
DAVID THE KING: BREAKING A PROMISE 

Wednesday, February 10 

Reading: 2 Samuel 21:1-14 
 

2 Samuel 21:1  During the reign of David, there was a famine for three successive years; so David sought 

the face of the LORD. The LORD said, “It is on account of Saul and his blood-stained house; it is because he 

put the Gibeonites to death.”  
 

The closing chapters of 2 Samuel record events during David’s 40-year reign but are not 

necessarily in chronological order. They also present some of the most difficult and hard to 

understand events in David’s life. 

 

Chapter 21 deals with the breaking of a covenant and how it brought judgment on God’s people. 

To understand this story we must go back several hundred years to the days of Joshua and the 

Conquest of Canaan. As the army of Israel advanced from victory to victory, one Canaanite clan 

decided to trick their way into an alliance with Joshua and the people. Knowing God had 

forbidden treaties with anyone who lived in the land, the Gibeonite ambassadors disguise 

themselves as people who have been on a long journey. Their ruse fools the Israelites who make 

a peace treaty with them. Only later do they discover that the Gibeonites actually live in Canaan. 

Since the covenant was made before the Lord, Joshua and the people cannot break it. Instead 

they allow the Gibeonites to live as workers to provide the necessities to keep the Tabernacle 

operating (Joshua 9). 

 

The Bible does not tell us when Saul killed a group of Gibeonites. Since they were workers at the 

Tabernacle perhaps it was when he slaughtered the priests at Nob that they were killed as well  

(1 Samuel 22). Whenever it happened, it was in direct violation of the covenant made before God 

that the Gibeonites would not be killed. Some years later, God revealed to David that the 3-year 

famine the nation was suffering was a result of King Saul’s previous sin. David asks the 

Gibeonites what he can do to “make atonement” for Saul’s sin against them. It is determined that 

the death of seven of Saul’s close relatives would bring justice to the situation. By calling Saul 

“the Lord’s chosen one” and requesting to expose their bodies “before the Lord” it is clear that 

they believed the honor of God Himself was at stake. David is following the words of Numbers 

35:33:  
 

‘Do not pollute the land where you are. Bloodshed pollutes the land, and atonement cannot be  

made for the land on which blood has been shed, except by the blood of the one who shed it.’ 
 

David hands over 7 of King Saul’s grandsons to the Gibeonites for execution, but spares 

Jonathan’s son Mephibosheth because of his promise to Jonathan (the Mephibosheth listed in 

verse 8 is a different man). Their bodies are not buried as a reminder to the nation. Rizpah, the 

mother of two of the dead, protected the bodies from scavenger birds until the rains came. This 

act touched David’s heart and he allowed the men to be buried along with the bones of Saul and 

his sons in the tomb of Saul’s father. 

 

This is a very strange and disturbing story to our ears. But God responded to this action by 

ending the drought. While we may not fully understand the cultural and religious significance of 

these events, it does remind us of an important truth – God is serious about us keeping our 

promises. This all happened because Saul broke the covenant Israel had made. Do we keep our 

promises? When we say something can people take us at our word? Families and churches can 

be damaged when we don’t keep our word. 

 

READ THRU THE BIBLE: Numbers 13-16; Mark 5 


