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A. When I was a youngster, I visited a neighbor’s hog farm. The hired man showed us around. In the farrowing shed was a newborn litter of pigs. One small pig, a runt, stood alone, unwell, shaking. Honestly, the little pigs were pretty cute. Every instinct within me wanted to pick up this tiny, trembling piglet to nurse it back to health. Instead, the hired hand picked it up by the hind legs and dashed its head against the concrete floor, killing it instantly. I was stunned and shocked. But the man explained that the critter had no chance of surviving. It was an act of mercy. 


We may read this story from the end of 2 Samuel with a similar sense of shock and even offense. Why would God require the deaths of sons and even grandsons for sins committed by their dad and grandpa, and that decades before? And why such gruesome deaths without burial of the bodies? These are sobering questions. The answers help us better understand the holiness of God and the cost of unfaithfulness; to ourselves and to others. 


B. These last chapters of 2 Samuel are almost universally regarded as a conclusion or epilogue to David’s story. And rather than representing a few random incidents tossed together, the episodes are carefully arranged in a chiastic form. So, it makes sense that we not quickly pass over these texts, but look more closely to discover their purpose. They appear to be a summary of David’s whole life and ministry even as they also edge toward a conclusion. 


The important backstory to this event is found in Joshua 9. I want to read part of it. These non-Israelites from Gibeon actually demonstrated remarkable faith in and fear of the Lord God. They were like Rahab, the prostitute from Jericho, who believed in the Lord and so aided the two Israelite spies who had come to inspect the city prior to its destruction. She was saved as a result of her faith. 


“1As soon as all the kings who were beyond the Jordan in the hill country and in the lowland all along the coast of the Great Sea toward Lebanon, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, heard of this, 2 they gathered together as one to fight against Joshua and Israel. 3 But when the inhabitants of Gibeon heard what Joshua had done to Jericho and to Ai, 4 they on their part acted with cunning and went and made ready provisions and took worn-out sacks for their donkeys, and wineskins, worn-out and torn and mended, 5 with worn-out, patched sandals on their feet, and worn-out clothes.”

When these inhabitants from the city of Gibeon heard of the Lord’s great power, rather than resisting, they feared the Lord and sought to join him. They dressed in rags, carried moldy bread in their bags, and pretended to come from a distance when they only lived close by. They deceived Joshua into making a treaty with them which he swore in the name of the Lord. When the ruse was revealed, Joshua agreed to keep his word and to spare them. 


C. All this took place centuries before David’s time. Saul, David’s predecessor, had violated this covenant and tried to destroy the people of Gibeon, neighboring city only a few miles from his ancestral home, Gibeah. That’s the background for this story from 2 Samuel 21, an event that took place before Absolom’s rebellion. Looking at this from another angle we see God’s mercy in this story.  
I. THANK GOD FOR HIS INSTRUCTION.

“Now there was a famine in the days of David for three years, year after year.” 

A. Because of their close ties to agriculture, successive crop failures could be devastating, deadly. And remember that God had promised that this land would be fruitful and abundant with no lack among the people. So, a famine lasting three years would signal some serious, covenant violation against the Lord. “And David sought the face of the Lord. And the Lord said, “There is bloodguilt on Saul and on his house, because he put the Gibeonites to death.”

Before we get into the really difficult part of this story, let’s pause to take stock of the situation. Sin had placed all the world under a curse which included stingy ground that took a lot of effort to wrestle out a crop. But here in the Promised Land, the curse of sin was to be suspended for God’s chosen people. So, a famine would be most unusual, a sign that something was greatly amiss. 


B. And we should also note God’s mercy in telling David what the problem was. Oh, they should have known that this covenant with the Gibeonites had been violated. But God graciously answered them and explained what they should have known. 


We forget that the God who made us owes us nothing. And since our fall into sin, what God truly “owes” us, the “wages of sin,” is death and eternal destruction in hell. If God had not revealed himself and his will to us, we would be utterly ignorant and clueless and hopeless. We would be like the superstitions native imagining that he stubbed his toe because he somehow offended the spirit of the tree root or of the grass he trampled on. The pagan philosophers on Mars Hill in Athens had erected monuments to many gods, even one to an unknown god, lest they missed one and might offend him unwittingly. But God has spoken, and we can be exceedingly thankful that he has, like the Psalmist who, in Psalm 147:20, is effusive in his joyful gratitude: “He has not dealt thus with any other nation; they do not know his rules. Praise the LORD!” But we hasten on. 
II. THANK GOD FOR HIS ATONEMENT.


A. Perhaps the most offensive part of the story to our refined ears is the idea that sons and grandsons would be forced to suffer the extreme punishment for their father or grandfather’s sin. I’m both a father and a grandfather, and the thought that my dear ones would have to endure the penalty for my wrongdoing is unbearable. Saul was long dead at this point, but his sin, his covenant violation of a solemn oath was still on the record. And David acts to make this wrong right.

“2 So the king called the Gibeonites and spoke to them. Now the Gibeonites were not of the people of Israel but of the remnant of the Amorites. Although the people of Israel had sworn to spare them, Saul had sought to strike them down in his zeal for the people of Israel and Judah. 3 And David said to the Gibeonites, “What shall I do for you? And how shall I make atonement, that you may bless the heritage of the Lord?” 4 The Gibeonites said to him, “It is not a matter of silver or gold between us and Saul or his house; neither is it for us to put any man to death in Israel.” 

B. Would that it had been so simple as a making a payment, even an extravagant payment, reparations for a wrong in the past. But that would not be enough. “And he said, “What do you say that I shall do for you?” 5 They said to the king, “The man who consumed us and planned to destroy us, so that we should have no place in all the territory of Israel, 6 let seven of his sons be given to us, so that we may hang them before the Lord at Gibeah of Saul, the chosen of the Lord.” 

Saul was the one who had perpetrated this grave offense, and so it must be the descendants of Saul who would pay the price. And David agreed: “And the king said, “I will give them.”

C. Now as shocking as this is, we must remember that Another paid for our sins. 

Was it for sins that I had done, 


He suffered on the tree?


Amazing pity, grace unknown,


And love beyond degree. 

The Lord God could approve this shocking arrangement because he himself would pay the ultimate price for the sins of others. I’m sure you have often heard or even said or sung, “He carried the cross for me. I deserved the punishment, but Jesus endured it for me.” But here we see, we feel the shock and the horror of this great truth. For all we know, these two sons and five grandsons of Saul were decent, upstanding, fine examples of faith in the Lord. Nonetheless, someone had to pay. The whole nation had fallen under the curse. People were starving, perhaps some had already died in this severe famine, the judgment of God. These seven were appointed. And Jesus was appointed to suffer in our place, to give his life as ransom for many.


So, we thank God for his instruction, for his atonement, and we…


III. THANK GOD FOR HIS COVENANT FAITHFULNESS.


A. There was one who was also a direct descendant of Saul who was spared. It was our friend Mephibosheth, Saul’s grandson and the son of David’s dear friend Jonathan. Centuries before, Joshua had solemnly sworn on oath to permit the Gibeonites, who had shown true faith in and fear of the LORD to live in peace. This whole sad episode arose because Saul violated that oath. But David had also sworn an oath to this Mephibosheth’s father, and so he could not break this solemn pledge. And on this basis, Mephibosheth was spared. Unlike Saul, David was displaying covenant faithfulness. He kept his covenant promise.

B. The greater parallel to this impacts every believer. When you think about it, all we have to go on is the promise of God. We have no other guarantee. We have received the Holy Spirit as an earnest. But there is no one to whom we could appeal who could force God to keep his word and make good on his promise. And every believer agrees to trust Jesus and to live for him, to put away sin and self, wicked desires that we naturally crave. So, how can we be sure that God will keep his word to us? 


The author of Hebrews takes up this very question in Hebrews 6: “13 For when God made a promise to Abraham, since he had no one greater by whom to swear, he swore by himself, 14 saying, “Surely I will bless you and multiply you.” 15 And thus Abraham, having patiently waited, obtained the promise. 16 For people swear by something greater than themselves, and in all their disputes an oath is final for confirmation. 17 So when God desired to show more convincingly to the heirs of the promise the unchangeable character of his purpose, he guaranteed it with an oath, 18 so that by two unchangeable things, in which it is impossible for God to lie, we who have fled for refuge might have strong encouragement to hold fast to the hope set before us. 19 We have this as a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul, a hope that enters into the inner place behind the curtain, 20 where Jesus has gone as a forerunner on our behalf, having become a high priest forever after the order of Melchizedek.” 

C. Our confidence lies in the trustworthiness of God himself who has sworn to save those who flee to him. He has demonstrated his resolve by giving his Son as an offering for sin, and the indwelling Holy Spirit as a seal of his claiming us for himself. And this is our “sure and steadfast anchor of soul.”


His oath, his covenant, his blood


Support me in the whelming flood


When all around my soul gives way


He then is all my hope and stay


On Christ the Solid Rock I stand, 


All other ground is sinking sand. 


He by himself hath sworn,

I on his oath depend. 


I shall on eagle’s wings upborn 

to heaven ascend.

God’s Word is sure and trustworthy. 

An emperor attended the execution of a man who had deserted in battle. He offered the man a last request. The man asked for a drink of water. But when he received it, he was shaking so badly that he was spilling it. The emperor said, “Do not fear. You are safe until you have drunk your water.” The man suddenly brightened and threw the cup to the ground. He took the word of the emperor at face value: “you are safe until you have drunk your water.” And the ruler was so impressed by the man’s confidence in his word that he pardoned him on the spot. 


There was no one greater by whom God could swear, so he solemnly swore by himself to save his people. And, Beloved, that anchor will hold in every storm, unto all eternity. 
 
IV. THANK GOD FOR HIS STEADFAST LOVE. 


A. We see in this text another example of faithful, loyal love. We gain much from this pitiable scene. These slain sons had mothers who grieved them. “10 Then Rizpah the daughter of Aiah took sackcloth and spread it for herself on the rock, from the beginning of harvest until rain fell upon them from the heavens. And she did not allow the birds of the air to come upon them by day, or the beasts of the field by night.” The Gibeonites had desecrated the bodies of those slain men, putting them on gruesome display, impaling them on stakes as the flesh fell from their bones. But Rizpah, the mother of two of them, the aunt of sorts to the other five, would not permit this dishonor. She held vigil until the Lord ended the famine and drought by sending the life-giving rain. 

Noting her sacrificial love, David gave relief. 
11 When David was told what Rizpah the daughter of Aiah, the concubine of Saul, had done, 12 David went and took the bones of Saul and the bones of his son Jonathan from the men of Jabesh-gilead, who had stolen them from the public square of Beth-shan, where the Philistines had hanged them, on the day the Philistines killed Saul on Gilboa. 13 And he brought up from there the bones of Saul and the bones of his son Jonathan; and they gathered the bones of those who were hanged. 14 And they buried the bones of Saul and his son Jonathan in the land of Benjamin in Zela, in the tomb of Kish his father. And they did all that the king commanded. And after that God responded to the plea for the land. 


B. God cares about the body. Sometimes we forget this. We talk about God “saving the soul.” But we do not just inhabit a body, we are a body. The Westminster Shorter Catechism recognizes the importance of the body in the death of the believer. 

Q. 37. What benefits do believers receive from Christ at death? 


A. The souls of believers are at their death made perfect in holiness, and do immediately pass into glory; and their bodies, being still united to Christ, do rest in their graves till the resurrection. 


Q. 38. What benefits do believers receive from Christ at the resurrection? 


A. At the resurrection, believers, being raised up in glory, shall be openly acknowledged and acquitted in the Day of Judgment, and made perfectly blessed in the full enjoying of God to all eternity. 


So, God intends to save us, all of us, soul and body. Such is his steadfast love. Such is the power of Christ’s intervention for us and the promise of the gospel. 
CONCLUSION


The frightful price of a wrong made right was the gruesome deaths of the sons and grandsons of the offender. The sad fact is that children and grandchildren DO often suffer for the sins of their parents today. Not by civil penalties, but through enduring the pain and the shame of their fathers’ and grandfathers’ sins and the consequences of their folly. And that is a sobering thought to all fathers and mothers and grandfathers and grandmothers. 

But the awful price of a wrong made right for all of God’s people was the torture and a gruesome death of the sinless Son of God. And that points to the astonishing love of God the Father who gave God the Son that we might be rescued and restored. 


And when I think that God his Son not 


sparing


Sent him to die, I scarce can take it in


That on the cross, my burden gladly bearing 


He bled and died to take a way my sin



Then sings my soul

My Savior, God to Thee


How great Thou art! J
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