She Doesn’t Belong Here! #4

“Bathsheba: The Fallen One”

1 Samuel 11

Over the past few weeks we have examined the family tree of Jesus as found in the opening verses of Matthew’s gospel. Certainly one reason for this genealogy was to prove Jesus’ connection to King David, from whose lineage the Messiah would come. Yet in this listing Matthew names five women (counting Mary, the mother of Jesus). And one of these women has a direct connection with King David.

When we think of David, his name is usually paired with one of two others—Goliath or Bathsheba. Interestingly, in a broad sense, those two names sum up David’s life. Goliath, the nine-foot-six-inch giant he courageously killed in the Valley of Elah, represents his greatest victory. His involvement with Bathsheba represents his greatest defeat.
 Bathsheba, the fallen one, is introduced in 2 Samuel 11:2-3,

One evening David got up from his bed and walked around on the roof of the palace. From the roof he saw a woman bathing. The woman was very beautiful, and David sent someone to find out about her. The man said, “Isn’t this Bathsheba, the daughter of Eliam and the wife of Uriah the Hittite?”
Both Bathsheba’s father and her husband are mentioned, which is unusual. Uriah was an army officer, and so perhaps was Eliam. David thus commits adultery with the wife of one of his officers and probably the daughter of another.
 We also know that Bathsheba was the granddaughter of Ahithophel, one of David’s best friends and certainly his most able and persuasive counselor. Later, Ahithophel defected to Absalom, David’s son who tried to wrest the throne from his father, no doubt still angry over what transpired between the king and his granddaughter.

Aside from this basic information, we know little of Bathsheba’s early life. We do know, however, that she was “very beautiful.” The Bible never pads the record. When it says a woman is beautiful, she’s fabulous. When it says she’s very beautiful, she’s a knock-out, physically attractive beyond description. Rarely will the Scriptures include the word “very,” and when it does, rest assured, it is not an exaggeration.
 The Hebrew text has two words that are typically used to describe personal appearance. One, yapeh, is rather mild and means, “good looking.” The other, tob, when applied to women’s looks, conveys sensual appeal. This woman is so beautiful that she arouses the desire of men who see her. Bathsheba was “very beautiful” in this second sense.
 

Verses 4-5 state, “Then David sent messengers to get her. She came to him, and he slept with her. (She had purified herself from her uncleanness.) Then she went back home. The woman conceived and sent word to David, saying, ‘I am pregnant.’”

The rest of the story is familiar. David, trying to cover up the affair, brings Uriah home from battle in hopes that he will sleep with his wife and remove suspicion about the baby. But it doesn’t work. Three times in verses 9-11, the point is made that Uriah did not go home, for, despite what the king had said, Uriah knew where his duty lay. David had hoped that Uriah would prove to be like himself; instead he proved to be a man of integrity, whose first loyalty was to the king’s interests rather than to his own pleasure.

When that doesn’t work, David has Uriah killed in battle. Then he takes widowed Bathsheba as his own wife. The whole thing gets swept under the rug until the prophet Nathan confronts the king and exposes his guilt. David admits his wrong and pleads for God’s forgiveness, as seen in Psalms 32 and 51. Yet, as a consequence of the sin, the child conceived in their adultery dies.

Bathsheba’s Villainization   

Who’s to blame? Certainly the Bible holds David responsible for his actions, but what about Bathsheba? Some scholars do not excuse her role in the affair in what I am calling Bathesheba’s villainization. One writes, 

When we read this terrible story we instinctively think of the offence as David’s sin, but this attractive woman cannot be entirely excused. Bathsheba was careless and foolish, lacking in the usual Hebrew modesty, or she certainly would not have washed in a place where she knew she could be overlooked. From her roof-top she would often have looked out to the royal palace and must have known that she could be seen…. If she had thought seriously about her action she would not have put temptation in his path.

Another writes,

Who initiated this historic series of sinful events? It appears from the narrative that it was David looking down from his palace roof on the tangle of houses and courtyards below. But what was Bathsheba doing to be thus visible as she bathed? If she was in full view below, so was David above. From a later appearance in the story, a generation later, it is evident that Bathsheba was a resourceful and clever woman. Nor was David’s weakness for women unknown. This is a fault of character which cannot long be hidden. Did the young wife construct the situation? There is more than a suspicion that she spread the net into which David so promptly fell.

The Scriptural text, however, does not portray Bathsheba as trying to catch the attention of the king. In fact, verse four suggests that she had just purified herself after her period: This indicates that at this juncture Bathsheba is not pregnant, and that the child had to be David’s.

Still another author is even less charitable about Bathsheba, writing about her later son, Solomon: 

There is no evidence in Solomon’s life of any early religious training. Neither is there any evidence that Bathsheba was a godly woman. In the picture we have of her in the first chapter of I Kings, she seems to be pretty much of a schemer and a plotter. She arranged to have the kingship handed down to her son Solomon, rather than to the oldest son in the line of succession, Adonijah.

Even one who is not overly critical of Bathsheba imagines,

She was lonely. Uriah had been away such a long time. She was bored. There was nothing to do. She was also depressed…. [David] sent a message to Bathsheba, knowing full well whose she was, and called her to him. She accepted…she came…willingly. The problem was that the whole affair looked so exciting. How flattering to have the king’s attention. What a catch! Excitedly she dressed herself, pretending all was under control. Arguing with her conscience, she reasoned thus, “Well, what’s wrong with it anyway?” It had been a long time since she had enjoyed male company. They would have an interesting and stimulating evening together. Why, they could talk about the war.

Perhaps this was true for Bathsheba. But we cannot know exactly what she was thinking or feeling or willing to do.

Bathsheba’s Victimization

A more accurate view is to see this as Bathsheba’s victimization. Instead of casting Bathsheba as a seductress, blaming her for David’s sin, the biblical text describes her differently. Several details in the biblical account that tell how David saw and took Bathsheba make it clear that Bathsheba was an innocent victim.

· “It happened in the spring of the year, at the time when kings go out to battle” (2 Sam. 11:1). David should have been leading his troops, but instead he stayed in Jerusalem.

· “David arose from his bed” (v. 2). Bathsheba was bathing at night, when she might have expected others were sleeping.

· “And from the roof he saw a woman bathing” (v. 2). Bathsheba was bathing in the courtyard of her own house, where she could expect privacy.

· “He saw a woman bathing, and the woman was very beautiful to behold” (v. 2). David could have turned away and respected Bathsheba’s privacy. But he reacted in a different way indeed!

· “So David sent and inquired about the woman” (v. 3). David took the initiative to find out about the woman he had seen. What David learned was that her name was Bathsheba, and she was married to Uriah the Hittite.

· “Then David sent messengers, and took her” (v. 4). Bathsheba was a woman alone, with her husband away at war. David was the king. When David’s men came to fetch her, she was unable to refuse.

· “She came to him, and he lay with her” (v. 4). Again David is cast as the actor, Bathsheba as the one acted upon. In saying “he lay with her” the author makes it clear that the initiative came from David. 

The text of Scripture makes it clear that we must view Bathsheba as a victim of David’s lust, not the seductress which she is sometimes portrayed to be. One resource goes so far to say, “What took place was in essence rape.” The Scripture’s portrait is clearly more in keeping with the reality of the power of ancient kings and the relative powerlessness of women of the royal court.
 In all probability, Bathsheba felt she had no choice but to submit to the great king.

Bathsheba’s first experience with David was a brutal and demeaning one: she was seen, desired, and taken—she was violated and treated as an object, not as a person of worth and value. David’s initial plan to bring Uriah home so the child he fathered on Bathsheba could be passed off as her husband’s showed how little David regarded Bathsheba as a person. Only fear of exposure led David to think of marrying the object of his lust.

David’s handling of this situation can be described as manipulation. He used his power as king to sexually exploit Bathsheba; then manipulated Uriah in ways that will serve his purposes, because Bathsheba is pregnant with David’s child. Then, when the attempted manipulation failed to achieve David’s desired end, he resorts to the overt and abusive use of his political power for his own gain.
 The biblical account focuses on David’s sin, not on the guilt of Bathsheba.

Now, let’s be absolutely realistic here. We would be foolish to think that there was no pleasure in this encounter between David and Bathsheba. This act carried with it an enormous amount of sensual excitement. Stolen waters are sweet. I think both of them probably took great pleasure in this private moment. He was romantic and handsome… she was lonely, beautiful, and flattered…both thoroughly enjoyed it. Nothing indicates otherwise. It appears to be a one-time-only adulterous affair, a mutual situation that brought mutual satisfaction.
 We need not whitewash the situation, but I think that the villainization of Bathsheba is unfair; she was certainly the victim in this episode.
Bathsheba’s Vindication

If we were writing the third act of David’s life, I’m sure we would write it much differently than it actually turned out. Perhaps the biggest difference in the two versions would involve the role of Bathsheba. In our version she would probably be barren the rest of her life as punishment for betraying her first husband and participating in the cover-up of his murder. Or perhaps grief over the loss of her child would drive her to suicide or a life of seclusion. Poetic justice, perhaps. But nothing like that actually happened. What actually happened was Bathsheba’s vindication.

In time, David and Bathsheba had a second child. A son named him Solomon. He followed his father as Israel’s third king. The fact that this was God’s choice and not David’s only was later clearly confirmed by David: “Of all my sons—and the Lord has given me many—he has chosen my son Solomon to sit on the throne of the kingdom of the Lord over Israel.” (1 Chron. 28:5).
 As king, Solomon led the nation into what is considered to be the golden age of Israel. He fulfilled his father’s dream and built a temple. He was the wealthiest and the wisest man who ever lived. And to top it all off, he is the author of three books of the Bible. Isn’t that crazy? Apart from David’s sin with Bathsheba, Solomon would have never been born. One could argue that Solomon shouldn’t have been born. But not only was he born; he was the son God chose to carry on the legacy promised to his father, David. That’s grace: undeserved, unmerited, unexpected, unexplainable, unbelievable grace.

Whatever else we can say about Bathsheba, we have to admire her strength and the grace she showed in building a lasting relationship with David. In essence, he was a godly man whose sin with Bathsheba reminds us that we are all vulnerable to temptation. Bathsheba was able not only to forgive David, but also to discern his positive qualities. Unlike Michal, who became bitter and was unable to sense God’s grace because of the mistreatment she had suffered at the hands of her father and David, Bathsheba did sense God’s grace despite her violation. She went on to win David’s love and her son’s gratitude.

And so Bathsheba made her way into the genealogy of Jesus in Matthew one. Well, her name doesn’t…Matthew refers to her as one “had been Uriah’s wife.” Why does he not name Bathsheba? We do not know for sure, but it may be have been that Matthew meant to focus attention on Uriah and his faith in contrast to that of David, Israel’s king.

At any rate, the listing of Jesus’ family tree in Matthew one is what John MacArthur calls, “a chronicle of God’s grace.” The genealogies are included in Scripture for that very reason. Not only do they trace the royal line of Israel, but they also outline God’s dealings with His people. They reveal how God’s sovereign hand has ordered human events to fulfill His own purposes despite tremendous obstacles. Mankind’s worst sin, rebellion, and treachery have utterly failed to thwart the grace of God. The people in the Messianic genealogy are not on display; God’s grace is.

This scandalous episode in David and Bathsheba’s life revealed the expanse of God’s grace in such dramatic fashion that Matthew, a man who was no stranger to sin himself, could not resist referencing this dark chapter as he compiled his genealogy of Jesus. In a list made up almost entirely of male ancestry, he reminds his audience of David’s blunder: “Obed the father of Jesse, and Jesse the father of King David. David was the father of Solomon, whose mother had been Uriah’s wife.” One has to wonder why Matthew would pause to mention the one event in David’s career that everybody wanted to forget. I believe he saw it as a pertinent detail to the story he was about to tell. Matthew, who had been eye to eye with grace personified, knew the grace that Jesus offered went far beyond the grace that religious leaders of his day offered. He saw in Jesus the grace David and Bathsheba both experienced. Grace that could absorb the full measure of sin. Grace that could absorb the sin of the world.

So regardless of what you’ve done, regardless of how far you’ve strayed, regardless of how long it’s been since you addressed God directly, regardless of what you’ve been told, regardless of how you feel, grace awaits you. Grace that is far greater than all your sin!
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