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“Summer School: Learning from Our Mistakes” 

Text: 2 Samuel 11:26-12:13a 

 

 

In a little village, there lived an elderly woman known for her wisdom.  A man made the long 

journey to her home and knocked on the door.  He was so exhausted from the journey that as 

soon as she opened the door he blurted out, “I have come seeking wisdom.”  She didn’t respond, 

just turned and walked deeper into her home.  He followed her to a kitchen where she silently 

made two cups of tea.  She then sat at the table with the two cups before them.  They drank in 

silence for a long time before the man said once again, “I have heard that you are a wise woman 

and I have come to ask how to obtain such wisdom.”   

 

She set her cup of tea down, raised her fingers and said, “Two words: good choices.”  Silence 

followed before the man then asked, “But how does one make good choices?”  Again she set her 

tea down, raised her fingers and replied, “Two words: bad choices.” 

 

It isn’t that we set out to make bad choices, but sometimes those things that do not turn out well, 

have wisdom embedded within.  There is an old adage that says, “Failure is one of the best 

teachers, but she seldom receives an apple on her desk.”  Perhaps that is because we don’t like to 

fail.  We don’t want to make mistakes and we certainly don’t want those mistakes to be known 

or seen by others.  But the moral failure in today’s reading was known to all, thanks to a pesky 

prophet named Nathan. 

 

We have spoken a bit in previous Sundays about the boy David, who would become the great 

leader of Israel.  You may recall that he was a humble shepherd when God chose him to lead the 

people.  He engaged in a epic battle with the Philistine leader, Goliath and that battle remains a 

part of our culture referring to a David vs. Goliath battle to describe a struggle in which the odds 

seem overwhelmingly unfavorable.  These are some of the stories that we remember of David 

and which lead up to his becoming a great king. 

 

But one of the things I appreciate about the scriptures is that they often show the human side of 

these great leaders.  They were good folks, with good qualities, but they were not perfect.  And 

David was no exception. 

 

One day David walked to his roof and from that vantage point saw a beautiful woman.  He had 

an affair with her, and she became pregnant.  Upon discovering this news, he sought to cover up 

what he had done.  Her husband, Uriah, was a loyal subject who was engaged in battle at the 

time.  So, David arranged for Uriah to have a leave in which he could return to his home.  David 

had given a lot of thought to this.  Uriah would be so pleased to be home that he and his wife 



would spend their time together and later when she announced to him that she was pregnant, 

Uriah would assume that it was his child.  Problem solved. 

 

Except David had not factored in Uriah’s loyalty to David.  Rather than spending the time with 

his wife, Uriah stayed at the entrance to David’s residence.  He wanted to ensure that David was 

safe, so he remained nearby to protect him from any harm.  At this point, David should be 

feeling really bad about himself, but rather than admitting what he had done, he made matters 

worse. 

 

Realizing that Uriah would not leave his side, he sent him back to the fighting.  But he sends him 

with a note to his superiors.  David asks that Uriah be placed amid the heaviest fighting and that 

when the fighting becomes intense that his troops withdraw from him during battle.  The 

implication is that this incredibly loyal supporter of the king will be killed in battle. 

 

When news reaches David that this has happened, he invites Bathsheba into his home and takes 

her as his wife.  She would join David’s seven other wives and many concubines.  By outward 

appearances, it seemed that David had gotten away with his sins. 

 

It is worth noting that all outward appearances indicate that David was a great guy.  He was 

caring for a widow of a loyal soldier.  Later folks would learn that she was pregnant and again, 

David would look like a real saint for caring for her child as if it were his own.  That is how folks 

would have perceived things were it not for that pesky prophet Nathan. 

 

In a conversation with the king, Nathan tells a parable about two men.  What David doesn’t yet 

know is that this parable is a well-crafted trap.  Nathan tells him about the one man who had had 

a single lamb that he cared for and treated with love.  It was all the man had.  This lamb meant 

the world to him.  

 

The second man in the parable was wealthy and had more than he needed.  But when he saw this 

lamb, he wanted it for himself.  And so, he took it.  When confronted with this parable David 

heard only a story about someone who was wealthy taking what was not rightfully his.  He fell 

for this story hook, line and sinker.  He became irate that someone would act in this fashion.  He 

exclaimed that the man who stole the lamb should be punished.  He even goes so far as to say 

that the man deserves to die for such actions.  The trap had been set and David walked right into 

it. 

 

Nathan then exclaims, “You are that man!”  It wasn’t really a parable about a lamb.  Nor was it a 

hypothetical story.  This was real life, and the culprit of the story was David himself.  David has 

been caught.  Nathan scolded him pointing out that God has given him all that he could ever ask 

for and yet it wasn’t enough.  He wanted more.  He wanted what was not his.  He schemed and 

cheated to take what was not his. 

 

Before we continue, too often throughout biblical studies, people have used this as a story about 

sexual immorality.  But scholars will point out that that is not really the point of the David and 

Bathsheba story.  It isn’t about sex.  It is about the abuse of power.  David abused his power and 

position in ways that brought death and harm to others.  And Bathsheba is not a partner in crime, 



but a victim of the king’s abuse of power.  To even use the term adultery suggests two willing 

partners.  But if you think about the power dynamic, one must ask whether Bathsheba could have 

denied the king’s advances without facing consequences.  And as for becoming his wife, again 

one must weigh the social dynamics of living as an expectant widow versus marrying the king.  

David’s abuse of power result in consequences that cannot be changed.  Uriah is dead.  

Bathsheba is a grieving widow.  And David is seen for his conniving greed. 

 

The image of the caring, thoughtful leader has been destroyed.  Not only does David see a 

glimpse of who he has become, but now others are aware of that as well.   

 

It can be one of the most disheartening things to have that self-image destroyed.  We know that 

we aren’t perfect.  But we don’t want to admit it and we certainly don’t want others to see that.  

To see that imperfection in the mirror is difficult to accept.  But David has been confronted with 

that imperfection and with the realization that he cannot undo what he has done. 

 

I suppose for a man of his status and power, there are several options available to him.  He could 

deny the claims and argue that Nathan has his facts wrong.  We have seen that course of action 

often in our society.  A second, and even more harsh response, would have been to have Nathan 

imprisoned or even killed.  This might prevent his indiscretions from becoming public.  Or at 

least postpone that possibility. 

 

To his credit, David does neither of these things.  He acknowledges his terrible actions.  He 

admits that it is true.  He becomes humble and contrite.  He apologizes and seeks to repair the 

damage he has done, as best as is possible. 

 

When history records David as a good king, a king whose image others aspire to live up to, this 

is the reason why.  It is important that the scriptures do not paint an inaccurate image of the 

perfect king.  The historical remembrances of David are filled with wonderful moments of 

leadership.  But he is also remembered as an imperfect king who admitted where he failed, 

apologized for his shortcomings and sought to continually improve for the sake of all the people 

around him.  His greatness was found not in his perfection, but his continued growth and 

learning, even learning from his failures and shortcomings. 

 

As the social scientist George Santayana stated, “Those who do not learn from the past are 

doomed to repeat it.”  We often speak of this on a broad national level, but it is true in our 

personal lives.  The wise person is the one who learns from their mistakes in order to live 

differently, better.  It means living humbly, reflectively, willing to recognize the sins and 

shortcomings in order to receive God’s grace that enables us to continually grow into the fullness 

of what God intends for our lives.  Those are easy words to speak, but difficult words to 

implement.  We find it easier to dwell upon the sins of others as a means of ignoring our own 

shortcomings.  But if we are willing to examine those shortcomings, learn from our mistakes and 

grow each day, we too can live into that greatness for which David was known. 

 

Twenty years ago, the movie, “Life As a House” was released.  It starred Kevin Kline as a 

divorced architect who simultaneously experiences the worst and the best day of his life…all in 

the same day.  George Malone is a sad and lonely man living alone in a shack in southern 



California.  His housing is ironic because he is an architect who has designed incredible homes 

and buildings for others.  But he has neglected his own home.  

 

George hates his job, but becomes angry when they fire him.  He leaves the office destroying the 

architectural models he has designed.  That same day he collapses on the sidewalk and is rushed 

to the hospital.  He has cancer and only a few months to live.   

 

With no job and failing health, he seeks to rebuild the brokenness around him.  He works to 

repair the relationship with his ex-wife and family.  He begins to restore friendships rather than 

pushing people away.  Most importantly, he asks his son to help him repair the shack where he 

has been living, to make it into the home it was meant to be.  His son does not want to help, but 

reluctantly agrees.  And as they work, their relationship begins to heal.  Without knowing that he 

is dying of cancer, George’s attitude begins to attract others to their project and soon the 

neighbors are involved in building this house.   

 

It is a great story and filled with excellent quotes, but my favorite is George reflecting upon the 

mess he has made of his life and the ability to fix it.  He says, “You know, the great thing, 

though, is that change can be so constant you don’t even feel the difference until there is one.  It 

can be so slow that you don’t even notice that your life is better or worse, until it is.  Or it can 

just blow you away, make you something different in an instant.  It happened for me.” 

 

That change and growth is possible for all of us.  It comes not through denial.  It comes not by 

focusing on the shortcomings of those around us.  It comes from honest and humble reflection 

upon our own lives.  It comes from paying attention to the good that we do and multiplying that 

goodness day after day.  And it comes from noticing our shortcomings, sins and failures and 

learning from those so that God’s grace can bring healing and growth to our lives.  Every 

experience and moment in life has something to teach us if we are attentive to those lessons. 

 

 


