David Counts the Fighting Men
Two friends, one a Republican and the other a Democrat were walking down the street when they encountered a disheveled homeless man.  Filled with compassion over the plight of the man, the Republican reached into his pocket, pulled out a twenty dollar bill and gave it to the man.  The Democrat was so deeply moved by the generosity of his friend that he too reached into the pocket of the Republican, pulled out another twenty and gave it to the homeless man.  A variation on the joke is that he put the bill in his own pocket and gave the homeless man five dollars.  The moral of the story is that it’s easy to be extravagant when it costs you nothing.  In our study of the final chapter of 2nd Samuel, we see that David understood that sacrifices should be sacrificial.  
Before we look at chapter 24, I’ll briefly comment on chapter 23.  That chapter begins with the oracle of David which we discussed last week.  The remainder of the chapter is devoted to paying homage to David’s mighty men.  These were the men who were steadfast in their loyalty to David, standing with him in his triumphs as well as his lowest points as he fled from Saul and later from Absalom.  The first to be mentioned are the “three” who seem to be held in higher esteem than the rest of the mighty men.  The exploits of Josheb-Basshebeth, Eleazer and Shammah are mentioned only here and in 1st Chron. chapter 11.  It seems to me that they are especially honored because their actions in battle are noted more for their bravery and loyalty  than their contributions to David’s victories.  The NIV names both Josheb-Basshebeth and Abishai as chief of the three while the KJV refers to Adino the Eznite as chief of the captains.
While Abishai is mentioned as a leader, the name Joab is conspicuously absent from the list, probably due to his murders of Abner and Absalom and his support of Adonijah (see 1st Kings 1:7).   The last name on the list is Uriah, not that he was the least but that his name would not be lost in the middle of the long list.
At the beginning of chapter 24, David wanted to have a census taken of Israel.  Verse 1 says that God incited David to take the census while 1st Chron. 21:1 sys that Satan incited David.  There are varying explanations for the difference but regardless of the original source, God clearly allowed David to proceed.  It may well be that God’s anger burned against Israel for disobedience and against David for his conceit in wanting to know how large the army had grown during his reign (see Prov. 6:17).  Moses had conducted the census twice without incident (see Numbers, chapters 1 & 26) but both times he did so in response to God’s order.  God’s purposes for the census were to collect atonement money to support the tabernacle (see Ex. 30:11-16) and to establish the portions of the land to be allocated to the tribes based on population.   
When David ordered Joab to conduct the census, Joab resisted.  While not known for his piety, Joab was known for his practicality and he knew that there would be consequences for a census not authorized by God, a view shared by his commanders.  Nevertheless, David insisted and the census was carried out over a period of nearly 10 months.  The census revealed that the number of able bodied men totaled 1.3 million (see 1st Chron. 21:5-6).  Israel entered Canaan with 601,730 men and through the generations, the numbers waxed and waned through new births and deaths due primarily to wars within and without.  David no doubt was proud that the army had more than doubled in size and that much of that growth occurred because of his leadership.
Just as the results were announced, David was conscience stricken because he knew that he had sinned by his action.  He confessed his sin and asked that God would take away his guilt.  While sometimes God’s punishment is delayed, this was a time when God reacted immediately.  This is the only occurrence I know of in the Bible where God gave someone a choice of punishment though none of the three offered was attractive.  Matthew Henry wrote that David would be would be beaten with the rod of his choosing.  David’s options were 7 years of famine, 3 months of pursuit by his enemies or 3 days of plague.  David’s choice of the plague is noteworthy as he preferred that because he would be subject to God rather than man.  The famine would require Israel to turn to other nations for food while the 3 months of battle would subject Israel to a cruel enemy.  God alone would control the plague and he did so by allowing 70,000 people to die before withdrawing the hand of the angel of the Lord.
God then sent a man named Gad to David with an order to build an altar on the threshing floor of Araunah.  When Araunah found out that David wanted to build the altar on his property, he offered not just his property, but oxen for the offering along with wood for the fire.  He no doubt considered it an honor to contribute to the altar.  David declined his offer, saying that an offering that cost him nothing would be meaningless.  He was responsible for the plague and he knew that he had to atone for it.  At the end of the chapter, the altar was built and the offerings were made after which God stopped the plague.
Are your offerings to God of your time, talent and treasure sacrificial?  Do you give to God what is right or what is left?

