
The Books of 1 and 2 Samuel, Teacher’s Guide

Lesson 23: Absalom’s Rebellion and Death

2 Samuel 14:1–18:33

Teaching Aim (Teacher Orientation)

The aim of this lesson is to walk the class through the long, sorrowful account of Absalom’s 
rebellion with honesty and tenderness, drawing out three intertwined themes. First, the harvest 
of earlier sin: Nathan had said the sword would not depart from David’s house, and here it falls, 
reminding us soberly that our choices ripple into the lives of those we love. Second, the 
suffering of a divided house and a hunted king, which lets us sit with David in his grief and learn 
how faith holds on when everything is shaking. Third, and most wonderfully, the providence of 
God, who overrules even rebellion and the counsel of the wicked to accomplish His purposes.

Throughout, keep the tone pastoral. Many in the class carry private grief over wayward children, 
broken families, or relationships that ended in bitterness. This story will touch those wounds. Do 
not rush past the pain to the lesson; let David’s tears be real, and let students feel that Scripture 
does not flinch from family heartbreak. At the same time, anchor every wound in hope, the 
hope of a God who is never absent and who specializes in redeeming what looks irretrievably 
broken.

Bring the lesson home at the cross. David’s cry, “would God I had died for thee,” is a father 
longing to take his son’s place but unable to do so. It is a window, however dim, into the heart 
of God the Father, who did the very thing David only wished he could: He gave His Son to die for 
rebels like us. Let the class leave not merely instructed about consequences, but undone by a 
love that ran toward us while we were still in rebellion, and stirred to pursue reconciliation in 
their own homes and hearts.

Question 1

Student Question:

How do the events of Absalom’s rebellion reveal the principle that we reap what we sow, even 
years after the seeds are planted (Galatians 6:7)?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

These chapters are the slow-motion fulfillment of Nathan’s words: “the sword shall never depart 
from thine house.” The murder of Amnon, the years of estrangement, Absalom’s simmering 
ambition, the civil war, the deaths, all of it grows from soil David himself disturbed. We are 
watching the principle of sowing and reaping play out across a generation. It is one thing to read 
Galatians 6:7 as a maxim; it is another to watch it unfold in a family’s ruin.



We should be careful and clear here. David was fully forgiven; God had put away his sin. These 
consequences are not God refusing to forgive. They are the natural fruit of sin in a fallen world, 
the way a stone thrown into a pond sends ripples long after the hand that threw it is still. A 
father who modeled the taking of a woman and the discarding of an inconvenient man should 
not be surprised to find sons who grasp and discard. Sin teaches, even when we wish it would 
not.

This is not fatalism. God is not a machine grinding out punishments. He is a Father who lets us 
feel the weight of our choices precisely because He loves us and because He has made a moral 
universe where actions matter. The very ache of consequence is meant to keep us tender, to 
make sin hateful to us, to drive us back again and again to His mercy.

For us, the warning is plain and the comfort is real. What we sow matters, not only for ourselves 
but for those who watch us and follow us. Yet even in the harvest, grace is at work. The same 
God who lets the ripples spread is the God who walks with David through every chapter of the 
consequence, and who can still bring good out of the wreckage we have made.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The principle that we reap what we sow operates over time and across generations 
(Galatians 6:7–8).

 Consequences of forgiven sin are not evidence of withheld forgiveness but the fruit of a 
moral universe.

 Our example teaches those who follow us, for good or for ill (1 Corinthians 11:1; Luke 6:40).
 God’s allowing of consequences is not fatalism but the loving design of a moral order.
 Even in the harvest of sin, God’s grace continues to work toward redemption.

Discussion Prompts

 How does watching the principle of sowing and reaping play out in David’s family make it 
more than an abstract idea?

 How can we hold together the truth of full forgiveness and the reality of ongoing 
consequences?

 What are we, by our example, teaching those who are watching and following us?

Question 2

Student Question:

Where in your own life have you seen, or do you fear, a harvest growing from seeds you wish you 
had never planted?

Commentary and Teaching Notes



Picture the scene as David leaves Jerusalem. The king walks barefoot up the Mount of Olives, 
weeping, his head covered, the whole city weeping with him. It is a humiliating reversal for the 
man who once danced into this city before the ark. And yet in his lowest hour, David shows us 
something magnificent about faith under pressure.

When Zadok brings the ark to follow him, David sends it back: “If I shall find favour in the eyes of 
the Lord, he will bring me again, and shew me both it, and his habitation: but if he thus say, I 
have no delight in thee; behold, here am I, let him do to me as seemeth good unto him.” David 
refuses to use the ark as a good-luck charm to manipulate God. He surrenders the outcome 
entirely to God’s will. Whether he is restored or undone, he wants what God wants.

This is the heart of trust under fire. Notice it is not passive; David still acts wisely, sending Hushai 
back to counter Ahithophel, organizing his flight. But underneath all his action is a deep release 
of control, a willingness to say, “Here am I, let him do to me as seemeth good.” Psalm 3, written 
in this very flight, breathes the same air: “I laid me down and slept; I awaked; for the Lord 
sustained me.”

Most of us find our faith tested precisely when life spins out of our control. The diagnosis 
comes, the job ends, the relationship fractures, and we discover how much of our peace was 
resting on circumstances we could not actually command. David teaches us to keep acting 
wisely while releasing the result to God, to pray and plan and then to rest, trusting that the 
same Lord who sustained him through the night will sustain us.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Faith surrenders the outcome to God rather than trying to manipulate Him (15:25–26).
 Trust under pressure is active and wise, not passive resignation (15:32–37).
 Refusing to use sacred things as good-luck charms guards true reverence for God.
 Psalm 3 shows how David turned his crisis into prayer and rest (Psalm 3:5).
 Genuine submission says, “Let him do to me as seemeth good,” and means it.

Discussion Prompts

 What does it look like to act wisely while truly releasing the outcome to God?
 Where are you tempted to treat God or sacred things as tools to control your 

circumstances?
 How can we, like David, turn a season of loss into prayer and rest rather than panic?

Question 3

Student Question:

What does David’s flight from Jerusalem, especially his words about the ark in 15:25–26, reveal 
about how a believer can submit to God in the midst of loss and uncertainty?



Commentary and Teaching Notes

Tucked into the drama is one of the clearest windows in Samuel onto God’s providence. 
Ahithophel was David’s most brilliant counselor, so respected that his advice was treated like an 
oracle of God. When he defects to Absalom, his counsel is deadly accurate: strike David now, 
tonight, while he is weary and weak. Humanly speaking, it would have worked. But David had 
sent Hushai to the city, and Hushai offers a competing plan, more flattering to Absalom’s vanity 
and far more foolish.

Then comes the narrator’s key sentence: “For the Lord had appointed to defeat the good 
counsel of Ahithophel, to the intent that the Lord might bring evil upon Absalom.” The whole 
hinge of the war turns not merely on Hushai’s cleverness but on God’s secret governance of the 
outcome. The Lord was at work behind the visible decisions of the players, steering history 
toward His purpose, even using the rebellion itself as the instrument of His judgment.

This is providence, not fatalism. The men involved made real choices for which they were 
responsible. Ahithophel chose betrayal, Hushai chose loyalty, Absalom chose pride. Yet over and 
through all those genuine human choices, God was quietly accomplishing His will. He does not 
normally suspend our freedom or override our responsibility; He weaves them into a tapestry 
whose pattern we usually cannot see until later, if at all.

For us, this is enormous comfort. The world often looks like raw chaos, the wicked scheming and 
the righteous fleeing. But behind the visible board, God is moving the pieces toward His good 
ends. We are not at the mercy of the cleverest schemer or the strongest army. The Lord who 
defeated the good counsel of Ahithophel still governs the affairs of nations and the details of 
our lives, and He has never once lost control.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s providence governs the outcome of events even through human rebellion (17:14).
 Divine sovereignty works through, not against, genuine human choices and responsibility.
 Providence is not fatalism; the actors remain accountable for their decisions.
 God can use even the schemes of the wicked as instruments of His judgment (Genesis 

50:20).
 Behind visible chaos, God is steering history toward His good purposes (Romans 8:28).

Discussion Prompts

 How does the defeat of Ahithophel’s counsel reveal God working behind ordinary human 
decisions?

 How do we hold together God’s sovereignty and our real responsibility without collapsing 
either?

 What comfort can we draw, in chaotic times, from the truth that God still governs the 
outcome?



Question 4

Student Question:

When your world has felt like it was coming apart, how have you responded, and what would 
deeper trust in God’s sovereignty have looked like?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Reflect on how often God works in ways we cannot see until afterward. At the time, David’s 
flight looked like pure disaster. Loyal Hushai walking back into a hostile city looked like a long 
shot. Nothing about the situation announced that God was in control. Only later, when 
Ahithophel’s deadly plan was set aside for Hushai’s foolish one, could anyone see the hand that 
had been moving all along.

That is usually how providence feels from the inside. We rarely get to watch God work in real 
time; we mostly recognize His fingerprints in the rearview mirror. The job we did not get, the 
door that closed, the delay that frustrated us, so often we discover later that God was protecting 
or positioning us through the very thing that felt like a setback. Faith is trusting the Hand we 
cannot yet see.

This calls for a particular kind of patience. When we are in the middle of the wood of Ephraim, 
with the battle raging and the outcome unknown, we are tempted to conclude that God has lost 
the thread. The story of Hushai and Ahithophel urges us to wait, to keep doing the next faithful 
thing, and to trust that the Lord is appointing outcomes we cannot yet perceive.

And it calls for gratitude in hindsight. Part of growing in faith is learning to look back over our 
lives and name the quiet providences, the near misses, the unexpected rescues, the closed 
doors that turned out to be mercies. Rehearsing God’s past faithfulness is fuel for present trust. 
The God who was secretly at work in David’s crisis has been secretly at work in ours.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 God’s providential work is often visible only in hindsight (Romans 8:28).
 Apparent setbacks can be the very means of God’s protection and positioning.
 Faith means trusting the Hand of God we cannot yet see at work.
 Patience keeps doing the next faithful thing while the outcome is still hidden.
 Remembering God’s past providences fuels present trust (Psalm 77:11).

Discussion Prompts

 Where have you only later recognized God’s hand in something that felt like a setback?
 How can rehearsing God’s past faithfulness strengthen your trust in a present uncertainty?
 What would it look like to keep doing the next faithful thing while an outcome is still 

hidden?



Question 5

Student Question:

How does God’s overruling of Ahithophel’s counsel (17:14) display His providence working even 
through human rebellion and judgment?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Back in chapter 14, Joab engineers Absalom’s return from exile, and David allows it, but with a 
crippling condition: “let him not see my face.” For two years Absalom lives in Jerusalem without 
ever being received by his father. Eventually David grants a formal audience, a kiss, an outward 
sign of reconciliation. But it is hollow. There is no real dealing with the murder of Amnon, no 
honest reckoning, no restoration of the heart. It is a truce, not a reconciliation, and a truce over 
a buried wound does not hold.

This half-hearted patch-up is one of the quiet tragedies of the story. We do not know all that 
was in David’s heart, whether guilt over his own sins paralyzed him, whether he simply could 
not face the hard conversation. But the result is a son who feels tolerated rather than loved, 
kept at arm’s length, his offense neither punished nor forgiven, just ignored. Into that vacuum of 
unresolved bitterness, rebellion grows.

There is a sobering principle here. Broken relationships do not heal by the mere passage of time 
or by polite, surface-level gestures. A formal kiss that leaves the real wound untouched can 
actually deepen the alienation. True reconciliation requires honesty about the wrong, a genuine 
grappling with it, and the hard work of rebuilding trust. Anything less is a lid on a pot still boiling 
underneath.

Many families live in exactly this in-between place: not openly at war, but never truly at peace, 
holding things together with civility while the real issues fester unspoken. The story warns us 
that such truces are unstable and costly. Where God gives opportunity, the harder, holier path is 
to deal honestly with what is broken, to seek genuine forgiveness and restoration, rather than to 
settle for a peace that is only skin-deep.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Surface-level reconciliation that ignores the real wound is unstable and dangerous (14:24, 
28).

 Broken relationships are not healed by the mere passage of time.
 True reconciliation requires honest reckoning with the wrong, not avoidance.
 Unresolved bitterness creates a vacuum in which deeper alienation can grow (Hebrews 

12:15).
 A truce that buries the issue often deepens estrangement rather than healing it.

Discussion Prompts



 What is the difference between a truce and a true reconciliation?
 Why are we so often tempted to settle for surface peace rather than do the harder work of 

restoration?
 Where might a buried, unaddressed wound be quietly shaping a relationship in your life?

Question 6

Student Question:

When have you seen God quietly working His purposes through circumstances that seemed 
entirely out of your control?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Most of us have at least one relationship that lives in that uneasy in-between, not openly 
hostile, but not genuinely at peace either. We are civil at the holidays. We exchange the right 
words. But underneath there is an old wound that no one has ever honestly addressed, a hurt 
we have agreed, by silent treaty, never to mention. We call it peace, but it is really just a 
managed distance.

This passage gently presses on that. David and Absalom had the form of reconciliation without 
the substance, and the form could not hold. The same is true for us. A relationship preserved by 
avoidance is always at risk, because the unhealed wound is still there, still tender, still capable of 
erupting. The peace that lasts is not the peace of suppression but the peace of honest dealing.

Pursuing real reconciliation is costly and frightening. It means risking the conversation we have 
been avoiding, naming the hurt, owning our part, and extending or asking for forgiveness. It may 
not be received; Scripture says, as much as lieth in you, live peaceably with all men, recognizing 
that the other person has a will of their own. But our calling is to pursue genuine peace as far as 
it depends on us, not to hide behind a comfortable truce.

And there is gospel motivation here. We were once at enmity with God, kept at a distance by 
our sin, and He did not settle for a truce. He pursued full reconciliation at the cost of His Son. As 
people who have been reconciled like that, we are called to be ministers of reconciliation 
ourselves, refusing to let buried wounds masquerade as peace in the relationships He has given 
us.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 Many relationships survive on managed distance rather than genuine peace.
 A relationship preserved by avoidance remains at risk because the wound is unhealed.
 Pursuing real reconciliation is costly, requiring honesty, ownership, and forgiveness 

(Matthew 5:23–24).
 We are to seek peace as far as it depends on us, while respecting the other’s will (Romans 

12:18).



 Having been reconciled to God at great cost, we are called to be ministers of reconciliation 
(2 Corinthians 5:18).

Discussion Prompts

 Is there a relationship where you have settled for managed distance and called it peace?
 What honest conversation have you been avoiding, and what is that avoidance costing you?
 How does God’s pursuit of full reconciliation with us shape how we pursue it with others?

Question 7

Student Question:

What does the half-hearted, never-completed reconciliation between David and Absalom in 
chapter 14 teach us about the danger of dealing with broken relationships shallowly?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

As the army goes out to battle, David gives a public, tender command to his three commanders: 
“Deal gently for my sake with the young man, even with Absalom.” This is the heart of a father, 
not a king. By every measure of statecraft, Absalom should die; he is a usurper leading an armed 
rebellion. But David does not see a usurper. He sees his boy. The love of a father overrides the 
calculations of a king.

In the wood of Ephraim the battle goes against Absalom’s forces, and Absalom himself, fleeing 
on a mule, is caught by his head in the branches of a great oak and left hanging. Joab, hard-
edged and pragmatic, ignores David’s command entirely and kills him. Joab is thinking like a 
soldier and a statesman: a dead Absalom means a settled kingdom. David’s tender command 
and Joab’s cold steel represent two utterly different ways of seeing the same young man.

We should feel the collision here. There is a kind of worldly wisdom that says Joab was right, 
that mercy toward Absalom was sentimental and dangerous. And there is a Father-love that 
simply cannot stop longing for the wayward child, no matter what that child has done. The story 
does not tidy this up; it lets us feel both the political logic and the breaking heart, and it clearly 
invites our sympathy toward the grieving father.

This sets the stage for the cry that follows. David wanted his son spared even at cost to his own 
throne. He would gladly have absorbed the danger to keep the boy alive. That longing, a father 
aching to save a son who is bent on destruction, is exactly the longing that points us, however 
faintly, toward the heart of God toward us.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 David’s command, “deal gently with the young man,” reveals a father’s love over a king’s 
calculation (18:5).

 Worldly wisdom (Joab) and Father-love see the same wayward person very differently.



 Scripture invites our sympathy toward the grieving father rather than the pragmatic 
commander.

 Love longs to spare the wayward even at cost to itself.
 A father aching to save a destructive son foreshadows God’s heart toward sinners (Ezekiel 

33:11).

Discussion Prompts

 Why does David see a beloved son where Joab sees only a usurper?
 When have you felt the collision between pragmatic wisdom and the longing of love?
 How does a parent’s aching love for a wayward child help us glimpse God’s love for us?

Question 8

Student Question:

Is there a relationship in which you have settled for an uneasy truce rather than true peace, and 
what is that costing you?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

It is worth pausing to ask how we respond when someone has wronged us deeply, the way 
Absalom wronged David. The natural human reaction is to want them to get what they deserve, 
to feel a grim satisfaction when judgment falls. Joab’s response was the natural one: a threat 
eliminated, a problem solved. But David’s response shows a different spirit entirely, a heart that 
grieves over a lost soul even when that soul was his enemy.

This searches us. Is there someone whose downfall we would secretly enjoy? Someone we have 
written off, whose ruin would feel like vindication? The gospel calls us to a harder and higher 
love, to grieve over the lost rather than gloat, to long for the wayward to be saved rather than 
destroyed. God Himself takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but would rather that they 
turn and live.

It is one of the truest tests of a transformed heart: how we feel about the destruction of 
someone who has hurt us. The flesh wants the satisfaction of seeing them fall. The Spirit 
produces in us something closer to David’s tears, a real grief that a person made in God’s image 
is being lost, even a person who tried to destroy us.

None of this means we excuse evil or deny justice; Absalom’s rebellion was real and its end was 
just. But it means we hold even the deserved judgment of an enemy with a heavy heart rather 
than a triumphant one. Becoming like Christ includes learning to weep over the very people the 
world expects us to celebrate seeing fall.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues



 The natural heart wants enemies to get what they deserve; the transformed heart grieves 
their loss.

 God takes no pleasure in the death of the wicked but desires their repentance (Ezekiel 
33:11).

 How we feel about an enemy’s downfall is a revealing test of our heart (Proverbs 24:17).
 Grieving the lost does not mean excusing evil or denying justice.
 Christlikeness includes weeping over those the world expects us to celebrate seeing fall 

(Luke 19:41).

Discussion Prompts

 Is there someone whose downfall you would secretly enjoy, and what does that reveal 
about your heart?

 How can we hold together a desire for justice and a genuine grief over the lost?
 What would it look like to feel David’s tears rather than Joab’s satisfaction toward an 

enemy?

Question 9

Student Question:

How does David’s anguished cry, “would God I had died for thee, O Absalom” (18:33), point us 
toward the heart of the Father who did give His Son for us?

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Now we come to the heart of the lesson, the cry that has pierced readers for three thousand 
years. When the runner finally tells David that Absalom is dead, the king is undone. He does not 
ask about the victory. He climbs to the chamber over the gate, and as he goes he weeps and 
says: “O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! would God I had died for thee, O Absalom, 
my son, my son!” Five times he names him as his son. A father is wishing, with everything in him, 
that he could have died in his rebellious son’s place.

Here is the staggering thing: David could not do it. He could wish it, he could weep it, but he 
could not actually take Absalom’s place. His love, real and overwhelming as it was, was finally 
helpless. He could not die for his son and make him live. The cry from the chamber over the gate 
is the cry of a love that longs to save but cannot reach.

And that is precisely where this anguished verse becomes a window onto the gospel. What 
David could only wish, God the Father actually did. He looked upon a world of rebellious 
children, children who had raised the banner of revolt against Him, and He did not merely long 
to die in their place; He gave His Son to do exactly that. “God commendeth his love toward us, in 
that, while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us.” The wish of David’s broken heart became 
the act of God’s saving heart at the cross.



We must not press the picture too far; David was a grieving sinner, not a savior, and Absalom 
died unreconciled. But the ache is the same ache, magnified beyond measure. If David, a flawed 
man, could love a son who tried to destroy him enough to wish himself dead in his place, how 
much more does our perfect Father love us, rebels though we were, that He would give His only 
Son so that we might live? Linger here. Let the cry from the gate lead you to the cross, where 
the Father did the unthinkable for children just like Absalom, and just like us.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 David’s cry expresses a father’s love willing to die in his son’s place (18:33).
 David’s love, though real, was helpless; he could wish but could not actually save his son.
 What David could only long for, God the Father actually accomplished in Christ (Romans 

5:8).
 The Father gave His Son to die for rebels while they were yet in rebellion (John 3:16).
 The picture is not exact (David was a sinner, Absalom died unreconciled), yet it magnifies 

the wonder of God’s saving love.

Discussion Prompts

 What does it mean that David could wish to die for his son but could not actually save him?
 How does David’s helpless love magnify the wonder of the Father who did give His Son for 

us?
 How should the cry from the gate, read in light of the cross, move our hearts toward God?

Question 10

Student Question:

Reflecting on a father’s grief over a lost son, name one specific way this passage is drawing you 
to receive, and to reflect, the reconciling love of God in Christ.

Commentary and Teaching Notes

Let this whole sorrowful story land where it is meant to land, on the reconciling love of God in 
Christ, and on our response to it. We have watched a father long to save a son he could not 
reach. We have heard a cry of helpless love. And we have been pointed to a Father whose love 
was not helpless, who gave His Son so that wayward children could be brought home. The 
question now is what we will do with that love.

First, will we receive it? Each of us has, in our own way, been Absalom, raising our will against 
our Father, going our own way, deserving judgment. And to such rebels the Father runs, as in 
the parable of the prodigal, throwing His arms around the returning son before a word of 
apology is finished. Under the new covenant, that homecoming is entered through faith, 
repentance, confession of Christ, and baptism into Him, where we are reconciled to God and 
made His children. The first response this passage calls for is simply to come home.



Second, will we reflect it? Having been reconciled at such cost, we are made ministers of 
reconciliation. The love that ran to us is meant to run through us, into our strained marriages, 
our distant children, our fractured friendships, our church family. We are called to refuse the 
comfortable truce and pursue the costly peace, to forgive as we have been forgiven, to seek the 
wayward as we were sought.

So this lesson, heavy as it is, ends in hope. The sword that fell on David’s house was answered, 
generations later, by a Son of David who took the sword of judgment into His own body so that 
rebels could be reconciled forever. Let David’s tears drive you to the cross. Receive the Father’s 
love there, and then carry it home to the relationships He has placed in your hands.

Doctrinal / Christian Living Issues

 The reconciling love of God in Christ is the destination of this whole sorrowful story (2 
Corinthians 5:18–19).

 We have each been the rebel; the Father runs to welcome the returning child (Luke 15:20).
 Under the new covenant, reconciliation with God is entered through faith, repentance, 

confession, and baptism into Christ (Acts 2:38; Galatians 3:27).
 Reconciled people are called to be ministers of reconciliation in their own relationships.
 The judgment that fell on David’s house is answered by the greater Son of David who bore 

judgment for us.

Discussion Prompts

 Have you come home to the Father, receiving the reconciliation He offers in Christ?
 How does being reconciled to God at such cost obligate and empower us to reconcile with 

others?
 Name one relationship into which God may be calling you to carry His reconciling love this 

week.


