The Judgement and Mercy of God
Text: 1 Chronicles 21:1-22
Readings: 
	Hebrews 10:19-25 

James 1:1-13, 2:12-13 
Congregation, 
There is a verse in James 2:13 that says: "Mercy triumphs over judgement." James is encouraging us to be merciful in our relationships and in our dealings with each other. But he sets that in the context of God's dealings with us; when God deals with his people "mercy triumphs over judgement." 
This is one of the main lessons of this chapter in Chronicles; that God is a God of mercy and forgiveness, who, as David said in the psalms, "does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities." 
David knew that from first hand experience; he knew it from lessons God had taught him. This passage records one of those lessons that God taught David, about His judgement and his mercy in response to David's sin. 
As we follow this theme we will look first of all at the temptation of Satan; then at David's sin; and then at the judgement and the mercy of God. 
1. TEMPTATION (Vs 1) 
We read about Satan's temptation at the very beginning of this passage in verse 1; "Satan rose up against Israel and incited David to take a census of Israel." 
It is interesting to note that there are not many references to Satan in the OT. He appears right there at the beginning in Genesis 3 where he tempts Eve. And then he appears again in the book of Job , and then also here in 1 Chronicles. 
When he appears he is always the accuser and the tempter. Satan is always trying to undermine the work of God and to draw God's people away from him. He is always tempting believers. 
That reminds us that we are in the midst of a spiritual battle. Part of Satan's strategy is to try and keep that spiritual battle in the background, to try and keep us in the dark about this warfare. So it is good for us to remind ourselves regularly that this isn't a battle against just flesh and blood but that there are spiritual forces at work here. Ephesians 6 is a good reminder of this; so is C. S. Lewis' little book, The Screwtape Letters. 
We also need to remember that God is at work in this spiritual battle. In 2 Sam 24:1 we read; "The anger of the Lord burned against Israel and he incited David against them, saying, 'Go and count Israel and Judah'." So in 1 chronicles we have Satan inciting David and in 1 Samuel we have God prompting David in this direction. Now as we try to understand this apparent contradiction we need to remember that God does not tempt any one to sin. (James 1:13-15) James chapter 1 makes that perfectly plain as do other passages in the Bible. But God does allow Satan to tempt us. So God both permits evil but he also limits evil. In other words, God allows Satan some scope for his tempting activity; but God also sets the boundaries on that work of Satan and he does not allow Satan to go beyond those limits. Here God allows Satan to tempt David - he did this as part of His overall plan, for His sovereign purposes. We will come back to this point a little later; but now we should notice that this temptation led to sin, which is the second point we want to consider. 
2. SIN 
David fell for the temptation of Satan. This is a warning for us that we must be on our guard against Satan and against his attacks and be ready for him and resist him. Sometimes we hear people say, 'the Devil made me do it'. When they say that they usually say it light heartedly; they say it as a joke, but they also say it to excuse their behaviour, or what they have done. They palm off their responsibility onto the Devil. 
But no one can do that. And David couldn't do that either - he was responsible for his own sin. He could have resisted. This is true for us too - we can resist Satan and we must do that remembering God's promise, "Resist the devil and he will flee from you." 
David fell for this temptation and was prompted to take a census of all the people in the land. Children, a census is when the government of a country gathers a lot of information about how many people live in the country, where they live, how old they are and what work they do, and so on. The results that come back from all these questions can be quite useful; they give us valuable information about churches and schools and jobs that are helpful for future planning. There is nothing wrong with a census. 
In the Old Testament too a census was not necessarily wrong. When the people of Israel were camped around Mt. Sinai God actually commanded Moses to take a census of all of the people that were there. This gave them an accurate count and record of all the tribes and all the families that had set out of Egypt (Nums 1:2). There are a number of other instances where God commanded that a census be taken of the people of Israel. 
God also had laws about how a census should be counted. Some of those regulations are given in Ex 30:11-16; These stated that whenever a census was taken each person who was counted had to give half a shekel to God. That money was given to make atonement for them - it reminded the people of Israel that they depended for their very lives on the sovereign mercy of God. 
Now when David took his census it appeared that he ignored this regulation - he didn't make the people of Israel pay their half shekel. But this wasn't the only thing wrong, or even the main thing wrong with this census - much more serious was the motive. We can see that his motives were not right from the very negative reaction of Joab (vs 3) and also from the very severe displeasure from God (vs 7). God was not pleased with what David had done. 
We can work out what is wrong with David's motive when we look at the wider context here. The three previous chapters of Chronicles all record the great victories of David. David had defeated all the people that were around him, the Philistine's and the Amalekites and every one else. Chapters 18-20 give us a complete record of this. In all of these battles David had won the victory because God was helping him. God had achieved these victories. 
But as so often happens, after things have been going well for a long time, then people start to depend on their own strength. They think that they are the ones who are doing these things. That was what David was doing. David forgot that it was God who gave him the victories and he started to depend on his own military strength and on the numbers of fighting men that he had in the nation. David became independent and self reliant. 
This is a great temptation for us today: To rely on ourselves rather than on God. Our environment encourages this. In the political and business world the attention is always on which leader is ahead, on the ratings of each party, on the value of a company's shares - our whole context encourages us to think in terms of numbers, popularity, and success. 
This thinking of the world has crept into the church. It influences the way we think about the church. It has made a profound impact on the whole church growth movement where there is a big emphasis on technique, goal setting, having the right strategy, adopting the right programme, on running everything efficiently, on advertising, and on having the right management. 
Of course, all of those things can be very good in and of themselves. All of these things can be very useful tools, and we certainly don't want the church to be mis-managed or inefficient either. But we must remember that they are tools, that they are useful, but that we should never put our trust in them. 
In one of his books Os Guinness says, we may "Spoil the Egyptians but we must not build a golden calf." In other words we can take things that are useful form the world but we shouldn't set those things up as idols which we worship. 
There is a great danger that we would rely on numbers. We need to be careful of that in times of growth in the church. When God in his providence of God blesses us with growth in numbers let's be thankful to God for that. But let's also remember that this is a blessing from God; it isn't something that we achieve; it isn't something that we have brought about. This is something that God gives, and our calling is to be obedient and faithful to God whether or not we are successful. 
Our dependence and our trust must always be in God. David knew this, but he forgot it at this point. In Psalm 20:7 he wrote, "Some trust in chariots and some in horses but we will trust in the name of our God." He should have remembered this truth at this time of temptation. God through Zechariah reminds us that it is "Not by might, not by power, but by my spirit says the Lord of Hosts." (Zech 4:6). 
David's census showed that he was trusting in his own strength, in his own ability and in the numerical strength of his army. This was his sin, and this resulted, thirdly, in God's judgement. 
3. GOD'S JUDGEMENT 
This passage shows us that sin has consequences, it has effects. Many of us sin without thinking through some of the consensus of what might follow as a result of our sin. You see that around us in society as well. 
Someone commits adultery, but they don't think through all the devastating effects of that action for themselves and for their wife or husband and their children. 
Someone steals something, or they lie about something, but they don't think about the consequence that will have further down the track; and before they know it they are entangled in a web of sin and its effects. Sin has consequences. 
This passage also shows us that repentance and forgiveness do not necessarily take away the effects of sin. David was repentant but there were still consequences and there was still a judgement on his sin. That doesn't mean that all judgement is a result of sin. The book of Job is written and given to us in the Bible to speak against that. But let's remember this point that even forgiven sin may have consequences. 
God judged the sin of David, but he gave him a choice of three options as to what form this judgement would take. David considered this and decided to throw himself on the mercy and the compassion of God. In verse 13 we read, "David said to Gad, ' I am in deep distress. Let me fall into the hands of the Lord, for his mercy is very great, but do not let me fall into the hands of men." 
The NIV accurately translates the phrase, "for his mercy is very great." But the Hebrew actually emphasises it even more because the emphasis of the wording falls on the word great. It literally reads, "Great is his mercy very." David was aware of the abundance of God's mercy, of all that God could pour out on him in his compassion. 
It reminds us of the pray of Habukuk: "In wrath remember mercy" (3:2) That should be our prayer as believers as we throw ourselves in dependence on the mercy and compassion of God. 
The mercy of God follows a confession of sin. Three times in this chapter we see David confessing his sin. Twice in verse 8 he acknowledges his sin; "I have sinned greatly by doing this.... I have done a very foolish thing"; and then verse 17, "I am the one who has sinned and done wrong."
We can learn a lesson from David's confession. Sometimes when we are caught out and accused of sin we know we are wrong, but we side step the full implications of that; we don't want to bear the full responsibility for what we have done. Our natural inclination is to blame somebody else, or to shift responsibility for it, to try and pass it on to someone else. We fudge the issue, we blur the edges.
But let's learn form David - for he was open and wholehearted about his sin. He confessed it freely and honestly and prayed for God's mercy. 
Then he offered a sacrifice for God's mercy. He went and brought the threshing floor of Araunah and he offered sacrifices to God there, because David knew that the way to forgiveness was through sacrifice. That was the way that God ordained right form the very beginning. In the laws God gave to Moses he commanded that sin had to be atoned for, payed for, by a blood sacrifice. So David offers God these sacrifices and pleads for God's mercy through them. 
Then you come to a very significant statement in chapter 22 verse 1; Then David said, "The house of the Lord God is to be here and also the alter of burnt offering for Israel." After this, for the rest of the book, you can read about the preparations for the building of the temple. The building of the temple is a major focus for the chronicler, and this was to be the site that the temple is to be built on. 
The temple was the place where all the sacrifices and all the offerings were conducted. It was a visible reminder that God was dwelling among his people and that he could be approached through sacrifice. 
Solomon's temple with it's furniture and sacrifices and ceremonies pointed forward to the One who would fulfil all the sacrifices of the Old Testament temple - to the Lord Jesus Christ. Today we can approach God without fear because we can go through the sacrifice and the blood of the Lord Jesus Christ. We can know the mercy and the forgiveness of God because it comes to us through God's One and Only Son, who died for the sins of His people. It is in the Lord Jesus that we see that God's mercy triumphs over judgement. 
In this story we see Satan tempting David. David sinned trusting in his own strength. But God used all of this as an opportunity to display to him and to the people of Israel his sovereign judgement and mercy. 
God is the just judge, but he is also a God of mercy. He is God who is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in love. He does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our iniquities. 
When you are tempted remember the consequences of sin and the judgement of God.
If you fall for temptation you must confess your sisn and trust in God's mercy.
Remember and believe that mercy triumphs over judgement. 
Amen. 

