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The Gospel on Full Display 
2 Samuel 24 

 
“Let us fall into the hand of the LORD, for His mercy is great, but let me not fall into the hand 

of man…”  
 

Introduction: We come, at long last, to the final chapter of the single book of Samuel, which was nicely 
broken up in two scrolls originally. We started with a kingless Israel who was led by the Lord Himself 
under the guidance of Samuel, which devolved into the people demanding a king to be just like the 
other nations.  In this, they wanted to be like all other nations around, and their dreams came true! God 
showed His merciful care by granting their wish and giving them a mighty warrior king in Saul who 
helped (for a time) to keep their enemies as bay. But it became abundantly clear that this king was not 
it, and the search for a true king was on. On the way, God once again graciously provided a better king 
in David, who had to wait for many years before he could wear the crown and unite the nation. David 
led Israel to the height of power and influence as a man after God’s own heart and hesed love, but good 
things do not last forever. The king and kingdom were forever affected by David’s egregious sin, which 
was forgiven and restored, but which also marked him consequentially. It was clear that David was the 
best that men could put forth, but was still a man at best. The longing of every person in Israel and by 
extension every person in the world, is for a better king, One who would lead with love and justice, 
strength and mercy, power and gentleness, wrath and grace, who fulfills and keeps all of His promises.  
 
What I hope we have seen through this study is: 
 

• Trusting and hoping that government institutions or people’s ingenuity is a vain pursuit – Even 
with God’s DIRECT intervention in the kingdom, Israel struggled to maintain any semblance of 
peace and prosperity for any length of time. For followers of Jesus and those who believe in the 
Bible, we would be remiss is if we MISS the fact that human government is merely an 
INSTRUMENT God uses, but is not the final or ultimate goal or solution to the longing need of 
the human heart.  
 

• God is both DEMANDING and GRACIOUS – On vivid display was the fact that when Israel 
walked faithfully to God’s commands and found their greatest delight in Him, they found 
success. However, God did not mince words. Disobey, turn your trust to something else or 
someone else, and it will be met with justice and wrath. This was codified once again in David’s 
last LAST words to Solomon in 1 Kings 2:1-4.  

 

• There is only one Person whom we can look to for hope, and that is the rightful King of the 
universe Jesus Christ – Chapter 24 is unique in that it ends AFTER David’s last words, leaves us 
with a picture of sin, death, and misery, and leaves us (once again) scratching our heads at to 
the purpose of all of this.  If God were trying to paint a rosy picture of the capacity of mankind to 
lead, love, and thrive, this is NOT it. It ends with a thud, a dip in David’s life and ministry, like 
telling a story of someone’s low point at their Memorial service. BUT, what we will see is that 
this summation of Samuel is actually the most beautiful picture of the gospel. The whole point 
of Samuel was NOT David or even an earthly kingdom in his time.  It is about God breaking 
through humanity to reach down and do what we could NEVER do: He took the initiative to save, 
and did so by His own work and sacrifice, so that we who were feeble and sinful could have life in 
Him, and that life, abundantly.  
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A Senseless Census & Sovereign Mystery (24:1-9) 
Again the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, and 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?” 4 But the king’s word prevailed against Joab and the commanders of the 
army. So Joab and the commanders of the army went out from the presence of the king to number the 

people of Israel. 5 They crossed the Jordan and began from Aroer, and from the city that is in the middle 
of the valley, toward Gad and on to Jazer. 6 Then they came to Gilead, and to Kadesh in the land of the 
Hittites; and they came to Dan, and from Dan they went around to Sidon, 7 and came to the fortress of 

Tyre and to all the cities of the Hivites and Canaanites; and they went out to the Negeb of Judah at 
Beersheba. 8 So when they had gone through all the land, they came to Jerusalem at the end of nine 

months and twenty days. 9 And Joab gave the sum of the numbering of the people to the king: in Israel 
there were 800,000 valiant men who drew the sword, and the men of Judah were 500,000. 

 
If we were hoping for a simple ending to this story, our hopes have been dashed. Like the end of this 
story, God gives us information we NEED but does not give us all of the information we WANT. Often 
the lingering question of “why” is on our lips and hearts, and though God hears it, reserves the right to 
answer according to His way and timing.  Alistair Begg titled this chapter: “Keeping the MAIN thing the 
PLAIN thing”, emphasizing the fact that what is revealed is for us to know and what is hidden should not 
be speculated on too long (I mean, a little bit can be ok). John Calvin made a distinction between the 
secret will of God and the revealed will of God, with His revealed will displayed in Scripture and 
required for us to obey and believe, but where His secret will is left in the realm of truth but mystery 
(Deut. 29:29; Isa. 55:8-9).  Why this preamble?  Without understanding this about God, this passage can 
leave us confused at best or angry at worst. Let’s explain it, and if you have questions, we are glad that 
Steve Bailey is here to answer them.   
 
David took a census of the people, which IN ITSELF was not wrong, since God actually put regulations on 
it in the law (Exodus 30:11-16). A census simply helps a government know how many people they 
oversee and allows for two important things: 1) taxation; 2) military strength. So, the whole of the story 
revolves around David ordering a census, Joab taking nearly 10 months to accomplish it, though he did 
so under protest, and the consequences from it. So, the lingering questions to answer: who ordered it, 
and why was it wrong (or at least worthy of such a wrathful response)?  
 
WHO ORDERED UP THIS CENSUS:  
 

1) God did….and Satan did…and David did – The passage starts out plainly without much 
information.  Notice that “God’s anger was AGAIN kindled against Israel”.  It does not tell us 
why or what happened, though our understanding of the history of Israel reminds us of the 
grave corporate disobedience from the people.  Perhaps it’s a reference to the people following 
Absalom or Sheba, or it could be something NOT recorded. Either way, God was angry against 
Israel as a whole and was going to exercise His justice and wrath toward them.  So, it says that 
God incited (or allured, instigated) David to take a census.  That only has us scratch our heads 
long enough to realize a parallel passage in 1 Chronicles 21:1 says it was SATAN who incited 
David to take a census.  Is this one of those cases of a mistake or discrepancy in Scripture that 
means we cannot trust it?   
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Nothing can thwart God’s plans, and He always accomplishes His will (Ps. 115:3). God is sovereignly in 
control of ALL THINGS, not just some. The short answer to this question is that God can use any means 
He desires to accomplish His will, including weather, people and even Satan.  In the book of Job, we see 
that God brought Job up to Satan, to which Satan asked to test, which God agreed to with limitations 
(see Job 1:6-12). Satan levied the heavy burden on Job, taking just about everything away except his life, 
which caused God to reveal to Job who HE was and having Job be refined and returning to him more 
than he had before. The story is given to us to see behind the curtain of how Satan operates but how he 
is also LIMITED by the plan and will of God.  All that happened to Job was hidden to him¸ mysterious, 
leaving him to only ask questions and try to trust the LORD.  This is not only a powerful place to be, it is 
also where we find ourselves often.  In the case of David, it was God’s will (hidden as it was) to incite 
David, but it was through the instrument of Satan, and left for David to make the decision on his own.  
 

2) Does God set us up to sin? – All of this begs the question: did God just tempt David to fail and 
fall into sin?  The answer: a resounding NO!!!  God’s eyes are too pure to look onto evil (Hab. 
1:13), and He is by nature sinless, holy, and righteous. So was this NOT FAIR or just that He 
incited David to sin?  There is certainly mystery here, in the sense that it does not jive with 
my/our finite, fallen mind. But here, again, it is clear that God used this situation to accomplish 
His will of exercising judgment on his people through the means of even David’s sin.  How does 
this work?   

 
Let’s reference Luke 22:31-34, where Satan “demanded/asked” to sift Peter like wheat, to which God 
did not deny, but Jesus prayed for him that after he failed, his faith would not fail and he would 
strengthen his brothers.  God does NOT tempt but tests (James 1:13) in order that we will pass, where 
Satan tempts so that we would fail.  But somehow, in God’s infinite wisdom, He plans for us at times to 
grow or move forward even though we will fail.  David DID have a choice, and failed. Peter had a choice¸ 
and failed.  Yet IN their failure, there were lessons, mercy, and a strengthening of faith.  Folks, this is 
good news to ALL who have experienced the failure of sinning after salvation, knowing that God is at 
work in all things, even THAT, in our lives.  
 
WHY WAS IT SO WRONG: 
 
We do not want to linger long at the table of speculation, but the text gives us some clue as to what 
David violated in his ordering a census.  
 

1) There was a wrong method – Exodus 30:12 gives explicit instructions and guidelines to taking a 
census, including an atoning offering of a half-shekel in order “that there be no plague among 
them when you number them”. It seems the plague that came to Israel could easily be a 
fulfilment of David missing a command of the law, much like the incident with the Ark of the 
Covenant falling and Uzzah losing his life (2 Sam. 6).  
 

2) There was a wrong motive – But the text also alludes to another potential issue, and that was 
David’s delight in knowing the number of soldiers he had at his disposal. The number was 
actually significant, with 1.3 million valiant men who drew a sword (the number is significantly 
more in 1 Chron 22, but most likely there was a differentiation between levels of soldiers to 
account for the discrepancy). Why would David delight in knowing this number?  Probably the 
same reason that we all find some level of comfort in checking our savings account, investment 
portfolio, or counting the number of people in our church. In other words, it was a tangible 
number that helped measure success in David’s mind.  If he was going to go to war again, it 
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would be nice to know he had an overwhelming force. If he was worried about attacks from the 
outside, it would be nice to know he had the upper hand.   

 
Is it wrong to take a census, count your money, or post how many disciples you’ve made?  The 
answer: Not necessarily, but it’s entirely possible! If we are banking on external numbers for our faith, 
hope, and the love of others rather than God, it can become an idol in our life and no longer an exercise 
of faith and worship.  
 
Whatever the exact reason, David’s heart struck him (v. 10), that he sinned greatly, and that he had 
done foolishly. David asked the LORD to take away his iniquity, to which God answered through the 
prophet Gad.  
 

Just Judgment, Challenging Choice (11-14) 
 

Whenever we talk in terms of God’s judgment and wrath, we have to wrap it in the context of the 
entirety of His nature. When we ask how God can allow/cause calamity and pain, we should 
simultaneously ask how does God not simply pour out His wrath on sin right now and wipe everyone out 
– which would be a JUST act. When Jesus was asked a similar question as to why some Galileans were 
unjustly killed by Pilate, Jesus countered with the fact that everyone deserves the same end, and needs 
to repent (Luke 13:1-3).  
 
David was given three choices by the prophet Gad: 1) Three years of famine in the land; 2) Three 
months of pursuit by his enemies; 3) Three days of pestilence/plague/pandemic. Some would call this 
the classic lose-lose scenario, a “heads I win, tales you lose” game. But David’s response actually teaches 
much about God, faith, and trust in Him.  Notice David’s response:  
 

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 did not try to choose the path of least resistance (“just rip the band-aid off!”) nor run from the 
consequence. Instead, David doubled down on trusting the LORD even in the midst of discipline.  We 
know that discipline is both painful and for our good (Heb. 12:11). Notice that his only request was NOT 
the second, to be placed in the hands of his enemies. No, he entrusted himself to the wrath of God since 
even in the midst of wrath we can receive mercy. David trusted that God was ultimately good even 
when bad things happened, and that he could rest in the midst of pain.  
 
So, God unleashed his wrath, killing 70,000 of His own people through the work of the angel of the LORD 
(1 Chron. 22:14). This is tough for any reader of the Bible, theologian, or person who is alive to wrap our 
heads around. But God exercised His justice and wrath on His people in part because of the sin of one 
man, the king who represented the whole, and who was absolutely right to do so.  In other words, no 
Israelite could say, “We don’t deserve death”, just as no one can stand before the judgement seat of the 
LORD one day and say they don’t deserve hell and judgement.  But that does not mean we like it, or fully 
grasp it, or even want to. BUT, in understanding God’s wrath we can truly understand His equal grace 
and mercy, which is how the entire book ends, with the hope of atonement for sinners.  
 

Righteous Relenting on a Merciful Mountain (16-25) 
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If not for these last verses, my recommendation is to find another God, hope, and purpose in life. If we 
ONLY experienced God’s wrath, NO ONE COULD STAND. We would be subservient, short-lived, and God 
would be just, wrathful, and right, but not one to know and love. So, let’s revel in the loving, merciful, 
relenting God on the merciful mountain.  
 

• God’s relenting in the midst of wrath – The picture is vivid. The angel of the Lord, in a realm we 
could not see, had his sword drawn (1 Chron. 22:16), was ready to destroy Jerusalem when the 
text says these life-giving words: “the LORD relented…it is enough, now stay your hand”. (2 
Sam. 24:16). David then was able to see the angel, which caused his only response to say, “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.” I sinned, punish me, but please do not take 
it out on the people.  

 
HERE IS THE GLORIOUS NATURE OF THE GOSPEL IN SAMUEL!!!!  David wanted to atone for the people, 
BUT he could not because he was NOT righteous. There had to be another way and another work done 
on behalf of the people, and that happened at a threshing floor outside of Jebus, on a small rise of a 
mountain called Moriah.  It is here that David experienced the joy of atonement.  
 
The scene took place at the “threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite”. A threshing floor would have 
been a place with a flat surface where wheat could be gathered, ground with stones pulled by oxen, and 
thrown into the air separating wheat and chaff. It would have to be elevated to catch enough of the 
winds to blow the chaff away.  It would be equivalent to the flattop where the Regan Library sits, or the 
old Countrywide building.  Here is what it would have looked like (see pictures on screen). It was here 
that David was called by the LORD to GO UP and build an altar. So David bought the threshing floor 
from Araunah, offered sacrifice, and the LORD responded by staying the plague and relenting from 
anymore destruction.  
 
Here is where this gets good. This place is also called Mount Moriah.  This was the place where God 
called Abraham to go up to in order to offer a sacrifice.  As he travelled with his only son and promised 
heir of Isaac, God tested Abraham whether he would trust God or hold tight to his son.  You’ll remember 
as they got to the top, Isaac asked his dad about the missing sacrifice, to which Abraham simply said, 
“The LORD will provide”. As Abraham was about to plunge his knife into his only son and kill him as a 
sacrifice to the LORD, God relented and stayed his hand, providing a substitute of a ram caught nearby 
(Genesis 22). It was here that Abraham built an altar, passed the test, and experienced the atoning 
sacrifice of God.  
 
But God was not done with Moriah. After David built his altar, Solomon chose to build the Temple on 
the same mountain that Abraham and David built an altar, on the threshing floor of Araunah (2 Chro. 
3:1). We know the exact spot today since it is covered by a Muslim Mosque on the Temple Mount called 
the Dome of the Rock. It was here that the priest would offer a blood offering to atone for Israel’s sin, 
and blood would flow.  It was here that Jesus visited and overturned the tables. It was here than lambs 
were slain to take the place of the people.  And though the Temple was destroyed in 70 A.D., and 
though it is now covered with anti-gospel worshippers, we remember that our worship and life is NOT 
tied to a temple, but we worship in Spirit and truth (John 4).  
 
So, what does this mean for us, and why is this the gospel according to Samuel?  Mt. Moriah was NOT 
the place of Jesus’ death (although that would have preached well!), but the place where man and God 
could be reconciled. But in Jesus’ day there was a heavy veil, a curtain that separated the people from 



FINDING A BETTER KING June 8, 2025 

 

6 
 

God’s presence.  When Jesus died and His atoning and sacrificial death was accepted, that veil was torn 
in two, meaning that the access between God and man was restored in Jesus.   
 

“And by that will we have been sanctified (made holy) through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ 
once for all…For by a single offering he has perfected for all time those who are being sanctified… 

Therefore, brothers, since we have confidence to enter the holy places by the blood of Jesus, 20 by the 
new and living way that he opened for us through the curtain, that is, through his flesh…” (Hebrews 

10:10, 14, 19-20) 
 

It was the atonement at Mt. Moriah that was found in Jesus. It is in Jesus that God’s wrath is satisfied, 
His mercy is lavished, and His love is experienced. David COULD not do it. We could not do it. Only 
Jesus could pay for and satisfy the payment God required.   
 
So, this morning, go up to the altar! If you have never believed in Jesus, turned from your sin, and asked 
for forgiveness, today is the day.  Go up to the mountain of mercy and revel in the work of Jesus.  If you 
ARE a believer and are struggling with sin, no matter the depth, go up to the altar and receive mercy. 
None of us have the ability to do it on our own, none of us can do enough, work enough, or try enough.  
We simply “fall into the hand of the LORD, for His mercy is great”. This is the gospel according to 
Samuel, because this is the good news for all people.   


