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Big Idea: Sin sometimes has devastating consequences: God’s justice must be satisfied.

The Text in Context

As noted above, this first episode in the book’s epilogue corresponds thematically to the lengthy section 1 Samuel 15-
2 Samuel 4, where the narrator’s primary focus is to demonstrate David’s superiority to Saul and absolve David of any
wrongdoing in the death of Saul and his sons. In this episode the point is clear: Saul’s crimes, not any wrongdoing on David’s
part, are responsible for the demise of his offspring. Saul is portrayed as one who violated the covenant with the Gibeonites
and was guilty of shedding innocent blood. By way of contrast, David is depicted as one through whom the Gibeonites receive
the justice owed to them, yet also as one who does his best to honor Saul and his family.

Historical and Cultural Background

The Gibeonite treaty, which Saul violated, was protected by an oath and its accompanying “curses” (see esp. Josh. 9:20). Saul’s
crime has brought famine upon the land. Though not mentioned in Joshua 9, famine is a typical treaty curse in West Semitic
treaties. McCarter discusses a parallel to this incident in Hittite literature from the fourteenth century BC. The Hittites suffered
from a plague for several years. When the Hittite king inquires of the storm-god, he is told that his father has violated a peace
treaty with the Egyptians. The Hittite king laments that the sins of his father have fallen upon him. He confesses this sin to his
god, presents sacrifices, and offers to make compensation for the transgression.

Interpretive Insights

21:1 there was a famine. Israel made a treaty with the Gibeonites in the time of Joshua, promising them that they would not
harm them or take their lives as long as the Gibeonites kept their part of the bargain and served Israel as laborers (Josh. 9).
Saul violated the treaty.

sought the face of the Lord. The expression “seek the face” refers to seeking the Lord’s favor. Sometimes, as here, the
petitioner desires the Lord’s mercy (cf. 2 Chron. 7:14; Ps. 27:8; Hosea 5:6).

his blood-stained house. In contrast to David, whom the Lord has restrained from shedding the blood of Nabal and his house
(1 Sam. 25:22, 26, 33), Saul’s house is guilty of shedding the blood of the Gibeonites.

because he put the Gibeonites to death. Killing innocent people was typical of Saul, who also ordered the death of David
(1 Sam. 19:1, 15) and the priests at Nob (22:17–18).

21:2 Saul in his zeal. Saul’s attempt to annihilate the Gibeonites was motivated by nationalistic zeal, but as usual his zeal
extended beyond the limits of God’s revealed will (see 1 Sam. 15).



21:3 How shall I make atonement? The narrator depicts David as one who seeks to make atonement so that blessing may be
restored to Israel, in contrast to Saul, who brought bloodguilt upon his house and a curse upon his nation.

21:6 seven of his male descendants. Saul certainly killed more than seven of the Gibeonites (v. 5), but the number seven has
symbolic significance throughout the ancient Near Eastern world, suggesting completeness and fullness. Apparently, as far as
the Gibeonites are concerned, the execution of seven of Saul’s descendants will be adequate compensation for what he has
done to them. Appropriately the execution will take place in Gibeah, Saul’s hometown. David complies with their request, yet
it is apparent that he himself is innocent of killing Gibeonites. If Shimei has this incident in mind when he accuses David of
bloodguilt against Saul’s house, the narrator here makes it clear that Shimei’s accusation is not grounded in fact (see the
comment on 2 Sam. 16:8 above). He goes on to show that David keeps his promise to Jonathan (21:7) and seeks to honor Saul
and his offspring (vv. 11–14).

Key Themes of 2 Samuel 21:1–14

▪ Saul’s crimes bring disaster to seven of his descendants, but David is not culpable in their death.
▪ God’s justice is satisfied only when Saul’s sin against the Gibeonites is avenged.
▪ As he has always done, David seeks to honor Saul and his family.

21:7 The king spared Mephibosheth son of Jonathan. In choosing which of Saul’s descendants to hand over to the Gibeonites,
David spares Mephibosheth out of loyalty to Jonathan and Saul (see 1 Sam. 20:15–16, 42; 24:21–22). So even in an account
where David, for the well-being of the nation and in accordance with divine justice, is forced to hand over seven of Saul’s
descendants to the Gibeonites, he does his best to be faithful to promises he has made.

21:9 who killed them and exposed their bodies on a hill before the Lord. The addition of “before the Lord” (cf. v. 6) indicates
the ritualistic and legal nature of the execution and suggests that the Gibeonites are offering the victims in the presence of
the Lord, the guarantor of the treaty. The bodies are not buried but are left exposed as a sign of dishonor (1 Sam. 17:44, 46;
Ps. 79:2; Jer. 16:4).

Merab or Michal

David chooses to hand over the two sons whom Saul fathered by his concubine Rizpah (2 Sam. 3:7), as well as five of
Saul’s grandsons born to his daughter Merab. 

21:10 she did not let the birds touch them by day or the wild animals by night. The execution takes place in April–May (time of
the barley harvest), and the victims’ mother protects the corpses until the rains come, signaling that the famine/drought is
over (see v. 1) and that the Lord has restored his favor. We are not certain how long the vigil lasts. The fall rains do not come
until October–November, but perhaps the Lord causes it to rain earlier. Why does the narrator inform us of Rizpah’s actions?
He probably wants to honor her and her memory by recording her radical example of motherly devotion. It is likely that he also
wants to remind his audience of the tragic consequences of Saul’s sinful actions, which bring death and suffering to his family.

21:14 God answered prayer on behalf of the land. This probably refers primarily to the restoration of rain in seasonal regularity
after its disruption (v. 1). This is an important note: it demonstrates that the Lord has taken up the Gibeonites’ cause and that
justice has been served. Rather than committing wrongdoing against the house of Saul, David has been the Lord’s instrument
in carrying out justice and restoring divine blessing.



Theological Insights

In this episode David, with the Lord’s approval, allows the Gibeonites to execute seven of Saul’s male descendants because of
Saul’s crimes against that city. Is it just for God to punish children for the sins of their ancestors? The Old Testament teaches
that individuals do sometimes suffer the consequences of their forebears’ deeds. The Lord warns his enemies that their sin
will have negative consequences for their families through three or four generations (Exod. 20:5; 34:7; Num. 14:18). Dathan’s,
Abiram’s, and Achan’s innocent children died along with their sinful parents (Num. 16:27, 32 [apparently Korah’s sons were
spared: Num. 26:11]; Josh. 7:24). The Lord also took the lives of four of David’s sons because of his sin against Uriah
(2 Sam. 12:5–6, 10; cf. 12:14–15; 13:28–29; 18:15; 1 Kings 2:25). Though Jeremiah anticipates a day when God’s judgment
will operate on a strictly individual basis, he assumes that God has judged the children for their ancestors’ sins in the past
(31:29–30; cf. Lam. 5:7). However, the Old Testament law says a son should not be executed for his father’s sin (Deut. 24:16;
cf. 2 Kings 14:6). Ezekiel 18 seems to suggest that God himself abides by this principle and judges a person on the basis of the
person’s own actions, not those of the parents.

How can this apparent contradiction be harmonized? In each case in which children are punished for their parents’ sin, direct
rebellion against God is in view. (The Israelites made a solemn oath before God that they would live in peace with the
Gibeonites [Josh. 9:18–20].) Because of the principle of corporate solidarity, the sovereign God of the universe has the
freedom to judge a couple’s descendants when divine authority has been directly challenged, but God does not allow
humans—being finite and prone to injustice and excessive vengeance—that same freedom in civil cases.

Ezekiel 18 deals with a somewhat different situation. Here the hypothetical children in the illustrations are actively pursuing
evil or righteousness in their daily lives. These exiles can rest assured that their forebears’ character will not negate their own
behavior, for better or worse. For Ezekiel’s generation, this is the important principle to recognize. They are not mere victims
of God’s judgment on their fathers and mothers. They too are sinners and need to take personal responsibility for their own
actions. God in his grace has preserved them. He has given them opportunity to repent of their evil and to do what is right.
Through the prophet Ezekiel, God assures the exiles that he will reward a proper response, regardless of their ancestors’
shortcomings.

Was There a Harvest?

The note at the end of verse 9 appears to contradict verse 1, which states that there has been a famine for three years. The
tension is only apparent. The note need not mean or imply there actually is a harvest; it simply refers to the time when the
barley harvest begins under normal conditions. In other words, it is a chronological marker in the agricultural calendar. 
Another option is that there was a harvest, but a meager one.



Teaching the Text

1. God is just and holds people accountable for crimes they commit against others. The Israelites made a treaty of peace
with the Gibeonites that must not be violated, because it has been sealed with an oath in the Lord’s name
(Josh. 9:15, 18). At the time this treaty was made, the leaders of the nation recognized that divine wrath would fall
on them if they violated the terms of the agreement (v. 20). Saul, in his misguided nationalistic zeal, violated the
treaty by trying to destroy the Gibeonites (2 Sam. 21:2). The Lord, in his role as guarantor of the treaty, does not side
with Israel in this matter, but he sides with the Gibeonites, because their treaty rights have been violated. He punishes
Israel for Saul’s crimes (v. 1) and restores divine favor only when justice has been served and Saul’s actions have been
avenged to the satisfaction of the Gibeonites (vv. 6, 14). This episode is a reminder that God is just. He takes up the
cause of the victims of injustice and will eventually punish those who perpetrate crimes against others. In the case
of the Gibeonites, divine justice is executed shortly after the crime is committed. We know from Scripture and
experience that this is not always the case, yet we can be confident that justice, sooner or later, will be served
(Pss. 11:4–6; 58:10–11; 73:17–20).

2. The consequences of sin can pursue an individual beyond death and bring horrific suffering to those who are innocent.
One of the great tragedies that attended Saul’s failure and demise was the death of his son Jonathan, who exhibited
so many admirable qualities and swore his allegiance to David. Jonathan would have made an ideal king or a superb
second-in-command for David. But this was not to be: he ended up dying with his father at Mount Gilboa. Yet the
consequences of Saul’s sins follow him even beyond the grave. His crimes against the Gibeonites demand vengeance:
two of his sons and five of his grandsons need to pay the price. Sin always has collateral damage, and in this case his
own daughter Merab, who lost five of her sons, and his concubine Rizpah, who lost her two sons, are innocent victims.
The heart-wrenching portrait of Rizpah’s trying to keep the birds and wild animals from devouring the decaying
carcasses of her sons is a vivid reminder of the unforeseen consequences of sin.1
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