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   A Peek at Some Prophets … 
Nathan and the Gift of Wise Words
2 Samuel 7, 12
West Van Baptist, June 8, 2025
Another quiet-but-important prophet
This is our third Sunday in a sermon series on the lives of some OT prophets from the books of Samuel and Kings. Last time, we considered a few lessons from Samuel. We also saw that Samuel is an ironic character: so important that 2 biblical books are named after him, though we actually know very little about his life and ministry. Most of Samuel’s years were lived in the shadows (perhaps because there was no social media available for him to tell us about his vacation, his cat, his friends, and what they ate for lunch?).
The situation is similar with this week’s prophet: Nathan. We don’t know where Nathan came from or how he spent most of his life. We don’t hear about him performing any special exploits or experiencing miracles. We don’t even know his full name—he’s just called “Nathan the prophet.” Nathan means “gift,” so it was a common name, and it appears in various places in the Bible. But only a handful clearly refer to the prophet. 
· In 2 Samuel 7, Nathan gives King David a message about building a temple and growing a dynasty. (This story also appears in 1 Chronicles 17.) 
· In 2 Samuel 12, Nathan confronts David about a sin the king has just committed.
· In 1 Kings 1, Nathan warns David about a plot to steal the throne, and he anoints Solomon to be king.
· In 1 Chronicles 29:29 and 2 Chronicles 9:29, Nathan is named as one of Israel’s royal record-keepers. 
· Finally, in 2 Chronicles 29:25, we learn that Nathan helped David to plan Israel’s worship ceremonies.
That’s it! Three short episodes (mostly about David), and three really short references.
Still, Nathan plays an important role. He becomes the go-to prophet after Samuel’s death, consulted whenever the king wants to know God’s will. Nathan is the one who reveals God’s plan to extend David’s family line to the coming of Messiah. God entrusts Nathan with the delicate and difficult task of speaking to David about his greatest sin. And Nathan prevents a coup and sets King Solomon up to inherit the throne. 
Nathan was such a valuable, honorable member of the king’s court that David and Bathsheba named one of their sons after him. That’s right—they named one of Solomon’s brothers “Nathan”! (See 2 Sam 5:14 and 1 Chron 3:5.)  Nathan reminds me of Proverbs 22:29: Do you see someone skilled in their work? They will serve before kings; they will not serve before officials of low rank. 
Most of us have heard messages on the passages where Nathan appears. But usually Nathan is just a face in the background, the David is in the spotlight. Today we’re going to change that, looking at some lessons we learn from Nathan himself. We’ll focus on 2 lessons, both relevant, important, and challenging for us. 
Nathan teaches us that it is good (in fact, essential!) to be able to say “I was wrong”
The story (2 Samuel 7)
This lesson comes from 2 Samuel chapter 7. We read part of the story already this morning, but I’ll summarize briefly so it’s fresh in our minds.
In the early years of his reign, David spends a lot of time leading Israel in wars against nearby enemies. God blesses and gives success. David extends the borders of the nation and establishes Jerusalem as a strong, safe capital. His fame and wealth increase. Along the way, he builds a lavish palace (see 2 Sam 5:6-12). In 2 Sam 7:2, David observes, “Here I am, living in a house of cedar, while the ark of God remains in a tent.” 
(Living in a cedar house might not be a big deal for you and me. We’re in Vancouver, surrounded by huge trees. But this was a luxury in David’s time. Those cedars came as a gift from Hiram, the king of Tyre—a friendly neighbor. They had to be transported several hundred kilometers by cart, climbing to an elevation of 750 meters. Imagine if you had to haul cedar logs from Manning Park to West Vancouver, then drag them up to the lodge at Cypress Mountain! David’s cedar house was lavish by everyone’s standards.) 
David’s kingdom is finally secure, and he wants to honor God who has blessed him so much. How? Well, why not start by building a temple? Since the days of Moses, the people have worshipped in the tabernacle—an elaborate tent. Wouldn’t it be more appropriate for God to have a worthy temple, one that’s even nicer than David’s cedar mansion? 
David floats the idea by Nathan the prophet. “What do you think, Nathan—would God approve of a new temple?” 
Nathan responds: “Whatever you have in mind, go ahead and do it. The Lord is with you.” But that night, Nathan gets a message from God which requires a course correction. “No, go and tell My servant David that he is not the one to build a temple. His son will do that. Instead, I will do something for David: I will build him a house—a dynasty—that will last forever and that will fulfill the promise to bring a ‘descendant’ who will defeat evil.”  Nathan comes back to the palace and gives David the update.
The lesson
Don’t miss what happens here. Nathan has to return and tell David: “Oops, sorry, I was wrong about the temple. It turns out God has something better in mind for you.”
(By the way, there’s a lesson here that we shouldn’t miss. Over and over in the Bible and in our own lives, when God says “no” to something we ask for, it’s because He has something in mind that will ultimately be better.)
But the main point needs to be highlighted. Nathan has to say “I was wrong.” Not completely wrong, of course: God was with David. But wrong about building the temple.
This is a little uncomfortable. Nathan is a prophet—a true prophet representing God. Shouldn’t prophets always be right in all that they say? Didn’t Moses warn in Deuteronomy 18 that the difference between true prophets and false prophets is whether their messages come true? 
Moses did indeed warn Israel that they needed to listen to God’s prophets, while false prophets who only pretended to speak for God should be ignored or maybe even executed. Yet we must not oversimplify things. It’s not as though Israel sat stones in hand as they listened to the prophets, waiting to throw punishment at any little slip. Most of the prophets’ messages took time to understand, evaluate, and obey. The people - especially the leaders - were expected to watch patterns and consider things carefully. Sometimes they listened too much to false prophets. They also discovered that even true prophets occasionally had a change of message (as happened with Isaiah and Hezekiah in Isaiah chapter 38).
God never lies or makes mistakes, and His true prophets will speak the truth. Still, not every message in every situation is immediately clear, so discernment is needed. This was true in the Old Testament, long before Paul taught us that the church needs to evaluate prophecy carefully together (as we saw earlier this year in 1 Corinthians 14). 
But this lesson is uncomfortable for a more basic reason than our theology of prophecy. The truth is, nobody likes to say “I was wrong.” I don’t. You don’t. No one does. We’re offended when people tell us our views about God or the Bible are inaccurate. We dislike hearing others disagree with us on moral issues, political issues, or business strategies. We don’t like being told that our recipe tastes bad, or that our advice on gardening and raising kids is off-target. Often, we are sure we’re right, and we don’t appreciate being contradicted. Even when we recognize that we are actually wrong on something, we hate to admit it. It doesn’t matter what language we speak or what culture we come from; we hate saying “I was wrong.” It’s just human nature. 
It's one of those parts of fallen human nature that God calls us to re-learn. Nathan is a good example of something that is taught to us throughout Scripture. 
· We saw this last year in Proverbs, which promotes humility, teachableness and willingness to listen to correction. (See for example 9:8-9, 10:17, 12:1, 13:18, 15:5-33, 19:25.)
· We see it in David, the king “after God’s own heart.” Confronted with his sin, David confesses that he was wrong and repents (see 2 Sam 12 and Psalm 51). 
· In the New Testament, Christians are urged to help each other grow by “reproving” and “admonishing” each other - which essentially means helping one another to see where we are wrong. (See, for example Mat 18:15-20, Rom 15:14, Col 3:16, 2 Tim 4:2, Titus 2:15.) We are called to clothe ourselves in humility (1 Pet 3:8, 5:5), to confess our sins to each other (James 5:16), and to pray regularly for God’s forgiveness.
The world around us sees confession as a sign of weakness and failure. In God’s perspective, however, willingness to say “I was wrong” is a sign that we are honest, humble, teachable, and thinking clearly about our faults. It is a mark that we are growing in godly maturity. The inability to say “I was wrong” indicates immaturity and pride, and leads to all kinds of problems. 
Some years ago, I knew a man who never learned this lesson. He was a really nice person—a committed Christian, friendly and honest. He looked for ways to serve the church. He loved his family. He had many good qualities, and he sincerely wanted to grow in his faith.
However, somewhere along the way, my friend picked up the idea that he should never have to admit to being wrong. Especially if he was in any position of leadership—in the home, at work, or at church - he was always right by definition, and anyone who disagreed with him was just being disrespectful. He could admit that he wasn’t perfect, in theory. But he couldn’t even listen to others who differed with him on any important specific thing. He couldn’t imagine, much less acknowledge that he was ever wrong.
This bled over into the rest of my friend’s life. He was warm and sociable with everyone—until they said something that contradicted him. Then … that’s it, conversation over! This meant he had many casual acquaintances who enjoyed being around him, but no close friends who could actually speak with him honestly. His employees were frustrated by him. He constantly changed churches, joining eagerly to worship and then walking away in a huff if a pastor or leader challenged anything he said or thought. He had 2 unhappy marriages, one ending in divorce. In the later years of his life he cut himself off completely from all his kids and grandchildren. 
How could this be? How could this nice, friendly, Christian man become so lonely and bitter? The answer: my friend was completely unable to say “I was wrong” - though of course he often was. So he drove people away, made his own life hard, and greatly limited his ability to serve others.
My friend needed to learn from Nathan the prophet. Godly, wise, mature people - even prophets - sometimes need to say “Oops, I was wrong about that.” It’s an ability I need to develop. It’s an ability we all need—it’s part of growing in our walk with Jesus. I promise that I will make an effort to keep on growing in this. Can I encourage—urge—all of us to make that same commitment, and to help each other to grow in this area? Gently and graciously, of course. As with all God’s instructions to us, the result will be happier and more fruitful lives, individually and together as a church.
Nathan teaches us that we need to communicate God’s displeasure wisely
The story (2 Samuel 11-12)
I’ve mentioned King David’s great sin. This is a familiar story, and it’s the context for a second brief lesson from Nathan.
By 2 Samuel 7, David’s kingdom is pretty secure. Still, there are battles to be fought on Israel’s borders. In chapters 11-12, we learn about one occasion where David stays home from the battle, sending his general Joab to lead the army. Perhaps David needs a rest. There’s nothing wrong with that. However, he gets careless with his free time, and becomes involved in what is essentially the ancient equivalent of internet porn: David looks down from the roof of his palace over the walls of the nearby homes, and spots a beautiful woman bathing. Instead of turning away, he keeps watching. He learns from his servants that she is the wife of a soldier away in battle, and has the servants bring her to the palace for a “visit.” 
By ”visit,” of course, I mean a sexual affair. The woman, Bathsheba, becomes pregnant. This is a problem. David tries to solve it by arranging for her husband, Uriah, to return to Jerusalem on leave. Uriah refuses to go home, saying, “How can I return to my house and my wife with a good conscience while my fellow-soldiers are still fighting?” So in the end, David sends Uriah back to the battle, arranging for him to be sent to the very front line where he will be killed. 
Having murdered Uriah by proxy, David marries Bathsheba. He thinks, “Oh good, I got away with that one!” He is wrong. We’re told: The thing David had done displeased the Lord. Then the Lord sent Nathan to David…  (2 Sam 11:27).
This will be a tricky assignment. David is the king, and he has just demonstrated an ability to kill in order to cover up his sin. How to confront him in this situation? God provides Nathan with some very wise words. He tells a story. 
Two men lived in a town, one rich and the other poor. The rich man had many sheep and cattle; the poor man had only 1 little lamb that he loved dearly. Guests came to visit the rich man. Rather than cooking one of his many sheep, he stole the poor man’s lamb and they ate it instead.
David is furious, declaring that such a man should die. Nathan responds: “You are the man. After all God’s goodness, you stole the wife of a simple soldier and had him killed.”
The message strikes home. David confesses his sin and repents, and though he and his family will experience hardship as a result of this failure, he finds forgiveness and a new start. Nathan, for his part, goes home having accomplished his mission. And probably feeling very relieved, and glad to see David back on the right path again.
The lesson
We can learn many lessons from David in this story. But today we’re talking about Nathan. Nathan teaches us that sometimes we’re called to communicate God’s displeasure; and when we are, we must do it wisely. 
This also is an uncomfortable lesson. I’ve already pointed out that people don’t like to be told they are wrong. It goes beyond that. In modern Western culture, there is no bigger taboo—nothing that offends people more—than to “judge” someone else. You’ve all heard it: “Stop being so judgmental!” “You’re judging me, and that’s not right!” People assume that if you can say these magic words, you automatically win the argument and the other person can’t say anything about your behavior. In fact, for many secular people, telling someone “you have sinned” is the same as committing an act of violence against them. It’s one of the worst things you can do.
This accusation is commonly levelled at Christians. If we try to uphold the Bible’s moral code, speaking against people’s language, or their greed, or pride, or lust, we’re told that we are unloving hypocrites. Worse yet, people will pull out the only Bible verse they know and tell us we’re disobeying Jesus, who said: Do not judge, or you too will be judged (Mat 7:1, Luke 6:37). 
Before we complain too loudly about this, we need to acknowledge that sometimes the critics have a legitimate point. Far too often, Christians have been (and are) harsh, nit-picky, and judgmental, with a “holier-than-thou” attitude. We need to be sensitive to this, and repent when we slip into it. 
At the same time, we need to read our Bibles more carefully than our pagan neighbors do. Like everything else in Scripture, Jesus’ words about “judging” must be read in context. In the Bible, “judging” language is used in at least 4 different ways.
· It often describes God as the Judge—the Holy One who sets the standard for what is good and evil, who sees into our hearts and can truly evaluate our actions and motives. We have no business judging others based on what we do and don’t like, and no ability to truly assess their hearts. (See 1 Sam 16:7; Ps 7:11, 75:7; Rom 3:5-6; 2 Tim 4:1.) 
· To “judge” can also mean to condemn. So we have the “Day of Judgment,” when God utters the final verdict of “guilty” or “not guilty,” bringing condemnation on those who reject His love. (See Mat 10:15, 12:41-42; John 3:17; Rom 2:1-5.) This is what Jesus has in view when He says Do not judge others. He commands us to love others and to seek their healing, not to condemn them, just as we do not wish to be condemned.
· But the root meaning of “judge” language, especially in the New Testament, is to discern, to tell the difference between things: between what is good and bad, right and wrong, wise and foolish. The Bible frequently tells us that we should learn to exercise wise judgment in this way. (See for example Mat 16:3, Luke 12:57, 1 Cor 2:14-15, 10:15, 14:24, and most of Proverbs!) Jesus Himself says: Stop judging by mere appearances, but instead judge correctly (John 7:24). We are not to condemn, but we are to discern.
· Finally, “judging” can refer to a specific decision about whether something is right or wrong, helpful or unhelpful, in light of what God has revealed. The Apostles made a “judgment” about whether Gentiles had to keep the law (Acts 15:19), and Paul called the Corinthians to make a “judgment” about a man sleeping with his father’s wife (1 Cor 5:3-13)—though they were not to judge each other on matters of conscience (1 Cor 7-10, Col 2:16). This is not about forcing their own opinion on others; it involves understanding and communicating what God has said about His views on right and wrong. 
You get the point, I’m sure. It is true that we are not God, and we can’t set ourselves up as judges over everyone else. It is not our place to pronounce final condemnation on others. But we are expected to exercise good, godly judgment. And it is impossible for us to share God’s word faithfully without sometimes having to talk about the things that clearly do not please Him. We cannot share the good news of what Jesus has done for us without also sharing the bad news that all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. 
This will make some people unhappy. But it is not unkind or unloving, not an act of violence to tell someone the truth that they need to hear. The doctor who says “Stop taking this drug—it’s killing you” is not being unkind. Neither is Nathan when he tells David, “Your sin grieves God, and it will bring you nothing but harm.” 
[bookmark: _GoBack]But notice how wisely Nathan presents his message. He doesn’t come raging into the throne room shouting accusations. He tells a story that appeals to David’s interests (as a former shepherd boy) and wins his sympathy. He confronts - at the right time. He also speaks redemptively, and maintains relationship even after the confrontation. There’s no drive-by accusation here. Nathan embodies the wisdom of Proverbs (for example Prov 25:15), as well as Paul’s instruction that we should speak the truth in love (Eph 4:15). 
We tend to assume that prophets who are filled with God’s Spirit always confront sin with angry scowls and loud shouts of condemnation: Repent, you evildoers! In forty days this city will be overthrown! Sometimes they do. We will see examples in the stories of Elijah and Elisha, and we could find others in Amos or Jonah. But life with God isn’t quite so simple. Here, Nathan has to deliver one of the hardest messages in Scripture, challenging one of the most flagrant sins. Yet he doesn’t come charging in. He recognizes that in this situation it will be better to speak carefully, as a friend and coworker of the king. The result is repentance and restoration. 
Not everyone spends 3 days in the belly of a fish before they give their prophetic message. So perhaps not everyone should shout angrily in quite the same way Jonah does.
The church has a prophetic calling. We are entrusted with the gospel message. We’re responsible to share it, which means sharing the bad news about what displeases God as well as the good news that He has provided forgiveness and restoration. Nathan teaches us that we need to do this wisely. Wise messaging won’t win everyone or make everyone happy—some people will still complain that we are “judging them” because they don’t want to hear that they might be in the wrong. But it is important, both for the good of those who hear, and for us as we seek to reflect the love and grace of our Lord. May God help us to communicate wisely, always speaking His truth in love.
Two lessons …
I’ve been challenged by these 2 lessons from Nathan the prophet. Both are important, and I’m conscious that some days I really need the one, and some days the other. 
I’m also impressed by the wisdom of God, putting the two lessons together in the life of this OT prophet. These things need to go hand-in-hand. 
Often I’m unaware of the places where I have been wrong. This doesn’t apply only to issues of sin. I make all kinds of mistakes, and frequently do so without even noticing. Unless someone pulls me aside and lovingly, gently points out that I have made an error, I may not realize it, and I certainly won’t be able to practice the discipline of saying “I was wrong.” I’m grateful for brothers and sisters who have the courage to do this—and the wisdom to do it graciously. 
At the same time, it’s very hard to take correction from someone who smells of the attitude that “I’m always right.” It gets my defenses up very quickly. Besides, it’s simply not true. The only One who could truly correct us from a position of never failing is Jesus (and if you read the gospels, you’ll be surprised how rarely Jesus took that approach). Correction is much more welcome from someone who is willing to admit that they also are on a journey, stumbling at times but getting up again and continuing to grow. 
Nathan (and the rest of the Bible) teaches us that we need to have a willingness to confess before we confront. Humility must come before evangelism. Until I learn to say “I was wrong,” I will not be able to point out the need of others for God’s grace. Perhaps this is why the major revivals in history, those times when large numbers of people turned to Jesus, always begin with times of prayer and confession—to God and to each other—that “I have been wrong.” 
May God give us all the grace to grow in both of these areas. May we be like Nathan the prophet: humble and wise, with each other and with those around us. 

[Prayer…]
Thank You, Lord for Nathan. Thank You for his name, which means “gift.” We believe that wisdom and the ability to speak truth in love were Your gifts to him. And so we ask in faith that You would grant these same gifts to us, this week and always.
For Jesus’ sake, and in His name. Amen.








