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A. One of our constant concerns when reading and studying the Old Testament is asking how this particular passage, this psalm or proverb or prophecy relates to Jesus. It is not simply a matter of piety to say that Jesus is the center of Scripture, that it's all about Jesus. It’s true. It goes to the purpose of God giving his Word. So, while every text is true in its own right, how do we also get from it to Jesus? 


One way is to approach all of Scripture in what is called its “redemptive historical context.” The one sweeping message of the whole Bible, which is a single, multi-episodic story, is that of God’s redemption: his creating us good, our fall into sin, how God set about to rescue us, and then how all things will be restored in the end. So, often when explaining any part of God’s Word, I will try to place it in its broader context: “creation, fall, redemption, or consummation.” I will briefly rehearse the whole story, identify where this particular passage fits, and then explain and apply that truth from its context. 

B. The well-known story of the Good Samaritan from Luke 10, for example, has too often been interpreted as the way to be saved through humble service to the needy. So, where does that fit in the story of redemption: creation, fall, redemption, or consummation? Well, the answer is that that interpretation does NOT fit anywhere in God’s story because it is not correct. The point of the story of the Good Samaritan comes when we remember the context of the lawyer who tested Jesus asking, “What shall I do to inherit eternal life?” Jesus tells him to answer it himself, which he does citing the great commandments to love God and neighbor. 

Jesus tells him, “Do this, you will live.” He gives the wrong answer to the wrong question. Nobody can do that. Jesus told the parable of the Good Samaritan not to endorse a scheme of salvation by works, but to demonstrate that no one will be saved by their works. So, by rights we should place that story not under the “redemption” umbrella, but in the “fall” part of the one story of God’s Word. The story of the Good Samaritan only illustrates the devastating effect of the fall: how self-salvation has become impossible for all. It actually demonstrates our need for a Savior.


C. Another way we can rightly move from the Old Testament to Jesus is the one we have frequently employed in our study of David’s life, called “typology.” Certain Old Testament people, places, objects, institutions, or events illustrate aspects of the reality we now know in Christ or the yet-in-the-future hope of heaven. The New Testament abounds in making these connections. The Promised Land, for example, is a type of heaven itself. Israel is a type of the church. Moses the prophet is a type of Jesus as is Melchizedek the priest. The lamb as a sin offering is a type of Christ, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world. 


And one of the assumptions that we have been working on in our study of First and Second Samuel is that David is a type of Christ the king. This is not to say that whatever David did was right, of course. The basic rule in moving from the Old Testament to Jesus through typology is “similarity plus escalation.” Jesus is like David, only far greater. So, even our types like David or Moses or Israel itself can fail often, still there is a whisper and nod of the sameness.  


So, when it comes to our text from 2 Samuel 18, we see clear similarities that allow us to observe what God was doing in that day, but also to recall and rest in what God has done in Christ for us. 

I. WE MUST RELY ON JESUS, OUR LEADER.


A. David is the king. And, again, he became the type of all kings who followed him. Every subsequent king of Israel was compared to David, and almost none of them measured up favorably to him. Here in our episode, David has successfully evaded capture by his rebellious son, Absolom, and those who followed him. Now it was David’s turn as the true king, the Anointed One of God, to take charge and to go on the offensive. 


“Then David mustered the men who were with him and set over them commanders of thousands and commanders of hundreds. 2 And David sent out the army, one third under the command of Joab, one third under the command of Abishai the son of Zeruiah, Joab’s brother, and one third under the command of Ittai the Gittite. And the king said to the men, “I myself will also go out with you.” He intends to personally lead them out into battle. But his orders were met with the silence of disagreement and disapproval. “3 But the men said, “You shall not go out. For if we flee, they will not care about us. If half of us die, they will not care about us. But you are worth ten thousand of us. Therefore it is better that you send us help from the city.” 

This seems to make sense. Here the men actually agree with the counsel that had been offered by Ahithophel. He proposed to go up against David and his men ignoring everyone except David. Once David was eliminated, he suggested, the fight would be over. David’s men agree. So, David did not go out with them, but submitted to his men. “4 The king said to them, “Whatever seems best to you I will do.” So the king stood at the side of the gate, while all the army marched out by hundreds and by thousands.” 

We should note what had happened back in chapter 11, the last time that David did not go out leading his army. It was then that he spied a woman bathing on her rooftop, and the result was adultery, murder, and the fracturing of David’s family. 


B. We should also note what Jesus did when the enemy soldiers approached him in the Garden of Gethsemane. First, he had warned his disciples of the concern David’s men expressed in verse 3, when he said, “Strike the shepherd, and the sheep will be scattered.” Jesus acknowledged this principle. But then, he asked the soldiers to dismiss his disciples while he alone went into battle for the sake of our sins. We have a leader much greater than great David. David’s men sacrificed themselves for their king. Our King sacrificed himself for us. 

And that’s an important reminder. David is only a type of the Christ, a shadow of the greater reality come in Jesus. That’s how we can understand David’s great failings. He was never meant to be the perfect leader, the infallible hero who could do no wrong. Jesus is the only hero in the Bible. This leads us both to joyful worship of the One who cannot fail, and bold confidence in following him for the same reason. 

II. WE MUST REJOICE IN JESUS, THE MERCIFUL. 


A. David took pity on the traitor. Even though Absolom has worked for years to undermine his father’s authority and steal away the hearts of the people culminating in this vile act of insurrection with the intent of murdering his own father, David still sought to protect him. “5 And the king ordered Joab and Abishai and Ittai, “Deal gently for my sake with the young man Absalom.” And all the people heard when the king gave orders to all the commanders about Absalom.” This was not some secret communique for the top brass only. Every soldier, as we will soon see, heard the order. “If possible, please spare the young man, Absolom.”  


B. Before we are too hard on David or consider him to be showing sentimental weakness in the face of civil war, we must remember that all of us are traitors as well. We belong to an entire race of traitors. Sin, as R.C. Sproul noted, is “cosmic treason.” It is not that we simply betray our family, our city, state or even nation. It is unholy insurrection against our holy God who made us and who has every right to our absolute loyalty and obedience. Absolom himself, then, is a type of every sinner. At the natural, fallen heart level, we, like Absolom, resent our Father’s authority and would destroy him if we could. 

C. Jesus prayed for the forgiveness of those who drove the nails into his hands and feet, who sat at the foot of the cross gambling for his garments, for those who stood and mocked him in his agony. But his mercy to sinners extends far beyond that. 


“While we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.” That seems to be a vital point in Paul’s argument regarding our salvation. There is nothing commendable in us, that Christ would recognize and feel the need to rescue. For the fact is that Jesus did not die for all people but only for his elect. And it is not that those he did not choose to save were somehow worse than those he did. We rightly speak of God’s “unconditional election.” There was no admirable condition in the elect which the Lord God counted as worthy of Christ’s self-sacrifice. As C.S. Lewis noted, “He loved us not because we were lovable, but because He is love.” 


No, in Romans 5, Paul writes of the relative rarity of anyone giving their life for another: “6 For while we were still weak, at the right time Christ died for the ungodly. 7 For one will scarcely die for a righteous person—though perhaps for a good person one would dare even to die— 8 but God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 9 Since, therefore, we have now been justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him from the wrath of God. 10 For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life.
III. WE MUST RESPECT JESUS, THE JUDGE.


A. Still, Absolom’s sin and guilt are very great, and his pride-inspired civil war was unspeakably costly. “6 So the army went out into the field against Israel, and the battle was fought in the forest of Ephraim. 7 And the men of Israel were defeated there by the servants of David, and the loss there was great on that day, twenty thousand men. 8 The battle spread over the face of all the country, and the forest devoured more people that day than the sword.” The report makes it almost seem incidental: “twenty thousand men!” Twenty thousand new widows in Israel! Twenty thousand sets of fatherless children! Twenty thousand fathers and twenty thousand mothers who lost a son!


The punishment for this costly crime was out of David’s hands. Here, in a sense, David does not serve as a type of Christ. But still we see God’s hand as noted. Absolom is caught fast. Ironically, symbolically, he also is “hanged” as was Ahithophel before him.   


9 And Absalom happened to meet the servants of David. Absalom was riding on his mule, and the mule went under the thick branches of a great oak, and his head caught fast in the oak, and he was suspended between heaven and earth, while the mule that was under him went on. 10 And a certain man saw it and told Joab, “Behold, I saw Absalom hanging in an oak.”

B. If you recall, 2 Samuel 14:26 suggests that Absolom’s hair was of great pride to him, a sign of his virility perhaps. It may be that his long hair had become entangled in the oak branches: an act of poetic justice. “Pride goes before a fall.” And Joab refuses to take orders from his king. “11 Joab said to the man who told him, “What, you saw him! Why then did you not strike him there to the ground? I would have been glad to give you ten pieces of silver and a belt.” But at least one man is loyal to his commander and chief, David. He also knows the underhanded way that General Joab operates: “12 But the man said to Joab, “Even if I felt in my hand the weight of a thousand pieces of silver, I would not reach out my hand against the king’s son, for in our hearing the king commanded you and Abishai and Ittai, ‘For my sake protect the young man Absalom.’ 13 On the other hand, if I had dealt treacherously against his life (and there is nothing hidden from the king), then you yourself would have stood aloof.” 

And Joab takes matters into his own hands. 14 Joab said, “I will not waste time like this with you.” And he took three javelins in his hand and thrust them into the heart of Absalom while he was still alive in the oak. 15 And ten young men, Joab’s armor-bearers, surrounded Absalom and struck him and killed him.” Incidentally, the “javelins” may have simply been rods. Joab may have simply struck Absolom several times, knocking him out of the tree. One javelin, not to mention three, to the heart would have killed him outright. As it was, Joab’s men finished him off. 


And with the pretender killed, the war was over. “16 Then Joab blew the trumpet, and the troops came back from pursuing Israel, for Joab restrained them. 17 And they took Absalom and threw him into a great pit in the forest and raised over him a very great heap of stones.” This was a disgraceful burial here in a wilderness place, cast into a pit and covered with a mound of rocks, without any ceremony and not in a family tomb. One form of execution in Israel was to be stoned to death, and covered under a pile of rocks. I can’t help but wonder if this was meant to be an act of symbolic judgment upon Absolom. “And all Israel fled every one to his own home.”

C. And then this postscript regarding Absolom: “18 Now Absalom in his lifetime had taken and set up for himself the pillar that is in the King’s Valley, for he said, “I have no son to keep my name in remembrance.” He called the pillar after his own name, and it is called Absalom’s monument to this day.” Now, 2 Samuel 14:27 tells us that Absolom actually had three sons. This need not be considered a contradiction. Either he erected this monument to himself before he had the sons, or they may have died. Nonetheless, this is all that remained of him. 

And our Lord Jesus was vindicated after his betrayal, rejection, and death at the hands of his own rebellious people. It is unbiblical to suggest that the Jews alone were responsible for Jesus’ crucifixion. Some have justified their hatred of the Jews today calling them “Christ-killers.” The New Testament makes it clear that Christ’s death was due to the collusion between the authority of the Jews and the authority of the Gentiles, the Romans. Acts 4:27 is explicit as Peter prays: “27 for truly in this city there were gathered together against your holy servant Jesus, whom you anointed, both Herod and Pontius Pilate, along with the Gentiles and the peoples of Israel.” 

What’s interesting is that our Lord’s retribution on the unbelieving Jews took place in A.D. 70 with the horrific destruction of Jerusalem. Our Lord also took vengeance upon the Roman Empire in a different way. About 250 years after the destruction of Jerusalem, Jesus conquered the Roman Empire…by converting it! Pontius Pilate, a representative of the emperor of Rome consented to Jesus’ death. Later the very emperor of Rome, Constantine, knelt in submission to Jesus, the Son of David, the King of all kings.
CONCLUSION

So, as we walk through the life and times of great David, we are directed to his greater Son Jesus. Honestly, we can expect to be disappointed by every human leader, even leaders within Christ’s church. That’s why we can be patient with one another, since we know the fickleness and weakness of our own hearts. And that’s why we hope only in Jesus himself, to whom the whole Old Testament points as God’s true, unfailing Messiah, Lord, and Savior, the true King of Israel, great David’s greater Son. J
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