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We've been talking a lot about leadership over the past many months. So, as we are getting close to 

the end of our series in 2 Samuel, I just want to ask a couple of questions:  Would you, as a leader at 

the end of your days, rather be remembered as a righteous leader, what the Hebrew call the tzadik, 

or would you rather be remembered as a worthless leader?  That's an easy question.  Would you 

rather be described as a leader, as the sunrise that brings renewal and regeneration or would you 

rather be described as a dry thorn that brings pain, brings suffering, and ultimately has no more 

value than to be thrown in the fire?  That's what we want to talk about this morning.  If you have a 

Bible, turn with us to 2 Samuel, Chapter 23.  Getting close to the end of 2 Samuel, Chapter 23 is the 

last psalm of David.  It opens with the words: 

 

Now these are the last words of David. 
David the son of Jesse declares, 
The man who was raised on high declares, 

The anointed of the God of Jacob, 
And the sweet psalmist of Israel,     (*NASB, 2 Samuel 23:1)  

 

One of the interesting things about David is that we know more about the thoughts and the emotions 

of David than any biblical character in the Old or New Testament, primarily through the volume of 

psalms.  Roughly half of the one hundred fifty psalms were written by David.  So we have this 

incredible insight into his thoughts and his emotions. The psalms range from this incredible man of 

faith who was such a worshiper of God, to someone who is so broken, so hurt, so confused that he's 

barely hanging on by a thread, to everything in between.  As a matter of fact, based on our study of 

the life of David, to go back and read the roughly seventy-five psalms of David would be a very 

interesting, complete, full picture of the life of David, the most remarkable king in the history of 

Israel.  

 

David describes himself in the sense that—these aren't his actual last words in the sense there are a 

few private words he'll utter before he dies—but in terms of psalms, this is the very last one, and he 

describes himself as the son of Jesse, the man who was raised on high...anointed by God.  It's 

easy to just kind of skip over that, not give it much thought, but I think it's worth pondering a little 

bit.  David was the most remarkable king, the most successful king, the greatest king in the history 

of Israel.  He took the nation when it was a disaster and he, through God's power, created an 

unimaginable dynasty, a king of unimaginable wealth and power.  So at the end of his life, to look 

back over what was accomplished and to simply refer to himself as the son of Jesse—everything 

else was God—is really quite a remarkable designation.  There were times in David's life when he 

forgot this.  This is always one of the challenges of success, that it starts to change our definition of 

ourselves.  Do you remember what happened following David's sin with Bathsheba & Uriah, when 

Nathan the prophet rebuked him?  Do you remember what God said?  God said, "David, you were 

nothing but a shepherd boy.  I found you; I anointed you. I delivered you from Saul; I made you 

great. I gave you everything you ever could have wanted, and if you had wanted more, I would have 

given it to you."  There was this clear reminder that David was really nothing more than a shepherd 

boy, and God made him great.  When he forgot that, when he became a victim of his own success, 
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when he was filled with arrogance, he committed the terrible sin with Bathsheba and Uriah.  One of 

the great dangers when God uses you to accomplish something great for His kingdom, there's 

always this risk that it begins to change how you define yourself, and as it begins to change how 

you define yourself, it begins to change how you view God.  You start to think, "I did that."  You 

start to think, "I'm a cut above."  You start to think, “God's pretty lucky to have me on His team."  

And as that self awareness begins to change, as this arrogance begins to set in, we become less and 

less useful to God.  One of the great challenges, especially for young leaders, is to understand as 

God uses you to do great things, you can't lose sight of the fact that you’re nothing more than a 

simple shepherd boy.  The rest has been God.  David's grounding as a shepherd boy has been 

significant.  He told us himself that it was as a shepherd boy that he cultivated this walk with God—

a man after God's own heart—that it was in fighting a lion and a bear that God prepared him to face 

a giant.  One of the all-time great psalms of David is Psalm 23 which was a reflection of his life as a 

shepherd boy.  So it's fitting that at the end of David's life, with all that's been accomplished, he 

views himself as nothing more than a simple shepherd boy, a son of Jesse.  The youngest son wasn't 

even invited in when Samuel came to anoint the next king, and yet God has special plans for David. 

 

I think it's interesting to reflect on your own story and think about the most ordinary, basic 

experiences of life that at the time may have seemed difficult and tiring and, frankly, just kind of 

ordinary.  But they begin to cultivate within us the skills, the disciplines, the growth necessary for 

God to use us to accomplish something special.  When I think about my own story - I share this not 

because it's unusual, not because it's special, actually I think it's kind of ordinary and boring - but I 

want to illustrate the point, and the only story I can tell is my own.  So, having said that, it's 

interesting now to look back and think about my early story as a shepherd boy and how that 

prepared me for what God was going to call me to.  Growing up in a home where my dad was ill 

and in a bed my entire life growing up, I realize now I had to grow up early.  Early I had to help 

become the man of the family; that certainly shaped me and who I am as a person.  My parents had 

no money; I understood that if I was going to go to college, it would be up to me.  I wasn't smart 

enough for a scholarship, so the only option I had was to work hard and try to make it happen.  I left 

and went to college in Chicago, basically worked about thirty hours a week on top of a full college 

load in order to pay the bills—simply because I had no other option.  I graduated there, came back 

and went to the University of Nebraska.  Patti & I were married; I worked about thirty hours a week 

to pay for my schooling, carried a full load, graduated, and went off to grad school.  In grad school 

Patti worked full time; I worked about thirty hours a week, took a full seminary load. I was able to 

graduate from school with no debt, no student loans, and no unpaid bills.  There were times along 

the way, looking back, it was difficult; it was tiring and I wished the story could have been 

different.  There were many times I wished somebody would have just had the resources to pay for 

my education.  But looking back, here's the thing I see.  Because of those circumstances, these are 

the things I learned:  I learned how to work hard.  I learned how to be very self-disciplined.  I 

learned how to manage my money.  I learned how to prioritize my life.  I think about all those 

things that I learned as a result of that experience that kind of grounded me and prepared me for 

what life would be like as a pastor.  My first church out of seminary, the things I learned there were: 

I learned how to be a pastor; I learned how to be with the people; I learned how to love and 

shepherd the people; I learned the importance of a strong theology of grace.  All those things God 

was teaching me, simply through the circumstances of life, that I believe prepared me for what was 

next in life.   

 

Looking back at your own story, for some of you, you're right in those moments now where you 

wish it could be different; you wish the story was some other story but you never know what God is 

doing to grow you, to ground you, to teach you and to prepare you.  One of the things I've seen 
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again and again over the years is that it is very easy for young leaders to succeed before they are 

ready for it.  As a matter of fact, Martin Lloyd Jones, a well-known theologian and preacher in 

generations gone by, once said, "It's a tragic thing when young leaders succeed before they are 

ready."  I've seen this over and over and over again through the years, where someone's competency 

far exceeds their character and on one hand they are wildly successful and everyone's applauding, 

yet in the areas of life that matter most, they are failing miserably, and those stories do not end well.  

There's often a process God takes us through to teach us and to ground us and to prepare us so that 

when He does something through us, we can look in the mirror and realize, “I'm just a shepherd 

boy, the son of Jesse; the rest is God.”  So we don't lose our way as God uses us to accomplish 

something to build His kingdom.  It's an impressive thing that, at the end of the story, David 

describes himself as a son of Jesse; the rest was God.  He goes on then, in verse 3: 

 

“The God of Israel said, 

The Rock of Israel spoke to me, 

‘He who rules over men righteously, 

Who rules in the fear of God, 

Is as the light of the morning when the sun rises, 

A morning without clouds, 

When the tender grass springs out of the earth, 

Through sunshine after rain.’ 

“Truly is not my house so with God? 

For He has made an everlasting covenant with me, 

Ordered in all things, and secured; 

For all my salvation and all my desire, 

Will He not indeed make it grow?”   (Vs. 3-5)  

 

In verse 3 David is describing that God says that the ruler, (we're going to call him the leader) leads 

as a righteous leader.  This is the Hebrew word tzadik.  It's a word we've seen a lot in the proverbs.  

It's talking about someone who has a sense of the world as God intended it to be, has a sense of 

shalom and the desire for mutual flourishing—God's vision for the world.  He's described as one 

who is willing to serve rather than to be served, one who is willing to disadvantage himself or 

herself if necessary in order to advantage the community.  A leader, as God defines a righteous 

leader, is someone who understands that my role is to do what I can to create pockets of flourishing, 

that others might flourish together.  He says, “Who rules in the fear of God," fear, not as in being 

afraid, but fear as in awe and respect.  The idea is basically to truly be a tzadik, a righteous one, you 

have to understand God's vision for the world and to surrender to it, to submit to it, to understand 

that power and position and leadership is not be exploited for personal gain, is not to make a name 

for myself, not to get rich, not to be somebody, but it's actually to submit to God's vision of the 

world and realize it is to create pockets of flourishing—the world as God intended it to be—and that 

I'm willing to even disadvantage myself if necessary in order to  make that happen.   

 

So then the following verse describes the metaphor—well, then, what is that actually like when 

someone leads that way?  It's describing basically the sunrise on a cloudless morning after a night 

of gentle rain.  You have to again go back in your mind to the ancient Near East, to a landscape that 

was basically dry and barren, and without those nightly rains, without the sun, without the basics, 

they simply would not survive.  It's hard for us to get into that frame of mind when we have so 

many twenty-first century luxuries.  But in the ancient world there was nothing more life-giving 

than a beautiful, gentle rain at night.  The sun would rise on a cloudless morning; the dew was still 

on the grass; that tender shoot would grow, and there was a sense of hope.  There was a sense of 
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renewal; there was a sense that once again God is going to take care of us.  So it's a powerful 

imagery that when the righteous leader does his or her job well, it's like this sense of renewal; it's 

this sense of hope.  It's this sense of restoration that you bring to the marketplace, to your 

neighborhood, to your school, to your family.  There's this beautiful sense of life that flows out of 

that. 

 

Since it's a little bit difficult for us to enter into that ancient picture, I'm going to change it up just a 

little bit.  If you like to camp, you'll get this one.  So, years ago we took a group of high-schoolers to 

the Niobrara River to go camping and canoeing and just hang out a little bit.  All of the kids and the 

leaders went up early in the afternoon in order to get everything set up.  I remained behind because 

some of the kids—it was fall and they had football games, cheerleading, band, and all of that.  So I 

waited for the last van of kids and we left.  By the time we got up there, it was after midnight; it was 

dark.  I saw my tent was set up for which I was thankful.  The kids all dispersed to their tents; I 

crawled in my tent and went to sleep.  But it wasn't long until you heard the thunder, saw the 

lightening, and it began to storm.  Little did I know that they had set up my tent basically in a bowl. 

(laughter) It was just a perfect depression.  Now they said they didn't notice that, but it was perfectly 

set in the center of the bowl.  I think we both know what happened there. (laughter)  So it begins to 

pour rain. At this time I don't know I'm in a bowl, but I can literally see the water line starting to 

come up on my tent and pretty soon everything is soaked. My sleeping bag, my clothes—everything 

is soaking wet.  I'm not terribly happy about this; I get up and I sit in the van for awhile.  It finally 

stops raining; I found some dry firewood and I started a fire.  A lot of the other kids got wet. Pretty 

soon they are coming out of their tents.  We've got this big fire going; it's starting to get warm; we're 

starting to dry out.  But all of us are thinking, "We wish we were home.  We're kind of over this."  

But then the sun began to rise.  It was an absolutely spectacular fall morning—a cloudless sky, the 

sun beginning to rise.  I did not realize in the dark we were right next to the Niobrara River.  It was 

maybe fifty feet from our tents.  The canyons, the river, the sunrise, it was an absolutely spectacular 

fall morning.  A roaring fire, coffee, breakfast—it was all coming together as we all sat there.  We 

changed from, "I wish I was home," to, "I wish we could spend more days up here."  There was just 

a complete dramatic change in perspective.  That's, in essence, what David is describing.  That's 

what the tzadik, the righteous leader brings to the marketplace, to the school, to the neighborhood, 

to the home—this sense of renewal, this sense of life, the sense that this is different and it's better 

and it's special, and it's just opportunity to flourish in a unique way of life.  That's what the 

righteous leader brings.   

 

In verse 5, in essence what he's saying is, "This is what God has done for me."  God has created, in 

context, where David could flourish as His son.  God made an everlasting covenant with David.  

There was a covenant with Noah; there was a covenant with Abraham; there was a covenant with 

Moses, and there was a covenant with David.  All of these were covenants looking forward to the 

coming of the Messiah, to promise salvation that would bring forth a world to come that would be 

everything that our souls long for.  That's basically what he says...For all my salvation.  He's 

ordered all things, secured all things ...for all my salvation and all my desires.  It's again a 

reminder that our theology is correct, that this is what God has done for us.  This is the promise that 

ultimately our salvation will be fulfilled in the world to come, and everything that we long for today 

will be ultimately realized in the new heaven and the new earth.  Jesus Himself, the night in which 

He was to be arrested said, “This is the new covenant in my blood,”  no longer a covenant looking 

forward to the fulfillment of the promise of a Messiah, but beginning to live in the fulfillment that 

the Messiah had come, but a realization that my salvation is not yet complete.  It will only be 

complete one day—secured, ordered, and fulfilled in the new heaven and the new earth, and it will 

be everything that my soul longs for today.  Now He gives me glimpses, moments that give me just 
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a taste of what is to come and my job as a tzadik is to seek to create pockets of that everywhere that 

God calls me.  That's, in essence, what he says.  The contrast is verse 6: 

 

“But the worthless, every one of them will be thrust away like thorns, 

Because they cannot be taken in hand; 

But the man who touches them 

Must be armed with iron and the shaft of a spear, 

And they will be completely burned with fire in their place.”   (Vs. 6-7) 

 

A lot of commentators, a lot of scholars think the word worthless is too mild a term.  It definitely 

has the overtones of wicked or evil.  It's very similar to the description in the proverbs of a wicked 

leader is someone who uses the power of position for personal advantage, is willing to exploit the 

circumstances and the people around him or her in order to advantage self—so very much willing 

to disadvantage the community if necessary in order to advantage the self—for self gain, for self 

advantage, whatever is necessary.  Those leaders are described like thorns.  They're dried out; they 

grow like weeds; they're all over the ground, and they’re hard to get rid of.  The only way to get rid 

of them is basically with a sword and a spear and, at the end of the day, they are only good to be 

thrown in the fire and burned up.  It's very vivid imagery.   

 

The idea of using a sword and a spear to remove them probably goes back to the many days they 

slept in the wilderness.  The ground was covered with thorns.  They couldn't just reach down and 

remove them, and so with their swords and their spears they used the iron to clear away the thorns 

in order to have a place of rest.  Part of that is probably also transitioning into the last part of the 

chapter—the reminder that evil is real and powerful in the world.  In order to create an empire, in 

order to create pockets of shalom, in order to give these people safety and peace and security, it was 

necessary with the sword and the spear to deal with the thorns—the evil around them in order to 

create shalom.  I think it is a good reminder that evil is real and it's powerful.  There's kind of a 

tendency in twenty-first century Christianity to think that if we all just hold hands and love each 

other, everything will work out.  That's simply not a biblical truth.  The fact is there is an enemy; 

there is evil in the world.  There are people who want to do evil; there are people that want to use 

and abuse people, and at the end of the day, if you're serious about shalom, if you're serious about 

being a tzadik and creating that in the pockets where God has you, you have to have the courage to 

stand up against evil.  You have to have the courage to take your stand and with your sword and 

with your spear remove the thorns in order to create a place where people can flourish.  There are 

evil people; there are evil religions and there are evil countries in the world today.  That is a reality 

that has to be faced for the people of God.   

 

This, then, takes David on to the last part of this chapter, which is basically a tribute to his elite 

soldiers that have made it possible for David to rule and reign as he has.  As any good leader, David 

understands that, at the end of the day, it is the people who made him what he is under God's power.  

So this is a celebration and a tribute of those people.  I'm not going to go through and read all of 

this.  We really don't have time and I am in no mood to pronounce all of the names. (laughter) You 

can do that on your own and feel free to just make up your own pronunciation.  But I do want to 

highlight a couple of things.  Pick it up in verse 14: 

 
 David was then in the stronghold, while the garrison of the Philistines was then in 

Bethlehem. David had a craving and said, “Oh that someone would give me water to 

drink from the well of Bethlehem which is by the gate!”  So the three mighty men 

broke through the camp of the Philistines, and drew water from the well of 
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Bethlehem which was by the gate, and took it and brought it to David. Nevertheless he 

would not drink it, but poured it out to the LORD; and he said, “Be it far from me, 

O LORD, that I should do this. Shall I drink the blood of the men who went in  

jeopardy of their lives?” Therefore he would not drink it. These things the three 

mighty men did.  (Vs. 14-17) 

 

Now as you're reading that, it may seem incredibly insensitive for what these men did.  But 

basically it was the greatest honor David could have given them.  David was from Bethlehem; they 

are at war with the Philistines.  He's basically kind of musing out loud how he would love to have 

some of the sweet water of Bethlehem that he had growing up.  But he had some of these mighty 

men that so loved him as a leader and king that they were willing to risk their lives to get him that 

water.  So they literally go through the front of the Philistines, sneak into Bethlehem, retrieve the 

water and bring it back to David.  I think David is genuinely caught off guard that there were men 

who loved him and heard what he said, and actually risked their lives in order to get him a drink of 

water from Bethlehem.  In a sense what he's saying is, “No person is worthy of that kind of 

celebration and worship.”  He's greatly honored; I think he's a little unnerved that they actually 

risked their lives that he might have this drink of water.  So the most significant thing he could do 

would be to point their attention to the only one worthy of such a courageous act is God Himself.  

So when he pours out the water, he's pouring it out as a drink offering, as an act of worship before 

the God of Israel, and, in essence, deflecting their worship of him on to God, saying, “The only One 

that is truly worthy of such a noble act is the God of Israel,” and he offers God the water.  It's again 

kind of  a consistent attitude of David that he's nothing more than a shepherd boy, the son of Jesse, 

and ultimately it's God who is worthy of their worship.   

 

In verse 18 you have a little about Abishai.  In verse 20 you have a little about Benaiah.  I'm not 

going to go through that—you can read that on your own—other than to notice the name, because 

he's going to come back in a very significant role in a couple of weeks.  Verse 24, Asahel—you 

remember Asahel, Abishai, and Joab were all brothers.  Asahel was the one that was killed back 

early 2 Samuel by Abner, but the thing to notice is the one who is missing in this tribute of the elite 

soldiers of David is Joab—no where listed in the list of honor.  Some scholars think it's because 

Joab was so obvious that David didn't even put him in there.  That rational, that line of thinking 

makes no sense to me at all.  I think it's because of Joab's betrayal on multiple occasions.  I'll just let 

you in on something; there is one more significant betrayal still to come by Joab which is probably 

why David chooses not to list him among the honored loyal warriors that are listed here. 

 

The one other name to draw your attention to is the very last name in the list.  It’s none other than 

Uriah, the husband of Bathsheba—confirming he was indeed one of the elite, loyal soldiers of 

David—and David killed him.  Why he's put at the end may be a subtle reminder that David was a 

great king, but he wasn't a perfect king, which kind of hinges into the very last chapter of 2 Samuel.  

Scholars would say that over David's reign as king, there were two major blunders.  One was the sin 

with Bathsheba and Uriah; the second is what happens in the final chapter of 2 Samuel which we'll 

look at next week.   

 

For this week, one of the things that David does is he honors those that have made the kingdom 

possible.  Any good leader understands, at the end of the day it's the people that accomplish the 

mission.  Again and again I am asked the question, “What makes Lincoln Berean special?”  And I 

have always answered it the same way.  It's the people...it's the people!  God has always brought us 

amazing people.  They sacrifice; they give, and they serve in amazing ways.  The truth is people 

like me get a lot of fuss and attention but, at the end of the day, those that really make the ministry 
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of Lincoln Berean happen are the people who faithfully give and serve and accomplish the mission.  

So we want to, informally this morning, honor those who faithfully serve.  So what I am going to 

ask is that if you serve anywhere under the umbrella of Lincoln Berean—it could be a ministry on 

our campus, it could be a ministry out in the community, it could even be something overseas—but 

if you serve at all under the ministry of Lincoln Berean, I'm going to invite you to stand.  So look 

around you; this is part of this amazing army of people that make Lincoln Berean happen.  But I 

also want to get a sense of kind of the longevity, so if you have served five years or less, I'm going 

to ask you to sit down.  If you have served ten years or less, I'm going to invite you to sit down.  I 

want you to start looking around the room and looking at some of these people.  I would encourage 

you, before you leave today, to thank them for their faithful service to Lincoln Berean.  Alright, 

twenty years or less—now I want you to really start looking around.  It's a little hard to see in the 

lights, but you can start to see who these people are, so what did I say, twenty?  So everyone 

standing up has served for more than twenty years.  All right, thirty or less.  (Applause)  You have 

Janet, Ralph, Charlie and Donna Williams, Ingrid, Peggy.  Did I miss anyone?  Oh yes, Don and 

Kathy Bowman—all these amazing people that faithfully serve.  Okay.  Forty and less.  (Applause)  

So these people have served more than forty years at Lincoln Berean—Charlie and Donna Williams 

who have had a significant impact on my own life personally.  That's awesome!  Okay? Fifty?  The 

only one we had last night, of course, was Claudine Lehman, who was a founder.  We had quite a 

few last night in that forty category—amazing people for twenty, thirty, forty years.  They are busy 

people but they sacrificed time and energy and treasure to make Lincoln Berean happen.  I really 

encourage you, before you leave today, stop some of these people and just thank them for their 

faithful service.  I can't emphasize this enough.  At the end of the day, it's not people like me.  It’s 

people like you that ultimately make the ministry happen, and we celebrate that you have given 

your lives to that which will matter forever.  I want to offer a prayer; then we're going to close with 

Natalie offering what basically is a song of tribute to all those who have faithfully served. 

 

Our Father, we celebrate that You have called us to be part of something that will matter 

forever.  God, I thank You for this army of people, amazing people that You have sent to 

Lincoln Berean, who have been the heart and soul of the ministry to accomplish the 

mission that You've given us.  Lord, I pray that this morning they might be encouraged, 

that they might be reminded that what they've invested in will matter forever.  Lord, we 

celebrate the faithfulness of God's people. In Jesus' Name, Amen. 
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Righteous Leadership 
Courage to Lead 

2 Samuel 23:1-39 

Pastor Bryan Clark 

 

Opening Discussion 

1. Describe your experience under a good leader and under a poor leader?  What made the 

difference?  What do you think was at the core of what made the good leader good and 

what made the poor leader poor? 

 

2. Before David was a King he was a shepherd boy, the youngest son of Jesse.  How did 

your days as a “shepherd boy” prepare you for your calling today?  What happens when 

one’s capacity to advance is greater than his/her character?  In other words, what 

happens when a young leader succeeds before he/she is ready for it? 

 

Bible Study 

1. Read II Samuel 23:1-7.  This is David’s “last Psalm.”  One unique feature of David in 

the Bible is that he wrote so many Psalms (73+).  This provides some amazing insight 

into his thoughts, emotions, fears, frustrations, celebrations, joys, worship, etc…  The 

Psalms of David remind us that he was very human and struggled along the way just as 

we do.  What are some of your favorite Psalms of David and why? 

 

 

2. David at the end of his life describes himself as the “son of Jesse.”  He was the greatest 

king ever in Israel, yet in his eyes he was the “son of Jesse” who was simply raised on 

high by God.  Go back and review what you know about David as a shepherd boy.  What 

was required to be faithful to that role as a shepherd boy and what do you think he 

learned through that experience that prepared him for his calling? 

 

 

3. How does David describe the “righteous leader?”  Can you think of a time when you 

experienced this type of leadership?  What was the impact on you? 

 

 

4. The covenant with David pointed to the ultimate King to come, the Messiah Jesus.  What 

has Jesus the Messiah done to allow you to flourish like the green grass?  
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5. What is the contrast to the righteous leader?  What is his fate?  What do you think is 

missing in the worthless leader that was present in David?  Was Saul a worthless leader?  

Why or why not?  What was the difference between Saul and David as leaders? 

 

6. Read (or skim) II Samuel 23:8-39.  David pays tribute to those heroes who built the 

kingdom with him.  God exalted him but God uses people to accomplish the work.   

Who are some of the spiritual heroes in your life?  Who modeled service and Christ-like 

love to you?   

 

Application 

1. What are 5 things to remember if you want to be a righteous leader like David and not a 

worthless leader?   

 

 

 

 

 

2. What one thing as a leader do you want to work on to be more of a righteous leader? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Consider writing a note to those you listed in question #6 to express appreciation to 

those who have impacted you spiritually. 
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