
O ABSALOM,
MY SON, MY SON!
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Big Idea: The Lord’s discipline, once decreed, is inescapable and just; it often brings great sorrow in its wake.

The Text in Context

As the previous episode came to an end, David was in serious danger. But the preceding episode made it clear that David was
not alone and that the Lord, while using Absalom as an instrument in his discipline of David, is going to bring about Absalom’s
defeat (17:14). This episode tells how that happens. The Lord halts Absalom’s coup in its tracks, but in the process, David pays
the third installment of his self-imposed fourfold penalty (cf. 12:6). Nathan’s prophecy continues to echo through the story as
the sword continues to rip through David’s house (cf. 12:10).

David’s response to the loss of his son is heart wrenching yet also symptomatic of his failed leadership. Joab’s rebuke and
warning raise the issue of David’s continuing support. Despite the failure of Absalom’s coup, will Israel continue to support
David? The stage is set for the conclusion of David’s story, which will focus on his attempt to maintain his throne.

Historical and Cultural Background

Following Absalom’s death, David weeps bitterly and appears to be ungrateful for the sacrifice his soldiers have made (19:1–4).
Joab confronts him and accuses him of misplaced priorities: “You love those who hate you and hate those who love you” (v. 6).
This is not empty rhetoric or hyperbole. Joab uses the terms “love” and “hate” in their covenantal sense of loyalty/disloyalty.
David’s response suggests that he is more loyal to the disloyal Absalom than he is to his faithful soldiers. A good illustration of
the use of love/hate terminology in this sense can be seen in Amarna letter 286, where Abdi-Heba of Jerusalem asks the
pharaoh’s commissioner, “Why do you love the Apiru but hate the mayors?” 

Interpretive Insights

18:2 David sent out his troops. For the first time since 13:27, the narrator describes David as sending (shalah). In chapter 11
the narrator portrays David as possessing absolute sovereignty: he sent people where he willed (vv. 1, 3–4, 12, 27) and by a
mere message accomplished his desires (vv. 6, 14). But he used his power to satisfy his lust and cover up his crime. In chapter
13 he continued to exercise his authority over others, but now it backfired on him as the Lord providentially brought to pass
the fulfillment of his self-imposed penalty. He first sent Tamar to her brother Amnon’s house, where she was raped; then he
sent Amnon to his brother Absalom’s sheepshearing, where he was murdered (see the comments above on 13:7, 27). Now he
sends out his army to confront Absalom, giving them clear instructions not to harm the young man (v. 5). But once again David
has, with his royal command, set in motion events that will bring him sorrow and culminate in the fulfillment of Nathan’s
prophecy (12:11–12). David has abused his royal authority; now the Lord is using that very royal authority as an instrument in
his discipline of David.



18:5 Be gentle with the young man Absalom for my sake. David’s reference to Absalom as a “young man” (see also vv. 29, 32)
suggests that he is willing to overlook his son’s actions as youthful indiscretion. Once again, we get a hint of David’s inability to
hold those closest to him accountable for their behavior, including his sons (see the comment above on 13:21; cf. 1 Kings 1:6).
Absalom’s youth is no excuse for his behavior. Indeed, the narrator uses the same term (na‘ar) of Eli’s sons: “This sin of the
young men was very great in the Lord’s sight” (1 Sam. 2:17).

Key Themes of 2 Samuel 18:1–19:8
▪ David pays the third installment of the self-imposed penalty for his crimes: Absalom is defeated and killed, ironically by 

Joab, who has been instrumental in Uriah’s death

▪ When David mourns Absalom’s death, Joab warns him that he might lose the support of the army.
18:6 to fight Israel. Israel is cast in the role of the enemy, emphasizing the widespread support Absalom has gathered 
(see 15:6, 13; 16:15; 17:14, 24, 26) and David’s vulnerability.

18:7 the casualties that day were great. The Hebrew text reads, “and there was a great defeat in that day.” There may be a sad
echo of Israel’s defeat in the days of Eli. In 1 Samuel 4:17 the messenger announced to Eli that Israel had suffered “heavy
losses” (Hebrew, “a great defeat”). These are the only two texts where this expression (maggepah gedolah) occurs in the
Former Prophets.

The battle between David’s troops and the armies of Israel commanded by Absalom took place in the forest of Ephraim. This
may be the large wooded area on either side of the Jabbok River, in modern Jordan. Shown here is the Jabbok River with its
forested banks.

18:9 the mule he was riding kept on going. According to tradition (Josephus; the Talmud), his hair becomes entangled in the
branches, but the text stops short of saying this specifically. Since Absalom’s mule is his royal mount (see 2 Sam. 13:29), the
incident has symbolic significance: just as Absalom has lost his mule, so he is about to lose his kingship.

18:14 plunged them into Absalom’s heart. David’s past failures have come back to haunt him. When Joab murdered Abner,
David rebuked Joab but did not punish him for his crime (3:22–39). Now the unpunished murderer Joab has taken the life of
another unpunished murderer, one who is near and dear to David’s heart. David learns the hard way that it is dangerous to let
hardened, unrepentant murderers go unpunished. It was also Joab who with calculating and cold-blooded efficiency carried
out David’s orders to have Uriah killed. He did so because he was committed to doing what was in the political interests of his
king (11:14–25). Now this same Joab disregards David’s orders and kills David’s son with calculating and cold-blooded
efficiency because, once again, he is committed to doing what is politically advantageous for David. David has let emotion and
sentiment cloud his vision, but Joab knows that David can be safe only if and when Absalom is dead.

18:15 struck him and killed him. It is perhaps appropriate that the account of Absalom’s death contains echoes of both Uriah’s
death and Amnon’s murder. David instructed Joab to withdraw from Uriah during the assault on the city so he would be
“struck down and die” (11:15). The verbs (nakah and mut) are the same ones used by the narrator here in verse 15 to describe
how Joab’s men finish off Absalom. As he planned Amnon’s murder, Absalom commanded his men to “strike Amnon down”
and “kill him” (13:28). Again, the verbs are the same ones used to describe how Absalom, who ordered his men to kill his
brother, meets his own demise at the hand of Joab’s men. The intertextual links convey the notion of poetic justice, for both
David and Absalom.

18:16 Then Joab sounded the trumpet. This is the second time that Joab is described as blowing a trumpet to signal the end of
a military victory (cf. 2:28). Ironically, both times he led David’s forces against the armies of “Israel” (cf. 2:17, 28, with 18:7, 16).
The first time he defeated the pro-Saul Benjamite forces led by Abner, but on this second occasion the opposition has been led
by David’s very own son. What was strictly intertribal conflict has now become intrafamily strife that threatens to shred the
national unity David has achieved.



18:17 a large heap of rocks. Undoubtedly Joab considers this form of burial fitting because Absalom is an accursed enemy
(see Josh. 7:26; 8:29; 10:27) whose burial place will be a reminder of the destiny of all rebels. There is an echo here of two
incidents recorded in Joshua 7–8. After Achan was executed, Israel “heaped up a large pile of rocks” over him (Josh. 7:26).
According to Joshua 8:29, after the king of Ai was hanged (talah) on a tree (cf. 2 Sam. 18:9), the soldiers threw his corpse
(Hiphil of shalak) down (cf. 2 Sam. 18:17) and “raised a large pile of rocks” over it. These are the only three passages in the
Old Testament that mention “a pile of rocks” (gal-’abanim), and in each case the adjective “large” (gadol) is added for good
measure. The intertextual linking casts Absalom in the role of a rebellious Israelite (Achan) who disgraced and jeopardized the
covenant community and a foreign enemy (the king of Ai) who died a humiliating death.

18:18 He named the pillar after himself. The juxtaposition of this notation (v. 18) with the description of Absalom’s burial place
(v. 17) is significant in at least a couple of ways. Absalom does indeed die without a son to carry on his name, a fitting end for a
rebel. His dishonorable burial also cancels out his earlier attempt to glorify himself beyond the grave.

18:19 that the Lord has vindicated him by delivering him from the hand of his enemies. The reports of the army’s victory
delivered by Ahimaaz and the Cushite messenger serve as a foil for David’s sorrowful response to the news of Absalom’s death.
The messengers’ words provide one perspective: the Lord has delivered David from his enemies (v. 19), who have lifted their
hand against him (v. 28) and risen up against him (vv. 31–32). From this perspective, Absalom was his father’s mortal enemy.
David’s response reflects another perspective: by grieving the loss of his son (v. 33), David is, perhaps subconsciously, focusing
on the event as divine discipline. After all, Absalom becomes the third installment of David’s self-imposed fourfold penalty for
his crime against Uriah (cf. 12:6). In the different responses we are reminded of the two dimensions of the event: divine
deliverance and divine discipline.

18:33 He went up to the room over the gateway and wept. The description of David’s response to the news of Absalom’s
death echoes an earlier scene, when David went up the Mount of Olives, “weeping as he went” (15:30). On that first occasion
he mourned because Absalom was threatening his throne and his life. Now ironically, he is mourning the death of this one
who has threatened him. But perhaps the two events are linked, for David must be sensing in both the disciplinary hand of
God (cf. 15:26; 16:11). Yet Fokkelman comments on the tragic reality: “David should have realized that he could not retain
both, the throne, and his son. Retention of one really presupposes the loss of the other.”

If only I had died instead of you. Earlier David expressed his hope that the Lord would repay him good instead of (tahat) the
ruin that Shimei predicted for him (16:12; cf. 16:8). But now that the Lord has delivered David from ruin and death, he wishes
that he had died “instead of” (tahat) Absalom. David is focusing on divine discipline, not divine deliverance.
This monument in the Kidron Valley is known as Absalom’s Tomb. For centuries pilgrims to this site would throw rocks at it to
show contempt for David’s rebellious son. While tradition tries to link it to the pillar of Absalom mentioned in 2 Samuel 18,
this structure was built during the first century AD, probably for a wealthy family to mark the site of their family tombs.

19:4 cried aloud. Tamar’s vindication continues here. Following her rape, she wept aloud, now David cries out over the death
of his son.

O my son Absalom! O Absalom, my son, my son! The repetition of David’s cry of anguish (cf. 18:33) draws attention to the
depth of David’s grief. This mirrors the earlier repetition of his command not to harm Absalom (18:5, 12) and of his question
regarding Absalom’s well-being (18:29, 32).

19:8 the Israelites had fled to their homes. This is tragically ironic, for on an earlier occasion Israel fled to their homes following
a defeat by a foreign army, the Philistines (1 Sam. 4:10). But now they do so after an unsuccessful coup against their rightful
king. Once more there is an echo of that earlier defeat when Eli’s sons were killed (see comments on 18:6–7).



Theological Insights

The outworking of divine justice is the main theological theme that emerges in this episode. Through the device of literary
allusion, the narrator depicts Absalom as getting what he deserves (see the comments on 18:15, 17 above). But the focal point
is David, whose sorrow amid victory and deliverance betrays his awareness that divine discipline has engulfed him yet again.
Once more the narrator utilizes literary allusion to show that David’s earlier crimes and failures are coming back to haunt him.
Reverberations of the murder of Uriah are heard in the description of Absalom’s death at the hand of Joab (cf. 18:15), and an
echo of Tamar’s pain can be heard in David’s mournful scream (cf. 19:4). The account is a sober reminder to all who read it that
God is just and holds sinners accountable for their actions.

Teaching the Text

1. The Lord’s discipline, once decreed, is inescapable. The prophet Nathan announced David’s punishment: the sword 
would not depart from David’s house, and the Lord would bring calamity on David from within his own household 
(12:10–12). David himself even imposed his own penalty: fourfold payment for the “lamb” he stole (12:6). He paid the 
first two installments when the infant died and when Absalom murdered Amnon. In this episode we read of the third 
installment as Joab, who played an important role in David’s murder of Uriah, ruthlessly kills Absalom. David has 
commanded his three generals to spare Absalom’s life, but in the providence of God Joab, not Abishai or Ittai, receives 
the report of Absalom’s whereabouts and, in his typical fashion, does what he deems to be in David’s best interests.

2. The Lord’s discipline, even when tempered by his salvation, can be painful. From the perspective of David’s army, the 
Lord has saved the king from the mortal threat mounted by his enemies (see 18:19, 28, 31). Indeed, David’s family has 
been spared (19:5). But amid this great victory, David recognizes the disciplinary hand of God and feels the pain of 
losing his son. His body shakes physically when he receives the news of Absalom’s death, and he expresses his wish that
he could have died instead of his son (18:33). Five times he shouts out Absalom’s name, and eight times he cries out 
“my son” (18:33; 19:4). David has been forgiven, and the Lord has protected him in answer to his prayer, but he still 
needs to face the inevitable and painful consequences of his past deeds.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), 266–270.


