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 All of us have heard the cliché, “You can’t judge a book by its cover.”  Although it is not literally 
true—after all, every time I read a dust jacket blurb, I am judging a book by its cover—we understand it to 
mean that you can’t determine a man’s heart by looking at his exterior.  And yet, judging by externals is 
something we do all the time.  A recent study found that the outcome of elections could be predicted 74 
percent of the time by showing test subjects pictures of the candidates and asking them to pick which one 
they liked best.  Even in a church context, we often do the same thing.  Who would fail to be impressed by a 
preacher or elder who is tall, square-jawed, with a mane of snowy white hair and a deep bass voice? 
 Of course, those snap judgments on the basis of appearance often fail to work out.  The politician 
with the winning smile may be better at getting elected than at governing.  The preacher with the great hair 
and the great voice may fail to use it to speak up when needed.   
 We see the same thing in the Old Testament in the story of Saul and David.  Saul was impressive to 
look at, yet he failed in the crisis.  When Samuel first came to David, he was a pipsqueak, but God knew he 
had what it took to be king.  Let’s look this morning, then, at the story of the anointing of David. 
 
War Against the Amalekites 
 The first portion of this story concerns Saul’s war against the Amalekites.  He begins this war 
because of A COMMAND FROM GOD.  Samuel relates this command in 1 Samuel 15:1-3.  In Scripture, 
commandments don’t come clearer than this.  These words could have left Saul in no doubt that God wished 
for him to destroy the Amalekites completely.  God even spells out the specific things to be destroyed. 
 This is one of those texts that opponents of the Bible seem to love.  In their view, this presents God 
as evil because He appears to be advocating genocide.  There are, however, a few points I would raise in 
response.  In the first place, who are they, and indeed, who are any of us, to presume to judge the Almighty?  
God sits in judgment on us, not the other way around.  We don’t have the right to question His will, whether 
that will concerns the Amalekites of 3000 years ago or the practice of homosexuality today.   
 Second, we must remember that God possesses and acts with infinitely more wisdom than we do.  
Even from our limited human perspective, we can come up with reasons why the destruction of the 
Amalekites was necessary.  What if God knew, for instance, that if the Amalekites were allowed to remain in 
the land, they would completely corrupt the Israelite nation and make it impossible for the Christ to be born?  
In that situation, wouldn’t any measure, no matter how extreme, be justified to preserve God’s purpose?  
Now, I’m not saying that such was the case, merely that it could have been.  Regardless, we may be certain 
that God does not speak without purpose, whether or not we understand it. 
 The story next reveals SAUL’S INCOMPLETE OBEDIENCE.  Read with me from 1 Samuel 
15:4-9.  Saul knows what he should do, but instead, he destroys only the things he doesn’t want.  He wants to 
keep Agag the king of the Amalekites around as a trophy, even though Agag has apparently done great harm 
to the Israelites in the past, and Saul and the people keep the best of the herds and flocks for themselves.  
There doesn’t seem to be any soul-searching about this.  They just do what they want. 
 This, friends, is an attitude that is prevalent in the United States today.  Many Americans don’t know 
the will of God and don’t appear to care, but even most of those who do know a little bit more don’t appear 
to care either.  Take, for instance, the relatively simple matter of ordering our worship.  Our approach to our 
worship is governed by what is called the regulative principle of worship.  In other words, we believe that 
God has the right to regulate what we do in our assemblies, and we should not exceed His instructions.  
Other churches follow what is called the normative principle of worship.  In their worship, they have no 
concern for following the pattern of Scripture.  Instead, they do whatever pleases the majority in their 
congregation or denomination, and they are very open about this.  Their attitude seems to be, “God has said 
what He has said, but we are still going to do whatever we want.” 
 The next section chronicles GOD’S RESPONSE to this slipshod attitude.  Look at 1 Samuel 15:10-
11.  Saul thought his disobedience wasn’t a big deal.  God clearly disagrees.  He describes it as Saul turning 
back from following Him and not carrying out His commands.   



In God’s eyes, incomplete obedience is the same thing as complete disobedience, and we must 
remember this about Him.  Sometimes, I think we succumb to the temptation to imagine that we can 
compromise with God.  As long as we go to church on Sunday or do some other thing that we think is 
meritorious, we don’t have to worry about those commandments about anger or gossip or lying.   

Brethren, God expects us to obey Him all the time, whether or not we find it congenial or 
convenient.  When we draw lines and refuse to cross them, that’s not bargaining.  It’s willful sin. 

Second, note that God expresses regret over Saul’s apostasy.  This too is fascinating.  After all, we 
often think of regret as an admission that we made a mistake or an error in judgment.  None of those things 
can be true of God.  He knew what Saul was going to do all along, but it still hurt when Saul did it.  Let’s 
make sure that we never give our Redeemer cause for regretting His salvation of us! 
 
Saul and Samuel 
 The second portion of this story relates an extended conversation between Saul and Samuel.  THE 
INITIAL EXCHANGE between the two men appears in 1 Samuel 15:12-19.  Saul does not look good in 
this text, even before he opens his mouth.  He has just forsaken God, but he’s so impressed with himself that 
he’s strutting around building monuments to commemorate his victory.  He thinks Samuel too has come to 
congratulate him, and he proclaims his obedience to Samuel even though Samuel knows that the exact 
opposite has occurred.  Samuel replies, “If you obeyed, then why do I hear animals?”  Saul brushes this off by 
saying that the people kept them to sacrifice to God, implying that his and their motives were all that 
mattered.   At this point, I don’t think we have any reason to question his sincerity.  He has yet to realize that 
he’s in big trouble, so what’s coming out of his mouth is probably what he actually thinks.   
 In response to this, Samuel essentially tells him to shut up and listen to what God has to say.  God 
gave Saul the kingship, so he’s responsible for the people’s actions.   God also gave Saul a clear mission, but 
rather than following God’s will, Saul gave free rein to his greed and justified it as an exercise in piety.  
 If ever there was a man whose moral reasoning would suit our time, it is Saul!  This is Disney-movie 
morality, in which the precise content of your actions doesn’t matter, so long as your heart remains good and 
true.  Brethren, that might be a good way to plot a movie, but it’s a lousy way to be righteous.  Without 
standards, sincerity can be used to justify anything.  I’m sure the 9-11 bombers were very sincere in what they 
did too.  Does that make them any less than villains?  The bottom line is that we don’t get to rewrite what’s 
right and wrong.  God is the judge of that, and we either obey Him or don’t. 
 Samuel and Saul then discuss the subject of SACRIFICES.  Consider 1 Samuel 15:20-23.  Now, we 
see Saul start to crawfish.  Before, he was perfectly content to own the people’s actions.  Now, there’s a 
difference.  As he tells it here, he was the one who utterly destroyed the Amalekites, but the people were the 
ones who spared the animals for sacrifices.  He implies that they, not Saul, are to be blamed. 
 Samuel doesn’t let him get away with that.  Saul is king over the people, so he is responsible for their 
actions too.  He was the one who spared the animals for sacrifice.  In powerful language, Samuel then points 
out that God has no interest in sacrifices if they are offered with the fruits of disobedience.  Saul had driven 
the witches from the land, but his rebellion is just as bad in God’s eyes as witchcraft. 
 Today, friends, we must ask what our concern is.  Are we concerned with sacrifices, with coming up 
with all kinds of things that we think are good and that God will like?  Or are we concerned with obedience, 
with doing only what He says and with complete submission to His will?  I get the feeling that many religious 
people today would be offended if Samuel were still around to direct these words to them.  “Well, of course 
this is a good thing!” they would reply.  “I think it’s a good thing, and I’m doing it because I love God!”  If 
that’s the reasoning we’re using, it’s not actually God whom we love.  It’s ourselves. 
 Next, Samuel reveals that Saul’s fateful decision has some serious CONSEQUENCES.  1 Samuel 
15:24-31 tells the tale.  Now that Samuel has told him several times, Saul finally gets it through his head that 
he has disobeyed (Saul does not come across as the brightest star in the sky in this particular story).  
However, his reaction reminds me of a little kid’s.  He acknowledges his wrongdoing and asks God/Samuel 
to forgive him and return with him, as though his perfunctory reply has made it all better.   
 Not so, says Samuel.  Saul’s rebellion has cost him the kingdom.  He turns to go, and in a pathetic 
scene, the king of Israel clutches at the prophet’s robe, which tears.  Samuel tells Saul, “Israel itself is going to 



be torn from you just like that.”  Finally, Saul appeals to Samuel to come with him, to make it look in front of 
the elders of Israel like everything’s OK, even though it isn’t, and Samuel agrees to that. 
 I think that many self-professed Christians today would be troubled by this story if they knew it.  
After all, isn’t God a God of forgiveness and love?  Shouldn’t the story have been that just as soon as Saul 
said he was sorry, God forgave him?  There are a couple of problems with this way of thinking.  First of all, 
simply because God forgives sin doesn’t mean that He undoes its effects.  We can’t sin our way into some 
kind of disaster, tell God we’re sorry, and expect Him to get us out of our predicament.  Even if our heart has 
truly changed, there may well be some painful consequences for us to work our way through. 
 Second, God’s patience is not infinite.  Almost since the beginning, Saul has been getting cross-ways 
with God in his decisions as king, and now God has had enough.  Saul has run out of chances.  In the same 
way, friends, even if God is patient with our rebellion through every day of a long life, we are going to run out 
of chances too.  Anybody looking for a do-over on the Day of Judgment is going to be sorely disappointed.  
God is merciful and loving, but He is also a God of justice and wrath, and we do well not to test Him.  
 Finally, Samuel ties up a loose end named AGAG.  Look at 1 Samuel 15:32-35.  In many ways, the 
survival of Agag is the weakest point in Saul’s case.  All the way along, he insisted that the people spared the 
livestock only to sacrifice to the Lord, but Agag certainly wasn’t spared as a sacrifice!  Saul wanted to keep the 
defeated king around as a testimony to his victory and his power.  Saul is uppermost in Saul’s mind, not God.   
 In any event, Samuel knows about Agag too, even though Saul hasn’t told him, and he asks to have 
him brought.  Agag appears before Samuel cautiously but hopefully.  He knows that Saul has spared him as a 
trophy, but he figures that now he gets to keep his life, and in the words of Ecclesiastes, it’s better to be a live 
dog than a dead lion.  Agag does not realize, however, that Samuel has a different perspective on things.  Saul 
might have failed God, but Samuel won’t, and soon Agag is, shall we say, resting in pieces. 
 Today, friends, we need to acknowledge a similar truth about our spiritual lives.  If we shouldn’t have 
it, we don’t get to keep it.  Repentance means that we get rid of the fruits of sin, even if, and perhaps 
especially if, we like them.  If we’ve got a hard drive filled with pirated songs and movies, those are songs and 
movies we’ve acquired by theft, and we need to delete them.  If we lied to get a job, we need to acknowledge 
our deceit and resign.  We need to get rid of the Agags of our lives, or else their presence will condemn us.   
 
David 
 The final portion of this story marks the appearance of David on the scene, and it will help us to 
prepare our minds for the Lord’s Supper this morning.  It begins with A MISSION that God gives to 
Samuel.  Read with me from 1 Samuel 16:1-5.  God gives Samuel a straightforward command—go and anoint 
the one whom I choose as king.  However, this command is complicated by Saul.  As soon as Samuel learns 
what God wants him to do, he objects—because he believes that if he openly sets out to anoint the next king, 
Saul is going to kill him.  God doesn’t argue with Samuel, either, which probably shows that Samuel is right.   

If so, what a sad commentary on the Israelite king!  Even though he himself was anointed by Samuel, 
he’s now reached the point where he is willing to kill God’s own prophet in a futile attempt to preserve his 
hold on the kingship.  I don’t know how Saul thought that could possibly work, but apparently in his own 
mind, it would have.  Even now, Saul may have lost his sanity. 
 God, then, instructs Samuel to go to Bethlehem as though he has come to offer a sacrifice.  He 
shows up, and the elders of Bethlehem, which was a tiny little town at the time, are terrified.  It reminds me 
of some of the stories my brother tells about his adventures since he became a general in the Army Reserve.  
His particular work requires him to attend a lot of ceremonial functions around the country, so whenever he’s 
out of town, he swings by the local Army Reserve post, just to see how things are going.   

Typically, the locals are dismayed whenever he puts in an appearance, probably because they’re 
racking their brains trying to figure out what horrible thing they might have done to attract the attention of a 
general!  However, when he finishes poking around, gives them an attaboy or two, and leaves without 
unleashing his wrath, they’re delighted.  The elders of Bethlehem don’t want any VIP’s around either! 

From the story of Samuel, there are a couple of lessons for us to learn.  The first is what our reaction 
should be to some spiritual disappointment.  If a brother lets us down, or our efforts to reach the lost don’t 
work the way we think they should, we’re often inclined to lick our wounds rather than looking for new 



opportunities to serve.  It’s tempting to turtle up indefinitely, but that’s the wrong answer.  God intends for 
us all to be useful, and it may well be that today’s struggles pave the way for tomorrow’s successes. 

Second, we learn quite a bit here about God’s expectations for honesty.  After all, this bit of 
subterfuge isn’t Samuel’s idea.  It’s God’s.  As Christians, we’re responsible for telling the truth, but that 
doesn’t mean that we have to go around telling everybody everything we know.  Honesty does not, for 
instance, require us to tell the car salesman the absolute most we’re willing to pay for a car, even if he asks.  
Virtues like discretion and good judgment, as well as forthrightness, should govern our speech. 

Next, Samuel meets THE FIRST SEVEN SONS of Jesse at the sacrifice.  Look at 1 Samuel 16:6-
10.  What fascinates me about this story is the way that Samuel appears ready to make the same mistake twice.  
As we observed earlier, Samuel was the one who anointed Saul.  Saul’s primary qualification for the position 
was probably his physical impressiveness.  He was literally head and shoulders taller than all the other 
Israelites—as the saying goes, every inch a king.  However, Saul’s impressive exterior concealed a lot of fear, 
foolishness, and pride, and when his character was put to the test, it failed.   

Now that Samuel has come in search of Saul’s successor, however, he makes exactly the same 
mistake.  He sees Jesse’s physically impressive son Eliab and assumes that because he looks the part, he’s the 
son of Jesse that God wants him to anoint.  God quickly contradicts this wrong-headed notion.  The 
Almighty is able to see Eliab’s heart, and he knows that it contains the same weakness as Saul’s did. 

Even today, friends, we must be careful not to judge on the basis of appearance.  If there are two 
visitors from the community to our assembly one Sunday morning, and the first comes in in his suit, carrying 
his Bible, and the other one is dressed in blue jeans and a worn-out flannel shirt, that tells us nothing about 
the heart of either man.  We can neither assume that the first has more of a heart for God than the second, 
nor that the second has more of a heart for God than the first.  If we treat either one differently from the 
other, in the words of James, we have become judges with evil motives.  We should pre-judge no one and 
welcome everyone.  The months and years to come will reveal all we need to know about them. 

Likewise, we should beware of over-weighting physical attractiveness in the choices we make as 
individuals.  A handsome man or a beautiful woman is not necessarily going to make a better friend.  They 
are not necessarily going to make a better spouse.  In friendship and marriage alike, character counts for a 
whole lot more than looks do.  The most important lessons we learn are about hearts, not faces. 

Samuel’s search concludes, however, with DAVID himself.  Consider 1 Samuel 16:11-13.  To human 
thinking, David is so far outside the realm of possibility that Jesse doesn’t even bother bringing him along to 
the feast.  However, he is the one whom God had His eye on all along.  Even though David is the youngest 
of eight brothers, he is the one Samuel anoints as king in the midst of all the others. 

 This story should serve first of all as a reminder that God can find what He is looking for in the 
unlikeliest of places.  This can be true even of ourselves.  Like just about everybody in my family, I’ve always 
had a pretty healthy estimation of my own abilities, but for many Christians, the opposite is true.  They have 
all kinds of talents and skills they could use for the Lord, but their heads are so filled with negative self-talk 
that they don’t even try.  The Biblical remedy for this problem has two parts.  First of all, we have to learn to 
be honest with ourselves about ourselves.  We need to replace a self-opinion that is too low, or too high for 
that matter, with one that shows sound judgment.  Second, we have to trust in God and not ourselves.  He 
will always give us what we need to do His work, and sometimes, He gave it to us on the day we were born.   

Second, though, let’s remember that even as significant a Biblical event as the anointing of David 
foreshadows an even more significant event:  the coming of Christ.  Like David at this point in time, Jesus 
wasn’t anybody special to look at.  Nobody searching for the Son of God would have picked Jesus out of a 
lineup.  However, because of His heart, Jesus was able to do God’s will even more perfectly than David did.  
Like David, Jesus too was anointed as King, and His reign continues to this day.  Finally, it was during the 
occasion of a sacrifice that David was revealed as king.  So too, Jesus’ kingship is inextricably bound up with 
sacrifice, the sacrifice of Himself on the cross.  As we partake of the Lord’s Supper this morning, let’s 
remember the perfect devotion of Jesus and His greatness through suffering that proves Him our King.  


