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The Betrayal of Abner 
2 Samuel 3:1-393 

Russ Kennedy 

 

Summary: As David’s power increases, Abner switches loyalties, but he is betrayed when 
Joab kills him to avenge the murder of Asahel. 

Introduction 

The history of politics is full of pride and power, defections, disloyalties and assignations. 
King makers litter the landscape of most nation’s histories. The British crown was often 
placed on the head of weaker men and women by the hands of strong, powerful, cunning 
people. Our own history in the United States has its own times when the man occupying the 
White House were not really the ones governing the country. 

And then there is an interesting observation that gives is all pause: Great men sometimes are 
fighting on the other side. Just because a cause or a country’s leadership is evil does not mean 
that all who fight for them are also small and evil.  

  

David's	Fortunes	 (v.	1‐5)	
This section serves as a transition from the previous section. It looks backward and for-
ward… 

The	Growth	of	his	Following	 (v.	1)	

Through the difficulties of the long civil war, God has still brought strength and stability 
to the household of David.  Here is the theme of this section of 2 Samuel.  

1 There was a long war between the house of Saul and the house of David. And 
David grew stronger and stronger, while the house of Saul became weaker and 
weaker.  

David’s royal rule (house) is increasing while Saul’s is in decline. David is growing in 
influence, power and authority. The house of Saul represented by Abner through Ish-
Bosheth is waning. The irony here is that David is growing with two tribes while Saul’s 
rule is rapidly in decline in spite of having ten tribes.  

                                                 
3 Unless otherwise designated, Scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version® 

(ESV®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. 
All rights reserved. 



 20 -  The Betrayal of Abner 
   2 Samuel 3:1-39 

The	Multiplying	of	his	Family	 (v.	2‐5)	

David’s power and influence are not only growing, but so is his family. 

 2 And sons were born to David at Hebron: his firstborn was Amnon, of Ahinoam 
of Jezreel; 3 and his second, Chileab, of Abigail the widow of Nabal of Carmel; and 
the third, Absalom the son of Maacah the daughter of Talmai king of Geshur; 4 
and the fourth, Adonijah the son of Haggith; and the fifth, Shephatiah the son of 
Abital; 5 and the sixth, Ithream, of Eglah, David’s wife. These were born to David 
in Hebron.  

This list tells us about David’s family. There are five wives listed here, two of whom he 
brought with him when he came to Hebron and the other three acquired during his time 
here. Almost the exact same verse is repeated in 1 Chronicles 3:1-3.  

Over his life David acquired many wives in disobedience to Deuteronomy 17:14–17  

14 “When you come to the land that the LORD your God is giving you, and you pos‐
sess it and dwell in it and then say, ‘I will set a king over me, like all the nations 
that are around me,’ 15 you may indeed set a king over you whom the LORD your 
God will choose. One from among your brothers you shall set as king over you. 
You may not put a foreigner over you, who is not your brother. 16 Only he must 
not acquire many horses for himself or cause the people to return to Egypt in or‐
der to acquire many horses, since the LORD has said to you, ‘You shall never re‐
turn that way again.’ 17 And he shall not acquire many wives for himself, lest his 
heart turn away, nor shall he acquire for himself excessive silver and gold.  

While we do not see that David’s many wives turned his heart away from the Lord, one 
of his sons, Solomon, certainly would. In the seven years that David lived in Hebron, he 
had five sons. Two of these sons would cause great trouble to David. What heartache 
he would experience in his sons with rape, murder, rebellion and a war of succession.  

Ish‐Bosheth's	Folly	 (v.	6‐11)	
The weak have the foolish tendency to provoke the strong. No one has ever accused Ish-
Bosheth of being wise. He simply does not seem to understand where his strength lies. 
Abner has put him on the throne. It is singularly unwise to poke the hornet’s nest with a 
short stick. In spite of the recent defeat, Aber’s place and power are growing. 

6 While there was war between the house of Saul and the house of David, Abner 
was making himself strong in the house of Saul. 7 Now Saul had a concubine 
whose name was Rizpah, the daughter of Aiah. And Ish‐bosheth said to Abner, 
“Why have you gone in to my father’s concubine?” 8 Then Abner was very angry 
over the words of Ish‐bosheth and said, “Am I a dog’s head of Judah? To this day I 
keep showing steadfast love to the house of Saul your father, to his brothers, and 
to his friends, and have not given you into the hand of David. And yet you charge 
me today with a fault concerning a woman. 9 God do so to Abner and more also, 
if I do not accomplish for David what the Lord has sworn to him, 10 to transfer the 
kingdom from the house of Saul and set up the throne of David over Israel and 
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over Judah, from Dan to Beersheba.” 11 And Ish‐bosheth could not answer Abner 
another word, because he feared him.  

 

The	Reckless	Accusation	 (v.	6‐7)	

Ish-Bosheth accuses Abner of fornication with one of his father’s concubines. Since Saul 
was dead, Ish-Bosheth is leveling a charge of disloyalty and treason. He is accusing Ab-
ner of either assuming or asserting a grab for power. We don’t know if the charge is 
true.  

Some have suggested that Abner did it as a provocation. He could see that the 
North was going to fall. Ish-Bosheth was not going to be able to hold the kingdom 
together. Ever the opportunist, Abner was trying to get his puppet to cause a 
breach in the relationship so Abner would be justified in turning on him. 

Some think that Abner may have been with one of Saul’s concubines. The charge 
as it stands may have been true. But the underlying accusation, of disloyalty to 
Ish-Bosheth and to Saul’s house is patently false.  

 Others opine that Ish-Bosheth believed a false report against Abner. Court in-
trigue was at work to bring down Abner who had just suffered a terrible loss at 
the hands of Joab and David’s army. If so, then they made a horrible miscalcula-
tion. 

The text itself does not answer the question. It is intended to show the provocation. It is 
not so concerned about court intrigues or Abner’s possible plotting. What we know 
about Abner makes any of the three plausible. Except… 

The	Dangerous	Anger	 (v.	8‐10)	

Abner is very, very angry. He does not deny the charge of fornication. But he certainly 
understands that his loyalty to Saul’s house and to Ish-Bosheth is being questioned. His 
anger seems genuine. He has taken great risk to do what he has done. He may have 
been power hungry. He certainly has done all he can to keep Israel in the house of Saul. 
He has just come off a bad defeat that makes the future for the North look bleak. This 
weak, insipid little lapdog who owes his place and power to Abner has the audacity to 
challenge him over a woman.  

You can sense Abner has had enough. If this is the result of trying to maintain Saul’s 
dynasty – if this is what he has to work with, then it is time to change sides. Imagine 
this. He is standing in front of the man he has made king. He has worked and fought 
for seven years to consolidate and continue the dynasty. He has gathered ten of the 
twelve tribes. You can almost see him pointing his finger at the cowering Ish-Bosheth. 
He swears upon his life that he will do what has yet to be done – hand over the kingdom 
to David. 

Now, you taste and feel the power Abner has and the pride that grips him. “I made you 
king over the Northern Ten. But I can make David king over all the Twelve. I will hand 
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over your kingdom to him. He will rule on the throne. Saul’s house will be finished.” 
This is not idle threat or empty boast. With righteous defection in his heart he stalks out. 

The	Fearful	Response	 (v.	11)	

Abner is a powerful man. He has immense presence physically and politically. Ish-
Bosheth’s fear of Abner withers his spine, waters his knees and ties his tongue. He truly 
is weak and pitiful and fearful. And oh so foolish.  

Abner's	Defection	 (v.	12‐21)	
There is nothing so quickly turned as a loyalty bought and sold. 

The	Hard	Condition	 (v.	12‐16)	
12 And Abner sent messengers to David on his behalf, saying, “To whom does the 
land belong? Make your covenant with me, and behold, my hand shall be with 
you to bring over all Israel to you.” 13 And he said, “Good; I will make a covenant 
with you. But one thing I require of you; that is, you shall not see my face unless 
you first bring Michal, Saul’s daughter, when you come to see my face.” 14 Then 
David sent messengers to Ish‐bosheth, Saul’s son, saying, “Give me my wife 
Michal, for whom I paid the bridal price of a hundred foreskins of the Philistines.” 
15 And Ish‐bosheth sent and took her from her husband Paltiel the son of Laish. 16 
But her husband went with her, weeping after her all the way to Bahurim. Then 
Abner said to him, “Go, return.” And he returned.  

Abner approaches David through messengers offering to deliver Israel, the northern 
ten, to Him. He wants a promise from David of protection in return. This covenant 
would give Abner a life of quiet and peace without pursuit. Remember, David has noth-
ing personal against Abner. But David’s military commander, Joab, does. 

David sets a condition. Michal is David’s first wife, given to him by Saul. In one sense, 
the house of Saul and house of David could be united in Michal’s children. Saul had 
taken Michal back and to spite David, had given her Paltiel. Nothing indicates that a 
divorce had taken place. But David wants her back. That is the condition. 

So David sends the message directly to Ish-Bosheth. He apparently does not know what 
is going on or he is more foolish than we can imagine. He took her from Palteil. Paltiel 
is heartbroken. He follows her weeping. What a sad, sad picture. He accepted her know-
ing that she was David’s. He had to wonder if this day was going to come. Abner meets 
them and sends Paltiel home. Abner will be the one to deliver her to her king, her hus-
band. 

Sin and disobedience brings suffering. Michal is not free to choose what she wants and 
is at the whims of a father and kings. Paltiel may love Michal, but he married her know-
ing full well she was David’s wife. She is married to more than one man, what we call 
polyandry. David is asserting his right as her husband and as king. He is undercutting 
a future heir trying to claim the throne for Saul’s house. Yet we have the sad and possi-
bly pathetic picture of a broken hearted man trailing after Michal.  
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The	Unifying	Conclave	 (v.	17‐19)	
17 And Abner conferred with the elders of Israel, saying, “For some time past you 
have been seeking David as king over you. 18 Now then bring it about, for the Lord 
has promised David, saying, ‘By the hand of my servant David I will save my peo‐
ple Israel from the hand of the Philistines, and from the hand of all their ene‐
mies.’ ” 19 Abner also spoke to Benjamin. And then Abner went to tell David at 
Hebron all that Israel and the whole house of Benjamin thought good to do.  

Abner makes good his promise. He begins to negotiate and persuade the elders of the 
Israel, the ten northern tribes. Some of them have wanted to unite with David already. 
He appeals to the same desire that had brought Saul to the throne. They wanted peace 
and safety. God has promised to bring deliverance from all of Israel’s enemies through 
the hand of David. They agreed that this was best. Saul’s house is doomed. Ish-Bosheth’s 
rule is cracking and crumbling. David is great, wise, and powerful. He has the anointing 
of God. Notice that Abner wisely seeks out the tribe of Benjamin and talks to them sep-
arately. They were the ruling tribe. Uniting under David will mean a transfer of the 
royal power to the tribe of Judah.  

The	Rewarding	Conclusion	 (v.	20‐21)	
20 When Abner came with twenty men to David at Hebron, David made a feast for 
Abner and the men who were with him. 21 And Abner said to David, “I will arise 
and go and will gather all Israel to my lord the king, that they may make a cove‐
nant with you, and that you may reign over all that your heart desires.” So David 
sent Abner away, and he went in peace.  

Abner and David meet in Hebron. Hebron was one of the cities of refuge. David had 
established his rule there. Abner could meet David there without fear of being killed for 
his misdeeds.  

David celebrates the news. He throws a big feast for Abner and his entourage. It is safe 
to assume that there are representatives from each of the tribes who will affirm the cov-
enant. They would be the two witnesses from each tribe to authenticate the covenant of 
unification. The north and south, Israel and Judah have established in principle and in 
promise, the unification of the nation. 

Joab is also restored to the good graces of the king. He has brought the ten tribes under 
David. He has delivered them seemingly without asking for anything except safe-con-
duct. David sends him away in peace. All is well. Except… 
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Joab's	Revenge		 (v.	22‐30)	
Joab has been absent from all the proceedings. He has been out on a military raid. No 
phones, no texts, no Facebook, no radio – so, no news until he arrives back at Hebron.  

The	Frustrated	Confrontation		 (v.	22‐25)	
22 Just then the servants of David arrived with Joab from a raid, bringing much 
spoil with them. But Abner was not with David at Hebron, for he had sent him 
away, and he had gone in peace. 23 When Joab and all the army that was with him 
came, it was told Joab, “Abner the son of Ner came to the king, and he has let 
him go, and he has gone in peace.” 24 Then Joab went to the king and said, “What 
have you done? Behold, Abner came to you. Why is it that you have sent him 
away, so that he is gone? 25 You know that Abner the son of Ner came to deceive 
you and to know your going out and your coming in, and to know all that you are 
doing.”  

Joab’s hatred for Abner is palatable. His tone with David is disrespectful and angry. 
“What have you done…” is not the way to address your regent. Joab seems to be con-
cerned that David is being deceived by Abner. Joab accuses Abner of acting as a spy to 
under Joab’s campaigns and to know where and what David plans. All Joab really cares 
about is that Abner came into the camp and left and no one thought to detain him for 
Joab to deal with.   

The	Vengeful	Assassination		 (v.	26‐27)	
26 When Joab came out from David’s presence, he sent messengers after Abner, 
and they brought him back from the cistern of Sirah. But David did not know 
about it. 27 And when Abner returned to Hebron, Joab took him aside into the 
midst of the gate to speak with him privately, and there he struck him in the 
stomach, so that he died, for the blood of Asahel his brother. 

Joab is bent on his revenge for Abner killing his brother. Now remember, Abner killed 
Joab’s brother in war, with attempts to turn him and with warnings. Abner has done 
wrong. But Joab does not care. He sends messengers, presumably in David’s name but 
without David’s knowledge. Abner returns and is met by Joab at the gate of the city. 
Abner should have been safe in the city of refuge. But Joab pulls him aside privately 
and stabs him in the stomach. This is murder plain and simple. 

The	Just	Denunciation		 (v.	28‐30)	

David responds with well-deserved denunciation. 

 28 Afterward, when David heard of it, he said, “I and my kingdom are forever 
guiltless before the Lord for the blood of Abner the son of Ner. 29 May it fall upon 
the head of Joab and upon all his father’s house, and may the house of Joab 
never be without one who has a discharge or who is leprous or who holds a spin‐
dle or who falls by the sword or who lacks bread!” 30 So Joab and Abishai his 
brother killed Abner, because he had put their brother Asahel to death in the bat‐
tle at Gibeon.  
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Joab has murdered Abner within the gates of a city of refuge. He is not the authorized 
avenger. There has not been a trial. Joab cannot claim anything except to have assassi-
nated an enemy and taken vengeance on for his brother. David rightly disavows any 
connection with Joab’s actions. He places the blood guilt on Joab.  

David's	Sorrow	 (v.	31‐39)	
31 Then David said to Joab and to all the people who were with him, “Tear your 
clothes and put on sackcloth and mourn before Abner.” And King David followed 
the bier. 32 They buried Abner at Hebron. And the king lifted up his voice and 
wept at the grave of Abner, and all the people wept.  

The	King's	Grief	 (v.	31‐32)	

Once again the great-heartedness of David is exhibited. Abner has been responsible for 
much of the misery of the last seven years of civil war. Yet David seems to recognize 
him as a great man. He had served Saul and Israel faithfully. So David calls for public 
mourning and joins in the funeral procession. 

The	King's	Lament	 (v.	33‐34)	

David, ever the poet, writes a lament for Abner. 
33 And the king lamented for Abner, saying,  
“Should Abner die as a fool dies?  
34 Your hands were not bound;  
your feet were not fettered;  
as one falls before the wicked  
you have fallen.”  

The death of Abner is lamented as being unnecessary and uncalled for. I truly believe 
that David expected that Abner would also serve his king and the united kingdom well. 

The	King's	Fast	 (v.	35‐39)	

And all the people wept again over him. 35 Then all the people came to persuade 
David to eat bread while it was yet day. But David swore, saying, “God do so to 
me and more also, if I taste bread or anything else till the sun goes down!” 36 And 
all the people took notice of it, and it pleased them, as everything that the king 
did pleased all the people. 37 So all the people and all Israel understood that day 
that it had not been the king’s will to put to death Abner the son of Ner. 38 And 
the king said to his servants, “Do you not know that a prince and a great man has 
fallen this day in Israel? 39 And I was gentle today, though anointed king. These 
men, the sons of Zeruiah, are more severe than I. The Lord repay the evildoer ac‐
cording to his wickedness!”  

David fasts for the whole day of Abner’s burial. He is not persuaded to break his fast. 
He was grieved and he wanted the people to know he did not desire nor order nor 
pursue the death of Abner. As much of his attitude and actions did, His grief and fasting 
pleased the people.  
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In the closing statement of David we see his attitude and hear his heart. Abner was a 
great man. He was a prince. He deserved to live. But more ruthless men, namely Joab, 
overcame him. You see, sometimes, great men are fighting for the other side. 

 

 

Reflect	and	Respond	

Sin brings suffering and sorrow… 

Revenge is best left to the Lord and His judgments… 

A great heart knows how to recognize greatness in others… 

A man after God’s own heart knows how to grieve as well as how to joy… 

Jesus marveled at the faith of many… 

The kingship is being brought under the rule of the true king and the tribe of Judah. One 
day, the final King, King Jesus, would come and unite His people into one great people, the 
people of God. May that day come soon. 

 

 

 

 


