with
him] in his [bat]tle against A[§§ur?...]”

It is also worth noting that in an article published in 2015 on the website
of the prestigious Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, Robker presented an updated
reconstruction of the Tel Dan Stele which, in his view, can be obtained with
a high degree of probability on syntactic and semantic grounds. Still, this
reconstruction does not differ in principle from that proposed by Biran and
Naveh. The key difference is that in line 6, the author of the Tel Dan Stele would
have claimed to have killed “thousands” rather than “seventy kings.” The crucial
passage concerning the killing of “Joram . . . king of Israel” and “Ahaziah . .. king
of the House of David” remains unchanged (Robker 2015, 3-4).

In light of the above, regardless of which reconstruction is adopted as the
basis for translation, there appears to be a consensus among scholars that if the
standard arrangement of the fragments is assumed (as in the facsimile above),
the author of the Tel Dan Stele indeed claims in lines 7-8 to have killed Kings
Joram and Ahaziah. This interpretation rests on the assumption that the author
of the inscription was Hazael, the king of Aram known from the biblical account,
which is supported by numerous elements in the text.
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The author of the extensive 2003 monograph on the Tel Dan Stele, George
Athas (2003, 193-194),'! offers what is arguably the most detailed analysis of
both fragments of the inscription. He proposes an unusual reconstruction and
translation based on the assumption that the larger fragment (“Fragment A”)
was originally located above the smaller fragment (“Fragment B”), which would
allow for the following reconstruction of the text:

Fragment A (larger fragment of the inscription):

[...][...2]p.awn .1
[-..]pPRo% 2R [7]o[maY] .2
[R.Boa...]oR. 7.0 20w 3
[...2RN]°2%R.PR2.27P.9R 4
[AM.. )RR mmR S
[A.99%R... [ ]=n.bapRLSDR 6
[Ny wanEPRLAY LT
[on...]onproRw.gon .8
[X...J.awRLTITRRT 9
[-..]?.27.298.0 .10

[R.2RYP.. )R (11
[-naw.. BRawe by (12

[« ]op.2n .13

Translation:

1. [...] you will rule ov[er...]

2. [and because of the pJiou[s act]s of my father, may [?] go up [...]

3. and my father will repose. May he go to [... at every]

4. ancient hearth on ground of El-Bay[tel ... am]

5. 1, so Hadad would go before me [... the day-]

6. -s of my reign, and I would slay a kin[g] and [... thousands of cha-]
7. -riots and thousands of horsemen [...]

"' George Athas developed an unusual theory according to which Fragment B of the
inscription may originally have been positioned significantly lower than Fragment A, which
would support the conclusion that the author of the inscription was Ben-Hadad III, the son
of Hazael, and that the kings who died were not Joram and Ahaziah. Instead, the king from
the House of David who perished would have been Joash son of Jehoahaz, which would
shift the dating of the stele to a later period. Such an arrangement of the text would also
explain why the author of the inscription referred to his father three times, since Ben-Ha-
dad IIT was indeed the son of Hazael. This reconstruction, however, has been criticized as
methodologically flawed.
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8. the king of Israel, and [I] killed [him... kin-]
9. -g of Bayt-Dawid. And [the] name of [...]
10. theirland to [...]
11. another and to [...Jehoash r-]
12. -eigned over Is[rael... I laid]
13. siege to [Samaria...]

Fragment B (smaller fragment of the inscription):

[«oe]P0[...
[-..]8%.mmn[ 2.
[c..777.] 225y ...
[..omIR777. om0 2 .
[-..39%7. | paw. g2 peR 2. .
[coe] [ 2] RMER...
20, ]2.29]...

[« 2RI 7297 [VBN...

__._._.__.__
[ IS I N U N VSR SR

Translation:

[..]and [?] cut [...]
[...in] his [f]ighting against A[?...]

[...]2. But my king, [Hadad,] would come [....]
[...] Hadad made m[e] king [...]

[...b]raver than seven [kings...]

[...]ty captured m[en..]

[...2Jram" son of [...]
[

... Amaz]iah son of [Joash..

PN WD

.]14

12 According to Athas, the only thing that could potentially have stood in this position
is the shortened form of King Joram’s name, “@9Y%” (“Joram”), rather than “@9%7%” (“Jeho-
ram”), as originally proposed by Biran and Naveh. In his view, this was necessary due to the
lack of sufficient space for the full form of the Israelite king’s name (Athas 2003, 186). It is
also worth noting here that the German scholars Donner and Réllig (2002, 76) arrived at
exactly the same conclusion as Athas in proposing their own Hebrew transcription of the text.

3 As above.

' The translation “son of [Joash]” is the alternative proposed by Athas on the assump-
tion that Fragment B of the inscription could be placed below Fragment A.
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Athas’s proposed translation of the inscription is based on the assumption
that in reconstructing the text, it is possible to place the smaller Fragment B
below the larger Fragment A, which would lead to an interpretation where the
true author of the inscription was King Ben-Hadad III. Accepting this theory
would solve the problem of the author’s repeated references to his father as
his predecessor on the throne, since Ben-Hadad III was indeed the son of
Hazael. Since Hazael himself was a usurper, his father could not have reigned
before him." According to this reconstruction, the king from the House of
David (Judah) who died would have been Amaziah son of Joash. Athas (2003,
192-254) argues that his alternative interpretation of the inscription is possible
because the lines of text on the two fragments are sloped in ways that, in his
view, do not align with one another. According to the overwhelming majority
of contemporary biblical scholars, however, this alternative arrangement of the
fragments is methodologically unsound due to the fact that it is impossible to
determine the angle of the lines of text in the two fragments (Lamb 2007, 104).
Moreover, this “solution” creates additional interpretive problems because in
Athas’s arrangement, the reference to the god Hadad appears at the end of the
inscription rather than at its beginning, which contradicts all known inscriptions
from the same historical period, where the ruler’s divine legitimation is always
mentioned first (Lamb 2007, 104-105).

In 1999, the Dutch biblical scholar Jan-Wim Wesselius (1999, 177-190)
proposed yet another unusual theory, according to which the author of the
inscription was the king of Israel, Jehu. This would make the Tel Dan Stele the
first Israelite royal inscription: “eerste Israélitische koningsinscriptie” (Wesselius
1999, 190). In Wesselius’s view, the fact that the text contains repeated references
to the god Hadad does not preclude its Israelite origin, since the Second Book
of Kings indicates that Jehu was initially misunderstood by his subjects (1999,
189). The relevant passage is 2 Kings 10:18-27, which describes how Jehu, at
the beginning of his reign, used deception and pretended to be a worshipper
of Baal in order to gather all of those still faithful to that deity in one place and
massacre them. On this basis, Wesselius argues that Jehu could likewise have
presented himself as a devotee of the Aramean god Hadad.

Wesselius’s theory has been criticized as improbable and incompatible with
the existing evidence because it overlooks the important fact that the author

15" A more in-depth discussion on this issue is presented in the subsequent sections of
this article.
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of the inscription refers to his father no fewer than three times and because it
downplays the two references to the god Hadad. As David T. Lamb (2007, 103)
rightly observes in his monograph:

It is unlikely that a usurper like Jehu would mention his father several times and that
he, as a zealous YHWH-istic reformer, would speak about Hadad in this manner.
Despite Wesselius’s attempt to address both of these points, his arguments are not
able to overcome the difficulties associated with the theory of Jehu’s authorship.

Legitimate doubts about the content of the inscription arise from those
passages in which the author refers to someone whom he calls his father (“5ar”)
and who is said to have reigned before him, while both the biblical account and
the Assyrian sources state that Hazael was a usurper. According to the biblical
narrative, Hazael murdered his predecessor Ben-Hadad II (2 Kings 8:15).
Likewise, Assyrian sources describe Hazael as “the son of nobody,” or “""ha-za-
a’-DINGIR DUMU la ma-ma-na” (Grayson 1996, 118), which was a technical
term used in Assyrian records to designate a usurper. The author of the
inscription mentions his “father” multiple times within the short fragment—
namely, in lines 2, 3, and 4. As previously noted, in the reconstruction proposed
by the German biblical scholars Herbert Donner and Wolfgang Rollig, the name
“77[71]9[2],” resembling the biblical “7777-13,” appears in line 2. This reconstruction
of the alleged “father’s” name, absent from Biran and Naveh’ version, is based
on a reading of the faint fragments of Phoenician letters in the second line of
the inscription (see the facsimile of the original script) as the consonants “77”
and “9” The German scholars’ interpretation further indicates that the author
of the inscription was a ruler of Aram, since only he could have been the
successor of King Ben-Hadad. It is possible that Hazael used a propaganda ploy
here to conceal from his subjects the fact that he was not the legitimate ruler of
Aram. While such deception may seem easy to detect today, in the ninth century
BC, this could have been an effective tool of disinformation—especially if
directed at a largely illiterate population lacking the means to refute it. It is well
known that even in the feudal period, most subjects did not know what their
ruler looked like. Such a “falsehood” could therefore have served as a means of
keeping the populace under control after Hazael’s successful coup, a hypothesis
that appears plausible.

A linguistic analysis of the inscription leads to the conclusion that the
narrative on the stele was written by a ruler trying to legitimize his authority
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through investiture by the god Hadad (“7777”), the tutelary deity of the Aramean
royal dynasty.'® The short fragment of the inscription contains two references
to Hadad, appearing in lines 4 and 5. The inscription was written in Aramaic
during the period in which the kingdom of Israel and the House of David
(7197 n°27), that is, the kingdom of Judah, coexisted. This allows us to establish
an absolute terminus ante quem before 722 BC, which is when the kingdom of
Israel fell, and also before 732 BC, which is when Aram was conquered by
Assyria. The author of the Tel Dan Stele inscription, most likely the king of Aram,
boasts of his victories in war and of the fact that he has killed an Israelite king
whose name ended in “@9-,” which perfectly fits the Israelite king Joram (“a91”
or “@M”), and a king of the House of David (“717 n%2”), that is, of Judah, whose
name ended in “¥7°-,” corresponding to the Judean king Ahaziah (“¥7o18”).

As we have already established, the Hebrew Bible recounts that two kings
perished during the military campaign against Aram under King Hazael:
Joram, king of Israel, and Ahaziah, king of Judah. Since the historical books
of the Hebrew Bible indicate that only two kings of Israel and Judah died
simultaneously during the same military operation and that their names were
Joram and Ahaziah, it seems highly unlikely that the Tel Dan Stele refers to
a different event and that its author is anyone other than the Aramean king
Hazael. Moreover, we know that Hazael reigned ca. 842-798 BC (Frymer and
Sperling 2007, 485-486; Pitard 1992, 83), which is a period during which the
rulers of Israel and Judah were, according to the biblical account, King Joram
(ca. 850-841 BC) and King Ahaziah (ca. 842-841 BC) (Galil 1996, 45; Horn and
McCarter 2018, 201; Tadmor 2007, 110; Skolnik and Berenbaum 2007, 539-540).
In light of the above, it is highly probable that the author of the Tel Dan Stele
was the king of Aram, Hazael, whose historicity is confirmed by both biblical
texts and Assyrian epigraphic sources.

As noted from the outset, the most problematic portion of the inscription
is the passage in which Hazael claims to have killed Joram and Ahaziah, which
appears to contradict the biblical account. In this case, the author uses the verb
“nonmy,” derived from the base form “»¥p,” meaning “to kill” (Briks 2022, 413),
which in the form appearing in the text means “I killed” In the inscription,
Hazael literally says “I killed Joram son of Ahab, king of Israel” (“a9%7 nox nonp

'8 The sources indicate that rulers of Aram bore theophoric names referring to the god
Hadad (“7777” “Adad”), including names such as “773"93” (Ben-Hadad) in the Hebrew Bible,
or Adad-Idri in the Assyrian inscriptions.
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BRI 791 ARAR 727), followed by “and I killed Ahaziah son of Joram, king of
the House of David” (“717n%a 9972 2797 12 3198 R nwn@y”). Thus, if taken
literally, the reconstructed text of the Tel Dan Stele attributes the killing of Kings
Joram and Ahaziah to the author of the inscription, that is, Hazael, which creates
interpretive difficulties by contradicting the biblical narrative.

Conclusions and Proposed Historical Reconstruction

The above theories attempting to explain the discrepancies between the Tel
Dan Stele and the Hebrew Bible seem to rest on the insufficiently justified
assumption that since the biblical account was composed at a later time, it must
be less reliable than that preserved on the stele. Scholars who proceed from
this assumption appear to discount the possibility that it could be the stele’s
narrative that lacks credibility, especially given the fact that it literally contradicts
not only the Bible but also the known epigraphic texts, including those from
the Assyrian royal archives, which all point to the fact that King Hazael was
a usurper (Grayson 1996).

The key to determining who killed Joram and Ahaziah may lie in the identity
of the author’s “father” Given that two independent historical sources—the
Hebrew Bible and the Assyrian records—report that Hazael was not Ben-Hadad’s
legitimate successor but a usurper, the logical conclusion is that the inscription
on the Tel Dan Stele contains fabricated information insofar as it claims that
Hazael was preceded on the throne by his unnamed father. Therefore, instead
of speculating about an alternative placement of the fragments, as proposed by
George Athas, a far more sound and rational option is to question the credibility
of the corresponding portion of the inscription.

To reiterate, there are two independent historical sources claiming that
Hazael was not the son of Ben-Hadad II but a usurper who murdered him: the
Hebrew Bible and the Assyrian inscriptions. At the same time, there is also the
inscription on the Tel Dan Stele, in which King Hazael claims that his father
reigned before him over Aram. Which of these two versions of events should
be trusted? As it stands, it seems far more logical and reasonable to accept the
testimony of two completely independent yet mutually consistent sources and
thus to conclude that it is King Hazael who strays from the truth when he asserts
that his father ruled before him.
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The above conclusion seems to be corroborated by our broader historical
knowledge, which reveals the patterns that coups détat have followed in virtually
every era. In the period in question, a coup generally involved the elimination of
not only the royal court but also a substantial portion of the elite supporting the
opponent. As recounted in the Hebrew Bible, Jehu did exactly that after seizing
the throne through a coup (2 Kings 9-10), and so did Queen Athaliah, who
“destroyed all the royal family” (2 Kings 11:1) shortly after Ahaziah’s death as
she usurped royal authority in Judah. Why, then, should the situation in Aram
have been any different?

For the average person, the mere authority of a royal stele could lend sufficient
credibility to the claim that the reigning monarch’s accession was legitimate, and
for those more informed, it was often preferable to either feign ignorance of the
true circumstances or pretend to believe the official narrative. Similar patterns
of behavior can be observed across all historical periods. This makes it highly
likely that the Tel Dan Stele functioned as a primitive yet adequate propaganda
ploy intended to keep the subjects of Aram in line by deliberately misleading
them about the manner in which Hazael came to power. Consequently, if we
assume that the stele did intentionally mislead its audience by asserting that
Hazael had inherited the throne legitimately, then we must also conclude that
its account is not reliable in that regard.

Once we accept that the Tel Dan Stele does not necessarily convey the truth
when it claims that Hazael was the legitimate heir to the throne, we should also
consider the hypothesis that it likewise misrepresents the facts when in asserts
that Hazael killed Kings Joram and Ahaziah. This, in turn, puts us in a position
where two opposing accounts must be confronted: (1) that of the Hebrew Bible,
which—as demonstrated by the above analysis—carries a propaganda message,
and (2) that of the Tel Dan Stele, which—as we have established above—also has
a fundamentally propagandistic nature, or even contains significant fabrication
insofar as it claims that Hazael was the legitimate successor to the throne of
Aram.

To resolve this dilemma, we must ask an important question: Who stood
to gain from claiming responsibility for the deaths of Joram and Ahaziah?
It seems highly unlikely and contrary to common sense to assume that Jehu
could have derived any political benefit from perpetuating an image of himself
as the murderer of his kingdom’s legitimate royal dynasty. A far more plausible
explanation is that, having already carried out a coup and caused the deaths of
the monarchs, he also launched a propaganda campaign to justify his actions.
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Perhaps this is how the narrative about Jehu as God’s anointed came into
being? Certainly, he would not have boasted of killing the two kings without
a compelling reason.

The circumstances were vastly different in the case of King Hazael, for
whom claiming responsibility for the killing of Kings Joram and Ahaziah
constituted a clear political advantage. By doing so, he attributed to himself
military competence that effectively legitimized him as ruler in the eyes of his
subjects—something that would have been particularly important for a usurper.
By asserting that he had killed two monarchs, Hazael enhanced his social and
political prestige.

Considering the above findings, it is far more likely that it was Jehu rather
than Hazael who killed Joram and Ahaziah and that the Tel Dan Stele’s claim to
the contrary is, in all probability, Hazael’s fabrication calculated to secure political
benefit. While there is a popular theory nowadays that seeks to reconcile the two
accounts by suggesting that Jehu was an ally of Hazael, it is not supported by
any sources and should therefore be rejected as implausible. Another argument
against it comes from the later narrative in 2 Kings 10:32-33 and from the
Assyrian record preserved on the Black Obelisk from Kalhu (Grayson 1996, 54),
both of which indicate that almost immediately after taking power through the
coup, Jehu waged war against Aram and allied himself with Aram’s enemy—
Assyria. While the date of Jehu’s accession (ca. 841 BC) and the date of his tribute
to Shalmaneser III as recorded in the Assyrian annals (the king’s eighteenth
regnal year, i.e., ca. 841 BC) (Grayson 1996, 149) coincide chronologically,
there is no mention in any sources of a prior alliance between Jehu and Hazael.
If Jehu had indeed acted on behalf of or in coordination with Hazael, it would
be surprising that he paid homage to Assyria almost immediately after assuming
power in Israel (which is what Astour’s theory is based on). In view of the above,
the theory concerning a Jehu-Hazael alliance is entirely implausible.

An alternative theory which could be reconciled with the source material is
that although Hazael claims the regicide, his claim should be taken metaphorically
rather than literally. Specifically, the king of Aram may have asserted that he had
contributed to the deaths of the two rulers because his earlier military actions
against Israel had started a chain of causation that ultimately led to their demise.
However, given the strictly propagandistic character of the Tel Dan Stele and the
fact that Hazael fabricated the claim that he was the legitimate ruler of Aram,
it seems more likely that Hazael would have also fabricated his claim to have
killed Joram and Ahaziah.
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The case of King Hazael—who, in the Tel Dan Stele inscription, not only
sought to present himself as the legitimate heir to the throne of Aram but also
attributed to himself significant military achievements—is a model example of
a charismatic ruler building a political myth in order to legitimize his position
by demonstrating the expected political agency. Further research on the Tel
Dan Stele or similar epigraphic sources should therefore take into account not
only the linguistic and factual aspects of such sources but also the political
motivations behind their creation. An interesting avenue to explore in future
studies on this subject would be to compare the ways in which Israel, Judah,
and Aram depicted succession, coups détat, and the legitimation of power and
to juxtapose the findings with accounts from other states. A more extensive
analysis may facilitate deeper reflection on historically universal phenomena
such as propaganda, manipulation, and creation of political myths to legitimize
power, which remain relevant in the contemporary world. Ultimately, scholars
may also raise compelling questions about the mechanisms through which
historical consciousness has been shaped by those with access to the means of
public dissemination.
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