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NOT MUCH TO LOOK AT, BUT...
1 Samuel 16:1-13

I really had no idea what was involved in a political campaign:  Collecting signatures; talking 
to people; waving signs at people in their cars and trying to make eye contact; making 
commercials; asking for money; going to umpteen hobnob, grip and grin gatherings; listening to 
candidates talk (sometimes droning on and on) about their positions on everything related to city 
government; did I mention sign-waving?; wearing appropriate t-shirts and placing political signs in 
your yard; writing the lyrics for a campaign theme song; getting yelled at, ignored, saluted with that 
dreaded one finger salute; and oh yeah, did I mention sign-waving?  

Actually I’ve learned a lot and enjoyed most of what has been involved, but there’s still 
another two months ahead for my candidate, and I can’t begin to imagine what he and his wife 
have gone through ... it is just mindboggling!


I think the way they did it back in Biblical times was a whole lot more efficient.  Just hire a 

local prophet to go pick the next king.  No year long campaigns, millions for television, Election Day
organization.  All it took back then was just old Samuel and the confidence that he would discover the 
will of God in the matter.

No question about it, they needed a new one.  Saul, handsome and tall ... had proven 
nonetheless to be a disaster.  A great general, he wins a stunning victory over the Amalekites.  But in 
doing so, he takes a large booty for himself and his family, and then he sets up a monument in his 
honor ... definitely not a wise choice there, since it was God who helped him win the battle. 

So Samuel, prophet of God, sets out to find a new king.  He’s really not much interested in 
the job, figuring that Saul’s intelligence officers might follow him.  But God tells him to take along a 
heifer and if he runs into any potential informants, just tell them that he’s off to Bethlehem to make 
a sacrifice there.  Putting his fears on the back burner, Samuel heads out to Bethlehem where he 
discovers the elders there are not any happier about his being in their in town than he was to go in 
the first place.  WE know why Samuel is there ... the village elders didn’t.  Samuel assures them that 
everything is okay ... he’s there peacefully and invites them to participate in the heifer feast.  I guess 
they have better things to do with their time, so they quickly disappear, leaving only one, Jesse and 
seven of his sons.

We know Samuel is on a mission and his eye is immediately drawn to the first son, 
handsome, tall, impressive Eliab ... kind a like King Saul himself. But God said to Samuel, “Do not look 
on his appearance or on the height of his stature, because I have rejected him; for the Lord does not see 
as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.”  And so it went 
with all seven of Jesse’s sons ... Samuel is impressed, but God’s approval rating NIL!

At this point, I think Samuel is a little upset and wondering what on earth he’s gotten 
himself into.  He then demands to know if all of Jesse’s sons were present.  To which Jesse responds, 
“Well, there’s the kid.  But he’s out in the back forty with the sheep, singing songs, writing poetry 
and playing with the lambs.”  One MORE?  Maybe this is the one! Samuel insists that he be brought
home and also insists that everyone stand and wait until the last son arrives.  Samuel waits, Jesse
waits, the seven brothers wait.  They all await the arrival of David, the sissy son who wasn’t invited.  He 
finally shows up and God tells Samuel, “Rise and anoint him; for THIS is the one.”
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We tend to function that way, don’t we?  We tend to judge INNER character and beauty by 
OUTWARD appearance.  These boys looked like leadership material to Samuel.  Strong, Type A.  
Assertive.  Take-no-prisoners.  Leaders.  The one sissy in the bunch ... turns out to be God’s choice.  But 
as the passage stated, outward appearances aren’t important to God ... “the Lord looks on the HEART.”

We live in a culture oriented to image and appearance ... no question about it.  Products are 
sold by the appearance of youth and sexuality, which have nothing to do with the product at all.  
Our young people feel ostracized at school if they don’t wear the right clothes or shoes.  Politicians
spend millions to polish and project a successful media image.  Appearance is everything!


Don’t get me wrong, there’s nothing wrong with being a little concerned about our 

appearance.  In fact, the author of Samuel’s book later concedes that David is a pretty good looking 
fellow.  Not quite what Michelangelo imagined, but good enough.  But the point is this: When the 
culture elevates externals to the level where people take them as the real measure of their worth ... 
when how we look and what we wear, where we live and with whom, and how many symbols of 
success we surround ourselves with ... when these say WHO we are ... we are in trouble.


This was the case for Sandy.  I visited her in the hospital after she unsuccessfully tried to take 

her life.  Sandy had a beautiful smile and she was brilliant ... one of the first women to be admitted 
into West Point.  But along life’s path, she had received mixed signals.  She told me how she had 
never heard her parents say the words, “I love you.”  They had never told her she was clever, that she
looked nice, did well, etc.  It was always her failures that were talked about.  She said, “If I got a B in 
any of my classes in school, there was never any encouragement or ‘it’ll be OK next time’ or ‘sorry’ ... 
it was always, ‘Why can’t you keep your grades up?’  It would have been nice to hear from time to 
time when I did things right or wore a dress that looked good on me ... and not to hear only ‘you look 
tired; that skirt’s too short; what was the matter with your hairdresser today?’  I never heard any kind 
of approval from my parents.”

In the comic strip, Momma, Thomas asks, “Momma, how do you really feel about Tina?”  
Momma says, “Thomas, I’m surprised you have to ask.  I love my daughter-in-law more 

dearly than I love any other over-opinionated, grasping, controlling person in the world.”  
Thomas walks off muttering, “With Momma, it’s hard to tell positive from negative.”

Many of us got to where we are because of the attitude of others ... parent, buddy, teacher, 
stranger ... an attitude that we bought.  They looked on the surface, the outward appearance ...
belittled, dismissed.  THEY forgot all about it, but WE didn’t.  And so we finished the job for them.  We 
looked and saw what they saw ... and accepted the verdict.


I have a few questions for you.  I want you to be honest with yourself.  Are you ready?

 How do you feel about YOUR intelligence?  It is an odd thing.  I know a number of 
valedictorian types.  I’ve never met one who felt he or she was brilliant.  In their minds, they 
were overachievers.

 How do you feel about your appearance, your weight, the size and shape of your nose, the 
amount of hair on your head?  Can you live reasonably contented with the way these are ... 
even when every other magazine and self-help book conspires to suggest that you are 
pretty substandard, in need a major over-hall? 

 Remember flipping through the photos they took at that last party?  Remember the reaction 
when you came to the one with you in it?  Was the invention of the camera really such a good
idea?
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But you see, the real point of the old story from the first book of Samuel is this: Outward 
appearance is never the real story.  It is not the real measure of us.  God looks at what we are right 
here ... “on the HEART.”  

And what does God see?  God sees a person, who if humble and open enough, can be used to 
SHAPE and SHAKE this world, whatever their pedigree or place, their looks or list of accomplishments.  


One of the most basic themes of the entire biblical message is that God finds possibilities in 

the most unexpected places and through the most unlikely persons.  To choose the youngest son, 
who labors as a shepherd, to be Israel’s future king is to ignore the usual arrangements for power 
and influence in the ancient world.  And the family tree of David is not particularly distinguished.  
Jesse’s grandmother was Ruth, an immigrant Moabite woman.  His grandfather was Boaz, whose 
ancestors included a Canaanite woman who was almost executed for adultery.  In God’s plans as 
Jesus said, sometimes “the last shall be first” even an absent, sissy eighth son, playing with the lambs.

Of course, the unlikely journey of God’s work in this world runs through the line of David to 
Jesus, born in a stable, a Galilean, a carpenter’s son, and finally a crucified criminal.  We have no idea 
what Jesus looked like, but he probably didn’t look like the Jesus of Mel Gibson.  In fact, an old 
prophet suggests that he would have no beauty, no majesty to catch our eyes ... one in which
people turn their eyes away.  But Jesus is the Anointed One, in whom God meets US, to convince US
that it’s NOT the estimate of the world around that really counts, NOT prominence, not appearance ... 
but the HEART!


No moment of the 1996 Olympic Games in Atlanta is more memorable than Kerri Strug’s 

final vault in the team competition of women’s gymnastics.  The American team was poised to win 
the gold medal IF either of the last two competitors succeeded in completing a clean vault.  The 
vault didn’t have to be spectacular, but the team couldn’t afford any major deductions.  

The next to last competitor attempted two vaults, but fell on both of them, leaving it to Kerri
to clinch the gold medal.  Kerri wasn’t the best gymnast on the team, nor the flashiest, nor the most 
decorated.  Before the Olympics, she was hardly known outside of gymnastic circles.  When the tiny 
competitor raced down the floor to attempt her first vault, she slipped on the landing, falling and 
injuring her ankle.  With one last chance remaining to mathematically edge out the Russian team, her 
coach, Bela Karolyi, encouraged her with these words, heard on millions of television sets around 
the world: “Kerri, we need you to go one more time.  We need you one more time for the gold.  You can 
do it, you better do it.”  With that, Kerri limped gingerly back to the starting line, testing her ankle, 
fighting back pain and tears, and then sprinted down the runway again, launching herself into a 
series of aerial gyrations, managing to stick the landing before reflexively lifting her injured foot, and
then collapsing in pain.  With the gold now assured for the team, the tiny, but courageous gymnast
was carried off the floor by Bela Karolyi, placed on a stretcher, and wheeled to the medical center.  

I guess you could say that Keri Strug made that final landing ... NOT with her FEET ... but with her 
HEART.  It wasn’t the outward appearance or reputation that mattered, but the stuff of which she was 
made.

But where does that stuff, that strength, that HEART come from?  
Our story ends: “Then Samuel took the horn of oil, and anointed him in the presence of his 

brothers; and the spirit of the Lord came mightily upon David from that day forward.”  

It is those who are not full of themselves ... with either arrogance or self-loathing ... it is those who 
are humble and available to God’s power through the indwelling Spirit ... who learn HEART and receive 
the courage to embrace life and face whatever comes.

Amen and Amen.


