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Transcript
2	Samuel	13.	Now	Absalom	David's	son	had	a	beautiful	sister,	whose	name	was	Tamar.
And	after	a	time	Amnon	David's	son	loved	her.

And	Amnon	was	so	tormented	that	he	made	himself	 ill	because	of	his	sister	Tamar,	for
she	was	a	virgin,	and	it	seemed	impossible	to	Amnon	to	do	anything	to	her.	But	Amnon
had	a	friend,	whose	name	was	Jonadab,	the	son	of	Shimea,	David's	brother.	And	Jonadab
was	a	very	crafty	man.

And	he	said	to	him,	O	son	of	the	king,	why	are	you	so	haggard	morning	after	morning?
Will	 you	 not	 tell	 me?	 Amnon	 said	 to	 him,	 I	 love	 Tamar,	 my	 brother	 Absalom's	 sister.
Jonadab	said	to	him,	Lie	down	on	your	bed	and	pretend	to	be	ill.	And	when	your	father
comes	to	see	you,	say	to	him,	Let	my	sister	Tamar	come	and	give	me	bread	to	eat,	and
prepare	the	food	in	my	sight,	that	I	may	see	it	and	eat	it	from	her	hand.
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So	Amnon	lay	down	and	pretended	to	be	ill.	And	when	the	king	came	to	see	him,	Amnon
said	 to	 the	 king,	 Please	 let	my	 sister	 Tamar	 come	and	make	a	 couple	 of	 cakes	 in	my
sight	that	I	may	eat	from	her	hand.	Then	David	sent	home	to	Tamar,	saying,	Go	to	your
brother	Amnon's	house	and	prepare	food	for	him.

So	Tamar	went	to	her	brother	Amnon's	house,	where	he	was	lying	down.	And	she	took
dough	and	kneaded	it	and	made	cakes	 in	his	sight	and	baked	the	cakes.	And	she	took
the	pan	and	emptied	it	out	before	him,	but	he	refused	to	eat.

And	 Amnon	 said,	 Send	 out	 everyone	 from	me.	 So	 everyone	went	 out	 from	 him.	 Then
Amnon	said	to	Tamar,	Bring	the	food	into	the	chamber,	that	I	may	eat	it	from	your	hand.

And	Tamar	took	the	cakes	she	had	made	and	brought	them	into	the	chamber	to	Amnon
her	brother.	But	when	she	brought	them	near	him	to	eat,	he	took	hold	of	her	and	said	to
her,	Come	lie	with	me,	my	sister.	She	answered	him,	No,	my	brother,	do	not	violate	me,
for	such	a	thing	is	not	done	in	Israel.

Do	not	do	this	outrageous	thing.	As	for	me,	where	could	I	carry	my	shame?	And	as	for
you,	you	would	be	as	one	of	the	outrageous	fools	in	Israel.	Now	therefore	please	speak
to	the	king,	for	he	will	not	withhold	me	from	you.

But	he	would	not	listen	to	her,	and	being	stronger	than	she,	he	violated	her	and	lay	with
her.	Then	Amnon	hated	her	with	a	very	great	hatred,	so	that	the	hatred	with	which	he
hated	her	was	greater	 than	 the	 love	with	which	he	had	 loved	her.	And	Amnon	said	 to
her,	Get	up,	go.

But	she	said	to	him,	No,	my	brother,	for	this	wrong	in	sending	me	away	is	greater	than
the	other	that	you	did	to	me.	But	he	would	not	 listen	to	her.	He	called	the	young	man
who	served	him	and	said,	Put	 this	woman	out	of	my	presence,	and	bolt	 the	door	after
her.

Now	she	was	wearing	a	long	robe	with	sleeves,	for	thus	were	the	virgin	daughters	of	the
king	dressed.	So	his	servant	put	her	out	and	bolted	the	door	after	her.	And	Tamar	put
ashes	on	her	head	and	tore	the	long	robe	that	she	wore.

And	she	laid	her	hand	on	her	head	and	went	away,	crying	as	she	went.	And	her	brother
Absalom	said	to	her,	Has	Amnon	your	brother	been	with	you?	Now	hold	your	peace,	my
sister.	He	is	your	brother.

Do	not	 take	 this	 to	 heart.	 So	 Tamar	 lived	a	desolate	woman	 in	 her	 brother	Absalom's
house.	When	King	David	heard	of	all	these	things,	he	was	very	angry.

But	Absalom	spoke	to	Amnon	neither	good	nor	bad,	for	Absalom	hated	Amnon,	because
he	had	violated	his	sister	Tamar.	After	two	full	years	Absalom	had	sheep	shearers	at	Baal
Hazor,	which	is	near	Ephraim.	And	Absalom	invited	all	the	king's	sons.



And	 Absalom	 came	 to	 the	 king	 and	 said,	 Behold,	 your	 servant	 has	 sheep	 shearers.
Please	let	the	king	and	his	servants	go	with	your	servant.	But	the	king	said	to	Absalom,
No,	my	son,	let	us	not	all	go,	lest	we	be	burdensome	to	you.

He	pressed	him,	but	he	would	not	go,	but	gave	him	his	blessing.	Then	Absalom	said,	If
not,	please	let	my	brother	Amnon	go	with	us.	And	the	king	said	to	him,	Why	should	he	go
with	you?	But	Absalom	pressed	him	until	he	 let	Amnon	and	all	 the	king's	sons	go	with
him.

Then	Absalom	commanded	his	servants,	Mark	when	Amnon's	heart	 is	merry	with	wine,
and	when	I	say	to	you,	Strike	Amnon,	then	kill	him.	Do	not	fear,	have	I	not	commanded
you?	 Be	 courageous	 and	 be	 valiant.	 So	 the	 servants	 of	 Absalom	 did	 to	 Amnon	 as
Absalom	had	commanded.

Then	all	the	king's	sons	arose,	and	each	mounted	his	mule	and	fled.	While	they	were	on
the	way,	news	came	to	David,	Absalom	has	struck	down	all	the	king's	sons,	and	not	one
of	them	is	left.	Then	the	king	arose	and	tore	his	garments	and	lay	on	the	earth.

And	all	his	servants	who	were	standing	by	tore	their	garments.	But	 Jonadab	the	son	of
Shimea,	 David's	 brother,	 said,	 Let	 not	 my	 lord	 suppose	 that	 they	 have	 killed	 all	 the
young	men,	the	king's	sons,	for	Amnon	alone	is	dead.	For	by	the	command	of	Absalom
this	has	been	determined	from	the	day	he	violated	his	sister	Tamar.

Now	therefore	let	not	my	lord	the	king	so	take	it	to	heart	as	to	suppose	that	all	the	king's
sons	are	dead,	for	Amnon	alone	is	dead.	But	Absalom	fled,	and	the	young	man	who	kept
the	watch	lifted	up	his	eyes	and	looked,	and	behold	many	people	were	coming	from	the
road	behind	him	by	the	side	of	the	mountain.	And	Jonadab	said	to	the	king,	Behold	the
king's	sons	have	come,	as	your	servant	said,	so	it	has	come	about.

And	as	soon	as	he	had	finished	speaking,	behold	the	king's	sons	came	and	lifted	up	their
voice	and	wept,	and	the	king	also	and	all	his	servants	wept	very	bitterly.	But	Absalom
fled	and	went	to	Talmai	the	son	of	Ammihad	king	of	Gesher,	and	David	mourned	for	his
son	day	after	day.	So	Absalom	fled	and	went	to	Gesher	and	was	there	three	years.

And	the	spirit	of	the	king	longed	to	go	out	to	Absalom,	because	he	was	comforted	about
Amnon	since	he	was	dead.	As	we	move	into	2	Samuel	chapter	13	we	must	recognize	that
in	 many	 respects	 we	 are	 still	 reading	 the	 story	 of	 David	 and	 Bathsheba.	 David	 was
forgiven	his	sin	and	restored	at	the	end	of	chapter	12,	but	this	does	not	mean	that	the
ongoing	effects	of	his	sin	were	simply	neutralized.

Chapter	 13	 is	 all	 about	 the	 consequences	 of	 David's	 sin	 continuing	 to	 play	 out	 in	 the
world.	These	consequences	are	not	merely	those	of	an	imposed	punishment	by	the	Lord,
but	they	are	the	consequences	of	the	natural	fruit	of	his	sin	itself.	Just	as	in	the	story	of
Saul	in	1	Samuel	we	had	a	portrait	of	the	corruption	of	a	man's	character	over	time,	so	in



2	Samuel	we	have	a	portrait	of	the	horrific	dynamics	of	sin,	even	for	a	forgiven	person.

It	also	shows	that	though	we	would	like	for	the	consequences	of	our	sins	to	be	carefully
targeted	and	contained	if	we	have	to	face	them	at	all,	the	consequences	can	actually	fall
most	heavily	upon	innocent	parties.	Our	unaddressed	sins	can	cause	immense	harm	to
others.	When	reading	this	chapter	we	also	should	be	mindful	of	the	ways	in	which	biblical
narrative	 often	 conveys	 meaning	 through	 artful	 literary	 means,	 connecting	 events
together	 in	 ways	 that	 invite	 comparison	 and	 contrast,	 or	 which	 help	 us	 to	 perceive
developments.

Associations	can	be	communicated	 through	subtle	details	 that	all	but	 the	most	careful
readers	 may	 pass	 over	 without	 noticing.	 The	 final	 chapter	 of	 Shimon	 Bar-Ephrat's
Narrative	Art	in	the	Bible	has	a	masterful	treatment	of	the	literary	features	of	this	story,
which	informs	a	lot	of	my	observations.	The	first	verse	sets	the	scene.

It	 places	 the	 character	 of	 Tamar	between	 two	 sons	of	David,	Amnon	and	Absalom.	As
Bar-Ephrat	observes,	 it	 hints	at	what	 is	 to	 come.	 It	 begins	with	Absalom,	even	 though
Absalom	plays	little	direct	role	in	the	narrative	that	immediately	follows.

However,	 it	 helps	 the	alert	 reader	 to	 recognise	 that	 this	 is	 a	 crucial	 part	 of	 the	 larger
Absalom	narrative	that	will	 follow.	By	placing	Tamar	between	the	two	sons	of	David,	 it
structurally	prepares	us	for	a	rivalry	between	the	two	of	them.	By	characterising	Tamar
as	the	sister	of	Absalom,	rather	than	as	the	daughter	of	David	or	simply	as	the	sister	of
Amnon,	 without	 reference	 to	 Absalom,	 it	 also	 prepares	 us	 for	 the	 way	 that	 it	 will	 be
Absalom	who	acts	for	Tamar,	rather	than	David.

At	the	outset,	we	are	told	of	Amnon's	intense	love	for	his	sister,	a	love	so	intense	that	he
becomes	 sick	 through	 it.	 The	 fact	 that	 she	 is	 a	 virgin	 seems	 to	 play	 some	part	 in	 his
desire	for	her.	However,	he	can't	do	anything	to	her.

What	does	he	want	to	do	to	her?	We	might	be	wondering	what	precise	intentions	he	has,
but	they	aren't	made	clear	at	this	point	and	are	left	ambiguous.	Had	things	remained	as
they	are	set	up	at	the	beginning	of	the	chapter,	nothing	might	have	happened.	But	we
are	now	introduced	to	the	character	of	Jonadab.

Jonadab	 is	described	as	crafty.	He	doesn't	necessarily	 intend	all	 that	Amnon	does.	His
plan	is	designed	to	get	Tamar	close	to	Amnon.

It	 is	 not	 clear	 that	 he	 intends	 what	 happens	 next.	 The	 attention	 that	 is	 given	 to
characterising	him,	however,	suggests	that	he	is	an	important	character.	His	role	in	the
narrative	may	be	rather	more	significant	than	we	originally	suppose.

His	suggestion	to	Amnon	is	that	he	should	lie	in	his	bed	and	pretend	to	be	ill,	and	when
David	comes	to	see	him,	he	should	ask	David	 to	send	his	sister	Tamar	 to	him,	 to	give
him	bread	to	eat,	prepare	the	food	 in	his	sight,	 that	he	may	see	 it	and	eat	 it	 from	her



hand.	The	design	of	 this	 request	 is	 that	under	 the	guise	of	preparing	 food	 for	 the	sick
Amnon,	 Tamar	 should	 actually	 come	 close	 to	 him.	 Amnon	 takes	 Jonadab's	 advice	 and
puts	the	plan	in	motion.

He	 asks	 David	 to	 send	 Tamar	 to	 him,	 but	 his	 request	 is	 shortened	 from	 Jonadab's.
Jonadab's	suggested	request	is	more	artfully	constructed,	more	fitted	for	disguising	the
true	intent,	yet	achieving	the	purpose.	When	David	gives	the	instruction	to	Tamar,	it	 is
shortened	yet	again.

From	 Jonadab's	 suggestion,	 let	my	 sister	 Tamar	 come	 and	 give	me	 bread	 to	 eat,	 and
prepare	the	food	in	my	sight,	that	I	may	see	it	and	eat	it	from	her	hand,	we	get,	go	to
your	brother	Amnon's	house	and	prepare	food	for	him.	Nothing	is	mentioned	in	David's
instruction	 to	 Tamar	 about	 any	 personal	 interaction	 with	 Amnon.	 All	 she	 has	 to	 do	 is
prepare	the	food	at	his	house.

She	 is	 going	 to	 his	 house,	 not	 necessarily	 to	 his	 bedside.	 There	 is	 no	 reference	 to
preparing	the	food	in	his	sight,	or	feeding	it	to	him	from	her	hand.	Tamar	follows	David's
instruction,	and	there	is	a	chain	of	instructions	and	responses.

Jonadab	instructs	Amnon,	lie	down	on	your	bed	and	pretend	to	be	ill,	so	Amnon	lay	down
and	pretended	to	be	ill.	Amnon	then	instructs	David,	and	David	sends	for	Tamar.	David
instructs	Tamar,	go	to	your	brother	Amnon's	house	and	prepare	food	for	him.

So	Tamar	went	to	her	brother	Amnon's	house.	Amnon	speaks	to	those	around	him,	send
out	 everyone	 from	 me,	 so	 everyone	 goes	 out	 from	 him.	 And	 then	 Amnon	 instructs
Tamar,	bring	the	food	into	the	chamber	that	I	may	eat	it	from	your	hand.

And	Tamar	takes	the	cakes	that	she	has	brought	and	brings	them	into	the	chamber	to
Amnon	her	brother.	But	then	the	pattern	of	instruction	and	obedient	response	is	broken,
as	rather	than	eating	from	Tamar's	hand,	as	per	the	 instruction,	Amnon	asks	her	to	 lie
with	 him.	 As	 if	 to	 heighten	 the	 suspense	 beforehand,	 we	 are	 given	 a	 very	 detailed
account	of	how	Tamar	prepared	the	cakes.

She	took	dough,	she	kneaded	it,	she	made	cakes	in	his	sight	and	baked	the	cakes,	she
took	the	pan	and	emptied	it	out	before	him.	Much	attention	is	given	to	the	preparation	of
cakes	that	are	never	eaten.	Tamar	refuses	and	resists	Amnon's	request	to	lie	with	her.

She	makes	clear	to	him	that	it	would	be	a	violation,	it's	not	a	thing	to	be	done	in	Israel,
do	not	do	this	outrageous	thing.	The	language	of	her	protestation	here	might	remind	us
of	 the	story	of	Genesis	chapter	34	and	the	rape	of	Dinah.	The	response	of	 the	sons	of
Jacob	was	very	similar	to	the	way	that	Tamar	responds	here.

The	sons	of	 Jacob	had	come	in	from	the	field	as	soon	as	they	heard	of	 it,	and	the	men
were	 indignant	and	very	angry,	because	he	had	done	an	outrageous	 thing	 in	 Israel	by
lying	with	Jacob's	daughter,	for	such	a	thing	must	not	be	done.	The	association	between



this	 story	 of	 Tamar	 and	Amnon	 and	 the	 story	 of	Dinah	 back	 in	 chapter	 34	 of	Genesis
should	be	borne	 in	mind.	Beyond	pointing	out	 the	wickedness	of	 the	act,	Tamar	draws
attention	to	the	consequences	that	it	would	have	for	her.

She	 would	 be	 shamed	 by	 it,	 and	 he	 would	 have	 committed	 a	 sin	 of	 such	 great
proportions	that	his	character	was	defined	by	it.	Rather	than	take	her	in	such	a	manner,
she	 suggests	 that	 he	 go	 and	 speak	 to	 the	 king,	 he	 will	 not	 withhold	 her	 from	 him.
Whether	this	was	a	ploy,	or	whether	she	was	serious	is	not	entirely	clear.

However,	Amnon	does	not	listen	to	her,	and	he	forces	himself	upon	her,	overcoming	her
with	his	greater	strength.	However,	once	he	is	lain	with	her,	he	despises	her,	even	more
than	he	once	 loved	her.	 If	her	virginity	played	some	role	 in	his	original	attraction,	now
her	loss	of	virginity	causes	him	to	despise	her.

He	sends	her	away	from	him	in	the	harshest	of	manners.	She	protests	at	this	point,	she
is	doubly	shamed	by	his	actions.	Again	we	might	recall	the	story	of	Shechem	and	Dinah.

In	that	story,	Shechem	humiliates	Dinah	by	seizing	her	and	lying	with	her.	However,	then
he	seeks,	on	account	of	his	 love	 for	her,	 to	 formalise	 their	union.	Amnon,	by	contrast,
takes	Tamar,	violates	her,	and	then	takes	no	responsibility	for	her.

Her	response	to	her	rape	is	described	in	the	most	pitiful	of	fashions.	Thrust	outside	the
door	 by	 Amnon's	 servant,	 she	 pours	 ashes	 on	 her	 head	 and	 tears	 her	 long	 robe,
according	 to	 some	 translations,	 a	 coat	 of	 many	 colours.	 This	 detail	 should	 not	 go
unnoticed,	the	comparison	with	the	story	of	Joseph	should	jump	out	at	us.

Absalom	 finds	 her,	 discovers	 the	 truth,	 and	 then	 takes	 her	 into	 his	 house,	 where	 she
lives	as	a	desolate	woman.	David,	however,	hears	but	does	nothing	about	 it.	Absalom
wants	 vengeance	 for	what	 Amnon	 has	 done	 to	 Tamar,	 his	 sister,	 and	 so	 he	 bides	 his
time,	 and	 after	 two	 years,	 by	 which	 time	 Amnon	 might	 have	 lowered	 his	 guard,	 he
prepares	his	vengeance.

His	vengeance	occurs	at	 the	time	of	sheep	shearing.	The	time	of	sheep	shearing	 is	an
important	one	within	the	story	of	Jacob	and	also	of	Judah	and	David.	It's	the	time	when
Jacob	leaves	Laban.

It's	the	time	when	Judah	sleeps	with	Tamar.	 It's	the	time	of	the	conflict	between	Nabal
and	David.	And	now	it	will	be	the	time	of	Absalom's	revenge.

Absalom	invites	David	to	come	to	his	feast.	This	more	general	 invitation	will	be	a	good
cover	 for	 the	 invitation	that's	given	to	Amnon.	David	declines	the	 invitation	for	himself
and	his	servants,	but	gives	Absalom	his	blessing.

When	Absalom	asks	 for	Amnon	 to	go	 too,	David	 is	 surprised,	but	 seemingly	under	 the
guise	of	an	 invitation	given	to	all	of	 the	king's	sons,	he	 is,	when	pressed,	willing	to	 let



him	go.	We	should	observe	the	way	that	Absalom	makes	David	complicit	in	the	death	of
his	 son	 Amnon.	 Amnon	 had	 made	 David	 complicit	 in	 the	 rape	 of	 Tamar,	 and	 now
Absalom,	seeing	David's	complicity	and	his	lack	of	action	in	the	case	of	Tamar,	wants	to
get	his	own	back	upon	his	father	too,	and	so	makes	him	complicit	in	the	death	of	his	son.

The	 servants	 kill	 Amnon	 according	 to	 Absalom's	 instructions,	 and	 then	 the	 news	 goes
back	to	the	palace	that	all	of	the	king's	sons	have	been	killed.	We	might	here	recall	the
story	of	Genesis	chapter	34	once	more,	where	the	king's	house	and	the	city	of	Shechem
were	wiped	out	by	Simeon	and	Levi	in	an	act	of	bloody	vengeance	undertaken	because
the	father	had	failed	to	act.	However,	Jonadab,	who	knows	what	Amnon	did	to	his	sister
and	was	alert	 to	Absalom's	motives,	assures	David	and	the	others	that	the	king's	sons
are	not	dead,	just	Amnon	alone.

Absalom	then	flees	to	Talmai,	his	maternal	grandfather	in	the	region	of	the	Transjordan,
in	Gesher.	David	bitterly	mourns	the	loss	of	his	son.	It	isn't	entirely	clear	which	son	he	is
mourning	 for,	 Amnon	 the	worthless	 rapist,	 or	Absalom,	 for	whom	he	 seems	 to	 have	a
deep	affection.

By	the	end	of	 the	chapter	he	 is	comforted	concerning	Amnon,	since	he's	dead,	but	his
heart	longs	to	go	out	to	Absalom.	Reading	the	story	of	David	in	1st	and	2nd	Samuel,	we
should	 see	many	parallels	between	David	and	 the	character	of	 Jacob	 in	Genesis.	Such
parallels	can	be	seen	in	the	story	of	Nabal	or	the	parallels	between	the	story	of	Jacob's
blessing	by	Isaac	and	a	number	of	the	encounters	between	David	and	Saul.

Saul	plays	the	part	of	Laban	in	relationship	to	David.	He	switches	the	two	daughters	and
sets	himself	in	a	rivalry	with	his	son-in-law.	There	is	deception	involving	a	terror	theme,
and	there	are	many	other	events	in	which	we	can	see	some	sort	of	parallel.

And	 yet,	 in	 the	 latter	 half	 of	 Jacob's	 life	 in	 the	 story	 of	Genesis,	 the	 violence	 and	 the
rivalries	 among	 his	 sons,	 and	 the	 tragedy	 of	 a	 seeming	 death	 cast	 a	 shadow	 over
everything	 else.	 In	 this	 chapter,	 a	 cluster	 of	 familiar	 details	 from	 the	 story	 of	 Jacob
surface.	There	is	a	character	called	Tamar	who	is	sexually	wronged.

There	is	a	rape	in	the	house	of	Jacob.	There	is	a	vicious	premeditated	act	of	vengeance
by	 brothers	 that	 seems	 to	 wipe	 out	 an	 entire	 royal	 house.	 There	 is	 a	 robe	 of	 many
colours	that	bears	testimony	to	the	evil	committed	against	its	owner	by	a	brother.

There	 is	 a	 comeuppance	 at	 the	 time	 of	 sheep-shearing.	 There	 is	 a	 reference	 to	 an
abominable	act	and	a	disgraceful	 thing	 in	 Israel.	 There	 is	 a	 father	who,	 though	angry,
fails	to	act	on	behalf	of	his	raped	daughter.

The	 reader	 of	 all	 of	 this	 should	 have	 a	 chilling	 sense	 of	 recognition.	 David,	 who	 had
played	out	so	many	of	the	positive	themes	of	Jacob's	life,	is	now	playing	out	some	of	the
most	 negative	 ones.	 David	was	 forgiven	 for	 his	 sin	 in	 chapter	 12,	 but	 if	 you	 sow	 evil



seeds	you	will	reap	a	terrible	harvest.

In	the	lives	of	his	sons,	David's	own	sin	mutates	into	even	uglier	forms	and	destroys	his
household.	Seeing	his	sons,	David	should	be	able	 to	 recognise	himself	 in	 their	actions.
There	is	a	comeuppance	for	him	here	as	well.

The	unnamed	son	of	Bathsheba	dies	in	his	stead.	In	seeming	contrast	to	David's	sin	with
Bathsheba,	 Amnon's	 rape	 of	 Tamar	 is	 an	 act	 of	 violent	 coercion.	 However,	 as	 Peter
Lightheart	observes,	crudely	verse	14	records	that	Amnon	laid	her,	rather	than	the	more
common	idiom,	lay	with	her,	which	makes	it	clear	that	this	was	not	consensual.

A	parallel	with	David	 is	 being	drawn.	 Though	David	did	not	 force	Bathsheba,	Amnon's
use	of	his	 superior	 strength	provides	an	unexplicated	view	of	what	David	actually	did.
Just	like	Amnon,	David	had	used	his	superior	strength	to	take	a	woman.

In	 the	more	 shameless	 actions	 of	 his	 sons,	 Yahweh	was	 bringing	 to	 light	 the	 truth	 of
David's	sin.	In	the	story	of	Amnon,	we	can	see	another	parallel.	Jonadab	acts	as	Joab	did
with	David,	with	the	craftiness	of	a	serpent.

He	makes	David	unwittingly	complicit	in	the	rape	of	Tamar,	much	as	David	himself	had
formed	a	web	of	complicity	around	his	sin.	 Jonadab	 is	a	nephew	of	David,	 just	as	 Joab
was.	 Amnon's	 feigning	 illness	 and	 remaining	 in	 bed,	 David	 himself	 being	 sent	 as	 a
messenger	 to	 Tamar,	 Tamar's	 mourning,	 and	 the	 movement	 between	 houses	 that	 is
constant	in	this	chapter,	all	harken	back	to	David's	own	sin.

David	 himself	 had	 played	 the	 part	 of	 the	 ill	 king	 in	 chapter	 11	 at	 the	 beginning,
neglecting	 his	 duty	 to	 defend	 his	 country	 when	 it	 was	 under	 threat.	 He	 had	 sent
messengers	 to	 get	 Bathsheba	 and	 had	 made	 her	 a	 mourner	 by	 killing	 her	 husband.
David	is	here	being	made	to	feel	some	of	the	anger	and	disgust	that	God	felt	at	his	sin.

We	are	also	seeing	a	further	effect	of	his	sin.	As	father,	he	set	the	pattern	for	his	sons
and	his	 sin	 concerning	Bathsheba	and	his	 killing	 of	Uriah	 are	played	back	 to	 him	 in	 a
recognisable	 form	 in	 the	 actions	 of	 his	 sons.	What	 we	 do	 can	 set	 a	 pattern	 for	 other
people	who	can	go	on	to	do	things	that	are	even	worse.

A	question	to	consider,	the	story	of	David	and	Bathsheba	has	often	been	appealed	to	as
a	precedent	for	restoring	fallen	leaders	after	serious	sin.	How	can	a	more	careful	reading
of	 the	 story	 of	 David	 and	 Bathsheba	 help	 us	 to	 use	 the	 example	 much	 more
circumspectly?	What	does	 it	 teach	us	about	 the	effect	 that	 serious	 sin	 can	have	upon
people's	 ministries,	 lives,	 families,	 households	 and	 wider	 spheres	 of	 influence?
Colossians	 2,	 verses	 8-19	 See	 to	 it	 that	 no	 one	 takes	 you	 captive	 by	 philosophy	 and
empty	 deceit,	 according	 to	 human	 tradition,	 according	 to	 the	 elemental	 spirits	 of	 the
world,	and	not	according	to	Christ.	For	 in	him	the	whole	fullness	of	deity	dwells	bodily,
and	you	have	been	filled	in	him,	who	is	the	head	of	all	rule	and	authority.



In	him	also	you	were	circumcised	with	a	circumcision	made	without	hands,	by	putting	off
the	 body	 of	 the	 flesh,	 by	 the	 circumcision	 of	 Christ,	 having	 been	 buried	 with	 him	 in
baptism,	in	which	you	were	also	raised	with	him	through	faith	in	the	powerful	working	of
God,	who	raised	him	from	the	dead.	And	you	who	were	dead	in	your	trespasses	and	the
uncircumcision	of	your	 flesh,	God	made	alive	 together	with	him,	having	 forgiven	us	all
our	 trespasses,	 by	 cancelling	 the	 record	 of	 debt	 that	 stood	 against	 us	 with	 its	 legal
demands.	This	he	set	aside,	nailing	it	to	the	cross.

He	disarmed	the	rulers	and	authorities,	and	put	them	to	open	shame,	by	triumphing	over
them	in	him.	Therefore	let	no	one	pass	judgment	on	you	in	questions	of	food	and	drink,
or	with	 regard	 to	 a	 festival	 or	 a	 new	moon	 or	 a	 Sabbath.	 These	 are	 a	 shadow	 of	 the
things	to	come,	but	the	substance	belongs	to	Christ.

Let	 no	 one	 disqualify	 you,	 insisting	 on	 asceticism	 and	 worship	 of	 angels,	 going	 on	 in
detail	about	visions,	puffed	up	without	reason	by	his	sensuous	mind,	and	not	holding	fast
to	the	head,	from	whom	the	whole	body,	nourished	and	knit	together	through	its	 joints
and	ligaments,	grows	with	a	growth	that	is	from	God.	In	the	heart	of	Colossians	chapter	2
Paul	 presents	 a	 series	 of	 warnings	 against	 false	 teachings	 and	 unhelpful	 practices.	 In
particular	he	addresses	the	way	that	the	Colossians	and	other	Christians	are	in	danger	of
lapsing	back	into	a	form	of	religion	that	remains	thoroughly	bound	to	this	present	age,	a
bondage	that	can	take	either	a	pagan	or	a	Jewish	form,	and	failing	to	enter	into	all	the
riches	that	are	ours	in	Christ.

In	verse	8	he	gives	a	summary	statement.	There	is	a	danger	of	being	taken	captive.	The
word	translated	takes	you	captive	is	not	unlikely	a	pun	upon	the	word	for	synagogue.

It	suggests	that	one	of	the	great	dangers	here	are	Judaizing	teachers	who	might	want	to
capture	them,	to	imprison	the	Colossians	within	Judaism	and	its	human	traditions,	which
stand	opposed	to	the	word	of	God	and	lay	heavy	burdens	upon	people.	What	Paul	means
by	 the	 elementary	 principles	 of	 the	 world	 is	 a	matter	 of	 some	 debate.	 They	 are	 also
referred	 to	 in	 Galatians	 chapter	 4.	 Some	 have	 argued	 that	 they	 are	 rudimentary
principles,	others	that	they	are	elemental	spirits.

However	 it	 seems	 to	 me	 that	 the	 strongest	 case	 is	 that	 they	 refer	 to	 the	 physical
elements.	The	elementary	principles	are	referring	to	the	physical	cosmos.	Old	covenant
religion	was	religion	ruled	by,	ordered	around	and	focused	upon	physical	elements,	upon
times	 and	 seasons,	 upon	 matters	 of	 diet,	 upon	 various	 physical	 rites	 such	 as
circumcision	and	various	sacrifices.

These	things	are	not	bad	in	themselves	and	properly	used	they	can	still	have	some	place
in	 worship	 and	 broader	 Christian	 practice	 in	 certain	 cases.	 However	 they	 represent	 a
religion	 under	 the	 rule	 of	 the	 natural	 elements	 of	 the	 physical	 world,	 composed	 of
sacrifice,	principles	of	unclean	and	clean,	calendrical	feasts.	In	this	respect	faithful	Jewish
religion	had	much	in	common	with	the	religions	of	pagans.



This	was	religion	in	the	flesh,	religion	under	the	guardianship	of	fleshly	elements.	Israel
had	to	relate	to	God	in	terms	of	physical	sacrifices	of	specific	animals,	a	physical	building
and	 its	 furniture	and	other	 things	 like	 that.	 The	 system	constructed	of	 the	elementary
principles	guarded	and	guided	Israel	in	its	childhood.

However	 in	 the	 new	 covenant	 there	 is	 a	 move	 from	 the	 shadowy	 elements	 to	 the
substance	which	 is	 Christ.	We	don't	 come	under	 the	 rule	 of	 a	 physical	 temple	 but	we
relate	 to	 the	 body	 of	 Christ.	We	 don't	 have	 the	 same	 physical	 sacrifices,	 we	 perform
spiritual	sacrifices	on	the	basis	of	the	once	for	all	sacrifice	of	Christ.

Our	worship	still	 involves	symbolic	mediation	where	physical	elements	can	 function	as
effective	symbols	of	the	spiritual	acts	that	we	are	performing	but	we	no	longer	engage	in
spiritual	 intermediation	 where	 physical	 elements	 stand	 in	 the	 place	 of	 the	 spiritual
realities	so	 that	we	 relate	 to	 the	spiritual	 realities	 less	directly.	Paul's	challenge	 to	 the
Colossians	is	essentially	why	settle	for	empty	philosophy	and	human	tradition	when	you
have	 the	 fullness	of	God	and	his	authority	bodily	present	 in	Christ.	Christ	 is	 the	bodily
substance	of	what	the	elementary	principles	foreshadowed.

Christ	is	over	all	other	powers.	They	should	not	satisfy	themselves	with	lower	principles
when	they	have	Christ	who	is	above	all.	The	fullness	of	deity	dwells	in	him.

Christ	 is	God	dwelling	among	us.	We	have	the	full	reality	of	God	in	him	and	should	not
allow	 anyone	 to	 pawn	 off	 a	 lesser	 substitute	 to	 us.	While	 the	 Judaizers	might	want	 to
perform	a	physical	circumcision	upon	the	Colossians,	Paul	speaks	of	a	circumcision	made
without	hands,	putting	off	the	body	of	the	flesh	by	the	circumcision	of	Christ.

What	might	he	mean	by	this?	Circumcision	in	the	Old	Testament	was	about	the	symbolic
removal	of	the	flesh,	that	flesh	that	called	out	for	judgment.	As	God	comes	near	to	judge,
the	 flesh	 of	 his	 people	 is	 symbolically	 removed	 in	 a	 place	 where	 it	 has	 particular
symbolic	associations.	It's	associated	with	the	generative	principle	of	man.

It's	also	associated	with	the	phallic	drive	of	man,	the	libido	and	the	desire	to	dominate
and	 rule.	 Circumcision	 then	 was	 about	 the	 symbolic	 removal	 of	 the	 flesh,	 protecting
people	from	divine	judgment	and	marking	out	the	seed.	The	full	reality	of	this	however
was	performed	in	Christ's	crucifixion	when	he	dealt	decisively	with	the	body	of	the	flesh.

Christ's	death	was	a	literal	cutting	off	of	the	flesh.	And	we	enter	into	the	fullness	of	this
in	baptism,	which	unites	us	with	Christ's	death	and	his	resurrection.	This	doesn't	mean
that	we	need	baptism	in	order	to	be	saved	on	the	last	day.

That's	not	quite	the	point	that	Paul	is	making.	Rather	there	is	something	about	the	social
body	here	 that	 I	 think	 is	 in	play.	The	social	body	 is	part	of	what	 it	means	 to	be	 in	 the
flesh.

The	 flesh	 is	not	 just	my	physical	body,	 it's	 the	 largest	social	order	 that	 I'm	part	of.	My



body	becomes	part	of	the	social	order	where	it	is	formed	in	a	distinctive	way	of	life	and
oriented	 towards	 reality.	 As	 the	 social	 order	 addresses	my	 body	 and	 subjects	 it	 to	 its
formation,	 I'm	guided	 into	particular	ways	of	perceiving,	 thinking	and	acting	within	 the
world.

This	 incorporation	 into	a	 social	 body	occurs	 through	 the	 social	 body's	 co-option	of	 our
physical	bodies	and	there	is	a	claim	with	obvious	and	immediate	relevance	to	the	rite	of
baptism	here.	Baptism	is	a	rite	performed	upon	bodies.	 It's	a	ritual	connected	with	the
fate	of	the	body,	death	and	resurrection	in	Christ.

The	 social	 body	of	 the	 church	 is	 forged,	 identified	and	 characterised	 in	 large	measure
through	 the	 practice	 of	 baptism.	 It	makes	 and	 it	 represents	 the	 social	 reality	 that	we
become	part	of.	The	meaning	of	baptism	is	not	just	a	meaning	for	me	as	an	individual.

It's	a	meaning	for	us	as	a	group	as	we	live	out	a	new	form	of	life	as	a	new	body,	a	body
that	 is	defined	by	 the	death	and	 resurrection	of	Christ.	Baptism	 forms	people	 in	many
ways	from	the	outside	in.	It	forms	us	by	making	us	part	of	a	society.

It	embeds	us	within	a	social	order	and	a	world,	rather	than	just	treating	us	as	detached
thinking	individuals.	N.T.	Wright	comments	upon	this	dimension	in	his	treatment	of	verse
11.	As	a	result	of	their	baptism	into	Christ,	the	Colossians	now	belong	first	and	foremost
to	 the	 family	of	God,	and	not	 therefore	 to	 the	human	 families	and	 their	 local	 rulers	 to
which	they	formerly	belonged.

Body	 can	 in	 fact	 easily	 carry	 the	 connotation	 of	 a	 group	 of	 people,	 needing	 further
redefinition	 to	 make	 it	 clear	 which	 group	 is	 envisaged,	 as	 in	 body	 of	 Christ.	 In	 that
context,	 flesh	 can	 easily	 provide	 the	 further	 requisite	 definition,	 since	 it	 can	 carry	 not
only	 the	 meanings	 of	 sinful	 human	 nature,	 but	 also	 simultaneously	 the	 meanings	 of
family	solidarity.	The	phrase	can	thus	easily	mean,	in	the	stripping	off	of	the	old	human
solidarities,	the	convert	in	stripping	off	his	clothes	for	baptism,	the	baptismal	reference
in	the	next	verse	has	coloured	the	language,	leaves	behind,	as	every	adult	candidate	for
baptism	 in	 say	 a	 Muslim	 or	 Hindu	 society	 knows,	 the	 solidarities	 of	 the	 old	 life,	 the
network	 of	 family	 and	 society	 to	 which,	 until	 then,	 he	 or	 she	 has	 given	 his	 primary
allegiance.

Baptism	then	is	an	event	of	unplugging,	we	are	taken	out	from	the	old	solidarities	of	the
flesh	to	which	we	belonged,	we're	united	with	Christ,	in	his	death	in	which	his	body	was
cut	 off	 from	 the	 old	 solidarities.	 People	 often	 resist	 a	 strong	 account	 of	 baptism,
believing	 that	 it	 gives	 the	 impression	 that	 we	 need	 baptism	 in	 order	 to	 be	 saved,
thinking	by	that	that	salvation	means	being	saved	on	the	last	day.	However,	salvation	is
a	broader	term	than	that,	and	if	we	are	to	enter	into	the	fullness	of	life	in	fellowship	with
God	and	his	people	here	and	now,	baptism	is	most	definitely	a	part	of	that.

Baptism	is	the	means	by	which	we	leave	old	solidarities	behind	and	are	joined	to	a	new



one,	in	which	we	should	live	in	newness	of	life.	It	is	also	a	means	by	which	we	have	an
anticipatory	seal	of	our	being	raised	on	the	last	day,	so	that	we	might	persevere	in	the
faith	with	greater	confidence.	A	king	who	has	acceded	to	the	throne	but	never	received	a
coronation	 is	 a	 king	 nonetheless,	 yet	 he	 fails	 to	 enter	 into	 the	 fullness	 of	 what	 that
means.

Likewise	with	baptism.	Baptism	may	not	be	absolutely	necessary	to	be	saved	on	the	last
day,	but	it	is	the	means	by	which	we	enter	into	fellowship	with	God	and	his	people	here
and	 now,	 and	 by	 which	 we	 most	 appropriately	 anticipate	 and	 are	 assured	 of	 the	 full
salvation	 that	 is	 yet	 to	 come.	 Gentile	 Christians	 were	 formerly	 dead	 in	 their	 sins	 and
outside	of	 the	covenant	people	of	God,	yet	God	made	them	alive	 together	with	Christ,
forgiving	them	all	of	the	sins	that	separated	them	from	him.

He	 achieved	 this	 through	 the	 cross.	 We	 should	 consider	 the	 parallel	 passage	 in
Ephesians	 chapter	 2	 verses	 11	 to	 16	 here.	 Therefore	 remember	 that	 at	 one	 time	 you
Gentiles	in	the	flesh,	called	the	uncircumcision	by	what	is	called	the	circumcision,	which
is	made	in	the	flesh	by	hands.

Remember	 that	 you	 were	 at	 that	 time	 separated	 from	 Christ,	 alienated	 from	 the
commonwealth	of	Israel	and	strangers	to	the	covenants	of	promise,	having	no	hope	and
without	God	in	the	world.	But	now	in	Christ	Jesus	you	who	once	were	far	off	have	been
brought	near	by	the	blood	of	Christ,	for	he	himself	is	our	peace,	who	has	made	us	both
one	and	has	broken	down	in	his	flesh	the	dividing	wall	of	hostility	by	abolishing	the	law
of	 commandments	 expressed	 in	 ordinances,	 that	 he	might	 create	 in	 himself	 one	 new
man	 in	place	of	 the	 two,	so	making	peace,	and	might	 reconcile	us	both	 to	God	 in	one
body	 through	 the	 cross,	 thereby	 killing	 the	 hostility.	 Here,	 as	 in	 Ephesians	 chapter	 2,
there	is	a	reference	to	the	law.

Here	it	 is	the	record	of	debt	that	stood	against	us	with	its	legal	demands.	In	Ephesians
chapter	 2	 it	 is	 the	 law	 of	 commandments	 expressed	 in	 ordinances.	 The	 law	 was	 an
obstacle	in	two	distinct	ways.

As	Wright	notes,	it	shut	up	the	Jews	and	shut	out	the	Gentiles.	The	impasse	represented
by	the	law	is	decisively	dealt	with	as	Jesus	takes	its	burden	upon	himself	in	his	cross.	Not
only	 does	 he	 deal	 with	 the	 law,	 he	 also	 deals	 with	 the	 principalities	 and	 powers,	 the
angelic	authorities	that	reigned	over	the	old	world	order.

Christ	may	have	been	stripped	naked	on	the	cross,	his	enemies	triumphing	over	him,	but
yet,	Paul	teaches,	this	is	what	Christ	was	doing	to	his	enemies	at	the	point	of	the	cross.	If
only	they	knew!	Christ	was	really	stripping	the	ruler	of	this	present	age	and	his	powers	of
their	might,	undermining	 the	hold	 that	 they	have.	Once	 this	has	all	 been	appreciated,
the	idea	of	going	back	to	the	old	practices	of	the	old	age	is	unthinkable.

The	substance	 that	 the	elementary	principles	of	 the	old	covenant	pointed	 towards	has



arrived	in	Christ.	There	will	be	various	people	trying	to	capture	the	Colossians,	trying	to
bring	 them	back	 to	 the	observances	of	 the	old	age.	However,	 they	must	courageously
stand	against	the	temptation	to	retreat,	whether	to	the	old	fleshly	observances	or	to	a
subservient	preoccupation	with	the	angelic	rulers	of	the	old	creation,	rather	than	Christ
himself.

Clinging	to	the	old	practices	and	angelic	rulers	is	not	faithfulness,	rather	by	rejecting	the
substance	for	the	shadow	and	the	rightful	king	for	the	temporary	stewards,	they	would
make	themselves	rebels.	Christ	is	the	substance	of	the	shadows.	Christ	is	the	ruler	over
all	other	rulers.

Christ	is	also	the	source	of	all	growth,	the	one	in	whom	we	must	ground	ourselves	and
from	whom	we	must	grow.	The	whole	body,	the	whole	church,	finds	its	source	and	its	life
and	its	sustenance	in	him.	Our	growth	is	found	not	in	submitting	to	human	traditions	and
these	practices	of	the	old	age,	but	by	looking	to	Christ	and	drawing	upon	God's	strength
that	is	active	in	him.

A	question	to	consider,	what	might	have	been	some	of	the	motives	of	those	who	wanted
to	retain	or	retreat	to	the	practices	of	the	old	age?


