
2 Sam. 13 

The rape of Tamar is an unmitigated disaster within the house of David.  Positioned 
immediately after the story of David’s adultery with Bathsheba, murder of Uriah, and subsequent 
punishment and repentance, we see that his sons also lack proper sexual ethics and participate in 
the same types of vindictive violence which plagued his rise to power.   

Amnon lusts after his sister Tamar (13:1), descending into a deep and tormented 
desperation to be able to “do anything” to her (v2).  His scheming is supported and rewarded by 
a trusted friend (v5).  Tamar’s desperate pleas to her brother land on deaf ears, and when Amnon 
is done with her, he rejects all relationship with her.  Prior to his rape, Amnon and others 
repeatedly call her “sister,” emphasizing Tamar’s relationship to him and to her full brother 
Absalom. (vv2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 11).  Tamar appeals to their familial relationship when Amnon assaults 
her: “no my brother, do not force me!” (v12-13). After he has raped her, Amnon coldly sends for 
his servant to “put out this woman” (v17), refusing to acknowledge their familial relationship or 
any responsibility that he might bear towards her. Tamar’s life is instantly changed forever for 
the worse.  Her prospects – and perhaps even desire? – for marriage apparently gone, she dwells 
as “a desolate woman” (v 20) in Absalom’s house.  Amnon’s refusal to acknowledge relationship 
or responsibility is a familiar aspect of many forms of sexual violence and exploitation: 
perpetrators continue the harm that they have done by refusing to admit or acknowledge it.  

 Justice for Tamar does not come in any way we might wish.  David, her father, is “very 
angry,” but ultimately his “love” for Amnon prevents him from punishing him (v21).  David’s 
anger at Amnon’s crime but subsequent inaction is painfully familiar.  So many aspects of this 
story are unfamiliar: the king’s house, complexities of a royal, blended family, Tamar’s reaction 
to rip her clothes and wear ashes (v 19), harvest festivals and bloody vengeance.  These are all an 
unfamiliar world that I must attempt to understand by considering the historical realities of 
ancient Israel.  But David’s anger at Tamar’s sexual assault and refusal to punish Amnon… this 
detail, I understand.  The impulse to protect his firstborn, to prioritize Amnon’s future and 
position over consequences for the rape he committed – this is all too sadly familiar.  

 When Amnon finally does face consequences for raping Tamar, her violation is 
weaponized by various men with their own political agendas. Absalom ultimately obtains some 
measure of justice for Tamar, but vengeance for Tamar is also inextricably bound to Absalom’s 
own political ambition.  Absalom, as we see just two chapters later in 2 Sam 15, has designs on 
the throne, making Amnon his rival.  Absalom’s reaction to Tamar “do not take this to heart” 
(13:20) displays precious little sympathy for a woman who showed up at his door wailing.  Does 
Absalom’s murder of Amnon bring Tamar any solace? Perhaps Absalom does want to avenge his 
sister, but even if he does, it looks like Absalom has chosen a course that directly benefits his 
ambition, and brings no real restitution to Tamar, who dwells in sorrow in his house for the rest 
of her life.  It is also clear that Jonadab, who supplies Amnon with the scheme to rape Tamar 
(v5) and advises David after Absalom’s murder of Amnon (vv 32-33), conceives of Tamar’s 
situation as political opportunity at every turn.  This crass political capitalization on Tamar’s 
misfortune also seems, sadly, all too familiar.  



 So then, what can we say about Tamar, whose story becomes caught up in palace 
intrigues and the violent clashes over succession to the throne?  Not much – she drops out of the 
story with no happy ending.  We can say that, in a book which focuses fairly little attention on 
women, 2 Samuel has included two stories about sexual exploitation (Bathsheba and Tamar) 
which are placed as cautionary tales about the way that sexual aggression and lack of sexual 
morals connects to larger webs of violence and pain.  They vividly illustrate the ways that a lack 
of sexual ethics among perpetrators and bystanders – in essence, disregard for harm done to 
another human – cannot be isolated, but connects to other cycles of violence, murder, and abuse.  
David’s disregard for Bathsheba’s situation in his lust for her leads naturally into his disregard 
for the life of Uriah, an inconvenient husband who could accuse him.  The rape of Tamar is part 
and parcel of larger problems within David’s household, where his sons unrepentantly injure and 
kill their half siblings as they struggle to self-promote, disregarding their familial connection or 
even basic human decency in favor of brutal political maneuvering.  2 Samuel holds up the 
mistreatment of women, lack of sexual ethics, and a culture that tolerates it as evidence of a 
broader pattern of pernicious sin within the house of David.  The story of Tamar is a witness to 
the fact that treatment of women and sexuality are never divorced from the morality by which 
one lives the rest of one’s life.  Sexual exploitation (physical, political, etc.) is a symptom of 
poisoned morals that are not isolated to one sector of a person or nation’s life and conduct.  
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