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The flight of the fugitives, Adonijah and Joab, to the ‘altar of the LORD’1 in 1 Kgs. 

1:50-53 and 1 Kgs. 2:28-34, respectively, presents something of a challenge to biblical 

scholars who have struggled to explain the relationship between this aspect of the 

Davidic succession narrative (1 Kgs. 1-2) and the practice of asylum-seeking at the 

‘altar of the LORD’ in Exod. 21:12-14. This is reflected both in the lack of consensus 

on the subject and in the problematic nature of the positions that have so far been 

advanced.  

 

A spectrum of views can be identified, as follows. At one end there are those scholars 

who see the narratives of Adonijah and Joab as straightforward applications of Exod. 

21:12-14 (including Bruckner, Childs, Durham, Propp, Sarna and Whitelam).2 

However, the Joab and Adonijah narratives could only be straightforward examples of 

Exod. 21:12-14 if they dealt with fugitives who were ‘on the run’ following a fresh 

killing, since this is the focus of Exod. 21:12-14 itself. Yet plainly this is not the case, 

either for Adonijah or for Joab. There is no indication that Adonijah has killed anyone 

(despite Nathan’s warning to Bathsheba in 1 Kgs. 1:12 and Bathsheba’s own plea for 

protection in 1 Kgs. 1:21). And whilst the battle-weary Joab has plenty of blood on his 
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hands, the deaths of Abner (2 Sam. 3:27) and Amasa (2 Sam. 20:10), which are 

presented as sources of blood-guilt by David and Solomon (1 Kgs. 2:5-6, 31-33), are 

long past. As a result, it is inadequate to claim that that the succession narrative simply 

illustrates Exod. 21:12-14.  

 

Moving on through the spectrum we come to those scholars who acknowledge the 

differences between Exod. 21:12-14 and the succession narrative but who at the same 

time maintain there is a connection, even though they are not too clear what it is (e.g. 

Noth3). Thus Phillips blandly remarks that the only examples in the Hebrew Bible of 

persons seeking asylum “concern political refugees and not criminals,”4 a position that 

at least recognises the disjuncture, even whilst glossing over it. DeVries and Wesselius 

go further, characterising the Adonijah and Joab stories as examples of the abuse of the 

custom of asylum, although there is not too much to choose between the claim that the 

stories are perverse examples of the application of Exod. 21:12-14 and the claim that 

they are not illustrations of Exod. 21:12-14 at all. 5 Van Keulen simply leaves the matter 

open, claiming that “[t]here is no clear indication that Exod. 21:14 is presupposed in the 

narrative, either in MT or in the LXX-version,” whilst Jackson sees the relationship 

between Exod. 21:14 and the slaying of Joab as “not clear”.6 

 

From here it is only a short move further along the spectrum to those scholars who deny 

any kind of relationship between the succession narratives and the biblical legal texts. 

Thus Barmash and Mulder (like Phillips) characterise Adonijah and Joab as examples 

of ‘political asylum’; however (unlike Phillips) they see this as evidence that these cases 

are completely unrelated to Exod. 21:12-14, a view also shared by Viberg and 

Stackert.7   
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In this article I would like to propose a new way forward. I shall argue that Exod. 21:12-

14 is both normative and operative in the stories of both Adonijah and Joab. However, 

at the same time, I shall be arguing that this relationship is not straightforward. In doing 

so, I hope to provide an account of this relationship that not only acknowledges the 

continuity and disjuncture between Exod. 21:12-14 and 1 Kgs. 1-2 but also explains it. 

Part of the reason why this has not previously been recognised is because our 

assumptions about the nature of biblical law have, very often, lagged behind the praxis 

of biblical law (that is, its accepted practices and customs), as reflected in the biblical 

texts. Jackson has argued, persuasively in my view, that biblical law is best understood 

in ‘narrative’ rather than ‘semantic’ terms (see I below), an approach which, I believe, 

can be fruitfully applied to Exod. 21:12-14. I shall argue that the typical case of asylum-

seeking in Exod. 21:12-14 is that of the person who is accused of homicide. However, 

this does not mean that asylum is restricted to such persons. Other persons could also be 

granted access to asylum provided they are close to the ‘narrative paradigm’, such as a 

fugitive in a non-homicide, but capital, case. I shall argue that Adonijah and Joab 

represent ‘hard cases’ for Solomon since both, in different ways, are positioned at some 

distance from the paradigm cases of Exod. 21:12-14. By exploring Solomon’s 

judgements in these cases – according to which one fugitive benefits from asylum and 

the other does not – we can reach not only, I hope, a more plausible account of the 

relationship between Exod. 21:12-14 and 1 Kgs. 1-2 but also a more creative 

understanding of the relationship between biblical law and biblical narrative.  
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I. ‘Semantic’ Versus ‘Narrative’ Readings Of Asylum 

  

Modern scholarly assumptions on how to read biblical law are often based on the values 

of modern liberalism, particularly the ‘rule of law’ (the belief that adjudication should 

be governed by laws and not by people). The dominant paradigm of ‘conventional 

meaning’ today is ‘literal meaning’ which is closely tied, as its name suggests, to 

writing.8 A literal or ‘semantic’ reading of any rule sees it as covering all cases which 

may be subsumed under the meaning of its words. This often amounts to paraphrasing 

the legal rule and substituting one set of words with another. However, there is another 

way of thinking about language and legal rules and this is to adopt a ‘narrative’ 

approach. ‘Narrative’ meaning consists of typical stories or images that are evoked by 

the use of words. It arises in the context of a group which shares the social knowledge 

necessary to evoke those images without needing to ‘spell them out’.9 Whereas a 

semantic interpretation asks: ‘what is the literal meaning of the words’ a narrative 

approach asks: ‘what typical situations do the words of this rule evoke?’ It is an 

‘imagistic’ approach, rather than a literal one.  

 

Jackson has demonstrated that the cognitive structures that go into reading the text of 

biblical law are narrative, not semantic.10 This distinction between ‘literal’ and 

‘imagistic’ approaches is an important one in practice and fundamentally affects how 

we understand, for example, Exod. 21:12-14. Rules that are read literally cover all cases 

that may be included under its language. By contrast, rules that are understood 

imagistically apply only to the typical cases they make us think of.11 Under this 

approach the further the real-life case is from the ‘typical case’ the less likely it is that 
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the rule applies and the more room there is for negotiation between the parties.12 This is 

because the narrative image represents the ‘core’ of the message. The further one 

departs from the typical case, the less sure we can be that the message is intended to 

apply or would be regarded as applicable by the audience.13 The question is no longer 

whether the dispute is ‘covered’ by the literal meaning of the words of the rule but 

whether the dispute is sufficiently similar to the picture evoked by the rule to justify its 

use in order to resolve the problem. Significantly, questions of relative similarity evoke 

intuitive judgements of justice to a greater degree than literal interpretations. ‘How 

similar…’ questions are evaluative questions (‘how justified is it to treat these cases as 

similar?’).14 If the real-life case is sufficiently similar to the typical case, or narrative 

paradigm, then the rule applies even though the real-life case may not fall within the 

literal meaning of the rule.15  

 

All this is relevant as we turn to consider Exod. 21:12-14. A semantic approach to the 

biblical laws of homicide would claim that refuge at the horns of the altar is available 

for the unintentional killer – and only to such a person.16 Homicide is thus a necessary 

condition of seeking asylum. This is the approach (unwittingly) taken by scholars such 

as Barmash, Mulder, Stackert and Viberg who claim that the episodes involving 

Adonijah and Joab cannot have anything to do with Exod. 21:12-14 because this rule 

only confers protection on non-premeditated killers.17 

 

However, if it is the case that the biblical legal collections seem to provide us with a 

series of ‘paradigm cases’ then the picture begins to look very different. Exod. 21:12-14 

consists of stereotypical images that draw on social knowledge of who is, and who is 

not, a legitimate asylum-seeker. They suggest that the typical image of an asylum-
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seeker is ‘the person accused of a homicide’.18 But because this is only a stereotypical 

image it does not necessarily mean that asylum is restricted to such persons.19 Being 

accused of homicide, then, is not a precondition of asylum. This means that other 

persons could also be granted access to asylum provided they are close to the narrative 

paradigm. They could include, for example, ‘the person who is in mortal fear for his or 

her life’ (e.g. a fugitive in a non-homicide, but capital, case). As a result, Jackson claims 

there is no reason why, for example, the owner of a homicidal ox could not have taken 

advantage of asylum, even though the case is “so far distant from the paradigm… that 

the offender may have felt confident enough to stay at home and negotiate rather than 

run for his life”.20 Equally, one could imagine people seeking asylum in non-capital 

cases (such as theft) if, for whatever reason, they too are in fear of their lives. Naturally, 

the further one moves away from the paradigm, the less likely it is that asylum will be 

available but, at the same time, the less likely it is that asylum will be required. In this 

respect, the application of biblical law is similar to the practice of asylum elsewhere in 

the Ancient Near East (ANE), which was available to a wide range of persons and 

circumstances and not just non-premeditated killers.21 

 

To sum up, we are not obliged to adopt a semantic reading of Exod. 21:12-14. On the 

contrary, we are entitled to take a narrative approach, in which case the application of 

Exod. 21:12-14 is not restricted to homicide. This creates new possibilities for 

construing the relationship between Exod. 21:12-14 and 1 Kgs. 1-2.  
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II. New Proposals For Making Sense Of Adonijah’s (1 Kgs. 1:50-53)  

And Joab’s (1 Kgs. 2:28-34) Flight To The Altar  

 

We begin with Adonijah’s flight to the altar (1 Kgs. 1:50-53). Barmash claims there is 

no link between Exod. 21:12-14 and 1 Kgs. 1:50-53 because “Adonijah is not portrayed 

as ever having killed another person”.22 However, as we have seen, this is to adopt a 

semantic approach to Exod. 21:12-14 when in fact a narrative approach has greater 

plausibility. If Exod. 21:12-14 is a narrative paradigm then being accused of homicide 

is the typical reason for seeking asylum but it is not the only one. Therefore it may well 

be within the scope of Exod. 21:12-14 for Adonijah to seek asylum at the altar when the 

trigger for his doing so is taking part in a failed coup. Of course, Adonijah’s case is at 

some distance from the paradigm of the successful asylum seeker (Exod. 21:13) 

because he is not a killer (so far as we can tell) and this is what makes it a ‘hard case’. 

Consequently the relevant question (as we saw in I, above) is: ‘how justified is it to treat 

this case as similar to that involving a killer?’ Or, to put it another way, is Adonijah’s 

case sufficiently similar to the narrative paradigm of Exod. 21:13 to justify his gaining 

the benefit of asylum? 

 

In Solomon’s judgement the case is sufficiently similar. Adonijah is indeed able to 

benefit from asylum in this particular case (1 Kgs. 1:53). It seems that, although 

Adonijah does not fall within the paradigm of Exod. 21:13, a number of features of his 

case are sufficiently close to the paradigm to justify granting him asylum (see Table 1).  

 

INSERT TABLE 1 HERE 
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Crucially, Adonijah is said to be in mortal fear of his life, being “in fear of Solomon” (1 

Kgs. 1:50) and “the sword” (1 Kgs. 1:51). This suggests that the salient element of the 

typification is fear for one’s life and not just the reason for the fear. This is not 

surprising. I have argued elsewhere that mortal fear is a central element of the Exodus 

narratives of asylum, as they relate to Moses (Exod. 2:11-23) and Israel (Exod. 14-15) 

and that these narratives are part of the social knowledge that informs the narrative 

paradigm of the biblical laws of asylum.23 Adonijah is thus sufficiently proximate to the 

social stereotype of the legitimate asylum-seeker. It is also relevant that Adonijah does 

not conform or approximate to the image of the illegitimate asylum-seeker who cannot 

benefit from asylum (that is, the premeditated killer). As a result we can challenge and 

qualify Stackert’s claim that “no particularly extant legislative corpus is normative” in 1 

Kgs. 1-2.24 Exod. 21:12-14 does govern expectations of what ought to happen in the 

case of Adonijah; however, the normative force of Exod. 21:12-14 functions narratively 

and not semantically.   

 

There are several advantages to this reading of Adonijah’s flight to the altar. The first is 

that it addresses the objections of commentators who claim there can be no connection 

between Exod. 21:12-14 and 1 Kgs. 1:50-53 on the grounds that “[w]hen Adonijah flees 

to a sanctuary he is seeking refuge from his political predicament, not from committing 

a homicide”.25 The approach I have outlined takes full account of Adonijah’s reasons 

for seeking asylum in explaining why it is possible to see a link between Exod. 21:12-

14 and 1 Kgs. 1:50-53. Another advantage of this reading is that there is no need to 

invent an additional category of persons such as ‘political offenders’ to whom Exod. 

21:12-14 might be taken to apply (per Phillips) or not to apply (per Mulder), especially 
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when it is anachronistic to suppose that biblical law functioned at the level of abstract 

and conceptual distinctions between ‘political asylum’ and ‘asylum for homicide’.26 

Furthermore, it means we can also dispense with explanations that rely on vague 

distinctions between ‘innocent’ and ‘relatively innocent’ asylum-seekers and which 

accordingly see Adonijah’s success at the altar as an “abuse” of asylum (per 

DeVries).27 Adonijah finds safety at the altar, even though he is a pretender to the 

throne, not because he abuses the practice of asylum, but because his case is sufficiently 

close to the narrative paradigm of Exod. 21:13 to justify similar treatment.  

 

Next, we turn to Joab’s flight to the altar (1 Kgs. 2:28-34). At one level, Joab’s case is 

similar to that of Adonijah inasmuch as Joab, like Adonijah, seeks protection as a result 

of a failed plot against Solomon. As a result, the comments made above in relation to 

Adonijah have some validity in relation to Joab. Again, there is proximity in Joab’s case 

to the narrative paradigm of the successful asylum-seeker because Joab is in mortal fear 

for his life. This is implicit in the MT (1 Kgs. 2:28). However it receives greater 

emphasis in the LXX which contains an expanded version of the Solomon narrative.28 

Here, Joab sends the following message to Solomon: “Because I am afraid of you I 

have fled to the Lord” (3 Reg. 2:29b).29 Van Keulen claims that this “is to be 

understood as an implicit confession of guilt: Joab’s fear discloses his bad 

conscience”.30 However, if Exod. 21:13-14 presents paradigm cases then Joab’s 

communication to the king makes greater sense. Joab is claiming that he should be 

treated as a legitimate asylum-seeker because he is in mortal fear of his life. This is the 

salient aspect of the typification of the legitimate asylum-seeker and it is one of its 

defining characteristics. No wonder Joab wants to make it clear. Van Keulen overlooks 

this, claiming that Joab’s message is entirely redundant: “[t]he logic of the narrative 
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does not warrant the scene at all”.31 Yet from a narrative perspective, the scene is 

absolutely vital. Being in mortal fear is central to the image of the refugee. Joab is 

staking his claim to being (like Adonijah) a legitimate asylum-seeker. 

 

This does not, however, mean that Joab is ‘home and dry’. For at another level, Joab’s 

case differs from that of Adonijah because, unlike Adonijah, Joab has a history of 

killing. According to the Davidic narratives Joab is accused of the premeditated killing 

of Abner (2 Sam. 3:27) and Amasa (2 Sam. 20:10). On his deathbed David makes it 

clear that Joab “killed them, shedding blood of war in peacetime” (1 Kgs. 2:5). To put it 

more technically, in David’s view, the fact that Abner killed Joab’s brother Asahel on 

the battlefield (2 Sam. 2:18-23) did not provide Joab with grounds for a legitimate 

blood revenge.32 Accordingly, Joab’s killing of Abner results in liability, or 

‘bloodguilt’. This is relevant because the paradigm case of Exod. 21:14 presents the 

premeditated killer as the stereotype of the illegitimate asylum-seeker. No matter if Joab 

is in fear of his life, if he falls within the paradigm of the illegitimate asylum-seeker 

who is a premeditated killer he will not be able to benefit from the altar’s protection.  

 

The complicating factor here is that because of Joab’s personal status within David’s 

army the accusation that Joab was guilty of the premeditated killing of Abner and 

Amasa was not squarely addressed during David’s lifetime (2 Sam. 3:28–30).33 The 

typical cases of Exod. 21:12-14 concern a recent killing, not killings that took place 

decades earlier. It is this that makes Joab’s flight to the altar a ‘hard case’, requiring 

wisdom (cf. 1 Kgs. 2:9). Consequently the question is (as we saw in I, above): ‘how 

justified is it to treat this case as similar to that involving a premeditated killer?’ Or, to 

put it another way, is Joab’s case sufficiently similar to the paradigm case of the 
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unsuccessful asylum-seeker in Exod. 21:14 to justify depriving him of the benefit of 

asylum? (see Table 1, above). In Solomon’s judgement, Joab’s case is sufficiently 

similar and so he is not able to benefit from asylum (1 Kgs. 2:34). 34  

 

It has been argued by some scholars, such as Wesselius, that “[Solomon’s] grounds… 

for condemning Joab to death were weak, to say the least” and by others, such as 

Schley, that “[Joab’s] execution was a judicial murder”.35 However, from a narrative 

perspective it is possible to see why Joab was held to be sufficiently proximate to the 

social stereotype of the illegitimate asylum-seeker, despite the passing of time. Again, 

the key issue is pointed up in the LXX which refers to “the blood of his 

unrighteousness” in verse 32a, as opposed to “his blood” in verse 32a of the MT. The 

LXX makes it clear that the ‘blood’ refers to the blood shed by Joab in killing the two 

army commanders and not, as might be the case in the MT, to Solomon’s desire that 

YHWH should turn back onto Joab’s own head the blood that Solomon sheds by having 

Joab executed.36 Van Keulen suggests that the variant LXX reading “highlights Joab’s 

guilt and in doing so may help justify Solomon’s behaviour”.37 I agree but would 

nuance Van Keulen’s argument to suggest that the LXX version emphasises the 

legitimacy of Solomon’s judgement by highlighting the salient aspect of the stereotype 

of the illegitimate asylum-seeker (and hence Joab’s proximity to that paradigm).    

 

As in the case of Adonijah, there are advantages to this reading of Joab’s flight to the 

altar. The first is that it addresses the objections of commentators who claim there can 

be no connection between Exod. 21:12-14 and 1 Kgs. 2:28-34 on the grounds that 

“[Joab’s] supposed crimes had been committed many years previously”.38 The 

approach I have outlined takes full account of the unusual circumstances of Joab’s case 
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in explaining why there is in fact a link between Exod. 21:12-14 and 1 Kgs. 2:28-34. A 

further advantage is that it enables us to give proper weight to Joab’s own reasons as to 

why he is seeking asylum. Viberg claims that: “The striking fact is that it is the fear of 

the wrath of Solomon that makes Adonijah run for the altar, and not that he has killed 

unintentionally”.39 Viberg presents this as evidence of no connection between Exod. 

21:12-14 and 1 Kgs. 2:28-34 whereas in fact I have argued that the presence of mortal 

fear can establish a claim to asylum, notwithstanding the absence of a killing. Finally 

the approach outlined also allows us to characterise the nature of asylum in Exod. 

21:12-14 and 1 Kgs. 2:28-34 more accurately. For Viberg, “[w]hat [Joab] is claiming is 

not… so much the asylum which is open to the one who has killed unintentionally, but 

instead a more general form of asylum at the altar.40 However, the idea that there are 

different ‘forms’ of asylum, with Exod. 21:12-14 restricting “customary law” seems to 

presuppose an over-complex approach to institutions in biblical Israel.41 My reading is 

simpler: Joab is appealing to the same form of asylum as that of Exod. 21:12-14 and 

whether he benefits from it or not depends on his proximity to the paradigm case.  

 

If it was well-known that the paradigm of the illegitimate asylum-seeker was the 

premeditated killer then why did Joab, who was well-known to have killed 

premediatively, bother fleeing to the altar-asylum in the first place?42 We should 

probably start by acknowledging that the use of the sanctuary by the guilty is not 

surprising. Exod. 21:14 even expects that altar-asylum will attract premeditated 

killers.43Anyone can flee to an asylum; the question is what is going to happen to them 

afterwards.44 It is not the case that one can only go to a place of asylum if one is 

justified in fleeing there. In addition, we should also recognise that the social practice of 

asylum had a political or tactical dimension. Joab might have been counting on the fact 
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that, since no action had been taken against him in David’s lifetime, Solomon might not 

see him as being close to the paradigm of the recent, premeditated, killer. There was a 

chance that his distance from the paradigm would mean that he would not be treated the 

same as an illegitimate asylum-seeker. If so, it was a political miscalculation.  

   

This assessment of Solomon’s judgement does not, of course, require that we view him 

purely as a dispassionate arbiter of legal norms and interpretive practices. As someone 

who is presented as being in a power-struggle at a time of regime change it is 

reasonable to suggest that, in the early part of Kings, Solomon is driven by a degree of 

self-interest and political calculation. Indeed, it could even be said that, just as Adonijah 

and Joab sought to apply the law loosely for their own reasons, so too Solomon’s 

application of the law may have been  motivated by a variety of factors, legal and 

otherwise, in the fast-moving rush of events. Nevertheless, the point remains that 

Solomon’s decision to lean in the direction he did was possible only because the 

interpretation he chose made sense in the context of Israel’s legal reasoning, even 

though it may well have been influenced by his own political needs.  

 

To conclude, this article has argued, against a number of scholars, that there is a 

relationship between Exod. 21:12-14 and the Davidic succession narrative whilst at the 

same time observing, against a number of others, that this relationship is not 

straightforward. In addition, it has tried to offer some clarification on what the nature of 

this relationship might be in ways that are consistent with what we know elsewhere 

about biblical law and the practice of asylum-seeking elsewhere in the ANE. I have 

argued that the two cases of asylum-seeking described in the Davidic succession 

narrative are ‘hard cases’ because they are both removed, in different ways, from the 
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paradigm cases of the successful and unsuccessful asylum-seekers presented in Exod. 

21:12-14. However, Adonijah is judged to be sufficiently close to the paradigm of the 

legitimate asylum-seeker whilst Joab, despite having similar reasons to Adonijah, is 

judged to be proximate to the stereotype of the illegitimate asylum-seeker. As such the 

stories of Adonijah and Joab’s flight to the altar provide us with valuable practical 

examples of how an adjudicator might assess the legitimacy of claims to asylum and as 

such helps us to think more carefully about the relationship between biblical law and 

biblical narrative.  
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situation in question. Second, a narrative approach is compatible with the presentation 

of individual cases in an associative sequence as examples of what Westbrook calls 

“concretised experience” (Raymond Westbrook, “The character of Ancient Near 
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Eastern Law” in A History of Ancient Near Eastern Law Volume One (ed. Raymond 

Westbrook; Leiden: Brill, 2003), 1-90, 13) which combine to form a “critical mass of 

paradigms” (“The character of Ancient Near Eastern Law”, 13). It is possible to see 

how these legal materials could have been applied appropriately by ancient judges in 

‘narrative’ terms, that is, through an approach based on analogies and images that 

become clear in the context of shared social knowledge relevant to these situations.  

However, not all scholars would agree that this narrative approach is an appropriate 

form of legal reasoning for interpreting any, or all, of the ANE legal collections. Even 

Westbrook himself is somewhat ambivalent on the subject. Although he generally 

claims that the legal collections “offered contemporary courts and rulers a middle 

ground between a vague sense of justice and mechanical rules” (“The character of 

Ancient Near Eastern Law”, 22) it is clear from elsewhere that Westbrook envisages “a 

model of a legal system strongly influenced by modern jurisprudence” (Jackson, 

Wisdom-Laws, 16). For a discussion of the differences between Jackson’s approach and 

that of Westbrook see Jackson, Wisdom-Laws, 10–16.    

 
16 Jackson, Wisdom-Laws, 123–125. 

17 Barmash, Homicide in the Biblical World, 72-73; Mulder, 1 Kings, 80; Stackert, 

“Why does Deuteronomy legislate cities of refuge?,” 25 n. 3; Viberg, Symbols of Law, 

123-124. 

18 This raises the question why being accused of homicide should be the typical case of 

seeking asylum in biblical Israel. The question is worth asking given that the Ancient 

Near East (ANE) knew of a whole range of asylum-seekers, including runaway slaves 

and artisans, runaway military and civilian captives of war, deserting soldiers and 

indebted peasants, to name but a few (see Amnon Altman, “On some basic concepts in 
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the law of people seeking refuge and sustenance in the Ancient Near East,” Zeitschrift 

für Altorientalische und Biblische Rechtsgeschichte 8 (2002): 323-342, 322). Being 

accused of homicide was only one such reason for going ‘on the run’ and presumably 

not the most common one either. So what was it about this example that made it 

stereotypical within the social knowledge of biblical Israel? I have argued elsewhere 

that the narrative of Moses finding refuge from Pharaoh in Exod. 2.11-22 is repeated on 

a much larger scale in Exod. 14-15 and that Israel’s flight from Egypt into the desert of 

Sinai can be seen, inter alia, as a large-scale example of asylum-seeking (Jonathan P. 

Burnside, “Exodus and Asylum: Uncovering the Relationship between Biblical Law 

and Narrative,” forthcoming in JSOT). In addition, there seems to be notable structural 

similarities between these two narratives of asylum and the biblical laws of asylum 

(Exod. 21.12-14; Num. 35.9-34; Deut. 19.1-13). This in turn confirms that the biblical 

laws of asylum should be seen as paradigm cases and that these narrative paradigms 

(which include Exod. 21.12-14) draw on the Exodus narratives as part of their social 

construction. It also helps to explain why the biblical laws of asylum are typically 

concerned with homicide, rather than other forms of asylum-seeking commonly found 

in the Ancient Near East, because this element is present in the Exodus narratives. Israel 

saw herself, not simply as a nation of escaped slaves, but also as a nation of successful 

asylum-seekers.  

19 This is because, as Jackson notes, “a narrative typification is not a definition in terms 

of necessary and sufficient conditions” (“Modelling biblical law,” 152). 

20 Jackson, Wisdom-Laws, 126. 

21 Altman, “Refuge and sustenance in the Ancient Near East.”  

22 Barmash, Homicide in the Biblical World, 73. 
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23 Burnside, “Exodus and Asylum.” In the narrative of Moses’ asylum-seeking (Exod. 

2:11-23), Moses is said to be “frightened” (Exod. 2:14) which, in the light of verse 15 

which speaks of Pharaoh’s desire to kill Moses, clearly refers to mortal fear. Similarly, 

in the narrative of Israel’s asylum-seeking (Exod. 14-15), Israel is said to be “greatly 

frightened” (14:10) whilst Moses tells the people to “Have no fear!” (14:13 and cf. 2:14 

which uses the same verb in relation to Moses). The fear is explicitly that of being 

killed (“Was it for want of graves in Egypt that you brought us to die in the 

wilderness?”; 14:11 and again at 14:12).   

24 Stackert, “Why does Deuteronomy legislate cities of refuge?,” 25 n. 3.  

25 Barmash, Homicide in the Biblical World, 73.  

26 Phillips, Ancient Israel’s Criminal Law, 100; Mulder, 1 Kings, 78. 

27 DeVries, 1 Kings, 19. 

28 The justification for deploying the LXX material in this context is because the LXX 

raises hypotheses that can be tested in the light of our discussion of the MT. 

29 Van Keulen, Two Versions of the Solomon Narrative, claims that “there are strong 

indications that this passage goes back to a Hebrew original” whilst conceding that “the 

Hebrew background of the passage as such does not allow [us] to draw conclusions 

regarding its text-historical value,” 32. 

30 Van Keulen, Two Versions of the Solomon Narrative, 32. 

31 Van Keulen, Two Versions of the Solomon Narrative, 33. 

32 A. A. Anderson, 2 Samuel, Word Biblical Commentary, (Dallas: Word Books, 1989), 

60–61; Robert P. Gordon, 1 & 2 Samuel: A Commentary (Exeter: Paternoster Press, 

1986), 220. B. Kedar-Kopfstein notes: “the one who killed in combat [should be 

distinguished] from the one who killed in peace time” (“Dam,” TDOT 3:234–250. 

Edited by G. Johannes Botterweck and Helmer Ringgren. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
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1978, 243). Contra P. Kyle. McCarter Jr. who claims that: “Joab has exercised his 

duty as Asahel’s kinsman and avenger” (2 Samuel. Anchor Bible Commentary, (New 

York: Doubleday, 1984), 118). 

33 “David was simply too powerless, politically and militarily, to implement the obvious 

punishment on Joab…” (Anderson, 2 Samuel, 62). 

34 Alexander Rofé, “History of the cities of refuge in Biblical law” in Scripta 

Hierosolymitana, Studies in Bible 31 (ed. Sara Japhet; Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 

1986), 205–239, 208 cites Weismann (1913; to which I have not had access) who sees 

the Joab story as “an example of the rescinding of the altar’s absolute protection of 

murderers.” However, on a narrative reading the application of the paradigm would 

prevent the premeditative killer from benefiting from asylum at the altar. Jackson 

claims that Joab’s execution was compatible with Exod. 21:14 in that his killings 

were premeditated (Wisdom-Laws, 162). 

35 Wesselius, “Joab’s death,” 338; G. Schley. “Joab.” Pages 852-854 in The Anchor 

Bible Dictionary. Edited by David Noel Freedman. 6 vols. New York: Doubleday, 

1992, 853. 

36 Van Kuelen, Two Versions of the Solomon Narrative, 34. 

37 Van Keulen, Two Versions of the Solomon Narrative, 33. 

38 Wesselius, “Joab’s death,” 338.  

39 Viberg, Symbols of Law, 122. 

40 Viberg, Symbols of Law, 122. 

41 Viberg, Symbols of Law, 123.   
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42 Cf. Viberg, Symbols of Law, who asks: “if Joab was aware of this accusation and that 

the law in Exod 21:12-14 was applicable, why did he take refuge at the altar, knowing 

that it would be of no avail?” (123).   

43 Jerome T. Walsh, 1 Kings. Berit Olam: Studies in Hebrew Narrative and Poetry 

(Liturgical Press: Collegeville, Minnesota, 1996) claims that Solomon ignores “the 

legal stipulation that the victim be removed from the altar lest the sanctuary be 

defiled by the execution” (59). However it can be argued that Exod. 21:14 does not 

contain a prohibition against slaying at the altar. Timothy M. Willis, The Elders of 

the City: A Study of the Elder-Laws in Deuteronomy, SBL Monograph Series 55 

(Atlanta: SBL, 2001) notes that the word order for Exod. 21:14b “puts the phrase 

‘from my altar’ at the beginning of the apodosis, emphasising it. The sense of the 

entire verse seems therefore to be: ‘… even from my altar shall you take him…’” 

(120). In other words, not even presence at YHWH’s altar is sufficient to protect the 

premeditative killer. This being so, Solomon’s actions may be seen as consistent 

with Exod. 21:14, rather than a violation.   

44 This raises the question of who adjudicates and on what basis (for which see Jackson 

Wisdom-Laws, 141-147). 



  

 
 
 
 

RECURRING ELEMENTS  

#1 #2 #3 #4 #5 #6 #7 #8 #9 #10 #11 

There is  
a death 
(actual/ 
alleged 

homicide) 

 
Asylum-
seeker 

Place of 
asylum 

 
 Flight to 
place of 
asylum 

 
Pursuit of 
asylum-
seeker 

 
 Risk of 
being 

overtaken 

 
Fear of 
being 
killed 

 
Avenger/  

go’el 
haddam 

Deliverance 
for (factual/ 

legally) 
innocent 
person  

No 
deliverance 
for legally 

guilty 
person 

Deliverance 
from the 
LORD  

Asylum at 
divinely-
approved 

altar 

Death of a 
human being 
(Exod. 21:12) 

Person 
accused of 
homicide 

YHWH-
approved altar 
(Exod. 21:14)/ 

Tabernacle 

“a place to 
which he can 

flee” 
(Exodus 21:13) 

Implied in 
Exod. 21:13 

Implied in 
Exod. 21:13 

Implied in 
Exod. 21:14 

Implied    
in Exod. 

21:14 
 

 
 

Deliverance for 
‘accidental’ and 

‘spur of the 
moment’ killer 
(Exod. 21:13) 

 
 
 

 
 

No deliverance 
for 

‘premeditated’ 
killer 

(Exod. 21:14) 
 
 
 

God ‘assigns’ 
the place of 

asylum      
(Exod. 21:13) 

Narrative 
account of  

1 Kgs. 
1:50-53  

(Adonijah)  

N/A Adonijah 
 

Grasping the 
horns of the 

YHWH-
approved altar 
located at “the 

tent of the 
LORD” (1 Kgs. 
1:50-51, 2:28) 

 

Adonijah  
(1 Kgs. 1:50) 

 

Implied in  
1 Kgs. 1:50  

Implied in  
1 Kgs. 1:50  

Adonijah “in 
fear of 

Solomon” (1 
Kgs. 1:30)      
and “the 

sword” (1 
Kgs. 1:51)  

N/A 
 

Deliverance for 
Adonijah 
(1 Kgs. 

1:51–52) 
 

N/A 

Implied by 
location at “the 

tent of the 
LORD”  

(1 Kgs. 2:28) 

Narrative 
account of  

1 Kgs. 
2:28-34  
(Joab) 

 

 
Deaths of 
Abner (2 

Sam. 3:27) 
and Amasa (2 
Sam. 20:10) 

Joab 
(1 Kgs. 

2:28-35) 

Grasping the 
horns of the 

YHWH-
approved altar 
located at “the 

tent of the 
LORD”  

(1 Kgs. 2:28) 
 

Joab      
(1 Kgs. 2:28) 

Solomon 
‘sends’ 
Benaiah 

after Joab  
(1 Kgs. 
2:30) 

Implied in  
1 Kgs. 2:29 

Joab “in fear” 
of Solomon 

(LXX,  
3 Reg. 2:29b) 

Solomon, 
in Joab’s 

case 
(1 Kgs. 

1:51; 2:29) 
 

N/A 
No deliverance 

for Joab 
(1 Kgs. 2:29-34) 

Joab claims to 
have “fled to the 
LORD” (LXX,  
3 Reg. 2:29b) 

 

Table 1: Recurring elements in narratives and typifications of asylum 

 


	07 flight of the fugitives.pdf
	JBL Table 1 Exodus and Asylum REVISED.pdf
	RECURRING ELEMENTS 
	There is 
	a death (actual/ alleged homicide)
	Place of asylum
	Asylum-seeker


