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2 SAMUEL 21:1-14: EXPIATION FOR SAUL OR DELAY OF JUSTICE? 

Carrie Rhodes, Andrews University 

 
Do the words “God was moved by prayer for the land” (2 Sam 21:14) indicate 

that the death of Saul’s descendents expiated for his sin of murdering the Gibeonites? If 

Saul and his house were guilty of murdering the Gibeonites, why was this not dealt with 

during his lifetime? 

Saul’s Crimes of Murder and Sacrilege 

In light of biblical law, Saul’s crime against the Gibeonites consisted not only of 

murder but also of sacrilege. Murder, along with adultery and idolatry, was an 

irremediable moral fault that polluted the sinner (Lev 17:4; 20:9, 11-14, 16, 27), land 

(Num 35:33; Deut 19:10; Is 24), and sanctuary1 (2 Chr 23:19; cf. Num 19:23). If justice 

were abandoned, as occurred when these kinds of sins were committed, the inhabitants of 

the land would be forced off it and into exile or killed (Lev 18:28; 20:22; 26:40-45; 11QT 

59:2-13).2  

In biblical law, the death of the murderer was the only acceptable punishment, as 

it purged the land, even though it did not benefit the murderer (Num 35:33; cf. Ex 21:12; 

Lev 24:17; Num 35:30; Is 24:5; Ezek 36:17-19).3 Even though Saul’s death was unusual 

                                                
1 Cf. Gary McMahon, “Instructions to Priests and Temple Officials,” COS, vol. 1, 219. 
 
2 Cf. Stephanie Dalley, “Erra and Ishum,” COS, vol. 1, 413. See also Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 

17-22 (New York:  Doubleday, 2000), 1326; Jonathan Klawans, Impurity and Sin in Ancient Judaism 
(Oxford: University Press, 2000), 26-31; Jay Sklar, Sin, Impurity, Sacrifice, and Atonement: The Priestly 
Conceptions (Sheffield: Sheffield Phoenix Press, 2005), 139-53. Miriam Leichtheim, “The Famine Stela,” 
Context of Scripture, vol. 1, ed. by William Hallo (Boston: Brill, 2003), 130-34.  
 

3 An example of human death purging the community, without benefit to the sinner, is found in 
the narrative of Num 25, where the Israelites joined themselves to the Baal of Peor. After Moses gave the 
command to kill the chiefs who led the Israelites into that apostasy (v. 4), Zimri, an Israelite, blatantly 
brought the Midianite, Cozbi, into his tent, where Phinehas pierced them through, stopping the plague. In 
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(1 Sam 28:4; 31:1ff), there is nothing in the biblical text to indicate that Saul’s death in 

the battle with the Philistines served to include punishment specifically for his murder of 

the Gibeonites (1 Sam 28:4; 31:1ff). In the immediate context of 1 Samuel 28, the reader 

gains the impression that Saul’s death could have been punishment for other kinds of 

disobedience against God, including consulting an occult medium (1 Sam 28:3, 9; cf. Lev 

20:6). Even if he had died for what he did, Saul’s death would not have benefited the 

members of his house, who were implicated in his crime against the Gibeonites (2 Sam 

21:1; see further below).  

In addition to being guilty of murder, Saul was guilty of breaking a treaty oath. 

When Joshua and the leaders of Israel had made a covenant of peace with the Gibeonites, 

the Israelites swore (obvn) by the name of their God. The Gibeonites were an indigenous 

Canaanite people who were under the divine ban (Mrj) instituted by the Lord, and 

therefore Israel had been required to destroy them (Deut 7:1-6; 20:16-18). Yet when the 

Israelites made peace with them without his counsel, he honored the oath (Josh 9:18-21). 

Therefore, Saul had no right to exterminate the Gibeonites, and so he was guilty of 

murdering innocent people in a time of peace. 

Breaking an oath is sacrilege and, as with all such violations, was a sin directly 

against God (cf. Num 5:6; Deut 32:51; Ezek 17:13-19).4 Milgrom points out that the 

                                                                                                                                            
effect, Phinehas’ action made expiation for the Israelites by purging the evildoers from the Israelite 
community (Num 25:11). While the death penalty for murder did exist within the rest of the ANE law 
corpus, there were other means by which commutation could be made: commutation by financial 
compensation: Hittite law (Martha Roth, Law Collections from Mesopotamia and Asia Minor (Atlanta: 
Scholars Press, 2000), 173; by financial, property, inheritance or persons: Middle Assyrian and Neo-
Babylonian laws (Raymond Westbrook, A History of Ancient Near Eastern Law (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 489, 
515. 

  
4 The reference to lom as a sacrilege is found in Deut 32:51: “Because you broke faith (lom) with 

me in the midst of the sons of Israel at the waters of Meribah-kadesh, in the wilderness of Zin, because you  
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Lord’s name is a sanctum (Lev 20:3) and that he acts for the good of Israel because he 

remembers his holy word (Ps 105:42).5 Most significantly, such an oath is taken by his 

holiness (Amos 4:2). To break such an oath was to seriously misrepresent the Lord and 

his interests (e.g. Ex 32:11-14).  

In the Ancient Near East, direct sin against a deity often incurred the death 

penalty.6 Non-fulfillment of an oath in the name of a deity was punishable by that deity 

(Jer 5:2-3; Zech 5:4; Mal 3:5). Famine as punishment for a broken oath is well attested in 

ancient Near Eastern texts, along with curses such as plague or losing descendents (e.g. 1 

Sam 5).7 The effects of oath-breaking fell not only on the one violating the oath, but 

could also affect the violator’s family, as well as the whole community (cf. Lev 26:14-45; 

Josh 7; 22:16-18, 31; Ezek 17:15).8 In light of this, it could appear that the deaths of 

Saul’s descendents could be understood as posthumous ruler punishment, but is this the 

operative dynamic?9   

                                                                                                                                            
did not treat me as holy (vdq) in the midst of the sons of Israel” (NASB). Cf. Muršili’s admonition to 
Kupanta-Kurunta. See lines C i 12-22 and 35-27 (Beckman, Hittite, 75-76); oath violation punished by 
death: Soldier’s Oath (COS, 165-68). 
 

5  Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16 (New York: Doubleday, 1991), 347. 
 
6 Defiant actions against the deity punished by death (ANET, 648-51). A deity would punish the 

sinner and his family who had angered a god by eating food forbidden by his god and setting his foot in 
prohibited places punished by suffering (COS, 218-21). Oath transgression will “not escape unpunished” 
(ANET, 400). Oath violation punished by death (COS, 165-67). The punishment of suffering but not for 
oath violation or withholding from a deity (ANET, 400). 

 
7 “The Code of Ḫammurabi,” translated by Theolphile J. Meek (ANET, 179, Lines 70-80 of 

reverse of xxvii); "The Soldier’s Oath,” translated by Albrecht Goetze (ANET, 353, lines 35-42, 36-45); 
Lines 9-10 in col. IV on a kudurru from the time of Meli-Shipak (King, Boundary-Stones, 23); Lines 11-13 
in col. II on a boundary stone (kudurru) from the time of Nabû-Mukî-Apli (ibid., 62). 

 
8 Gary Beckman,“Plague Prayers of Muršili,” in COS, ed. William Hallo (Boston: Brill, 2003), 

156-60. 
 
9 Certainly there have been many who have seen David’s killing of Saul’s descendents as part of 

his succession strategy. Julius Wellhausen, Prolegomena to the History of Israel (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 
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Corporate and Inherited Bloodguilt 

While it is highly likely that family loyalty would have prompted members of 

Saul’s family and tribe to join him in his actions, the original narrative of Saul’s murder 

of the Gibeonites is missing from the biblical record of Saul’s administration.10 So we do 

not know which of his descendents actually participated in his crimes. However, there are 

indications in the narrative of 2 Samuel 21:1-14 that Saul’s descendents were held 

culpable with him. 

First, the Lord says to David: “It is for Saul and for his house of bloodguilt, 

because he put the Gibeonites to death” (vs. 1).11 The preposition la, “for,” precedes both 

“Saul” and “house of bloodguilt,” a pattern that is repeated with the preposition Mo, 

“with,” in verse 4. Both Saul and his house carry bloodguilt.12  

Second is the exposure of Saul’s sons and grandsons after their death. It is well 

known that the exposure of the offender’s corpse was part of the punishment for treaty 

                                                                                                                                            
1994), 262-63; R. N. Whybray, The Succession Narrative: A Study of II Samuel 9-20; I Kings 1 and 2 
(London: S. C. M. Press, 1968), 10-50; James W. Flanagan, “Court History or Succession Document? A 
Study of 2 Samuel 9-20 and 1 Kings 1-2,” Journal of Biblical Literature 91 (1972): 172-81; Joseph 
Blenkinsopp, Treasures Old and New: Essays in the Theology of the Pentateuch (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2004), 103. However, this approach seems to overlook the significance of Saul’s oath violation. 

 
10 It is possible that the Gibeonites were murdered when Saul ordered the execution of the Priests 

of Nob for helping David (1 Sam 21-22). Following the oath, the Gibeonites were relegated to temple 
service for the rest of their lives. However, they are not mentioned as part of the citizens of Nob who were 
executed (1 Sam 22:19). Perhaps it is for this reason that 2 Sam 21:1-14 stands outside the chronology of 
the books of Samuel: justice for the alien was as important as justice for the citizen. 

 
11 The phrase Mimd tyb has been translated “his house.” However there is no possessive pronominal 

suffix on tyb but is supplied, largely on the basis of a similar pattern in vs. 4: wtyb_Mow lwav_Mo.  
 
12 J. P. Fokkelman, Narrative Art and Poetry in the Books of Samuel: Throne and City, vol. III 

(Netherlands: Van Gorcum, 1990), 274. This stands in contrast to the views of some of the rabbis 
concerning Saul.  For example: Rashi and Rabbi Joseph Kara believed that the Gibeonites, not Saul, were 
the cause of the widespread suffering in 2 Sam 21:1 (Talmud Yerushalmi). Rabbi David Kimchi suggested 
that the phrase “chosen of the Lord” (vs. 6) is indication that Saul had been forgiven by God for his sins. 
While Milgrom states that the illicit shedding of human blood pollutes the land (Leviticus 17-22, 1482), he 
sees Saul’s murder of the Gibeonites as resulting from a divine imperative to kill the Gibeonites (Leviticus 
23-27, 2419). 



 5 

violation in the ancient Near East.13 Furthermore, exposure of corpses served as a 

warning to others (cf. Num 25:4; Esther 9:10, 13-14).14 

According to pentatuechal law, only the death of a murderer could expiate for his 

crime (Ex 21:12; Lev 24:17; Num 35:33; Deut 24:16). However, while pentateuchal 

homicide law primarily deals with ordinary individuals (Ex 21:12; Lev 24:17; Num 

35:33; Deut 24:16), Saul was the king of Israel when he murdered the Gibeonites, so his 

administration and household could also be implicated. David’s instructions to Solomon 

before he died indicate that liabilities incurred by a royal administration were inherited by 

the subsequent generation if they were not redressed (1 Kings 2:5-9).  

Compare the Hittite text, “Plague Prayers of Muršili II,” in which the twenty-year 

plague that was decimating the people of his empire was regarded as resulting from the 

breach of a treaty with Egypt by Suppiluliuma, Muršili’s father (cf. Deut 32:24; Is 24:3-

6).15 Muršili, who apparently had not actually participated, bore the punishment for what 

his father had done:  

It is only too true, however, that the father’s sin falls upon the son. So, my father’s 
sin has fallen upon me.  Now, I have confessed before the Hattian Storm-god, my 
lord, and before the gods, my lords (admitting): “It is true, we have done it” . . . I 
have now confessed my father’s sin. It is only too true, I have done it.16 

 

                                                
13 Leonard W. King, Boundary Stones and Memorial Tablets in the British Museum (London: 

Oxford University Press, 1912), 62, 127; Assyrische Rechtsurkunden in Umschrift und Uebersetzung nebst 
einem Index der Personen-namen und Rechtserläuterungen, ed. by J. Kohler (Leipzig: e. Pfeiffer, 1913), 
16, 19.  

 
14 CH 221, 227. 

 
15 AT 122 is believed to contain reference to the earlier oath between Suppiluliuma and the king 

of Egypt (Wiseman, Alalakh, 62). 
 

16 Gary Beckman,“Plague Prayers of Muršili,” in COS, ed. William Hallo (Boston: Brill, 2003), 
156-60. 
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Muršili speaks of his father’s sin as his own because the king’s office, 

responsibilities, and lands were inherited by his successor, whether born to him or 

adopted, following the doctrine of family inheritance.17 Along with territory and subjects, 

the new king also inherited the oaths and obligations of his predecessor, which could 

include punishment for wrong done by the previous king.18 Because ancient Near Eastern 

kings answered only to the gods, the punishment that Muršili inherited from his father 

was the death of his subjects brought about by the anger of the gods against injustice. 

David did not come to the throne by inheritance succession. His was a new rule 

given to him by the God of Israel (1 Sam 16:13) and yet he inherited the responsibility 

for making expiation for the actions that originated with Saul’s administration. The 

appearance of famine during David’s administration was not punishment of David, but it 

was an indication that the involvement of Saul’s descendents had not been redressed. 

Why was the famine delayed until after Saul’s death instead of during his administration, 

by contrast with punishment for as happened David’s census in 2 Samuel 24, which 

occurred during the same reign? 

 
Saul and David 

 The differences in how Saul’s sin concerning the Gibeonites and David’s sin 

concerning the census (2 Samuel 24) were dealt with may lie in their respective 

                                                
17 Gary Beckman, Hittite Diplomatic Texts (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1999), 109-13; AT 1, 6 (D. J. 

Wiseman, The Alalakh Tablets (London: British Institute, 1953), 25 and 33 respectively); # 7 Edward 
Wente, Letters from Ancient Egypt (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1990), 21; Old Kingdom and1st Intermediate 
Period, Westbrook, History, 124-25; Middle Kingdom and 2nd Intermediate Period, (ibid., 277); 3rd 
Intermediate Period (ibid., 803-804); Ur III (ibid., 186); at Emar (ibid., 678); Ugarit (ibid., 729); Beckman, 
Hittite Texts, 139-40; Westbrook, History, 637; Kathryn E. Slanski, The Babylonian Entitlement naûs 
(kudurrus): A Study in Their Form and Function (Boston: ASOR, 2003), 115-16. 

 
18 “Treaty between Hattusilis and Ramses II,” translated by Albrecht Goetze (ANET, 201-3); 

“Treaty between Muršili and Duppi-Tessub of Amurru,” translated by Albrecht Goetze (ANET, 203-4). 
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relationships with God. Saul rejected the word of Lord (1 Sam 15:23) and, long before he 

died, God stopped answering him (1 Sam 14:37; 28:6). Conversely, David’s response 

when he sinned was confession and acceptance of God’s word (2 Sam 12:13; 24:10, 14; 

Ps 51).  

 There was no animal sacrifice that David could offer to expiate for his affair with 

Bathsheba and murder of Uriah. In Psalms 51 David does not ask God for forgiveness 

(jls) or expiation (rJpk), but for God to tear out (Nm lxn) blood-guiltiness from him (vs. 

14). This indicates that David knew there were no means by which he could be saved 

other than God’s direct deliverance from his bloodguilt, outside of cultic rituals. 

Similarly, when David sinned by ordering a census, animal sacrifices ordinarily 

could not expiate for such a deliberate sin of sacrilege against God (2 Sam 24:3; cf. Lev 

5:14-16). However, God mercifully, accepted David’s request that his sin lie on him and 

his house instead of on his subjects, and through a prophet, David was invited to offer 

sacrifices (2 Sam 24:17-25).  

Just as sacrificial expiation was not normally available for David’s bloodguilt and 

sacrilege, there were no expiatory sacrifices available to remedy Saul’s bloodguilt and 

sacrilege concerning the Gibeonites.  Because of his negative relationship with God and 

apparent lack of lack of acknowledgement of the wrong done to the Gibeonites, it is 

likely that if the famine had occurred during his administration, much greater harm would 

have come to Saul’s house and to his subjects. 
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Conclusion: The Role of Prayer for the Land 
 

In pentateuchal ritual law, sacrilege (lom) violations that deliberately wronged 

people through false oaths were to be redressed with the reparation (Mva) offering.19  

Such an expiable lom violation caused loss of property to another individual, so full 

restoration of stolen property plus an additional twenty percent fine was essential to the 

process (Lev 5:23, 24; cf. 5:7) and had to precede the Mva sacrifice (Lev 5:25, 26). 

However, there was no ritual that could expiate for Saul’s crime: oath violation that 

wronged people by murdering them (Ex 21:12; Lev 24:17; Num 35:30; Deut 24:16; cf. 

Num 15:30, 31).   

The death of the members of Saul’s house purged the land of their culpability (cf. 

Num 35:33) as members of his household, but the famine did not end until David buried 

them with Saul and his other sons (2 Sam 21:12-14), who had been strung on the wall of 

Beth-Shan until the residents of Jabesh-gilead recovered the bodies and buried them (1 

Sam 31:10-13). Because it was considered a posthumous dishonor for a king to be buried 

outside the tombs of the kings and the fathers (e.g. 2 Chr 21: 20; 24:25; 28:27), Alter 

calls David’s actions when he buried Saul and his sons “a biblical desideratum.”20 God 

did not end the period of punishment by famine until David’s response to Rizpah’s 

vigil.21 The burials of Saul and his descendents were not in themselves redemptive or 

expiatory.22 However, by showing honor to the house of “the Lord’s anointed,” even 

                                                
19 Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16, 345.  
 
20 Robert Alter, The David Story (New York: W. W. Norton Co., 1999), 332, n. 14. 
 
21 Fokkelman, Throne and City, 290.  
  
22 The fact that David’s sin was ransomed through sacrifice became highly significant because the 

place of his sacrifices was the location of Solomon’s temple (2 Chr 3:1; cf. Gen 22:2).  Saul’s burial never 
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when divine retributive justice fell upon it, David needed to bring closure to a tragic 

episode so that his nation could move on. This appears to be why it is only after this 

burial that “…God was moved by prayer for the land” (2 Sam 21:14b).  

 
 

 

                                                                                                                                            
became more than that in the biblical narrative, but is reminiscent of Achan’s burial, which coincided with 
the Lord turning from his wrath (Josh 7:26). 

 


