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Unexpected greatness 

There’s only one David in the entire Bible.  But he gets more attention in the 
Bible than any other human besides Jesus.  His dynasty lasts 400 years – or, viewed 
another way, forever.  The character of kings who follow him is compared to him. About 
half of the 150 psalms were either written by David or associated with him.1  The New 
Testament opens, “This is the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the Son of David” 
(Matthew 1:1)  In the final chapter of the Bible Jesus says, “I am the Root and the 
Offspring of David…” (Revelation 2:16). 

The very first time the name David appears in the Hebrew Bible is in the text we 
read today.2  Even then, we have to wait until verse 13.  From now through 
Thanksgiving, David will be part of every Corinth sermon.  Even then, we will be learning 
only about his pre-coronation life, how God prepared him for the throne.  As we 
introduce him today, a fair question is, “Why David?”  There are clear hints in this first 
episode of his life. 

Because he’s not Saul (1-3) 

It may surprise you to hear me say that Saul was an effective king for most of his 
reign.  They had wanted a “king like all the other nations” (8:5), and they got one.  He 
was better than the kings of the surrounding nations.  As king, Saul won every war he 

                                                 
1 The phrase “of David” in the Psalms can mean “by David,” “about David,” or “associated with David.” 
2 He is mentioned in Ruth 4, which precedes 1 Samuel in the English Bible but not in the Hebrew Bible. 
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had fought (14:47).  Israel was politically unified and militarily secure, which had never, 
ever been said of them in their whole history.  As far as we know, his popularity polls 
were high and his military was loyal.  That’s all a king really needs.  Or so he thinks. 

Up to this point, Saul’s spiritual record exceeded most of the judges who 
preceded him as well as the kings who would follow.  He did not practice divination or 
worship the gods of the Canaanites.  He offered sacrifices to Yahweh only.   

But he had three strikes against him that led to his rejection.   

 Strike 1:  As the massive Philistine army closed in and his own army was 
deserting him, Saul became impatient waiting for Samuel at Gilgal and 
offered the sacrifice to Yahweh himself (13:9).   

 Strike 2:  When God commanded the complete destruction and subsequent 
dedication of the Amalekites, Saul spared the king and the best of the cattle 
and sheep (15:9).  It was for a sacrifice to Yahweh, he said.   

 Strike 3: Saul had set up a monument in his own honor for all of his military 
victories (15:12).  By contrast, after Samuel led the army in a victory, he set 
up a stone called “Ebenezer,” which means “The LORD helped us” (7:12). 

God had told Samuel that Saul was done, and Samuel had argued with God 
about it all night (15:11).  I suspect Samuel felt his own reputation and legacy were 
tarnished.  He had never wanted the people to have a king in the first place, but he’s the 
one who told the people Saul was God’s choice.   

Saul had argued with Samuel over God’s judgment, offering excuses and blaming 
his soldiers for the disobedience at Amalek. As God’s messenger Samuel would have 
none of it.  “To obey is better than sacrifice…. Arrogance (is) like the evil of idolatry,” 
Samuel had told him (15:22-23).  For the sin of pride, God rejected Saul (15:23). 

Now Samuel was immobilized with grief (16:1).  God told him, “Fill your horn 
with oil and be on your way to Bethlehem” (1). Verse 1 reads literally, “I have seen 
among (Jesse’s) sons a king for me.”  “See” will dominate this story. 

Verse 2 helps us see why God rejected Saul.  He had originally thought himself 
unworthy of the throne, but now he was determined to hold on to it at any cost.  
Samuel knows this.  If Saul hears of Samuel anointing a successor, he will consider it 
treason and will try to have Samuel executed.   

The LORD soothes Samuel’s anxiety by giving him a perfectly rational and true 
reason for his visit to Bethlehem.  For decades as a priest, Samuel has offered sacrifices 
to God in various locations around Israel.  If he takes a heifer (young female cow) on the 
journey and hosts a sacrificial feast, Saul’s suspicions will not be aroused.   

The first reason David is chosen is that he’s not Saul.   If God had allowed Saul 
and his line to continue, then for years to come the kings would say, “God looked the 
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other way when Saul willfully disobeyed.”  They needed instead a model king who had 
God’s heart and of whom they would say, “He followed God (or didn’t) like David did.”  
And, indeed, that’s what they would say. 

Because he’s not the point (4-5) 

The second answer to “Why David?” is in the next two verses.  When Samuel 
arrived, the elders of Bethlehem “trembled” (4).  We’re not told why, but we do know 
this was out of Samuel’s usual circuit (7:16). Perhaps the elders wonder why Samuel is 
visiting their town.  Perhaps the feud between Samuel and Saul had become widely 
known and they too thought if Saul heard they had hosted Samuel they might risk his 
wrath.  Nobody wants to be on the wrong side of an angry, arrogant king. 

The elders ask Samuel, “Have you come in peace” (4)?  “Yes,” he answers.  If 
they are to have a sacrificial feast they must purify themselves in the way the law 
required – which probably included a bath and clean clothes (Exodus 19:10; Numbers 
8:21) as well as making sure they were following the other purity laws.  

This event would happen in the context of worship.  This is the second answer to 
“Why David?”  As important as David is to this moment and to the Bible, this is not 
about him.  This story, like every other story in the Bible, is not about the people. It’s 
about God.  Remember, we haven’t even read David’s name in this story yet – nor 
anywhere else to this point in the Bible.  The reason Saul was rejected is that he made 
the story of God’s people into a story about him. 

Any leader who makes the story about his or her accomplishments and legacy is 
doomed for failure.  The leaders who are remembered and honored in perpetuity make 
it about their people and their nation.  In the Bible’s context, that means making it 
about their God, the God who called the nation into being and calls its leaders.  Saul was 
not the point and David won’t be the point.  God is the point. 

That’s one reason I’m concerned about what appears to be a widespread 
decrease in public worship not just at Corinth but across the board as the pandemic 
drags on. (I’m preaching to the choir, because you’re with us today.)  I’m not talking 
about those who are concerned enough to stay home and worship online.  I’m talking 
about a broad group of believers for whom Sunday morning has become about 
something other than worship.  They’re just out of the habit.   

One of the reasons we worship regularly on Sundays is to reset our week and our 
lives, so that every decision we make is made in the context of who God is and who we 
are in Christ.  If you go weeks or months and you’re just doing your spiritual life on your 
own, you have a greater risk of becoming like Saul, of thinking you are the point – that 
God’s number one job is to keep you comfortable and successful in life.  You’re not the 
point.  Worship reminds you otherwise. 
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Because he’s a surprise (6-11) 

Jesse, his seven sons, Samuel, and the Bethlehem elders arrive at the feast site, 
which was probably a hilltop near Bethlehem with a simple rock altar. Perhaps there 
was a tent on the site, and for this occasion maybe a table for the feast. 

At this point no one but Samuel knows that he is to anoint one of Jesse’s sons as 
the next king of Israel. Whatever they were doing before, they’ve all showered and 
changed into their “Sunday best.”  Don’t imagine the sons as stepping stones in height.  
At least the three oldest are warrior age (17:13).  I’m guessing there are three or four in 
their mid-teens, and David’s probably 11 or 12.  Jesse also had two daughters not 
mentioned here.3  

When the men arrive at the high place, Samuel sees (there’s our word) Eliab (the 
oldest) and thinks to himself, “He must be the anointed one” (6).  Eliab makes a good 
first impression.  His name means “God is Father” and that probably helps.  He’s likely a 
born leader, confident, physically impressive, and, I would guess deferential to Samuel. 
Maybe he impresses Samuel at his attentiveness to the sacrifice. 

We don’t know exactly how God communicates it to Samuel, but the voice in 
Samuel’s head emphasizes “seeing.”  “Do not consider his appearance or his height, for I 
have rejected (same as in 15:26 about Saul) him.  The LORD does not look at the things 
people look at.  People look at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the 
heart” (7, emphasis added).  The answer from God seems to be, “Not this one.” 

As Samuel calls forward the other six sons, it’s clear he’s looking for someone to 
assume a special role.  He says out loud to Jesse for each one, “The LORD has not chosen 
this one” (8-10).  Finally he asks Jesse, “Have I finished seeing all your lads” (11a)?4 

Jesse answers, “There is still the youngest” (11b).  I don’t really think Jesse forgot 
about his youngest son.  He just knew Samuel was there looking for someone to fill an 
important position and it never occurred to him that the job would not be filled by one 
of the sons he had mentored the longest for leadership. 

It’s so Godlike to choose someone younger, weaker, unlikely.  He did it with 
Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, and Solomon.  But remember, he also chose Hannah’s oldest son, 
Samuel.   Jesus was the oldest.  Age or rank simply isn’t the point.  He can use the 
oldest, the youngest, or someone in between. 

God is looking for something royally surprising when he chooses David.  We’ve 
already been told what that “something else” is.  God wants “a man after his own heart” 
(13:13).  Humanly speaking, David is the least likely, but God chooses him. 

                                                 
3 1 Chronicles 2:16. 
4 Literally in Hebrew, “Are the boys finished?” 
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You can’t put God in a box when it comes to succession planning.  Or any other 
planning.  Here’s Samuel who has walked with the Lord for decades and he has to be 
redirected by God.  Jesse’s the father of ten kids and he has no idea whom the LORD will 
choose.  Don’t try to discern in advance what God will do, when, and why. 

The third answer to “Why David” is that he’s a surprise. 

Because he’s coachable (11-13) 

Having called David “the youngest,” Jesse continues, “He is tending the sheep.”  
Shepherding is not passive work.  It looks passive, and even easy, but shepherds watch, 
lead, feed, protect, and more.  The Bible’s most consistent metaphor for leadership is 
shepherding – precisely because shepherds can be good or bad.  They can be focused on 
knowing sheep, tending sheep, caring for the sheep for their sake and the sake of their 
owners – or they can make the needs of the sheep secondary to their own.  Shepherds 
can be driven by greed and self-interest. 

Why does it matter that David is “glowing with health”5and has “a fine 
appearance and handsome features” (12) if God doesn’t look at the outward 
appearance?  Precisely because outward appearance doesn’t matter.  Saul wasn’t 
disqualified because he was tall and handsome.  He was disqualified because of his 
heart.  God had changed his heart (10:9) after the anointing, but that was no guarantee 
of the future state of his heart.  Over the years his heart had become cold and hard. 

Why David?  Because he’s coachable.  God can mold him, God can change him, 
God can grow him.  He has a patient heart.  He gets anointed on this day, but it will be 
years if not decades before he becomes king.  He will be hated and pursued by Saul.  He 
will even have a chance to take matters into his own hands and assassinate Saul.  
Nobody would have blamed him; it would have been self-defense. 

David is young enough, humble enough, and secure enough to be coached.  As 
soon as he’s anointed, “the Spirit of the LORD came upon David in power” and Samuel 
went home (13).  Don’t read into that verse everything you know about being Spirit-
filled from a New Testament perspective.  And the same thing had been said about Saul. 

God wanted a king who needed God.  Saul no longer did.  His success had bred 
insecurity.  He only wanted more – more autonomy, more assurance, more legacy.  It’s 
sad when someone God has chosen and changed and used becomes so hard-hearted.  
Saul’s story will become even sadder. 

It’s a constant spiritual risk to become less open to God as time goes on. God 
started fresh with David because he was open to all God would do to make him into the 
king we would still be talking about 3,000 years later.  Lord, make me coachable.  Amen.  

                                                 
5 Or “ruddy” – probably a reference to bronzed skin, considered healthy by sun exposure in that day. 


