
Sermon 54: 2 Samuel 21:1-14: God’s judgement on sin

OUTLINE

Saul’s sin
David’s payment
Rizpah’s mourning

INTRODUCTION

Welcome to what I consider to be the hardest portion in 1 and 2 Samuel to interpret.  What 
might have been a fairly straight forward chapter in ancient times is to us a glaring affront 
of human rights violations.  Our sensibilities are assaulted as we hear about the children and
grandchildren of Saul being killed for Saul’s sin.  We are horrified as we hear about David 
allowing the Gibeonites to impale/hang 7 of Saul’s descendants as an act of justice.  Our 
pity is stirred to anger at the mourning of Rizpah, and we are finally bamboozled when we 
see God accepts this act and responds by sending rain, v14.

Let me say to you now that we will not find all the answers we would like as we look at this 
portion.  I will attempt to help us see why some of these things were necessary but it seems
that the chapter has been written for the point of disturbing us.  The seriousness of sin and 
the goriness of atonement must inevitably be the lingering impressions from this portion.  

A quick word about context before we look at Saul’s sin, David’s payment, and Rizpah’s 
mourning.

These last chapters of second Samuel have a very deliberate structure to them.  They have 
an ABCCBA pattern.  They begin with a judgement upon Saul’s sin that gets atonement, and
they end with a judgement on David’s sin which gets atonement.  Then we have two reports
on David’s mighty men and in the middle are two of David’s songs.  It is important to note 
that the story of this portion is not intended to be read chronologically after the putting 
down of the rebellion of Sheba.  Verse 1 begins talking about ‘a famine in the days of 
David.’  Apart from the fact that we know that this happened after the restoration of 
Mephibosheth, v7, we can place this sometime after 2 Samuel 9.  This might also shed some
light on Shimei’s accusations against David of his guilt against the house of Saul when he 
was fleeing from Absalom.  If so this places these events somewhere between 2 Samuel 9 
and 16.  

Saul’s Sin

Verse 1 gives us the situation, ‘Now there was a famine in the days of David for three years,
year after year. And David sought the face of the LORD. And the LORD said, "There is 
bloodguilt on Saul and on his house, because he put the Gibeonites to death."’  In the first 
place we must say about word about famine as it relates to the land.  David is functioning 
under the conditions of the covenant of Moses.  God was using Israel as a type of Eden 
where under conditional terms if Israel was obedient, they would receive rain, but if they 
sinned they would receive famine.  In general all natural disasters are related to the fall and 
sin, but in particular in Israel the blessing and cursing of the land were directly related to 
holiness and sin.  Since we are no longer Israel we can no longer directly trace every 
disaster back to a particular sin.  



And so we see here on account of Saul’s genocide against the Gibeonites God was judging 
Israel.  Who are the Gibeonites?  In Joshua 9 there was an Amorite tribe who tricked Israel 
into thinking they come from a far off land, and tricked them into making peace with them 
swearing to them in YHWH’s name.  Israel did not consult the Lord and so made the treaty. 
We see that because of a covenant in God’s name, they would not attack them once they 
discovered their deception, v19-20, ‘But all the leaders said to all the congregation, "We 
have sworn to them by the LORD, the God of Israel, and now we may not touch them. 20 
This we will do to them: let them live, lest wrath be upon us, because of the oath that we 
swore to them."’  The famine upon Israel was not because of genocide, but because Saul as
the king of Israel broke the covenant that was made in God’s name.  Saul who did not kill 
the Amalekites whom God commanded, may have been compensating for his disobedience 
and sought to curry favour with the people and so attempted to wipe out a people that 
ought to have been protected due to the covenant made with them in God’s name.  If this 
was an attempt by Saul to try and impress God it was a misdirected fervour that gave no 
thought to God’s word and will and was the offering of ‘strange fire.’  

So let us consider what is happening, a three year famine because of a broken promise, 
how does that sound to you, a little overkill?  Let it be clear that this is not merely a case of 
breaking a promise, nor is it merely a matter of breaking a personal covenant, this is the 
case of a national covenant and treaty in God’s name being broken.  Deut. 5:11, ‘You shall 
not take the name of the LORD your God in vain, for the LORD will not hold him guiltless 
who takes his name in vain.’  In Israel God’s name was the legal power that you bound 
yourself by when you made a formal agreement.  A peace treaty between nations, a 
marriage covenant, or a business deal, all of these were done by taking an oath in God’s 
name.  Your fear of God was considered your strongest motivation in life.  To make a 
promise in God’s name and then break is extremely serious.  We are saying that God is not 
to be feared, He is not just, He does not punish.  And on top of that you deceive others and 
use God to get credibility to have your own way.  God desires that society be regulated by 
people who keep their promises and He gave His name as the highest motivation to make 
us a people who keep our promises.  When we break covenants in His name we never only 
lie, we also blaspheme.  In this instance God will not tolerate His name to be internationally 
disdained.  God sought to put on display His glory through the people of Israel.  When they 
were holy and followed His wise laws and prospered the other nations would know He is the
true God.  But here is the king, the number one representative of God in the nation taking 
God’s name in vain.  The consequences for this sin are so widespread because the slander 
of God was so widespread.  

Our view of God’s glory is too light; we do not honour His name as we ought.  We must not 
forget that the first petition in the Lord’s Prayer is that God’s name would be honoured.  
From taking His name in vain, to keeping promises in His name, and including how we 
represent Him as His people we must seek to do justice to His glory.

The second matter is the matter of bloodguilt.  In the land of Israel the land was considered
holy because God was abiding with His people.  The injustice was an imperfection that 
needed addressing.  This incurred a debt that needed to be repaid.  It had a lingering effect 
because of the severity of the crime.  In Israel in the OT even in cases of unsolved murders 
the elders of a town would have to settle a blood debt with sacrifice because of the 
seriousness of the crime.  Murder we know is a violation of the image of God and is an act 
against God as well as against man.  This ceremonial aspect of the lingering nature of 
bloodguilt does not continue into the NT, these were concrete ways of showing the nature 
of our sin and its guilt.  



David’s payment

So David calls the Gibeonites together, v3, ‘And David said to the Gibeonites, "What shall I 
do for you? And how shall I make atonement, that you may bless the heritage of the 
LORD?"’   They indicate that the sins against them are very severe, v4-5, and in v6 give  
what they think will settle the debt, ‘let seven of his sons be given to us, so that we may 
hang them before the LORD at Gibeah of Saul, the chosen of the LORD." And the king said, 
"I will give them."’  We are told specifically that Mephibosheth was spared, v7.  V8-9, ‘The 
king took the two sons of Rizpah the daughter of Aiah, whom she bore to Saul, Armoni and 
Mephibosheth; and the five sons of Merab the daughter of Saul, whom she bore to Adriel 
the son of Barzillai the Meholathite; 9 and he gave them into the hands of the Gibeonites, 
and they hanged them on the mountain before the LORD, and the seven of them perished 
together. They were put to death in the first days of harvest, at the beginning of barley 
harvest.’  

What do we make of this?  Here are a few thoughts.  Firstly, we must reject certain views 
that have been taken.  Some have thought that this is a ‘Davidic’ fabrication to justify David 
doing away with Saul’s household to secure his own throne.  This is an unsympathetic 
reading that does not do justice to the stated intent of the text, but is an imposition.  Also, 
we will have to reject any notion that this is a capitulation to a still pagan group of people in
Israel.  Mainly because it is God who raises the issue and who gives rain in response.

Secondly, in order to understand this portion we will have to put away our Western 
individualism and think more corporately.  The bible is full of corporate consequences as a 
result of one man’s actions.  Think of Adam cursing the whole race, think of the benefits 
Israel received due to Abraham’s faith and righteousness, think of Noah’s family saved on 
account of Noah, think on the imputed righteousness we receive on account of Christ.  We 
must stress that Saul is a king who holds a representative office, whose sons would have 
inherited the throne from him.  And it has been pointed out that in the case of national sin 
the consequences are also corporate, (the whole nation would go into exile though not all 
were sinful) and so this must be distinguished from the usual rule of law in personal cases.  

Thirdly, it has been suggested that Saul’s sons may have been involved in the genocide.  It 
is possible of two of the 7 but the other five are grandchildren, so this will not give a full and
satisfactory answer.  

Fourthly, and let me sound calloused for a moment.  All people deserve to die, and the 
demonstration of the glory of God’s name and the sinfulness of dishonouring Him in the 
death of seven men in particular is fitting.  These men’s lives were already forfeit on account
of one sin.  

Fifthly, although it says, ‘And after that God responded to the plea for the land,’ this may be
a case of accommodation not approval.  In the OT God overlooked many imperfections 
without approving of them, this may be one of those situations.

Sixthly, we do not have all the information that we would like to answer all of our questions,
this does not give us licence to now accuse God.  We do not have all the info and we cannot
misappropriate the info that is given to imply an accusation.  We must rather refuse to draw
wrong conclusions taking comfort from clear teachings on God’s nature and justice in the 
bible.  Remember this is a difficult text and we do not build doctrine on the basis of difficult 
texts.  



We must however draw attention to the detail of v7 where we are told that Mephibosheth is
spared, ‘But the king spared Mephibosheth, the son of Saul's son Jonathan, because of the 
oath of the LORD that was between them, between David and Jonathan the son of Saul.’  
On the one hand we are being given a contrast between Saul and David, one who keeps 
vows to the honour of God’s name and one who does not.  However, we are also reminded 
of the protection that covenant gives.  You and I are like the sons of Saul, we are guilty in 
Adam and in ourselves.  If justice were to come for us today we would deserve to die.  
However, God has made a covenant with His Son to save a people, and now there is 
nothing in all creation that can separate us from the love of God.  You and I are spared on 
the basis of God’s own faithfulness to His promise to fulfil His love to a people He loved in 
Christ from before creation.  

Rizpah’s mourning

Lastly we come to Rizpah’s mourning.  We are told the moving story of how a women 
braving the elements spent night a day protecting the bodies of her dead loved ones until 
the rain fell.  It is important to note that the bodies were not buried on the same day.  
Ordinarily in order to avoid defiling the land the dead sinner would be buried soon, but this 
is no ordinary circumstance, the sin of the land is held before the public’s eye, and especially
through the mourning of this mother.  

This account pulls on our hearts strings and perhaps sheds light on why there was strong 
anti-David sentiment from Shimei and Sheba.  However, we must also allow it serve another
purpose.  We must allow this chapter to remind us of the seriousness of sin and the glory 
and bloody mess atonement is.  Today we have many rejecting the atonement as divine 
child abuse.  They are offended by the offence of the cross.  They could not see how sin 
could be paid for in this fashion but when we ponder the mystery of the most innocent man 
on earth dying on the cross for our sins, we are silenced by what payment our sins incur.

This is a hard chapter but it is also a useful chapter to help us remember the seriousness of 
our sin and the bloodiness of atonement.             
                              


