
Story Number 102

THE MURDER OF ABNER AND OF ISH-BOSHETH

The war between the House of David (led by Joab) and the House of

Saul (led by Abner) continued for a long time, David’s side gradually

getting stronger and the other getting weaker.

Now a short diversion. Whenever there was a struggle among men for

leadership of a group or society, one being already there, it was customary

for the winner to take the leader’s wives. (This even happens among

gorillas, who practice polygamy.) Likewise, a usurper who took the throne

established his position by taking the wives of his predecessor. For

instance if legitimate king A died and instead of his son B who would

normally succeed him someone else C takes the throne, C establishes his

position by taking A’s wives. (We will meet this again later.)

Abner apparently started an affair with Rizpa, a pilegesh of Saul. (A

pilegesh is a wife of lower status, something like but not the same as a

morganatic wife.) Saul’s son Ish-bosheth, the king of ‘Israel’ that his

cousin and commander-in-chief Abner had placed on the throne, heard of

this and asked Abner why he had taken his father’s pilegesh.

Abner lost his temper. ‘I have protected you and your family from

David all the time, and now you bring up this business of the woman! I

will now do what God promised and pass over the whole kingdom from

the House of Saul to David, so that he will be king of all Israel and Judah

down to Beersheba.’ The king was afraid of him and did not answer.

We see here Abner’s three sins:

= he took the former king’s woman;

= he shouted at the king (rebellion);

= he undertook treason, going over to the enemy and capitulating.
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We may see what was in Abner’s mind. He was fed up with all the

battles, especially as he was losing them and becoming weaker, and saw

that sooner or later David would win. Meanwhile if he went over to David

he could obtain a good position there in return for using his influence in

bringing ‘Israel’ over to David peacefully. But he must hurry; he was still

the leader in the north with influence over the population, but as he was

losing battles and getting weaker he would soon lose his popularity and

be unable to influence anyone. Here was an excuse, he had had an

argument with the king and he would betray him in order to further his

own interests. Abner was a politician.

Abner sent messengers to David asking him if he would be willing to

make a treaty and he would bring all Israel over to him.

David replied that he would make the treaty on one condition. Abner

must bring with him Saul’s daughter Michal, whom Saul had taken away

and given to someone else. ‘I want my wife back.’ Otherwise David

would not see him.

David had other wives, he had not mourned for Michal, but having her

taken away and given to someone else was a humiliation and it was a

matter of principle to have her back. At the same time David sent to Ish-

bosheth asking for the return of his wife that he had engaged with a

hundred Philistine foreskins. Ishbosheth sent servants to take her, and they

passed her on to Abner, while her second ‘husband’ followed her crying.

Abner then talked to the leaders of Israel telling them that they always

wanted David as king, and even spoke to the men of Benjamin, the

stronghold of the House of Saul.

He arrived at Hebron with Michal and a group of twenty men, and

David made a banquet for them. Abner promised to persuade all the

people of the north to go over to David who would then rule over all the

nation. David then let him return, in peace.
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It is univerally accepted that when an enemy is permitted to come to

negotiate peace he is given safe conduct and neither attacked nor

imprisoned, regardless of the result of the negotiations. To act otherwise

is considered as treachery. 1

Soon after Abner left, Joab returned, learned about it, and asked David

why he let Abner go in peace. ‘He came simply as a spy!’ said Joab.

Joab then sent messengers without David’s knowledge to bring Abner

back, and when he came Joab murdered him. This was in retaliation for

the killing of his brother Asahel in the war. So he said.

But was it? Joab had made himself indispensible to David and in that

way held some power over him. If Abner came over, he would be a rival,

David would have an alternative choice and Joab would lose his power.

This was confirmed later when Joab murdered another rival without an

excuse, but that is another story.

Meanwhile David was shocked. It would look as if David had sent his

officer, Joab, to kill Abner after offering him safe conduct – vile

treachery! David therefore proclaimed as loud as possible the truth, that

he had known nothing about it, that he was upset and extremely angry

with Joab, that the offer of safe conduct was genuine, that Abner’s death

was a great loss to all, and that he David was innocent. He also cursed

Joab with the worst curses that he could think of; but he could not put him

to death because Joab and his brother Abishai were too strong for him.

David told the people to mourn over Abner, they buried him in Hebron,

and David cried over his grave. Abner was an innocent victim. We have

seen that he had behaved disgustingly to his own king, but that was

something else. He deserved God’s punishment, but it was not for Joab to

perform it (he probably did not even know), killing enemies in battle was

a different matter, here Joab was a murderer.

1. The arrival of Rudolf Hess in England during the Second World War was not
prearranged.
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When Ish-bosheth heard he became weak. One day when lying on his

bed during the siesta, two nasty characters came and murdered him. They

then cut off his head and took it to David, thinking he would be pleased.

David replied ‘When a man came to me in Ziklag and told me of Saul’s

death, and he considered himself to be just a reporter bringing news, I

killed him. You two evil men murdered an innocent man in his bed – I

will dispose of you completely and wipe you out from the world.’ He told

his men to kill them which they did. They then cut off their arms and legs

and impaled the bodies for all to see. They buried Ish-bosheth’s head in

Abner’s grave.

Israel, in the north, was then without a king.

––––––––––––––––––––
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