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Leadership is a powerful thing.  It can be powerful for good and can also be powerful for bad.  
Throughout our Courage to Lead Series, we've defined leadership in very simple terms.  Any 
serious Christ-follower that desires to influence others for Jesus is a leader.  But with that simple 
definition, don't underestimate what we are saying.  To influence the life of another human being is 
a significant thing.  I see it like a sacred trust.  There's a lot at stake.  Because of that, when good 
leaders stop leading, it creates a leadership vacuum and I'm telling you, there's never a shortage of 
bad leaders waiting to fill the vacuum  and to lead people you deeply care about down a bad path.  
Whether you're talking about leadership at home, leadership at school, in the work place, in your 
neighborhood, in your community—leadership matters.  Which raises the question: why would any 
good leader stop leading?  The answer is relatively simple—failure!  Moral failure, leadership 
failure, some sort of significant failure—you blow it, and you make a mess of things.  The tendency 
is even though we've accepted the forgiveness of God, we put ourselves on the bench and we stop 
leading.  We roll over, not realizing we're creating a leadership vacuum that now invites every bad 
leader around to step into the vacuum and to lead the people we care about the most down a 
destructive path.  That's what we want to talk about this morning.   
 
If you have a Bible, turn with us to 2 Samuel, Chapter15.   If you are visiting with us, we've been 
working our way through 1 and 2 Samuel, and we find ourselves in chapter 15.  Two weeks ago 
when we left the story, Absalom the crown prince, David's son, has finally come back to Jerusalem 
and finally had a face-to-face meeting with his father after five years of separation.  But the text 
seems to describe something far less than a true reconciliation.  We pick it up then in chapter 15, 
verse 1: 

 
Now it came about after this that Absalom provided for himself a chariot and  
horses, and fifty men as runners before him.  And Absalom used to rise early and  
stand beside the way to the gate; and it happened that when any man had a suit to 
come to the king for judgment, Absalom would call to him and say, "From what city 
are you?" And he would say, "Your servant is from one of the tribes of Israel."  Then 
Absalom would say to him, "See, your claims are good and right, but no man listens  
to you on the part of the king."  Moreover, Absalom would say, "Oh that one would 
appoint me judge in the land, then every man who has any suit or cause could come  
to me, and I would give him justice."  And it happened that when a man came near to 
prostrate himself before him, he would put out his hand and take hold of him and kiss 
him.  And in this manner Absalom dealt with all Israel who came to the king for 
judgment; so Absalom stole away the hearts of the men of Israel. (*NASB 2 Samuel 15: 1-6) 
 

So two weeks ago we had this physical description of Absalom:  tall, dark and handsome, full of 
charisma, long-flowing hair, so you can just imagine the scene.  He has found himself a chariot.  In 
the ancient world, because of the topography around Jerusalem, chariots were not common.  They 
were common among the Philistines down along the coastal plains but wouldn't be that useful up 
around Jerusalem.  So this would have been a rather unusual sight.  He gets a chariot for himself; he 
gets horses; he gets fifty runners and he parades through the city every morning.  Clearly this is a 
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regal, royal picture of the crown prince.  He goes to the gate where typically justice would have 
taken place and he meets people as they come to the gate for a meeting with the king.  Now the text 
says early every morning.  You have these little hints throughout the text that David has become 
indecisive; he's become passive, most likely very inattentive to the needs of his people.  So you 
imagine people coming because they are seeking true justice, and David is nowhere to be found.  
Maybe he shows up later in the day.  That's kind of the sense you get, so Absalom is moving into 
the vacuum and Absalom meets them there.  He asks them where they are from, wants to know 
what their concern is, and he hears their concerns, and no matter what it is, the text seems to 
indicate he tells them, "That is a valid concern."  Then he tells them that there is no one among the 
king's people that is interested in listening to their concerns.  “But if I was the judge,” in other 
words, “If I was the king, I would be very attentive and I would give you justice.”  You clearly have 
this sense that now over a period of time, maybe David's enemies outside the empire don't know 
this, but the nation is now realizing that David has become passive; he's become indecisive; he's 
become almost paralyzed and there is a growing frustration among the people.  He's the king.  He's 
the leader; he’s supposed to do his job.  You clearly have this sense among David's family.  So 
Absalom has moved into the vacuum and Absalom is beginning to win the hearts of the people.  
They are so appreciative that they begin to bow down to Absalom.  But he quickly gets them back 
on their feet, gives them a kiss and little by little Absalom wins the heart of the people.  I would say 
without a doubt Absalom would play well in twenty-first century politics.  He's tall, dark, and 
handsome; he's savvy; he's politically savvy—he's figured this out—promises people whatever they 
want in order to gain their vote.  When the text says Absalom stole away the hearts, in English 
that seems to indicate that emotionally the people were with him.  But that's really not what the 
Hebrew means.  Anytime you see a reference to the heart in the Old Testament, it's not primarily 
emotion.  The heart in the Hebrew was the core of a person's being and had much more to do with 
their mind and their thinking than it did their emotions.  This is not a positive phrase.  It's intended 
to be a very negative statement.  In modern day English, the text would say. "And Absalom duped 
or deceived the men of Israel."  That's in essence what has been said. 
 

Now it came about at the end of forty years that Absalom said to the king, "Please let 
me go and pay my vow which I have vowed to the LORD, In Hebron.  For your 
servant vowed a vow while I was living at Geshur in Aram, saying, 'If the LORD shall 
indeed bring me back to Jerusalem, then I will serve the LORD.' "  And the king said 
to him, "Go in peace."  So he arose and went to Hebron.  But Absalom sent spies 
throughout all the tribes of Israel saying, "As soon as you hear the sound of the 
trumpet, then you shall say, 'Absalom is king in Hebron.' "  Then two hundred men 
went with Absalom from Jerusalem, who were invited and went innocently, and they 
did not know anything.  And Absalom sent for Ahithophel the Gilonite, David's 
counselor, from his city Giloh, while he was offering the sacrifices.  And the 
conspiracy was strong, for the people increased continually with Absalom.   (Vs. 7-12) 
 

That paragraph opens after forty years.  Virtually all scholars agree that some sort of a copy error 
in the manuscript occurred and that the most likely intention was four years.  So whether it's four 
years from the time Absalom was somewhat reconciled with his father, or four years from when he 
entered Jerusalem, any way you figure it, we're at least ten years past the sin of chapter 11 with 
Bathsheba and Uriah.  So we are talking about at least a decade where David has been passive; he's 
been ineffective, and it has bled out into the nation, and the people are more and more frustrated 
with the lack of leadership from David.  There is absolutely no question that David would have had 
to have been aware that Absalom was in a chariot with fifty runners and horses going to the gate 
every morning.  Jerusalem at that time was still a relatively small city.  There's virtually almost no 
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way he could have missed that.  So you have to wonder: what did he think Absalom was doing?  
Did he think he was going to the gate and selling snow cones or something? (laughter) I mean what 
did he think he was doing?  Whatever he thought, he did nothing.  He seemed to suspect nothing.  
Absalom now wants to go to Hebron to pay a vow.  David doesn't even question that.  As a matter 
of fact, he gives him his blessing.  What would be the possible thought process for thinking he 
needs to go to Hebron to offer a vow?  Remember the ark of the covenant was now in Jerusalem.  
There are lots of different ideas.  One is that their understanding of the Law was that because 
Absalom was guilty of murder, it required seven years of not worshiping in Jerusalem, and then 
paying this vow in Hebron and that would finish the seven years which then freed him to worship 
again in Jerusalem.  Whether that was it or something else, nobody really knows.  All we know is 
David offers his blessing and off Absalom goes.  But virtually immediately in the narrative we are 
told that Absalom is up to something.  He is sending spies to all of Jerusalem to give them notice 
that when the trumpet blows, that they declare Absalom is king in Hebron.  It clearly indicates by 
now word is out.  The influence of Absalom is across the kingdom.  He has a high level of 
confidence that, in that moment the people will rally and that it's time for revolution.  Interestingly 
enough, the text also tells us that there are two hundred men that go along with Absalom, invited by 
Absalom, but the narrator tells us that they were innocent of anything Absalom was up to.  Now this 
is very interesting.   
 
Basically what Absalom is doing is he's using two hundred people—inviting them with the crown 
prince—who had no idea that they were about to get in the middle of a revolution.  But he wanted to 
give the appearance that the movement had more support than it actually had in order to rally 
everybody to his cause.  This is a very common political media strategy today.  Lots of people are 
invited into movements under false pretenses, innocently involving themselves in something that 
ends up to be something other than what they thought it was going to be.  It's common strategy, but 
it's not new strategy.  We could say it's at least three thousand years old.  So Absalom convinces the 
majority that it is time for revolution and the text tells us that the influence is strong and this is 
going to be a significant event!  The other thing that's worth noting is the narrator tells us that 
Ahithophel joined Absalom's cause.  He was David's chief counselor, and I think it would be right 
to say his favorite counselor.  So why would Ahithophel, who had been David's favorite counselor, 
now jump sides and join Absalom?  There are all kinds of things in this text—words, phrases, little 
hints—that remind us that all of this goes back to David's gross abuse of power and sin with 
Bathsheba and Uriah in chapter 11.  This is one of those moments that is making that point.  
Ahithophel had a son; the son's name was Eliam.  Eliam had a daughter whose name was 
Bathsheba. You remember in the David and Bathsheba story, I said when Bathsheba was introduced 
to David as the daughter of Eliam, the wife of Uriah, it was very unusual to be introduced by both 
connection to father and to husband.  Now we understand why—in order to tell us that Ahithophel 
as the grandfather, watched King David grossly abuse his power and devastate his granddaughter's 
family.  He probably remained a faithful counselor because he wanted to live, but now, finally, after 
over a decade he has the opportunity to get even with David and he jumps at the opportunity. 

 
Then a messenger came to David, saying, "The hearts of the men of Israel are with 
Absalom."  And David said to all his servants who were with him at Jerusalem, 
"Arise and let us flee, for otherwise none of us shall escape from Absalom.  Go in 
haste, lest he overtake us quickly and bring down calamity on us and strike the city 
with the edge of the sword."  Then the king's servants said to the king, "Behold, your 
servants are ready to do whatever my lord the king chooses."  So the king went out 
and all his household with him.  But the king left ten concubines to keep the house.  
And the king went out and all the people with him, and they stopped at the last house.  
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Now all his servants passed on beside him, all the Cherethites, all the Pelethites, and 
all the Gittites, six hundred men who had come with him from Gath, passed on before 
the king. (Vs. 13-18) 
 

So word comes to Jerusalem that Absalom is leading a revolution and immediately David says, 
"We’ve got to gather everyone and get out."  We aren't told any kind of reaction.  Was he surprised? 
Was he hurt?  We're just told that David responds quickly, gathers the servants and family and the 
people around him, and they must leave quickly.  David clearly states that if the battle happens in 
Jerusalem, many innocent people will be killed.  So they've got to make a run for it.  Jerusalem was 
a fortified city, and if the enemy was on the outside, that was a significant thing.  But if the enemy 
got on the inside, it was the opposite.  You were trapped and David understood the only way they 
could win is, they had to get to the wilderness, where he knew best how to fight.  So he gathers 
everyone up and they’re quickly exiting the city.  They tell us the servants and everyone comes 
along, but there are ten concubines that are left behind.  We don't know why, but that will play 
significantly in the story next week. And then we are told that the six hundred elite fighting soldiers 
that have been with him all the way back to Ziklag, were not Jewish men.  These were the soldiers 
that he picked up in the wilderness that fought all those amazing battles back when Saul was king 
and they were fighting back in Ziklag and back in the wilderness.  Part of what that is hinting is this 
story is not over yet.  David still has with him these fierce fighting soldiers who will be loyal to him 
to the death, and you just get this sense that this is going to be a significant fight.   
 

Then the king said to Ittai the Gittite, "Why will you also go with us?  Return and 
remain with the king, for you are a foreigner and also an exile; return to your own 
place.  "You came only yesterday, and shall I today make you wander with us, while I 
go where I will?  Return and take back your brothers; mercy and truth be with you."  
But Ittai answered the king and said, "As the LORD lives, and as my lord the king 
lives, surely wherever my lord the king may be, whether for death or for life, there 
also your servant will be."  Therefore David said to Ittai, "Go and pass over."  So 
Ittai the Gittite passed over with all his men and all the little ones who were with him.  
While all the country was weeping with a loud voice, all the people passed over.  The 
king also passed over the brook Kidron, and all the people passed over toward the 
way of the wilderness. (Vs. 19-23) 

 
This chapter has these little encounters with different people as David is exiting the city.  Ittai the 
Gittite was a foreigner.  He was not a Jew and David basically says, "Why would you leave with us 
and die with us?  This isn't your fight; go home".  Basically David is looking out for his best 
interest.  But Ittai says, "No, I am with you. Life or death, I am with you to the end."  And so David 
agrees and then everybody leaves the city, heads down the Kidron valley, up towards the Garden of 
Gethsemene, the Mount of Olives, heading toward the wilderness.  It would have been very much 
the same path that Jesus and the disciples would have taken on the night when Jesus was arrested. 

 
Now behold, Zadok also came, and all the Levites with him carrying the ark of the 
covenant of God.  And they set down the ark of God, and Abiathar came up until all 
the people had finished passing from the city.  And the king said to Zadok, "Return 
the ark of God to the city.  If I find favor in the sight of the LORD, then He will bring 
me back again, and show me both it and His habitation.  "But if He, should say thus, 
'I have no delight in you,' behold, here I am, let Him do to me as seems good to Him."  
The king said also to Zadok the priest, "Are you not a seer?  Return it to the city in 
peace and your two sons with you, your son Ahimaaz and Jonathan the son of 
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Abiathar.  "See, I am going to wait at the fords of the wilderness until word comes 
from you to inform me."  Therefore Zadok and Abiathar returned the ark of God to 
Jerusalem and remained there.  And David went up the ascent of the Mount of Olives, 
and wept as he went, and his head was covered and he walked barefoot.  Then all the 
people who were with him each covered his head and went up weeping as they went.  
Now someone told David, saying, "Ahithophel is among the consipirators with 
Absalom."  And David said, "O LORD, I pray, make the counsel of Ahithophel 
foolishness."  (Vs. 24-31) 
  

So the next encounter is with the priests, and they are bringing the ark of the covenant.  This looks a 
little bit like something out of the page of Eli's sons early in 1 Samuel.  The ark is treated as some 
sort of a lucky charm and if the ark is with us, then maybe God will give us a victory.  But David 
has superior theology to Eli's sons.  He quickly understands that that's not the function of the ark.  
He understands if God delights in me, God will give me the victory, and God will bring me back.  If 
God does not delight in me, then this is the end of my story and God will mediate out justice, and 
that is the right thing to do.  What he understands is that having the ark along won't change that.  
David here is espousing very strong theology, representing a very high view of God.  It again roots 
back to chapter 11.  He understands there are significant consequences to his sin, and if this is how 
his story must end because of his sin, that is justice and he accepts it from God.  He's not 
complaining; he's not playing the victim; he actually represents a very high view of God.  But if 
God delights in him and God wants him to return, then God will make that happen.   
 
Now this is a very interesting part of the story because for the first time in over a decade, it appears 
David is finally coming back to life.  We have these little glimpses of the David we fell in love 
with...the David that was so courageous...the David that had such a shepherd's heart...the David that 
had such compassion for this people...the David that was a fearless warrior, that was willing to trust 
God and to defeat the enemy.  For a decade that David has been AWOL.  But now, because of a 
crisis, he's been forced into action, and immediately David seems decisive. "We've got to move."  
He seems very compassionate and caring for the people in Jerusalem, for the people around him.  
The people around him are fiercely loyal; they believe in him again.  You have this concern for Ittai 
who wasn't even one of them as a Jew, but such compassion and care was extended to him and 
releasing him—he doesn't have to die with him—but Ittai's determination to be loyal to David 
reflects David and his character and his leadership and there's buy-in again.  You have really, for the 
first time recorded in the text, David's first acknowledgment of God in any way since chapter 12.   
 
Do you remember when David was lost in the wilderness and all that happened there?  And there's 
kind of this code language that the narrator would tell us that when David was self-sufficient and 
acting on his own, there would be no mention of God.  But when David was dialed in, in alignment 
with God, there was some reference to David's connection and his big view of God.  Finally after 
ten years, we have that again—where David recognizes God is God, and that if God gives me the 
victory and brings me home, that's up to God.  If this is the end of my story, that's just and right and 
I accept that from God.   
 
At the end of that paragraph, when David finds out about Ahithophel for the first time since chapter 
12, David offers a prayer, the first time it's recorded anyway.  And he prays and asks God to 
confuse the counsel of Ahithophel.  So finally after all this time, it appears David is stepping up to 
be the warrior king again.  His lack of leadership has created a massive vacuum, and a bad leader 
has stepped into the vacuum.  It has devastated David's family; it will now devastate the nation, and 
thousands of people will die.  But finally David is stepping back into action.  The other thing you 
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have here is that you have this reminder that David has his elite fighting force of six hundred men.  
There's a sense in which this fight is not over.  Clearly David is not rolling over.  He's headed to the 
wilderness where he knows how to fight.  He has this strategy when he sends the ark back that also, 
“I'm going to use you as spies. You tell me what Absalom is planning; here's where I'll be; send 
your sons out; find me; give me the information,” because David is not rolling over.  There is going 
to be a fight.   

 
It happened as David was coming to the summit, where God was worshiped, that 
behold, Hushai the Archite met him with his coat torn, and dust on his head.  And 
David said to him, "If you pass over with me, then you will be a burden to me.  "But 
if you return to the city, and say to Absalom, 'I will be your servant, O king; as I have 
been your father's servant in time past, so I will now be your servant, ' then you can 
thwart the counsel of Ahithophel for me.  "And are not Zadok and Abiathar the 
priests with you there?  So it shall be that whatever you hear from the king's house, 
you shall report to Zadok and Abiathar the priests.  "Behold their two sons are with 
them there, Ahimaaz, Zadok's son and Jonathan, Abiathar's son; and by them you 
shall send me everything that you hear."  So Hushai, David's friend, came into the 
city, and Absalom came into Jerusalem.  (Vs. 32-37) 
 

One more of these encounters—David's dear friend, Hushai.  But David says, “It's not going to be 
helpful to have you with me.  Here's what I need you to do.  I need you to go back, serve Absalom 
and try to thwart the counsel of Ahithophel.  Confuse his counsel and let me know what's 
happening.”  We will find out this is a significantly strategic move that David made.  And then at 
the end of the chapter, almost nonchalantly, the text tells us that Absalom enters Jerusalem.  What 
happens next?  We'll find out next week. 
 
As we wrap this up this morning, two simple thoughts:  One is there are so many little subtle words, 
phrases, clues in this chapter that remind us that all of this roots back to David's gross abuse of 
power and his sin with Bathsheba and Uriah.  It's critically important we understand that the text is 
reminding us that sin is a big deal.  David was on top of the world.  David was running an empire.  
What God had accomplished through David was absolutely staggering.  The people under David 
had never experienced anything like this.  I think it would be right to say no Jew in the history of 
their existence ever experienced life like they’d experienced.  But David grew bored and restless.  
Then one spring evening it happened—one hour of pleasure for a life time of utter devastation.  
Neither David nor his family nor the kingdom would ever be the same again.  David would go to his 
grave regretting that one spring evening—and we are reminded that sin is serious business.   
 
We live in a culture that diminishes and even dismisses sin.  Even within the church culture there is 
a tendency to think: I can sin tonight, get forgiveness tomorrow—no harm, no foul.  It just doesn't 
work that way.  Sin is utterly devastating.  The Bible could not be clearer from cover to cover.  
There has been an army of people who have affirmed this to me in the last several weeks.  They 
would gladly stand up here with me and they would say to you, "Listen to what he is saying."  They 
would give anything they have to go back and change disastrous choices in the past—and we need 
to understand sin is serious business.  
 
But second of all, there is this reminder that once we have sinned, God's grace is enough—that it is 
truly amazing, that God does grant His forgiveness.  When we confess our sin, when we repent of 
our sin, when we experience God's forgiveness, God does not ask us to sit on the bench and watch 
while everyone else accomplishes the mission.  He invites us back into the game.  It is a sobering 
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thing to realize the utter devastation that happened in the David story that perhaps would not have 
happened if David would have truly accepted the forgiveness of God and got back with it.  He was a 
king; he had a job to do.  He was a leader; he needed to step up and lead.  The lives of thousands of 
people were depending on him.  But for all we can tell, for a decade he was passive, he was 
indecisive, he was paralyzed—and so much of what transpired would not have been necessary.  One 
can only imagine how different the story would have been, had David gotten back in the game and 
been a king again.  Now, finally, after so much devastation, he's forced back into action.   
 
I've said it before; I'm sure I'll say it again—that at the end of the story, I'm absolutely sure you will 
look back over your life and you will realize that what ultimately defined the trajectory of your life 
was not failure—all of us have that in our story.  We all have things, if we could, we would go back 
and change them.  What ultimately defines the trajectory of your life is what you choose to do after 
you fail.  Will you have the courage and the faith to believe in this amazing grace, to confess, to 
repent, to acknowledge your sin, but then to experience the forgiveness of God and, with courage 
and faith, get off the bench, and get back in the game?  You have a job to do; you have a calling to 
fulfill.  Failure is never final.  But part of what you have to realize is, this doesn't just affect you.  
When you choose to sit on the bench and not fulfill your calling as a leader, you create a leadership 
vacuum—a leadership vacuum at home, a leadership vacuum at school, a leadership vacuum at 
work, in your neighborhoods, in your community.  And, finally, there are no shortages of bad 
leaders waiting to step into the vacuum and lead people you deeply care about down a path of 
destruction.  You must realize that even though you have sinned and failed and blown it and made a 
mess, God's grace is sufficient.  Accept it; believe it; have the courage and faith to get off the bench; 
get back in the game—you have a job to do!  You have a mission to fulfill!  I'm inviting you to 
accept God's grace and get back on the team.  We have a world to change together.  Let's get it 
done. 

 
Our Father we celebrate Your amazing grace this morning.  We are reminded of the utter 
devastation of sin.  God, let us never take sin lightly.  But, God, we also recognize that 
when David chose to roll over and no longer lead his kingdom, it devastated his family, 
and thousands in the nation would die.  God, I pray for those this morning who are 
especially dealing with the pain of past failure.  They know in their hearts they have rolled 
over; they have put themselves on the bench.  God, give them the courage and the faith to 
accept Your forgiveness, to get back in the game, to be a world changer to the praise of the 
glory of Your grace.  In Jesus’ Name, Amen. 
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Courage to Lead 
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Opening Discussion 

1. What happens when leaders don’t lead?  How does this play out at home, work, church, 
etc… 

 

2. What typically causes good leaders to stop leading?  Do you think your story is 
ultimately defined by your failures or how you respond when you fail?  What’s the 
difference?  How can failure lead to more and more failure? 

 
3. Do we as a culture take sin seriously?  What risk does that pose to you? 

 

Bible Study 

 
1. Read II Samuel 15:1-12.  Describe a modern day version of Absalom?  How did David’s 

passive leadership open the door for Absalom?  Could Absalom have done this if David 
had been leading well?  Why or why not? 

 

2. Read II Samuel 15:13-31.  David is now forced back into action.  All the little 
encounters in this chapter are meant to reveal David’s true character and heart.  What do 
we see in this text that provide glimpses of the David we loved before his great sin?   Is 
there a difference between David having become passive and ineffective versus the idea 
that David had become bad or evil?   How does this help us assess ourselves after we 
have sinned and failed?   In other words, just because we aren’t doing more bad things 
doesn’t mean we are busy doing what we should be doing.   Doesn’t God call us to more 
than just not being bad? 
 
 

3. Have you ever had an experience like this where a crisis of some sort awakens you again 
to get back in the game, trust God and lead?  Would you share an example?  What did 
you learn from that experience? 

 
 

4. Read II Samuel 15:32-37.  Is David rolling over and giving up or gearing up for the 
fight?   What is the balance between preparing for the fight and accepting that there may 
be consequences from our sin that may be part of God’s discipline (15:25,26)?   
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Application 

1. What does this text teach us about the seriousness of sin?   How did that one evening 
with Bathsheba change David’s life? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2. What does this text teach us about sin and failure?  What difference does it make how 
we respond after we have confessed that sin and experienced God’s forgiveness?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Is it possible that there are environments in your life where you should be stepping up 
and leading but you’re not because of past failures?  What needs to change? 
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