
Sermon 46: 2 Samuel 14: Absalom’s return

OUTLINE

David the manipulated
Absalom the manipulator

INTRODUCTION

God has promised to discipline David, it will eventuate in David’s throne being stolen by 
Absalom.  The text is mapping out for us this events that bring about David’s decline.  
Perhaps it has stood out for you as well how God is working out His purposes of discipline.  
He leaves David to make his own bed before he has to lie in it.  David does not properly 
punish Amnon, and now David will not properly deal with Absalom.  David is under God’s 
discipline and David is the rod for his own back.  His own choices and actions will bring 
about the discipline God foretold.  We have before us a chapter all about manipulation.  
Joab manipulates David, Absalom manipulates Joab, and the stage is set for Absalom to 
ascend the throne.  This chapter however goes into a lot of detail about the deceptions that 
lead to that main event.  And centre stage is David, and this is what I want you to look out 
for as we go through this chapter.  We will see a man who is being manipulated because he 
wants to be.  At every turn as the king he has certain responsibilities laid upon him but he is
willing to believe certain lies because they resonate with what he wants.  You are going to 
witness a man that will appear to have many extenuating circumstances which make his 
actions appear more agreeable, but this is a thin veneer for David’s sins.  Manipulation is the
main theme but in particular the way we allow ourselves to be manipulated.  

David the manipulated

At the end of chapter 13 and the beginning of 14 we have it twice mentioned that David’s 
heart went out after Absalom.  Now the Hebrew is ambiguous so that it could possibly mean
that he was merely thinking on the issue.  However, given the willingness for David to be 
manipulated, and his terrible grief when Absalom is finally killed we must understand that 
David’s desire for his son is the driving force in this chapter.  Now let us sympathise with 
David for a moment.  He has had his eldest son killed and lost one son.  He has had another
commit murder and run away and it has been years since the event.  It is apparent from 
David’s grief that he has deep feeling for Absalom in particular.  And add to this the guilt he 
probably feels for failing to act against Amnon that aided Absalom in taking matters into his 
own hands.  Is it understandable that David feel the way he does?  Of course, no parent 
would feel differently.  However, David is also the king and judge of Israel, and despite the 
fact that his own son is the criminal it is wrong that David withholds his hand.  Abraham did 
not withhold his son.  God himself when our sins were imputed to Christ did not withhold 
His own hand to punish Jesus Christ.  

Up front we are told that Joab was the instigator of this forced reconciliation.  What is his 
motive?  Perhaps he knew that whoever reconciled David to his estranged son would find 
favour in the king’s eyes.  Or maybe he was unprincipled in his loyalty; his killing of Uriah 
would point in that direction.  Joab decides to manipulate David by copying Nathan’s 
effective tactic of telling a story, by entrapping David in his own words to get him to act.  So
he gets a so called ‘wise’ woman to tell a sad tale, 2-3.  
She pretends to be the mother of two sons.  They were in a field with no witnesses.  They 
fought and one struck the other so that he died.  From her telling it sounds like 
manslaughter and not premeditated murder.  But then she talks about the greedy relatives 



who want the heir put to death so that they can claim the estate.  Given the story, there is 
enough doubt to see it as a manslaughter and not a murder.  Now this story is the story 
Joab gave her to tell David because like Nathan’s story is was supposed to be a rendition of 
the truth that when revealed would compellingly move David in the right direction.  Is this 
anything like Absalom’s murder of Amnon?  

Well, there are two brothers, one killed another, and Absalom was an heir.  But this is where
the differences end.  Absalom’s murder was premeditated over two years not an accident in 
the heat of the moment.  Absalom’s murder was witnessed not without witnesses opening it 
up for doubt.  Absalom is not the only remaining heir.  The similarities are only skin deep.  
David’s reaction is to go with reasonable doubt and save this woman’s son from the land 
hungry relatives.  In fact David binds himself under an oath, v11.  Then the woman brings 
out the sting in the tail, v12-14, ‘Then the woman said, "Please let your servant speak a 
word to my lord the king." He said, "Speak." 13 And the woman said, "Why then have you 
planned such a thing against the people of God? For in giving this decision the king convicts 
himself, inasmuch as the king does not bring his banished one home again. 14 We must all 
die; we are like water spilled on the ground, which cannot be gathered up again. But God 
will not take away life, and he devises means so that the banished one will not remain an 
outcast.’  She is implying that David is a hypocrite for saving her son but not his own.  
Please notice how v14 is a theological argument to press David to save life and restore.  She
is implying that for someone to be holy like God we must grant life not take it, and we 
should forgive and restore not banish and punish.  

What do you think is this a good argument?  David has been a hypocrite in his judgements 
before when he ruled in the parable Nathan shared, but not this time.  We have already 
noted the dissimilarities.  Now the theological picture of God painted here is correct when on
its own.  God does in fact grant life by grace and restore sinners, even like Absalom.  
However, God satisfies His justice in forgiving sinners, He is not only a God of love but also 
a God of justice.  Forgiveness is costly, and in our case God paid in giving His own Son to 
satisfy the law with regards to our sins.  
More than that we know that God forgives the person who repents.  We all know the 
parable of the prodigal son.  Absalom is genuine prodigal who has sinned and left his 
father’s house.  But what is the radical difference between Absalom and the parable.  The 
younger brother came to his senses and recognised his sins and returned with humility 
willing to be a servant.  Absalom does not have to humble himself or admit his wrong, he is 
simply let off the hook.  
The widow is indulging in liberal sentimental theology but not biblical theology.  She is 
mentioning all the nice parts but not those parts that confront our sin.  She is asking for 
forgiveness without justice, forgiveness without repentance, it is a mockery of both.  

David smells a rat, he senses a set up and guesses that Joab is behind it all, v18-20.  Yet he
concedes and allows himself to be pressured and sends Joab to bring him back, v21.  
Justice was against it, theology was against it, but in the end his heart was not and so he 
gave in.  This is us.  This is the way we are with our own hearts.  There are two parts to our
battle against temptation.  Firstly, there is the battle of the mind.  And as with Christ when 
He was tempted in the wilderness we have the truth of God’s word as the sword of the 
Spirit and belt of truth with which we fend off the lies of satan.  However, we can know all 
the right answers, and in many instances to know what the right thing to do is not very 
hard.  The hard part is the second part of the battle against temptation, the battle for our 
hearts.  The trouble with us is that we have hearts that treasure things above God, like 
David did with Absalom.  And when our hearts are  not in love with God more than 
everything else then we will hear any lie and believe it.  We will believe the lie that we 



cannot live without our sin, that we will inevitably give into our sin, that God is ok with us 
having this sin, that He will inevitably forgive us anyway, maybe it isn’t a sin at all, God 
loves me and wants me to be happy, God gave me these desires He won’t grudge the fact I 
want to satisfy them, and on and on we go lying to ourselves and gladly believing the lies.  
After we have sinned and we remember the dialogue we were having with ourselves we 
would be too embarrassed to say out loud what we were glad to find convincing at the time.
When the bible tells us that the heart is deceitful above all things, this is what it looks like.  
It looks like a thin veneer of jurisprudence and theology in the name of love and restoration.
Friends, the remedy is to have our hearts set on God, to have Him as our greatest treasure 
that we want nothing more than Him.  We must consider the angels who worship in His 
court never tired or bored, always provoked and inspired to fervently extol this God who is.  
We must think on His gift of love to save us, the grace of God becoming man a dying the 
most terrible death for us.  We learn from David our willingness to be manipulated, we 
overcome this by ensuring our hearts are set on God not our sins.  You can always say no to
sin, but you want unless you want to.  

David accepts Absalom back, but against his conscience and so he continues to punish 
Absalom by not allowing him in his presence, v24.  This pseudo-reconciliation no doubt 
caused more resentment in Absalom.  

Absalom the manipulator

Absalom is a sad demonstration of the tragedy of mercy without justice and reconciliation 
without repentance.  If he was truly penitent he could have come back to Israel and faced 
his punishment; but with the knowledge that his sins had been forgiven and he was going to
heaven.  After WWII, 21 of Hitler’s top officials were tried in the Nuremberg trials.  A 
Lutheran Chaplain fluent in German, Henry Gerecke was appointed to attend the men.  13 
of them accepted the invite to go to chapel though some only did this to get out of their 
cells.  However, 8 of the 13 that went got on their knees to seek forgiveness and were 
admitted to communion.  These men then went on to be executed by hanging.  This is how 
Absalom should have gone, repentant but condemned.  God in His mercy is able to save 
guilty sinners no matter their crimes for Christ’s death is a payment sufficient for all.  God 
paying the debt for a man’s sin is guaranteed to settle the debt.  Mercy could be had though
justice had to be fulfilled, but neither was to be.  Sadly there are many today who preach 
this crafty widow’s gospel of a God who is only about love and restoration who does not 
send people to hell, do justice or expect repentance.  Absalom is the fruit of such a ‘gospel.’ 

The stage is now set for the main event, Absalom stealing the throne.  The text turns then 
to consider the man himself and the description is telling, v25-27, ‘Now in all Israel there 
was no one so much to be praised for his handsome appearance as Absalom. From the sole 
of his foot to the crown of his head there was no blemish in him. 26 And when he cut the 
hair of his head (for at the end of every year he used to cut it; when it was heavy on him, 
he cut it), he weighed the hair of his head, two hundred shekels by the king's weight. 27 
There were born to Absalom three sons, and one daughter whose name was Tamar. She 
was a beautiful woman.’  He was handsome and hairy, but he was not godly.  The 
description is deliberately fixed on his external appearance to remind you of another king of 
Israel, Saul.  The hearts of the people of Israel are going to go out after Absalom.  And his 
appearance, his photogenic family and his charisma are all reasons why the people will 
follow him in a rebellion.  This reality shows us that there is a crisis in leadership today.  
Here is a man who is an impenitent guilty of fratricide, and yet because of his good looks 
and social graces gets the support of a nation to overturn a godlier man.  When you read 
the qualifications for an elder in 1 Tim. 3 all the points relate to character except the point 



about teaching.  True leadership is not about image but character, not influence over men 
through manipulation but influence with God through prayer.  

Now it is five years after the murder of Amnon.  And Absalom had not yet come before the 
king, v28.  Seeing the actions that ensue in the next chapter we realise that Absalom has a 
long term plan that he is busy implementing, and the next necessary step to take the throne
is to return to the king’s good graces and court life.  How will he do this?  Absalom realises 
that Joab was able to twist David’s arm to get him returned so Joab is the natural choice to 
advocate for Absalom’s full restoration.  However, Joab is not responding.  Does Joab realise
he has made a mistake, is Absalom now a person he wants nothing to do with?  We don’t 
know.  So Absalom needs to get Joab’s attention, so what should he do?  Well, as we all 
would do he set his barley field on fire.  And he sends Joab with a message for the king, 
v32, ‘"Why have I come from Geshur? It would be better for me to be there still." Now 
therefore let me go into the presence of the king, and if there is guilt in me, let him put me 
to death.'’  Absalom is going to gamble and attempt to call David’s bluff.  He is not saying 
like Paul that he is willing to die if he is guilty, he is certain he will not be put to death even 
though he is guilty.  It is a fairly safe bet.  If David has not had him killed and has allowed 
him to return and for 2 years has done nothing about it, then he will do nothing now.  In 
fact, Absalom has David at his mercy, for in putting the message the way that he did, if 
David receives Absalom, he is affirming that there is no guilt in Absalom, that it was as the 
widow’s story falsely portrayed, more a case of manslaughter than premeditated murder.  
David has lost his opportunity to punish, and now he is going to have to make it appear as if
Absalom was not guilty at all.  What is the result, v33, ‘Then Joab went to the king and told 
him, and he summoned Absalom. So he came to the king and bowed himself on his face to 
the ground before the king, and the king kissed Absalom.’  And so the stage is set for a 
coup de tat.  

A God without holiness, forgiveness without repentance, and mercy without justice.  This is 
the religion of modern liberalism but it is the downfall of David’s throne and will throw the 
nation of Israel into civil war.  
          
             


