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Samuel. David. Elijah. Josiah. This study is a roll call of great
leaders in the Old Testament. The exploits of these mighty men
of God are among our favorite Bible stories; we tell and retell
their tales of courage, heroism, and faithfulness to God.

Yet the roll call of Bible greats includes the names of other
men and women—some who were great leaders, miserable 
failures, and anywhere in between. Saul, Solomon, Jeroboam, and 
Manasseh also led God’s people. Their records prove that not every
person who is given the privilege of leading will be completely
faithful.

Throughout this study, you’ll encounter many of these heroes—
and a few of the scoundrels. From their exploits, both good and
bad, you’ll learn these biblical principles of leadership.

LEADERS MUST BE CHOSEN BY GOD
Everyone acknowledges that leaders must be chosen by

someone. It is God who chooses the leaders who will exercise
His authority on earth, often contrary to the inclination of the
future leader. Saul, David, Isaiah, and many others bear witness
to the fact that God’s leaders must be chosen by Him. Old 
Testament leaders who sought power for themselves always had
a bad ending. 

INTRODUCTION
Guidelines for a Healthy Body



CHARACTER MATTERS MORE THAN SKILL
We are typically most impressed by a leader’s external 

characteristics—appearance, skill, or achievements. Yet God
judges differently. He looks at the heart. The contrast between
the tall, handsome, yet cowardly Saul and the tender-hearted boy
David beautifully illustrates this principle. Good leaders must
have more than skill in order to be successful. They must have
good character and great faith. 

LEADERS FACE UNIQUE TEMPTATIONS
Good leaders may appear to lead effortlessly, but they are

subject to pressures and problems that many of us will never
face. For this reason, leaders must continually guard their minds,
affections, influences, and behavior. The compromise of godly
principles will result in judgment on a leader. And while God
restores those who repent, a leader’s failure may have lasting con-
sequences. Nearly every biblical leader seems to have had an area
of weakness that produced at least a dent in their reputation—or a
total failure. Leaders must be morally vigilant.

LEADERS PRODUCE RESULTS BY DOING RIGHT
Today, as in ancient times, the leader’s temptation is to rely

on wealth, power, or manmade strategies. Godly leaders know
that no tactic for producing success can succeed if it runs counter
to His Word. Great leaders are guided by biblical principles.
They realize that it is better to “trust in the name of the LORD
our God” (Ps. 20:7). Godly leaders are willing to take any risk
to do what is right.

The principles for godly, effective leadership have remained
the same from ancient times to today. These studies will provide
a lens through which to view the leaders around you—and may
enable you to sense God’s call to lead in your own life.
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Has God ever asked you to do something? What did 
He tell you? How did He communicate it? And how did you
know it was really God who was speaking? These questions
are not hypothetical. All Christians have been called by God for
salvation. And all of us are called to exercise our spiritual gifts
in serving the church. We each have a task; for some, that task
is leading others. That means each of us must wrestle with the
question of how to discern and follow God’s voice.

This study explores the matter of God’s calling, especially
His calling for leadership. You’ll gain confidence from learning
that God does indeed call those whom He chooses, and He
equips them to do His work.

COMMENTARY
The centuries between the establishment of Israel in Canaan

and the birth of Samuel are some of the darkest days Israel ever
experienced. The law of God was displaced by an incipient
individualistic independence in which “everyone did as he saw
fit” (Judg. 21:25).

The overarching truth found in the historical narratives of
Samuel and Kings is that Jehovah God is the sovereign ruler of the
universe. Linked with this truth is the fact that He deigns to be the
ruler of His people Israel. God’s purposes will be accomplished
regardless of Israel’s relationship to Him (Judg. 2–19). He does

THE CALL TO LEAD
1 Samuel 3:1–18

God calls those whom He chooses for leadership.

1



not forsake His goal to establish a people in righteousness and
true holiness. He will find a way, regardless of how long it takes.

The opening chapters of Samuel in particular, and in the rest
of Samuel and Kings in general, must be seen in the context of
a nation constantly undergoing change. The change is not only
in leadership, but also in moral and religious understanding. 

The book of Judges records what occurred after the distribu-
tion of the land to the various tribes and families of Israel. Israel
sinned in nearly every way against which God had warned them.
As a result of their disobedience God allowed pagan, enemy
nations to rise up against them. The people cried out, and God
heard in mercy. Each time, He raised up a new leader who deliv-
ered them. The land had rest until, again, the people got in trou-
ble because of their sin. They cried out; God heard. This
happened over and over again.

The books of Samuel and Kings picture the people of Israel
settled in Canaan, the land God had promised Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob. The theocracy God intended Israel to enjoy was
united under the priests, who carried on the sacrifices at the tab-
ernacle in Shiloh, where Joshua had set it up after possessing the
land (Josh. 18:1).

Shiloh was located about twenty-one miles north of Jerusalem
and somewhat central to all of Israel, where at least once a year
the people gathered to offer sacrifices. The site was an important
city at least from the time of Joshua to David. It is estimated that
the city of Shiloh was destroyed about 1050 B.C., some four hun-
dred years before Jeremiah. The prophet refers to what God had
done to it because of Israel’s wickedness (Jer. 7:12–15). 

In the opening chapters of Samuel, the stage is set for a sur-
prising number of leadership changes and styles of government
in Israel. From Eli to Samuel to Saul to David to Solomon to
Rehoboam and Jeroboam, the people seem unable to maintain a
problem-free and evil-free life of peace and tranquility. The

8

1 Samuel 3:1–18



focus in this study will be on how God prepares new leadership
to fulfill His purposes.

The Boy Samuel Ministered (1 Sam. 3:1–3)
Nothing is more certain than that Samuel was with Eli by God’s

appointment. Hannah had prayed for a son, and her prayer exactly
corresponded to God’s need for a man to assume a new leadership
role. Eli the priest was old and his sons were in no condition to
lead the nation of Israel. Hannah promised the Lord that if He
heard her prayer and gave her a son, she would give the boy to
Him for His own purposes (1 Sam. 1:11). She had kept her prom-
ise. It was before the LORD under Eli (v. 1), the priest of the Lord
at the tabernacle (temple, v. 3) in Shiloh, that Samuel ministered.

In those days the word of the LORD was rare (v. 1). Wesley,
in his Notes on the Bible, states that the Lord had not given an
open revelation of His will to any public person to whom the
nation could resort for satisfaction. Eli was old and his eyes were
becoming so weak that he could barely see (v. 2). Because of
this, it is apparent that God had not given him the message
Samuel was to receive.

The lamp of God had not yet gone out (v. 3). Samuel’s
work around the tabernacle apparently included keeping the
seven-branched candlestick supplied with oil and lit each evening.
It would burn through the night and not go out until the early hours
of the morning, providing light for Samuel to attend to Eli’s needs.
It was first a symbol of God’s presence with His people Israel.
Just as He had led Israel with a pillar of fire by night and a pillar
of cloud by day, so God was true to His people in Canaan.

The Lord Called Samuel (1 Sam. 3:4–10)
The call of God to Samuel came at night. Not everyone’s call

to serve comes at night or in the same way. Although Hannah did
her part to consecrate her son to God, it was a personal decision
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Samuel had to make in committing his life to God. Four times
in this section of chapter 3, Samuel responded to Eli, God’s ser-
vant, Here I am (vv. 4, 5, 6, 8). This indicates his readiness to
serve.

Samuel did not yet know the LORD: The word of the LORD
had not yet been revealed to him (v. 7). Eli’s inability to under-
stand that the voice Samuel heard was God’s may imply that his
poor vision was spiritual as well as physical. That was true when
he thought Hannah was drunk with wine (1:14). To Eli’s credit,
he did not try to inform Samuel as to why he thought the Lord
was trying to get the boy’s attention. As soon as Eli understood
that the Lord was calling Samuel, he instructed Samuel how to
respond: “Speak, LORD, for your servant is listening” (v. 9).
This became the point at which Samuel recognized that he was,
indeed, a chosen vessel of the Lord.

I Am about to Do Something (1 Sam. 3:11–16)
Samuel was about to be privy to the Lord’s message that would

make the ears of everyone who hears of it tingle (v. 11). Only
two other times is such an expression used in the Bible (2 Kings
21:12; Jer. 19:3). In both cases, an act of judgment was to come
against evildoers and to those who were in leadership positions.
The tingling of ears implies that a sharp blow has struck the ears.
In this case, God’s judgment was to strike Eli and his whole family
as a result of their complacency.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Samuel 3:7

Did not know—He was not acquainted with God in that extraor-
dinary or prophetical way. And this ignorance of Samuel served
God’s design, that his simplicity might give Eli the better assurance
of the truth of God’s call, and message to Samuel. (ENOT)
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The Lord told Samuel that He would carry out against Eli
everything I spoke against his family . . . because of the sin
he knew about (1 Sam. 3:12–13). It may be observed that even
in this Old Testament context it is implied that knowledge is
important and necessary for a person to be culpable for a trans-
gression in God’s service. Eli’s sons made themselves con-
temptible, and he failed to restrain them (v. 13). The judgment
against Eli and his whole family was predicted and foretold long
before this vision was given to Samuel. A man of God had told
Eli that he was chosen to be God’s priest. His duty was to go to
the altar and offer sacrifices in God’s presence. 

Eli had a difficult time with his family. His sons, Hophni and
Phineas, had taken for themselves sacrificial portions that
belonged to the Lord. They were guilty of deliberately cheating
the Lord and the people out of some of their sacrifices before
they had been offered. Although Eli may have protested his sons’
evildoings, it did not prevent them from stealing and committing
adultery on the sacred premises of the tabernacle. Because of
these sins, there would never be an old man in Eli’s family, for
they would all die in the prime of life. Furthermore, his sons
would die in the same day. 

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Samuel 3:12

In that day—In that time which I have appointed for this work,
which was about twenty or thirty years after this threatning. So
long space of repentance God allows to this wicked generation.
When I begin—Tho’ this vengeance shall be delayed for a season,
to manifest my patience, and incite them to repentance; yet when
once I begin to inflict, I shall not desist ’till I have made a full
end. (ENOT)
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When Eli became aware of his sons’ wrongdoing, he did not
take strong disciplinary action against them. He was not just a
father to his sons. He was also the priest, and his sons were under
his authority as a priest. Eli had honored his sons more than he
had honored God. The statement of the writer of the book of
Hebrews should be a warning to the wicked that it is a dreadful
and fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God (Heb.
10:31). The words of the Lord—“Those who honor me I will
honor, but those who despise me will be disdained”—are often
quoted from this context (1 Sam. 2:30). These promises and
warnings are still within God’s providential care of His people. 

There are times when God’s judgment cannot be mitigated in any
way. The word to Samuel was that the guilt of Eli’s house will never
be atoned for by sacrifice or offering (3:14). Instead God would
raise up a faithful priest who would do all that was in His heart and
mind. Anyone left in Eli’s house would come to the faithful priest
and bow down, asking for a piece of silver or a crust of bread.

After that sleep-interrupted night for Samuel and Eli, Samuel
was afraid to tell the vision God had given him. But when Eli

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Samuel 3:13

But “if a man walking in the spirit of falsehood do lie,” saith the
prophet Micah, “saying, I will prophesy unto thee of wine and strong
drink, he shall even be the prophet of this people” (2:11). And God
gave them pastors after their own hearts; such were those sons of
Eli, “sons of Belial, who knew not the Lord” (1 Sam. 2:12); rapa-
cious, covetous, violent men (verses 14–16); by reason of whom
“men abhorred the offering of the Lord” (verse 17); who not only
“made themselves vile” (3:13), but also “made the Lord’s people to
transgress” (2:24), while they “made themselves fat with the chiefest
of all the offerings of Israel” (verse 29). Such were those of whom
Isaiah says, “The priest and the prophet have erred through strong
drink; they are swallowed up of wine” (28:7). (WJW, vol. 8, 144)
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pressed him, Samuel for the fifth time in this chapter answered
Eli, “Here I am” (v. 16).

What Was It He Said to You? (1 Sam. 3:17–18)
It is human nature to want to know everything that is signif-

icant in the lives of those with whom association is enjoyed.
Thus, Eli said, “Do not hide it from me. May God deal with
you, be it ever so severely, if you hide from me anything he
told you” (v. 17). This must have been a real threat to a young
man who had devoted himself to Eli and God. So Samuel told
him everything, hiding nothing from him (v. 18). What a blow
this must have been to an old man. Still, Eli could not have been
too surprised, for he had been warned. His only response was
one of resignation, for he said, “He is the LORD, let him do
what is good in his eyes” (v. 18).

Early on, Eli had been given an ultimatum by a man of God
(1 Sam. 2:27–36). The end of his family line of priests would
come by judgment and be given to another man. When anyone
fails the Lord’s direction, He will always raise up another person
who will do all His will.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Samuel 3:18

Of my extreme distresses
The author is the Lord:

Whate’er His wisdom pleases,
His name be still adored!

If still He prove my patience,
And to the utmost prove,
Yet all His dispensations

Are faithfulness, and love. (PW, vol. 9, 154)
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DISCUSSION
List as many presidents or prime ministers you can. Discuss

which one was the best leader.
1. Why do you think the “word of the LORD was rare” in the

days of Eli?
2. What was Eli’s weakness as a leader? How have you seen

that weakness displayed in contemporary leaders?
3. What possible significance is there in the fact that God

called out to Samuel three times?
4. Contrast the attitude of Samuel in this story with what you

know about Eli. With what you know about Eli’s sons.
5. How did Samuel know it was the voice of God he had

heard?
6. List some reasons why God might call out to people today.
7. Has God ever called you to do something? How did you

respond?
8. How do you discern the voice of God in your life?
9. Have you had a spiritual mentor? Describe that relationship.

PRAYER
Father, help us to quiet our hearts so we can hear Your voice

and carry out Your call in our lives.

14

1 Samuel 3:1–18



The stereotypical response from neighbors and coworkers
when a seemingly mild-mannered person is arrested for a violent
crime is typically, “But he [or she] seemed so normal.” Associates
have a hard time believing that a person who blends in well with
polite company could turn out to be a rapist or murderer. What they
forget, perhaps, is that it is not one’s outer appearance but one’s
inner character that determines the potential for either greatness
or disgrace. 

This study is a reminder that the primary attribute of a leader
is character. Here you’ll be challenged to examine your own
character and to be sure that your desire for achievement does not
advance beyond your passion for God.

COMMENTARY
Most can imagine the thirteen American colonies before they

united under a strong central government. The colonies largely
saw themselves as independent entities. To achieve independence
from England, the colonies needed to band together as one. But
early in the process, their coming together was merely an act of
mutual convenience. Each region still saw itself as a self-governing
body. Perhaps not until the American Civil War did the states come
together in an indissoluble union.

If you take that picture back about three thousand years, you
get a rough picture of the twelve tribes of Israel before they came

THE IMPORTANCE OF CHARACTER
1 Samuel 9:1–2, 19–22, 26–27; 10:1; 13:8–14

God’s leaders must have godly character in order to succeed.

2



together under Saul and, later, David. For the approximately four
hundred years since Joshua had led God’s people as they con-
quered first Jericho and then the broader land of Canaan, the
tribes had acted primarily on their own. When a threat arose,
when some outside group attempted to invade, a few tribes might
unite, under the direction of a God-given judge, to fight off the
enemy. When any threat ended, the alliance between tribes
would again fade into the background.

Over the years, tribal leaders saw the need for a stronger central
government. They noted that other nations around them rallied
around a single central figure, a king. When a new group of ene-
mies, the Philistines, settled in the coastlands to the southwest
of Canaan, this need for inner unity and strength became more
acute. The Philistines were biting away chunks of land formerly
controlled by God’s people. This neighboring enemy had some-
how acquired a monopoly on the making of iron tools (1 Sam.
13:19–22). The tribes of Israel saw the need to band together
more permanently to maintain their dignity. Leaders gathered
before Samuel and asked for a king (1 Sam. 8:1–5).

As you can see, the nation was politically weak. Unfortu-
nately, it struggled spiritually as well. During the period of the
judges (the temporary leaders who helped the tribes fight off
invaders), the nation cycled repeatedly through the following pat-
tern: The people gradually moved from God; God allowed some
invader to threaten; the people cried out to God; God sent a leader
who helped the people defeat the enemy; for a period, the people
gratefully followed God and His ways; time passed; the people
again forgot God; another invader arrived. Within this pattern,
the spiritual state of the Israelites was, at best, inconsistent.

God raised up Samuel, who gave spiritual leadership to the
tribes. As he aged and his sons were rejecting their father’s ways,
the people realized they needed a more permanent solution.
What they needed was greater loyalty to God. But they asked,
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instead, for a king. Both God and Samuel realized the people
were looking for an inadequate solution, but in time, both gave
in (1 Sam. 8:6–22).

Saul Was Introduced (1 Sam. 9:1–2)
These two verses describe all we know of Saul’s background

and early years. The fact that Kish, Saul’s father, had servants
and livestock indicates that he was a man of relative wealth. The
writer supported that inference as he described Kish as a man
of standing (v. 1). Saul’s ancestors, mentioned in 9:1, appear in
biblical chronologies, but we know nothing else about them.

Saul himself was an impressive young man without equal
among the Israelites—a head taller than any of the others
(v. 2). Saul’s height gave him a striking appearance. He also led
his acquaintances to believe that he had great potential—at least
as his father’s successor in local affairs. But God himself had
chosen Saul for a position of greater prominence.

Saul Met Samuel (1 Sam. 9:19–22)
After the regal introduction Saul received in the first two

verses of the chapter, the next paragraphs bring him down to a
more common level. His father sent him out, not on some impor-
tant mission to neighboring leaders, but to look for a group of
lost animals. Then, on this errand, Saul failed. So Saul gave up.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Samuel 9:2

Goodly—Comely and personable. Higher—A tall stature was
much valued in a king in ancient times, and in the eastern countries.
(ENOT)
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A servant with a stronger determination than his master urged
Saul to seek divine help. The servant even offered to pay God’s
prophet, if he would be willing to help. The two of them knew
where Samuel lived, but did not recognize him when they met.
These verses offer no evidence of Saul’s stellar abilities.

In contrast, Samuel knew precisely what was happening. He
had solved the donkey problem even before Saul could mention
it. More importantly, he recognized Saul as God’s chosen one.
Without filling Saul in on all the details, Samuel hinted that Saul
had something in his future far more important than a few animals.
Samuel invited the young man to be the guest of honor at a special
banquet; he pointed out that the desire of Israel (v. 20) had turned
to Saul and his family.

Saul grasped that something unexpected was about to occur.
He moved into a mode of humility reminiscent of Gideon (Judg.
6:15). Despite Saul’s protests, Samuel moved forward with the
plan—introducing Saul to other important figures at a special
feast.

Samuel Anointed Saul as King (1 Sam. 9:26–27; 10:1)
The next verses give the aura of secrecy. At the banquet,

Samuel honored Saul with the best cut of meat, but tells neither
Saul nor the other guests the reason behind this special treatment.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Samuel 9:21

The smallest—For so indeed this was, having been all cut off
except six hundred which blow they never recovered, and therefore
they were scarce reckoned as an entire tribe, but only as a remnant
of a tribe; and being ingrafted into Judah, in the division between
the ten tribes and the two, they in some sort lost their name, and
together with Judah were accounted but one tribe. (ENOT)
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That evening and again the next morning, the two men converse
on the roof of Samuel’s house. Apparently, during these conver-
sations, Samuel let Saul in on the secret. The people had asked
for a human ruler; Saul would be that king. But no one else, not
even Saul’s servant, could yet know Saul’s destiny. Samuel
instructed Saul to send the servant ahead, so there would be no
witnesses for the upcoming great transaction.

Then Samuel took a flask of oil and poured it on Saul’s
head and kissed him, saying, “Has not the LORD anointed
you leader over his inheritance?” (v. 1). Note within this verse
at least two hints that national leadership did not involve absolute
power. God wished to remain king over His people. First, to this
point, anointing with oil had been reserved for the ordination of
new priests. Priests served to represent the people before God and
God before the people. Did God intend Saul to act in a similar role
as the human representative of God’s sovereign leadership? Also,
Samuel carefully describes the nation not as Saul’s dominion,
but as God’s own inheritance.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Samuel 9:27

Pass on—That thou and I may speak privately of the matter
of the kingdom. Which Samuel hitherto endeavoured to conceal,
lest he should be thought now to impose a king upon them, as
before he denied one to them; and that it might appear by the lot
mentioned in the next chapter, that the kingdom was given to Saul
by God’s destination, and not by Samuel’s contrivance. Word of
God—That is, a message delivered to me from God, which now
I shall impart to thee. (ENOT)
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Saul Failed in His God-Given Task (1 Sam. 13:8–14)
The rest of chapter 10 and all of chapter 11 portray the nation

recognizing Saul as king. He started off well by defeating the
Ammonites in battle. In chapter 12, Samuel, realizing he had
nearly completed his own leadership assignment, offered his
farewell speech. Everything seemed to be going well. The stage
was set for a long and fruitful period of power and prosperity for
the nation. But Saul unfortunately let his new power go to his
head. Twice he took matters into his own hands, ignoring the
instructions of Samuel.

First Samuel 13:8–14 portrays the first of Saul’s personal
tragedies. The Philistines, Israel’s greatest enemy at this time,
were poised to attack. Samuel had instructed Saul and, in turn,
his army, not to enter battle before Samuel had made the appro-
priate sacrifices to God. Perhaps as a test of Saul’s submission
to and trust in God, Samuel asked Saul to wait seven days. Dur-
ing those days, Saul’s patience held, but wore thin. After all, no
one had told the Philistines to wait seven days. What would hap-
pen if they attacked at some moment when the Israelites were

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Samuel 10:1

Poured it—Which was the usual rite in the designation, as of
priests and prophets, so also of kings, whereby was signified the
pouring forth of the gifts of God’s spirit upon him, to fit him for the
administration of his office. These sacred unctions then used,
pointed at the great Messiah, or anointed One, the King of the
church, and High priest of our profession, who was anointed with
the oil of the spirit without measure, above all the priests and princes
of the Jewish church. Kissed—As a testimony of his sincere friend-
ship and affection to him. His inheritance—That is, over his own
peculiar people. Whereby he admonisheth Saul, that this people
were not so much his, as God’s; and that he was not to rule them
according to his own will, but according to the will of God. (ENOT)
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not fully prepared? In addition to this, some of Saul’s soldiers
were heading home. How long could they be expected to wait,
while their farms and families stood defenseless?

On the last of the seven appointed days, with Samuel perhaps
watching from a distance, Saul gave up on Samuel. Perhaps Saul
reasoned that he was God’s anointed; why could he not offer the
necessary sacrifice? So Saul offered up the burnt offering (v. 9). 

Within minutes, Samuel arrived. As Samuel asked for an
explanation, Saul listed all his excuses: The Philistine army was
growing; my army was shrinking; as I assessed the situation, I
felt I had no other choice; had I waited any longer, we certainly
would have faced defeat. So I felt compelled to offer the burnt
offering (v. 12). Saul focused on the resources he could see. He
did not totally forget God. He still wanted to seek the LORD’s
favor. But he chose his own timing rather than God’s. He trusted
his own wisdom rather than depending on the greater knowledge
and power of God.

Speaking for God, Samuel spoke swiftly and strongly. His
words contained four significant ideas. First, he placed Saul’s
action in its true context: You have not kept the command the
LORD your God gave you (v. 13). Perhaps Saul had convinced
himself that the sacrifice would violate the word merely of
another man like himself. Samuel quickly dismissed that silly
thought. Saul had known precisely what he was doing.

Second, Samuel dangled the vanished “what if”: If you had
obeyed God, he would have established your kingdom over
Israel for all time (v. 13). Saul had one rash but honorable son,
Jonathan. Jonathan could have made a fine king. But that possi-
bility had disappeared. Can you imagine the regret Saul felt as
he heard these words?

Third, Samuel predicted the new plan, the result of Saul’s
choices: But now your kingdom will not endure (v. 14). From
that moment on, Saul lived with a sword hanging over his head.
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He would not likely die a peaceful death, passing on the throne
to his son. With probable feelings of paranoia, Saul faced an
appointment with tragedy, a meeting with details he could not
predict, but also could not escape. 

Last, Samuel pointed out that God had already chosen Saul’s
successor. With that knowledge, Saul could only look at any per-
son who entered his presence with the thought, “Is this the one?
Will he inherit the throne God originally intended for me and
my descendants?” What a horrible life to live! 

Samuel finished this paragraph as he began it. All this will
happen, Saul, because you have not kept the LORD’s command
(v. 14). What a tragic epitaph on a man’s life! 

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Samuel 13:14

“But God styles him ‘a man after his own heart.’” This is the text
which has caused many to mistake, for want of considering, first,
that this is said of David in a particular respect, not with regard to
his whole character; secondly, the time at which it was spoken. When
was David “a man after God’s own heart?” When God found him
“following the ewes great with young,” when he “took him from the
sheep-folds” (Ps. 78:70, 71). It was in the second or third year of
Saul’s reign, that Samuel said to him, “The Lord hath sought him a
man after his own heart, and hath commanded him to be captain over
his people” (1 Sam. 13:14). But was he “a man after God’s own
heart” all his life? Or in all particulars? So far from it, that we have
few more exceptionable characters among all the men of God
recorded in Scripture. (WJW, vol. 10, 323)
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DISCUSSION
Discuss how you begin a new venture: plan every detail, dive

in, or another way. 
1. Describe Saul—both physically and in terms of character.
2. List some possible reasons why God might have chosen

Saul for leadership.
3. Describe Saul’s first experience at leadership. What factors

may have led to his failure?
4. What assets or strengths did Saul have? What weaknesses? 
5. What strengths and weaknesses do you see affecting leaders

today?
6. What is the importance of “anointing,” that is, of being set

apart for leadership by God?
7. How can you discern the difference between a leader having

self-confidence and being arrogant?
8. Name the qualities you hope to find in a trusted leader.
9. In what ways might the world’s view of success cause you

to take control of your life (or career), rather than following
God’s leading?

10. Share a time when you seized the moment, under God’s
direction, and were successful.

PRAYER
Father, help us to trust in You, even when everything we see

tells us we should take matters into our own hands.
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Potential is difficult to quantify. Most of us have no trouble
recognizing greatness when it is realized—we all know that a
quarterback has talent when he throws a touchdown pass. But
how do you recognize the potential for greatness? It takes real
expertise to recognize that a younger, less experienced player
will someday be able to make game-winning throws. 

Recognizing godly leaders requires a similar perception.
Rather than looking only at the outward signs of ability—such as
talent, education, or previous achievements—we must look at
the person’s heart. This study will help you to closely examine
yourself and the leaders you know for the true sign of greatness—
purity of heart.

COMMENTARY
Samuel was a key figure in the era of Israel’s history when

the tribes were reorganized. That seems to have been one of
Samuel’s main tasks. He was a prophet (1 Sam. 3:10), a priest
(7:9), and also judged Israel (7:15–17). As the last judge and first
prophet of Israel, Samuel was the sole spiritual authority
between Eli and Saul. He had brought unity to the kingdom by
anointing Israel’s first king, although it brought sorrow to his
heart to do so (1 Sam. 8).

When God permitted Israel to have a king, He did not give
up His ultimate control over the nation’s affairs. This was

INNER QUALITIES OF A LEADER
1 Samuel 16:1, 6–13; 17:32–37; 18:14; 1 Chronicles 11:1–3

God’s leaders must be spiritually qualified.

3



demonstrated when He led Samuel to anoint Saul with oil. Since
God had selected Saul to be king, He was justified in removing
him from office and replacing him with another man. 

Since Samuel had been closely attached to Saul, it must have
grieved the prophet to see Saul fail. Saul had many admirable
traits of personality and character, at least when he began his
reign. But leaders should always recognize that no office belongs
solely to them. There are those, in addition to the Lord, who look
to them for honesty and integrity. When this trust is betrayed, it
is time for a change.

God did not choose just any man to replace Saul. Saul was a
tall man, strong of physical appearance, and popular with the
people. Saul had done well at first, but soon his character began
to crumble. When Samuel ordered him to destroy the Amalekites
(1 Sam. 15:1–3), Saul obeyed, but at best only partially. He
spared Agag the king and kept the best part of the treasure. He
also erected a monument to himself, then faulted his army for his
disobedience (15:12, 15). 

At the first hint of Saul’s failures, the Lord revealed to Samuel
that He had “sought out a man after his own heart” to replace
Saul (13:14). Since David was God’s choice, he apparently met
this qualification. This was confirmed later in the New Testament
as well (Acts 13:22). It should be noted that the failure and dis-
missal of one leader in favor of another is often accompanied by
great grief, even civil war. When Samuel was told that Saul
would no longer be king, he cried to God all night (1 Sam.
15:11). When Saul finally admitted, “I have sinned” (15:30),
Samuel put Agag to death. Then, sadly, “Until the day Samuel
died, he did not go to see Saul again, though Samuel mourned
for him. And the LORD was grieved that he had made Saul king
over Israel” (15:35).
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Move On (1 Sam. 16:1)
Samuel did not hesitate to obey the Lord when he was sure he

had His orders right. When God asked him, “How long will you
mourn for Saul?” he knew it was time to fill his horn with oil
and get on with the task of anointing a new king. The reference to
oil is one of at least two hundred in the Scriptures, often symbol-
izing the Holy Spirit’s presence in anointing people for service,
as well as for healing and giving of light. Israel needed all of these
benefits from the Lord with the new leadership He had chosen
from among the sons of Jesse of Bethlehem to be king (v. 12).

The Lord Looks Deeper (1 Sam. 16:6–9)
Samuel was in for a surprise when he arrived at Jesse’s home.

When he saw Eliab, the oldest son of Jesse and the first to appear,
he thought, “Surely the LORD’s anointed stands here . . .” But
the LORD said to Samuel, “Do not consider his appearance or
his height, for I have rejected him” (vv. 6–7). Although Samuel
did not know God’s choice, he soon found out who was not. Then
some of the most often quoted words of the Lord are spoken:
Man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at
the heart (v. 7). It may be that no idolatry is practiced more than
that of keeping up outward appearances. 

The second and third oldest sons of Jesse, Abinadab and
Shammah (vv. 8–9) were also observed, followed by four more

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Samuel 16:1

I have provided—This phrase is very emphatical, and implies
the difference between this and the former king. Saul was a king
of the people’s providing, he was the product of their sinful
desires: but this is a king of my own providing, to fulfil all my
will, and to serve my glory. (ENOT)
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of Jesse’s sons, but none of them was God’s chosen man. Even
a prophet like Samuel had to learn that God’s viewpoint and stan-
dard of evaluation was a matter of the heart. 

David: God’s Choice (1 Sam. 16:10–13)
It may be that all seven sons (v. 10) who had appeared before

Samuel were tall and strong, so that Samuel could have con-
cluded that any one of them would be a good successors of Saul,
a man of great stature (9:1–2). The anointing of a new king was
not being done openly, for Saul very much considered himself
to be the only God-anointed monarch. 

There is no reason to believe Jesse was keeping any son in
seclusion, but Samuel was certain God had sent him on this mis-
sion, so he asked, “Are these all the sons you have?” (v. 11). Jesse
then responded that he had his youngest son who was tending the
sheep.We are not told what the seven other sons were doing, but
the teenage David was busily employed about his father’s business.
While Samuel waited, he and Jesse sat at table. How far away
David and the sheep were, we do not know, but it gave Samuel and
Jesse an opportunity to talk about the son-blessed family, perhaps
all that was to be done in obedience to God.

When David arrived, Samuel was left without any doubt, for
the LORD said, “Rise and anoint him; he is the one” (v. 12).
It should be remembered that pouring oil on the head was the
ordained method of anointing the priests (Ex. 29). It is interesting
that after the Lord had said one’s outward appearances was
man’s way of judging a person, the writer still makes a graphic
statement about David’s appearance: He was ruddy, with a fine
appearance and handsome features (v. 12). The Old Testament
language suggests that one of David’s striking facial features was
his eyes, the gate of letting light in as well as letting it out for
the whole person.

27

Inner Qualities of a Leader



The best part of God’s choice of David was that from that day
on the Spirit of the LORD came upon David in power (v. 13).
The anointing of both Saul and David was the occasion for the
presence of the Holy Spirit in their lives, but when David was
anointed, the Spirit of the Lord departed from Saul and an evil
spirit of evil tormented him (v. 14). The tragedy of a good man’s
fall is always heartbreaking. Both David and Saul failed before
their lives ended. Like Peter and Judas of the New Testament, one
repented of his sin, the other did not.

David versus Goliath (1 Sam. 17:32–37)
How much time elapsed between David’s anointing and the

encounter of Israel with the Philistines is unknown. Apparently,
it wasn’t much, for we are told that Jesse’s three older sons had
gone with Saul to the battlefront. David made trips back and
forth from tending the sheep to his brothers and Saul (17:15).
On one such occasion when David took provisions to his brothers,
he came upon the challenge of Goliath to Israel. “Let no one
lose heart on account of this Philistine; your servant will go
and fight him” (v. 32) was David’s offer to Saul.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Samuel 16:11

Keepeth sheep—And consequently is the most unfit of all my
sons for that high employment. Either therefore he did not under-
stand David’s wisdom and valour, or he judged him unfit, by reason
of his mean education. And God so ordered it by His providence,
that David’s choice might plainly appear to be God’s work, and
not Samuel’s, or Jesse’s. David signifies beloved: a fit name for
so eminent a type of the Beloved Son. (ENOT)
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Saul was not impressed. He told David that he was only a boy,
while Goliath had been a fighting man from his youth (v. 33).
David had probably been accustomed to his seven brothers
telling him he was “just a kid,” so Saul’s words did not dampen
his determination. David immediately gave the illustration of
protecting his father’s sheep from a lion or a bear, by seizing it
by its hair (vv. 34–35) and killing it. “This uncircumcised
Philistine will be like one of them, because he has defied the
armies of the living God” (v. 36). It was only then that Saul
said, “Go, and the LORD be with you” (v. 37).

It is significant that the enemies of Israel were terrifying
God’s people only after Saul had lost his spiritual and moral
bearings. He, along with his fighting men, was filled with fear
and dread. Not one man would take up the challenge of Goliath.
Their attitude of faith and confidence in God’s direction and
power to deliver was gone. Only fearfulness and tension filled
the military camp when David arrived on the scene.

We may speculate as to the thoughts or words of David’s
brothers when he won the victory over Goliath. They had seen
and heard what Samuel had said when David was anointed. They
were able to observe now what their kid brother had said and
done for God, the whole nation, and their family.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Samuel 17:32

A little shepherd, come but this morning from keeping sheep,
has more courage than all the mighty men of Israel! Thus doth
God often do great things for His people by the weak things of
the world. (ENOT)
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God’s Presence Brings Success (1 Sam. 18:14)
The contrast between Saul and David at this period of their

lives is a stark reminder that leaders who become arrogant,
proud, and selfish are doomed to failure. While Saul allowed
jealousy and envy to infect his spirit, David was humble, judi-
cious, and prudent in his behavior toward Saul—so much so that
in everything he did he had great success, because the LORD
was with him (v. 14). Success may be interpreted in various
ways, but when it is a result of obedience to God and His direc-
tives, the honor for victory and achievement must be given to
Him. Thus, Saul’s attempts to kill David and to neutralize his
popularity with the people only served to enhance David’s posi-
tion in Israel. Wesley states that Saul’s “main problem was that
God had abandoned him to be with David” (ENOT). Three times
it is noted that the Lord was with David (18:12, 14, 28).

Shepherd of a Greater Flock (1 Chron. 11:1–3)
When all Israel came together to David at Hebron (v. 1),

they were ready to acclaim him as their sole leader. It was not
difficult for the elders of Israel (v. 3) to turn their allegiance to
David, for they recognized that even while Saul was king,
David was the one who led Israel on their military campaigns

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Samuel 17:37

Mindful of my rescues pass’d,
When sin and hell were near,
Lord, on Thee my soul I cast,

And no Goliath fear;
Thou, in whom I put my trust,

Wilt still Thy guardian power display,
Save from every giant-lust,

And keep me to that day. (PW, vol. 9, 160)
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(v. 2). So David made a compact with them . . . before the
LORD (v. 3). He was anointed . . . king over Israel, as the LORD
had promised through Samuel.

It should be noted that there are three phases in Israel’s accept-
ance of David as their leader in these verses. First is the kinship:
“We are your own flesh and blood” (v. 1). Second is the impor-
tance of David’s military successes; and third are the words of
God himself, who said to David, “You will shepherd my people
Israel, and you will become their ruler” (v. 2). There is little to
debate when God has ordained that one is chosen for leadership.
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DISCUSSION
Discuss why people cheer for the underdog. 
1. Why was Samuel mourning over Saul? Have you ever

mourned the loss of a leader’s potential?
2. Describe David—physically and in terms of character.
3. Name other unlikely leaders in the Bible besides young

David.
4. Compare and contrast the two terms king and shepherd.
5. What evidences do you see of Saul’s failure as king? What

evidences do you see of David’s potential as a leader?
6. Have you ever met someone who seemed insignificant,

only to discover his or her greatness later? Explain.
7. Name the signs that it’s time to step down from a position

of leadership.
8. Describe a modern-day spiritual hero whom you admire.
9. What characteristics in your life are most like David? Most

like Saul?
10. Have you discovered God’s calling for your life? 

PRAYER
Father, give us the courage of David to fight our battles on

Your terms.
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