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A. Have you heard the term “compatibilism”? No, it has nothing to do with marriage, whether or not this or that suitor would be acceptable or suitable as a potential spouse. Rather, it addresses some puzzles regarding the sovereignty of God. If God is absolutely in control of every molecule in the universe and the brain cells of every human, then where did sin come from and how did it enter the world? More generally, if God is all-good and all-powerful, then why do bad things happen? 


The answer is that God has some better purpose in view in those puzzling situations. Joseph’s story in the latter chapters of Genesis is often cited as an illustration of this truth. His wicked brothers with evil intent sold him as a slave into Egypt. At the same time God used this event to get his man into the right place where he could warn of a coming famine and save the lives of countless thousands, including his brothers. And Joseph’s wise conclusion to his brothers as he forgave them was “As for you, you meant evil against me, but God meant it for good, to bring it about that many people should be kept alive, as they are today.” (50:20) So, there is no incompatibility between God’s will and the will of sinners in their sin. 

B. But what do we do with what we find in our text, 2 Samuel 24:1? “Again the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, and he incited David against them, saying, ‘Go, number Israel and Judah.’” This time, it appears, that God himself moved David to do this sinful act. And yet we know from James 1:13-15: “13 Let no one say when he is tempted, “I am being tempted by God,” for God cannot be tempted with evil, and he himself tempts no one. 14 But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire. 15 Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death.” Wasn’t the Lord here tempting David? 

C. The parallel passage in 1 Chronicles 21:1 has it a little different. Chronicles was written after Samuel. And there the writers were clarifying an important point. Temptation, the enticement to sin, does not come directly from God himself, but passes through some second cause. God wanted Joseph’s brothers to sin against them, but the evil desire and the evil act was their own. And Satan was the one who directly incited David to sin, even though it served the Lord’s purpose. 


C. So, Satan meant this act in order to destroy. The Lord meant it in order to discipline. And in all of it David himself happily cooperated: he himself wanted to commit this sinful act. There was no violation of his will, as he himself will report. He did what he wanted to do. We always do so when we sin. We sin because that’s what we desire most at that moment. Oh, we may come to regret it. But in the moment, that’s what we want, and we must own it.  


And here’s what sets David head and shoulders above the rest. When Saul disobeyed the Lord, he may have regretted it, he may have been remorseful, but he did not repent. And this is what made David a true man of God, the man after God’s own heart. He fell. No doubt. But when he fell, he rushed back to the Lord in true repentance. God was of supreme importance to him. And this makes David, a type of the coming Christ, also a sterling example, a model for us both to congratulate and to imitate. 

I. WE MUST REPENT BEFORE THE LORD.


A. Let’s go back to the beginning and walk though our text. “Again the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel….” Why? We are not told. It may have been some grievous act of irreverence. The only other time this was stated in this manner is when Uzzah reached up to steady the Ark of the Covenant on its ox cart, and the Lord struck him dead. One scholar, S.G. DeGraaf points to a possible cause: “Hadn’t the people rejected David for Absolom and then for Sheba? They had rejected the head of the covenant—and thereby the Lord’s covenant itself. For this the Lord now intended to punish them.”(Davis, 318)

“[A]nd he incited David against them, saying, “Go, number Israel and Judah.” 2 So the king said to Joab, the commander of the army, who was with him, “Go through all the tribes of Israel, from Dan to Beersheba, and number the people, that I may know the number of the people.” 3 But Joab said to the king, “May the Lord your God add to the people a hundred times as many as they are, while the eyes of my lord the king still see it, but why does my lord the king delight in this thing?” [Remarkably, we see Joab in the right there, wiser than David. Rarely in a fallen world is a bad man all bad, or a good man all good.] 4 But the king’s word prevailed against Joab and the commanders of the army.”

And then the text records the path they took to carry this out, taking almost ten months to do so. But after they reported their findings, David had a change of heart. “10 But David’s heart struck him after he had numbered the people. And David said to the Lord, “I have sinned greatly in what I have done. But now, O Lord, please take away the iniquity of your servant, for I have done very foolishly.”

B. So, what was wrong with this census? God elsewhere had actually commanded taking a census. There must have been something in David’s attitude that made this a sinful act on this part. Most suggest that this was either an act of pride (“My great army!”) or of misplaced confidence, trusting is military might instead of trusting the Lord. And even though we do not know what was wrong about this, David did, and he repented of it. 



C. As we said, this is what set David apart as God’s man. I have lived long enough to know that you sleep much better after honestly confessing your sins to the Lord. There is always forgiveness available through Christ’s infinitely efficacious sacrifice on the cross. And you have better relationships with others, including your spouse, if you keep short accounts and freely confess and repent of the many foolish offenses we commit, even on a daily basis. Without such confession and repentance (and forgiveness!), the offenses quickly become grievances that bear the fruit of bitterness and disaffection. 
II. WE MUST TRUST FULLY IN THE LORD.


A. And so the Lord gives David three options. This is not like the three “wishes” that often appear in legends and fairy tales. “11 And when David arose in the morning, the word of the Lord came to the prophet Gad, David’s seer, saying, 12 “Go and say to David, ‘Thus says the Lord, Three things I offer you. Choose one of them, that I may do it to you.’ ” 13 So Gad came to David and told him, and said to him, “Shall three years of famine come to you in your land? Or will you flee three months before your foes while they pursue you? Or shall there be three days’ pestilence in your land? Now consider, and decide what answer I shall return to him who sent me.”

Why does God give David these three options as discipline for his act? (And as we know, this was discipline for his people, for some sin on their part.) The simple answer is that we are not told. But if we guess that it is a test of David’s confidence in God himself, in his mercy, it will probably not be far from the mark. For that is what David expresses in his response. “14 Then David said to Gad, “I am in great distress. Let us fall into the hand of the Lord, for his mercy is great; but let me not fall into the hand of man.” David knew about the supposed mercies of man, but even more hoped in the mercies of God.

B. God’s mercy is great, man’s mercy not so much. Ralph Davis relates the horrifying story of a three-year-old child who, at the Brookfield Zoo in Chicago tumbled down into a cage housing seven gorillas. The child remained alert and was eventually cleared by a local hospital, but how do you get a toddler out of a gorilla cage? Actually, a seven-year-old female gorilla named Binti picked up the child, cradled him in her arms, and put him down near a door where he could be safely removed. And Davis writes: “I suppose the story seems amazing to us because we do not customarily associate gorillas with kindness. We may be grateful to Binti but would prefer not to trust her with another child.” But then he asks, “I wonder if in our gut-level thinking we don’t have a gorilla view of God’s mercies?” 

C. It may be easy to say we trust God on a warm spring day when the birds are singing their hearts out and the flowers fill the air with fragrant delights. But how about in the dead of winter? Or in the gathering clouds of the approaching storm? Or in the lingering pain of illness? Or in the relentless ache of grief? In those times, do not forget the pitiful cry of the Son of God hanging from three nails in the pitch blackness of the wrath of God, the agony, the shame, the thirst, and the pain. And remember that his curse was our mercy. Next…
III. WE MUST CARE FOR GOD’S PEOPLE.


A. David rises to a new height. He had trusted the Lord’s mercy, and the Lord chose the three days of pestilence rather than the three years of famine. And in the midst of the catastrophic death, David pleads with God that he might take the people’s affliction on himself. “15 So the Lord sent a pestilence on Israel from the morning until the appointed time. And there died of the people from Dan to Beersheba 70,000 men. 16 And when the angel stretched out his hand toward Jerusalem to destroy it, the Lord relented from the calamity and said to the angel who was working destruction among the people, “It is enough; now stay your hand.” And the angel of the Lord was by the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite. 17 Then David spoke to the Lord when he saw the angel who was striking the people, and said, “Behold, I have sinned, and I have done wickedly. But these sheep, what have they done? Please let your hand be against me and against my father’s house.” 


Note that David did not know at this point that the Lord had chosen to show mercy. And in the three days, it would have been impossible for him to learn of all the deaths in the outlying areas. But when the pestilence drew near and he could witness for himself the people suddenly stricken and perishing, he made the offer of the substitution of himself and his family. 

B. Honestly, there is no reason to assume that this deep care for God’s people applies only to leaders like David. Yes, we do expect a higher standard for church officers, deacons and elders. But we must remember the numerous “one-anothers” in the New Testament epistles that apply to all believers. What’s more, Ephesians 4:11-12 reports that God has appointed church officers to equip the saints, the church members for works of service: “11 And he gave the apostles, the prophets, the evangelists, the pastors and teachers, 12 to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ….” This does not exempt church officers from the work of the ministry, but we should note carefully that if the church officers are doing the work of ministry, guess what they are not doing: they are not “equipping the saints!” And then guess who is not doing “the work of ministry”? That’s right, “the saints,” as God has called them to. It’s a division of labor which means that all must be doing their part. And then…
IV. WE MUST SHOW INTEGRITY BEFORE THE LORD. 


A. And here is the part that is perhaps best known from this chapter. I think songs have been written to the effect that pledge not to contribute an offering to God that costs us nothing. 

“18 And Gad came that day to David and said to him, “Go up, raise an altar to the Lord on the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite.” 19 So David went up at Gad’s word, as the Lord commanded. 20 And when Araunah looked down, he saw the king and his servants coming on toward him. And Araunah went out and paid homage to the king with his face to the ground. 21 And Araunah said, “Why has my lord the king come to his servant?” David said, “To buy the threshing floor from you, in order to build an altar to the Lord, that the plague may be averted from the people.” 

B. This was a matter of some urgency. Apparently, the plague would not stop until David offered this sacrifice. And Araunah makes a generous offer. “22 Then Araunah said to David, “Let my lord the king take and offer up what seems good to him. Here are the oxen for the burnt offering and the threshing sledges and the yokes of the oxen for the wood. 23 All this, O king, Araunah gives to the king.” And Araunah said to the king, “May the Lord your God accept you.” 



And here is David’s reply of integrity: “24 But the king said to Araunah, “No, but I will buy it from you for a price. I will not offer burnt offerings to the Lord my God that cost me nothing.” So David bought the threshing floor and the oxen for fifty shekels of silver. 25 And David built there an altar to the Lord and offered burnt offerings and peace offerings. So the Lord responded to the plea for the land, and the plague was averted from Israel.”

C. And that’s it. These are the final words of 2 Samuel, the end of this journey from the turbulent time of the Judges to the solidly unified monarchy under the great king David. We will later learn what the writer already knows, I think, that this threshing floor of Araunah, up on a hill to catch the breeze for threshing, would become the spot upon which would be built the temple by David’s son, Solomon. 

 CONCLUSION


Though David served as a type, a prefiguring of the coming Christ, he also lays out an example for us to follow, much as our Lord Jesus does, as in the words of 1 Peter 2:21: “For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps.” 

Here in David’s example, we see the blessed means of repentance by which we remain in fellowship with God and with our fellow humans. 

We find the example of trusting the Lord’s mercy, the joy of knowing that our God is good and kind and promises only that which is best for us as his covenant people. 

We find the noble calling to care for one another, to become equipped according to God’s means so that each one can plunge into the truly godly, Christlike work of ministry, of administering the blessings of the gospel one to another. 

And we find the call to and the empowering for a life of integrity that focuses on generosity because we have been so wonderfully and richly blessed in Christ, the heirs of the true Promised Land of which Israel was only a dim shadow and a brief foretaste of the eternal glories that will be ours in the age to come. 

So, now at the conclusion of both First and Second Samuel, where do we go from here? Lord willing, you will find out next week! J
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