
Sermon 59: 2 Samuel 24: David’s Census 
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INTRODUCTIONS 
 
Different sins afflict different people at different times.  In our youth we are tempted by 
everything that is new, by the lusts of the flesh and the world of experience on offer.  When 
we are middle aged we are tempted by comfort and materialism as we settle down.  What 
are the sins of old age?  I cannot speak from experience but it appears as if we have one of 
those sins exhibited before us in 2 Samuel 24 when David counts the fighting men.  Pride.  
When we come to the end of our lives and we look back we will be tempted to measure our 
importance and success by what we leave behind.  It could be the mark we leave with 
friends, accomplishments, fame.  As we end the book of 2 Samuel we see our hero 
struggling with sin.  As we study this chapter we want to look at the sin, its consequences, 
and the reparations made for it.   
 
The sin 
 
As we come to v1 there are 3 unanswered questions we want to answer.  V1, ‘Again the 
anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel, and he incited David against them, saying, 
"Go, number Israel and Judah."’  What sin has Israel committed to rouse God’s anger?  How 
can a holy God incite David to sin?  Why is taking a census sinful?   
 
Firstly, the sin of Israel is not mentioned.  Technically we don’t need to know what sin was 
involved in moving God’s hand in judgement only that God is acting out of holy justice.  This 
highlights that God is not taking cruel pot shots at David playing games with His life but is 
rather working out His holy purposes.  Would it have been the sin of following Absalom 
against God’s anointed, or Sheba, we are not told.  But this also reminds us of the way in 
which God works in nations.  We get the politicians we deserve and often the foolish actions 
which produce more judgement are God responding to the sins of a nation.  We have to 
come to terms with the fact that God is just and He does not have to explain His actions to 
us.  Does this sit well with you?  Do you sense something in yourself that demands that God 
must give an account and vindicate Himself to you?  This is the sinful pride of our hearts 
that is predisposed to unbelief.  The cure is to submit our doubts to the clear statements of 
God’s word.   
 
The second mystery is how a holy God can incite David to sin.  Further light is shed on this 
mystery from 1 Chron. 21:1, ‘Then Satan stood against Israel and incited David to number 
Israel.’  We have here a Job-like situation where God has allowed satan to tempt David.  
Please notice the way the Bible expresses it, the same word incite is used in both cases, but 
it is obvious that the same sense is not intended.  We must understand the three layers of 
agency in this situation.  God allow the devil to act, God is freely acting in line with His holy 
justice to punish sin.  The devil gladly takes the opportunity to tempt David because he is 
acting freely from his sinfulness.  David accepts the temptation because He is sinful and 
wants what has been suggested.  God is sovereign yet we see that the devil as a tempter 
and David as a sinner are both under the umbrella of that sovereignty.  God’s permissive will 
as He allows things to happen according to a passive judicial hardening through secondary 



means.  But all the while there is no violation of the will of satan or David, yet God’s will is 
done.  Don’t let the apparent difficulty of the word incited being used of both allow you to 
miss this.   
 
The third question is how was the census sinful?  We are not told.  I have always had a 
superstitious fear of counting who is at church just in case I committed the sin, but this was 
obviously a case of clear sin, though how is not spelled out.  Some think that he may have 
broken the law of Ex. 30:12, ‘"When you take the census of the people of Israel, then each 
shall give a ransom for his life to the LORD when you number them, that there be no plague 
among them when you number them.’  Did David break this law and refuse to pay the 
ransom?  Some feel it was a case of pride or even of fear for he was putting his confidence 
in the arm of flesh.  We can’t really be sure.  The big alert for us is that Joab warns David 
off counting the men, v3, ‘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?"’   If Joab is uncomfortable with it, there 
must be something wrong in it we are not aware of.      
 
Head counting can be a sin we all struggle with, especially leaders.  Whenever pastors get 
together it is inevitable that the numbers question comes up.  Sadly we associate numbers 
with blessing and success.  A church is healthy when it is holy not merely when it has many 
numbers.  A church is not healthy simply because it has a nice building, or is wealthy.   
 
The consequences 
 
David then realises his sin, v10, ‘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."  To 
David’s credit we see that he feels his sin, when it says his heart struck him this means he is 
conscience stricken.  This is a sign of spiritual life, dead bodies don’t feel pain only living 
ones do.  Leprosy is an inability to feel, alcohol dulls the senses, and a hard heart is 
judgement from God.  So the fact David feels it is a blessing.  Some have severe pangs of 
conscience and wish for their consciences to be removed, be grateful for the pain. 
 
Secondly, David confesses his sin.  The opposite of confessing your sin is justifying it.  
Claiming that your action was good and not bad.  Confession is calling sin what God calls it.  
There can be no true repentance without this ownership of our own sins.  Confession 
recognises my guilt and my wrong and how I am worthy of punishment.  Today we are 
trained to blame others and not ourselves.  If you feel that God is unreasonable for holding 
you guilty then youhave not yet seen your sin as you ought and you are justifying your sins 
not confession them.   
 
Thirdly, David asks for forgiveness for sin.  In all three of these things we have a good 
model for when we sin.  We are to feel it, mourn it, own and confess it, and ask God to 
forgive it.  But it does not end there.  Perhaps you were thinking, well he has asked for 
forgiveness, God will inevitably give it and it will be cast into forgetfulness with no 
consequences.  Sin has consequences, and God often chastises His children.  This is not a 
sign that they are not His children but that they are.   
 
A prophet is sent to tell David that punishment must follow and he has to choose between 
famine war or plague.  David asks to be at God’s mercy not man’s and God opts for the 
three days of pestilence.   
 



The reparations 
 
Despite his sin David’s faith is apparent.  V14, ‘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."’  He is confident in God’s mercy despite the fact that consequences must 
follow sin.  David knows from experience that God mixes mercy with justice when man does 
not.  David has suffered God’s chastening before and has been restored, and has seen 
mercies he did not deserve.  He knows God’s goodness and faithfulness even in the midst of 
chastening.  This is a view we must see.  We must remember that God’s full wrath was 
satisfied on the cross, when He chastens us it is as a Father.  Sin is very serious and is not 
overlooked, God does act.  And like David we must be confident in His mercy.   
 
We see that God does not delight in punishment and relents when 70000 have died and 
orders the judging angel to stop.  The angel stopped over the threshing floor of Araunah the 
Jebusite.  David has a vision of the angel and begs God to cease.  V17, ‘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."’  David confesses his own sin again and 
pleads for the innocent sheep.  Though we must remember from v1 that Israel is not 
innocent.  David’s attitude is commendable though and like a good shepherd he is will to 
suffer to save the flock.  Like the Good Shepherd. 
 
V18 shows the prophet sent to tell David to build an altar where the angel of death had 
stopped.  What is the significance of this spot?  Have you ever wondered why the book of 2 
Samuel ends with this event?  This is the sight where Solomon would build the temple.  The 
book ends with the purchase of the place where God would dwell among His people, where 
holy worship would be conducted, and sacrifices accepted to make a sinful people clean.  
The story ends not at David’s death bed but where God moves one step closer to His 
people.   
 
David goes to Araunah to buy the field, Araunah offers it for free with attending sacrifices, 
but David refuses, v24, ‘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.’  There is a wonderful 
principle here that we can apply.  David knows that David is worth full obedience and 
refuses any easy way out of fulfilling his responsibilities to the best of his abilities.  We have 
to guess that there is a sense in which David feels responsible and on account of his sin is 
willing to render a difficult and costly obedience.  This is a good reminder for us.  We always 
want the cheap way and the easy way forward.  But more than that David must feel some 
sense of his sin and that prepares him to willingly endure difficulty and loss.  He does not 
believe that his sufferings pay for his sins, but his sin is real and any suffering he has to 
suffer is the least he could endure for offering obedience to God.  It reminds me a little of 
Peter’s death.  Tradition has it that Peter was crucified, but when it came to him being killed 
he asked that he be crucified upsidedown because he had denied Christ on the night He was 
betrayed.  Peter did not believe that he was paying for his sins by suffering more, but he 
carried the guilt of his sin with him even to the end of his life and it prepared him to suffer.  
This is the sort of mindset we can benefit from.  We deserve no good, we are terrible 
sinners who have brought about a terrible suffering upon our Saviour.  If we are to suffer 
when we obey Him, this is the least we could do in light of our great sins and the suffering 
we are responsible for.   
 



That said, let us remind ourselves of the plot of ground that David has just bought.  It 
reminds us of Jesus Christ who would be sacrificed for us.  We can pay the price of suffering 
in obedience, but Christ has paid the price necessary for the full forgiveness of our sins.  
Our suffering in obedience to Him is not going to remove even one iota of our guilt, but it is 
a fitting response to one who was willing to suffer so much for us. 
 
And so ends the record of David’s life in 2 Samuel.  It ends with a record of a great man’s 
sins, the failure of God’s people who brought the judgement of God upon themselves.  But 
more than that it ends iwht the mercy of God and provision made for the place of sacrifice 
that a Holy God might dwell among a sinful people.              
 
    


