
Sermon 41: 2 Samuel 10: David defeats the Ammonites

OUTLINE

Hanun’s rejection
Ammon’s defeat
Joab’s faith

INTRODUCTION

2 Samuel 10 reads like just another chapter out of the wars of the Ancient Near East.  
However, this chapter plays an important role in the life of David as well as the life of the 
believer.  These two chapters of 9 and 10 where David is honouring promises and human 
life are a backdrop for the coming catastrophe with Bathsheba and Uriah where David 
dishonours the covenant of marriage and human life. The Ammonite wars are the historical 
situation for these events.  But for the believer who is in a constant spiritual war of which 
God’s people in all ages have been a part this chapter reminds us of some important points 
we need to remember in our own fight.

Hanun’s rejection

V1-2, ‘After this the king of the Ammonites died, and Hanun his son reigned in his place.  
And David said, "I will deal loyally with Hanun the son of Nahash, as his father dealt loyally 
with me." So David sent by his servants to console him concerning his father. And David's 
servants came into the land of the Ammonites.’  Chapters 9 and 10 are a pair that show 
David’s kindness.  We must not imagine that David lost any sleep over the fact that Nahash 
had died, he was in fact an enemy of Israel whom Saul had defeated.  However, we are told
that Nahash had done David some good deed, we are not told what it is, and David wants 
to show His gratitude.  The word ‘loyally’ is the word Hesed which occurred in the last 
chapter which may indicate some undisclosed covenant, perhaps struck when David was 
fleeing from Saul.  David sends a party to formally give his condolences in a more personal 
way than by mere letter.  

However, this gesture is rejected as a spy attempt, and political channels are shut down as 
David’s representatives are publicly shamed, v3-4, ‘But the princes of the Ammonites said to
Hanun their lord, "Do you think, because David has sent comforters to you, that he is 
honoring your father? Has not David sent his servants to you to search the city and to spy it 
out and to overthrow it?"  So Hanun took David's servants and shaved off half the beard of 
each and cut off their garments in the middle, at their hips, and sent them away.’  This is a 
double insult to their manhood, by exposing them from the waist down and shaving off their
beards.  The height of the insult will go unappreciated today as the shaven face is seen as 
more desirable, but we can see by v5, in the fact that David allows the men to stay at 
Jericho until their beards have grown that it is a humiliating thing to be seen in the royal 
court without their beards.  

Several things can be pointed here: Firstly, we must consider David’s kindness.  He is a man
to whom the Lord has done good.  He is sitting in a blessed position and there is a spill over
of that goodness from his life towards others.  There is an integrity that he upholds, there is
a kindness towards the household of his enemy and rival, and now we are seeing a kindness
to even those who are enemies of the people of God.  He is not driven by prejudice but 
honestly appraises the good he has received and gives credit where credit is due.  He is 
thinking of the loss of the son of his father and sympathises with Haman.  The point to be 



made here is a reminder that God’s goodness to us overflows and results in us showing 
goodness to others, even our enemies.  

But secondly, we need to see that our kindness will be rebuffed and thrown back in our 
faces.  The suspicious nature of the rebuff and the fact that they project their own avarice  
back onto David.  David had secured the trade route known as ‘the King’s Highway’ a 
coveted trade route from north to south.  The Ammonites accused David of seeking to 
expand his interest under the disguise of sympathy.  Matthew Henry writes of these men, 
‘Those who bear ill-will to their neighbours, are resolved not to believe that their neighbours
bear any goodwill towards them.  There is nothing so well meant but it may be ill 
interpreted and is want to be so by men who love nobody but themselves.’  Love hopes all 
things and believes all things, this is an obvious absence of love.  How very different to the 
openness Christians are to have.  Christians are not to be gullible but they are to be open 
and receptive to others, this closedness which is usually the result of having been hurt 
causes many to withdraw in pessimistic self-preservation is to be alien to the Christian.  
Because Christ has risked Himself to serve those who are His enemies, the fact that He 
stoops to serve those who He knows will kill Him is a striking contrast of an example that we
must follow.  We do not go about as misers knowing that our kindness will be 
misinterpreted we go about as Christ did.

Thirdly, we must speak a little about slander.  We must note the two sides of it, the sin in 
destroying another’s reputation and the readiness to receive and believe lies about another. 
We are told that slanderers are fools, Prov. 10:18, ‘The one who conceals hatred has lying 
lips, and whoever utters slander is a fool.’  Remember that the biblical meaning of a fool 
does not mean a dullard but someone who lacks true wisdom which begins with the 
knowledge of God.  We are reminded from this debacle that the tongue is tiny member that 
causes a tremendous amount of damage, in this case war.  Prov. 16:27-28 spells out this 
collateral damage, ‘A worthless man plots evil, and his speech is like a scorching fire.  A 
dishonest man spreads strife, and a whisperer separates close friends.’  Prov. 17:4 reminds 
us of the sin in entertaining this wickedness, ‘An evildoer listens to wicked lips, and a liar 
gives ear to a mischievous tongue.’  Our sinful hearts love to hear the worst about people, 
Prov. 26:22, ‘The words of a whisperer are like delicious morsels; they go down into the 
inner parts of the body.’  

This trait which we should expect among unbelievers should be absent from the Christian.  
The reason is because we know the gospel.  Think on it.  We do not think ourselves any 
better than any other and are therefore quick to point and accuse and publish the sins and 
faults of others.  We are not attracted to the dark and juicy sins of others for we have 
learned to hate them and to pity those trapped by them.

This first part reminds us of the sin we are going to encounter and how the gospel change 
us to avoid such activities.

Ammon’s defeat

It appears from the next actions by the Ammonites that this was a deliberate provocation, 
for they rushed to gather allies to gather an overwhelming force to try and crush David.  We
see from v6 that Ammon hired mercenaries from Syria.  We do not see David leading his 
men into war, but Joab [this may be around the time of the adulterous affair with 
Bathsheba].  We are not told much about the battle, but can easily see that Israel is the 
smaller army and are facing an enemy on two fronts.  So Joab divided his forces and put 
them under his brother Abishai.  Joab took the best of the men and went against the 



Syrians, and Abishai held the Ammonites.  When the Syrians were routed the Ammonites 
fled, v13-14.  The Syrian ruler Hadadezer did not like this so he gathered even more Syrians
for a second attempt with a famous commander, Shobach leading the armies, v15-16.  This 
time David did lead his armies and the Syrians were soundly defeated and we are told that 
they became subject to David, v17-19.  This battle was fought outside of Israel in Helam.  

Let me draw out two points from this.  Firstly, we see David’s men humiliated.  Men on an 
errand of peace bearing tidings from their king being mistreated.  This is the portion of the 
Christian in this world.  To be a servant of Christ means to be hated and persecuted, to bear
the shame and reproach that the world heaped on our Master.  We must not be surprised 
when we encounter it and we must not try to please everyone by compromising because it 
is inevitable. 

Secondly, this little war is an outworking of Psalm 2 a Messianic psalm.  The psalm describes
the nations raging against God’s king, but it ends with the nations in submission.  We 
remember the lesson that the apostle’s remembered when they had been ordered to stop 
preaching in Jerusalem, Acts 4:24-26, ‘And when they heard it, they lifted their voices 
together to God and said, "Sovereign Lord, who made the heaven and the earth and the sea
and everything in them, who through the mouth of our father David, your servant, said by 
the Holy Spirit, "'Why did the Gentiles rage, and the peoples plot in vain?  The kings of the 
earth set themselves, and the rulers were gathered together, against the Lord and against 
his Anointed'---.’  It did not stop them, they recognised the hand of God fulfilling the plan of 
God and prayed for boldness to continue their witness.

Like David’s man we may have to bear reproach and humiliation, but it ends with God’s king
winning the war.  One day every knee will bow.  This teaches us to patiently bear any 
reproach that comes upon us for the name of Christ.  

Joab’s faith

Of special interest to us is one of the few theological statements made by Joab in v12, ‘Be of
good courage, and let us be courageous for our people, and for the cities of our God, and 
may the LORD do what seems good to him."’  Here is Joab caught between two armies as 
the smaller force and he speaks these words.  Now let us remind ourselves of who Joab is 
and ask whether we can take him seriously.  Joab was a man of war, David’s general.  It is 
he who killed Abner with his own hands in cold blood, who will obey David’s command to 
cause Uriah’s death, and will disobey David in order to kill Absalom.  Finally he will support 
Adonijah against Solomon and have to be killed as an enemy of the state.  This is not what 
we would call someone fulfilling the requirements of a teacher in the church.  So can we 
learn from him?

The answer is yes and no!  all truth is God’s truth whether it is spoken by a donkey, a saint 
or the devil himself.  This has broad implications.  It means that branches of human learning
dominated by unbelievers can have truth that we can accept without us having a blanket 
belligerence towards them.  We can learn from them when they are correct.  However, 
because they are not speaking from the same worldview we have to discern and test all 
they say and reject those things contrary to God’s word.  This frees us from being 
intimdated by what ‘science’ says or the ‘experts,’ but it also makes us receptive to God’s 
common grace workings in the life of the unbeliever.  So returning to Joab, despite his 
spiritual pedigree he is right and we can listen to what he is saying.



Here are his words, ‘may the Lord do what seems good to Him.’  At first these might appear 
like the words of foxhole faith.  Or worse they might appear to be the words of fatalistic 
resignation.  This is not the case.  Joab is speaking words of faith that are confident but not 
certain.  That may sound like a contradiction but they are profoundly true.  You see there 
are two types of faith we can talk about, there is faith that is deeply informed and can 
believe about very specific details.  And then there is faith that believes God will bring about
His will but the details of how that will happen is not very clear.  

For example, think on Abraham sacrificing Isaac.  God had promised Abraham that through 
Isaac He would fulfil His promises to him.  So when God commanded Abraham to sacrifice 
Isaac, Abraham could have a very specific faith about the possibility of resurrection, as Heb. 
11:17-19, ‘By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had 
received the promises was in the act of offering up his only son, of whom it was said, 
"Through Isaac shall your offspring be named."  He considered that God was able even to 
raise him from the dead, from which, figuratively speaking, he did receive him back.’  This is
a clear and certain faith in light of a very specific promise.  You and I are not given this type
of personal promise, Christians live under general not specific promises.  We trust in God 
trusting in His general character, we trust in the final result that He is going to bring about, 
but we cannot say, ‘I know that will not die in this battle.’  But we can say, ‘God will win the 
war.’  Joab has an overall confidence in God, but he recognises God’s freedom to bring 
about His overall will as He sees fit.

The second thing we can see is that Joab is not passive.  If God is going to give them the 
victory, it will not be without their fighting but rather through it.  Once again we have a 
reminder of our partnership with God, of a principle of double agency.  There are two actors
God and us, we do not have equal parts though we are both acting and willing.  The power 
is God’s, the result will be God’s will, He causes the increase, but He has chosen to do it 
through our activity not inactivity.  

So as we conclude what principles have we seen.  We have been reminded that because we
too have been blessed by God we are to be kind to our enemies.  And because we are God’s
people in a world full of sinners, even our best efforts at kindness will be rebuffed, but we 
are gospel driven in our dealings and do not resort to lies and slander.  The war context of 
this chapter reminds us of the war we are in and the humiliation we will have to endure as 
we are also the king’s messengers.  However, we are facing this war remembering psalm 2, 
that though the nations rage every knee will bow, so we patiently endure.  We are reminded
by Joab that God will bring His purposes to pass and there can be an overall confidence in 
our faith though we may not be clear on how God will work this out.  Nevertheless we are 
active knowing that God uses our activity not our inactivity to bring His wil to pass.    
    

     
  
 
        
  
  


