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2 Samuel 14: Biblical Reading and Reflections

Disclaimer: this is an automatically generated machine transcription - there may be small errors or
mistranscriptions. Please refer to the original audio if you are in any doubt.
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[0:00] 2 Samuel chapter 14 Now Joab the son of Zeruiah knew that the king's heart went out to
Absalom. And Joab sent Tekoa, and brought from there a wise woman, and said to her,
Pretend to be a mourner, and put on mourning garments.

Do not anoint yourself with oil, but behave like a woman who has been mourning many
days for the dead. Go to the king, and speak thus to him. So Joab put the words in her
mouth.

When the woman of Tekoa came to the king, she fell on her face to the ground and paid
homage, and said, Save me, O king. And the king said to her, What is your trouble? She
answered, Alas, I am a widow, my husband is dead, and your servant had two sons.

And they quarrelled with one another in the field. There was no one to separate them, and
one struck the other and killed him. And now the whole clan has risen against your
servant, and they say, Give up the man who struck his brother, that we may put him to
death for the life of his brother whom he killed.

And so they would destroy the air also. Thus they would quench my coal that is left, and
leave to my husband neither name nor remnant on the face of the earth. Then the king
said to the woman, Go to your house, and I will give orders concerning you.

[1:10] And the woman of Tekoa said to the king, On me be the guilt, my lord the king, and on my
father's house. Let the king and his throne be guiltless. The king said, If anyone says
anything to you, bring him to me, and he shall never touch you again.

Then she said, Please let the king invoke the lord your god, that the avenger of blood kill
no more, and my son be not destroyed. He said, As the lord lives, not one hair of your son
shall fall to the ground.

Then the woman said, Please let your servant speak a word to my lord the king. He said,
Speak. And the woman said, Why then have you planned such a thing against the people
of God?

For in giving this decision, the king convicts himself, inasmuch as the king does not bring
his banished one home again. We must all die. We are like water spilled on the ground,
which cannot be gathered up again.

But God will not take away life, and he devises means so that the banished one will not
remain an outcast. Now I have come to say this to my lord the king, because the people
have made me afraid.

[2:11] And your servant thought, I will speak to the king. It may be that the king will perform the
request of his servant. For the king will hear and deliver his servant from the hand of the
man who would destroy me and my son together from the heritage of God.

And your servant thought, The word of my lord the king will set me at rest. For my lord the
king is like the angel of God to discern good and evil. The lord your God be with you. Then
the king answered the woman, Do not hide from me anything I ask you.

And the woman said, Let my lord the king speak. The king said, Is the hand of Joab with
you in all this? The woman answered and said, As surely as you live, my lord the king,
one cannot turn to the right hand or to the left from anything that my lord the king has said.
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It was your servant Joab who commanded me. It was he who put all these words in the
mouth of your servant. In order to change the course of things, your servant Joab did this.
But my lord has wisdom like the wisdom of the angel of God to know all things that are on
the earth.

Then the king said to Joab, Behold now I grant this. Go bring back the young man
Absalom. And Joab fell on his face to the ground and paid homage and blessed the king.
And Joab said, Today your servant knows that I have found favour in your sight, my lord
the king, in that the king has granted the request of his servant.

[3:28] So Joab arose and went to Gesher and brought Absalom to Jerusalem. And the king said,
Let him dwell apart in his own house. He is not to come into my presence. So Absalom
lived apart in his own house and did not come into the king's presence.

Now in all Israel there was no one so much to be praised for his handsome appearance as
Absalom. From the sole of his foot to the crown of his head there was no blemish in him.
And when he cut the hair of his head, for at the end of every year he used to cut it, when it
was heavy on him he cut it, he weighed the hair of his head, two hundred shekels by the
king's weight.

There were born to Absalom three sons and one daughter whose name was Tamar. She
was a beautiful woman. So Absalom lived two full years in Jerusalem without coming into
the king's presence.

Then Absalom sent for Joab to send him to the king. But Joab would not come to him. And
he sent a second time, but Joab would not come. Then he said to his servants, See,
Joab's field is next to mine, and he has barley there.

Go and set it on fire. So Absalom's servants set the field on fire. Then Joab arose and
went to Absalom at his house and said to him, Why have your servants set my field on
fire?

[4:39] Absalom answered Joab, Behold, I sent word to you. Come here that I may send you to
the king to ask, Why have I come from Gesher? It would be better for me to be there still.
Now therefore let me go into the presence of the king, and if there is guilt in me, let me be
put to death.

Then Joab went to the king and told him, And he summoned Absalom. So he came to the
king and bowed himself on his face to the ground before the king, and the king kissed
Absalom. In 2 Samuel chapter 14, five years after the rape of Tamar, and three years after
the exile of Absalom, Joab decides to intervene.

Absalom had killed Amnon, the crown prince, after he had raped his sister Tamar, and
rather than Absalom being put to death, he went out into exile, staying with Talmai, the
king of Gesher, his grandfather.

David failed to act against Amnon after he raped his sister, and now he fails to act
effectively in Absalom's case. This failure to act in situations that call for decisive action
will be a characteristic of David's later years as king.

After David's sin with Bathsheba, he is weak and passive and ineffectual, and into the
power vacuum that he leaves, step people like Joab and Absalom. Much as Abner was
the man pulling the strings behind the throne of the weak Ish-bosheth, so Joab is the one
who pulls the strings behind David's throne.

[6:01] David's failure to act decisively at this point is a matter of incredible severity. The crown
prince Amnon has been killed, and the one who might be next in line, Absalom, is the one
who murdered him and is now in exile.

David's strength and his powers of judgment are clearly failing him, and the question of
succession is pressing itself quite keenly upon the minds of the people, but yet there is
this situation of uncertainty where the true successor has not actually been marked out.
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While the reader knows that the true successor is supposed to be Solomon, that is not
clear to everyone else in the nation, and Joab in particular does not seem to want to have
Solomon as the heir.

Joab has always been a man of real politic, a strong man who's concerned with
pragmatism and power over morality, and seeing this growing power vacuum and David's
passivity, he recognises the threat that this poses to the nation.

Joab also has a great deal of leverage with David on account of his knowledge of David's
sin with Bathsheba and Uriah. We should bear in mind here that David's weakness is not
merely as a result of his failing strength through old age.

[7:05] He has placed himself in a morally weak position relative to Joab, and also relative to
Absalom. He was made complicit in the rape of Tamar his daughter by Amnon, who had
followed his father's example in the way that he had treated Bathsheba, and gone even
further with his rape of Tamar.

Absalom in killing Amnon also made David complicit in his action, and once again was
following his father's example of murder. David had arranged the murder of Uriah, now
Absalom arranged the murder of Amnon.

On account of both his own sins, and his complicity in the sins of his sons, David was
unable to judge effectively, and so he ends up being passive. Furthermore, because of
Joab's involvement in David's own sin, Joab has great power over David, and David can't
rule effectively in his case.

David's weakness, and his inability to hold on to his kingdom, is in many ways a loss of his
power to exercise judgment on account of his own sin. Like some vast arrangement of
dominoes, David's first fateful action sets off a cascade that leads to a collapse of
stupendous proportions, and that is even though some of the damage is averted on
account of his repentance and forgiveness.

At this point, David himself and his capacity to run his administration are a shadow of what
they once were. Here there is another confrontation with David in the form of a parable,
this time orchestrated by the serpent in David's garden, Joab.

[8:30] The wise woman of Tekoa tells a story of two sons, who fought in a field, one slaying the
other. As a result of this situation, the murderer is going to be killed, and the woman,
who's a widow, is going to be left without any son to carry on her name.

The choice here is between the avenger of blood, and not cutting off the name of the
deceased husband. The son who killed his brother is presented as having committed
manslaughter in a fight that got out of hand, not committing premeditated murder.

This, we should observe, reminds us of two previous events in the preceding chapters.
First of all, the parable of Nathan that Nathan gives to David, a parable that leads him to
repentance, and which exposes the character of the situation.

And then, in chapter 13, the way that Jonadab, the crafty man who, like Joab, is a nephew
of David, puts words in someone else's mouth, with an ulterior motive. Here, even though
David recognises that it is Joab behind the wise woman of Tekoa, he goes along with
Joab.

He can't resist Joab at this point. He has lost both the moral authority and the actual
power to stand in Joab's way. Having presented her concern that the murderer was going
to be killed by the avenger of blood, and that her husband's name and her life will be
thoroughly extinguished, the woman pleads for the life of the remaining son to be spared.

[9:50] And David rules in favour of her plea, but then she springs the trap of the parable. He is
the man, as it were. The widow was Israel, and the son for whose life she pleaded was
Absalom.
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There are various echoes of Eden here. Joab was a snake in the garden of David's house,
a shrewd and vicious operator, who was one of the most insidious threats to David and
the integrity of his kingdom.

He made David complicit in his wickedness. And David himself, by entrusting Joab with
the execution of his plot against Uriah, had given Joab this leverage over him.

Employing deception, the serpent Joab used a woman to get David, the new Adam, to
capitulate. The woman's account of her two sons closely parallels the story of Cain and
Abel in Genesis chapter 4, and the woman was implicitly aligning herself with Eve.

Significantly, just as she springs the trap of the parable, she speaks of the discerning of
good and evil in verse 17, recalling the tree of the knowledge of good and evil in the
garden. David hearkened to the voice of the woman and to the voice of the snake behind
her.

[10:55] Absalom was brought back to Jerusalem. Perhaps David also heard a faint whisper of his
own sin within the woman's parable. Why did Cain kill Abel? Because he was envious of
God's pleasure in the firstlings of Abel's flock.

But as the parable of Nathan had revealed, David has slain Uriah for his ewe lamb. We
should also consider the logic of the parable. The logic of the parable is quite insidious.

First of all, it presents the woman as a widow. But yet Israel has a husband, David. David
is still on the throne. He has not yet died. Unless perhaps we are to recognise that David
is so ineffectual at this point that he might as well have died.

The vacuum that he has left in his failure to act and appoint a clear successor to himself is
causing a crisis of succession. Israel feels that it is bereaved, but it does not know who to
look to to carry on the name.

We might also observe that even though David was spared from death by the Lord, after
his sin with Bathsheba, his life is characterised by inaction, mourning, powerlessness, and
his approaching death.

[11:58] David allows Absalom to return to Jerusalem, but not to enter his presence. This doesn't
make things any better. Absalom is not clearly set up as the successor to David, but
neither is he condemned nor exiled.

At this point, Absalom is described to us. Absalom is remarkably handsome. He's
someone who stands out from everyone in Israel, just as Saul did, being head and
shoulders above everyone else, and as David did on account of his beautiful appearance.

Here is a man who seems set apart for rule. The feature of Absalom that particularly
marks him is his hair. Later this will prove to be important for the narrative, but here it also
has significance in other respects.

Absalom's hair is weighty. It's cut once a year and it's weighed. Weighed using a measure
that is also used for the wool of sheep. Geoffrey Gagin observes the significance of this in
Absalom's case.

Absalom had executed revenge upon his brother Amnon for the rape of Tamar at the time
of the sheep shearing festival in the preceding chapter. Elsewhere in the Old Testament,
we see the importance of the sheep shearing festival for the house of Judah, David, and
the house of Jacob.

[13:04] Jacob leaves Laban at the time of sheep shearing. Judah sleeps with Tamar at the time of
sheep shearing. David is opposed by Nabal at the time of sheep shearing. And now
Absalom, David's son, is personally associated with the time of sheep shearing.

He is like a sheep that is shorn at that time of the year. Absalom has three sons and a
daughter called Tamar. Absalom's beautiful daughter called Tamar clearly reminds us of
Absalom's beautiful sister called Tamar and of the wrong that was committed to her.
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The fact that the text gives us her name and not the name of her brothers would suggest
that her name is of narrative significance. A man with three sons and a daughter called
Tamar would also remind us perhaps of Judah.

Judah had three sons and a daughter-in-law called Tamar. Absalom reminds us of David
and even more so as he wins over the hearts of the people in the following chapter. He
reminds us of Judah, the head of the kingly tribe.

And he has various other auspicious features that mark him out as a kingly character.
Perhaps we might also see some resemblances to the character of Samson, another man
who is characterized by the weight of his hair and who burns fields of grain.

[14:10] Absalom, though he is back in the city of Jerusalem, is clearly not in his father's good
graces and is not allowed into his father's presence. He is not satisfied with this position
so he appeals to Joab to act in his case, but Joab won't respond.

He sends a second time and Joab won't respond. And so he burns Joab's fields with fire.
Joab, who brought Absalom back, has his fields burnt up by him. This anticipates what will
happen to the whole field of Israel as a result of Absalom's return.

Absalom is engaging in some real political brinkmanship here, showing some virility that
David completely lacks at this point. If David won't make a decision in his case, he will
force the decision upon David, giving him the ultimatum, either kill or completely expel him
from the land, or return him to his good favour.

Joab brings the message to the king, and Absalom is restored. A question to consider.
How in this chapter, and the chapters that precede it, do we see David losing his powers
of judgement after his sins concerning Bathsheba and Uriah?


