The Gibeonites Avenged
In 2016, a jury in Nebraska awarded the plaintiff a judgement in the amount of $2.6 billion in the civil case of the Estate of Tyler Thomas V Joshua Keadle.  It remains the largest wrongful death award granted in the US.  Keadle was convicted of murdering Thomas even though her body was never found.  The award was only symbolic as the staggering amount could never be paid by the defendant.  Wrongful death awards vary widely and are often determined by placing a value on the future earnings potential of the deceased.  Such a calculation seems to coldly place a monetary value on a life that is precious to God.  Each case, however, is different and we cannot presume to know the motives of family members who bring such suits.  Most see a monetary award as punishment on the party responsible for the death. In our study of 2nd Samuel chapter 21, we see that the Gibeonites had a wrongful death case against Saul’s family and God took up their cause.   
At the beginning of the chapter, Israel suffered a drought for three straight years after which David asked God the reason for the drought.  Droughts were common but David sensed that a drought for such a prolonged period of time might have been sent by God.  God told David it was because Saul had killed some Gibeonites.  There is no record in the Bible that mentions the event to which God referred.  The relationship between Israel and the Gibeonites is described in Joshua chapters nine and ten.  The Gibeonites were Canaanites who deceived Israel into entering into a treaty with them by claiming they came from a distant country because they knew God had blessed Israel.  After entering into a covenant with the Gibeonites, Israel came to their rescue when they were attacked by five Amorite kings.  Some speculate that Saul considered the people of Gibeon as Canaanites who should be exterminated in accordance with God’s directive.  Because Israel had a covenant with the Gibeonites, God expected them to honor it and it appears that they were incorporated into Israel.  Ironically, some think that Saul himself was descended from the Gibeonites after a remnant of Benjamin sought wives to repopulate their tribe (see Judges chapter 21).
David spoke to the people of Gibeon and asked how he could make amends for what Saul had done.  They responded that no payment of silver or gold could atone for the deaths of their people.  Matthew Henry noted that they might have taken the opportunity to ask for release from servitude but did not (see Joshua 9:27).  They further stated that they did not have the right to punish anyone in Israel.  They meant that David would have to authorize any punishment before they could act.  Henry went on to speculate that the Gibeonites wanted punishment not as revenge but to satisfy God so the drought would end.  It is notable that the men were hung at the beginning of the harvest.  They asked David to have seven of Saul’s descendants turned over to them to be killed.  David gave them seven of Saul’s grandchildren who were born to his daughters Rizpah and Merab and the Gibeonites hung them, leaving their bodies exposed on a hill rather than burying them. 
Mizpah grieved for her sons so much that she sat with their bodies for days preventing wild animals and birds from eating their flesh.  When David heard of her devotion to her sons, he ordered that their bodies be buried along with Saul and Jonathan in Kish’s tomb in Benjamin.  After that, God answered the prayers for the land.
The remainder of the chapter is devoted to more wars with the Philistines although the timing of the wars is not clear.  We do learn that David’s men declared that he could no longer lead them in battle because of the risk that he might be killed.
While some may think God was too harsh in allowing the killing of the seven men, it may be that those men had assisted or at least condoned what Saul had done.  The matter of the Gibeonites is a curious one since they were a Canaanite people that God had told Israel to drive out.  They appeared to be a meek lot and they may have worshipped God as a result of their union with Israel.  It is significant that God performed two miracles in their defense when they were attacked (see Joshua chapter 10).
The young man who was found guilty of murder remains in jail as he was not sentenced to death.  Considering how vigorously the young lady’s family pressed the lawsuit, I would think they would have preferred a death sentence.  I have read of other families that lost loved ones opposing a death sentence saying that another death would not restore a lost life and there are states that ban capital punishment.   Mosaic law clearly required a life for life with no allowance for payment of ransom to avoid death (see Num. 35:31).
