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as a chiasm.13 The first ten chapters record David’s success
“Tamar lived desolate in the house of her brother Absalom”
and victories14 and portray a united Israel, while the last ten
(2 Sam 13:20). These words have given me both heartache and
chapters record David’s failures and decline and a divided
comfort. Heartache because I don’t want Tamar’s story to end
Israel. Near the center of this book are the narratives of David
this way. Comfort because Tamar’s desolation validates my own
and Bathsheba (2 Sam 11) and Amnon and Tamar (2 Sam 13).
desolation. “Desolation”1 describes the barren woman, a desert
Between these two narratives, Nathan prophesies that calamity
wilderness, and the destruction of Jerusalem.2 Jerusalem’s
will come upon David through his
desolation is described contrary to
family (2 Sam 12:10–11).
the creation account: formless and
Calamity strikes David’s family
empty,3 dark, and isolated.4 To live
This community, represented
when the firstborn son of David
desolate means to live lifeless,5 a
by the biblical writers, stands
and Bathsheba dies. This death is
common reality for those who suffer
with Tamar, validates her
followed by the birth of Solomon,
the impact of sexual abuse. Millions
voice,
and
acknowledges
her
Tamar’s younger half-brother and the
worldwide live in this reality: men and
suffering. Through the biblical
inspiration for the book of Proverbs
women, young and old, rich and poor.
(Prov 1:1). Solomon personifies
Even the daughter of King David.
writers we hear Tamar’s voice
wisdom as a woman who speaks
Tamar was a beautiful princess
of wisdom and outrage.
truth (Prov 8:7), gives instruction
from the tribe of Judah.6 Her
and knowledge (Prov 8:10), brings life
father was a former shepherd from
(Prov 3:18, 8:35, 16:22), enables kings
Bethlehem;7 her mother was the
to reign (Prov 8:15), and possesses counsel, sound judgment,
daughter of a Canaanite king.8 Tamar grew up in the palace
understanding, strength, and power (Prov 8:14). These
of Jerusalem and lived during Israel’s golden years under
characteristics of wisdom are embodied in Tamar, who suffers
the reigns of her father, David (1010–970 BC), and her halfcalamity at the hand of her brother Amnon. We now proceed
brother Solomon (970–930 BC). Tamar was the daughter of the
to 2 Sam 13 to listen to Tamar’s voice of wisdom and outrage.
messianic forerunner, the chosen and anointed one, the man
after God’s heart.9 She was the only daughter of David named
Tamar offers life-giving sustenance (2 Sam 13:1–9)
alongside nineteen of David’s sons.10
Tamar is described as a beautiful15 sister who obediently
Tamar was raped, silenced, and left desolate by Amnon,
prepares sustenance in order to sustain her “sick” half-brother
David’s firstborn son and heir to the Davidic throne,11 within
Amnon. According to the narrator, Amnon made himself sick
the palace of the king. But her story does not end here.
with frustration because of his love for Tamar, her virginity,
Tamar has a voice, and her community has made sure that
her relationship to Absalom,16 and the impossibility of doing
her voice is not silenced. This community, represented by the
“anything”17 to her. This description of Amnon casts him in a
biblical writers, stands with Tamar, validates her voice, and
suspicious light.
acknowledges her suffering. Through the biblical writers we
Amnon’s distress over Tamar’s virginity is incongruent with
hear Tamar’s voice of wisdom and outrage.
his love for her. Tamar’s virginity is a valuable commodity and
Tamar’s voice of wisdom and outrage testifies to her courage,
a significant source of family pride and honor rather than a
godliness, and pain. She speaks powerfully and relevantly today
cause for distress. Her virginity ensures her marriageability,
to those who live in desolation. Hearing Tamar requires close
status, and future. As her brother, Amnon is obligated to protect
attention to her words and actions, for the narrator has added
her virginity and his family’s honor. The narrator discloses a
volume to her voice. As we approach 2 Sam 13, emphasis will
deceptive and manipulative plan that evolves from Amnon’s
be given to key words and themes employed by the narrator.12
frustration and “sickness,” raising even more suspicion about
We begin by situating 2 Sam 13 within its historical and literary
Amnon.
context.
Amnon willingly listens to the voice of his cousin Jonadab,
Historical and literary context (2 Sam 13:1–22)
who concocts a plan to exploit family relationships and
obligations of hospitality. Jonadab advises Amnon to lie down,
Tamar speaks in the account of the rise and fall of the Davidic
make himself sick, and request that David send Tamar to
kingdom which emphasizes Israel’s division, idolatry, and exile.
“sustain” (brh) him with “sustenance” (bryh) from her hand.18
This broader narrative begins with a desolate woman (Hannah,
Amnon follows Jonadab’s advice, David fulfills Amnon’s
1 Sam 1:2) and ends with a desolate nation (2 Kgs 25:1–21). The
request, and Tamar obeys David’s command.
rape of Tamar marks a pivotal point in the book of 2 Samuel
and in David’s kingship. Indeed, 2 Sam 13:1–22 was written
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Amnon requests that David send Tamar to come and make
two special cakes (lbb)19 before his eyes. The sustenance that
Amnon desires resembles the Hebrew word for “heart” (lb).
Tamar is sent to Amnon with sustenance intended to revive
and restore his heart.20 The narrator portrays Tamar as an
obedient daughter and loyal sister who diligently works to
sustain her sick brother. Tamar offers life-giving sustenance to
Amnon through her laborious efforts.

for he will not withhold me from you. By addressing their
father as “the king,” Tamar reminds Amnon that their father
is the highest human authority in the kingdom; violating
Tamar would be a violation against their father and king.32
However, Tamar assures that the king will give his permission
and blessing if Amnon abides by the laws and customs of the
kingdom.33 Tamar confronts evil with truth and offers Amnon
life-giving wisdom.

Tamar offers life-giving wisdom (2 Sam 13:9–13)

Amnon commits an outrage (2 Sam 13:14–15)

Tamar does what is expected of her by fulfilling Amnon’s
request. Amnon, however, does the unexpected and commands
everyone to leave. He commands Tamar to come to the
bedroom so that he may be sustained from her hand. Everyone
leaves, and Tamar comes to the bedroom to offer sustenance
from her hand. As soon as Tamar comes near, Amnon seizes
her and commands her: Come, lie with me, my sister!21 Tamar,
however, resists Amnon with wisdom and outrage: No, my
brother! Do not rape me because this is not done in Israel! Do
not do this outrage!
Tamar first says, No! She is the only person in the narrative
who stands up to Amnon. By defying Amnon, Tamar aligns
with the laws of Israel (Deut 22:20–29). Amnon is required by
law to honor Tamar’s voice of refusal. By calling Amnon “my
brother,” Tamar confronts Amnon with his brotherly obligation
to protect her sexuality, status, and wellbeing. She explicitly
commands Amnon not to “rape” (‘nh)22 her, accurately
discerning Amnon’s request to “lie” (shkb) with her as rape.
Tamar warns Amnon that what he intends to do is not done in
Israel, the kingdom which Amnon himself is expected to rule.
Tamar orders Amnon, Do not do this outrage! The word
“outrage” (nblh)23 occurs only in extreme circumstances
that threaten the life of not only an individual but also the
community.24 Examples of outrages include rape,25 violating
YHWH’s covenant, not speaking truthfully about YHWH,26
and repaying good with evil.27 Amnon would know that
those who commit an outrage in Israel are put to death.28
Tamar commands Amnon not to risk his life and kingship by
committing a godless abomination29 in the land of Israel, whose
ultimate king is YHWH. Tamar speaks outrage on behalf of the
nation of Israel, and she offers Amnon wise counsel in order to
deter his course of action.
Tamar wisely appeals to Amnon’s compassion and reason:
Where would I go with my disgrace? You will be like one of
the godless fools in Israel! Tamar asks Amnon to consider
what will happen to both of them if he rapes her. Tamar will
lose her marriageability, identity, status, and future; Amnon
will become a godless fool (nabal) who commits an outrage
(nebalah) in Israel. A nabal is one who is foolish, godless, evil,
associated with Belial,30 and an enemy of David and YHWH.31
Tamar warns Amnon that he is in danger of aligning with evil
and opposing both the king and the God of Israel.
After Tamar voices wisdom and outrage, she devises an
honest and straightforward plan: Please speak to the king,

Tamar, unlike Jonadab, counsels with truth and wisdom.
According to the narrator, however, Amnon is not willing
to listen to Tamar’s voice. Amnon ignores her voice and acts
as though she has not even spoken. The narrator testifies
that Amnon overpowers Tamar and rapes her. Through his
testimony, the narrator aligns with Tamar and validates her
voice by repeating Tamar’s words.34 The narrator portrays
Amnon as a godless fool who has disregarded the voice of
wisdom and committed an outrage in Israel.
The narrator clarifies that Amnon does not love Tamar;
he intensely hates her. Instead of wanting Tamar near him,
he wants rid of her. Amnon had commanded Tamar, Come!
Lie! Now he commands, Rise! Go!35 Tamar again resists with
wisdom and outrage.

Tamar is discarded (2 Sam 13:16–18)
Tamar again confronts Amnon: No! Sending me away is a
greater evil than what you have already done to me! Tamar
again says, No! Cultural and familial obligations obligate
Amnon to protect and provide for her.36 By raping Tamar,
Amnon has dishonored her, himself, and their family and has
jeopardized Tamar’s status, wellbeing, and future. Tamar voices
Amnon’s intention to disregard her as evil. Amnon, however,
remains unwilling to listen.
According to the narrator, Amnon had first been unwilling
to listen to Tamar’s voice. Now he is unwilling to listen to her.
The narrator indicts Amnon through Amnon’s own speech
and actions. Amnon gives another command, this time to his
servant: Please send this away from me outside, and bolt the
door after her. Amnon humiliates and dehumanizes Tamar by
commanding a servant to throw “this” out.37
The narrator responds to Amnon’s command by
highlighting Tamar’s garment, which is reminiscent of Joseph’s
and symbolizes her special status with her father as a royal
daughter of the king.38 Her garment represents her virginity,
which ensures her marriageability, status, and future. Rather
than confronting Amnon, the servant boy throws the royal
daughter of the king outside and bolts the door after her.
Amnon casts out his sister who is in pain and need.39 He
discards the one who offers life-giving sustenance.

Tamar is desolate (2 Sam 13:19–22)
Thrown outside and locked out, the narrator stands by Tamar’s
side, bearing witness to her pain and suffering. First, Tamar
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puts ashes upon her head, voicing her devastation and grief.40
Second, she tears her special garment, voicing tragedy and
death.41 Third, she cries out, voicing injustice, oppression,
and anguish.42 Tamar openly acknowledges the outrage that
Amnon has committed and the devastation she feels. Amnon,
however, does not respond.
Tamar is raped, discarded, and left desolate, but her family
responds with silence. Absalom minimizes the rape43 and
commands Tamar to be silent and not to set her heart on
“this matter.”44 David does nothing, even though an outrage
has been committed in his family and kingdom.45 As father,
David is required to act on behalf of his daughter;46 as king,
he is obligated to uphold the laws of Israel.47 The daughter
of David lives desolate, and calamity within David’s family
escalates into calamity within his kingdom.48
Absalom hates Amnon, kills him,49 and declares war
against David.50 The rape of Tamar evolves into the deaths of
twenty thousand (2 Sam 18:7). The kingdom of David becomes
ravaged by war, a foreshadowing of Jerusalem’s invasion, exile,
and desolation. Jerusalem, like Tamar, is described as a virgin
daughter of Judah,51 naked,52 hated,53 and desolate.54 Both
cry out in devastation and grief.55 Both receive honor and
restoration.56
Tamar receives honor and restoration not only through her
voice of wisdom and outrage but also through her prestigious
position in David’s genealogy. Tamar’s name is strategically
placed, preceding Solomon and the kingly line of Judah (1 Chr
3:9–16). Tamar’s legacy continues through Absalom’s daughter,
also named Tamar,57 and through the kings of Judah. She
offers life and sustenance to those who fellowship with her
in her suffering and find comfort and strength in her voice of
wisdom and outrage.

Conclusion
Tamar lived desolate, but her testimony does not end in
desolation. Tamar’s voice of wisdom and outrage continues to
speak today. The biblical writers have honored and preserved
her voice for those willing to listen. She offers life-giving
sustenance through her words of wisdom and her outrage
against evil. Tamar confronts evil with truth and speaks with
authority on behalf of the narrator and the laws and wisdom of
Israel. The narrator validates Tamar’s voice and bears witness
to the multidimensional violence,58 consequences, and
devastation of rape. Amnon represents godless foolishness,
while Tamar represents godly wisdom.
Indeed, Amnon forsakes wisdom (cf. Prov 4:6), does not
love wisdom (cf. Prov 4:6), and fails to call wisdom “my sister”
(cf. Prov 7:4). Because Amnon does not listen to wisdom, he
forfeits life and favor from the Lord (cf. Prov 8:34–35). Amnon
hates wisdom and, therefore, loves death (cf. Prov 8:36).
In contrast, both Tamar and wisdom call out (cf. Prov
1:20–21), raise their voice (cf. Prov 8:1, 4), and speak what is
right and true (cf. Prov 8:6–7). Both fear the Lord and hate
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evil, pride, and perverse speech (cf. Prov 8:13). Both stretch
out their hands (cf. Prov 1:24), offering health, nourishment,
and life (cf. Prov 3:8, 18, 22, 4:22, 8:5, 35). Both possess sound
judgment, understanding, and power (cf. Prov 8:14). Both
offer advice and rebuke (cf. Prov 1:22–23) yet are rejected and
ignored (cf. Prov 1:24–25). Tamar is remembered as a wise
and valiant59 woman (cf. Prov 31:10) who offers life and does
good and not evil (cf. Prov 31:12). She provides sustenance
for her family and girds herself with strength (cf. Prov 31:15,
17). She extends her hands to the needy (cf. Prov 31:20) and
wears fine linen, strength and honor (cf. Prov 31:22, 25).
Tamar speaks wisdom and the law of loving-kindness (cf.
Prov 31:26). As a woman who fears the Lord, she is praised
(cf. Prov 31:30) and honored within the messianic line of
Judah (1 Chr 3:9–16).
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