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Ahimelech and Abiathar: Reconciling 1 Samuel 22:20; 2 Samuel 8:17; 1 Kings 4:4; 
etc. 

By Jeff Riddle 

1.  Overview:  Aaron had four sons:  Nadab, Abihu, Eleazar , and Ithamar (Exod 6:23).  After 
Nadab and Abihu died childless, the priestly line continued through Eleazar and Ithamar (Num 
3:4).  These two sons produce two priestly lines in Israel:  the line of Eleazar and the line of 
Ithamar.   In the time of David this culminates with the priesthoods of  Zadok (Eleazar line) 
and Ahimelech (Ithamar line).  Compare: 

KJV 1 Chronicles 24:1 Now these are the divisions of the sons of Aaron. The 
sons of Aaron; Nadab, and Abihu, Eleazar, and Ithamar. 2 But Nadab and Abihu 
died before their father, and had no children: therefore Eleazar and Ithamar 
executed the priest's office. 3 And David distributed them, both Zadok of the 
sons of Eleazar, and Ahimelech of the sons of Ithamar, according to their offices 
in their service. 4 And there were more chief men found of the sons of Eleazar 
than of the sons of Ithamar; and thus were they divided. Among the sons of 
Eleazar there were sixteen chief men of the house of their fathers, and eight 
among the sons of Ithamar according to the house of their fathers. 5 Thus were 
they divided by lot, one sort with another; for the governors of the sanctuary, 
and governors of the house of God, were of the sons of Eleazar, and of the sons 
of Ithamar. 

2.  A complete genealogy for the line of Eleazar is given in 1 Chronicles 6:1-15, tracing 22 
generations from Eleazar, the son of Aaron, to Jehozadak, who was carried into exile in 
Babylon. 

3.  There is no corresponding complete genealogy for the line of Ithamar. 

4.  There is, however, a note in 1 Samuel 14:3 that traces Abiathar, the son of Ahiah [or 
Ahijah=Ahimelech], through Eli.  Compare: 

KJV 1 Samuel 14:3 And Ahiah, the son of Ahitub, Ichabod's brother, the son of 
Phinehas, the son of Eli, the LORD'S priest in Shiloh, wearing an ephod. And the 
people knew not that Jonathan was gone. 

5.  Ahimelech is typically referred to as the son of Ahitub, (cf. 1 Sam 22:9, 11, 20, 
presumably from the line of Eli (cf. 1 Sam 14:3). 

6.  Ahimelech and the other priests of Nob were killed by Doeg the Edomite on Saul’s 
command, because he gave David bread (see 1 Sam 21—22; especially 22:17-19).  
Ahimelech’s son, Abiathar, however, escaped to David’s side (1 Sam 22:20-23). 

7.  In 2 Samuel 8:17 it is said that Zadok the son of Ahitub and Ahimelech the son of 
Abiathar were serving as priests.  The logical conclusion is that Abiathar had a son 
which he named after his own father.  So: 
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Ahimelech, son of Ahitub > Abiathar, son of Ahimelech> Ahimelech, son of Abiathar 

This second Ahimelech (son of Abiathar) served as priest in David’s time, representing 
the Ithamar line (cf. 1 Chron 24:3). 

8.  For some reason, however, Abiathar, resurfaces near the end of David’s reign.  The 
ESV Study Bible notes at 2 Samuel 8:17 suggest (in addition to a possible scribal error) 
the possibility that Abiathar resumed his place as priest at the death of his son or 
some other trouble.  Abiathar sides with Adonijah in his bid to succeed David (cf. 1 
Kgs 1:7, 19, 25, ).  It is also mentioned that Abiathar had a son named Jonathan (1 Kgs 
1:42).  Abiathar’s siding with Adonijah proves to be a disastrous decision when 
Solomon becomes king.  Solomon banishes Abiathar to Anathoth for backing Adonijah 
(cf. 1 Kgs 2:26-27).  This is interpreted by the inspired author of 1 Kings as fulfillment 
of a prophecy of judgment on the house of Eli.  Compare: 

KJV 1 Kings 2:27 So Solomon thrust out Abiathar from being priest unto the 
LORD; that he might fulfil the word of the LORD, which he spake concerning 
the house of Eli in Shiloh. 

KJV 1 Samuel 2:31 Behold, the days come, that I will cut off thine arm, and the 
arm of thy father's house, that there shall not be an old man in thine house. 32 
And thou shalt see an enemy in my habitation, in all the wealth which God 
shall give Israel: and there shall not be an old man in thine house for ever. 33 
And the man of thine, whom I shall not cut off from mine altar, shall be to 
consume thine eyes, and to grieve thine heart: and all the increase of thine 
house shall die in the flower of their age. 34 And this shall be a sign unto thee, 
that shall come upon thy two sons, on Hophni and Phinehas; in one day they 
shall die both of them. 35 And I will raise me up a faithful priest, that shall do 
according to that which is in mine heart and in my mind: and I will build him a 
sure house; and he shall walk before mine anointed for ever. 

Zadok served as priest in Abiathar’s place (2 Kgs 2:35). 

9.  Nevertheless, in 1 Kings 4:4 it is said that Zadok and Abiathar served as priests.  
Compare: 

KJV 1 Kings 4:4 And Benaiah the son of Jehoiada was over the host: and Zadok 
and Abiathar were the priests: 

Poole asks:  Why is Abiathar named when he was deposed?  He gives four possibilities: 

First, he could be described as holding a title he had lost. 

Second, though deprived from the high priesthood he was still a priest. 
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Third, he might have been restored. 

Fourth, this might be a historical reference to the fact that he had at one time 
served in this role. 

10. What about the suggestion by Christopher J. E. Johnson that the Ahimelech of 1 
Sam 22:20 was the brother of Zadok (from the line of Eleazar) who had a son named 
Abiathar, while the Ahimelech of 2 Samuel 8:17 was a different priest from the line of 
Ithamar, and he also had a son named Abiathar?  The problem: There is no reference 
to Zadok having a bother (cf. especially 1 Chron 6:3-15).  This also ignores the line of 
Eli referred to in 1 Sam 14:3 where there is reference to an Ahitub who has a son 
named Ahijah [we assume he was also known as Ahimelech; the names are indeed 
close, since Ahijah means “my brother is Jehovah” and Ahimelech means “my brother 
is king”] and alluded to in 1 Kings 2:27.  Ahitub (“my brother is goodness”) is a 
common name.  It appears twice in the line of Eleazar (cf. 1 Chron 6:7-8, 11-12).  
Poole’s note on 2 Samuel 8:17 likewise says that the Ahitub who was the father of 
Zadok was not the same Ahitub who was the father of Ahimelech. 

So, here is a suggested genealogy for the lines of Eleazar (including Zadok, son of 
Ahitub) and Ithamar (including Ahimelech, son of Ahitub): 

Eleazar Ithamar

Phinehas [see 1 Chron 6:3-15]

Abishua

Bukki [The assumption is that Eli’s line comes from 
Ithamar but no genealogy for Eli is given.]

Uzzi

Zerahiah Eli [1 Sam 14:3]

Meraioth Phinehas

Amariah Ahitub

Ahitub Ahia [We assume that Ahia was also known as 
Ahimelech]

Zadok Abiathar [1 Sam 22:20]

Ahimaaz [2 Sam 15:27] Ahimelech [2 Sam 8:17; 1 Chron 24:6] 
+ Jonathan [2 Sam 15:27; 1 Kgs 1:42]

Azariah

Johanan

Azariah [priest in Solomon’s temple; 1 Chron 
6:10]

http://www.creationliberty.com/articles/bc-ahimelech.php
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Amariah

Ahitub

Zadok

Shallum

Hilkiah

Azariah

Seraiah

Jehozadak [exile in Babylon; 1 Chron 6:15]


