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Big Idea: The Lord fulfills his promises to his chosen servants as his people
depend on his providence and align their desires with his purposes..

The Text in Context

With Saul’s death, David’s path was open to the throne of Israel. This next part of the unfolding story (2:1–5:5) tells
how David fulfills his destiny and ascends the throne. This is a distinct literary unit, marked out by an inclusio. It
begins with David’s being anointed in Hebron by the men of Judah (2:1–4) and ends with all Israel coming to Hebron
and anointing him king over the entire nation (5:1–5). In between, the narrator tells how Benjamite opposition is
eliminated, but not by any wrongdoing on David’s part.

After Saul’s death, David does not try to seize the throne. He first asks the Lord if he should even return to Judah,
and when he does, in response to the Lord’s positive reply, the men of Judah come to him and anoint him king.
David commends the men of Jabesh Gilead for their loyalty to Saul, and he tries to maintain a nonaggression policy
against the house of Saul. Abner eventually transfers his loyalty to David and recognizes David’s divine calling
(3:17–18), only to be murdered by Joab. Benjamite assassins murder Ish-bosheth, whose death David swiftly
avenges (4:11–12). David does not endorse the murders of Abner and Ish-bosheth, and the narrator absolves him
of complicity in their deaths (cf. 3:28, 37; 4:9–11).

The narrator’s overall portrayal of David is definitely positive, especially when he is contrasted with Saul, who
desperately tried to hold on to his royal power and treated David as an enemy. However, along the way the seeds of
trouble are planted: David’s harem grows, and he fails to bring Joab to justice for his murderous attack on Abner. His
growing attention to women will escalate (cf. 5:13) and culminate in his devastating affair with Bathsheba, and his
lack of attention to justice within his own royal court and family will contribute to Absalom’s rebellion, with its
attendant chaos and pain.

Historical and Cultural Background

When the Israelites make David king, they recall an oracle in which the Lord says that David will “shepherd” his
people (5:2). The metaphor of the king as a divinely appointed shepherd is common throughout the ancient Near
East.



Interpretive Insights

2:1 David inquired of the LORD. David has learned through experience that he must consult the Lord for direction
(1 Sam. 23:1–4; 30:8).

2:6 I too will show you the same favor because you have done this. David’s message to Jabesh Gilead is important
for several reasons. Saul is dead, but not due to David’s actions in any way. David, the loyal follower of Saul, is Saul’s
rightful successor, and he welcomes the allegiance of Saul’s loyal subjects.

3:9 what the LORD promised him on oath. Abner’s confession is another piece of crucial evidence in the narrator’s
apology for David. Even Saul’s loyal general (v. 8) acknowledges David’s right to the throne.

Key Themes of 2 Samuel 2:1–5:5
▪ In fulfillment of his promise, the Lord places David on the throne of Israel.
▪ David, who trusts in the Lord’s protection, is not complicit in the murders of Abner and Ish-bosheth
▪ The people willingly anoint David as their king in recognition of God’s purposes for him.

3:18 For the LORD promised David. The promise as quoted by Abner does not appear earlier in the story. Ironically it
resembles God’s promise to Saul (see 1 Sam. 9:16; 10:1 [LXX]). In Abner’s mind, David has replaced Saul as God’s
chosen deliverer of Israel. Abner joins the other characters in the story that have acknowledged David’s royal
destiny, including Jonathan (1 Sam. 23:17), Saul (24:20), and Abigail (25:28–30).

David’s Wives
Following Saul’s death, David’s power steadily grows (2 Sam. 3:1). However, before continuing the story of David’s
rise to the throne of Israel (2 Sam. 3:6–5:5), the narrator stops and informs us that David fathers six sons from six
different wives while he is ruling in Hebron (2 Sam. 3:2–5). His royal court is growing with the help of his ever-
expanding harem. Before this, we were told that David had only two wives (Ahinoam and Abigail; 1 Sam. 25:43;
30:5;  2 Sam. 2:2), excluding Michal, whom Saul gave to a man named Paltiel (1 Sam. 25:44). But now we read of
four additional wives. One might conclude that this list is, as Anderson suggests, “an indication of divine blessing
and approval.” Yet the report of David’s expanding royal court is disturbing in light of Deuteronomy 17:17, which
stipulates that the king of Israel must not multiply wives. As the story continues, tensions will develop within this
crowded royal court, especially between the half-brothers Amnon (son of Ahinoam) and Absalom (son of Maacah).
David’s growing harem suggests that he is becoming enamored with the trappings of kingship and is modeling his
kingship after the cultural pattern of other nations

3:21 my lord the king. David addressed Saul in this way (24:8; 26:17), and he referred to Saul as Abner’s lord and
king (1 Sam. 26:15). But now that Saul has passed from the scene, Abner has switched his allegiance, and David
accepts his loyalty. Before this, David has been referred to as “(a) king” (1 Sam. 16:1; 2 Sam. 2:4, 7, 11; 3:17) or even
as “king of the land” (by the Philistines; 1 Sam. 21:11). But Abner’s use of the article (“the king”) marks a turning
point in the description of David. Eight more times in this chapter he will be called “the king,” seven times by the
narrator (vv. 24, 31–33, 36–38; in v. 23 he is called “the king” in a quotation).

3:28 I and my kingdom are forever innocent before the LORD concerning the blood of Abner. The text goes out of its
way to exonerate David. It tells us that David did not know about Joab’s message or the murder until after the fact.
When he does find out, he protests his innocence, calls a curse down on Joab and Abishai, orders and leads a state-
sponsored funeral procession, and calls another curse down upon Joab for good measure.

4:2 from the tribe of Benjamin. It is important to the narrator’s defense of David to identify the assassins as
Benjamites. Two of Ish-bosheth’s own tribal kinsmen kill him, not David’s supporters.



4:8 Saul, your enemy. The Benjamite assassins cast Saul in the role of David’s “enemy.” Others have done the same,
including the narrator (1 Sam. 18:29), David’s men (24:4), Saul (24:19), and Abishai (26:8), but David did not use this
designation for Saul, and his response here shows that he does not view Saul in this manner.
the LORD has avenged my lord the king. Earlier David appealed to the Lord for justice and prayed that the Lord would
avenge Saul’s offenses against him, but he refused to lift a hand against Saul (1 Sam. 24:12). Having consistently
taken this stance toward Saul, he is not about to tolerate this crime against Saul’s innocent son (cf. v. 11).

4:11 when wicked men have killed an innocent man. David has them executed on the spot for murdering an
innocent man. He characterizes them as “wicked men” (resha‘im). Earlier David quoted a proverb that used this
same term: “From evildoers [resha‘im] come evil deeds” (1 Sam. 24:13a). David refused to lift a hand against Saul,
because he realized that to do so would be an evil deed, characteristic of evildoers, and he wanted to demonstrate
to all that his intentions toward Saul were not evil. Having refused to do evil himself, he is not going to tolerate such
a deed being done on his behalf.

5:1 All the tribes of Israel came to David. The inclusion of “all” depicts national unity and emphasizes the complete
support that David receives (cf. Josh. 24:1; 1 Sam. 10:20). The tribes of Israel initiate this covenant with David; he
does not solicit their support (cf. 2:4).

We are your own flesh and blood. They identify themselves as David’s “own flesh and blood” (“your bone and your
flesh”) emphasizing their common ancestry as descendants of Jacob. The expression is used elsewhere of flesh-and-
blood kinship relations (Gen. 29:14; Judg. 9:2; 2 Sam. 19:12–13).

David and Michal
How should we assess David’s demand to have Michal returned to him (3:14)? On the one hand, one could argue
that David’s demand is only fair; after all, he has risked his life to marry Michal, and Saul has no right to take his wife
away from him. Ish-bosheth even complies with the demand, apparently agreeing with the legality and fairness of it.
On the other hand, the move seems motivated by political ambition. By reclaiming Michal, David reminds everyone
that he is Saul’s son-in-law and has a legitimate place in Saul’s royal court. With Michal as one of his wives, David
will be in a better position to negotiate with the Benjamites. The incident may even have a darker, more sinister
dimension to it that foreshadows David’s crime against Bathsheba and Uriah

5:2 You will shepherd my people Israel, and you will become their ruler. There is no earlier reference to the oracle
quoted, but it appears to allude to Samuel’s statement to Saul regarding the one who would succeed him (1 Sam.
13:14) and is similar to Abigail’s assuring word to David (25:30). The people do not grant unbridled authority to
David, however. The divine oracle speaks of him as a shepherd who will care for the LORD’s people, and here they
refer to him as “ruler” (nagid), not “king” (see the comments above on 1 Sam. 9:16; 10:1; 13:14; and 25:30).

Theological Insights

Saul’s death brought humiliation to Israel. Even the new king in waiting, David, responded with sorrow and
lamentation. However, as in the case of Eli’s death and the capture of the ark, the darkness of judgment was not
permanent (cf. Ps. 30:5). God’s decree of judgment against Saul proved to be reliable, but so is his promise to place
David on the throne of Israel. David seeks the Lord’s guidance and waits on divine providence. The Lord in turn
brings to realization the promise he has stated in conjunction with his rejection of Saul (1 Sam. 13:14; 15:28) and
has reiterated on several occasions through various voices (20:15; 21:11; 23:17; 24:20; 25:28; 26:25; 28:17). For the
exiles, suffering the humiliation of defeat, this is encouraging. The Lord has promised that he will eventually restore
his people by raising up a new David, who will lead them into a new era of divine blessing (see esp. Isa. 9:6–7;
11:1–16;  Jer. 23:5–6; 30:8–9; 33:15–26; Ezek. 34:23–24; 37:24–25; Hosea 3:5; Amos 9:11–12; Zech. 12:7–14).



Teaching the Text

1. Though the fulfillment of God’s promises may seem to be delayed and even jeopardized, God is faithful to bring
them to realization. As David ran from Saul and then, following Saul’s death, reigns over the region of Judah for
seven and a half years, he must be wondering when God will fulfill his promise to place him on the throne of Israel.
Despite apparent delays and opposition, God’s promise is fulfilled. God’s people today wait and pray for his promise
of a kingdom of peace to be realized in conjunction with the second coming of the new, ideal Davidic king, Jesus the
Messiah (Matt. 6:10). Though it may seem to be delayed, causing some to scoff and doubt, it will arrive in God’s
own good time (Matt. 24:36; 2 Pet. 3:3–11).

2. The Lord’s chosen servants trust in his timing and do not resort to wrongdoing while waiting for the fulfillment of
the divine promise. On several occasions, David came close to death and wavered in his faith. But to his credit, he
did not force the issue by killing Saul or by trying to seize the throne following Saul’s death. He is not involved in any
way in the murder of Abner or Ish-bosheth. David knows that the Lord is his protector (4:9), and he waits on the
Lord to fulfill his promise.

3. God’s people do well to recognize his purposes and act accordingly. As noted above (see “Theological Insights”),
God has made known his intention to replace Saul on the throne of Israel; many, including Saul and those closest to
David, recognize David as God’s choice to be Saul’s successor. When Saul has been killed and David has returned,
Judah and then in due time Israel align themselves with God’s purpose. Through David’s military exploits under Saul,
the Lord has previewed his future king for Israel; finally the people, recognizing David’s gifts and calling, willingly
anoint him as their king in recognition of God’s purposes for him and Israel.1

1 Robert B. Chisholm Jr., 1 & 2 Samuel, ed. Mark L. Strauss, John H. Walton, and Rosalie de Rosset, Teach the Text
Commentary Series (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2013), 200–205.


