
What Do You See? 
(1 Samuel 16:1-23) 

Introduction:- 
 
One of the most common faults in life relates to judgments that we make about others, as 
well as about situations that confront us. In these areas, sometimes our impressions mislead 
us, and so we ignore or do not see what we should have noticed. What we see, often fails to 
take into perspective other important factors, which also requires consideration, before a 
good decision can be made. Today’s passage reflects on some of the issues that may interfere 
with our perceptions, and leads us to also consider the way that God sees things from His 
perspective, as well as the way that He graciously provides for us. 
 

1. First we discover both Hope and Wisdom in the Lord’s choice (verses 1-7) 
 
Throughout this chapter, the story teller uses a key word (or key root) which provides its 
theme. It is linked to the idea of “seeing”, used some ten times in this chapter, which is also 
linked to ideas like “providing”, or “looking at”, and even as a noun, as “appearance” or 
“eyes.”  Finally, the ideas of “looking” and “providing” in this root also contrast with the idea 
of “not chosen” in verses 8-10. And so the chapter draws attention to the importance of the 
Lord’s choice with matters relating to kingship and Israel’s future. Also, we need God’s perfect 
plan and choice for us in this life, before we can be truly happy and blessed. Thus this opening 
section begins with the Lord’s words to Samuel – “How long will you mourn for Saul, since I 
have rejected him as king over Israel” – There were no doubt many different  legitimate 
reasons behind Samuel’s mourning over Saul, yet there is also something encouraging in the 
Lord’s instructions in verse 1.  The Lord is able to provide a new beginning. He will not leave 
us in the house of mourning, but He will provide for His people when everything appears to 
be coming apart at the seams. The true King never loses control of His kingdom. He is never 
at a loss by the latest emergency in His realm. And so the Lord’s intervention and choice spells 
hope. Verse 1 reads literally, “I have seen or provided for myself a king among Jesse’s sons.”  
This can be contrasted with the time when Israel first asked for a king, when God said to 
Samuel, “Appoint for them a king” (1 Samuel 8:22). And so at this point, Samuel had legitimate 
fears that Saul would kill him for treason, not to mention the fact that his arrival in Bethlehem 
would cause a stir among the people. The sudden and unexpected arrival of a prophet in any 
town would send shivers down the spines of any people. But the Lord had this covered 
through the performing of a sacrifice, which ironically proved to be Saul’s undoing on two 
occasions, leading to his final rejection by the Lord. But on this occasion, Samuel’s sacrifice 
would enable Jesse and his sons to appear before the Lord. But beyond this point, Samuel, 
even as a seer, was walking in the dark. When Jesse and his sons arrived, Samuel first cast his 
eyes upon Eliab, and thought, “Surely the Lord’s anointed stands here before the Lord” (verse 
6). But this judgment was based on intuition, and outward impression, and Samuel could well 
have been appointing another Saul. Thus as a seer, Samuel on this occasion could not really 
“see.” Finally, the Lord’s answer in verse 7 came as somewhat of a rebuke to Samuel. “Do not 
consider appearance or height, for the Lord does not look at the things people look at. People 
look at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart.” Think today about the time 
and money that is spent on living longer, and living younger, and more beautiful. What 
matters in God’s sight is the heart, already flagged at 1 Samuel 13:14, where it was asserted 



that the Lord would choose the one after His own heart, where the context might suggest the 
Lord’s freedom in choosing the next king, but it might also suggest a king who finds his 
greatest blessing and delight in obeying the Lord’s Will and commands, and bringing glory to 
His name, just as Jesus found it His greatest delight to obey His Father’s Will and commands 
by bringing glory to His name (John 6:38-40). Ralph Davis considers 1 Samuel 16:7 as the key 
verse of 1 & 2 Samuel. He has even called his commentary on 1 & 2 Samuel “Looking on the 
Heart” (1994, p. 29). In this way it follows the appeal of the book of Deuteronomy which 
directs its ultimate challenge to the “heart”, when it teaches that all true spirituality is 
measured in terms of our “heart” response to God, notably summed up with the great Shema 
at Deuteronomy 6:4-6. “Hear O Israel, The Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul, and with all your strength.” Finally, we need to 
be careful about outward appearance in all its different forms. Often it is only skin deep! On 
this occasion, Samuel sees only the outside, but the Lord looks deeper, a thought possibly 
reinforced here by the use of a different verb for human seeing in comparison with the Lord’s 
clearer sight. 

 
2. Secondly we discover Surprise in the Lord’s choice (verses 8-13) 
 
Finally, seven sons of Jesse come before Samuel, but the Lord had not chosen any of these. 
This then led Samuel to ask the logical question. Were these the full tally of Jesse’s sons? The 
answer to this question was that the youngest son was not present, as he was out tending 
the sheep. In this respect, we have one of those “who-would-have-thought episodes.” In fact, 
the youngest son is so obscure that we are not told his name until verse 13.  But as one who 
also tended sheep, David would become a great Shepherd and king of Israel, as a forerunner 
to the greater David, our Lord Jesus Christ, who would become the ultimate good Shepherd 
of our souls. And a further surprise is in store, as the first thing we learn about David is his 
appearance (verse 12). We read that he was glowing with health, and had a fine appearance, 
and handsome features. Literally the Hebrew says that he had “beautiful eyes.” This may be 
a general comment, but as David Firth in his commentary on 1 & 2 Samuel (2009, p. 184) 
points out, one suspects that there is an inner-narrative logic to this phrase as well, as the 
Lord’s denial of interest in appearance at verse 7 is literally with reference to the eyes, or how 
we think that we “see” things. But the crucial matter is the Lord’s choice, for soon after he is 
presented, the Lord says, “Rise and anoint him, for this is the one.”  Then verse 13 concludes 
this section, when it says: “So Samuel took the horn of oil, and anointed him in the presence 
of his brothers, and from that day, the Spirit of the Lord came powerfully upon David.” This 
particular reference to the Spirit was initially used of Saul (1 Samuel 10:6, 10; 11:6), as well as 
of Samson in the book of Judges (judges 14:6, 19; 15:14), within the context of delivering 
Israel from oppression, especially as this related to the Philistines. But here the coming of the 
Spirit upon David, confirmed the Lord’s choice of king in Israel, and showed Israel that God 
really cared for them, especially when things began to come apart at the seams under Saul’s 
leadership. But at this point, the Lord also had a long distance plan, that would finally 
culminate with the coming of one who would sit on the throne of David forever, as David’s 
greater Son and Lord, and bring universal salvation and blessing to the earth (Luke 20:41-44). 

 
3. Thirdly, we discover Irony in the Lord’s choice (verses 14-23) 
 



Finally, in order to show that the transition of God’s choice from Saul to David was now 
complete, verse 14 must be read alongside that of verse 13 in the previous section, for both 
verses are meant to complement each other. And so, whilst in verse 13 the Spirit of God 
rushes upon David, it verse 14 the Spirit of the Lord departs from Saul in order for this to 
happen, because there can only be one anointed king, and in its place, an evil spirit from the 
Lord tormented Saul. This was a way of saying that the transition to kingship had now been 
unequivocally confirmed. At the same time, this has posed all kinds of questions for readers 
of this passage, but it is probably best to understand this evil spirit not in any moral sense, as 
God is not the author of moral evil, but rather as a “grievous” or “tormenting” spirit, much in 
the same vintage as that of the “lying or enticing spirit” of 1 Kings 22:19-23, that would finally 
succeed in enticing king Ahab to go to war against Ramoth Gilead.  Further, this tormenting 
spirit would only sporadically torment Saul over a period time, because we read that 
whenever this spirit would come upon Saul, David would take up his harp, and play it in such 
a way, that relief would come to Saul, and this tormenting spirit would leave him. One should 
also note here that this is the only place in the Old Testament where we read of God’s Spirit 
actually departing from a Spirit anointed leader. Maybe for this reason, David was led to pray 
at Psalm 51 verse 11, when confessing his own sin, that God would not cast him from His 
presence, or take His Holy Spirit from him. This was the nature of man’s tragedy at the Fall in 
Genesis 3, when Adam and Eve preferred the path of self-autonomy, or “I will do it my way”, 
over that of being led by God’s Spirit. And it is only when we link up again through God’s Spirit, 
that we truly become God’s children, as Jesus pointed out to Nicodemus in John chapter 3. 
And as we come back to this story before us today, there is great irony here, because David 
is finally brought into Saul’s court as the one who alone can bring Saul relief both as one who 
knows how to play the harp, and as one who is also a brave man and warrior. In verse 18 it is 
one of Saul’s unnamed servants who has “seen” David’s many gifts, but recognized, most 
importantly, that the Lord is with him. In this way, within Saul’s court itself, even as one of 
Saul’s chosen armour bearers, the Lord was moving in mysterious ways in order to prepare 
David for a kingship that would prepare him for even greater things ahead. What a wonderful 
testimony this ended up being to that unnamed Servant who could “see” as no one else could 
see. This servant’s vision and initiative would significantly contribute toward God’s world 
blessing in Christ. Finally, it is to Samuel’s credit that he also relied on God’s judgment, rather 
than on his own perceptions, when the right person had not immediately appeared.  
 

Conclusion:- 
 
We could rightly conclude this passage today, by asking the question, “How do we see?”  
What is encouraging about this passage today is that from the beginning, God cares for His 
people, and has already “seen” or provided for Himself a king, who is one after His own heart, 
who will shepherd His people Israel. And within this process, God does not look at the 
outward appearance, but looks at the heart. In the light of this truth, let us move forward into 
this new year, praying that we may navigate life’s challenges and blessings with God’s vision 
and wisdom. Can we like the unnamed servant in Saul’s court, pass on God’s blessings to 
countless others through what we “see” God doing in His world around us.    Amen. 


