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From Lament to Hope:                                                                         Rev. Lynell M. Caudillo 
Hope in the Midst of Pandemic/Pestilence                                                         July 19, 2020 
 
1 Chronicles 21:1-28 NLT, Psalm 28:1-81 
Satan rose up against Israel and caused David to take a census of the people of Israel.  
2So David said to Joab and the commanders of the army, “Take a census of all the 
people of Israel—from Beersheba in the south to Dan in the north—and bring me a 
report so I may know how many there are.” 
3But Joab replied, “May the LORD increase the number of his people a hundred times 
over!  But why, my lord the king, do you want to do this?  Are they not all your 
servants?  Why must you cause Israel to sin?” 
4But the king insisted that they take the census, so Joab traveled throughout all Israel 
to count the people.  Then he returned to Jerusalem 5and reported the number of 
people to David.  There were 1,100,000 warriors in all Israel who could handle a sword, 
and 470,000 in Judah.  6But Joab did not include the tribes of Levi and Benjamin in the 
census because he was so distressed at what the king had made him do. 
7God was very displeased with the census, and he punished Israel for it.  8Then David 
said to God, “I have sinned greatly by taking this census.  Please forgive my guilt for 
doing this foolish thing.” 
9Then the LORD spoke to Gad, David’s seer.  This was the message: 10“Go and say to 
David, ‘This is what the LORD says: I will give you three choices.  Choose one of these 
punishments, and I will inflict it on you.’” 
11So Gad came to David and said, “These are the choices the LORD has given you.  12You 
may choose three years of famine, three months of destruction by the sword of your 
enemies, or three days of severe plague as the angel of the LORD brings devastation 
throughout the land of Israel.  Decide what answer I should give the LORD who sent 
me.” 
13“I’m in a desperate situation!” David replied to Gad.  “But let me fall into the hands 
of the LORD, for his mercy is very great.  Do not let me fall into human hands.” 
14So the LORD sent a plague upon Israel, and 70,000 people died as a result.  15And God 
sent an angel to destroy Jerusalem.  But just as the angel was preparing to destroy it, 
the LORD relented and said to the death angel, “Stop!  That is enough!”  At that 
moment the angel of the LORD was standing by the threshing floor of Araunah the 
Jebusite. 
16David looked up and saw the angel of the LORD standing between heaven and earth 
with his sword drawn, reaching out over Jerusalem.  So David and the leaders of Israel 
put on burlap to show their deep distress and fell face down on the ground.  17And 
David said to God, “I am the one who called for the census!  I am the one who has 
sinned and done wrong!  But these people are as innocent as sheep—what have they 
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done?  O LORD my God, let your anger fall against me and my family, but do not destroy 
your people. 
18Then the angel of the LORD told Gad to instruct David to go up and build an altar to 
the LORD on the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite.  19So David went up to do 
what the LORD had commanded him through Gad.  20Araunah, who was busy threshing 
wheat at the time, turned and saw the angel there.  His four sons, who were with him, 
ran away and hid.  21When Araunah saw David approaching, he left his threshing floor 
and bowed before David with his face to the ground. 
22David said to Araunah, “Let me buy this threshing floor from you at its full price. Then 
I will build an altar to the LORD there, so that he will stop the plague.” 
23“Take it, my lord the king, and use it as you wish,” Araunah said to David.  “I will give 
the oxen for the burnt offerings, and the threshing boards for wood to build a fire on 
the altar, and the wheat for the grain offering. I will give it all to you.” 
24But King David replied to Araunah, “No, I insist on buying it for the full price.  I will 
not take what is yours and give it to the LORD.  I will not present burnt offerings that 
have cost me nothing!”  25So David gave Araunah 600 pieces of gold in payment for 
the threshing floor. 
26David built an altar there to the LORD and sacrificed burnt offerings and peace 
offerings.  And when David prayed, the LORD answered him by sending fire from 
heaven to burn up the offering on the altar.  27Then the LORD spoke to the angel, who 
put the sword back into its sheath. 
28When David saw that the LORD had answered his prayer, he offered sacrifices there 
at Araunah’s threshing floor. 
 
PRAY 
 
How many of us have acted on something, even though we knew without doubt, that 
it was a bad idea? 
How many of us have regretted it immediately or even in the moment? 
If I had to guess, I’d say 100% of us.   
Think for a moment about Charlie Brown, when confronted with Lucy holding a 
football.  She promises to hold it so that he can kick it, right?  It strikes me that this is 
always a bad idea! 
In one such scenario, Lucy is holding a football when Charlie Brown approaches. 
“Do you like jokes and riddles?” she asks him. 
“I guess so…why?” 
“I have a riddle for you, Charlie Brown.  What are the three things in life that are 
certain?” 
“Death and taxes!!” 
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Lucy replies: “That’s only two… 
“You’re right…hmm…I know what the third one is, but I just can’t seem to think…Don’t 
tell me…” 
As he walks away from her, he continues: “Rats! I seem to have a mental block or 
something…” 
In the next frame he has turned, and he is running full speed toward Lucy who is 
whistling and hold the football.  As he runs, he says: “It’s so aggravating when you’re 
trying to think of something, and you…”  
In that instant, Lucy pulls the football away and Charlie shouts as he flies up in the air: 
“NOW I Remember!” 
In the next frame he lands, flat on his back, with a huge WHAM! 
Lucy looks down on him and proclaims: “It was so obvious, Charlie Brown!!” 
 
I think it presents a pretty accurate portrait of human nature—Every time, without 
exception, Lucy entices Charlie Brown into a no-win situation, and he falls for it--
literally.  The outcome is always the same.  It was a bad idea and he suffered the 
consequences. 
 
In this episode from the life of King David (also told in 2 Samuel 24) he too is “enticed” 
or “seduced” into sin.  What did David do?  He took a census.  Why is this a bad idea?  
Even Joab, the king’s Commander in Chief, thinks it is a bad idea and advises against 
it.  It is a bad idea because in ancient times, a census was used for one of two purposes: 
either to collect taxes (as at the time that Jesus was born) OR for the purpose of 
conscripting able bodied men into the military so that one could go to war.  Neither of 
these meets with God’s approval.  Some suggest that David persisted in taking the 
census, even though he knew it was a bad idea and did not meet with God’s approval—
because of pride.  That was the underlying sin: Pride.   
 
It would not be the first time, nor the last, that a bad choice was pursued because of 
pride.  [One wonders if we as a nation would be in a better place regarding CoVid19, 
if we had the humility to listen to the expertise of epidemiologists.  Has the wearing 
or not wearing masks has become a matter of pride?  One wonders.] 
We are told that “… after he had taken the census, David’s conscience began to bother 
him.  And he said to the LORD, “I have sinned greatly by taking this census. Please 
forgive my guilt, LORD, for doing this foolish thing.” (2 Samuel 24:10) 
 
On the one hand, taking a census does not seem like a terrible sin.  (I can think of much 
worse, can’t you?!)  But perhaps it represents something of greater significance.  For 
a king to count his people is like counting his assets, assets the king can marshal to his 



4 
 

own purposes.  Perhaps David would do well to recall a much earlier time—the time 
when as a youth, with one smooth stone and a slingshot, he prevailed against Goliath.  
Remember that? (I Samuel 17) 
 
At the time, no one in King Saul’s army would go up against him. 
45David said to the Philistine, “You come against me with sword and spear and javelin, 
but I come against you in the name of the LORD Almighty, the God of the armies of 
Israel, whom you have defied.  46This day the LORD will deliver you into my hands… and 
the whole world will know that there is a God in Israel.  47All those gathered here will 
know that it is not by sword or spear that the LORD saves; for the battle is the LORD’s, 
and he will give all of you into our hands.” (I Samuel 17: 45-47) 
 
Do you see the difference?  In that scenario, David is putting his entire trust in the 
Lord.  In the one we are focusing on today, the temptation is for David to trust in his 
census, in his poll numbers, in himself and in his armies and “assets”, and NOT to put 
his trust entirely in the LORD!  That is why the taking of the census is considered a sin. 
 
David owns up, confesses, and lives with the consequences.  David well knows that 
there is judgement, however, on this occasion God gives David a choice regarding what 
the punishment will be!  (How would you like to make this choice??) 
 
David can choose one of three options, none of which are very good: 
1—Three years of famine 
2—Three months of sword (war) OR 
3—Three days of pestilence (or plague/pandemic!) 
What would you choose?? 
 
David choses the third, three days of pestilence, not just because it is the shortest.  
During famine some may have an advantage over others.  David knows too well the 
brutality of war and the reality of “collateral damage.  Therefore, he chooses 
pestilence/plague.  He does so in part, as it represents direct action of YHWH.  David 
is banking on the character of YHWH, whose mercy, may mitigate the sentence. 
 
13“I’m in a desperate situation!” David replied to Gad.  “But let me fall into the hands 
of the LORD, for his mercy is very great.  Do not let me fall into human hands.” 
14So the LORD sent a plague upon Israel, and 70,000 people died as a result.  15And God 
sent an angel to destroy Jerusalem.  But just as the angel was preparing to destroy it, 
the LORD relented and said to the death angel, “Stop! That is enough!” 
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Ultimately, during a “desperate situation” David relies on the character of Yahweh 
whose “mercy is very great”.  Better to fall into the judgement of God vs. human 
hands!   Still the outcome was dire: 70,000 people died!   
 
David takes responsibility when he says to the Lord: “I am the one who called for the 
census!  I am the one who has sinned and done wrong!  But these people are as 
innocent as sheep—what have they done?  O LORD my God, let your anger fall against 
me and my family, but do not destroy your people. (v.17) 
 
The good news—the plague stops; the Lord relents; the Lord saves Jerusalem from 
destruction. (v.15). God is merciful! 
 
Mercy.  
What is mercy?   
In Psalm 28, David cries out for God’s mercy, imploring God to not turn a deaf ear or 
remain silent.  He concludes with praise, saying “…God has heard my cry for mercy.  
The Lord is my strength and my shield; my heart trusts in him and I am helped.” (v.2. 
6-7) 
 
Mercy is an expression of hesed, God’s covenantal love and faithfulness.  God makes 
this promise to David (through the prophet Nathan): “But my love [hesed] will never 
be taken away from him, as I took it away from Saul”. (2 Samuel 7: 15)  At the 
conclusion of an entire chapter written in praise of God, Davide concludes: “YAHWEH 
gives his king great victories, he shows unfailing kindness [hesed] to his anointed, to 
David and to his descendants forever.” (2 Samuel 22:51) 
 
In Hebrew there are multiple words that are translated “mercy” in English.  The one in 
this passage [rhm] is also translated “compassion”.  Its use in Isaiah 49:15, it is likened 
to the intimate connection of a mother with her offspring: “Can a woman forget her 
nursing child, or show no compassion [rhm] for the child of her womb?”  (This is a 
rhetorical question—of course a mother cannot forget her nursing child and will show 
compassion to her own child.)  It is not a huge leap to say that as children of God, God 
feels this same compassion/mercy towards us! 
 
Mercy is “love that responds to human need in an unexpected or unmerited 
/undeserved way”. 
 
David wrote in Psalm 103: “The Lord is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, 
and abounding in steadfast love [hesed].  He will not always accuse, nor will he harbor 
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his anger forever; he does not treat us as our sins deserve or repay us according to our 
iniquities.” (v.8-10) 
 
This episode about the plague/pestilence, ends on an unexpected note of grace:  David 
offers worship and sacrifices to God on an alter erected on a threshing floor, which he 
purchases.  That real estate becomes the location of the great temple which Solomon, 
David’s son will build.  It will always be a reminder of where the plague ended, and 
where God’s mercy was experienced! 
 
There is not a direct correlation of meaning from this text to our present pandemic.  I 
do not believe CoVid19 is God’s judgement on the world because of sin.  (I could be 
wrong about that!) 
 
So, what are the takeaways from this passage for us today?  It holds for us several 
invitations: 

• An invitation to confession, that our pride and our stubbornness can and has at 
times led us into disastrous consequences. 

• An invitation to experience a “hovering holiness” wherein we discover the 
everlasting mercy and steadfast love of God that will not let us go, even as we 
suffer the consequences of our pride. 

• An invitation to worship and serve this gracious, loving, and merciful God, and to 
extend that same grace, love, and mercy to others. 

• An invitation to dare imagine with David that the final word of God is not 
pestilence/judgement; God’s final word is mercy. 
 

Pray with me:  
God of mercy: We are always counting but not always accountable.  We are distressed 
as we watch the daily count of new Covid19 infections, and the count of deaths 
increasing daily. Lord, have mercy!  
 
Forgive our pride which prevents us from listening and complying to simple 
preventative steps.  David counted; paid for his pride, chose you as his judge, 
reckoning that you would temper judgement with mercy.  We too chose you.  We 
chose mercy.  Forgiven, fill us with fresh possibility.  Fill us with Hope!  Amen. 
(adapted from p.47, W. Brueggeman) 


