
Sermon 58: 2 Samuel 23:8-39: David’s mighty men 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
David is the great king that God appointed to establish Israel in the land and subdue the 
enemies of God’s people.  But the scriptures are written in such a way that we could never 
idolise David and hero-worship him.  As we come to the end of David’s life having just 
looked at his death bed speech, the narrative goes on and looks at those who supported 
David, his mighty men.  David would be nowhere without them.  God did not do it through 
David alone.  It is more evident when you compare the other accounting of David’s men in 1 
Chron. 11:10, ‘Now these are the chiefs of David's mighty men, who gave him strong 
support in his kingdom, together with all Israel, to make him king, according to the word of 
the LORD concerning Israel.’  David’s men play and important role and highlight many 
things for us that are encouraging as we think about our own involvement in God’s work.  
The fact that the stories of these men goes all the way back to the time when David was 
fleeing Saul should remind us that all throughout the story of David, these men were there 
as tools of God.  Putting them here at the end after David’s death bed speech leaves us with 
the impression that God has done it through many and David is not to be hero-worshipped.   
 
The fact that God used David’s might men in such an astonishing fashion also highlights the 
sin of the next chapter where David feels compelled to count his fighting men.  If God can 
do so much through a few, then why not trust God instead of trying to evaluate the forces. 
 
Their exploits 
 
What was your impression as you read through the exploits of these men?  You could think 
to yourself that this reads like a blockbuster action movie, this stuff should have been the 
centrepiece along with David and Goliath.  If we were writing the bible and we were 
deciding what to put front and centre you and I would probably emphasize this stuff and 
give the David and Bathsheba and the resulting family divisions the place of the footnote.  
But there is a lesson in this.  You and I value strength and success and accomplishment.  
We would want to speak about the miracles and use this to prove God’s reality.  But instead 
the bible written by the Spirit chooses to emphasize the sin of David and takes up almost 
the whole book mapping out the consequences of that sin.   
 
Now before we get into the exploits of these men we must stress the important point made 
in v12, ‘and the LORD worked a great victory.’  We will see men doing brave and amazing 
things, we must preface these things with the one who truly accomplished these great 
deeds.  Ultimately it is the Lord who gives the victory.  We must never so set our attentions 
upon men that we ever forget that it is God alone who gives the victory.  Apart from the 
Lord these men would be nothing more than merely casualties of war.   
 
Verses 8-12 begin the list of David’s men highlighting the best of the bunch.  The first three 
are men used of God to accomplish tremendous things.  Each reminds us of Jonathan’s faith 
when he went up as a minority against a garrison.    What we can highlight is how two of 
the three Eleazar and Shammah showed amazing courage and stood when the rest had fled.  



We know that it is God who gives the victory, and here we see the sorts of people that God 
uses.  He uses those who trust in Him and who refuse to retreat.  Like Christian in Pilgrim’s 
Progress when he fought with Apollyon, they refused to turn their backs.  As Christians in an 
age of changing opinion it will be more and more difficult to stand against public opinion on 
things like abortion and euthanasia and homosexuality.  We will be pressured to deny that 
Jesus is the only way to heaven, that holy living is what we are called, that the Bible is the 
word of God, that the devil is real, that God answers prayer, in the doctrine of the Trinity.  
Yet we must like these men stand, even when others will not.  We see the Lord can 
accomplish great things through those who are willing to trust in Him.   
 
Their devotion 
 
In verses 13-17 we are told the singular event of another unnamed trio.  We see in verse 13 
that David is fleeing from Saul and is in the Cave at Adullam.  The Philistines were inhabiting 
Bethlehem David’s hometown.  Verse 15, ‘And David said longingly, "Oh, that someone 
would give me water to drink from the well of Bethlehem that is by the gate!"’  as a result of 
this this unnamed trio decides to get the water for David, v16-17, ‘Then the three mighty 
men broke through the camp of the Philistines and drew water out of the well of Bethlehem 
that was by the gate and carried and brought it to David. But he would not drink of it. He 
poured it out to the LORD17 and said, "Far be it from me, O LORD, that I should do this. 
Shall I drink the blood of the men who went at the risk of their lives?" Therefore he would 
not drink it. These things the three mighty men did.’  Why did David refuse to drink the 
water?  Perhaps he thought that only God was worthy of such sacrifice, or he was honouring 
their sacrifice by counting their lives more worthy than his desires.   
 
Either way we can see here the intense devotion of these men to the king.  We have all 
heard the phrase your wish is my command.  This is what we are seeing here and it is an 
excellent reminder of our duty to our King.  C. T. Studd was born to a wealthy family in 
1860, and was converted as a teenager.  He was a rising cricket star, and was the last man 
to bat in the famous ‘ashes’ game where the ashes of the wickets were burned and an 
ongoing rivalry between Australia and England continues to take them home.  He was in 
Cambridge when he felt challenged to become a missionary.  He along with the Cambridge 
seven went to China to serve with Hudson Taylor.  His father died before he left England 
leaving him a fortune, he gave it all away to good ministries such as George Mueller.  He 
gave it all up to follow Christ.  He served in China, as a pastor in India, as a spokesmen for 
the Student Volunteer Movement, and ended up in Sudan where he started WEC.  He was a 
firebrand for Christ and was a soldier on the frontlines willing to suffer much to do the will of 
His Lord.  He said, ‘If Jesus Christ be God and died for me, then no sacrifice can be too 
great for me to make for Him.’  He wrote a famous poem of several stanzas, I will read you 
the first and the last. 
‘Two little lines I heard one day, travelling along life’s busy way 
Bringing conviction to my heart, and from my mind would not depart 
Only one life ‘twil soon be past, only what’s done for Christ will last. 
 
Only one life, yes only one, Now let me say, ‘Thy will be done’ 
And when at last I’ll hear the call, I know I’ll say ‘twas worth it all,’ 
Only one life ‘twil soon be past, only what’s done for Christ will last.’   
 
If Christ calls us to risk life and limb for Him should we not be willing to give it all.  Let these 
men who fulfil the whims of their king remind you of your devotion to Jesus.   
 
 



Their diversity 
 
There are several other observations that we can make from this list.  Firstly, notice how 
Abishai was a part of the crew in v18-19, ‘Now Abishai, the brother of Joab, the son of 
Zeruiah, was chief of the thirty. And he wielded his spear against three hundred men and 
killed them and won a name beside the three.19 He was the most renowned of the thirty and 
became their commander, but he did not attain to the three.’  Does God put sinners into his 
employ?  Yes He does.  Abishai was a man of blood, God used him despite himself.  God can 
use us as willing sinners who are pursuing holiness. 
 
Notice Benaiah, v20-23, ‘And Benaiah the son of Jehoiada was a valiant man of Kabzeel, a 
doer of great deeds. He struck down two ariels of Moab. He also went down and struck 
down a lion in a pit on a day when snow had fallen.21 And he struck down an Egyptian, a 
handsome man. The Egyptian had a spear in his hand, but Benaiah went down to him with 
a staff and snatched the spear out of the Egyptian's hand and killed him with his own 
spear.22 These things did Benaiah the son of Jehoiada, and won a name beside the three 
mighty men.23 He was renowned among the thirty, but he did not attain to the three. And 
David set him over his bodyguard.’  He is singled out as a valiant or brave man.  It appears 
as if he goes out hunting for a challenge. Let me illustrate this again from the life of Studd: 
‘China, then India, and now the heart of Africa. After their return home to England in 1906, 
C. T. was stirred by the need for missionary pioneer work in Central Africa. But again the 
path was not without obstacles. Penniless, turned down by the doctor, dropped by a 
Committee of businessmen who had agreed to support him, yet told by God to go, once 
more C. T. staked all on obedience to God. As a young man he staked his career, in China 
he staked his fortune, now he staked his life. His answer to the Committee was; 
"Gentlemen, God has called me to go, and I will go. I will blaze the trail, though my grave 
may only become a stepping stone that younger men may follow." Leaving his wife and four 
daughters in England, C. T. sailed, contrary to medical advice, for the heart of Africa in 
1910, where he continued to work until his death in 1931. 
C. T. bore much fruit for the Saviour while in Africa as he endured weakness and sickness; 
loosing most of his teeth and suffering several heart attacks; but he endured hardness as a 
good soldier of the Lord Jesus Christ! 
In a letter home, C. T. gave a last backward look at the outstanding events of his life: 
"As I believe I am now nearing my departure from this world, I have but a few things to 
rejoice in; they are these: 
1. That God called me to China and I went in spite of utmost opposition from all my loved 
ones. 
2. That I joyfully acted as Christ told that rich young man to act. 
3. That I deliberately at the call of God, when alone on the Bibby liner in 1910, gave up my 
life for this work, which was to be henceforth not for the Sudan only, but for the whole 
unevangelized World. 
My only joys therefore are that when God has given me a work to do, I have not refused it." 
Shortly after 10:30 p.m. on a July day in 1931, C. T. Studd went home to be with His Lord 
whom he had loved so dearly and served so faithfully! The last word he spoke was 
"Hallelujah"!’1 
 
William Carey said, ‘attempt great things, expect great things.’  Benaiah had the courage we 
ought to have.  God has commanded us to go, He has promised to answer prayer, He has 
said He will be with us, Christians then should also be marked by this bravery. 
 

																																																													
1	https://www.wholesomewords.org/missions/biostudd.html	



Another aspect of the list is that it is full of foreigners.  This reminds us of God’s concern for 
the nations and that many from the nations would join the ranks of His people.   
 
But the last aspect I want to direct your attention to is Uriah the Hittite in the last verse.  
The question arises, why include him?  Well he was one of the thirty.  However, as we 
compare 2 Sam. With 1 Chron. we can see that Uriah’s position in the lists have been 
changed.  Where in 1 Chron. 11:41 Uriah is placed in among the other men.  Here we see 
that he is given a place of prominence.  Why has the author chosen to put him here?   
 
We began by saying that the bible shows it heroes, warts and all.  Here we are reminded at 
the climax of David’s life that David did not do it on his own, and he was also a sinner.  We 
are reminded that God’s grace was present through it all and that God uses sinners.  We 
have the tendency to get starstruck but the reminder of Uriah brings us back to reality.  
David and these men are sinners, but God is a God of grace who uses sinners.  Likewise as 
we think again of C T Studd, although the Lord did great things through him, he was also a 
sinner.  He was a terrible husband who abandoned his wife to stay in England as an invalid, 
and when she made the effort of coming to Africa to see him he was actually angry that she 
had come.  He was also using morphine every day towards the end of his life, self-
medicating.  This reminds us not to make too much of our Christian heroes, but it also 
reminds us that God uses broken sinful people like you and I.  we ought therefore to 
surrender ourselves to God and ask Him to use us.    


