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Mephibosheth

In blind panic she burst in to the nursery 
and grabbed the child – he would be 

murdered as soon as they found him she 
was sure. Through the royal palace, downs 
the steps and in to the narrow streets of 
Gibeah 1 she ran – carrying the child in 
her arms. Her heart pounded faster and 
faster – the city was in an uproar – people 
were everywhere. With each turn she 
expected to run in to a group of soldiers – 
her very life hung in the balance as well as 
that of the child’s. 

At the end of a narrow street a set of steps 
led to the path below – it would take them 
away from the city and immediate danger. 
But then it happened – as she half ran half 
walked down the uneven steps she tripped. 
Instantly she lost her grip on the child she 
held tightly against her body and he fell 
from her arms – crashing onto the hewn 

1  The ancient ruins of Gibeah have 
been located about three miles north of 
Jerusalem. Gibeah was home to Saul and the 
tribe of Benjamin, and later became King Saul’s 
capital city (Judges 19 and 1 Samuel 10 -15). 

stone steps and tumbling to the bottom. 
Tears of anguish and fear rushed to her 
eyes. When she reached the bottom the 
child was lying in a heap - unconscious. 
Instantly she noticed that his legs were 
twisted at grotesque angles – they were 
broken – no doubt about it. But to seek 
help now would mean they would be 
discovered for sure. She had no choice but 
to pick up the broken bundle and get out of 
the city as quickly as possible.

ORPHANED

He was only five years old when his father 
was killed. His memory of the event was 
faint – but he knew it was because of the 
death, in the battle of Mount Giboa, of 
his grandfather, King Saul and his father 
Jonathan – that his faithful nurse had fled 
with him in panic. She thought that the 
new King, in common with many others 
before him, would have the child murdered 
along with the rest of the royal household. 
But they had escaped  - to a remote and 
barren place where they could hide. He had 

HEART OF AN ORPHAN - HERITAGE OF A KING
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recovered slowly – but without medical 
attention his broken legs had never set 
properly – he would be a cripple for the rest 
of his life. 

RUMOURS 

As a child Mephibosheth heard stories 
of how the soldiers of the new King had 
murdered his uncle Ish-bosheth as he lay 
sleeping in his bed. 2 That was probably 
the kind of treatment he could expect at 
the hand of his grandfather’s successor if 
he were ever found – or so he thought. 
But there were circumstances surrounding 
this event that others thought it better he 
did not know – like the fact that the new 
King had executed those responsible for 
the brutal murder of his uncle – for he 
had no part in their scheme. He had also 
heard stories of how his grandfather – King 
Saul had tried repeatedly to take the life 
of King David who now ruled over all 
Israel – so what were his chances if he were 
ever discovered? But what he had not been 
told was that David had actually wept and 
mourned over the death of Saul – such was 
his love and respect for him.

THE PLACE OF DESPAIR

Months turned in to years in his hideout 

2  See 2 Samuel 4

– a place called Lo-debar.3  Mepibosheth 
knew that this name came from two 
Hebrew words - lo, meaning “nothing” and 
dober meaning “no pasture.” He knew also 
that the root of the word  “dober” is debar, 
which means “no promise.” These words 
were in reality a picture of his life. Not only 
was he separated forever from his loving 
family  - but he lived in constant fear with 
nothing to look forward to except a life of 
exile in this barren place with no promise 
of restoration or freedom. 

The house in which he had found shelter 
belonged to a man called “Machir the son 
of Ammiel”.  As Mephiboheth considered 
his plight even these names seemed to 
mock him. He knew for instance that the 
word for house is bayith, which can mean, 
“prison”. And that the name Machir can 
mean “to be sold, or “to be given over to 
death.” Even the word - Ammiel held a 
mocking significance for it came the root 
word amam, meaning “to darken, or to be 
held in darkness.” Very often that is just 
how he felt – imprisoned, helpless, enslaved 
and held in darkness. Such is the spirit 
which veils and darkens the orphan heart. 
Life was hard – monotonous, but he just 
had to get on with it. Perhaps he would 
meet a girl and fall in love -  something to 

3  2 Samuel 9: 5. Lo-Debar is believed to 
be identical with Debir - located in  Gilead, at the 
border of the Tribe of Gad (Joshua 13:26). Some 
identify the place with Umm ed-Dabar, 16 km (10 
miles) south of Gennesareth Sea.
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take his mind away from the nagging fear 
and depression which haunted him – so he 
waited and longed for a better day.

THE TRUTH

But beyond the veil of darkness, the lies 
and half-truths, which overshadowed the 
life of this young man, was something 
no one around him wanted him to know. 
Perhaps they didn’t know the whole story 
– but they knew enough to have given him 
some hope. However, they chose, for their 
own reasons, to keep him in ignorance. 

The staggering truth was that 
Mephibosheth was the child of a covenant 
that had been eternally sealed between 
King David and his father Jonathan  - a 
covenant of love, protection, privilege, 
position and abundance – but he did not 
know it.

COVENANT OF LOVE

The relationship between these two men 
had been strong and binding. At their first 
meeting there was that rare unity of spirit 
that fused them together in an eternal bond 
of friendship, for we are told that  -“The 
soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of 
David, and Jonathan loved him as his own 
soul…. then Jonathan and David made 
a covenant, because he loved him as his 

own soul. And Jonathan took off the robe 
that was on him and gave it to David, with 
his armour, even to his sword and his bow 
and his belt.”  4

Neither was the love between Jonathan and 
David a secret 5 – for at the time of Saul 
and Jonathan’s death David had written 
a lament, that he later taught the whole 
nation, which included the following 
verses -  “How the mighty heroes have 
fallen in battle! Jonathan lies dead upon 
the hills. How I weep for you, my brother 
Jonathan! Oh, how much I loved you! Oh, 
how much I loved you! And your love 
for me was deep, deeper than the love of 
women!”6

Mephibosheth was a child of this covenant 
– but as we have said, he lived in total 
ignorance of it – an ignorance in which 
some powerful people would rather he 
remained.

THE DECEIVER

He was something of a political animal – 
knowing how to endear himself to whoever 

4  1 Samuel 18: 1 – 4 - NJKV

5  Despite attempts by some to prove 
otherwise there is not a shred of evidence 
to suggest that this love had homosexual 
overtones. In fact all the evidence is strongly to 
the contrary.

6  2 Samuel 1: 26  - NLT
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happened to be in power. Although he had 
held a high position in the household of 
Saul – things these days were not that bad 
for him. He has retained his own retinue of 
servants and something of his own prestige. 
He could read the political landscape well 
– a great advantage if you want to stay 
ahead of the game in any culture. He knew 
of Mephibosheth – even knew the remote 
location of his hideout and that is just 
where he wanted him to stay – out of sight 
and out of mind – especially from the sight 
and mind of the new King. He suspected 
something of how the new King would deal 
with Mephibosheth – and that could well 
upset his own way of life. 

Out in his land one day Ziba heard the 
sound of approaching horses. On looking 
up, he saw a unit of the King’s guard 
approaching.  What could this mean? 
His mind began to race as the soldiers 
dismounted a few yards away. At least their 
expression appeared friendly enough – and 
his mind was soon put at rest – at least 
to some degree. The King wanted some 
information that he thought Ziba could 
help him with. Some of his darker secrets 
began to flash before his mind – but he 
was quite sure he could talk his way out of 
anything that was put to him.

Standing before the King Ziba felt 
unusually nervous. “Saul’s family” began 

the King – “is there anyone left – I want to 
show them God’s kindness 7 in any way I 
can?” 8 He really was as strange as people 
had reported – wanting to show kindness 
to the descendants of a man who had tried 
to kill him – what kind of man was this? 
His mind raced – he could not lie – that 
could prove disastrous for him – so he 
answered truthfully but with hesitation 
in his voice – “Yes, one of Jonathan’s sons 
is still alive”. Then he added -  “but he is a 
cripple”. 9 He deliberately did not mention 
Mephibosheth by name – it was best to 
keep him as impersonal as possible, using 
his disability as the thing that marked 
him out as being of no real worth. His 
insinuation was clear – of what use was a 
cripple to a King – he will want nothing to 
do with him – he would just be a liability 
and a burden. 

What Ziba did not immediately see was 
the look of excitement and anticipation 
on the King’s face. “Where is he?” David 
asked excitedly.  And so the story came 
out – there was no way Ziba could avoid 
telling the full truth. He would have to flow 
with the tide – and wait for an opportune 

7  The Hebrew word used here is 
“Hesed” – meaning loyal covenantal love. This 
word is used about 250 times in the Hebrew O/T, 
and of these 125 instances are in the Psalms.

8  2 Samuel 9:3  - NLT

9  2 Samuel 9: 3 - NLT
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time to reverse what he now knew was 
inevitable.

THE SUMMONS

Year had rolled in to year for 
Mephibosheth. He had met a girl – and 
was now the father of a beautiful little boy 
- Mikha. But oppression still haunted him. 
In his quiet moments the old fears drifted 
from nowhere to the forefront of his mind 
clouding everything for days – sometimes 
weeks - until the darkness was replaced by 
what had become normality, if he could 
call it that. How could things ever be 
normal for him in his prison house of fear, 
separation, doubt and anxiety? But he had 
learned to push all these things to the back 
of his mind – at least for the most part.

One day Mikha ran excitedly into the house 
calling for his father – “papa, papa there are 
soldiers outside”. Mephibosheth grabbed 
his two sticks – his heart pounding as he 
did so. The day he had dreaded for so long 
had probably arrived. He struggled to the 
door just in time to see the soldiers ride up 
to the front of the house. There was nothing 
he could do – nowhere he could run – even 
if he was able to. Mephibosheth noticed 
that the soldiers appeared to have a spare 
horse – possibly on which to take him away 

– so death might not be as instant as he had 
so often feared.

The journey from Lo Debar to Jerusalem 
was uneventful – but Mephibosheth sensed 
that the soldiers were being unusually 
friendly towards him. There were no 
taunts about his disability or his family 
background – no coarseness in their 
conversation. Perhaps they were trying to 
lull him in to a false sense of security – in 
reality he did not know what to think.

JERUSALEM

One soldier helped him from his horse 
while another handed him his sticks – they 
even made sure he could walk unaided 
after the long journey on horseback. But 
he was independent - he had learned to be 
that – so at least he would walk into the 
presence of the man who would decide his 
fate.

As this strange young cripple, flanked by 
some of David’s most trusted men hobbled 
through the courts of the King, people 
stopped to stare. Who could he be – what 
would the King want with a cripple?

As the soldier who stood in front of a large 
door threw it open  - Mephibosheth saw 
a man standing with his back to them. 
Instantly he turned and, for the first time, 
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his eyes fell on King David. He was as 
striking as people had reported – ruddy, 
good-looking, weather beaten yet regal 
and dressed in robes befitting the King 
of the nation. Mephibosheth dropped to 
the floor – his sticks landing noisily on 
the marble tiles, as he prostrated himself 
before the King. In addition to the pain this 
caused him he could feel a knot of fear in 
his stomach – this was the moment he had 
dreaded most.

Lying there in front of King David, in great 
fear and anguish – like a man awaiting 
the sentence of death, he heard something 
he did not expect, one word spoken in a 
tone of compassion and love that instantly 
dispelled his fear -  “Mephibosheth”.10 The 
King had called him by name – and in a 
tone that breathed deep compassion. 

He replied immediately -   “I am your 
servant”. David’s next words reinforced the 
peace that was beginning to flood his heart. 
“Don’t be afraid! I have asked you to come 
so that I can be kind to you because of my 
vow to your father, Jonathan.”  11

Mephibosheth could not believe what 
he was hearing. He glanced up and as he 
did so saw tears running down the King’s 
face. His eyes burned with a love and 

10  2 Samuel 9: 6  - KJV

11  2 Samuel 9: 7  - NLT

compassion he had never seen in any man 
before. But what he could not see was 
the heart of love from which all of these 
emotions flowed – a heart that would do 
anything to restore and bless the young 
crippled who lay on the floor in front of 
him. 

Gently David knelt down beside 
Mepibosheth and helped him to his feet. 
A nearby soldier picked up his sticks 
and handed them to him. But what did 
all this mean – what vow was the King 
talking about? His mind raced back to his 
childhood – he had a vague recollection 
that his father had held a special place in 
his heart for David – but no one had ever 
told him how deep was the affection David 
had held for his father – in fact all he had 
ever heard since was of the danger King 
David posed to the house of Saul. 

 David continued – “I will give you all 
the land that once belonged to your 
grandfather Saul, and you may live here 
with me at the palace!”. 12  To live in the 
palace with the King? That was a privilege 
belonging only to the King’s family! The 
full implications of all of this would take 
some time to sink in to his spirit. Not 
only had he been pardoned and gifted his 
lost inheritance but also been adopted in 

12  2 Samuel 9: 7  - NLT
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to the family of the King  - to be a son! 13 
No more was he orphan! Could this be 
true, could this be possible? It would have 
been enough to be accepted as a servant 
of the King – but to become a son, with all 
the privileges that would mean? This was 
beyond comprehension.

All of this was too much for Mephibosheth 
to take in – he was overwhelmed. In an 
instant he saw his own unworthiness. 
Unworthy that the King should set his love 
and affection upon him – unworthy of 
this outpouring of grace – unworthy that 
his lost inheritance should be restored, 
unworthy most of all that he should be 
called a son of the King. “What is your 
servant that the King should look upon 
such a dead dog as I?”  - Mephibosheth 
blurted out. But David did not see 
Methibosheth as unworthy – for he was 
a child of the covenant with his beloved 
Jonathan – and he loved this son of the 
covenant every bit as much as he had loved 
Jonathan. 

THE UNSEEN MOMENT

In heaven at that moment, as David, full 
of compassion and love held the weeping 
Mephibosheth, as they embraced and their 

13  2 Samuel 9: 11 NLT – “From that time 
on, Mephibosheth ate regularly with David, as 
though he were one of his own sons.”

tears mingled, I see the Father of eternity 
rising from his throne and looking at his 
beloved Son - Jesus. There were no words 
– just a communication of spirit. Here was 
a picture, on earth, of the covenant love 
between the Father and the Son. Here was 
a picture of how Father would redeem an 
orphaned humanity to himself, of how he 
would not only restore their lost inheritance 
– but restore them as full sons and daughters 
of the Kingdom – by means of a love 
covenant. 

At that same moment on earth David heard 
the voice of The Father speaking silently 
– “That’s my boy”. He knew what that 
meant – Father was delighted in him for he 
reflected the passion of his heart towards 
Mephibosheth. This was David’s purpose in 
life – to be a man after the Fathers heart.14 At 
the same time Mephibosheth heard words 
that he knew came from the throne room 
of heaven, words that would not be written 
down for many years, but were his in that 
moment – “Do not be afraid, for I have 
ransomed you. I have called you by name; 
you are mine. When you go through deep 
waters and great trouble, I will be with you. 
When you go through rivers of difficulty, 

14  See 1 Samuel 13:14 – Speaking to Saul 
God said – “But now your dynasty must end, for 
the LORD has sought out a man after his own 
heart. The LORD has already chosen him to be 
King over his people, for you have not obeyed the 
LORD’S command.”
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you will not drown! When you walk 
through the fire of oppression, you will not 
be burned up; the flames will not consume 
you. For I am the LORD, your God, the 
Holy One of Israel, your Saviour…. You are 
precious to me. You are honoured, and I 
love you.” 15     

THE SHAMEFUL ONE

Standing in an adjoining room – waiting to 
be summonsed by the King was Zeba. His 
contacts in the palace had briefed him and 
he was prepared for what he was about to 
hear. He knew he would, by default, have 
become servant to Jonathan had he lived 
and become King – so now David would 
appoint him as servant to Mephibosheth. 
“I have given your master’s grandson 
everything that belonged to Saul and his 
family – you and your sons and servants 
are to farm the land for him to produce 
food for his family. But Mephibosheth will 
live here at the place with me.”  David said 
to Ziba. 16 

Ziba - the man who had once denied him 
his destiny, who was by default responsible 
for keeping him in his prison house of 
fear, despair and hopelessness was now 
Mephibosheth’s servant!  Mephibosheth’s 

15  See Isaiah 43: 1-4

16  2 Samuel 9: 9 – 10 - NLT

name meant - “Exterminator of the 
Shameful One”17 - but he had never known 
the reality of it  - until now. No more would 
he have to hide, no more would he feel the 
sting and shame of being known as “The 
Orphan” – for the King had adopted him 
as his own son. Not only so, but his father 
King was also now his friend, his protector, 
his provider, his source of security and the 
guarantor of his freedom. 

It was worse than he had expected – 
Mephibosheth would be untouchable 
– under the constant protection of the 
King – but he could wait, he had learned 
to be good at that and, at an opportune 
moment, he would have his revenge. In 
the meantime there was little he could do 
but accept the instruction of the King – he, 
his fifteen sons and twenty servants would 
serve Mephibosheth – maintaining his 
restored estates. 

SPIRIT WORLD

In the realm of the unseen raged an angry 
spirit. Ziba had been his tool, his channel, 
and his man. Through him he had kept 
Mephibosheth in the orphanage of his dark 

17  Mephibosheth is also known as 
Meribaal in the Bible. Some authorities believe 
his name was changed to Mephibosheth at the 
time of his reconciliation with David. The exact 
meaning of his name is unclear – however most 
authorities appear to agree with this translation.
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lord – Satan. But no longer did he exercise 
any control over Mephibosheth - no more 
could he subject him to fear, uncertainty, 
despair and depression. He had been freed 
from the prison in which he had kept 
him so safely all these years – he was lost 
to the Kingdom of darkness – set free by 
a son of the Kingdom of light – his lord 
would not be pleased – but he would wait 
for another opportunity! In the meantime 
he had plenty of other work to do. A man 
called Absalom – the handsome son of 
the King had caught his attention. He had 
detected in him ambitions far beyond his 
station – that could prove so very useful 
and, if he could arrange it, might even be 
the downfall of Mephibosheth – but he had 
plenty of time to work on that – for now he 
must face the wrath of his master - he did 
not like loosing one of his orphans.

THE TABLE

Mephibosheth’s first meal at the King’s 
table came later that evening. As he walked 
awkwardly towards the banqueting room 
he felt nervous even though two of the 
King’s servants had been sent to assist him. 
He fully realised the awesome privilege that 
was his –for to be invited to the Kings table 
was a great honour but to eat regularly was 
a privilege few outside the Kings family 
ever enjoyed. 

Family members has already begun to 
gather in the room and stood around 
chatting - waiting for the King to arrive 
before they all sat down. The men and 
women around him would become familiar 
figures – but for now he felt a stranger. 
They were all dressed in the finest of clothes 
– beautiful people without exception. His 
disability seemed all the more obvious in 
their presence and for a moment he felt out 
of place – unworthy to be amongst such 

people – but then, was he was not there by 

royal invitation? 

Moments after his arrival the King walked 
in to the room and called for attention. 
The idle chatter faded quickly and the 
King spoke. He introduced Mephibosheth 
and then, one by one, introduced those 
present - his son Absalom, commonly 
regarded as the most handsome man in 
the land – with strikingly long hair which 
he only cut once a year – and then only 
because of its weight. 18 Absalom’s mother 
and wife of the King  - Maachah, daughter 
of King Talmai of Geshur and his sister the 
beautiful Tamar.  Other wives of the King – 
all strikingly beautiful – Ahinoam and her 
son Amon, the King’s oldest son, 19 Abigail 
with her son Daniel, Haggith and her son 
Adonijah, as well as a number of others. 

18  1 Samuel 18:27

19  Amon would later rape his half 
sister Tamar and subsequently be murdered by 
Absalom.
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King David then turned to introduce a 
woman who stood alone. Mephibosheth 
thought she looked vaguely familiar – as if 
he had seen her before. “My wife Michal, 
your aunt - daughter of King Saul” – David 
said. Mephibosheth was stunned - here 
was his father’s sister – but she stood silent 
and distant, showing little emotion. There 
were no sons or daughters standing by her 
side – as with most of the other women. 
He would later discover the tragic truth of 
Michael, how see had mocked David for his 
abandonment in worship – and so lost her 
place in his heart and affection – but for 
now the King beckoned him to the table. 

As they sat down the King spoke 
briefly – but emotionally of his love for 
Jonathan and the unique bond between 
them. The King reminded them that 
Mepibosheth, as a restored son of his 
covenant with Jonathan, would be treated 
with dignity and respect. Mephibosheth 
felt embarrassed – but around him many 
smiled – obviously entering in to the 
joy and emotion of the King. However, 
there were others who appeared less than 
impressed.

THE BOOK OF THE COVENANT

The next morning David called again for 
Mephibosheth. He wanted to know was 
there anything he needed, anything he 

wanted to know, and anything that could be 
done for him. There was only one burning 
question in Mephibosheth’s mind – 
“please” he said,  “tell me about my father”. 
Mephibosheth could see the emotion in 
the King’s face as, beckoning him to sit 
down, he began to relate the story of his 
first meeting with Jonathan, their bond of 
friendship, the standing in which he was 
held and his fame as a warrior. Pausing 
in the middle of a sentence at one point, 
David directed a servant to go to the 
room of Jehosaphat the Royal Historian 20 
and bring “the scroll” and “box”. Several 
minutes later two servants arrived carrying 
a large chest while another carried a scroll 
– immediately handing it to the King. The 
King opened it at a particular part – and 
in turn handed it to Mephibosheth. “Read 
it” - the King said gently. Mephibosheth’s 
eyes fell on the following words –  “Then 
David bowed to Jonathan with his face to 
the ground. Both of them were in tears as 
they embraced each other and said good-
bye, especially David. At last Jonathan said 
to David, “Go in peace, for we have made a 
pact (covenant) in the LORD’S name. We 
have entrusted each other and each other’s 
children into the LORD’S hands forever.” 
Then David left, and Jonathan returned to 
the city.”  21 Mephibosheth wept as he read 
– not only with emotion but also with the 

20  See 2 Samuel 20: 24

21  1 Samuel 20: 28 NLT
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realisation that the covenant of which he 
had just read was his - written for ever in to 
the history of the nation.  

Glancing back in the scroll his eyes fell on 
another passage that impacted him again as 
to just how much his father and David had 
loved one another - “The soul of Jonathan 
was knit to the soul of David, and Jonathan 
loved him as his own soul…. then Jonathan 
and David made a covenant, because he 
loved him as his own soul. And Jonathan 
took off the robe that was on him and gave 
it to David, with his armour, even to his 
sword and his bow and his belt.” 22

Glancing up at that moment 
Mephibosheth’s eye caught the chest lying 
open on the floor in font of him. He could 
not believe what he saw inside - a beautiful 
royal robe, the armour of a warrior prince, 
a magnificent sword, bow and belt. “Yes” 
said the King; “these were covenant gifts 
from your father to me”. Mephibosheth 
put the scroll aside, rose from his seat and 
walked towards the open chest. He dropped 
his walking sticks for a second time in 
the King’s presence and overcome with 
emotion knelt painfully beside the chest 
– weeping. Here was visible proof of the 
binding love between his father Jonathan 
and King David – a love in which he was, 
by default, now enveloped  - for he was 

22   1 Samuel 18: 1 – 4 - NJKV

a child of their covenant. His life would 
never be the same again.

LIVING IN THE PRESENCE OF THE 
KING

Life in Jerusalem and the Palace soon 
began to take on an air of normality for 
Mephibosheth. David had provided him 
with a house near to the palace  - but he 
was free to come and go as he pleased.   
Feasting at the King’s table became a 
regular occurrence and the personalities of 
the royal household became well known to 
him – along with something of the intrigue 
that involved. His lands were cared for by 
the house of Ziba and David kept a close 
watch on Saul’s old servant, ensuring he 
was kept up to date with all Mephibosheth’s 
business affairs – and ensuring everything 
was being done according to his command. 

Mephibosheth was always conscious of the 
fact that he was a now regarded as a son of 
the King and, by default, an ambassador 
of the Kingdom. Consequently was careful 
and circumspect in all he did.

It would be tempting to leave the story at 
this point and say that from now on life 
for Mephibosheth was happy ever after. 
But that would be dishonest, for in reality 
he will face disappointment, rejection and 
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misunderstanding. He will become the 
subject of a cunning smear campaign, be 
misrepresented, and experience loss pain 
and hard times. Yet through all of these 
his love and loyalty will prevail – and the 
covenant will stand!

SCANDAL

Year had followed year in the Royal Palace. 
King David was constantly in demand as 
commander of his army, with the affairs 
of state and other matters. But scandal 
and intrigue had blighted his reputation – 
especially when he was implicated in the 
virtual murder of the innocent Uriah, one 
of his most faithful soldiers, in order that 
he could have his wife. How could a man 
who had displayed the pure Father Heart 
of God towards Mephibosheth a few years 
before fall so terribly and so publicly? 
For in all of this David had disgraced and 
displeased his God. 23 He had repented, 
sought forgiveness and had been restored; 
yet his behaviour had proved a poor 
example to his family and as a result the 
curse of sexual scandal and murder would 
haunt him for the rest of his reign. His 
son Absalom would murder the King’s 
eldest son his own half brother Amon  - in 
revenge for the rape of his sister Tamar. 
As a result Absalom would be forced to 
flee and spent three years living in exile 
– separated from his heartbroken father. 

23  2 Samuel 11: 27

Then on his return the unthinkable would 
happen.

REBELLION

Mephibosheth was alarmed – but not 
entirely surprised when he began to hear 
rumours that Absalom was beginning to 
act as if he were King. David had been 
so busy he did not fully appreciate the 
strength of feeling that was beginning to 
emerge in the nation – nor did he realise 
how popular Absalom had made himself in 
certain strategic quarters. 

Yet, when the moment came, 
Mephibosheth too was caught unaware. 
He was speaking to his servant Zeba, 
arranging the storage of some produce 
from his farms, when news arrived that 
David was evacuating the city ahead of an 
army headed by his rebellious son – who 
was bent on the murder of his own father. 
Mephibosheth immediately instructed 
Ziba – “saddle my donkey so that I go with 
the King”. 24  Zeba left, on the pretence of 
fetching the animal – but Mephibosheth 
did not see him again.

REVENGE

Ziba was not only a shrewd man but also 
politically astute. He had followed the rise 

24  2 Samuel 19: 26- NLT
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of Absalom very carefully and could detect 
serious flaws in his plans. He could also 
see how pride and ambition had blinded 
him to the genius of his father. Ziba was 
hedging his bets on the insurrection being 
short lived – with David returning fairly 
quickly to power. But more importantly 
here was the perfect opportunity for him 
to discredit Mephibosheth, rob him of his 
inheritance, which after all he had worked 
for more than the cripple, and ensure 
once and for all that Mephibosheth, if he 
lived, would be banished once again to his 
orphan house.

THE LIE

Ziba caught up with David on the Mount 
of Olives - just outside the city – and 
presented him with two donkeys loaded 
with food and wine. 25  David immediately 
enquired about Mephibosheth. “He stayed 
in Jerusalem, saying, today I will get back 
the Kingdom of my grandfather Saul” 
Ziba lied. 26 David was incensed – how 
could Mephibosheth repay him in this way 
after the kindness he had shown him. In 
blind anger David said to Ziba – “In that 
case, I give you everything Mephibosheth 
owns”. 27 It had been so easy – one lie and 
Mephibosheth had been disinherited of his 

25  2 Samuel 16:1 - NLT

26  2 Samuel 16:3 - NLT

27  2 Samuel 16:4 - NLT

lands – but, significantly, not of his position 
as a son – for that was not negotiable!  Ziba 
was jubilant – he now had what he always 
wanted. 

Again this begs the question – how could 
a man like David, a man after the Father’s 
heart, and one who walked so close to his 
God, get it so wrong? Sadly, such is the 
frailty of being human for he was a man 
just like us – one day on the mountain, 
basking in the sunshine of God’s approval, 
the next operating according to the blind 
impulses of the flesh. In the heat of the 
moment there was no reflection, no 
questioning the agenda of Ziba, no prayer 
for guidance – just a knee jerk reaction to 
what he saw as complete unfaithfulness 
– but he was wrong. In fact if David had 
stopped for a moment to examine Ziba’s 
claim it would have appeared to be a highly 
unlikely proposition. Why would Absalom, 
who had plotted and schemed to gain 
control of the nation – wish to pass it all to 
Mephibosheth?

It is perhaps not without significance 
that it would be on this same mount, 
generations later, that a man after the spirit 
of Zeba would betray his Lord in to the 
hands of those seeking his life. Judas also 
sold his master for material gain – in the 
same spirit of greed, self-deception and 
betrayal displayed by Ziba – servant of 
Mephibosheth.
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SORROW AND PAIN

Hours passed before Mephibosheth 
admitted to himself that Ziba was not 
coming back. By that time there was 
nothing he could do – no one to turn to 
for everyone who was faithful to David 
had fled the city. He did not know what 
the cunning Ziba was up to – but he had a 
strong feeling that he would misrepresent 
him, whether that be to David or Absalom. 
What broke his heart most of all was 
that David would think ill of him – he 
would rather die than cause him pain. So 
he entered in to a prolonged period of 
mourning - neither washing his feet or 
clothes nor trimming his beard as a mark 
of his grief.28 

Mephibosheth’s greatest fear was realised 
some days later when a smiling Ziba 
walked unannounced in to his house. 
“It’s all mine Mephicosheth – the King 
has given me all your lands”. He took 
great delight in announcing his betrayal 
– hoping that the news of David’s anger 
and disappointment would drive him to 
despair. 29

28  2 Samuel 19:24

29  2 Samuel 19: 27 would seem to 
suggest that Mephibosheth had prior knowledge 
of Ziba’s’ treachery – before he met David on his 
return to Jerusalem.

But Ziba did not know the inner strength 
and faith of his master. Nor did he realise 
that Mephibosheth’s greatest pain was not 
the loss of his lands, property and wealth, 
but purely the thought that David regarded 
him as unfaithful. As will clearly be seen it 
was David he loved – not the wealth or gifts 
that he had bestowed upon him.

When Ziba had gone, Mephibosheth went 
to a small room in the house where he kept 
his scrolls. He chose one of his favourite 
parchments, a song written by King David 
– that spoke so clearly in to is mind and 
emotions in these moment – “The Lord is 
my shepherd; I have everything I need. He 
lets me rest in green meadows; he leads 
me beside peaceful streams. He renews my 
strength. He guides me along right paths, 
bringing honour to his name. Even when 
I walk through the dark valley of death, I 
will not be afraid, for you are close beside 
me”. You prepare a feast for me in the 
presence of my enemies. You welcome me 
as a guest, anointing my head with oil. My 
cup overflows with blessing. Surely your 
goodness and unfailing love (Hesed) will 
pursue me all the days of my life, and I will 
live in the house of the Lord forever”. 30 

Mepiibosheth gently closed the parchment. 
What God was to David – David had been 
to him. Had he not pursued him with 

30  Psalm 23
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covenant love, welcomed him as a guest 
and brought him in to his house? Had not 
his cup overflowed with all the blessings the 
King had bestowed upon him? Yet now it 
was as if he was walking through the valley 
of death – for he had lost his friend and 
King. Yet in these moments of reflections 
he experienced an overwhelming sense 
that his Father in heaven was, in the words 
of David’s song -  “close beside him”. The 
peace of God flooded his heart and he felt 
afresh that supernatural assurance – the 
Lord was not only David’s shepherd – he 
was his too!

THE WILDERNESS

David and those loyal to him fled through 
the wilderness to the town of Mahanaim 
ten miles east of the Jordan River, where he 
made his headquarters. The soldier King 
had lost none of his military prowess – and 
soon appointed generals and captains to 
lead his troops. Yet in isolation, fleeing 
from the murderous intentions of the 
son he loved  - David felt deep pain. In 
addition the alleged disloyalty of his friend 
Mephibosheth grieved him deeply. Alone 
one evening, in heaviness and introspection 
he called a scribe – and dictated a song 
– which included the verse – “Even my 
best friend, the one I trusted completely, 
the one who shared my food, has turned 

against me”. 31 I cannot help but think that 
this verse, which so many have taken only 
as a prophetic Messianic reference, was 
in fact originally written by David with 
Mephibosheth in mind. 

During his residence in Mahanaim one of 
the men who provided essential supplies 
for David and his troops was Machir from 
Lo Debar – the very man in whose house 
Mephibosheth had taken refuge and where 
he had lived for so many years. It is almost 
inconceivable to think that the King and 
Ammiel did not speak of their common 
friend – and that David did not share with 
him something of the grief he felt over 
Mephibosheths’s alleged betrayal. 

DEFEAT AND VICTORY

Absolom’s bitter rebellion appears to 
have been relatively short lived – possibly 
lasting only a few weeks. It ended with his 
ignominious death when he, caught his 
beautiful hair, in the branches of a tree, 
was found by David’s soldiers – one of 
whom killed him – significantly, against the 
express wishes of the King, for he loved his 
son, even although he was a rebel tying to 
kill him.

31  Psalm 41:9. This Psalm along with 
Psalm’s 39, 55, 61 and 63 are believed to 
have been written by David during Absalom’s 
rebellion.
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Following the victory over the armies of 
Absolom, David and his troops began 
returning to Jerusalem. News spread like 
wildfire. Ziba, his sons and servants quickly 
rushed to the Jordan River to congratulate 
the King and welcome his return. 32 Ziba’s 
hunch had paid off – and much more 
quickly than he could ever have hoped. 
Now he could take control of all the land he 
had been gifted by the King.

Mephibosheth was sitting at home in 
Jerusalem 33 when he heard the city in an 
uproar. Grabbing his walking sticks he 
went out in to the street to find out what 
was going on. He could hardly take in what 
he was hearing – David was returning. Joy 
flooded his heart and with almost super 
human strength he went to the stable and 
mounted a donkey – heading immediately 
out of the city. 

THE RECONCILING

Mephibosheth arrived at the Jordan as 
the soldiers and people who had left the 
city with the King weeks before were, 
with great rejoicing, music and singing 
crossing over the Jordan on their return 
journey. He asked among the crowds 
for David and was soon led to the place 

32  2 Samuel 19: 17 - 18

33  2 Samuel 19: 24

where the King was directing operations. 
As their eyes met Mephibosheth could 
see pain and disappointment. There was 
no anger now. That had long gone, but 
the King still believed Mephibosheth had 
betrayed him.  “Why didn’t you come with 
me, Mephibosheth?” David blurted out.34 
Mephibosheth could hear the emotion 
and pain in his voice. He replied -  “My 
lord the King, my servant Ziba deceived 
me. I told him, ‘saddle my donkey so that 
I can go with the King.’ For as you know 
I am crippled. Ziba has slandered me by 
saying that I refused to come. But I know 
that you are like an angel of God, so do 
what you think is best. All my relatives and 
I could expect only death from you, my 
lord, but instead you have honoured me 
among those who eat at your own table! 
So how can I complain?” 35  Mephibosheth 
could have pled the terms of the covenant 
between his father and David – a covenant 
which guaranteed his protection but he did 
not even mention it – rather he pled his 
love and loyalty for the King.

David was shocked. How could he have 
been so deceived? How could he have 
doubted the faithfulness of his friend? His 
mind had been in a turmoil he knew – but 
now it appeared that his judgement had 

34  2 Samuel 19: 25

35  2 Samuel 19: 26 - 28
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been so clouded he had made a terrible 
mistake – a mistake that had caused both 
he and Mephibosheth so much pain and 
anguish.

But this was a day for rejoicing – a day 
of grace and mercy. David directed that 
the land he had promised to Ziba should 
be divided equally between him and 
Mephibosheth. Then, in a statement that 
revealed the true heart of Mephibosheth, 
he said – “Give him all of it - I am content 

just to have you back again, my lord!” 36

Mephibosheth was more interested in the 
giver than in his gifts. He loved, not for 
the wealth or position the King might give 
him – but simply because he loved – loved 
everything about this man who has sought 
him, restored him and adopted him as a 
son to his family. To have him back as King 
and friend was the sum total of his hearts 
desire – nothing else mattered. 

CONCLUSION

And so Mephibosheth fades from the 
biblical record. That he and David 
continued to live in covenant love is 
without doubt. It was impossible for 
Mephibosheth ever to be the orphan again 
– he was and would always be a son.

The story of Mephibosheth and David has 
many spiritual parallels. I trust many of 

36  2 Samuel 19: 30

these will have been seen behind the thin 
veil of the human story which reveals them. 
Chief among these is, of course, the orphan 
heart or orphan spirit. This is a condition 
which affects millions in our world today 
– sometimes as a result of being a natural 
orphan. However, it is just as likely to be 
found in its spiritual form – even amongst 
thousands who profess to live as children 
of The Kingdom.  Behind the orphan 
heart lurks a spirit of fear, separation 
and rejection. Spiritual orphans have no 
assurance of covenant love, reconciliation 
or sonship.  

Many people live with another form of 
fear which springs from the orphan spirit 
- that to please God they must “perform” – 
whether that be in the realm of adherence 
to a set of religious rules and regulations or 
simply to “do” rather than to “be”.

This story is also very clearly a picture 
of covenant love (Hesed). For the Jew, 
to enter a covenant was as binding as 
death – not something which, as in our 
culture, could be broken and abused at 
will. Covenant love is one of the major 
themes of the Bible – and here again it is 
clearly portrayed as David, in covenant love 
pursues Mephibosheth – bringing him to a 
place of restoration and blessing. Is this not 
a picture of how the Holy Spirit pursues us 
– longing to bring us in to relationship with 
the Son, Jesus, and bring us home to Father 



Page 19

and to his table of abundance? There is only 
one further reference to Mephibosheth in 
the Bible – one which relates to him being 
protected from harm – because of covenant 
love! 37

On the other hand I suggest Ziba can be 
seen as a picture of Satan who attempts 
to keep people in his orphan house of 
separation and fear – ignorant of the fact 
that they are loved by The Father who seeks 
for them, and longs to restore them as sons 
and daughters to His Kingdom of love. In 

37  2 Samuel 21: 7

addition Ziba is a picture of The Accuser 
who will continue in his attempts to 
misrepresent covenant sons and daughters 
to the Father – his aim being to discourage, 
destroy and rob them of their assurance in 
his unfailing love.

In contrast David, by his loyal love, seeking 
and restoring an orphan to the full status of 
a son – is a pure picture of the Father heart 
of God. He does what our Father longs 
to do for each and every member of the 
human race – to restore them to a position 
of true sonship and covenant blessing.
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