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This study guide provides an educational overview of 1 Chronicles Chapter 21 using a
verse-by-verse structure, theological context, and application-oriented insights grounded
in Scripture.

Introduction

1 Chronicles 21 is a pivotal chapter that reveals a critical moment in King David’s reign,
where he initiates a census of Israel that leads to severe consequences. This chapter
contributes to the book’s flow by highlighting themes of human pride, divine judgment,
and mercy. Readers should watch for the tension between David’s decision and God’s
response, as well as the role of the prophet and the priest in mediating the crisis. The
chapter sets the stage for understanding the seriousness of sin and the possibility of
repentance and restoration within God’s covenant community.

Context

The immediate literary context of 1 Chronicles 21 follows the narrative of David’s reign,
focusing on his leadership and the consolidation of Israel. The chapter occurs after David
has established his kingdom and before the preparations for building the temple.
Historically, the census reflects a breach of trust in God’s provision and protection, as
Israel’s strength was to be measured by God’s blessing rather than military or numerical
power. The key figures include David as the king, Satan as the instigator, Joab the military
commander, and the prophet Gad who delivers God’s message. The setting is Israel, with
the census conducted across the tribes, and the subsequent judgment taking place in
Jerusalem on the threshing floor of Araunah.

Outline

The chapter divides into three main movements. First, David’s decision to conduct a
census and the military commander Joab’s reluctant execution of this order (verses 1–6).
Second, God’s displeasure leading to a prophetic message delivered by Gad, offering
David a choice of three punishments (verses 7–13). Third, David’s repentance, the plague
that strikes Israel, and the purchase of the threshing floor from Araunah to build an altar,
where the plague is halted (verses 14–30). These movements emphasize the progression
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from sin to judgment to repentance and restoration.

Verse-by-Verse Study

Verses 1–3: The chapter opens with Satan standing against Israel and inciting David to
take a census. This introduces the spiritual dimension behind David’s decision, highlighting
the adversary’s role in tempting human pride and reliance on numbers rather than God.

Verses 4–6: Joab expresses concern and reluctance, warning David about the
consequences, but obeys the king’s command. The census is conducted, revealing over a
million men capable of fighting, which underscores the vastness of Israel but also the
misplaced confidence in military strength.

Verses 7–9: God’s anger is kindled by the census, and He sends the prophet Gad to
present David with three options for punishment: three years of famine, three months of
fleeing from enemies, or three days of plague. David chooses to fall into the hands of God
rather than men, demonstrating a preference for divine mercy despite the severity of the
consequences.

Verses 10–15: The plague strikes Israel, killing seventy thousand men. David pleads with
God to stop the destruction, showing his repentance and intercession for the people. The
angel of the Lord halts at the threshing floor of Araunah, which becomes the site of divine
intervention.

Verses 16–24: David sees the angel and confesses his sin, acknowledging his guilt and the
injustice of the punishment falling on the people. Gad instructs David to build an altar on
the threshing floor, which David purchases from Araunah. David insists on paying the full
price, emphasizing the cost of atonement and the seriousness of sin before God.

Verses 25–30: David builds the altar and offers burnt offerings and peace offerings. God
responds by sending fire from heaven, and the plague is stopped. This concludes the
chapter with restoration and foreshadows the future temple site, linking judgment with
hope and covenant faithfulness.

Key Themes

One key theme is the danger of pride and self-reliance, as David’s census reflects a shift
from trusting God to trusting military strength. Another theme is divine judgment balanced
with mercy, showing that while God’s holiness demands justice, He also provides a way for
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repentance and restoration. The role of mediation is crucial, with Gad and Araunah
facilitating communication between God and David. Finally, the chapter highlights the cost
of sin and the necessity of atonement, prefiguring the temple and the ultimate sacrifice.

Cross-References

The temptation and testing by Satan in this chapter can be cross-referenced with Job 1,
where Satan also challenges God’s servant. David’s choice of punishment parallels the
options given to Israel in Deuteronomy 28, where blessings and curses are outlined for
obedience or disobedience. The purchase of the threshing floor anticipates the temple site
in 2 Samuel 24 and later in 2 Chronicles 3, linking this event to the establishment of
worship. The theme of divine judgment and mercy resonates with Psalm 51, David’s
penitential psalm, reflecting his heart after sin.

Application

Modern disciples can learn from David’s failure to trust God fully and the consequences
that follow when we rely on our own strength or resources. The chapter encourages
believers to examine their motives and seek God’s guidance rather than human approval
or power. It also shows the importance of repentance and intercession, reminding us that
God’s discipline is an opportunity for restoration, not condemnation. The costly purchase
of the threshing floor challenges us to recognize the price of atonement and the value of
genuine worship. Finally, the chapter invites us to trust in God’s mercy even in times of
judgment.

Summary

1 Chronicles 21 narrates a profound episode where David’s decision to conduct a census
leads to divine judgment through a devastating plague. The chapter unfolds in three parts:
the census and its provocation by Satan, the prophetic pronouncement of punishment, and
David’s repentance culminating in the purchase of the threshing floor and the cessation of
the plague. This narrative underscores the dangers of pride and misplaced trust, the
seriousness of sin, and the gracious provision of atonement. It bridges David’s reign with
the future temple, emphasizing God’s holiness and mercy within the covenant community.
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