
Paying Debts & Slaying Giants

2 Samuel 21





Outline for Today

I.David rights a wrong 
of  Saul

II. David destroys the 
Philistines



2 Samuel 21:1-3

1 Now there was a famine in the days of  David for 
three years, year after year; and David sought the 
presence of  the Lord. And the Lord said, “It is for 
Saul and his bloody house, because he put the 
Gibeonites to death.” 2 So the king called the 
Gibeonites and spoke to them (now the Gibeonites 
were not of  the sons of  Israel but of  the remnant 
of  the Amorites, and the sons of  Israel made a 
covenant with them, but Saul had sought to kill 
them in his zeal for the sons of  Israel and Judah). 3
Thus David said to the Gibeonites, “What should I 
do for you? And how can I make atonement that 
you may bless the inheritance of  the Lord?”



No Definitive Date For This Famine

•It most likely occurred after 
Mephibosheth had come under 
David’s protection in Jerusalem (2 
Sam. 9) and before the Ammonite wars 
(2 Sam. 10), approximately 996-993 
B.C.

•It is also important to understand the 
agricultural situation in Israel.



Deuteronomy 11:10-15

10 For the land, into which you are entering to 
possess it, is not like the land of  Egypt from which 
you came, where you used to sow your seed and 
water it with your foot like a vegetable garden. 11 But 
the land into which you are about to cross to possess 
it, a land of  hills and valleys, drinks water from the 
rain of  heaven, 12 a land for which the Lord your 
God cares; the eyes of  the Lord your God are always 
on it, from the beginning even to the end of  the year. 
13 “It shall come about, if  you listen obediently to 
my commandments which I am commanding you 
today, to love the Lord your God and to serve Him 
with all your heart and all your soul, 14 that He will 
give the rain for your land in its season, the early and 
late rain, that you may gather in your grain and your 
new wine and your oil. 15 He will give grass in your 
fields for your cattle, and you will eat and be 
satisfied.





And So…

•Because of  the almost total 
dependence on rainfall and dew for 
crop moisture, poor harvests were not 
uncommon.

•However, when crops fail for three 
successive years, David rightly 
concludes that Israel had offended the 
Lord and was experiencing judgment.



Most Appropriately

“David sought the presence of  the 
Lord”

•And the Lord answers:

“It is for Saul and his bloody house, 
because he put the Gibeonites to 

death.”



Two Observations

1. The crime described here is 
not found in Scripture.

2.The crime is particularly 
heinous and is deserving of  
judgment.



The Slaughter of  the Gibeonites

•First and foremost:

Who are the Gibeonites?



Joshua 9



On One Hand

“Saul had sought to kill them in his 
zeal for the sons of  Israel and Judah”

•On the other hand, it violated a non-
aggression pact confirmed in Joshua 9:15 –

“Joshua made peace with them and 
made a covenant with them, to let them 

live; and the leaders of  the 
congregation swore an oath to them.”



David Meets w/ the Gibeonites

•Even though they are virtual slaves in 
Israel, David humbly asks them how 
he can atone for Saul’s transgressions.

•There is a subtle reference here to 
Genesis 12:3 –

“And I will bless those who bless you, 
And the one who curses you I will 

curse…”



2 Samuel 21:4-6

4 Then the Gibeonites said to him, “We have 
no concern of  silver or gold with Saul or his 
house, nor is it for us to put any man to 
death in Israel.” And he said, “I will do for 
you whatever you say.” 5 So they said to the 
king, “The man who consumed us and who 
planned to exterminate us from remaining 
within any border of  Israel, 6 let seven men 
from his sons be given to us, and we will 
hang them before the Lord in Gibeah of  
Saul, the chosen of  the Lord.” And the king 
said, “I will give them.”



The Gibeonite Response

•They explain their powerlessness; it seems 
that they probably had very few legal rights 
within Israel, especially the ability to 
execute capital punishment.

•When David repeats his request, the 
Gibeonites have something in mind, and 
interestingly enough, it is something 
prescribed by the Torah.



Justice to be Served

•The Gibeonites request the execution of  
seven of  Saul’s descendants.

•Seven is probably symbolic because Saul 
likely killed far more than seven in the 
slaughter.

•Saul had murdered the Gibeonites in their 
hometown, so now the house of  Saul would 
be decimated in his hometown.



The Manner of  Death

“we will hang them before the Lord in 
Gibeah of  Saul.”

•Deuteronomy 21:22-23 –

“If  a man has committed a sin worthy of  
death and he is put to death, and you hang 
him on a tree, his corpse shall not hang all 
night on the tree, but you shall surely bury 
him on the same day (for he who is hanged 

is accursed of  God)”



“Hang”

•The Hebrew word translated “hang” 
(v. 6) means to execute in a way that 
the body suffers public humiliation 
(see Numbers 25:4). 

•Probably they suffered execution and 
then their bodies were hung up so 
everyone could witness their fate.



“strange and repellent”

•David approves the Gibeonite 
proposal.

•It is consistent with Torah law.

•Thinking back to Chapter 20, is it any 
surprise that the Benjamites were 
among David’s least supportive 
followers in the latter years of  his 
reign?

•Some critics use this episode to 
ascribe ulterior motives to David’s 
decision.



But First:

Who Will Be 
Included in the 

Seven?



2 Samuel 21:7-9

7 But the king spared Mephibosheth, the son 
of  Jonathan the son of  Saul, because of  the 
oath of  the Lord which was between them, 
between David and Saul’s son Jonathan. 8 So 
the king took the two sons of  Rizpah the 
daughter of  Aiah, Armoni and Mephibosheth 
whom she had borne to Saul, and the five sons 
of  Merab the daughter of  Saul, whom she had 
borne to Adriel the son of  Barzillai the 
Meholathite. 9 Then he gave them into the 
hands of  the Gibeonites, and they hanged them 
in the mountain before the Lord, so that the 
seven of  them fell together; and they were put 
to death in the first days of  harvest at the 
beginning of  barley harvest.



David Has To Balance 2 Things:

1. An oath of  loyalty to the house of  
Saul (specifically Jonathan – 1 Sam. 
18:3).

2. Satisfaction of  the legitimate 
demands of  the Gibeonites.

•Which leads David to his first decision –

“the king spared Mephibosheth, the 
son of  Jonathan, the son of  Saul”



The Not So Magnificent Seven…

1. 2 sons of  Saul’s concubine, Rizpah, 
Armoni and Mephibosheth.

•FYI, different Mephibosheth

2. 5 sons of  Merab, the daughter of  
Saul.

•If  you are looking at a KJV, this 
verse reads differently.



The Masoretic Text Reads

“the five sons of  Michal the 
daughter of  Saul”

What’s the problem with 
that?



Merab or Michal?

•2 Samuel 6:23 – “Michal the daughter 
of  Saul had no child to the day of  her 
death.”

•There is no mention of  Michal being 
married to a man named Adriel.

•If  Michal is the mother, she had at 
least two husbands besides David 
(Paltiel, 1 Sam. 25).



All Seven Are Executed

“they hanged them in the mountain before 
the Lord, so that the seven of  them fell 

together”

The specific method of  execution is unclear.

But it seems that it is in accordance with 
divine justice, as we are told it was done 

“before the Lord.”



2 Samuel 21:10-14

10 And Rizpah the daughter of  Aiah took sackcloth and 
spread it for herself  on the rock, from the beginning of  
harvest until it rained on them from the sky; and she 
allowed neither the birds of  the sky to rest on them by 
day nor the beasts of  the field by night. 11 When it was 
told David what Rizpah the daughter of  Aiah, the 
concubine of  Saul, had done, 12 then David went and 
took the bones of  Saul and the bones of  Jonathan his son 
from the men of  Jabesh-gilead, who had stolen them 
from the open square of  Beth-shan, where the Philistines 
had hanged them on the day the Philistines struck down 
Saul in Gilboa. 13 He brought up the bones of  Saul and 
the bones of  Jonathan his son from there, and they 
gathered the bones of  those who had been hanged. 14
They buried the bones of  Saul and Jonathan his son in 
the country of  Benjamin in Zela, in the grave of  Kish his 
father; thus they did all that the king commanded, and 
after that God was moved by prayer for the land.



A Mourning Mother

•Thanks to Rizpah’s efforts, hers sons and 
relatives are given the honor of  a mourned 
death.

•She grieves among the dead bodies of  her 
sons and protects them until the rain 
comes.

•This is the Lord lifting the curse on the 
land.



When David Hears

•He chooses to reward her efforts and at the 
same time create a lasting memorial to 
honor Israel’s first king.

•David orders “the bones of  Saul and the 
bones of  Jonathan his son from the men of  
Jabesh-gilead” to be brought from where 
they have been buried (1 Sam. 31) back 
across the Jordan and into the Promised 
Land.



Saul’s Family is Memorialized

“in the country of  Benjamin in 
Zela, in the grave of  Kish his 

father”

Saul and his descendants may now 
rest with their fathers in the family 

tomb.



Saul Had Been Unfaithful

•When David, who followed the Mosaic 
Law, righted this wrong, God restored 
fertility to the land. 

•God reduced Saul’s line from one of  the 
most powerful-looking men in Israel, Saul, 
to one of  the weakest-looking, 
Mephibosheth. 

•David’s faithfulness to his covenant with 
Jonathan shows he was a covenant-keeping 
king like Yahweh; Saul, on the other hand, 
broke Israel’s covenant with the Gibeonites.



The Philistines

•Had been a thorn in the side of  Israel 
since the days of  Samson.

•And it is David and these Israelite 
heroes that ultimately extinguish the 
Philistine threat.

•These events most likely occurred 
early in David’s reign.



4 Descendants of  the Giant

1.Ishbi-benob

2.Saph

3.Goliath

4.“Six”



2 Samuel 21:15-17

15 Now when the Philistines were at war again 
with Israel, David went down and his servants 
with him; and as they fought against the 
Philistines, David became weary. 16 Then 
Ishbi-benob, who was among the descendants 
of  the giant, the weight of  whose spear was 
three hundred shekels of  bronze in weight, was 
girded with a new sword, and he intended to 
kill David. 17 But Abishai the son of  Zeruiah
helped him, and struck the Philistine and killed 
him. Then the men of  David swore to him, 
saying, “You shall not go out again with us to 
battle, so that you do not extinguish the lamp 
of  Israel.”



“Giant” or “giants”

•The Hebrew word translated “giant” 
(rapha) can also be a collective term 
for the Rephaim, the mighty warriors 
who originally inhabited the Canaanite 
coastal plain (Gen. 15:19-21; Deut. 2:11; 
3:11, 13). 

•They terrified ten of  the 12 spies that 
Joshua sent out from Kadesh Barnea
(Num. 13:33).



David in the Midst of  Battle

•David “became weary,” and the 
Philistines focus their efforts on 
eliminating him, led by Ishbi-benob, a 
formidable enemy.

•He is one of  the descendants of  the 
giant (Rapha), and his spear was 
“three hundred shekels of  bronze in 
weight”



Abishai Comes to David’s Aid

•The brother of  Joab, the man that was 
placed in charge of  the army in our 
previous chapter, kills Ishbi-benob.

•And furthermore, the men of  David swear 
that he will never again go into battle lest 
“the lamp of  Israel” be extinguished.

•David seems to follow this advice during 
both Absalom’s and Sheba’s rebellions.



2 Samuel 21:18

18 Now it came about after this that 
there was war again with the Philistines 
at Gob; then Sibbecai the Hushathite
struck down Saph, who was among the 
descendants of  the giant. 

1 Chronicles 27:11 tells us that Sibbecai, 
one of  David’s mighty men, is made 

commander of  24,000.



2 Samuel 21:19

19 There was war with the 
Philistines again at Gob, and 
Elhanan the son of  Jaare-oregim
the Bethlehemite killed Goliath the 
Gittite, the shaft of  whose spear 
was like a weaver’s beam.

This is the most controversial verse 
in the chapter.



What is Going on Here?

“Elhanan the son of  Jaare-oregim the 
Bethlehemite killed Goliath the Gittite”

•But, I thought…

1 Samuel 17:50 – “Thus David prevailed over 
the Philistine with a sling and a stone, and 

he struck the Philistine and killed him”



Three Possible Responses

1. A true contradiction present in the 
original manuscripts.

2. A true contradiction introduced by a 
careless copyist.

3. A seeming contradiction that can be 
solved in correct interpretation.



1. A true contradiction present in the 
original manuscripts.

•The liberal argument:

•Sources have been conflated.

•2 Samuel 21:19 (Elhanan) is accurate, 
and 1 Samuel 17:50 is attached to 
David later as a form of  hero worship.



2. A true contradiction introduced by a 
careless copyist.

•1 Chronicles 20:5 reads:

“And there was war with the 
Philistines again, and Elhanan the 
son of  Jair killed Lahmi the brother 
of  Goliath the Gittite, the shaft of  
whose spear was like a weaver’s 

beam.”



Both Versions Have Issues

•The Chronicles text appears to have 
misread “Bethlehemite.” 

•The Samuel text appears to have misread 
the word for “brother” thereby giving the 
impression that Elhanan, not David, killed 
Goliath. 

•Thus in all probability the original text 
read:

“Elhanan son of  Jair the Bethlehemite 
killed the brother of  Goliath.”



3. A seeming contradiction that can be 
solved in correct interpretation.

1. “Elhanan” was David’s original 
name and “David” was his regnal 
name, the name he was given when 
he became king.

2. “Goliath” is a title, not a personal 
name.

3. There were two fighters from Gath 
named Goliath.



2 Samuel 21:20-22

20 There was war at Gath again, where 
there was a man of  great stature who 
had six fingers on each hand and six 
toes on each foot, twenty-four in 
number; and he also had been born to 
the giant. 21 When he defied Israel, 
Jonathan the son of  Shimei, David’s 
brother, struck him down. 22 These 
four were born to the giant in Gath, and 
they fell by the hand of  David and by 
the hand of  his servants.



A 4th Giant 
Killed

• This time by 
David’s nephew, 
Jonathan.

• “a man of  great 
stature who had six 
fingers on each 
hand and six toes 
on each foot”



The Point of  Chapter 21

•Quite simply, God blessed David with 
military victories far beyond anyone’s 
normal expectations because he was 
God’s faithful anointed servant. 

•Yahweh brought blessing through him 
to Israel militarily as well as 
agriculturally.

Basically: David > Saul



Next Week: A Census?

Next Week: A Census?




