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“Stand to be counted.” We may have heard words like that in our past at some point, 
whether it is a vote to be taken, or whether it is an exhortation to stand for the truth. This 
counting can sometimes be dangerous. Martyrs throughout history have found it to be so. It is 
a commitment that a Christian makes to be counted among those who acknowledge the 
Father who is in heaven. To be counted means much more than that, too. It means that God 
has authority over them, and has redeemed them from their sins. 

Being counted had a very specific meaning in Old Testament times. It meant that 
whoever did the counting had authority over the persons being counted. Whenever we count 
things, it is almost always things that we already own. We might count our own dishes, for 
instance, to see if we need to buy any more, but we would not do that to our neighbor's china. 
When the Lord brought all the animals to Adam in Genesis 2 to see what Adam would call 
them, the Lord was putting all those animals under the authority of Adam. Adam counted and 
named the animals. That was an act of authority. That is why the issue of a census, or 
counting, of God's people is such a serious thing. It means much more than merely numbers 
on a page. It has to do with authority. We will see much more of this in a bit. 

In verse 12, the Lord tells Moses, “when you take the census of the children of Israel for 
their number, then every man shall give a ransom for himself to the Lord.” Notice first that 
word “when.” It implies that a census is not just a one-time event. It can happen more often 
than once. We have records of various instances of numbering the people of God recorded 
for us in the Old Testament. It probably did not happen every year, but it happened 
occasionally. The Lord is here prescribing what should happen when the leaders of Israel 
conduct a census. 

Why do people need to give a ransom for themselves so that they can avoid the 
plague? Why would taking a census be so dangerous? As we have already noted, a census is 
a matter of authority. God does not share authority over His people with anyone. The leaders 
of Israel might be tempted to think that they had ultimate authority over the people of God if 
they numbered the people. That was what the ransom was for: to remind the people of God 
that they were the people of God, not the people belonging to Moses, or Aaron, or any other 
leader of Israel. They were not paying for salvation with this ransom money. Instead, they 
were acknowledging that God was the true authority over their lives. It would ransom them 
from the plague.

The passage that helps us understand this is in 2 Samuel 24:1-16, which I will read in 
full: 

Again the anger of the LORD was aroused against Israel, and He moved David 
against them to say, "Go, number Israel and Judah." So the king said to Joab 
the commander of the army who was with him, "Now go throughout all the tribes 
of Israel, from Dan to Beersheba, and count the people, that I may know the 
number of the people." And Joab said to the king, "Now may the LORD your 
God add to the people a hundred times more than there are, and may the eyes 
of my lord the king see it. But why does my lord the king desire this thing?" 
Nevertheless the king's word prevailed against Joab and against the captains of 
the army. Therefore Joab and the captains of the army went out from the 



presence of the king to count the people of Israel. And they crossed over the 
Jordan and camped in Aroer, on the right side of the town which is in the midst 
of the ravine of Gad, and toward Jazer. Then they came to Gilead and to the 
land of Tahtim Hodshi; they came to Dan Jaan and around to Sidon; and they 
came to the stronghold of Tyre and to all the cities of the Hivites and the 
Canaanites. Then they went out to South Judah as far as Beersheba. So when 
they had gone through all the land, they came to Jerusalem at the end of nine 
months and twenty days. Then Joab gave the sum of the number of the people 
to the king. And there were in Israel eight hundred thousand valiant men who 
drew the sword, and the men of Judah were five hundred thousand men. And 
David's heart condemned him after he had numbered the people. So David said 
to the LORD, "I have sinned greatly in what I have done; but now, I pray, O 
LORD, take away the iniquity of Your servant, for I have done very foolishly." 
Now when David arose in the morning, the word of the LORD came to the 
prophet Gad, David's seer, saying, "Go and tell David,`Thus says the LORD: "I 
offer you three things; choose one of them for yourself, that I may do it to you."'" 
So Gad came to David and told him; and he said to him, "Shall seven years of 
famine come to you in your land? Or shall you flee three months before your 
enemies, while they pursue you? Or shall there be three days' plague in your 
land? Now consider and see what answer I should take back to Him who sent 
me." And David said to Gad, "I am in great distress. Please let us fall into the 
hand of the LORD, for His mercies are great; but do not let me fall into the hand 
of man." So the LORD sent a plague upon Israel from the morning till the 
appointed time. From Dan to Beersheba seventy thousand men of the people 
died. And when the angel stretched out His hand over Jerusalem to destroy it, 
the LORD relented from the destruction, and said to the angel who was 
destroying the people, "It is enough; now restrain your hand." And the angel of 
the LORD was by the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite. 

The sins that David committed were two-fold. The most important sin he committed 
was in putting in his faith and trust in man instead of God. He thought that the reason 
he would win in battle was that he had so many men. The second problem was that he 
did not follow the proper procedure when counting the men. He should have had them 
contribute the half-shekel tax so that the plague would be avoided. In both of these 
sins, God punished David in accordance with the nature of the sin. Did David trust in 
man? God took away a large number of those men. Did David forget that all his men 
belonged to God? Then God reminded him that God alone was king by inflicting on 
him the plague promised in Exodus 30. 

The way the census worked was that the men would pass, one, by one, from the 
“not-counted” area to the “counted” area. On their way from one group to the other, 
they would pay the half-shekel ransom. This is what verse 14 means when it says 
“everyone included among those who are numbered.” That language indicates a 
change of grouping from “uncounted” to “counted.” 

This kind of census was a military census, as is also clear from verse 14. The 
phrase that makes it plain is “from twenty years old and above.” That was the fighting 
age for Israelite men. David's census was a military census. This fact makes it all the 
more clear that our trust must never be in man, but must always be in our Lord God. 



The battle belongs to the Lord. This is both comforting and disturbing to us. 
It is disturbing, because it means that all of us are dispensable. One of the most 

common ideas prevalent among Christians is that God is so lucky to have them on His 
side. The fact of the matter is that (far from helping God) we are much more likely to 
try to get in God's way by way of hindering Him. There is no one on the planet who is 
indispensable to God. We need to let go of that particular version of pride. It can 
manifest itself in various ways, such as pride in what we do for the church or family 
(especially if we can appear to be particularly busy!), or pride in bragging about how 
many people we've led to Jesus (this is very common among pastors). Not only is this 
pride subtle, because we usually try to base it on things that are good in and of 
themselves, but also this pride also shifts our faith from God to man. We are always in 
danger of doing this. And so, we need to remind ourselves that God owns us. He owns 
us because He created us, and He owns us because He redeemed us. We are doubly 
His. So, the fact that we are dispensable should be disturbing to us. 

However, this fact should also be comforting to us. It is comforting because 
numbers mean absolutely nothing when we are on God's side. God “outnumbers” the 
world. All the people of the world, all the kingdoms of the world, all the kings who rise 
up against the Lord and against his anointed one, are just so many ants crawling 
around on the ground. God could stomp on them with one single word. We might 
remember Gideon and the army he was going to take to fight the Midianites. God kept 
on telling Gideon that he had too many men. Gideon wound up with only 300, but that 
was more than enough when God was doing the fighting. What are 140 people in 
Fairfield County, SC? Nothing without God. But with God, the sky is the limit, not 
because of us, but because of the God we serve. The problem is that we have a really 
hard time believing that, because our imaginations are almost always limited by 
human factors. Take those human blinkers off! Remember that we serve a God who 
can do infinitely more than we ask or imagine! We serve a God of wonder, love, and 
infinite power. There is no situation so snarly that God cannot unravel all the tangles.

We learn from verse 16 that the value of a human being's life does not change 
with the circumstances. Every person gave the same half-shekel ransom. No one was 
more valuable to God than anyone else. The rich were not worth more, and the poor 
were not worth less. This is a vitally important truth concerning Christians: when it 
comes to salvation, we have an equal-opportunity Redeemer. We believe that every 
human being is made in the image of God, and that every redeemed human being is 
valuable to God. We must recognize how that balances what we said earlier about us 
being dispensable. We are valuable to God as Christians, but not because of what we 
can do for Him, but rather because of what He has done for us. 

This money was used for the service of the tabernacle. There are some scholars 
who believe that this silver was used for the foundations of the tabernacle. Certainly 
silver was used for the foundations of the tabernacle. If it was this particular silver that 
was used, then we may tentatively suggest that the theological reason for that is that 
redemption is the foundation of our worship. We worship God because we have been 
redeemed. 

Ultimately, the entire passage points to the ransom that Jesus made for us. We 
said earlier that the Israelites were not ransoming their souls by means of paying some 
silver. And that is perfectly true. However, it is also true that the ransom price given 



here does point forward to the ultimate ransom that Jesus Christ would pay for our 
souls: His own precious blood. It is almost certain that Peter had this passage in mind 
when he said that we were not redeemed with perishable things like silver or gold, but 
with the precious blood of Jesus Christ. 

So, will you stand up to be counted? Will you count the cost of discipleship? Will 
you acknowledge your heavenly Father before men? Will you step over the line of 
“uncounted” people to join in the group of the “counted” people? Will you acknowledge 
God as Lord of your life, and Jesus as your redeemer? If so, then know that God has 
the authority over all things, since He has every hair on your head numbered. He will 
take care of you.      


