
Sermon 47: 2 Samuel 15: Absalom Steals the Throne

OUTLINE

Absalom’s plot
David’s retreat

INTRODUCTION

There are certain times in your life that you reveal who you really are.  We are often able to 
wear a mask, but there are times when that mask is stripped away and the real us is 
revealed.  When we are alone with no one to act for or impress we are ourselves as we 
really are.  When things are going well and we have everything we want, is God still our 
priority or was He merely a means to an end?  But the most revealing times are times of 
difficulty.  When everything is against us and we refer to our core characters and our muscle
memories it is then who we are reveals itself.  This is such a time in David’s life and in the 
midst of His trial we see the faith of David shining through.  

In this chapter Absalom is going to steal the throne.  This chapter is just another round in 
the match between good and evil where the teams are still the same, the seed of the 
serpent trying to wipe out the seed of the woman.  In one sense David has a target on his 
back, God told him that the promised Saviour would sit on his throne.  David’s is the 
bloodline where the ruler of the world would come.  Satan is trying to destroy David and 
insert his man into the position.  Absalom is a typical arch-villain, and we will be noting the 
predictable steps he takes to usurp power.  But our focus is really upon David, he like us is a
child of God, he is in God’s school of discipline, and he is a focal point for attack.  David is 
an important focal point for us as we consider our own reactions to our trials, and we see 
the faithfulness of God within them.   

Absalom’s plot

Absalom is a representative rogue, his subversive rise to power sounds like a Hollywood 
plot.  Good looking rich kid gets into trouble with the law and is alienated from his father.  
Let’s map out some of the steps he took that lead him to stealing the throne from his father.

The first thing he had to do was weasel his way back into public life and to be re-included in
the royal family, the last chapter showed a spotless execution of laying this foundation.

The second thing you have to do is get the right image, we see Absalom wasting no time 
and getting to work in 15:1, ‘After this Absalom got himself a chariot and horses, and fifty 
men to run before him.’  This was the ancient equivalent of a limo with the national flag 
with accompanying entourage.  

Thirdly one would need to work hard to undermine the establishment making people desire 
your leadership.  V2, ‘And Absalom used to rise early and stand beside the way of the gate. 
And when any man had a dispute to come before the king for judgment, Absalom would call
to him and say, "From what city are you?" And when he said, "Your servant is of such and 
such a tribe in Israel,"’  Notice the early rising and the personal leg work as he speaks to 
every person who is seeking justice.  But, v4, ‘Absalom would say to him, "See, your claims 
are good and right, but there is no man designated by the king to hear you." 4 Then 
Absalom would say, "Oh that I were judge in the land! Then every man with a dispute or 
cause might come to me, and I would give him justice."’  He lies and claims that there is no 



justice in Israel.  The last chapter showed the widow of Tekoa being personally heard by 
David.  But notice as well how as a greasy politician he agrees with everyone’s complaint.  
And just like a politician he makes empty promises about how things would be so much 
better if he were the judge.  But the finishing touch was his everyman’s image, v5-6, ‘And 
whenever a man came near to pay homage to him, he would put out his hand and take hold
of him and kiss him. 6 Thus Absalom did to all of Israel who came to the king for judgment. 
So Absalom stole the hearts of the men of Israel.’  

The next trick we see is the deceitful use of God and religion to cover his agenda, v7-8, ‘And
at the end of four years Absalom said to the king, "Please let me go and pay my vow, which
I have vowed to the LORD, in Hebron. 8 For your servant vowed a vow while I lived at 
Geshur in Aram, saying, 'If the LORD will indeed bring me back to Jerusalem, then I will 
offer worship to the LORD.'"’  

Next we see he tricks 200 guests into being apparent support for his claim to the throne 
when they had no idea.  Absalom had learnt the power of a bluff and was playing another 
one.

Finally he makes overtones to Ahithophel the counsellor to join his new government, v12.  
He is singled out because Ahithophel was Bathsheba’s grandfather, he had motive for 
joining Absalom, and he was particularly competent.  The support becomes a ground swell, 
and the rest of the chapter is David making his initial responses to the situation.

David’s retreat

Absalom’s betrayal is the backdrop to the two central things we want to examine in this 
section, firstly, the nature of David’s response, and secondly, God’s mercy to David in this 
situation.  If you were David and your son did this to you what would your response be?  
Here is David’s, v14, ‘Then David said to all his servants who were with him at Jerusalem, 
"Arise, and let us flee, or else there will be no escape for us from Absalom. Go quickly, lest 
he overtake us quickly and bring down ruin on us and strike the city with the edge of the 
sword."’  Where many would have an emotional response, David is calm and clear headed.  
In v30 we will see the tears flow but the pattern we want to observe is to think first and act 
not to feel first and act in light of emotion.  David’s many years of leadership, fighting, his 
many years of running from Saul, his years of trusting in God shine in this moment.  

We see that David does not know that Absalom is bluffing, the nobles of the country are not
for Absalom, they were just party guests at the announcement and merely appear as 
supporters.  However, it should be noted that David acts in a selfless fashion to save the 
city.  I cant help but think of another King of Jerusalem who after he had been sentenced to
death and was being marched off to be crucified told the women of Jerusalem to weep for 
themselves because of the judgement that would come upon the city.  

As David leaves the city we have a procession where David gives his final farewells and it is 
here that God’s mercy is poured out into David’s life as it often is in the gift of other people. 
first mentioned in v18 are the three different Philistine groups.  His personal bodyguard and 
those who had come from Gath with him.  In particular we have Ittai singled out for his 
devotion.  David encourages him to go back because he is not an Israelite and owes David 
no allegiance, but in a manner similar to Ruth he says, ‘But Ittai answered the king, "As the 
LORD lives, and as my lord the king lives, wherever my lord the king shall be, whether for 
death or for life, there also will your servant be."’  Please recognise that this is God’s gift to 
David.  Is David suffering due to his own sins?  Yes.  Are Israel and Absalom being judged 



for their sins?  Yes.  Is God chastening David?  Yes.  Is God also faithfully consoling and 
providing for David?  Yes.  Here is the faithfulness of God.  

Another show of loyalty comes from the priests.  And at this point there are three aspects of
David’s behaviour that stand out.

Firstly, we see the priests and Levites coming with the ark of God, v24.  But David sends the
ark back.  This is a significant act.  At this time a superstitious person would think they 
needed a little extra luck but David’s faith in God is not superstitious, it is based on God’s 
character.  You will remember when Eli’s sons were still alive how Israel practiced a rabbit 
foot type of theology treating the ark as a lucky charm.  In trials we may think we need a 
quick fix, if only the minister will pray for me, or if I prayed with just that extra amount of 
faith, this way of thinking is forgetful of the God we pray to.  Our confidence is not in man 
or faith, not even in prayer, it is ultimately in God who loves His children.    

Secondly, we see a humble attitude of submission in David.  V25-26, ‘Then the king said to 
Zadok, "Carry the ark of God back into the city. If I find favor in the eyes of the LORD, he 
will bring me back and let me see both it and his dwelling place. 26 But if he says, 'I have 
no pleasure in you,' behold, here I am, let him do to me what seems good to him."’  Now 
you may be thinking to yourself, but this is how he should be thinking because God is 
disciplining him for his sin.  And I would say to you, aren’t we all sinful?  Is this only an 
attitude to be had just after we have done a ‘big’ sin, or an attitude for all times?  I don’t 
doubt that the shame of his actions make him more submissive.  Ordinarily we are 
complainers, we feel a sense of indignation and entitlement, we think it odd if God is not 
always acting like our servant.  What we are seeing is what sort of attitude we ought to 
have when things are going against us.  

Thirdly, we see David pray.  As David is going in a state of mourning, he hears that 
Ahithophel has joined Absalom.  It is at that point that David prays, v31, ‘And it was told 
David, "Ahithophel is among the conspirators with Absalom." And David said, "O LORD, 
please turn the counsel of Ahithophel into foolishness."’  Ahithophel was one of David’s 
smartest counsellors, David went to God with the problem.  And in God’s grace we see God 
answer in the very next verse, ‘While David was coming to the summit, where God was 
worshiped, behold, Hushai the Archite came to meet him with his coat torn and dirt on his 
head.’  We will see more of Hushai in the next chapters, but Hushai is one of David’s 
advisors and he becomes a covert agent for David to subvert Ahithophel’s counsel.  Let me 
ask you, when you are being disciplined for your sins, would you expect God to answer your
prayers?  I bet the answer is no.  But here we see the grace of God, a man under discipline 
yet not a man kept from the presence of God.  God still hears us and answers us.  

This is indeed a very low point in David’s life, yet it matches many of our own situations.  
We are in a battle, we are living in God’s school of discipline, we are the underdogs who are
not especially holy.  Yet in this chapter we have a good outline for a strategy when things 
turn on us.  We see in the first place that we are to think before acting, and continue to 
seek first God’s kingdom and put others first trusting that He will look after our needs.  We 
must remember the shape of God’s blessing in the form of other people and not isolate 
ourselves in our pain.  We must have a faith in God’s character and not a superstitious faith.
We must be submissive to God’s dealings with us.  And pray!  

God is building His kingdom in David’s life just as He is in ours.  Even though it appears like 
David is on the back foot and God could be interpreted to be against David at this point 
because he is not sinless.  Instead we see that the chapter ends with Hushai getting back to



Jerusalem just as Absalom arrives.  It reminds me of Gen. 3:15, just after the devil has 
succeeded in tempting Adam and Eve and God is pouring out His justice we have a sign of 
God’s judgement against sin and a prophecy of the devil’s final overthrow.   
                  


