
II Samuel 3:1– 4:8 GAINING POWER 

Following Sual’s death David’s rise to rule Israel is delayed and opposed by civil war and strife between 

factions seeking power. As David is grieving Saul’s former army commander Abner has taken Saul’s living son, 

Ishbosheth, and placed him as king over Israel. This leads to war between David and the supporters of 

Ishbosheth.  2 Samuel 3:1 tersely and appropriately describes this civil conflict as “long” during which David 

and his supporters gain power. But before the narrative continues we’re told that while the civil war rages 

outside Hebon, marriages are being made and babies being born within Hebron that are significant events in the 

overall story. David brings two wives to Hebron and soon acquires four more, not for love but for alliance and 

power. The six wives each bear a son; three will become significant in the story of David’s reign.  

Abner -who has been fighting for power himself, even to taking one of Saul’s concubines, makes a covenant 

with David, the terms of which are that Abner will return Michal — Saul’s daughter, and David’s first wife — 

back to David. After Michal’s return, Abner goes to rally Israel to David. Abner is assassinated and when David 

hears what Joab has done, he publicly laments and professes his own innocence, placing a curse on Joab, saying 

in 3:29, “May the guilt fall on the head of Joab, and on all his father’s house; and may the house of Joab never 

be without one who has a discharge, or who is leprous, or who holds a spindle, or who falls by the sword, or 

who lacks food!” Additionally, David tells everyone to mourn for Abner, and once again leads the people in a 

public lament. If the northern tribes had been suspicious about the fact that their powerful leaders were dying 

while David and his men were still safe, the result of David’s lamentation was that “all the people and all Israel 

understood that day that the king had no part in the killing of Abner son of Ner” (3:37). 

Ishbosheth grows afraid for his own fate when he hears about Abner’s death. That fear is not unfounded, as he is 

killed by two men of his own men who were the captains of his raiding bands, Baanah and Rechab (2 Samuel 

4:5–7). After they kill Ishbosheth, they behead him and bring his head to David (4:8). Perhaps they had not 

heard of David’s actions after Saul’s death. In response to their news David reminds them what he did to the 

Amalekite who told him about Saul’s death, saying in 4:11, “How much more then, when wicked men have 

killed a righteous man on his bed in his own house! And now shall I not require his blood at your hand, and 

destroy you from the earth?” Those questions are rhetorical; David’s servants kill Baanah and Rechab, and then 

bury Ishbosheth’s head in the tomb of Abner (4:12).  

This section of the text tells us of the death of most of Saul’s family, with the exceptions of his daughter Michal 

and his grandson — Jonathan’s son — Mephibosheth. A single verse (4:4) tells us that Mephibosheth is 

“crippled in his feet.” Later, we will see David’s mercy to Jonathan’s son.  

 

There is an important takeaway to this narrative of civil war, betrayal and murder: David does not incur what he 

calls “bloodguilt.” In contrast to the frenzy of ambition that he sees around him excited by Saul’s empty throne, 

David conducts funerals, composes poems, marries and has children, and administers justice. In contrast to all 

the killing going on around him in attempts to grab power, David does not kill anyone who could be considered 

a rival. The underlying theological  narrative is not David’s goodness or innocence, but God’s hand under 

David’s rise to power: "They (tribal leaders) came to Hebron fully determined to make David king over all 

Israel. All the rest of the Israelites were also of one mind to make David king." (1 Chronicles 12:38) 

Next Week: Jerusalem and the Davidic Covenant 2 Samuel 5 


