
OH, WHAT A TANGLED WEB
WE WEAVE:

Power Poisons the Conscience

2 Samuel 11
Lesson 80

Wednesday, March 30, 2022

Big Idea: The Lord’s chosen servants cannot hide their sins from him.

The Text in Context

Empowered by the Lord, David has experienced great success militarily and made Israel more secure than it has ever been. He obeyed the
Deuteronomic regulations pertaining to the accumulation of chariot horses and wealth, promoted justice for all, and tried to model God’s
faithfulness in his relationships. But suddenly the story takes a shocking downward turn as David’s blatant violation of God’s law brings
chaos into his life, the royal court, and the nation. Earlier David was portrayed as a new Joshua/Caleb who fearlessly defeats Israel’s
intimidating enemies (see “Theological Insights” for 1 Sam. 17). But now he turns into a new Samson: he sees an attractive woman and
allows lust to enslave him (see comments on v. 2 below). This is especially alarming because the narrator earlier depicted Saul in Samson-
like terms (see comments on 1 Sam. 10:7; 11:6; 14:24), and now David looks very Saul-like (see comments on vv. 1 and 14 below). These
echoes of Samson and Saul create tension in the plot. Will David’s lust be fatal, as it was for Samson? Will the Lord reject David, as he
rejected Saul? As the story unfolds, we discover that the answer is “no” in both cases. God preserves David and retains him as king in
accordance with his promise (2 Sam. 7:14). Yet David pays dearly for his sin, and the chaos of the judges’ period is revisited when the king
spurns God’s law and does what is right in his own eyes.

Actually, David’s fall has been foreshadowed. David has followed the Deuteronomic regulations with regard to horses and wealth, but not
in another area. Twice earlier the narrator spoke specifically of David’s expanding power. But in both cases, the narrator then included a
harem report, drawing attention to the fact that David is pursuing, at least in this regard, a model of kingship in the wider culture, contrary
to the Deuteronomic ideal. David grew in prominence, but these reminders that he is violating the regulation concerning royal harems
(Deut. 17:17) are disturbing and cast a cloud over his successes. The pattern is as follows:

David grows stronger while the house of Saul grows weaker (2 Sam. 3:1).
Harem report (2 Sam. 3:2–5).
David’s power grows as God strengthens him (2 Sam. 5:10, 12).
Harem report (2 Sam. 5:13–16).

So, when we read of David’s great success in empire building in 2 Samuel 8 and 10, we almost expect to read about further additions to the
harem. Our expectation is realized as we read of Bathsheba’s entry into the harem. David’s abuse of power in taking Uriah’s wife and life is
consistent with the pattern. David’s royal position has clearly gone to his head. He acts accordingly and brings his kingdom crashing down
around his still intact (by the mercy and covenant faithfulness of God) throne.

Interpretive Insights

11:1 But David remained in Jerusalem. The clause structure in the Hebrew text (subject placed before the verb) draws attention to this
statement. Following the account of David’s great military exploits in 2 Samuel 10:17–18, he appears to be in the wrong place at the wrong
time. Sometimes that can prove to be disastrous.

11:2 he saw a woman bathing. The only other time the statement “he saw a woman” appears in the Former Prophets is in the story of
Samson (Judg. 14:1; 16:1). The story of Samson’s death begins ominously with his visit to a Philistine prostitute (16:1). Now 2 Samuel 11
records how David, the new Joshua/Caleb who fearlessly defeated a giant in the name of the Lord, is transformed into a new Samson,
whose lust emasculates his military strength.



Key Themes of 2 Samuel 11
▪ David breaks the seventh and tenth commandments and then, in an attempt to cover up his crime, violates the sixth 

and eighth commandments.
▪ David’s sins do not escape the disapproving eye of the Lord.

The woman was very beautiful. The structure of the Hebrew clause (subject first) draws attention to this observation. The description of
Bathsheba’s physical beauty echoes the description of David when he first appeared in the story
(cf. 1 Sam. 16:12). David’s gaze falls on one who is every bit his physical equal; he apparently has met his match. Will he succumb to the
temptation of using his power to take what he desires?

11:3 the wife of Uriah. The servant’s identification of the woman as “the wife of Uriah” should stop David in his tracks, for she belongs not
only to another man, but to a man who is one of David’s very best soldiers (2 Sam. 23:39).

11:4 David sent messengers to get her. The Hebrew reads, “sent messengers and took.” The verb “took” (laqah) was also used earlier when
David added women to his harem (1 Sam. 25:39–40, 43; 2 Sam. 3:15; 5:13). David’s taking Bathsheba is the culmination of a disturbing
trend (see comments on 1 Sam. 25:39; see the first two sidebars in the unit on 2 Sam. 2:1–5:5 and the sidebar in the unit on
2 Sam. 5:6–25).

Now she was purifying herself from her monthly uncleanness. The grammatical structure (subject followed by predicate) indicates that this
statement is parenthetical or circumstantial, not part of the main narrative sequence. It informs us of Bathsheba’s ritual condition at the
time she has relations with David. She is ritually cleansing herself, now that her seven-day period of menstrual impurity has ended. As
McCarter explains, this information is significant, for it informs the reader that she is ripe for conception and means that anyone close to
the scene will know that Uriah, who is away fighting in Ammon, cannot be responsible for Bathsheba’s pregnancy.

11:5 The woman conceived and sent word. Prior to this in the chapter, David has “sent” three times (vv. 1, 3–4). This reflects his royal
authority: he gives an order, and others carry out his wishes. But David abuses his authority in sending for Bathsheba, and his actions will
boomerang. Bathsheba “sent” a message informing David that she is pregnant. This sets in motion a series of devious actions that lead to
the murder of Uriah. The deed in turn prompts the Lord to send the prophet Nathan to confront David with his sin (12:1).

11:9 But Uriah slept at the entrance to the palace. Uriah refuses to “sleep” with his own wife (v. 11) while the army is engaged in battle.
Instead, for two consecutive nights he sleeps in the palace among David’s servants (vv. 9, 13). The same verb used to describe David’s
adulterous act with Bathsheba (cf. v. 4, “he slept with her”) here epitomizes Uriah’s loyalty to his king. David sees the naked Bathsheba
“one evening” (v. 2), falls prey to his lust, and commits adultery with her; drunken Uriah resists the temptation to sleep with his wife and
sleeps with the servants “in the evening” (v. 13).

11:11 As surely as you live, I will not do such a thing! Uriah’s words are ironic in two respects and, from the reader’s perspective, serve to
condemn David: (1) Uriah disobeys the king’s command (vv. 8–9), but his defense is a reminder that loyalty to the Lord and his cause (v.
11a) supersedes even royal authority. (2) While Uriah considers it wrong to sleep with his own wife while the army is engaged in Ammon,
David has no such qualms. In fact, he even sleeps with another man’s wife!

11:14 David wrote a letter to Joab and sent it with Uriah. David’s sending a letter with murderous intent (v. 14) is ironic: years earlier Saul
abused his royal authority and sent messengers out with the intent of arresting and killing David
(1 Sam. 19:11, 14–15, 20–21). Now David is no longer the victim but has occupied the role of Saul.

11:15 Then withdraw from him so he will be struck down and die. David’s plan for Uriah’s death is absurd, for it will involve telling all the
soldiers but Uriah to withdraw at a specified time so he will stand isolated before the enemy. Earlier David used the verbs “strike down”
(nakah) and “die/kill” (mut) together to describe how he killed predators who threatened his sheep (17:35), and the narrator used them to
describe how David struck down Goliath (17:50) and Shobak, the Aramaean general

(2 Sam. 10:18). But now David uses them in his order to Joab as he tries to kill, not an enemy, but one of his own loyal soldiers. Rather than
being another heroic act on David’s part, his murderous action now resembles the deeds of Joab, who “stabbed” (nakah) innocent Abner so
that he “died” (mut; 2 Sam. 3:27), and of the assassins who “stabbed” (nakah) and “killed” (mut) innocent Ish-bosheth (2 Sam. 4:7).

11:16 he put Uriah at a place where he knew the strongest defenders were. Joab recognizes the folly of David’s plan, but this loyal general
also realizes he must carry out the spirit of his master’s command. There is no way Uriah can “safely” die without sacrificing some others as
well.

11:25 Don’t let this upset you; the sword devours one as well as another. Ironically David’s proverbial statement will prove to be true in his
own family (see 2 Sam. 12:9–10).



11:27 David had her brought to his house. Bringing Bathsheba into the palace after the period of mourning might seem to be an act of
kindness, but David is seeking to cover his tracks. With Uriah dead and gone, many might assume that sometime during his visit to Jerusalem,
he had relations with his wife and fathered a child. But there are several servants who know better. By marrying Bathsheba, the king can
silence all doubt and safely claim the child as his own.

But the thing David had done displeased the LorD. David seems to be safe, but then we are reminded that David cannot hide his crimes from
the watchful eye of the Lord. David tells Joab, “Don’t let this upset you” (Hebrew, “Let this thing not be evil in your eyes”). But the Lord will
not be pacified as easily as Joab. Using David’s words, the narrator informs us that David’s deeds “displeased” the Lord (Hebrew, “The thing
that David had done was evil in the eyes of the LORD”).

Theological Insights

David violates the seventh (adultery) and tenth (coveting another man’s wife) commandments and then, in his attempt to cover his tracks,
breaks the sixth (murder) and eighth (theft) as well (Exod. 20:13–15, 17; Deut. 5:17–19, 21). His actions create a theological tension in the
developing story line. He clearly violates the law of Moses and is guilty of capital offenses (Lev. 20:10; Num. 35:30–31; Deut. 22:22), yet the
Lord has made an irrevocable promise to him, albeit with a stern warning regarding infractions (2 Sam. 7:11–16). So, the reader wonders how
this tension will be resolved. As the story continues, we see both God’s mercy and his discipline revealed as David’s reign and dynasty are
spared, while at the same time he is punished severely and fairly for his crimes (for further remarks, see chap. 12, under “Theological
Insights”).

This account reminds us of two important theological truths that permeate Scripture: (1) Fallen human nature is fundamentally flawed and
capable of the most heinous crimes. (2) The account also reminds us that the omniscient God sees all that human beings do and assesses all
that he sees from a moral perspective. He often allows evil actions, but he does not approve of them and holds evildoers accountable for their
behavior, as David quickly finds out.

Teaching the Text

1. Power can be a breeding ground for sin, and sin, once conceived, can consume those who try to cover it up. 

2. We cannot hide our sin from God. 

2 Samuel 12 – Lesson 81

YOUR SIN WILL FIND YOU OUT:
The Lord Confronts His Sinful Servant

Big Idea: The Lord disciplines his sinful servants but also
extends forgiveness and mercy.

The Text in Context

Thanks to the help of Joab and the silence of Bathsheba, David appeared to get away with the murder of Uriah and even ended up adding
Uriah’s beautiful wife to his harem. But the last words of chapter 11 suggest that the story will take a turn for the worse for David. Chapter 12
tells how the Lord confronts David with his sin. The Lord announces that he will severely punish David, and the rest of the story focuses on the
tragic consequences of David’s sin and records how David pays his own self-imposed fourfold penalty in full (12:6). Yet there is also a silver
lining: the Lord tempers his punishment of David with mercy, and the rest of the story shows how the Lord preserves both David’s life and his
dynasty. The Davidic covenant promises are not cancelled by David’s disobedience. In this respect, this chapter and those that follow
contribute, oddly enough, to the narrator’s apology for David. Yes, David disobeys the Lord and is severely punished for his crimes, but in
contrast to the Lord’s treatment of Saul, the Lord does not reject his dynasty or remove him from the throne. Indeed, the fact that David’s
throne remains secure, in spite of his heinous sin and its consequences, is proof of God’s commitment to him.

Historical and Cultural Background

Some commentators suggest that when David’s baby dies, he laments, “I will go to him, but he will not return to me” (v. 23) and translate this
not to be a statement of hope, but of finality. In other words, David understands that no one returns from the land of the dead. Passage
between the realms of the living and the dead is strictly one direction. However, I do personally disagree with this interpretation. To the
contrary, it is a statement of hope, not one of finality, but one of reunion. 



Interpretive Insights

12:1 The LorD sent Nathan to David. In chapter 11 David twice “sent” for Bathsheba—the first time to sin with her (v. 3), the second time to
cover up his sin (v. 27). He “sent” for Uriah in an effort to cover his sinful tracks (v. 6) and then “sent” him back to Joab, carrying his own death
warrant (v. 14). His sending reflects his royal authority: he just speaks a word, and others respond to carry out his wishes. But there is one
who has authority even over the king. Displeased with 000David’s actions (11:27), the Lord “sent” his prophet Nathan to confront David.

12:3 and even slept in his arms. The description of the little lamb is dripping with irony and double meaning. The man would let the lamb
sleep in his arms. Nathan uses the word shakab, “sleep, lie down,” the same verb used to describe how David “slept” with Bathsheba (11:4).
The poor man’s lamb was “like a daughter to him.” The word bat, “daughter,” echoes Bathsheba’s name (bat-sheba‘).

12:4 he took the ewe lamb that belonged to the poor man. Again Nathan uses irony and double meaning. The verb “took” (laqah) is the same
one used to describe how David took Bathsheba and slept with her (cf. 11:4). Nathan uses a story about abuse of power rather than one
about adultery and murder, because such abuse is at the core of David’s crimes.

12:5 the man who did this must die! The Hebrew text calls the perpetrator “a son of death.” This phrase is used in only two other passages
  (1 Sam. 20:31; 26:16). In 1 Samuel 20:31 Saul calls David a “son of death” (AT), one doomed to die by royal decree. Now, ironically, David
unwittingly characterizes himself in this same way. David did not deserve death on that earlier occasion, but now he does (cf. Num. 35:30–31).

Key Themes of 2 Samuel 12
▪ The Lord confronts David with his sin and announces that he will severely discipline him for his crimes.
▪ The Lord extends forgiveness to David, preserves his life, and assures him of his love.12:6

He must pay for that lamb four times over. Uriah unknowingly carried his own death warrant back to Joab; now David unwittingly pronounces
his own sentence, confirming it by prefacing to it an especially emphatic oath formula. The legal background for David’s decision is found in
Exodus 22:1, which states that one who steals a sheep must repay the owner’s loss fourfold. The fulfillment of the sentence comes in the
following chapters, as David loses four sons: the anonymous child to whom Bathsheba gives birth, Amnon, Absalom, and Adonijah. All die
prematurely, the last three by violence/murder. Absalom, David’s favorite, is killed, like Uriah, through the instrumentality of the cruelly
devoted Joab (2 Sam. 18:14).

12:7 This is what the LorD, the God of Israel, says. Nathan’s use of this introductory formula is ironic. The last time David heard such a formula
from Nathan was when the prophet announced to him the Lord’s promise of an enduring dynasty (2 Sam. 7:5, 8), which includes provisions for
how rebellion will be handled. Now the time has come for those provisions to be implemented. On that earlier occasion, the Lord’s announcement
included a rehearsal of all that the Lord had done on David’s behalf (7:8–9), just as this announcement does (12:7–8).

12:9 Why did you despise the word of the LorD …? The Lord accuses David of despising his word, which is the same as despising his very person
(v. 10). The verb used here (bazah) also appears in 1 Samuel 2:30 in the Lord’s denunciation of Eli. The association with Eli and his sons does not
bode well for David.

by doing what is evil in his eyes. David has despised the Lord’s word by committing murder and theft. The expression, “do what is evil in the
eyes of” the Lord, occurs on one other occasion in 1-2 Samuel. Samuel accused Saul of doing “evil in the eyes of the LORD” when he failed to
wipe out the Amalekites (1 Sam. 15:19). Moving further back in the Former Prophets, we see that the expression appears frequently in Judges
to characterize sinful Israel (2:11; 3:7, 12; 4:1; 6:1; 10:6; 13:1). The intertextual linking with Saul and with idolatrous Israel of the judges’
period does not bode well for David.

You struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword. The only time the expression “strike down with the sword” occurs prior to this in 1-2 Samuel
is in 1 Samuel 22:19, where Doeg, acting on Saul’s orders (v. 18), slaughtered the inhabitants of Nob. The intertextual linking with Doeg/Saul
does not bode well for David.

and took his wife to be your own. From the Lord’s perspective, David’s marriage to Bathsheba is an act of theft because only the murder of
Uriah makes it possible. Once again the verb “took” (laqah) is used of David (see also v. 10), linking him with others who are described as
greedily taking something (see the comment above on 11:4).

with the sword of the Ammonites. From the Lord’s perspective the Ammonite warriors who cut Uriah down were a mere instrument in David’s
hands.

12:10 the sword will never depart from your house. Poetic justice characterizes the Lord’s punishment of David. David (not the Ammonites or
even Joab) has killed Uriah, and now the sword will devastate David’s house. Three of David’s sons later die violent deaths (2 Sam. 13:28–29;
18:14; 1 Kings 2:24–25): Absalom kills his rival Amnon, and Solomon kills his rival Adonijah, both doing so through the instrumentality of
another. Joab, who arranged the death of Uriah, later kills Absalom.



12:11 I will take your wives and give them to one who is close to you. This is fulfilled when Absalom rebels against his father and violates the
royal harem (2 Sam. 16:22). David slept with Uriah’s wife (v. 12), so one who is close to him (his own son!) will “lie” (shakab again; cf. 11:4)
with his wives. David’s sin was in secret, but this humiliating punishment will occur in broad daylight for all Israel to see. The Lord’s use of
the word “take” (laqah) echoes David’s crime (cf. 12:9–10) and contributes to the theme of poetic justice.

12:13 I have sinned against the LorD. On the one hand, David’s confession of his guilt places him in bad company. In the Former Prophets to
this point, the only individuals to say the words “I have sinned” are Saul (1 Sam. 15:24, 30; 26:21) and Achan (Josh. 7:20). On an earlier
occasion David was able to say to Saul, “I have not sinned” (1 Sam. 24:11), but he cannot claim innocence now. On the other hand, his
confession of his guilt, without any attempt to deny wrongdoing or to justify his actions, sets him apart from his predecessor 
(1 Sam. 13:11–12; 15:13–25).

The LorD has taken away your sin. In this case, divine forgiveness does not entail a dismissal of charges or an elimination of all
consequences. It simply means a reduced sentence: David’s life will be preserved. But there will still be severe consequences. In addition to
those already outlined (vv. 10–12), the baby born to David and Bathsheba will die (v. 14).

12:14 you have shown utter contempt for the LorD. There is an echo of the narrator’s description of Eli’s sons, who treated the Lord’s
offering with contempt (1 Sam. 2:17). The charge of treating the Lord with contempt is serious, for elsewhere those who do so are evil and
enemies of God (Pss. 10:3, 13; 74:10, 18; Isa. 1:4) and receive severe punishment (Num. 14:23; 16:30).

12:15 the LorD struck the child. The Lord struck (nagap) Nabal (1 Sam. 25:38), and David anticipated that he would strike Saul (1 Sam.
26:10). But now, ironically, the verb is used with David’s child as the object. Actions directed toward David’s enemies in the past are now
directed toward David.

12:16 David pleaded with God for the child. As David later explains (v. 22), he is not sure if the pronouncement in verse 14 is implicitly
conditional. His earlier oath in verse 5 unconditionally condemns four sons (“lambs”), but he still hopes that this child will not need to be
one of the casualties.

spent the nights lying in sackcloth on the ground. There may be an echo here of David’s sin. He had “slept” (shakab) with Bathsheba (11:4);
now he is “lying” (shakab) on the ground before the Lord, confronted with the harsh consequences of his sin.

12:25 he sent word through Nathan. Earlier the Lord “sent” Nathan to confront David and pronounce his penalty, but now he sends word to
David to name this next son Jedidiah, “loved by the Lord” (NIV mg.). This act of sending counterbalances the earlier one (see the comments
on v. 1 above) and tempers divine discipline with mercy.

12:29 David mustered the entire army and went to rabbah, and attacked and captured it. We have heard this language used to describe
David’s victory before (cf. 1 Sam. 17:32; 23:5; 2 Sam. 5:7; 8:4). David is again doing what he does best: fighting the wars 
of the Lord.

Theological Insights

The Lord’s response to David’s sins reveals much about his justice and mercy: (1) The Lord confronts his servants when they rebel against
him (Heb. 12:8). (2) The Lord’s discipline is just and can be very severe. (3) The Lord is willing to forgive his repentant servants, yet
forgiveness does not necessarily mean that all consequences are eliminated. (4) The Lord ultimately assures his repentant servants of his
continuing love

Teaching the Text

The Lord disciplines his sinful servants, sometimes severely, because he is a just God and must punish\
wrongdoing appropriately. 

The Lord is willing to extend his forgiveness and mercy to his repentant servants because he is a faithful God
whose love for his covenant people is enduring. 


