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Big Idea: When his repentant servants humbly submit to his discipline, the Lord protects and provides.

The Text in Context

After leaving Jerusalem in the face of Shimei’s curse, David faced the imposing power of Absalom, now buttressed
by the defection of Ahithophel. This next literary unit describes how the Lord uses Hushai’s advice to thwart
Ahithophel and Absalom. In the middle of this unit we read that the Lord “had determined to frustrate the good
advice of Ahithophel in order to bring disaster on Absalom” (2 Sam. 17:14). This key statement provides a
framework for understanding all that transpires in chapters 16–17. It also sets the stage for the realization of the
Lord’s purpose as recorded in chapter 18. Ironically, while this statement bodes well for David (he will be delivered
from Absalom’s threat on his life), it also reminds us that the Lord’s earlier judgment announcement against David is
relentlessly materializing, as does Absalom’s violating David’s concubines (2 Sam. 16:21–22; cf. 12:11–12). Yes, the
Lord will spare David, as he has done before when Saul was chasing him. But in the process David will also pay the
third installment of his self-imposed penalty.

At the end of this literary unit, allies bring provisions for David (cf. 2 Sam. 16:1). Like the king of Moab (1 Sam. 22:3–
4), allies in Transjordan come to his aid (2 Sam. 17:27–29). This link to an earlier account of God’s provision bodes
well for David.

Historical and Cultural Background

When Absalom violates his father’s concubines (16:21–22), it is a declaration that he has usurped his father’s
throne. Kings would sometimes take another king’s concubines as tribute and as a sign of their lordship. For
example, the Assyrian king Sennacherib took the concubines (“women of the palace”) of both the Babylonian ruler
Merodach-Baladan (COS, 2:301) and the Judahite king Hezekiah (COS, 2:303).

Interpretive Insights

16:16 Long live the king! Absalom understands himself to be the referent of Hushai’s statement of acclamation.
Hushai certainly intends for Absalom to interpret his words in this way, but the reader of the story recognizes
dramatic irony in the ambiguity of the statement. Hushai does not say, “Long live King Absalom,” as one might
expect (see 1 Kings 1:25, 31, 34, 39). Instead he uses the shorter, more ambiguous form of acclamation (see 1 Sam.
10:24; 2 Kings 11:12). In his own mind, David, not Absalom, is “the king.”



16:18 the one chosen by the LORD, … his I will be. Hushai seemingly declares his loyalty to Absalom (note how he
prefaces his statement with “No”). Yet his reference to “the one chosen by the LorD,” while flattering Absalom, is a
subtle reminder to the reader that Hushai is really loyal to David, whom the Lord has chosen to be king (1 Sam.
16:1–12; 2 Sam. 6:21), not to Absalom, whom the story never describes as being the Lord’s chosen. Hushai’s
deceiving Absalom is all part of the Lord’s plan to “bring disaster” on this usurper (see 17:14) and illustrates how
God typically deals with deceivers (22:27). Indeed, the one who has used deception against his father (13:23–27;
15:7–9) has now become the deceived.

Key Themes of 2 Samuel 16:15–17:29
▪ The Lord frustrates the advice of Ahithophel because he has ordained Absalom’s demise.
▪ The Lord provides for the physical needs of David and his supporters.

16:22 he slept with his father’s concubines in the sight of all Israel. Ahithophel urges Absalom to violate David’s
concubines and thereby proclaim himself the rightful ruler. When Israel hears of this bold action, they will know
that Absalom has indeed rebelled against his father. Seeing their leader’s brazen attitude, Absalom’s supporters will
be emboldened to follow his lead and bring the coup to its completion. This reprehensible act fulfills Nathan’s
prophecy (12:11–12), reminding the reader that Absalom’s rebellion, though not endorsed by the Lord (see 17:14),
is providentially part of the Lord’s discipline of David for his sin with Bathsheba. David himself seems to understand
this (see 16:11–12).

17:2 then all the people with him will flee. Ahithophel projects his own readiness to shift allegiance upon David’s
followers, but they are far more loyal than he realizes or perhaps can appreciate (cf. 15:19–37; 17:15–22).

I would strike down only the king. Ahithophel’s advice demonstrates an appalling lack of respect for God’s anointed
king and a lack of fear for the Lord himself. Ahithophel’s description of David as “the king” is telling and self-
condemnatory, even if he only intends to use the expression in a referential way. His attitude toward the Lord’s
anointed (David) stands in contrast to the respect that David has shown the Lord’s anointed (Saul). Ahithophel is
ready to “strike down” (nakah) the king, while David has refused to let Abishai “pin” (nakah) Saul to the ground
(1 Sam. 26:8). Indeed, when David cut off just a corner of Saul’s robe in the cave, he was “conscience-stricken”
(1 Sam. 24:5; Hebrew, “the heart of David struck him [David] down”).

17:11 as numerous as the sand on the seashore. Strategically, Hushai’s advice makes sense, since such a force will
be seemingly invincible. The proposal also plays on Absalom’s vanity, since it depicts all Israel as rallying around
him. But literarily there are ominous echoes for Absalom. Three times before in the Former Prophets a military
force has been described in this way (Josh. 11:4; Judg. 7:12; 1 Sam. 13:5). In each case the expression is used of a
foreign army that is then soundly defeated by the Lord’s chosen leader (Joshua, Gideon, Saul).

17:14 For the LORD had determined to frustrate the good advice of Ahithophel. The Lord answered David’s prayer
(cf. 2 Sam. 15:31). The narrator’s description of Ahithophel’s advice as “good,” in contradiction to Hushai’s
characterization of it as “not good” (17:7), reminds the reader that Absalom is a victim of divine deception (see the
comment above on 16:18).

17:19 His wife took a covering. This episode is similar to an incident that occurred at Jericho when the Israelites
were invading the land under Joshua. If the many intertextual links are by design, then they contribute to the
characterization of the main figures in the story. The respective spies correspond to one another, as do rahab
and the anonymous woman of Bahurim (vv. 17–20). Since the spies eventually report to David (v. 21), as the
Israelite spies did to Joshua (Josh. 2:24), David and Joshua correspond, while Absalom, who sent the spies, is linked
with the king of Jericho. In other words, David is on the Lord’s side in this matter, while Absalom is cast in the role
of the enemy.



17:23 hanged himself. There is poetic justice here: The one who has pitilessly advised his new master to strike
David dead (17:2–3) now is dead himself, and the vocal cords that have uttered such brazen advice are crushed.
The Lord has answered David’s prayer when he frustrates Ahithophel’s counsel; now in his providence the Lord
takes this potentially dangerous foe off the playing field entirely. Ahithophel’s self-destruction foreshadows what is
about to happen to his new master, who will also die with his feet dangling in the air (18:9–15).

17:27 When David came to Mahanaim. This literary unit closes as the preceding one began, with David’s receiving
provisions (cf. 16:1). His supporters, who are from east of the Jordan, are foils for Absalom, “all the men of Israel,”
and David’s nephew Amasa, who are trying to kill their rightful king (vv. 24–25).

Theological Insights

Though it may seem incongruous, in this and the preceding episodes, David experiences both the discipline and
the deliverance of God simultaneously. David understands Shimei’s insulting treatment and false accusations as
the discipline of God (16:10–11). Absalom’s humiliating treatment of David’s concubines, in fulfillment of Nathan’s
prophecy (16:22; cf. 12:11–12), is also punishment from God. David submits to this divine discipline (cf. 15:25–26)
but also looks to God for vindication (16:12; cf. 15:31). The Lord does vindicate and protect David, but ironically, in
delivering David from Absalom’s attack on his life (cf. 17:2–3), the Lord will force David to make the third installment
of his self-imposed penalty. Though that payment is made in the next episode (18:1–17), the narrator informs us of
its inevitability in this passage (17:14).

This account also nicely illustrates how divine sovereignty and human agency sometimes work together in the
outworking of the divine purpose. In a previous episode, David asked the Lord to frustrate Ahithophel’s advice
(15:31). The Lord providentially began to answer his prayer by sending Hushai to meet David (15:32). In this
episode we see Hushai doing his best to counteract Ahithophel’s advice, illustrating how God sometimes answers
prayer and works out his purposes through secondary causes. But there is more to the story than meets the eye.
Indeed, as we read the advice of the two counselors, it is quite apparent that Ahithophel’s plan is superior; even
the narrator admits this (17:14). But in the end the Lord is manipulating the minds of Absalom and his men,
causing them to prefer the desperate, inferior plan offered by Hushai, because he has already determined to
bring disaster upon Absalom (17:14). This is reminiscent of the account of Eli’s sons, who rejected their father’s
warning because the Lord had by that time decided to kill them (1 Sam. 2:25; see as well as 1 Kings 12:15).

Teaching the Text

The Lord vindicates his humble, chosen servants when they are unjustly threatened. David is vulnerable in the face
of Absalom’s well-orchestrated and unexpected revolt. Though David’s suffering is disciplinary, the Lord does not
abandon him. Various individuals come to his aid and even risk their lives on his behalf. Most important, the Lord
himself intervenes, causing Absalom to make an unwise decision that will prove to be disastrous.1
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