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Big Idea When choosing his servants, the Lord gives priority to inner character, not outward appearances.

The Text in Context

In the previous chapters Saul lost his dynasty (13:13–14) and then his position as king (15:26–28). Chapter 16 is a
turning point in the story: the process of Saul’s actual removal from kingship begins. God withdraws His Spirit
and sends another spirit to torment Saul and undermine his kingship. Prior to this, the Lord announced that he
would raise up “a man after his own heart” (13:14) to be the new king, one who is a “neighbor of Saul” and
“better than” Saul (15:28). In chapter 16 that individual is now introduced by name. Samuel anoints him (v. 13),
and then one of Saul’s servants describes him as “a brave man and a warrior,” with whom the Lord is present in a
special way (v. 18). The narrator’s pro-David apology reaches its peak when the Lord’s Spirit comes upon David
(v. 13) and leaves Saul (v. 14). David’s superiority to Saul is evident. Saul becomes dependent upon David for
even his sanity. David helps Saul and supports him, as he does throughout the ensuing story. In this way the
narrator exonerates David from any charges of fomenting a rebellion against Saul.

Interpretive Insights

16:1 How long will you mourn for Saul? The previous chapter ended with Samuel’s mourning over Saul, and the
Lord’s grieving over the fact that he has made Saul king. But as this chapter opens, the Lord confronts Samuel
and urges him to move on. When used in this verbal stem (Hitpael) of humans’ mourning for other humans, the
verb translated “mourn” (’abal) refers to mourning for the dead (Gen. 37:34; 1 Sam. 6:19; 2 Sam. 14:2; 19:1 [2 MT];
1 Chron. 7:22; 2 Chron. 35:24) or, in one instance, to grieving over a lengthy separation from a loved one (2 Sam.
13:37). Samuel’s remorse is deep and painful. It is clear that Samuel is not part of some conspiracy against Saul,
who eventually loses his throne because of divine disapproval, not human betrayal.

16:4 the elders of the town trembled. The elders’ fear at Samuel’s arrival comes as no surprise to the reader, for
the previous two times that Samuel arrived on the scene in the story, it was to pronounce judgment (13:10;
15:13). The elders’ timid question to Samuel stands in stark contrast to Saul’s bold, confident reaction to the
prophet’s arrival in the previous story (15:13) and his brazen attempt to correct Samuel (15:20). The new king
comes from a town where people give the Lord’s prophet the respect he is due.

16:7 People look at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart. The heart is viewed as the seat of
the emotions (1 Sam. 1:8; 4:13; 17:32; 25:36; 28:5), will (6:6; 7:3), motives (17:28), reason (21:12), and conscience
(25:31; 2 Sam. 24:10). A person’s “heart,” or mind, is relatively inaccessible to human beings, but the Lord is able
to probe people’s innermost regions and assess one’s true character (Jer. 11:20; 20:12).



When God chose Saul as king, he gave the people the kind of physically imposing individual that they, like other
nations, would find desirable (1 Sam. 8:5; 9:2; 10:23–24). Samuel himself falls into this superficial way of thinking
when he reasons that Jesse’s son Eliab, who apparently is physically impressive (v. 7), is God’s chosen king (see as
well his words in 10:24). Humans tend to look on the outward appearance when evaluating someone’s
suitability for a task, but God is more concerned about what is on the inside. He accommodated himself to the
people’s wishes and standards when he selected Saul, but he will choose Saul’s replacement in accordance with
his own standards.

Key Themes of 1 Samuel 16
• The Lord bases his choice of a king on quality of character, not on outward appearances.
• Once he rejects Saul, the Lord undermines Saul’s effectiveness.

16:13 the Spirit of the LORD came powerfully upon David. Earlier the Spirit came upon (tsalah) Saul in this fashion
(10:6, 10; 11:6), but now David is the recipient of this special divine empowerment. In the narrator’s pro-David
strategy, this signals that David has replaced Saul as God’s king, a fact that becomes crystal clear in the next
verse, where we are told that the Spirit has abandoned Saul.

Yet there is also an ominous sound here if one reflects more carefully on the language used (see the sidebar).
Earlier the Spirit came upon (tsalah) Samson (Judg. 14:6, 19; 15:14) and, as just noted, Saul (1 Sam. 10:6, 10; 11:6).
Both accomplished great things in the Spirit’s power, but this special empowerment did not prevent them from
experiencing great tragedy. David too will ultimately fail, a development that is already foreshadowed here
when one reads the story a second time. (See the comments below on 2 Sam. 11:2.)

16:14 an evil spirit from the LORD tormented him. The departure of the Lord’s Spirit signals that Saul is no longer
the Lord’s chosen king and will no longer enjoy the Lord’s enablement in battle (cf. 10:6, 10; 11:6). The arrival of
this “evil spirit” signals that Saul now is an object of God’s judgment and an enemy of God (cf. 28:16–18). Rather
than describing the spirit’s essential character, the term “evil” probably refers to his mission as one of judgment.
The Hebrew word translated “evil” can refer to disaster or calamity sent as punishment by God. In this case the
spirit is sent to undermine Saul’s effectiveness and make the Lord’s rejection of Saul apparent. The only other
instance in the Old Testament of God’s using an “evil spirit” in judgment is in Judges 9:23, where he sends such a
spirit to bring about Abimelech’s demise. This is not the only parallel between Saul and Abimelech (cf. Judg. 9:54
with 1 Sam. 31:4), suggesting that the narrator is casting Saul in a negative light by associating him with a villain
from the past.

16:18 And the LORD is with him. Through the mouth of Saul’s servant, the narrator emphasizes David’s many
positive qualities. Perhaps most important, the Lord is “with him,” a fact that links David with Samuel (3:19). The
reality of God’s presence with David reappears in the story (18:12, 14, 28; 2 Sam. 5:10; 7:3), while it also becomes
apparent that the divine presence has departed from Saul (18:12; 20:13).

16:21 Saul liked him very much. The Hebrew text does not specifically identify the subject or object of the verb
“liked” (or “loved”). The usual assumption, reflected in the NIV, is that Saul is the subject and David the object.
This interpretation is supported by some ancient Greek textual witnesses, by the following verse (in which Saul
declares that he is pleased with David), and by the fact that the narrator later depicts David as the object of
others’ love. Jonathan, all Israel and Judah, Michal, and all Saul’s servants love David (18:1, 16, 20, 22, 28; 20:17).
However, here in verse 21 David is the subject of the two preceding verbs (came, entered) and the one that
immediately follows (became), so it would be consistent with the context to understand David as the subject of
“loved” and Saul as the object. In this case, the verb “love,” rather than emphasizing an emotional attachment,
probably suggests the commitment of a subject to his king, as it does in several ancient Near Eastern texts.3 If
this interpretation is correct, the narrator from the outset stresses David’s loyalty to Saul (see the note on v. 22
below). In either case, it is apparent that David enjoys God’s favor. Indeed, Saul is helpless without David’s
soothing music (16:23).



16:22 I am pleased with him. This expression is used elsewhere when one is the recipient or object of another’s
kindness. The kindness extended is offered freely and without obligation (Gen. 19:19; 47:25; Ruth 2:2), but it can
be prompted by the recipient’s character or actions (Gen. 6:8–9; 39:3–4; Ruth 2:10–12), as is the case here (see vv.
21, 23). The narrator allows Saul to testify to David’s character. This demonstrates that from the very beginning
David is a faithful servant and tries to help the king.

Theological Insights

As noted above, the dual themes of David’s election and Saul’s rejection are highlighted in this chapter. God’s
choice of David is based on David’s inner character (16:7) and predisposition to obey him (13:13–14), not his
outward appearance, as impressive as it happens to be. The rejection of David’s brother Eliab, who apparently is
tall (16:7a), is an implicit rejection of Saul, whose height was highlighted by Samuel when he publicly anointed
Saul (10:23–24). The narrator allows key characters to testify of David’s qualifications. Saul’s servant speaks of
David’s abilities (16:18), and Saul himself expresses his pleasure with David (16:22).

Divine Deception?
Samuel is concerned that Saul will kill him if he finds out that the prophet has gone to Bethlehem to
anoint a new king. To complicate matters, the ten-mile trip from Ramah (Samuel’s hometown, 1 Sam. 15:34)
to Bethlehem will take the prophet right through Gibeah (Saul’s hometown, 1 Sam. 15:34). To protect his
prophet, the Lord tells Samuel to go to Bethlehem under the pretense of offering a sacrifice. This half-truth
will serve to protect Samuel and to veil the Lord’s intentions. God is not above using deception when he
judges rebels (see, e.g., 1 Kings 22:19–22; Jer. 4:10; Ezek. 14:9). The Lord is a God of truth, whose word is
reliable, but he may very well deceive his enemies when they have, by their actions, forfeited their right to
know the truth (see 2 Sam. 22:26–27; 2 Thess. 2:11–12).

In contrast to David’s election is the divine rejection of Saul. Not only is the divine Spirit taken from him (16:14);
the Lord also sends an “evil spirit” to torment him. This spirit makes Saul afraid and even causes him to try to
murder David, who is, ironically, his only source of comfort and relief from the spirit’s torment. Any objective
observer can see that Saul has been abandoned by God and is unfit to rule. Eventually David himself comes to
suspect that Saul’s hostility toward him is engineered by God as a form of divine judgment upon the king (see
the comments on 26:19 below).

For the exiles reading the history, this account serves as a reminder of what genuine leadership entails and a
challenge to them to choose and evaluate leaders from God’s perspective. As they anticipate the arrival of the
ideal Davidic king, they need to realize that he will not necessarily be outwardly impressive (cf. Isa. 53:1–3).
Instead, he will be one who reflects and models God’s character by promoting justice (Isa. 11:1–5) and reaching
out to the downtrodden (Isa. 42:1–4, 7; 61:1–3; cf. Luke 4:16–21).

Teaching the Text

1. When choosing his servants, the Lord gives priority to inner character, not outward appearances. Scripture
teaches that the omniscient God knows human thoughts and motives and is able to evaluate a person’s inner
character (Gen. 18:12–15; Ps. 44:21; Prov. 17:3; Acts 1:24; 15:8; Heb. 4:12). The Lord desires his people to have pure
hearts and rewards those who possess godly inner character (Ps. 147:10–11; Prov. 21:2–3; Jer. 17:9–10; Matt. 5:8;
Eph. 6:5–6; 1 Tim. 1:5; 2 Tim. 2:22; Heb. 10:22; 1 Pet. 1:22). Human beings have a tendency to evaluate leadership
potential on a superficial basis, but the Lord looks beyond the surface and chooses those whose hearts are
inclined to obey his will (1 Sam. 16:7; cf. 13:13–14). While human beings cannot probe and evaluate a person’s
inner character as the omniscient God is able to do, they can look for evidence of godly character in one’s words
and deeds (Matt. 12:34). Paul exhorts the church to give priority to spiritual qualities when evaluating and
choosing leaders (1 Tim. 3:1–13; Titus 1:5–9).



2. The Lord sometimes actively undermines the effectiveness of those whom he rejects. The story of Saul’s
rejection is tragic; one who possesses the divine Spirit and has the potential to lead God’s covenant community
into a new era of security and prosperity fails miserably. But the story exceeds tragedy: it also has a frightening
dimension to it. God does more than simply reject Saul and withdraw his enabling Spirit. He actively opposes
him by sending an “evil spirit” to torment him and undermine his rule, demonstrating to all objective witnesses
that Saul is now an object of his displeasure and no longer his chosen king. God’s opposition to rebels can take
various forms. Sometimes God gives sinners over to evil desires that in turn prompt divine anger (Rom. 1:18–32).
At other times he may harden or even deceive the objects of his judgment (Rom. 9:18; 2 Thess. 2:11–12). As the
author of Hebrews declares, it is indeed “a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God” (10:31).

Illustrating the Text

Godly character is the foundation of good leadership

Quote: Prophetic Untimeliness: A Challenge to the Idol of Relevance, by Os Guinness. In this passage, British
author and speaker Guinness (b. 1941) addresses the difference between older great leaders and the trend
today:

The faith-world of John Wesley, Jonathan Edwards, John Jay, William Wilberforce, Hannah More, Lord
Shaftesbury, Catherine Booth, Hudson Taylor, D. L. Moody, Charles Spurgeon, Oswald Chambers, Andrew
Murray, Carl Henry, and John Stott is disappearing. In its place a new evangelicalism is arriving in which
therapeutic self-concern overshadows knowing God, [and] spirituality displaces theology, … marketing
triumphs over mission, … opinion polls outweigh reliance on biblical exposition, concerns for power and
relevance are more obvious than concern for piety and faithfulness.”

Why Does the Author Focus on David’s Good Looks?

The narrator describes David as “glowing with health and … a fine appearance and handsome features”
(or, in the Hebrew text, “ruddy, with beauty of eyes and goodness of appearance”; 16:12). Perhaps David’s
good looks are a sign of divine favor (see v. 18), but this focus on David’s appearance seems to run counter
to the theme of the story. The Lord has just declared that “people look at the outward appearance”
(Hebrew, “look to the eyes”), as opposed to the heart (v. 7). In light of this, we do not expect the narrator to
draw attention to the beauty of David’s eyes. Perhaps the description is foreboding and reflects the
human perspective, just illustrated in Samuel’s reaction to Eliab’s appearance. While the Lord looks at the
heart, people (including even someone as spiritually astute as Samuel) have a tendency to look on the
outward appearance.

Though David is not as obvious a candidate for king as his older brother Eliab, he nevertheless is physically
appealing. Though he apparently has a “heart” that impresses God (1 Sam. 13:14), he will be, because of his
special physical qualities, susceptible to the temptations that inevitably face those who are so endowed
(see Gen. 39:6). Perhaps it is not coincidental that Bathsheba is called “beautiful [or “good”] of appearance”
(2 Sam. 11:2 AT), a description that is quite similar to the phrase “handsome [or “good”] of appearance,”
used of David in verse 12. When human beings are involved, the potential for failure is always latent, even
in one as impressive (even to God!) as David.1

1 Robert B. Chisholm Jr., 1 & 2 Samuel, ed. Mark L. Strauss, John H. Walton, and Rosalie de Rosset, Teach the Text Com-
mentary Series (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2013), 110–115.
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