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1 Samuel 16:1-13 
 

This story from the OT narrates how David eclipsed Saul. Young David is the passive participant in 

this divine-human drama, uttering not a single word. So this is really a story about God, not about 

David. In this anointing by the prophet, Samuel, David become the Messiah, the anointed one. The 

Spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from that day forward. Everything that follows in 

the David saga will flow from this faith declaration.  

 

As I have mentioned in preaching course when you come to a text you should look for those points in 

a biblical story where things are strange, shocking or weird because that is often the place which 

preaches the best. God’s choice of David is the shock of this story. As the youngest son of Jesse, the 

smallest clan of the smallest tribe in Israel, David is not allowed to come to the sacrifice. He is left 

tending the sheep. Eliab, the oldest son, seems the first choice because he is the biggest. Yet the writer 

notes that God does not judge people as we judge them, because the Lord looks on the heart. This 

story of the choice and designation of David thus joins numerous other biblical stories where the 

choices of God are surprising and at the very least enigmatic. Cain is chosen over Abel, Joseph is 

chosen over his older brothers, Jacob supplants Esau, Mary is chosen over women of greater regards, 

on and on the strange, wondrous choices of God go because God has a different perspective. 

 

As we move toward Christmas we are reminded of the odd fact that when God wanted show us most 

clearly what God was like it was by coming as a baby to an insignificant teenager who was to marry a 

carpenter in an obscure village in a neglected district of a backwater province of the Roman Empire. 

And of course the world failed to see God when God came among us in the form of a servant, as one 

who is lowly and small. The world still fails to see – and so do we who are God’s people seduced as 

we are by the world’s constant drum beat of the mighty and powerful. Therefore we need to reflect on 

stories like this one in the hope that we might be given new eyes to see. For some the story will 

hopefully help them to know they called, designated by God for some work even though they may 

feel inexperienced, of insignificant status, of unlikely stature. For others it will be an invitation to 

celebrate the wonderful ways of God in “foolishly” choosing what the world considers to be of low 

regard to confound the wisdom and greatness of the world, and a reminder to check their own 

perspective on how they judge and designate people with God’s often different perspective.  

 

A couple of years ago I had the honour of preaching the sermon at the combined church service of the 

combined TBHS/TGHS 125
th
 Jubilee. I must admit I took a great deal of delight in the invite and also 

the experience, partly because of the reaction of old school mates and teachers as to where I had 

ended up in life. You see I got bottom of my class in the 4
th
 form, demoted, in the strictly heierachical 

class structure, told at start of 5
th
 form I had no hope of getting School C and was wasting my time 

(and their’s) at school. Both my older and younger brothers were dux of the school. I have found over 

recent years when I have bumped into old school mates and over that weekend when they have found 

what I am doing, there is an expression of immense surprise and a comment like “you, you of all 

people, I could never have picked that.” My father told me when I was ordained, that one thing is for 

sure as a parent your children turn out so little like what you expected, “I thought I’d be visiting you 

in borstal and Donald (who was such a saint) would be a missionary and look at what a rough 

diamond he’s turned out to be.” But the Lord sees, not what’s happening on the outside of our lives, 

but what is happening on the inside, where others often don’t see, and makes his choices accordingly. 

I am so thankful that God had a different perspective on me when I was growing up from that others 

around me had. 

 

This is our first glimpse of David, who the author describes in the next chapter as a youth ruddy and 

handsome in appearance. David, the anointed one, who shall become Israel’s greatest king. The 

story begins with the prophet Samuel being told not to sit around and sulk over the predicted downfall 

of King Saul. “Don’t sit around and mope about the good old days,” says God, we’ve got places to go 

and things to do”. God sends Samuel over to a little town called Bethlehem, to the sons of Jesse, to 

select a new king, to anoint the new king with oil as a sign of his divine selection. It’s a story about 
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the change of administrations, about shifting power. Power, royal prerogative is about to shift from 

the old king to a new king. The torch is about to be passed to a new generation. 

 

In Bethlehem, Jesse parades his 7 available sons before the prophet. Eliab, Abinadab, Shammah. 

Samuel goes for Eliab. The oldest, first born is a big strapping hulk of a young man. But he is not 

chosen. “Don’t be sucked in by 20 second sound bites and slick Satchi and Satchi public relations 

slogans” God tells the prophet. “I don’t look on the outside, like you. The cv with glossy photo on the 

front doesn’t cut it. I’m not fooled by all the hype about good family man, the community 

organisation he serves, a man of the people.” 

 

Odd in that time and place for God not to choose the eldest. 4 more parade by the prophet, but none 

within this stable of royal wanna-be’s is acceptable to God. Sense for a moment the drama as each son 

comes forward; and each one receives rejection? A great deal is being rejected here – King Saul is 

being cast down, the eldest son is being rejected. If you’re not privileged to be first born, one of the 

beautiful people, then you like this story. 

 

I always find it interesting listening to the stories of ordinands when they arrive and can tell from 

these that many of you know what it’s like not to be first born. Women, daughters, especially in some 

cultures, but I know often enough in my own culture. Women have less chance of getting promoted to 

senior executive positions, Maori in New Zealand have less chance of being given first choice on the 

better rental properties. So as you see the older, first born, privileged sons of Jesse parade by and for 

he first time in their lives get a taste of the rejection some of you may have known most of your life. 

 

Samuel asks Jesse “Are these all of your sons?” Jesse says, “Yes, all, well, er, all except for the 

youngest, the kid out keeping the sheep, Little David, who doesn’t real count for this kind of thing.” 

“Go get him,” says Samuel. And in comes David ruddy… beautiful eyes… handsome. And God 

tells his prophet, Rise and anoint him; this is the one.   And the spirit of the Lord came mightily 

upon David from that day forward. 

 

God has the last word in the story. And it is word that delegitimates, destabilises, turns the tables, flips 

things upside down. A once powerful king, Saul, is toppled. Older privileged, first-born sons are 

passed over. Little David, out doing menial tasks in the field, is anointed as the new king. God had 

sent Samuel down to Bethlehem to a job – find a new king. But the prophet seeing, like us, only 

outward appearances, trapped in conventional social arrangements, picks the wrong person. God must 

step in and choose and does choose, but not the person our history and experience would lead us to 

expect. The story sees God overturning the established social order. 

 

Who would have liked this story, taken heart from it? Surely those who were young, new, not yet 

established, beginning students, upstart teenagers, young first year ministers, people who were small, 

disempowered, disestablished, disenfranchised, those Walter Brueggemann describes as the 

“marginated”. This is not a story for the establishment. We enter the story expecting it to go as the 

world’s stories usually go. To the first born go the rewards of life. Those who are born well do well. 

Those who are born poorly, victims of poor educational systems, of bad home situations do not do 

well. Then as the hand of God intrudes into the story – God’s pointing finger moving past the first 

born, then to the next son, and the next, and finally out toward the fields, out toward little David – 

hope rises in us, renewed faith that God does intrude into our settled arrangements and our fixed 

power configurations. That God does, in the words of the apostle Paul, “confound the wisdom of the 

wise” by choosing those whom the world regards as small and of no account to change the world. 

 

In the remainder of the chapter we see little David, brought up to the palace by King Saul; King Saul, 

who does not yet know that little David has been secretly selected and anointed by God to take his 

place; little David not only good at keeping sheep, but also on the lyre; young David, playing the lyre 

to soothe the troubled sleep of old Saul. 

 

Saul: old morose, tormented, bad tempered – theological faculty, denominational leaders, senior 
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ministers, long serving session clerks and elders? David, young, sweet spirited , fresh – first year 

ministers in the small struggling parish, young associate ministers, youth pastors? It’s the sort of story 

not usually liked by those of us who are older, at the top, in charge, established, mature! It’s a story 

able to subvert accustomed patterns of power, able to energise the young, not the sort of story to be 

told to the young if the old do not want to risk a threat from the young when the living God starts to 

move in their lives. For it is powerfully subversive for young upstarts to get the message, the 

prophetic gospel, that God is on the side of the young, the marginalised, the powerless. 

 

One of my real heroes is Martin Luther King. When he was a first year seminarian he was asked to 

write a paper on his religious development. King said that his religious development up to that point 

had been unspectacular. He went forward for baptism as a youth, not from any pious commitment, but 

rather because he did not want his sister to be baptised before him! He said that he had been raised in 

a Christian home and had always been taken to church and that he wanted to be a preacher because he 

desired to help humanity.  

 

So there was not much there in young Martin’s early religious development to indicate that 

momentous path that he would take later in life. He became a Baptist preacher after leaving seminary 

and graduate school. At his first pastorate at Dexter Avenue Baptist, the young scholarly pastor found 

himself caught up in the Montgomery Bus Boycott. It was work which King had not intended himself. 

He had envisioned himself as a scholar, a teacher, perhaps one day president of Moorehouse College. 

 

One night, when the boycott was not going well with bickering in the ranks of the participants and 

threats of violence from their enemies, King stood in his kitchen at the parsonage, tired, down, 

defeated. The telephone rang. An angry voice on the other end of the line said. “You better get out of 

town, nigger, or we are going to kill you.” The voice threw King into the depths of despair. He was so 

young, so inexperienced, so afraid. He said to God, “I just can’t go on.” Then he heard a voice. 

“Martin, stand up for right, stand up for justice, and I will never, ever, leave you.” 

 

If you consider yourself one of the little guys (generic), young, not too sure of yourself and your 

future, uncertain and anxious now that it has finally arrived and you are about to plunge into your first 

parish, or even whether there will be one, deeply ambivalent about whether God could use you in any 

significant way, take heart. The Bible says, you’re just the sort that God loves to breathe upon, loves 

to inspire, love to choose to do God’s work. 

 

 

 


