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DAVID AND URIAH: DAVID’S DEFENSE 

2 Samuel 11:14-25 

By Raymond White 

 

 I’ve asked classes this question: How many of you are concerned for David’s soul? 

Invariably some raise their hand, including me. I still remember the first time I read this story of 

David and Bathsheba and Uriah, and feeling that horrible twinge of “oh-no” for our fallen hero 

David. How could he have done that? That’s a question that is so often asked that we weary of 

hearing it. But the question which is never asked is this: Was David in fact guilty of murder? 

 Many will brush this question off as irrelevant. I think it is very relevant. Christians are 

fixated on the subject of forgiveness and rightly so, indeed that is the core of the Christian 

message, and so why should we not explore the limits of forgiveness with such questions as this: 

was David guilty of murder? And companion questions: Was Pilate guilty of murder? And 

Judas? And Cain? And Paul? For that matter, what about a soldier who kills innocent civilians by 

accident, or unavoidably? How about nuking children at Hiroshima? We call those victims 

“collateral damage.” How about an executioner who learns after an execution that his victim was 

innocent after all? Or a cop who kills a boy with a gun only to learn that the gun was a toy?  Or a 

general who makes a military decision on the field that has a disastrous result as General Lee did 

at the Battle of Gettysburg? Is every defeated general guilty of murder because of bad decision?  

 The law struggles to make sense of all the nuances of what murder actually is and is not. 

And I think it is fair game to ask, did David do it? 

 Why am I interested? For two reasons. Firstly, I am genuinely interested in David’s 

welfare. This hero of Israel, to whom we owe so much, I want him in heaven, and not a castoff 

that we can reach only by descending to hell. David is a better man than me, of that I am certain. 

Therefore, and secondly, if there is no forgiveness for him, then how can I be certain that there is 

forgiveness for me? The issue is forgiveness. Forgiveness reaches far, but just how far does it 

reach? I want to know. Don’t you? 

 At some point David, like all the rest of us, will have to stand before God and give an 

account of his life. What will he say about Uriah’s death and his hand in it? I would like to be 

there. And more specifically, I would like to be David’s defense attorney. Because, you see, I 

think he is innocent. Not entirely innocent (none of us are), but I think he is innocent of murder 

which is, after all, the sin that seems unpardonable, that would hang on David’s neck for all 

eternity. Everything else is forgivable, but maybe murder is not forgivable. That, David would be 

stuck with if he in fact did it. I think he didn’t do it, or at least there is “reasonable doubt” which 

in an American court would win an acquittal. 

 So, let’s proceed to trial. I will play “angel’s advocate” (certainly not “devil’s advocate”) 

and see if there is a way to finagle an acquittal for David, or have the case thrown out on a 

technicality. I am the advocate, Nathan is the prosecutor, God is the judge, and you are the jury. 

 

[1] THE FACTS 
 

 Here are the facts of the story, what actually happened. 
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2 Samuel 11:14 And it came to pass in the morning, that David wrote a letter to Joab, 

and sent it by the hand of Uriah. :15 And he wrote in the letter, saying, Set ye Uriah in 

the forefront of the hottest battle, and retire ye from him, that he may be smitten, and die. 

 

 It is clear enough that David intended to murder Uriah. But David is not on trial for 

intending to murder Uriah, but for actually murdering Uriah. And that is what we will now 

explore. Let’s continue. 

 

2 Samuel 11:16 And it came to pass, when Joab observed the city, that he assigned Uriah 

unto a place where he knew that valiant men were. :17 And the men of the city went out, 

and fought with Joab: and there fell some of the people of the servants of David; and 

Uriah the Hittite died also. 

 

 So the deed is done, Uriah is dead. But that’s not the issue, is it? The issue is, was Uriah 

murdered? Let’s continue. 

 

2 Samuel 11:18 Then Joab sent and told David all the things concerning the war; :19 

And charged the messenger, saying, When thou hast made an end of telling the matters of 

the war unto the king, :20 And if so be that the king’s wrath arise, and he say unto thee, 

Wherefore approached ye so nigh unto the city when ye did fight? Knew ye not that they 

would shoot from the wall? :21 …why went ye nigh the wall? Then say thou, Thy servant 

Uriah the Hittite is dead also. :22 So the messenger went, and came and shewed David 

all that Joab had sent him for. :23 And the messenger said unto David, Surely the men 

prevailed against us, and came out unto us into the field, and we were upon them even 

unto the entering of the gate. :24 And the shooters shot from off the wall upon thy 

servants: and some of the king’s servants be dead, and thy servant Uriah the Hittite is 

dead also. 

 

 That is what happened. The Israelites attacked a city. The enemy soldiers came out from 

the city and engaged. The enemy broke off the engagement and fled back to the city. The 

Israelites pursued and kept the battle engaged right up to the city gate which was a tactical 

blunder because that advanced position exposed them to deadly fire from the defending archers 

on the wall. That incoming resulted in several casualties including Uriah.  

 So I pose the question again: Did David murder Uriah? For that matter: Was Uriah 

murdered at all? And the truth is: Uriah was just one more battlefield casualty. 

 

[2] A PARABLE 
 

 Let me make my next point with an Agatha Christie story. I don’t recall the name of the 

story but I do recall (I think) that the hero of the story is that aged spinster sleuth Miss Marple.  

 In this story, the miserly billionaire, whom everyone wanted dead, was murdered in his 

study. The police ascertained that the dagger was thrust through his heart around 2:00 A.M. and 

so Miss Marple set out to discover who that dagger thruster was. She found out soon enough and 

the arrest was made. They expected an easy trial with an easy conviction. Simple. 



 

3 

 

 There was only one problem: there was no blood. Don’t people who are stabbed in the 

heart bleed out all over the place making a horrible mess? Clearly (to Miss Marple anyway) 

something else was going on. 

 True, the dagger thruster did indeed thrust his dagger into the victim’s heart at 2:00 A.M. 

However, as it turned out, the victim was already dead! He had been poisoned at midnight by 

someone else, and that person was the real murderer.  

 So now, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I have to ask you: just what was the dagger 

thruster guilty of? Well, let’s list his crimes. He might be guilty of attempted murder, maybe 

even conspiracy to commit murder if others were involved. How about defacing a corpse? But 

murder? Certainly not. One thing is certain, you cannot murder a corpse. So, just what the dagger 

thruster is guilty of is not clear. The police might not even bother to prosecute. 

 That, I claim, is exactly the situation with David and Uriah. 

 

 [3] WITNESS FOR THE DEFENSE 
 

 Before you settle your own opinion on this case, you should hear God’s opinion. He has 

already rendered a verdict. And we the defense are entitled to know what that opinion is. It is 

time for some discovery and so I ask: God, Nathan, just what are your charges against my client? 

 

2 Samuel 12:9 …thou hast killed Uriah… 

 

 Well, that’s a pretty clear charge. Or is it? There are lots of ways to kill someone. Murder 

to be sure, but also justifiable homicide, manslaughter, drunk driving, battlefield casualties, and 

bunches more. God, are you really accusing my client of murder or of something else? The 

accusation must be of something else other than murder. Why? Because the law says ― 

 

Numbers 35:31 Moreover ye shall take no satisfaction for the life of a murderer, which is 

guilty of death; but he shall be surely put to death. 

 

 There are many crimes and many penalties. Some crimes are “satisfied” with a monetary 

payoff, others with time spent as a slave, still others in other ways. But for murder, there is no 

satisfaction other than the life of the murderer. The murderer shall die. There is no escape, no 

way to buy his way out.  

 This legal reality was not lost on David. When Nathan confronted David with his story of 

a horrible injustice, David responded with righteous indignation and a lethal resolve.  

 

2 Samuel 12:5 And David’s anger was greatly kindled against the man; and he said to 

Nathan, As the LORD liveth, that man that hath done this thing shall surely die. :7 And 

Nathan said to David, Thou art the man …  

 

 Basically, David just gave God permission to kill him.  

So, the law is against David and now also the words of his own mouth. And yet, against 

such formidable prosecution, God acquits him. 
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2 Samuel 12:13 And David said unto Nathan, I have sinned against the LORD. And 

Nathan said unto David, The LORD also hath put away thy sin; thou shalt not die. 

 

 Why did God do that? Something is going on. But what? Is God violating God’s law? 

The law demands the life of the murderer. Is God saying, “Yes, but not in this case. After all, this 

is David.” Is David getting a pass on murder? Maybe. Or maybe not. God nowhere says that 

David is guilty of murder but only of “killing Uriah” which may or may not be murder.  

 That God refused to invoke capital punishment against David is my final evidence that an 

unpardonable capital crime did not in fact occur.  

 

[4] SUMMATION 

 

 So, what are we to conclude? Let’s list the facts. 

 

1. David did plot and arrange to have Uriah murdered and David pleads guilty to that crime. 

But to the accusation of murder, I am urging my client David to plead not-guilty. 

2. Uriah died a heroic battle casualty, not a murder victim of David and Joab’s intrigue. If 

anything, Uriah was a victim of Joab’s tactical blunder as were Joab’s other soldiers. 

3. Regardless of David’s intent, he was incapable of murdering Uriah because Uriah was 

already dead before the murder could be pulled off. 

4. God accused David of “killing Uriah” and so he did. David’s intrigue led Uriah to his 

death, but that is not an act of murder and God refused to convict David of murder. 

 

 Therefore, although we conclude that David is guilty of several things ― adultery, 

betraying a friend, and attempted murder ― David was not guilty of murder. He would have 

been, but fate (or God or luck) interceded and saved him from that sin. After all, this is David 

who deserves some divine protection. 

 

[5] CONCLUSION 

 

2 Samuel 11:25 Then David said unto the messenger, Thus shalt thou say unto Joab, Let 

not this thing displease thee, for the sword devoureth one as well as another… 

 

 That is certainly true. Who falls in battle and who survives? That’s the luck of the draw, 

or fate, or providence, or whatever. Bullets fall where they may. Now, anti-war people might 

blame all battlefield deaths on the general who put them there, but that broad stroke evades the 

issue, which is this: Is the general responsible for specific casualties? In other words, does the 

general determine who lives and who dies? And the answer is, of course not.   

On the field, every general has two objectives: to win and to minimize his casualties. 

Joab had a third: to get Uriah killed. But before Joab could do that, Uriah was already dead. 

 As in every battle, many died that day, and all from gallantry and none from murder. 

Uriah died a war hero, not a murder victim. Do we know that for certain? I think so. But if not 

for certain, the story as it unfolds is at least a strong indication that Uriah was not murdered. 

There is in the Bible a list of Israel’s war heroes who fell in battle. Here’s the last bit of it. 
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2 Samuel 23:37 Zelek the Ammonite, Nahari the Beerothite, armourbearer to Joab the 

son of Zeruiah :38 Ira an Ithrite, Gareb an Ithrite, :39 Uriah the Hitite: thirty and seven 

in all. 

  

 Thirty-seven heroes in all. And Uriah was one of those. 

 So back to the question, judge and jury. Did David do murder? I claim he did not. If you 

still think he did, I offer my final defense: reasonable doubt. Even if you think I have not proved 

David innocent (I think I have) surely you must accept that there is now enough doubt that you 

cannot conclude with reasonable certainty that he is guilty.  

 And with that reasonable doubt, jury, you must acquit. David was not guilty of murder. 

David was guilty of many things, but all of that can be forgiven. Of that final charge, murder, he 

was innocent. He didn’t do it. He tried to, but tried to doesn’t count. 

 And that gives us permission to believe and take literally these closing verses ― 

 

2 Samuel 7:15 But my mercy shall not depart away from him [David], as I took it away 

from Saul… :16 And thine house and thy kingdom shall be established forever … 

 

Psalms 32:5 I acknowledge my sin unto thee … and thou forgavest the iniquity of my sin.  

 

 So, David confessed and God forgave. And that is what we all hope for and trust, isn’t it? 

What else is there to trust? Our own sin free lives? I don’t think so.  


