Additional Study Notes

2 Samuel 12:1-14
1-14 The account of the Lord’s sending the prophet Nathan to David to announce God’s judgment on him includes Nathan’s parable (vv.1-4), David’s indignant reaction (vv.5-6), Nathan’s two-word condemnation (v.7a MT), two divine oracles (vv.7b-12?), David’s confession (v.13a), and Nathan’s announcement of judgment tempered by grace (vv.13b-14?).

Although vv.1-4 exhibit characteristics of fable (George W. Coats, “Parable, Fable, and Anecdote: Storytelling in the Succession Narrative,” Int 35, 4 [1981]: 368-82) and melodrama (Stuart Lasine, “Melodrama as Parable: The Story of the Poor Man’s Ewe-Lamb and the Unmasking of David’s Topsy-Turvy Emotions,” Hebrew Annual Review  8 [1984]: 101-24), the overall category of “parable” best defines the literary genre of Nathan’s tale (cf. Adrian Graffy, “The Literary Genre of Isaiah 5, 1-7,” Biblica  60, 3 [1979]: 404-6; Brad H. Young, Jesus and His Jewish Parables: Rediscovering the Roots of Jesus’ Teaching  [Mahwah: Paulist, 1989], pp. 5, 13 n. 11, 108-9, 241; Simon, “The Poor Man’s Ewe-Lamb,” pp. 220-42). In a later article Coats himself observes that “Nathan’s response to the king’s judgment makes the function of the fable as a parable explicit” (“2 Samuel 12:1-7a,” Int 50, 1 [1986]: 170). At the same time, however, it would seem best not to attempt a more restrictive definition, such as “juridical parable” (Simon, “The Poor Man’s Ewe-Lamb,” pp. 220-25) or “self-condemnation parable” (Graffy, “The Literary Genre of Isaiah 5, 1-7,” p. 408) or “disguised parable” (Lawrence M. Wills, “Observations on “Wisdom Narratives’ in Early Biblical Literature,” in Of Scribes and Scrolls: Studies on the Hebrew Bible, Intertestamental Judaism, and Christian Origins. Presented to John Strugnell on the Occasion of His Sixtieth Birthday  edd. Harold W. Attridge, John J. Collins, and Thomas H. Tobin [Lanham: University Press of America, 1990], p. 60). In any event, Simon (“The Poor Man’s Ewe-Lamb,” p. 221) and Graffy (“The Literary Genre of Isaiah 5, 1-7,” pp. 404-8) agree that 14:1-20; 1 Kings 20:35-42/43; Isaiah 5:1-7; and Jeremiah 3:1-5 are four parables that resemble Nathan’s parable in one or more ways (cf. similarly Wills, “Observations on “Wisdom Narratives,’” p. 59). Graffy has identified four structural elements that appear in each of the five parables, and it is useful to set them forth as they occur in Nathan’s parable and in the parable of the wise woman of Tekoa:


12:1-7a
14:1-20

Introductory formula
v.1a
vv.1-5a

Presentation of the case
vv.1b-4
vv.5b-7, 15-17

Judgment of the case
vv.5-6
vv.8-11

True meaning revealed
v.7a
vv.12-14, 18-20

If chapter 11 is liberally flecked with the verb shlh  (“send”) as an index of human power (see comments on 10:1-19; 11:1), chapter 12 begins by using it with God as the subject: “The LORD sent Nathan to David” (v.1a). A few Hebrew MSS add “the prophet” to “Nathan” here, as does the LXX. In any case, it is clearly in his prophetic role that Nathan is sent by the Lord to proclaim his convicting word to the king (see comments on 7:2; 1 Sam 22:5).

Initially, the divine word takes the form of a parable. Briskly told, its vocabulary would later be used by the prophet Zechariah to describe the injustice of the “rich” (‘shr ) against the “flock” (s’n ) whose “buyers” (qnh ) slaughter them and whose own shepherds do not “spare” (hml ) them, with the result that the Lord would no longer “pity” (hml ) the people of the land (Zech 11:4-6; cf. ‘shr  [vv.1-2, 4]; s’n  [“sheep,” vv.2, 4]; qnh  [“bought,” v.3]; hml  [“refrained,” v.4]; hml  [in David’s angry response, v.6]; cf. similarly Lasine, “Melodrama as Parable,” p. 104 and n. 6). That Nathan’s rebuke begins with a parable makes it none the less effective, since its verisimilitude is reflected in the modern Bedouin custom of Adayieh  (“attack”), which clarifies “two motives in the parable: the urgency and supremacy of the duty of hospitality, on the one hand, and the reality of the emotional attachment of man to his beast—the ewe that was like a daughter” (Simon, “The Poor Man’s Ewe-Lamb,” p. 229; for additional details, cf. pp. 227-30).

The immediate use of the word “men” (‘anashim ) in v.1b and the triple occurrence of “man” (‘ish ) in the concluding verse of the parable (v.4: “rich man” [first occurrence], “poor man,” “one”), combined with David’s double use of the word “man” in v.5, prepare the reader for Nathan’s powerful accusation in v.7a. Now a rich man, David should have remembered what it was like to be “poor” (v.1b) because by his own admission he himself had once been a “poor man” (see 1 Sam 18:23 and comment). The “very large number” of sheep and cattle owned by the rich man (= David; v.2) echoes the “great quantity” of bronze taken by David from the Arameans (see 8:8 and comment; same Heb. phrase). The “sheep and cattle” in the parable symbolize David’s many wives, a fact clarified in the succeeding verses.

By contrast the “poor man” (= Uriah) has “nothing except” (‘en-kol ki ‘im ) one little “ewe lamb” (= Bathsheba; v.3). The description is reprised in a similar tale of poverty, in which a poor widow announces that she has “nothing ... except” a little oil (2 Kings 4:2; same Heb. expression). The verbs used of the ewe lamb in the rest of v.3 indicate that it is prized as a genuine member of the poor man’s family: He “raised it” (lit., “caused it to live”; cf. Ezek 16:6), it “grew up” with the other family members (cf. 1 Sam 2:21; 3:19; Ezek 16:7), it “shared” (lit., “ate”) his food and “drank” from his cup and “slept/lay” in his arms (the latter three verbs echo Uriah’s refusal to “eat” and “drink” and “lie” with his wife in 11:11; cf. Lawlor, “Theology and Art,” pp. 198, 201). “Food” (v.3) is literally “piece (of bread),” meager fare at best (cf. 1 Sam 2:36; see also 1 Sam 28:22 and comment). The expression “slept in his arms” (cf. “He gathers the lambs in his arms,” Isa 40:11) is frequently used of a woman lying in a man’s embrace or near him (cf. ironically 1 Kings 1:2 [“lie beside him”]; cf. also Mic 7:5). That the ewe lamb stands for Uriah’s wife becomes clear at the end of v.3, where the narrator states that it “was like a daughter/bat  (as in bat-sheba‘ ) to him” (Ackerman, p. 44; for additional helpful details concerning the description of the lamb in human terms, cf. Coats, “Parable, Fable, and Anecdote,” p. 371).

By no means the ordinary word for “traveler” (v.4, first occurrence), helek  (lit., “walking, walker”) appears elsewhere only once in the OT (1 Sam 14:26 [“oozing out”]; for a more common word for “traveler” [v.4, second occurrence], cf. Judg 19:17; Jer 9:2; 14:8). It is perhaps used here to remind the reader that David’s trouble began in the first place because he had earlier “walked around” (wayyith hallek ) on the roof of his palace (see 11:2 and comment). Bound by culture and tradition to provide hospitality for his guest (see comment on 1 Sam 28:24), the rich man sets about to prepare a meal for him. Instead of slaughtering one of his own animals, however, he “took” (v.4) the poor man’s one ewe lamb instead—just as David had sent messengers to “get” (lit., “take,” 11:4) Bathsheba.

That the rich man “refrained” (wayyahmol ) from taking one of his own animals (v.4) is the key element in understanding the main point of Nathan’s parable. David would soon condemn the man because “he had no pity” (lo’-hamal  v.6). Lasine’s observations are perceptive:

The prophet only says that the rich man spared (“had pity on”) his own animals. He leaves it to the hearer to notice a connection between the villain’s “pitying” of his own flocks and his lack of pity for the poor man’s ewe. David not only notices this connection but focuses on it.... He shows that the rich man’s “pity” for his own property equals “no-pity” for the poor man and his little lamb. But by correcting these perversions of justice and sensibility, David creates a new  opposition between himself and the story, one involving his  relationship to pity. His pity for the victims in the story is in stark contrast to his lack of pity for Uriah, his victim in real life. (“Melodrama as Parable,” pp. 112-13, italics his; cf. similarly Lawlor, “Theology and Art,” pp. 201-2)

Understandably, David’s moral indignation against the rich man in Nathan’s parable takes the form of burning anger (v.5) that will not be assuaged until justice is done (unlike the lack of resolution of David’s anger following the incident of Amnon’s rape of Tamar; see 13:21 and comment). As in 1 Samuel 26:16, David uses the Lord’s name in a solemn oath (cf. 14:11; see 1 Sam 14:39 and comment), and as in 1 Samuel 26:16, David declares that someone “deserves to die” (lit., “is a son of death”; see comments at 1 Sam 20:31; 26:16), in this case “the man who did this”—David of course oblivious to the fact that he himself is “the man” (v.7a). Thus “David has been trapped by his own sentence” (Ackerman, p. 44).

Since theft of a lamb was not a capital crime, David’s outburst is an exaggeration “designed to express the gravity of the sin involved in the callous ignoring of the poor man’s attachment to his ewe” (Simon, “The Poor Man’s Ewe-Lamb,” p. 230). It “reflects the inadequacy of the civil law in this particular case.... The rich man deserved death for his callous act, but was protected by the law itself” (Anthony Phillips, “The Interpretation of 2 Samuel xii 5-6,” VetTest 16, 2 [1966]: 243). Thus the man’s penalty is that he must pay for the confiscated lamb “four times over” (v.6) as mandated by Exodus 22:1. His guilt is clear: He must make restitution “because [‘eqeb ‘asher ] he did such a thing” (i.e., took the poor man’s only ewe lamb)—just as David will soon be told that he is guilty “because [‘eqeb ki ] you ... took the wife of Uriah the Hittite” (v.10). Unlike the Pharaoh’s daughter, whose heart was so touched at the sight of the crying Hebrew baby that she “felt sorry” for him (Exod 2:6), the rich man (= David) had no “pity” (v.6; same Heb. verb; see also v.4 and comment). “The Egyptian princess, a person who held Moses in her power, a foreigner, not a member of the covenant community, has what David did not have. She has compassion for the baby” (Coats, “II Samuel 12:1-7a,” p. 171).

Many have seen (correctly, in my opinion) in the fourfold restoration as applied to David “an allusion to the death of four of David’s sons, namely Bathsheba’s first child [v.18], Amnon [13:28-29], Absalom [18:14-15] and Adonijah [1 Kings 2:25]“ (Jones, p. 103). Indeed, Ackerman observes that “the narrator has unobtrusively introduced a lamb motif as he describes [the last three] sons and their fate” (for details, cf. p. 50).

Up to this point in the MT, the narrator has used “man” and “men” six times—four times by Nathan (vv.1, 4 [“rich man,” first occurrence; “poor man”; “one”]), twice by David (v.5). Now the identity of the culprit in the parable becomes explicit in the seventh appearance of the incriminating word as Nathan delivers his terse rebuke to David: “You are the man” (v.7a), a statement that J. Ian H. McDonald calls “the most dramatic sentence in the Old Testament” (“The Bible and Christian Practice,” in Theology and Practice  ed. Duncan B. Forrester [London: Epworth, 1990], p. 24). On the broader horizon it can be affirmed that “David, royal judge, is shown to be a rich oppressor” whose dynasty has “sprung from an adulterously begun union” (Roth, “You Are the Man!” p. 10). In the shorter term, however, Nathan’s abrupt application “draws a parallel between the rich man’s exploitation of the poor on account of his superior status and the king’s misuses of his own position of authority. Attention is thus focused not on the simple case of theft, but on the exploitation of the weak by one enjoying a superior position” (Jones, p. 100). Thus identification with the rich man implies that David is not merely “a man who deserves to die, but who can only be sued in tort: he is, by his murder of Uriah, an actual murderer who should suffer execution under Israel’s criminal law. It is only due to Yahweh’s direct pardon that David is to be spared (2 Sam. xii 13)“ (Phillips, “The Interpretation of 2 Samuel xii 5-6,” p. 244).

Appropriately, a few Hebrew MSS insert a closed paragraph marker after “This is the man” to separate v.7a from v.7b. Verses 7b-12, the divine oracles that continue Nathan’s rebuke, divide naturally into two unequal sections separated by a closed paragraph marker (vv.7b-10? and 11-12), each section beginning with the prophetic messenger formula “This is what the LORD says” (cf. vv.7b, 11). In addition, “the two sections concentrate on different aspects of David’s sin, the first being more concerned with the murder of Uriah and the second relating exclusively to David’s adultery with Bathsheba” (Jones, pp. 101-2). Perhaps most significantly vv.9-10, the middle two verses of the six that make up the oracles, can be arguably defined as the literary, historical, and theological crux and center of 2 Samuel as a whole (see comment below).

After Nathan strengthens the basic messenger formula by referring to the Lord as “the God of [the entire nation of] Israel” (v.7b), the first section of the divine oracle begins with the two occurrences of the emphatic pronoun: “I  anointed” and “I  delivered.” The Lord reminds David that it was he who anointed him king (more than once; see 1 Sam 16:13; 2 Sam 2:4a; 5:3 and comments) and that it was he who delivered him from Saul’s clutches (more than once; see 1 Sam 24:15; 26:24; 27:1; 2 Sam 4:9 and comments). Just as Saul, the Lord’s anointed, had fallen from grace, so also would David—though not in the same way or to the same degree (see comment on 1 Sam 15:1; cf. also 1 Sam 15:17-23).

In addition, the Lord who “gave” Saul’s “house” (= family and property; see comments on 9:9-11a) and wives to David and who “gave” the “house” (= kingdom) of “Israel and Judah” (see comment on 5:3) to David (v.8) would soon “give” the wives to someone else (v.11). In light of the monogamous ideal outlined in Genesis 2:22-24, the gift of “wives” in vv.8, 11 would seem to be a divine concession to the polygamy that was relatively common (at least among the upper classes) in ancient Near Eastern culture (see comments on 1 Sam 1:2; 25:43). Saul’s “wives” presumably included at least Ahinoam (see comment on 1 Sam 25:43; cf. also Levenson and Halpern, “The Political Import of David’s Marriages,” pp. 507, 513) and perhaps also his concubine Rizpah (cf. 3:7). The fact that they are given into David’s “arms” (v.8) is an ironic allusion to Nathan’s parable (cf. v.3; cf. also Mic 7:5 [“embrace”]). And the God whose generosity knows no bounds would have “given” (lit., “added”) even more to David if he had considered it appropriate to do so.

But David’s unbridled desire and willful murder have foreclosed any such options. The first section of the divine oracle (vv.7b-10?) concludes with two verses (vv.9-10) that are closely tied to each other by their use of the terms “despise(d),” “Uriah the Hittite,” “sword,” and “took ... wife ... to be your own.” The verses perform the same function for 2 Samuel as 1 Samuel 16:13-14 perform for 1 Samuel (see comment on 1 Sam 16:1-13): By leaving no doubt concerning the Lord’s displeasure with the king’s sins and his determination to punish him, vv.9-10 constitute the literary, historical, and theological center not only of the oracle itself but also of the entire book. To use Carlson’s helpful rubric, David is now truly and undeniably “under the Curse” (pp. 7, 25, 140).

If Saul lost the kingdom through having “rejected the word of the LORD” (1 Sam 15:23), David is judged because he has decided to “despise the word of the LORD” (v.9). To despise the Lord’s word is to break his commands and thus to incur guilt and punishment (cf. Num 15:31), and that without remedy (cf. 2 Chronicles 36:16). Proverbs 13:13 is apropos: “He who scorns/despises [though not having the same three consonants, the Hebrew verbs translated “despise’ here (bwz ) and in v.9 (bzh ) spring from the same biconsonantal root] instruction [dbr ] will pay for it,/ but he who respects a command is rewarded.” To despise the Lord’s “word” (dbr ) is to do “what is evil in his eyes” (v.9; see comment on 11:27b), a link that David later acknowledges when he confesses to God that he has done “what is evil in your sight, so that you are proved right when you speak [dbr ]“ (Ps 51:4). Taking 11:27b; 12:9; and Proverbs 13:13 together, Brueggemann argues that “‘in the eyes of Yahweh’ can most plausibly be understood as that benevolent life-giving ordering upon which the wise reflected and which David in his foolishness violated” (“On Trust and Freedom,” p. 11).

In v.9 the emphatic position of “Uriah the Hittite,” “his wife,” and “him”—objects that in each case precede their governing verbs—underscores the callous and heinous nature of David’s sins against them. People who above all others he should have cherished and cared for became instead the degraded and destroyed targets of royal lust and caprice. The trusted mercenary Uriah is “struck down” (see 11:15 and comment) and “killed” by the sword of the enemy. Although the Lord “gave” and would have given “even more” (v.8), David “took” (see comment on v.4; see also 5:13 and comment) someone else’s wife to be his own (vv.9-10). Unfeeling acquisitiveness is of the very nature of royalty (see 1 Sam 8:11, 13-17, and comment).

Despising the word of the Lord (v.9) is tantamount to despising the Lord himself (v.10). In doing both, David finds himself in unsavory company (cf. 1 Sam 2:29-30). With respect to the statement that “the sword will never depart from [David’s] house,” Carlson observes: “David’s ominous words in ... 11:25 [“the sword devours one as well as another’] recoil upon his own house in 12:10” (p. 158). David’s “never” in his colorful curse against Joab’s “house” in 3:29 also returns to haunt him in the inexorable language of divine judgment (v.10).

The second section of the Lord’s oracle (vv.11-12) is relentless in the immediacy with which it threatens retaliation against the king. “Out of your own household” (v.11) renders the same Hebrew expression translated “from your house” in v.10. As David has done what is “evil” (v.9), so the Lord will bring “calamity” upon him (v.11; same Heb. word); and as David has done evil “in [the Lord’s] eyes” (v.9), so the Lord will bring calamity upon the king “before [his] very eyes” (v.11). Indeed, the Hebrew grammatical construction translated “I am going to bring calamity” is perhaps better rendered “I am about to bring calamity” (as in, e.g., 1 Sam 3:11), emphasizing the imminence of the events described (cf. GKC, sec. 116p )—events such as Amnon’s rape of Tamar (13:1-14), Absalom’s murder of Amnon (13:28-29), Absalom’s rebellion against David (15:1-12), and more. David’s punishment for his crimes against Bathsheba and Uriah is a clear example of a conditional element in the Davidic covenant (see comment on 7:1-17; cf. Waltke, “The Phenomenon of Conditionality,” p. 132).

As David “took” Uriah’s wife (vv.9-10), so the Lord will “take” David’s wives (v.11). As the Lord “gave” Saul’s property and Israel’s kingdom to David (v.8), so he says that he will now “give” David’s wives to someone else, to “one who is close to you” (v.11)—ironically, an expression earlier used of David himself in similar circumstances (see 1 Sam 15:28; 28:17 [“one of your neighbors”] and comments). The “one who is close” to David turns out to be his own son Absalom: “David’s voyeurism in 2 Sam 11:2 and Nathan’s curse in 12:11 foreshadow Absalom’s rooftop orgy (16:20-22)“ (Levenson and Halpern, “The Political Import of David’s Marriages,” p. 514). Although Uriah had refused to “lie” with his own wife (11:11), David had “slept” with her (11:4)—and soon Absalom would “lie” with David’s wives (v.11; same Heb. verb). As the Lord would take David’s wives “before [his] very eyes,” so Absalom would lie with them “in broad daylight” (v.11; lit., “before the eyes of this sun”).

David’s despising of God (v.10) and his commands (v.9) resulted in his “doing” evil in the Lord’s eyes (v.9). But although David “did” evil “in secret” (see comment on 11:15), the Lord would “do” his will against David “in broad daylight” (v.12; not the same expression as in v.11, it reads literally “before [neged ] the sun”; cf. Num 25:4) and thus “before [neged ] all Israel” (cf. the fulfillment “in the sight of all Israel” in 16:22). As it turns out, three of David’s sons would prove themselves “unfit to rule by recapitulating, each in his turn, their father’s sin.... Just as David willfully takes Bathsheba for himself (2 Sam 11:2-4), so Amnon forces Tamar (2 Sam. 13:8-14), Absalom enters the royal harem (II Sam. 16:22), and Adonijah tries to claim his deceased father’s concubine (1 Kings 2:13-17)“ (McCarter, “‘Plots, True or False,’” p. 359).

To his credit, David confesses to the prophet Nathan that he has broken God’s law: “I have sinned against the LORD” (v.13a: cf. David’s words in 24:10, 17 and especially in Ps 51:4: “Against you, you only, have I sinned”; for Saul’s earlier agonized admission to the prophet Samuel in similar circumstances, see 1 Sam 15:24, 30 and comment). Though he could have vacillated or indignantly denied Nathan’s accusation or ridded himself of Nathan in one way or another, David accepts full responsibility for his actions. “In his total and immediate response of repentance..., there is no hint in the narrative that this is anything less than an authentic, rightly intentioned confession. It is presented without irony or suspicion” (Brueggemann, “On Trust and Freedom,” p. 8).

And, as might be expected, the prophet does not leave the king comfortless. Nathan comes to David with words of divine grace.  “Only the man who accepts that he was wrong can be forgiven. “Yahweh, for his part, forgives your sin [v.13b]‘” (Vogels, “David’s Greatness,” p. 251). In judging the rich man for his cruelty (v.5), David had unwittingly chosen his own death penalty (cf. Lev 20:10; Deut 22:22). But the Lord, through his prophet, announces the forgiveness of David’s “sin” (against Bathsheba) and preserves David’s life: “You are not going to die.” The fact that God does not hesitate to strike people down for what might be considered lesser infractions (see 6:7 and comment) makes his forbearance in David’s case all the more noteworthy.

At the same time, however, the Lord is not yet through with David: “By doing this you have shown utter contempt for the LORD” (v.14 mg., which is doubtless the intention of the narrator and is preferable to the NIV text reading; see Notes below). In this respect David finds himself in the company of Eli’s reprobate sons, who had been in the habit of “treating the LORD’s offering with contempt” and whose sin was therefore “very great in the LORD’s sight” (1 Sam 2:17; cf. “evil in his eyes,” v.9). David would not “die” (v.13), but the son born to him will (v.14). Tit for tat: Having “show[n] utter contempt” (infinitive absolute plus finite verb) for the Lord, David’s son will “die” (infinitive absolute plus finite verb; better, “surely die” [cf. Gen 2:17, where the same grammatical construction appears]). “When David slept with the woman and created new life, the woman did not belong to him but to Uriah. The child cannot belong to David. He cannot enrich himself through his sin, and in a sense, justice is done to Uriah” (Vogels, “David’s Greatness,” p. 251).
