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David and Nathan – The Greatest Courtroom Scene Ever

I am a fan of courtroom dramas.  I watched Perry Mason, and enjoyed the way he used the courtroom in such a dramatic way.  There are some classic courtroom dramas on the big screen as well.  Think for a moment about some of the famous courtroom scenes.  Maybe you remember Tom Cruise and Jack Nicholson in A Few Good Men, where their characters battled back and forth.  What do you want from me?  I want the truth!  You can’t handle the truth!  There’s Mutiny On the Bounty.  Inherit the Wind.  To Kill A Mockingbird, with Scout and Atticus Finch.  Twelve Angry Men.  John Grisham’s A Time to Kill.  And perhaps the greatest courtroom scene of all time, from Legally Blonde. 

These courtroom scenes make for very good drama, but they are seldom realistic.  The prosecutor always gets the guilty party to admit their guilt on the stand, there are emotionally riveting arguments, and surprising twists and turns.

This morning, continuing with our series The Bible You Should Know, we come to one of the greatest courtroom scenes ever, and it wasn’t even in a courtroom.  It has, though, all of the elements of a great courtroom drama.  The scene is in the royal court of David, and the prophet Nathan comes and tells a story to David.  But before we get to the story, let’s back up a little bit.

The story begins in chapter eleven when we read of David’s sin with Bathsheba.  Most everyone is familiar with that story, but maybe less so with what happens afterwards.  Bathsheba’s husband, Uriah, is off at war.  Bathsheba learns she is pregnant and sends word to David.  Trying to cover his sin, David has Uriah brought home, but Uriah surprises David, because he won’t go home.  Instead of going home, Uriah slept at the door of David’s house with the servants.  When David questions Uriah about why he didn’t go home Uriah says the ark of the covenant is in a temporary shelter and his fellow soldiers are sleeping in open fields, so why should he enjoy the comforts of home?  This alarms David, because he desperately needs to cover his sin, so he brings Uriah into his home and gets Uriah drunk.  Uriah still doesn’t go home so David has to take more dramatic measures.  David decides to send Uriah back to the battlefield, have him placed at the front line of the fiercest battle, and then the command would be given that everyone would withdraw and leave him to be killed.


The plan to have Uriah killed in such a manner is certainly despicable enough, but David goes one step further in his appalling actions.  David writes a letter to Joab, his commander, that details the plan, and he gives the letter to Uriah to deliver to Joab.  Without realizing it, Uriah delivers his own death sentence.  Uriah is killed in battle, and upon hearing the news David takes Bathsheba as his wife.

David’s plan is a calculated plan of deceit and murder devised to hide his own sin.  But David is the king and it appears he gets away with it.  God, though, sends the prophet Nathan to David, and this is where the story really gets interesting.


In an absolutely brilliant move worthy of the greatest of prosecutors, Nathan does not walk in and simply point a finger of accusation at David.  Instead, Nathan tells this great story.  For sheer drama it’s hard to beat this story.  Nathan is like a master prosecutor who stalks his prey, sets a trap, and then watches as that prey wanders blindly into the trap.


Nathan tells of two men, one rich and the other poor.  The rich man had many flocks and herds, but the poor man had nothing but one little lamb.  This little lamb, Nathan says, was nourished by this poor man.  And here he really pours it on; you can almost hear him sniffling as he tells his story.  The lamb, he says, grew up together with him and his children; it ate of the poor man’s bread and drinks from his cup (which is really rather disgusting if you ask me); and would lay down to sleep with him; and then the absolute description to draw in David – the lamb was like a daughter to this poor man.

Then a traveler comes to the rich man.  The rich man wanted to entertain the traveler, but he was unwilling to take an animal from one of his flocks or herds so he takes the poor man’s little lamb and offers it as a meal to his guest.


Well, every great story has to have a really despicable villain, and David bursts with anger and indignation but fails to understand an important point – David has yet to realize he is the villain.  Nathan is a master at drawing David into his trap, and at this point poor David is so captivated by the story that he doesn’t stand a chance.


David explodes in anger and tells Nathan this man deserves to die, but first he must make restitution fourfold for the lamb, because he had no compassion.  The trap has been set, the prey has wandered into the trap, and now the trap is about to spring shut.


This is the climactic moment of all courtroom dramas, as the guilty party has unknowingly convicted himself and his self-conviction is about to be revealed.


Then Nathan makes the revelation of David’s sin to all who are gathered there.  You are the man!  Can you picture Nathan standing there, finger pointed at David, and all his righteous prophetic fury pours out in those four words – You are the man!

Think about this scene for a moment.  Nathan comes to David, the king, presumably in front of all of David’s court.  It takes some incredible nerve to go into the king’s presence and in front of all the royal court condemn the king for his actions.  Nathan not only reveals David’s relationship with Bathsheba but also how David executed a plan to have Bathsheba’s wife killed.  Nathan was literally taking his life into his hands by challenging David in such a way.  Once again I will say, anyone who says the Bible is boring has obviously never read the Bible.

But he also reveals the terrible irony of David’s life as well.  We have already studied about David fleeing from Saul because of Saul’s efforts to kill David.  David was a threat to Saul’s rule and now that David is king, look at what has happened.  In some ways, David has become Saul.  David, just like Saul, is abusing his power as king to get what he wants and is willing to kill someone who stands in his way.  

This story is not just a story of the tragedy of David’s mistakes, it is a morality tale that serves as a warning to us.  The first warning is this – what is hidden eventually comes to light.  The Bible, especially the gospels, frequently employs the image of light.  Light is a cleansing force because it reveals what is hidden.  And just as the light of day can reveal to a child that nothing was lurking in the darkness so light can reveal the sin that attempts to hide in the darkness.

The second warning is that a day of reckoning for sin does come.  David’s tragic first choice led to an even more tragic second choice, a more tragic third choice, and continued until he had created a house of cards that would eventually crash around him.  Human nature will drive us to cover up what we have done, but covering up leads to the necessity to continue to cover up, which leads to tragic choices that are compounded many times over.  The sad truth is this, as difficult as it may be to admit our failure right away, it is still better to do so than to add layer upon layer of sin and tragic mistakes, as did David.  If David had owned up to his failure immediately, think of all the pain others would have been spared.  The first step of this entire mess – David’s lingering look at Bathsheba – created a chain reaction of tragedy that impacted an entire nation and generations of people.  Think of the pain that could have been avoided.

The third warning is that the guilty don’t always recognize their guilt.  We can be amazingly unaware at times.  We can be amazingly unaware of our own faults and our own failures and our own sins.  We can spot the sins of others a mile away, but even when confronted, we may not be able to see our own.  This is where the genius of Nathan is revealed.  Had Nathan wandered into David’s court and started pointing his finger David would have instantly retreated into denial mode.  Nathan was not about to let that happen.  The story Nathan tells is a brilliant trap that reveals to David – and to everyone else who was present – the sin of David.  It took a flash of genius and inspiration to find a way to open David’s eyes and to see into his own soul.

The fourth lesson is that God still used David, and in Acts 13:22 David is described as a man after My (God’s) heart, who will do all My will.  That’s quite a description when we consider the sins and failures of David.  It would have been far better if David had not caused so much damage and wreckage because of his failures, but God still used David.  It was a miraculous work of God to do so, but God took David through a time of incredibly difficult purification to put his life back in order.

What will our sins to do us and to those around us?  May we never make such tragic choices as David; may we never compound the tragedy by adding more tragic choices; and may we allow the cleansing power of God’s love to bring us to restoration.


May we pray.
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