
 

 

The LORD Looks on the Heart 

1 Samuel 16 
 

Series: David 2022 

Preaching Date: August 7, 2022 

Chapters: 1 Samuel 16 

Worship: God’s Work in our Hearts 

Key Text: 1 Samuel 16:6-7 

Key Sentence: God doesn’t pick us based on our merit, but looks on our hearts 

Outline: 

I. The failure of Saul 

II. A new kind of king (1 Samuel 16:6-7) 

III. The king as servant, the prototype of Jesus 

 

1 Samuel 16:6–7 So it was, when they came, that he looked at Eliab and said, 

“Surely the LORD’s anointed is before Him!” 7But the LORD said to Samuel, “Do 

not look at his appearance or at his physical stature, because I have refused him. 

For the LORD does not see as man sees; for man looks at the outward appearance, 

but the LORD looks at the heart.” 
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The LORD Looks on the Heart 

1 Samuel 16 
 

Thank you all again for giving me a whole month off in July and thanks especially 

to David for preaching, to Todd and Iva for all their work, and to the worship 

team for stepping up to allow David to preach.  I trust you were all blessed by 

the time. I enjoyed the time away from weekly preparation, but I’m also glad 

to be back and look forward to the sermon series we’re starting today. 

As I move toward a new season of ministry, I’ve asked myself what significant parts 

of the Bible I’ve never preached. There are a number. It’s a big book. But one 

that jumped out at me was that I’ve never preached the life of David. I’ve 

preached a bunch of his Psalms, and referred to him often, but never his whole 

life story. And it’s a worthwhile story, for David was in many ways the 

prototype of Jesus, the man fully devoted to God. He was also in many ways 

the antitype of Jesus, for he showed that even a person after God’s own heart, 

anyone except Jesus, could fall into consequential and grievous sin.  

We begin the story of David in 1st Samuel 16. Over the next 14 weeks we’ll follow 

his tumultuous life through the rest of 1st Samuel, through the whole book of 

2nd Samuel, and through the first two chapters of 1st Kings. That’s 42 chapters 

total, and we won’t even touch the somewhat parallel story in 1st Chronicles. 

The big idea of this whole study is that in a broken and chaotic world God 

uses even flawed people to keep his promises. That’s a comforting thought 

that will manifest itself over these fourteen weeks: in a broken and chaotic 

world God uses even flawed people to keep his promises. 

Today we’re going to quickly set David’s life in context, especially the context of 

King Saul’s failure. Then we’ll look at the way God picks kings, and then for 

the first but hardly the last time, how Jesus is the king that David’s life points 

to. We’ll see today that God doesn’t pick us based on our merit, but looks on 

our hearts – and even those he graciously redeems and forgives over and over 

again. It is God who gives the worth to David’s heart that God sees. 

Let’s begin. Once upon a time there was a man God chose to further his purposes of 

redemption. That man’s name was Abraham. He left his homeland and was 

brought to a new land. He was promised that his offspring would be like the 

stars in the sky or the sand on the seashore, and that through him all the nations 

of the world would be blessed. But two generations later his offspring went 

down to Egypt and there they became slaves for four hundred years.  
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God took pity on their oppression and rescued them through Moses. He brought them 

out with great power, but they wandered in the wilderness for 40 years because 

they didn’t trust God to give them the promised land. Then, when the sins of 

the Canaanites had reached their full awful measure, God’s people, led by 

Joshua crossed the Jordan to take the promised land. For four hundred more 

years the people went through a cycle of unfaithfulness to God, oppression by 

their enemies and rescue by the judges, leaders who were raised up by God. 

Thus, roughly a thousand years after Abraham, we finally come to the time of the 

kings. The last judge of Israel was a prophet named Samuel. The people of 

Israel were clamoring for a king of their own, like all the surrounding nations. 

Samuel opposes this, warning them of all the hardships that come when a king 

rules a people. But God says, “give them what they want.” He leads to Samuel 

a man named Saul from the tribe of Benjamin. This man appears to be a 

perfect kingly man, “There was not a man among the people of Israel more 

handsome than he. From his shoulders upward he was taller than any of the 

people.” Samuel anoints Saul and Saul begins to defeat Israel’s enemies. 1 

Samuel 14 “When Saul had taken the kingship over Israel, he fought against 

all his enemies on every side, against Moab, against the Ammonites, against 

Edom, against the kings of Zobah, against the Philistines. Wherever he turned 

he routed them. 48He did valiantly and struck the Amalekites and delivered 

Israel out of the hands of those who plundered them.” 

Unfortunately, Saul did not prove to be a faithful king in the service of God. His first 

major unfaithfulness came when he was going up against the Philistines, and 

the odds were against him. Samuel said he would come and offer a sacrifice, 

but after waiting seven days, Saul offered the sacrifice himself. Samuel said 

“You have done foolishly. You have not kept the command of the LORD your 

God, with which he commanded you. For then the LORD would have 

established your kingdom over Israel forever. 14But now your kingdom shall 

not continue. The LORD has sought out a man after his own heart, and the 

LORD has commanded him to be prince over his people.” This is before David 

even shows up, before Samuel is sent to pick out a son of Jesse. Yet Samuel 

has already identified the key difference between the present king, Saul, and 

the future king. David would be a man after God’s own heart, a man who put 

God’s interest and name first in his life, at least most of the time. Saul only 

did it when convenient and comfortable, and so Saul lost the kingship. 

I can’t resist one more example, which came after God commanded Saul to defeat 

the Amalekites, to execute their king and destroy all their livestock. Saul 

defeated them, but didn’t kill the king or destroy all the livestock.  



1 Samuel 16:6-7, Page 3 of 8 
 

 

When Samuel shows up Saul says “I’ve done what you commanded” Samuel says 

“Why do I hear sheep bleating.” Saul says “I saved them to offer as sacrifices.” 

Samuel says that’s not what you were told to do. Why do you keep doing 

things your way instead of God’s way? “To obey is better than sacrifice.”  

In the meantime God was preparing the next king, the one who would be “a man 

after God’s own heart.” That’s the chapter we’re looking at today. 1 Samuel 

16:1–5 The LORD said to Samuel, “How long will you grieve over Saul, since 

I have rejected him from being king over Israel? Fill your horn with oil, and 

go. I will send you to Jesse the Bethlehemite, for I have provided for myself a 

king among his sons.” 2And Samuel said, “How can I go? If Saul hears it, he 

will kill me.” And the LORD said, “Take a heifer with you and say, ‘I have 

come to sacrifice to the LORD.’ 3And invite Jesse to the sacrifice, and I will 

show you what you shall do. And you shall anoint for me him whom I declare 

to you.” 4Samuel did what the LORD commanded and came to Bethlehem. The 

elders of the city came to meet him trembling and said, “Do you come 

peaceably?” 5And he said, “Peaceably; I have come to sacrifice to the LORD. 

Consecrate yourselves and come with me to the sacrifice.” And he 

consecrated Jesse and his sons and invited them to the sacrifice.  

Saul was from the tribe of Benjamin. Jesse, David’s father is from the tribe of Judah 

and the town of Bethlehem. Jesse is the grandson of Ruth the Moabitess, 

whose story is told in the book of Ruth. So David is one eighth Moabite, not 

a pure descendant of Abraham at all. He’s also part Canaanite. Boaz’s father 

Salmon had married Rahab of Jericho, who hid the spies. Of course Jesus, 

David’s descendant, was also descended from these foreigners. What this 

begins to show is that God looks on the heart. He doesn’t care what race or 

ethnicity you are, he only cares that you have a heart to follow and serve him. 

Peter will say in Acts, of Cornelius the Roman centurion that God is no 

respecter of persons, but accepts people from any nation who fear him. 

Samuel, however, is already on Saul’s bad side, because he has called Saul out for 

his unfaithfulness and told him he’d lost the kingship. Samuel says “If Saul 

hears about me anointing a new king, he’ll kill me.” In Bethlehem even the 

elders of Bethlehem are scared of this possibility. In response God offers him 

a plausible reason to be in Bethlehem – to offer a sacrifice – and assures him 

that it’s all going to be fine, and that God will show him what to do. In a model 

response Samuel does as he is commanded. The sacrifice is held and the sons 

of Jesse come before Samuel. But Samuel is not to choose who to anoint in 

his own wisdom. Verse 6: When they came, he looked on Eliab and thought, 

“Surely the LORD’s anointed is before him.” 
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7But the LORD said to Samuel, “Do not look on his appearance or on the height of 

his stature, because I have rejected him. For the LORD sees not as man sees: 

man looks on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart.” 
8Then Jesse called Abinadab and made him pass before Samuel. He said, 

“Neither has the LORD chosen this one.” 9Then Jesse made Shammah pass by. 

He said, “Neither has the LORD chosen this one.” 10Jesse made seven of his 

sons pass before Samuel, and Samuel said, “The LORD has not chosen these.”  

Though we haven’t met David yet, this is the heart of the passage. David has a bunch 

of older brothers, and he himself is still young, possibly in his early teens. The 

firstborn of his brothers, Eliab, met the cultural standards for a king: tall and 

good looking. Remember Saul stood head and shoulders above everybody: 

that’s one reason they all recognized him as king. Samuel assumes that the 

next king will be just as imposing. “Surely,” he thinks, “this is the Lord’s 

anointed.” But God quickly assures him that man’s standards are not God’s 

standards. “Do not look on his appearance or on the height of his stature, 

because I have rejected him. For the LORD sees not as man sees: man looks 

on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart.” 

The LORD looks on the heart. What does that mean? First, that we should not be 

swayed by outward appearance, because it has nothing to do with character. 

We could give endless examples of how our culture is swayed by outward 

appearance. One economist wrote a book called Beauty Pays: Why Attractive 

People Are More Successful, in which he details the advantages that attractive 

appearance gives to people in business, education, the arts and even marriage. 

We tend to choose the handsome guy who stands taller than the others over 

the short dumpy guy, or the beautiful young woman over the short frumpy 

matron. If you don’t believe me, just flip through the weather reports on every 

TV channel and see how many young women are in front of the camera. 

But it’s worse when judging by appearance does psychological or even physical 

harm. I read a perfect example on Facebook recently, which I can’t now find. 

It was written by a black woman whose husband was a good community 

member, a tremendous father, a hard worker, with absolutely no police record. 

But one day when he took his wife’s car to the gas station, a suspicious white 

woman watching him pump his gas decided he was a threat and called the 

police. The police happened to be working a robbery case, and the suspect 

was reported to be a black man. With no further description, and disregarding 

the man’s explanation, they detained, threatened and abused him until a white 

man intervened to affirm the black man’s truthfulness and integrity. That this 

happens way too often is proof that we look only on appearance. 
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So the first reason God looks on the heart is that physical appearance is a really bad 

way to make judgments. Second, God sees what the heart is really like. God 

knows the thoughts and intentions of the heart, its orientation and direction, 

its hidden sin and Godly longing. When God looks for a person after his own 

heart, he is looking for faithful dependence, for a desire for righteousness, and 

for worship of God. But all human hearts, including David’s, fall short of this 

ideal, so God is also looking for a heart that recognizes its sin, turns in 

repentance and seeks renewal and completeness from God. 

Let’s look at a couple of verses to reinforce what I’ve just said. First of all the heart, 

in Scripture, is shorthand for a person’s inner life, their moral and spiritual 

life. Jesus explains this clearly in Luke 6:45 that “The good person out of the 

good treasure of his heart produces good, and the evil person out of his evil 

treasure produces evil.” Thus Proverbs 4:23 says “Keep your heart with all 

vigilance, for from it flow the springs of life.” There is personal responsibility 

here. If you search for the words “keep” and “heart” together, as in Proverbs 

4:23 you come up with at least twenty examples of this kind of exhortation.  

Yet in its fallen state no heart is pure, no heart is clean.  Jeremiah 17:9 “The heart is 

deceitful above all things, and desperately sick [or desperately wicked] who 

can understand it?” If you do a Scripture search for “wicked heart” or “evil 

heart” you find at least forty examples. Jesus says “For from within, out of the 

heart, come evil thoughts, sexual immorality, theft, murder, adultery, 
22coveting, wickedness, deceit, sensuality, envy, slander, pride, foolishness.” 

Not a flattering picture. And there are no exceptions. Before the flood “The 

LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every 

intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually.” In Psalm 53 

“God looks down from heaven on the children of man to see if there are any 

who understand, who seek after God. 3They have all fallen away; together 

they have become corrupt; there is none who does good, not even one.”  

We have a responsibility to focus our hearts on God, to keep them clean and pure, 

to pursue righteousness. But we can’t do it. Our hearts are evil. They are, in 

the words of Ezekiel, hearts of stone. But God can do it. He promises to give 

you a new heart and put a new Spirit within you. “And I will remove the heart 

of stone from your flesh and give you a heart of flesh.” Only God can cleanse 

the heart. So when David sins, which he does, he cries out to God “Create in 

me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right spirit within me.” That’s key. 

When God looks on the heart he is looking for a desperate desire to be 

cleansed from the evil that resides in our heart. His work is to cleanse. He does 

it. He does it through Jesus, and through the righteousness of his sacrifice.  
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Yet, in David’s life and through Scripture it’s clear we need to be people who turn 

to God for cleansing and desperately desire him. From a human perspective, 

this was the difference between Saul and David. Saul did not seek God with 

his whole heart. David did. Psalm 119:10 says “With my whole heart I seek 

you; let me not wander from your commandments!” When David instructed 

the next king, he said “And you, Solomon my son, know the God of your 

father and serve him with a whole heart and with a willing mind, for the LORD 

searches all hearts and understands every plan and thought. If you seek him, 

he will be found by you, but if you forsake him, he will cast you off.” Solomon 

didn’t fully seek him. Saul didn’t seek him. But despite his grievous sins, 

which were many, David did. When God looked on young David’s heart, this 

was what he saw. 1 Samuel 16:11-13 Then Samuel said to Jesse, “Are all your 

sons here?” And he said, “There remains yet the youngest, but behold, he is 

keeping the sheep.” And Samuel said to Jesse, “Send and get him, for we will 

not sit down till he comes here.” 12And he sent and brought him in. Now he 

was ruddy and had beautiful eyes and was handsome. And the LORD said, 

“Arise, anoint him, for this is he.” 13Then Samuel took the horn of oil and 

anointed him in the midst of his brothers. And the Spirit of the LORD rushed 

upon David from that day forward. And Samuel rose up and went to Ramah.  

David, though handsome, was a little nobody and was considered by those around 

him a nobody. He wasn’t even invited to this feast. He was left keeping the 

sheep. That job was no more esteemed in David’s day than it was in Jesus’ 

day. Shepherds were the lowest form of labor. J. S. Park in his good book on 

the life of King David, emphasizes this point. “During this time, he says, “the 

job of a shepherd was the kind you settled for. It was dirty and degrading. 

David, the youngest of the family, was given unceremonious task because the 

youngest of the children was considered the least valuable. It's also possible 

that David's father owed a debt, so he "volunteered" David for indentured 

servitude. David was a sold-out slave-boy, tucked away in a tiny unseen 

corner of the universe, hidden from the town, invisible to his family. It must've 

been gut-wrenching when the messenger came to David to tell him about the 

anointing. . . He must have thought, “It won't be me anyway. I could never be 

a king. My dad doesn't even call me a son.” This part of the story feels familiar 

to all of us. We’ve been the first ignored, the last picked, the one terribly 

unwanted. It's a burden to feel unattractive and unseen all the time. David was 

permanently stamped with a low ceiling of worth from his family, because 

this was the value system of his ancient Eastern world; all he could ever 

amount to was a shepherd and a youngest son. But “God's love isn't like that. 

It's not like human love. It has no reason to exist except that it does. I love you 

because I love you. God's love is eternally grounded in Himself and for you.”  
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God anointed David, not because David was extraordinary, but because God is 

incredibly extravagant, and only the Creator can ascribe true worth to His 

creation. David never had to prove his worth, but simply received his worth 

from the One who was worthy. Parks’ main point is that “Everything that was 

great in David was the greatness of God. Everything that's great in you will 

always be God in you, because the irreducible fingerprint of God is your 

bottom-most foundation. You can rest in that. You have a worth apart from 

what you do or what you have, simply because God has breathed you into 

existence. If you're breathing, you matter, because you matter to the One who 

gave you breath.” I love that. Everything that is great in you is the greatness 

of God. This is why God can look on a flawed and sinful heart and still see a 

person after his own heart. Because you were made in his image and you’re 

simply willing to recognize it, to ascribe greatness to God rather than to 

yourself, and to seek God rather than a standing or achievement of your own. 

The last thing to notice in this section is that when David was anointed, the Spirit of 

the LORD rushed on him. This implies that the Spirit was at work in his heart, 

that it was the Lord’s doing. It also implies that he was not indwelt by the 

Spirit, as New Testament believers are, but only visited by the Spirit from 

time to time, as the prophets and others in the Old Testament were. 

Samuel’s anointing of David at this time did not make him king. As we’ll see, he 

has to wait someplace between twelve and eighteen difficult years before he 

becomes king of Judah, and seven more before he becomes king of all Israel. 

But the anointing is a visual promise from God through his prophet, and like 

all God’s promises it will not be thwarted, unlikely though it seems at times. 

For example, the next thing recorded about David is that he goes from being his 

father’s servant in the sheep fields to Saul’s servant as a court musician. Now 

that the Spirit of the LORD had associated himself with David, that same Spirit 

departed from Saul, leaving him vulnerable to the influence of an evil spirit. 

We don’t know what form his torment by this demonic spirit took, but the 

evidence points toward anxiety, paranoia and fits of rage.  Saul’s servants 

respond to this by urging him to get a court musician, someone skillful with 

the lyre, one of the most ancient of stringed instruments. When Saul agrees to 

this plan, they propose “a son of Jesse the Bethlehemite, who is skillful in 

playing, a man of valor, a man of war, prudent in speech, and a man of good 

presence, and the LORD is with him.”  So now David comes up from where he 

is still minding the sheep and when the evil spirit comes on Saul, David plays, 

and it does in fact sooth Saul. Verse 22 “And Saul sent to Jesse, saying, ‘Let 

David remain in my service, for he has found favor in my sight.’”   
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I find it fascinating that David’s first job, so to speak, is to serve Saul, the one he is 

destined to replace. David has already been serving his father in the fields, as 

the shepherd of his sheep. When you know that everything great about you is 

God in you, and that your value is in his great love, you can willingly be a 

servant. As Jesus said, being a servant is the greatest position, not the lowest. 

In the Psalms David addresses himself to God as “your servant,” and God 

calls David “my servant.” In fact David is called God’s servant more than 

anyone else in Scripture until hundreds of years later when Isaiah begins to 

use the phrase “my servant” first of the nation of Israel as a whole and then of 

the promised messiah who would come to suffer. Isaiah 42:1 “Behold my 

servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my 

Spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations.” This is the same 

servant who in Isaiah 53 is “pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for 

our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his 

wounds we are healed. We all, like sheep, have gone astray, each of us has 

turned to his own way;  and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all.” 

As we study the life of David we will see many ways in which David is a type of 

Jesus. David obviously foreshadows the kingship of Christ. We’ll see that the 

eternal reign of Christ is explicitly promised to David. But we’ll also see that 

David foreshadows the compassion of Christ. In the Psalms David’s heart 

often pictures the heart of Christ. In fact people like Dietrich Bonhoeffer have 

said that when we read the Psalms we are to hear Christ saying many or all of 

these things. But the Psalms also prophesy Christ. David was a prophet and 

the Psalms contain details, many vivid, of the events of Christ’s life and his 

sacrificial death. And here, even at the very beginning of David’s story we 

already have David the Servant foreshadowing Christ the Servant.  

We’ll come back to that in a minute as we take communion. But what have we seen 

so far? That God doesn’t pick us based on our merit, but looks on our hearts, 

and that the value he sees there is not a value intrinsic to us, but is his own 

image stamped upon us, and is of infinite worth to him because he loves us. 

We do have a responsibility to guard our hearts and strive toward him with 

them, but ultimately it is God himself who has striven toward us.  


