
Catastrophic Failure 

2 Samuel 11-12 
 

Today we consider one of the most familiar and tragic incidents in the life of David: his sin with 

Bathsheba and the subsequent cover-up.  The account in 2 Samuel 11 and 12 is especially 

sobering because David is “a man after God’s own heart” – he genuinely had a heart like God’s 

heart.  That was evident on many occasions, such as when he celebrated the ark of the covenant 

entering Jerusalem and when he refused to take revenge against King Saul.  We’ve certainly seen 

David’s sin on full display at times, but he was a good man with a good heart.  But 2 Samuel 11 

and 12 are sobering because they record David’s “catastrophic failure”: adultery and murder.   

 

What is the value of studying an account like this?  In 1 Corinthians 10 Paul made a profound 

comment about why the Old Testament records the sins of people who knew God.  He had in 

mind specifically the children of Israel in the wilderness (their idolatry, their immorality, and 

their grumbling).  But what he writes applies equally to the record of David and Bathsheba. 

 

11 Now these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for our 

instruction, upon whom the ends of the ages have come. 12 Therefore let him who thinks 

he stands take heed that he does not fall.  

 

As Paul suggests here, we are going to examine what was written about David as an example and 

as a warning.  We are going to “take heed” so that we aren’t deluded into thinking that we’re 

immune to the sins that people have been committing since the beginning of time.   

 

 Heeding this warning won’t easy.  On one end of the spectrum, some of you may feel so 

defeated by your sins and failures that you can’t imagine that another warning would be helpful; 

you might have a hard time believing that you’ll hear anything but condemnation.  Please 

consider that God might bring you grace through this passage and this message so that you can 

make substantive or even radical changes in your life. 

 

On the other end of the spectrum, others of you might think that such a warning isn’t really 

necessary.  You can’t imagine that would ever do anything remotely like David did.  “I’m 

stronger than David.  I would never commit adultery and try to cover it up with murder.”  That’s 

a very dangerous place to be.  Please don’t miss how God might be warning you through David’s 

life.  Your potential for catastrophic failure may not be rooted in adultery and murder; it may be 

rooted in grumbling, materialism, bitterness, sloth, or gossip.   

 

With these things in mind, let’s consider 2 Samuel 11 and 12, noticing specifically what this 

account illustrates about the dynamics of sin as well as the availability of forgiveness and 

cleansing.   

 

David’s Catastrophic Failure (2 Samuel 11) 
Verse 1 sets the context for what happens in chapters 11 and 12: 
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1 Then it happened in the spring, at the time when kings go out to battle, that David sent 

Joab and his servants with him and all Israel, and they destroyed the sons of Ammon and 

besieged Rabbah. But David stayed at Jerusalem. 

 

Variety of reasons, spring was the best time for kings to go to war in the ancient near east (roads 

were solid, plenty of fodder for animals, etc.).  And so Israel went out to battle against the 

Ammonites.  David’s normal habit was to lead his troops into battle (e.g., 8:1ff), but this time he 

“sent” Joab, his commander, his servants and all Israel to fight the Amonites.  They were 

successful in that they destroyed the Ammonites and laid siege to the city of Rabbah.  But verse 

1 ends with the ominous comment, “But David stayed at Jerusalem.”  While staying in Jerusalem 

may seem innocent enough, his physical location will provide the opportunity for temptation and 

sin and heartache.   

 

2 Now when evening came David arose from his bed and walked around on the roof of 

the king's house, and from the roof he saw a woman bathing; and the woman was very 

beautiful in appearance. 

 

We aren’t told why David was in bed when evening came, but when he got up he walked around 

on the roof of his house.  “From the roof he saw a woman bathing; and the woman was very 

beautiful in appearance.”  And David was tempted – as almost any man would be who saw an 

unclothed beautiful woman.  Scripture has a lot to say about what we’re supposed to do in 

relation to temptation:  pray that we not be led into temptation in the first place, look for the way 

of escape when we are tempted, flee youthful lusts, etc.  David did exactly the opposite (as we 

often do).  Having put himself in a position to be tempted, he marched right into its clutches:   

 

 3 So David sent and inquired about the woman. And one said, "Is this not Bathsheba, the 

daughter of Eliam, the wife of Uriah the Hittite?" 

 

David learned that this beautiful woman was named Bathsheba and that she was married to a 

man designated “Uriah the Hittite.”  Even though he wasn’t Jewish (he was Hittite), Uriah was 

apparently a follower of Israel’s God since his name means “YHWH is my light.”  Uriah was a 

foreign mercenary who was away fighting in David’s army against David’s enemies.  As we’ve 

seen, God hadn’t judged David harshly for having several wives and concubines.  But David 

would cross a very different line this time. 

 

 4 And David sent messengers and took her, and when she came to him, he lay with her; 

and when she had purified herself from her uncleanness, she returned to her house.  5 

And the woman conceived; and she sent and told David, and said, "I am pregnant." 

 

When David found out that Bathsheba was pregnant, he went into full cover-up mode.  David 

sent for Uriah to come home for a time of R&R.  His thought was that if he could get Uriah to 

sleep with his wife that everybody would think that the baby was Uriah’s (everybody but 

Bathsheba and God, that is).  Uriah came home, but the first night he refused to go home to 

Bathsheba out of solidarity with all the other soldiers who couldn’t be home with their wives.  

The next night David invited Uriah to the palace and got him drunk thinking that his inhibitions 
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would be down and he would go spend the night with Bathsheba.  But Uriah still wouldn’t go 

home to Bathsheba. 

 

David next does the unthinkable: he has Uriah hand-carry a note to Joab (his commander) with 

these instructions: 

 

15 . . . ."Place Uriah in the front line of the fiercest battle and withdraw from him, so that 

he may be struck down and die." 

 

Joab certainly didn’t have any problems carrying out David’s orders. As a matter of fact, he 

improved on David’s plan because he thought it was too obvious.  He had Uriah and an entire 

unit march close to the walls of the besieged city (Rabbah), knowing that some of them would be 

killed by the enemy firing down upon them.  After Uriah and several others were killed, Joab 

sent word to David that the plan was accomplished.  We read in verses 26 and 27:   

 

26 Now when the wife of Uriah heard that Uriah her husband was dead, she mourned for 

her husband. 27 When the time of mourning was over, David sent and brought her to his 

house and she became his wife; then she bore him a son. But the thing that David had 

done was evil in the sight of the LORD. 

 

Ronald Youngblood pointed out (EBC, p. 928; see Exodus 20:17, 14, 13), by the end of chapter 

11 David had broken three of the ten commandments:  He had coveted his neighbor’s wife, he 

had committed adultery, and he had committed murder.  And this was an “uncircumcised 

Philistine” like Goliath or a profane, violent man like Nabal; this was David, a man after God’s 

own heart, hand-picked by God to shepherd Israel.  And we have to ask, “How could David 

become so calloused that he would commit adultery and then be willing to cover it up with 

murder?”  Even asking the question should scare us because if David could do these things, what 

are we capable of doing?  Have you ever stopped to think what you would do if you believed you 

could get away with it?  Many times our actual sins are only limited by opportunity or by what 

we think we can get away with.  David clearly felt like he could get away with adultery since 

Bathsheba’s husband was off at war.  Then he thought he could get away with murder since his 

commander, Joab, was complicit.  But what he had done was evil in the sight of the Lord.   

 

David’s forgiveness and cleansing (2 Samuel 12)  Chapter 12 begins with God sending Nathan 

the prophet to David.  He has Nathan tell David a parable that was designed to provoke a 

reaction.   

 

12:1 Then the LORD sent Nathan to David. And he came to him, and said, "There were 

two men in one city, the one rich and the other poor.  2 "The rich man had a great many 

flocks and herds. 3 "But the poor man had nothing except one little ewe lamb Which he 

bought and nourished; And it grew up together with him and his children. It would eat of 

his bread and drink of his cup and lie in his bosom, And was like a daughter to him. 4 

"Now a traveler came to the rich man, And he was unwilling to take from his own flock 

or his own herd, To prepare for the wayfarer who had come to him; Rather he took the 

poor man's ewe lamb and prepared it for the man who had come to him."  5 Then David's 

anger burned greatly against the man, and he said to Nathan, "As the LORD lives, surely 
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the man who has done this deserves to die. 6 "And he must make restitution for the lamb 

fourfold, because he did this thing and had no compassion." 

 

David’s anger burned against the rich man who had taken the poor man’s lamb.  How dare a man 

with so much take the beloved lamb of a man who had very little!?!  That was the reaction God 

wanted to provoke in David: outrage over such brazen selfishness.   

 

7 Nathan then said to David, "You are the man! Thus says the LORD God of Israel, 'It is 

I who anointed you king over Israel and it is I who delivered you from the hand of Saul.  

8 'I also gave you your master's house and your master's wives into your care, and I gave 

you the house of Israel and Judah; and if that had been too little, I would have added to 

you many more things like these!  9 'Why have you despised the word of the LORD by 

doing evil in His sight? You have struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword, have 

taken his wife to be your wife, and have killed him with the sword of the sons of Ammon. 

 

Nathan delivers a brutally honest rebuke from God Himself.  In the following verses God lays 

out the consequences of David’s sins (involving the kingdom as well as David’s family).  Notice 

David’s single comment in verse 13: 

 

13 Then David said to Nathan, "I have sinned against the LORD." And Nathan said to 

David, "The LORD also has taken away your sin; you shall not die.  

 

David obviously understood that he had sinned against Bathsheba and against Uriah.  But first 

and foremost David “sinned against the Lord.”  Because God is invisible and because God 

allows us the freedom to indulge our passions, we sometimes forget that the primary relationship 

in our lives is our relationship with God.  And we sometimes lose sight of the fact that by 

definition, every sin we commit is a sin against God.  Sin is not the violation of a regulation 

buried somewhere in a book; sin is a personal offense against the God who loves us and wants us 

to be exclusively His.  Nathan brought David back to this truth.  In Psalm 51, which was written 

as a reflection on his sin with Bathsheba, David wrote: 

 

4 Against You, You only, I have sinned  

And done what is evil in Your sight,  

So that You are justified when You speak  

And blameless when You judge. 

 

Until we understand that the sins we commit are first and foremost against our heavenly Father, 

we’ll never really repent (which includes a change of life).  We may have a guilty conscience or 

we may feel horrible that we got caught.  But unless we see our sin through God’s eyes, we 

won’t repent.  David repented and experienced God’s forgiveness – for adultery and for murder.  

If you read the rest of chapter 12 you’ll see that there were devastating consequences of David’s 

sin.  But he experienced forgiveness.  No sin is beyond the grace of God.   

 

Remember how Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians 10 that these things are written for our instruction 

and warning.  So how can we be instructed and warned by David’s experience?   
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David’s experience warns us to take seriously our own capacity to sin.  David’s experience 

stops us in our tracks and makes us wonder, “How do I avoid the same type of catastrophic 

failure in my life?”  A foundational thing we can do is seek to understand the dynamics of our 

sin.  Numerous passages of Scripture can help us do this (James 1:13-15, 1 Corinthians 10:1-13, 

etc.).  Let’s consider one of those passages this morning: Hebrews 3:12-13. 

 
12 Take care, brethren, that there not be in any one of you an evil, unbelieving heart that 

falls away from the living God.  13 But encourage one another day after day, as long as it 

is still called "Today," so that none of you will be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin. 

 

As we work our way backwards from the end of verse 13 we see a progression: the deceitfulness 

of sin, hardness of heart, and unbelief.  We saw this progression in David’s life.  He was 

deceived by his sin with Bathsheba – so deceived that he thought it was better to commit murder 

than come clean.  His heart was hardened to the point of actually having Uriah killed; it’s one 

thing to contemplate murder, but it’s another thing to actually carry out such a plan.  Like Saul 

before him, David was well on the way to unbelief when Nathan confronted him.   

 

If we’re attentive, we can notice the same progression in our own lives: the deceitfulness of sin, 

hardness of heart, and unbelief.  Over time, sin deceives us; if we continue in some sin, over time 

we begin thinking things that simply aren’t true:  “I’m a worthless person.”  “I’ve already blown 

it so bad that it doesn’t matter what I do anymore.”  “Maybe God really doesn’t care about 

________ (immorality, lying, pornography, drunkenness, anger, gossip).”  Eventually we are 

hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.  We become calloused to the type of life we’re living; a 

heart that was once sensitive to God is now hardened.  If that hardening goes on long enough, it 

can lead to unbelief: “I’m not so sure I believe everything I read in the Scriptures.  Listening to 

God just isn’t that big a deal to me anymore.  I tried it for a while and it wasn’t that great.”   

 

Have you ever spotted that progression in your own life?  Or in the life of someone else you care 

about?  The author of Hebrews saw this as a corporate issue – something to which the entire 

church was supposed to pay attention:  “Take care, brethren, that there not be in any one of you 

an evil, unbelieving heart . . . But encourage one another day after day . . .so that none of you 

will be hardened by the deceitfulness of sin.”  We are supposed to pay attention to each other’s 

lives so that we can give each other the courage necessary to counteract the deceitfulness of sin.   

 

David apparently didn’t have anybody close enough to him to spot the deceitfulness of sin until 

way after the fact.  He was isolated/alone.  Does anybody else know you well enough to know 

your temptations and your sins?  Have you let anybody get close enough to be able to spot the 

deceitfulness of sin in your life?  If we are wise, we won’t live in isolation from others who can 

give us the courage to do God’s will.  Scripture urges us to take seriously our own capacity to 

sin. 
 

David’s experience urges us to return to God for forgiveness/cleansing – no matter what we’ve 
done.   Like David, you may have already experienced catastrophic failure; you may have done 

things that you will regret for the rest of your life.  You can’t really control the consequences of 

your sin.  But the only thing that blocks your experience of God’s forgiveness and cleansing is 

your willingness to receive it.   
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In David’s life sin didn’t have the last word.  God’s grace had the last word.  But David had to be 

willing to receive God’s forgiveness and cleaning.  He had to admit, “I have sinned against the 

Lord.”  As believers in Jesus in the new covenant, we understand that Jesus’ blood covers all of 

our sins – every single one of them.  We don’t have to pay for our sins; we don’t have to “work 

off” our sins (in Christ there’s no equivalent of community service or paying our debt to society); 

Jesus paid for our sin.   

 

When we sin, we need to see that sin in light of Jesus’ payment, in light of His willing death on 

the cross.  When we do, we realize the arrogance and selfishness of our sin.  We remember that 

we were bought with a price and that we are not God to live our lives however we want.  I love 

the way Eugene Peterson put it: 

 

David didn’t feel like a sinner when he sent for Bathsheba; he felt like a lover – and what 

can be better than that?  David didn’t feel like a sinner when he sent for Uriah; he felt like 

a king – and what can be better than that?  Somewhere along the line he had withdrawn 

from the life of worship:  adoration of God had receded, and obsession with self had 

moved in.  

Leap Over a Wall, p. 187 

 

Maybe it’s been a long time since you’ve really worshipped.  Maybe you’ve been obsessed with 

your self and consumed by some sin.  If so, like David, call it sin and turn back to God.  Where 

there’s sin there’s hope because Jesus died for sin.    


