
Sermon 49: 2 Samuel 16:15-17:29: The Fall of Ahithophel

OUTLINE

God directs the king’s heart
Nail-biting providences
How God overcomes evil
God’s ‘despised’ agents

INTRODUCTION

God fulfils His promises; or God works all things together for good, these are phrases we 
often hear but don’t always have an accurate picture about how God works it all out.  The 
fall of Ahithophel in 2 Samuel 16:15-17:29 is a great portion of Scripture which 
demonstrates in great detail how it happens.  Contrary to the Christian movies and their soft
edges the way things actually pan out in reality while under God’s control have a very 
different feel to them.  We will see that God does bring His purposes to pass, but it isn’t 
pretty and suitable for a child’s fairy tale.  We will see terrible sins fulfilling God’s will; we 
will see nail-biting moments where everything looks like it could collapse in a moment.  We 
will see evil overcome not by the rise of a great hero who publicly overcomes in honest 
combat but evil self-destructing.  And we will see the weak and ‘despised’ things of this 
world being used by God to bring His purposes to pass.  

This is important for us to note because we are in God’s hands and He is working out His 
purposes and fulfilling His promises in our lives, but they don’t look and feel like the fairy 
tale endings of Christian movies and novels.   This section is food for thought not because of
any great moral examples but because it gives us a realistic view of how God’s sovereignty 
works.

God directs the king’s heart

Absalom has just stolen the throne from David.  David has fled Jerusalem.  We were shown 
David’s friends, the priests and Hushai the counsellor.  We saw enemies all employing their 
tongues to kick a man while he is down.  In particular we were introduced to Ahithophel.  
He was related to Bathsheba, and he was David’s best counsellor.  Our section begins with 
Absalom entering Jerusalem, v15, ‘Now Absalom and all the people, the men of Israel, came
to Jerusalem, and Ahithophel with him.’  By all appearances we have a successful coup, but 
then we are reminded of Hushai, v16-19, ‘And when Hushai the Archite, David's friend, 
came to Absalom, Hushai said to Absalom, "Long live the king! Long live the king!" 17 And 
Absalom said to Hushai, "Is this your loyalty to your friend? Why did you not go with your 
friend?" 18 And Hushai said to Absalom, "No, for whom the LORD and this people and all 
the men of Israel have chosen, his I will be, and with him I will remain. 19 And again, whom
should I serve? Should it not be his son? As I have served your father, so I will serve you."’  
By all appearances Absalom’s plans have succeeded and he looks well positioned to gain a 
swift and decisive victory, but Hushai is the fly in the ointment.  Remember that David sent 
him back to Jerusalem to defeat Ahithophel’s counsel, and as a messenger warning David of
Absalom’s actions, 2 Sam 15:33-35.  Absalom although suspicious accepts Hushai.

Absalom then turns to Ahithophel for advice on his first move, v20.  Now verse 23 ironically 
states that Ahithophel’s counsel is like the word of God, but his counsel is terrible.  He 
counsels Absalom to sleep with His father’s concubines so that his support base would see 
that Absalom is not going to settle with David but follow through, v21.  Absalom instantly 



obeys his counsel, v22, ‘So they pitched a tent for Absalom on the roof. And Absalom went 
in to his father's concubines in the sight of all Israel.’  

2 Sam 12:11-12, ‘Thus says the LORD, 'Behold, I will raise up evil against you out of your 
own house. And I will take your wives before your eyes and give them to your neighbor, 
and he shall lie with your wives in the sight of this sun. 12 For you did it secretly, but I will 
do this thing before all Israel and before the sun.'"’  Here is a terrible act of adulterous, rape
and incest.  Yet we know that this was prophesied by God.  It was Absalom’s evil heart and 
Ahithophel’s evil counsel, they had done these things freely pursuing their own sinful 
desires, yet the Scriptures in their typical fashion speak about how God did these things.  
The nuances of first and second causes are later developments in philosophical thought.  
The bible does not imply God put these thoughts into the minds of these men nor forced 
their hands.  We understand that God works His sovereignty over evil by a passive judicial 
hardening.  

This dirty deed done Ahithophel urges Absalom onto the next stage.  Ahithophel suggests 
that he lead 12,000 men to pursue David that very night.  The idea is to take him by 
surprise while he is tired and weary and to kill only David and bring all the others back alive 
17:1-3.  The advice of Ahithophel is short and sweet and takes up only a few lines.  The 
advice was sound and everyone seemed to think so, 17:4.  But God has the hand of the 
king in His hands and turns it wherever He wills, and He wills to judge Absalom, Prov. 21:1, 
‘The king's heart is a stream of water in the hand of the LORD; he turns it wherever he will.’
Absalom consults Hushai, and his advice is 3 ½ times longer than Ahithophel’s, it is full of 
similes and all the elements of persuasion, v7-13.  Hushai uses boldness and confidence to 
put doubt in Absalom’s mind; he appeals to David’s reputation to wow Absalom; he warns 
him of David’s determination and anger; he surmises that David has already guessed at 
Ahithophel’s advice and will separate himself from his men.  He warns of the low morale 
that would result if David draws first blood.  He calls for a larger army, but most importantly
he appeals to Absalom’s pride to lead the charge and gain the glory.  V14 is the key to help 
us interpret all these events, ‘And Absalom and all the men of Israel said, "The counsel of 
Hushai the Archite is better than the counsel of Ahithophel." For the LORD had ordained to 
defeat the good counsel of Ahithophel, so that the LORD might bring harm upon Absalom.’  

We are reminded who is actually in charge though Absalom looks like he is.

Nail-biting providence

Not only has Absalom taken Hushai’s advice as David planned, but he also divulged all of 
Ahithophel’s plans.  Hushai does not know which way he will go but he has all the info he 
needs to let David get prepared.  Hushai sends word to the priests, who use a servant girl to
send word to Jonathan and Ahimaaz who will get the message to David.  It all looks so 
simple, it looks like evil has been overturned.  But it is not that neat.  There was a witness 
who told Absalom, v18.  The young men had to flee and hid in a well where a woman put 
down a covering and threw down seed to get the chickens to camouflage the ground, and 
she misdirected them.  

Think of this situation for a moment.  You and I know that God is overthrowing Ahithophels’ 
counsel and judging Absalom, but it isn’t easy.  Those men were fleeing for their lives, they 
could not be sure whether the woman would give them away or their hiding place be found.
They would have been biting their nails down in that well listening to the voices above, 
unsure exactly how it would all play out.  These men are good reminders of how God’s 
purposes appear and feel.  You and I are God’s children, He has promised to keep us, to 



make His good purposes prosper in our lives.  But our lives are not smooth sailing, it feels a 
lot like this near the edge stuff.  But David gets the message, he moves his group to safety. 
We often idealise and romanticise how God’s good purposes will look and feel. We expect 
problem free and pain free living which is smooth and is full of sunshine and stress free 
living.  But look at this event and get a more realistic impression of how it feels and looks.  
Absalom does not welcome Hushai with open arms but is suspicious and feels like he won’t 
make be accepted.  Terrible sins and crimes are committed.  Public opinion seems to be on 
the side of evil.  God’s man is vulnerable and could be killed.  The messengers get seen and 
pursued and have to endure stressful times.  But this is what it feels like when God is 
working out His purposes in our lives.  It is full of health and financial and relational 
problems.  Things break and don’t go according to plan.  There are moments of high stress 
when it could go either way.  And the victory through this scene is not one of a happily ever
after but just more fleeing but not dying.  

How God overcomes evil

One verse speaks about the fall of Ahithophel, v23, ‘When Ahithophel saw that his counsel 
was not followed, he saddled his donkey and went off home to his own city. He set his 
house in order and hanged himself, and he died and was buried in the tomb of his father.’  
This is the second of four suicides in the bible, the first being Saul’s.  he saw that his 
counsel had not been followed and realised that Absalom would probably be defeated.  
There may have been personal pride, that his advice had not been followed, that he would 
not be the number one puppet master pulling the strings behind the new throne, or a 
cowardly refusal to face the consequences, either way suicide is self-murder and sin.

When I observe God’s overcoming of evil there always seems to me to be an ironic poetry to
how it is done.  Evil is always the culprit in bringing about its own destruction by its own 
hand.  The greatest demonstration of this is the devil killing Christ.  The prophecy of Gen. 
3:15 is that the seed of the woman will receive a bruise on His heel but the serpent will 
receive a crushed head.  The devil thought in killing Christ he would be bringing his heel 
down on Christ, but it turns out that he was merely getting himself squarely under Christ’s 
descending foot for the crushing blow.  The bite that he thought would kill Christ killed him 
and released us from death as well.  It seems that God seeks to constantly demonstrate the 
futility of sin, the self-destructive nature of sin by making sin its own killer.  Ahithophel is 
just another example of sin being shown to be its own undoing.  It is the story of all evil, 
and God;s final victory one day over sin.  

God’s ‘despised’ agents

While Absalom is amassing his great army to crush David God is sustaining his servant with 
some surprising agents.  David we sense is very vulnerable and needy, he had to flee 
Jerusalem without time to prepare to support such a large group of people.  But God 
sustains his servant.  Verse 27-29, ‘ When David came to Mahanaim, Shobi the son of 
Nahash from Rabbah of the Ammonites, and Machir the son of Ammiel from Lo-debar, and 
Barzillai the Gileadite from Rogelim, 28 brought beds, basins, and earthen vessels, wheat, 
barley, flour, parched grain, beans and lentils, 29 honey and curds and sheep and cheese 
from the herd, for David and the people with him to eat, for they said, "The people are 
hungry and weary and thirsty in the wilderness."’  Shobi is an Ammonite, a son of Nahash 
the guy who wanted to gouge everyone’s eyes out years back.  Machir is a loyalist to Saul 
who took in Mephibosheth when he was in hiding.  And Barzillai was an octogenarian.  Who 
would you have chosen to support David at this time?  No doubt you would be scanning the 
lists of David’s fighting men, or some powerful kings in surrounding countries.  Would you 



have chosen an Ammonite, a Saul loyalist and an octogenarian?  God uses the weak and 
despised things of this world.  There is a wonderful lesson here for us in how God brings His
good purposes to pass.  We look to obvious flesh, we put our confidence in external things 
but God is able to use weak and despised things.  This is good news because that means 
that He can use you and I in His purposes.  

God is sovereign, and He works out His good purposes.  However, we must avoid romantic 
notions and realise the close calls, the rough edges, the stressful situations and the weak 
people that are involved in His plans.  It is not a neat Hollywood story line but a menageris 
of weakness that He might get the glory.  When you view your own life remember not to 
expect the Photoshopped version of God working out His purposes.  
 

    
     
  
       

      


