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THE GIBEONITES

Some time during David’s reign, we are not told when, there was a

famine for three consecutive years, and David asked God what the trouble

was. The reply was that it was due to the bloodshed perpetrated by Saul

among the Gibeonites. What was this?

We remember how the Gibeonites, Amorites living in the Land of

Canaan who should have been wiped out, made Joshua believe that they

came from a distant land, and tricked him into swearing an oath in God’s

name not to harm them. When Joshua found out that he had been tricked

he could only curse them and not kill them, on account of the oath.

It appeared that, though we are not told about it elsewhere, Saul had

embarked on ‘ethnic cleansing’, to clean out undesirable alien elements

from Israel and Judah, and disregarding the oath he had started to

massacre the Gibeonites. 1 Whether or not they were undesirable there

was an oath, and those who remained demanded justice from God, in

whose name the oath had been taken. David was told to appease them if

1. Some commentators compare the massacre with Saul’s massacre of the priests
of Nob, but there is no comparison. The massacre of Nob was simply cold-
blooded murder, there were none left to avenge the victims, and that was a matter
for God to punish in his own way and in his own time. Here the key issue was not
murder as such, but murder in breach of an oath taken in God’s name. This meant
that God had been made a guarantor, and if appealed to he would have to execute
justice or his name would no longer be worth anything. The whole population
suffered presumably because they had condoned or at least not opposed Saul’s
actions. Saul was dead, David was not responsible for what Saul did, but he was
now in charge and had to deal with the matter and sort things out. The Gibeonites
had to see justice, and the people of Israel had to see the result of a broken oath,
it was not simply a matter for God to deal with in his own way and his own time.
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the famine was not to continue, so he asked them what they wanted that

would satisfy them so that they could then bless the land.

They replied that they did not want silver or gold, nor to kill anyone

from Israel, except that David should hand over seven of Saul’s sons (or

grandsons) whom they would impale in the town of ‘Gibeah of Saul the

chosen one of God’. 2

David accepted the demand, 3 but refrained from handing over

Jonathan’s son, on account of the oath he had taken (in God’s name) with

Jonathan, so he took two of Saul’s sons from Saul’s pilegesh (wife of

lower status) called Rizpah, and five sons of Saul’s daughter. 4

He handed them over to the Gibeonites who killed and impaled them.

Rizpah then spread a sack on a rock for herself and protected the

bodies, not allowing birds by day or wild animals by night to attack them;

she stayed there from the time they were killed at the start of the barley

harvest (early spring, Pesach) until rain began to fall (in the autumn),

about six months. (In Israel there is no rain in the summer.)

David heard what she had done, and when rain started it meant that the

Gibeonites were appeased and God was satisfied, so he took down the

bodies and buried them.

–––––––––––––

2. Saul, the criminal, was the man chosen (as king) by the God in whose name
the oath had been taken. A nasty side-thrust at God. They were not nice people.

3. For a discussion of this see appendix.

4. It says Michal, the younger daughter who was David’s wife, but elsewhere we
are told that she never had any children, and also the husband mentioned was
Merav’s, so it seems that Merav the older one was meant.
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APPENDIX

God asked David to appease the Gibeonites, but when they made a

demand such as this one would have expected David to at least go back

and ask God if he should accept, which he did not.

A further problem is that a body of a criminal is not to be left impaled

overnight but must be taken down before sundown (Deut.21:22-23).

Joshua was very particular about this even when enemies were impaled

(Jos.10:26-27).

But the big problem is the law in Deut. 24:16 (even quoted by King

Amaziah in 2Kings 14:6 and 2Chron.25:14) that no man is to be put to

death for the sins of his father, only for his own sin.

The first may be answered, for want of a better answer, that David

assumed he was to accept whatever demand they made, but even so we

may feel that he should have confirmed.

The second may be answered, again for want of a better answer, that

an exception was made in this case, as the Gibeonites had to be appeased.

But the third can only be answered if we assume that Saul’s family

helped in the massacre and were all guilty. Even Jonathan’s son was

spared not because he was innocent but because of David’s oath to

Jonathan. We must remember one very important fact: we are told the

story of Joshua and the Gibeonites in the book of Joshua, we are told the

story of David and the Gibeonites here, but we are not told the story of

Saul and the Gibeonites anywhere, it is only mentioned here without any

details. We are forced to assume that Saul’s family participated, otherwise

David would be guilty of handing over innocent men to be killed, having

had no specific instructions to do this, and there is no indication of such

guilt. God was satisfied that his reputation had been honoured and he

would never have wanted this at the price of killing innocent people,

which would bear a similarity to the human sacrifices offered to Moloch.

–––––––––––––
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