
Reflection 

During this period after Pentecost we have been hearing some of the story of King David – I am not 

sure how much Ross has been focusing on those readings or whether you have been hearing the 

readings from Ephesians instead. Either way I thought I’d recap some of what has happened so far. 

The last couple of weeks we heard about David’s act of raping Bathsheba, and then arranging for her 

husband to be killed so he could marry her. He thinks that he’s gotten away with it, but the prophet 

Nathan could see what David had done, and used a parable to show the king the harm he had 

caused to this family. 

Today’s reading comes from many chapters later. Bathsheba’s and David’s son Absalom has grown 

up, and become a source of trouble for David. Perhaps he knew something of how David has treated 

his mother and her first husband? At this point in the story, Absalom has started a coup, turning the 

whole country against David. David still has loyal soldiers with him in Jerusalem. This part of the 

story is a bit strange and we will miss what is going on if we only hear the parts that are included in 

the lectionary. I would suggest that we actually read the whole of 2 Samuel 8. Even then I think some 

things are being hidden – not everything is being said plainly. 

Before the army goes out to put down the rebellion, the story goes that all of the soldiers heard 

David say to the commanders that they should ‘deal gently’ with Absalom. But what exactly does it 

mean for them to ‘deal gently’? At first it sounds like he’s saying not to harm his son, to bring him 

back alive. But is that what he meant? If that was what he meant, wouldn’t it be clearer to say, ‘bring 

him back alive’ or ‘don’t harm my son’? David doesn’t even refer to him as his son at this point. He 

just calls him ‘the young man Absalom’. What would these commanders have understood David to 

be saying? They could have understood him to be saying to kill him swiftly and not to torture him. 

As we get further into the story, if we read the whole chapter, we can see that not everyone on the 

battlefield agrees about how Absalom is to be treated. An unnamed soldier who first finds Absalom 

caught in a tree refrains from killing him, because that is how he understands David to have 

instructed them. Instead he reports the discovery to the commander Joab. Joab, who clearly heard 

the same instructions, tells the soldier he should have killed Absalom. (If we only read the verses 

suggested by the lectionary, we would miss this bit, which is a key part of the drama!) Joab goes 

ahead and spears Absalom and ten of his men join in the killing. 

Was Joab understanding the true meaning of David’s instructions? Or did he read something into 

David’s instructions that wasn’t intended? Or did he make the decision that this was what was 

actually needed to put an end to the coup? 

Joab has killed people for David before. He conspired to kill Uriah for David, so David could marry 

Bathsheba. Now Joab kills Bathsheba and David’s son to protect David – whether he has decided this 

is the thing to do against David’s instruction, or whether he has understood this as the hidden 

meaning in David’s words. If we read the whole story we can also see that there is an attempt by 

Joab to prevent the news of Absalom’s death from getting to David. 

This brings to mind our uncertainty as a society at the moment about how our soldiers have acted in 

war. When we train our young people to fight and send them to war, can we be confident that we 

know how they will act on the battlefield? Can we be confident about what is reported back to us? 

Can we be certain they have acted honourably? It can be hard to know what has actually happened, 

and to have confidence about what our soldiers have done in our name. We cannot presume that 

we can send our young people into war and that they will be the heroes. We cannot presume that 

they will not be harmed physically or emotionally or morally. We can’t expect, as David may be 



expecting, that our soldiers be unharmed. And what of the folks they go over to fight against? What 

of civilians who get in the way? I’m not intending to have a go at our soldiers, but we should be 

considering this when we send our young people to war, and we should be considering whether it is 

really a wise idea. 

David is overcome with grief (and perhaps guilt?) at the news of Absalom’s death. We should 

consider this kind of scene when we are tempted to go to war. Some of our leaders are wanting us 

to prepare for a war with China, and we need to consider the impact or a war on our young people, 

those who would pay the cost of this kind of decision. We need to consider the motives of leaders 

who tell us that we need to prepare for a war with China – do they stand to profit politically or 

financially themselves? 

While we don’t have the direct power to determine what our government will do, we need to 

remember that Jesus’ example is different to these examples of violent power. In John’s gospel, 

Jesus says he is the bread of life – the one who, instead of using violence, offers his own body in 

order to destroy the power of death. 

Let us take some time in silence to consider how the Spirit of Christ may be speaking to us through 

our ancient stories, and through the contemporary stories around us. 


