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BATHSHEBA AND THE NATURE
OF DAVID’S SIN

John D. Schuetze

hen people mention the account of David and Bathsheba, we

usually hear them call it an “affair,” a “one-night stand,” or
“adultery.” David had an affair with Bathsheba. David had a one-
night stand with Bathsheba. David committed adultery with Bath-
sheba. This is how most Bible commentators describe the events of
2 Samuel 11. But do these words capture what transpired that dark
spring night in Jerusalem? The issue is that these ways of describing
David’s sin put at least some of the blame on Bathsheba.

In preparing for this article, this writer consulted twenty-five
commentaries to see how they approached the matter of David’s sin.
Of those twenty-five, fourteen placed some of the blame on Bath-
sheba. Another six were neutral on the subject (she may or may not
have consented), although five of the six used one of the above terms
to describe David’s sin. Only five of the twenty-five commentaries
described Bathsheba as the victim of David’s desires.

Listen to some of the comments from those who believe Bathsheba
was an accomplice to the crime:

Bathsheba appears to have been an unprotesting partner in this
adulterous relationship with David.?

And seven days later the equally guilty woman becomes
David’s wife.?

There is no intimation whatever that David brought Bathsheba
into his palace through craft or violence, but rather that she came
at his request without any hesitation and offered no resistance to
his desires. Consequently, Bathsheba is not to be regarded as free
from blame. The very act of bathing in the uncovered court of a
house in the heart of the city, into which it was possible for anyone
to look down from the roofs of the houses on higher ground, does
not say much for her feminine modesty.?
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Bathsheba was not entirely innocent in all this. She failed to show
herself a woman of modesty and discretion.*

When she came, he lay with her, she too easily consenting,
because he was a great man, and famed for his goodness too.
Surely (she thinks) that can be no sin which such a man as David
is the mover of.?

The narrative leads us to infer that Bathsheba came and submit-
ted herself to David without opposition. This undoubtedly proves
her participation in the guilt. She was moved doubtless by vanity
and ambition in not venturing to refuse the demands of David
the king.®

Had Bathsheba been mindful of her matrimonial fidelity, perhaps
David had been soon checked in his inordinate desire; her facility
furthers the sin. The first motioner of evil is most faulty; but as
in quarrels, so in offences, the second blow (which is the consent)
makes the fray. Sin is not acted alone; but if one party be wise,
both escape.”

Bathsheba was beautiful, and she was not beyond temptation.
Possibly she was flattered by the overtures made to her by the
king and yielded herself to David without resistance.®

The heat of an unusually warm spring day has not only extended
David’s normal siesta period and then brought him outdoors for a
refreshing walk on the palace roof, it has also forced the woman
to bathe outside to escape the suffocatingly hot atmosphere of her
house. Such heat makes people more susceptible to sexual encoun-
ters, and in his vulnerability David succumbs.®

These commentators portray Bathsheba as everything from a con-
senting partner to a seductress. But do these comments line up with
the details of the biblical account, or are they reading between the
lines and inferring things that aren’t there? Let’s take a closer look.

First, how do we understand Bathsheba’s bathing? Some com-
mentators see this as lack of modesty, but there is nothing in the
account that supports such a view. Bathsheba was bathing in the
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private, inner courtyard of her home, as was customary.!® Since the
palace roof was higher than the neighboring houses, it provided
a view of the courtyards in the area, including the one where this
beautiful woman was bathing.!! Instead of showing respect for this
woman’s privacy as she bathed, David fell into voyeurism, leading
him to lust after this attractive, naked woman whose name he did
not know. It should be noted that Bathsheba was not enjoying a
relaxing “bubble bath” to refresh herself at the close of a warm day,
or to draw the attention of a vulnerable king. She was purifying
herself after her monthly period so she would no longer be unclean
(Lev 15:19-24).12 While she was displaying her obedience to God’s
law, David was showing his disregard for God’s law. The holy writer
includes this detail about Bathsheba purifying herself because it
reveals that 1) she would be at the time of the month when she was
likely to conceive; 2) she was not pregnant when she went to David;
and 3) the child was clearly fathered by David since her husband
was away at war. Joyce G. Baldwin notes, “Indeed, she was purifying
herself when he took her. Opposite the man who is the prey of blind
passion stands Bathsheba, and by contrast her purity receives an
emblematic aspect.”!3

But David’s sinful mind took it a step further. He inquired about
her. The response should have given him pause. She is identified as
the daughter of Eliam and the wife of Uriah the Hittite. While we
can’t say with certainty, it is possible that this Eliam, like Uriah,
was one of David’s fighting men (2 Sam 23:34) and that he was also
the son of Ahithophel, one of David’s trusted advisors (2 Sam 15:12).
In any case, the fact that she came from a known and trusted family
should have awakened David’s sense of decency and prevented him
from pursuing the matter further, but it didn’t.'*

The next three verbs present things in a Caesar-like fashion
(Veni, vidi, vici; “I came, I saw, I conquered”) and places the blame
squarely on the king. Bill T. Arnold states, “The specific verbs used
in 11:4 to describe David’s actions are painfully clear: He sends, he
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“This does not insinuate that if she was a “common ordinary person” this would
have given David the right to sleep with her.
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takes her (‘take’ is slightly obscured by the NIV’s ‘David sent mes-
sengers to get her’), and he lies with her. Mercifully brief, with no
account of conversation or mitigating circumstances, the verse coldly
recounts David’s crime.”'® It is unlikely that Bathsheba knew David’s
evil intent but went to the palace anyway. It is also doubtful that the
summoners gave her any indication of why the king requested her
presence at the palace. David had a stellar reputation as a man of God
and a person of integrity. He was the shepherd-king, the leader of the
nation, the spiritual head of God’s people. He was the man after God’s
own heart, the Lord’s anointed. He was the slayer of Goliath and the
writer of psalms. She would probably have expected nothing but the
best treatment from her God-fearing king and spiritual head.

Some argue that since she didn’t cry out and try to repel the king’s
advances, she was partially at fault. First, this is an argument from
silence. Second, we have a huge power differential between David,
the mighty warrior and king of Israel, and one of his female subjects.
David summoned her to his palace because he could. He took her to bed
because he could. None of this would have been possible if he was not
the ruler of Israel. If she did cry out, would her cries have been heard
and heeded? Her husband was gone, and she was in the inner cham-
bers of the king’s palace. One source notes: “David uses his royal power
abusively to satisfy his own personal desires. David sees a beautiful
woman bathing and exercises royal privilege to ‘take’ her.”'®* When he is
done with her, he sends her home—used, abused, and alone.

Another helpful point to consider is how the prophet, Nathan,
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