
Story Number 106

BATHSHEBA

[Story not suitable for younger children]

The war against Ammon continued. David sent Joab with an army who

defeated them and laid siege against Rabbah, the capital, while David

stayed in Jerusalem.

One late afternoon David went to walk up and down on the roof of his

house; in the East in those days houses all had flat roofs and people used

to use them, mostly as we today use a garden to sit in. He happened to

look down, and saw a very beautiful woman washing herself by a nearby

house. (In those days they did not have bathrooms inside the house as we

do today.) He made enquiries and found that she was Bathsheba, the wife

of Uriah the Hittite who was with Joab at the siege of Rabbah. He sent for

her and she came, and .................. and she went home.

Some time later, the war still going on and Uriah not having been home

for a long time, she sent a message to David that she was pregnant. This

was most embarassing for David, who, having been caught out but not yet

exposed, felt the need for a cover-up. As usually happens, when a person

sins or commits a crime and then tries to cover up, the cover-up is worse

than the original sin, whether or not the criminal is finally caught.

First he sent to Joab to send him Uriah, who came and answered

questions about the siege and the welfare of Joab and the army. David told

him then to go home and ‘wash his legs’, a euphemism for having

relations with his wife. That way when the baby was born it would appear

to be Uriah’s. Uriah however did not go but slept outside the King’s house

with the servants.
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David asked him next day why he did not go home.

‘How could I?’ he replied. ‘The Ark and all the men of Israel and

Judah are camped with Joab in huts, and I go home to eat and drink and

sleep with my wife? How could I? Never!’

David kept him another day and he again did not go home, so David’s

plan failed. He then sent Uriah back to Joab with a sealed letter, in which

he wrote that Joab should put Uriah in the front of the fiercest battle, then

withdraw leaving him there, so that he would be killed (by the enemy).

Joab did this, sending a number of men to attack close to the wall, and

a few of his soldiers were killed including Uriah. 1 He then sent a

messenger to David with a report of the battle, and added an instruction.

‘After finishing your account, the king might get angry and ask why you

approached the wall, knowing that they would shoot from the wall, and

adding that you should remember how a woman killed Abimelech by

dropping a large stone on his head from on top of the wall. If the king

says that, add that his servant Uriah also died.’

The king would understand, but the messenger would not; he would

assume that Uriah was a friend of the king, who would be very upset but

would need to know.

The messenger did it better. He told how the enemy came out to fight,

they drove them back as far as the wall, and then enemy soldiers shot

from the wall and a number of men were killed, including Uriah.

David understood, his reaction was calm, and he sent back a message

that Joab should not be too upset about this, that is the way a battle goes,

just keep up the battle and destroy the town.

1. Joab is not blamed for the murder of Uriah (though he is for two other
murders). He was obeying orders, for all he knew the king might have found
Uriah to be a traitor who needed to be put out of the way, it was not for him to
ask why or question his orders.
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Bathsheba heard that her husband had died and mourned for him. When

the mourning period was over, David sent for her, took her into his house

and married her. Later a son was born.

God was very angry at what David had done.

God sent Nathan the navi to David. Nathan told the king of a sad case.

In a town were two men, one rich with herds of cattle and flocks of sheep,

the other very poor. All the poor man had was a little ewe-lamb which

was his pet, and which he treated like a daughter. When the rich man had

a visitor he did not wish to take anything of his own, but instead took the

poor man’s lamb for a meal for his visitor.

David was very angry at the rich man, said he deserved to be put to

death, but first pay fourfold the price of the lamb. 2

Nathan replied ‘You are the man!’

He then added God’s message: ‘I appointed you as king over Israel; I

rescued you from Saul; I have given you Saul’s house and his wives; I

have given you all Israel and Judah; and if this is not enough I will give

you more. Yet you angered me by killing Uriah, albeit by the hand of the

Ammonites, and took his wife as your wife!

‘I am going to punish you within your family. In front of your eyes I

will take your wives and give them to someone else, who will sleep with

them in front of the sun. 3 You acted secretly, and I will do this openly

in front of all Israel and the sun!’

‘I have sinned against God’ said David.

‘Because of this and all you have done against God’s enemies you will

not die, but the baby just born will die’ said Nathan.

2. See Exodus 21:37.

3. ‘In front of the sun’ is an idiom meaning ‘openly in public’.
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God attacked the baby with illness, and David prayed to God, fasted,

slept on the floor and refused to eat. On the seventh day the baby died.

The servants were scared to tell David, so they kept silent, and he asked

them if the baby had died, to which they answered ‘Yes’.

David then got up and washed, changed his clothes, asked for food and

ate. His servants asked him why, when the child was still alive, he cried

and fasted, and now that it had died he acted the reverse. He replied that

while the child lived he fasted and hoped that perhaps God would take

pity on him and let it live, but now there was no point in fasting. ‘I cannot

bring him back. I will eventually go to him, he will not return to me.’

He then comforted Bathsheba, made her preganant again, and she bore

him another son that he called Solomon, to whom God took a liking.

––––––––––––

Footnote:

David is not directly rebuked for the adultery, but Nathan’s story and

the promised punishment (which came later) matched this sin. However,

the cover-up involved a far greater sin than the original. The direct rebuke

was for two great sins: killing Uriah and marrying his wife. Yet he was

allowed to keep her, to have another son from her, and this son to succeed

him against all his other sons, at least one of them older!

His punishment was mitigated because when accused he admitted his

sin and did not, like Cain, try to talk himself out of it.

David is not rebuked for causing the needless death of a number of

men who were killed alongside Uriah, as this was not intentional.

Bathsheba is not rebuked, and no punishment is mentioned, for her

adultery.

–––––––––––––––––
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