
Story Number 101

TWO NEW KINGS

When Saul died, David asked God if he should return to Judah and he

was told ‘Yes’. To which town? ‘Hebron’.

He took his wives and all his men with their families and possessions

and went to Hebron. The people there welcomed him and anointed him as

king of Judah. He was thirty years old.

Hearing how the men of Jabesh had rescued Saul’s body, he sent them

a blessing and suggested by a hint that he should be their king too, but the

hint was not taken.

We remember how Saul’s commander-in-chief and right-hand man was

his cousin Abner. Saul’s father and Abner’s father were brothers. Saul’s

three eldest sons were dead, killed in the same battle that he died in, so

Abner took one of the remaining, called Ish-bosheth, 1 to Mahanaim 2

in Transjordan and made him king over all ‘Israel’. ‘Israel’ in those days

did not include Judah; until then Israel and Judah went along together,

united under one king, Saul, but not properly merged into a single unit.

Now they were separated, Ishbosheth reigning over the north, and David

at Hebron over the south, Judah. The tribe of Benjamin was split, at first

mostly in ‘Israel’ through loyalty to the House of Saul who was a

Benjamite. 3

1. His name was Eshbaal, but as with others whose name ended in ‘baal’ this was
changed in later books of the Neviim (but not in Chronicles) to ‘bosheth’ meaning
‘shame’, since it stank of the name of the idol.

2. Why Mahanaim was chosen rather than Gibeah or Shechem is not clear, unless
perhaps he wanted to make sure that Transjordan did not break away.

3. Later gradually the Benjamites tended to move over to Judah and were
eventually exiled to Babylon with Judah, not with the ‘lost tribes’ of ‘Israel’.

1



Ishbosheth was forty years old and reigned only two years. He was

clearly a weak man, while his cousin Abner effectively ran the country.

David’s commander-in-chief was his nephew Joab (son of his sister

Zeruiah), who was supported by her two other sons (Joab’s brothers)

Abishai and Asahel. For many years there was a war, with many battles,

between north and south, in practice between Abner and Joab.

On one occasion the two armies came face to face, Joab’s army were

stronger and Abner and his men started to run away. Joab’s army chased

after them, while Asahel, a fast runner, chased after Abner personally.

Abner looked back and saw him, and shouted to him to stop chasing him

and chase someone else, or he would be forced to kill him and then he

would not be able to face his brother Joab. But Asahel took no notice, so

Abner thrust his spear backwards and killed Asahel.

Abner shouted to Joab to stop the fighting as they were just killing

each other, and in the end they stopped. Casualties in Judah amounted to

twenty men (including Asahel), while in Abner’s army three hundred and

sixty died. That battle was over, but the war continued for many years.
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