
Sermon on 1 Samuel 16:6-7             
Pastor David Wietzke 
1st Sunday after Epiphany:  Baptism of our Lord (C) 
January 13, 2019 
 

 But the LORD said to Samuel, "Do not consider his appearance or his height, for I have 
rejected him. The LORD does not look at the things man looks at. Man looks at the outward 
appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart."  (1 Samuel 16:6-7) 

 
 
"Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart." 
 
That's what God himself said to Samuel in the first lesson today, as he was correcting him 
about which of the sons of Jesse he intended to become the next king of Israel.  And there's 
a lot for us to think about in that sentence. 
 
I think maybe there's a risk that we miss the point of what God is saying here.  I think we 
might quickly read it and say, "God is telling us not to judge by appearances."  Now I 
suppose it's true that God doesn't want us to make superficial judgments.   For example, we 
shouldn't judge people based on things like their skin color or their perceived physical 
attractiveness--like Samuel, who made his judgment based on Eliab's height and appearance.  
We know that this happens a lot in this world, and God doesn't want us to discriminate 
about such things.  True enough. 
 
But that's not really the point of what God is saying here, is it?   The bigger point is not how 
we are supposed to judge but in God telling us what he is looking at.  "The Lord looks at the 
heart."  That's what God really wants us to know.  And so how do we feel about that?  What 
are the implications of that for you and me? 
 
I. The Lord looks at the heart--a truth that terrifies our conscience 
At first glance this might seem like a good thing.  After all, would we really want to have a 
God who is fooled by appearances?  We know there is so much lying and pretense in the 
world, so many people claiming to be one thing but doing another.  How could we respect a 
God who could be tricked by human lies and deceptions as if he were merely human himself?  
What kind of God would he be if he judged by looks, height or skin color?   Of course God 
must be above such things.  He should be, and he is, a God who can discern the truth, who 
can see people's motivations, who can spot a hypocrite.  We honor him because he is a God 
who can judge with perfect truth and accuracy! 
 
But this only sounds good when we apply it to other people.  It's a whole different feeling 
when we start applying it to ourselves!   "The Lord looks at the heart"--and how hard is it to 
keep our heart pure?  It's one thing to be able to avoid some of the bad outward sins.  But 
think about some of the things Jesus says in the Bible!  "Whoever hates his brother is a 
murderer."  (1 John 3:15)  "Anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed 



adultery against her in his heart."  (Matthew 5:28)   "Keep your lives free from the love of 
money and be content with what you have."  (Hebrews 13:5)    Even his Ten Commandments 
point at the heart when they say, "You shall not covet" your neighbor's possessions or 
family life.     
 
"The Lord looks at the heart."  He looks past any facade of outward goodness and sees the 
wrong desires that still lurk within.  God is not fooled by any hypocrisy; if we’re just being 
outwardly polite to someone while we’re seething with anger and hatred on the inside, he 
knows it!   If we’re worshipping him not out of genuine love but merely to go through the 
outward motions or to satisfy the expectations of others, he knows that too!  What could be 
more terrifying to our consciences than that?    How can we possibly stop ourselves not just 
from doing but even from wanting what isn't right?    How can we stand before a God who 
can see into our hearts? 
 
II.  Only in Jesus does this become a comforting truth 
But there was one person who was different.  You saw him in our Gospel reading today.  
When he stood in the water and was baptized, the voice from heaven resounded:  "You are 
my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased."  God was pleased not only because Jesus 
was his Son but because of what he was doing.   He had a completely pure heart and an 
utterly spotless life.  Now it was time for that life and that identity to be made public. 
 
Best of all, the holiness that Jesus was living was not for him alone but was meant for you 
and me.  This is what Jesus' baptism is all about!  He surely didn't need that washing for 
himself.  But in his baptism he put himself in what normally was the sinners' place; he 
identified himself with sinners in order to save sinners.  He put himself under the law so that 
he could keep it for us.  He came to represent the human race and did it perfectly, so that by 
his holy life and by his sacrifice on the cross he could bring a new status to sinners. 
 
And now he brings that status to you in a washing like his!  "He saved us by the washing of 
rebirth," Paul said in our 2nd lesson today (Titus 3:5).  Just as he connected himself with us in 
his baptism, so he connects you to him in yours.  His name was placed on you.  Your sins 
were washed away.  You were given a new birth, a new heart, and a new spirit within you.  
"All of you who were baptized into Christ have been clothed with Christ," Paul says 
(Galatians 3:27) 
 
Thanks to Jesus, that sentence "The Lord looks at the heart" takes on a new and wonderful 
meaning for you.  Over and over again in his Word he tells us what he wants in the human 
heart:  faith in Jesus as our Savior!  "By grace you are saved through faith" (Ephesians 2:8).  
"Whoever believes in him will not perish but have everlasting life...whoever believes in him is 
not condemned."  (John 3:16-17)  "We maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from the 
works of the law."  (Romans 3:28) 
 
How glad can we be, now, that the Lord looks at the heart!   We know that our lives are still 
far from perfect; even now, if God judged us on the totality of our lives, we would fail his 



standard of absolute holiness, even though we certainly strive for it.  But instead, thanks to 
the work of Jesus, God saves us by the new heart of faith that he has given us.  He looks not 
at the outward appearance but at the heart. 
 
This verse also applies well to the sacrament of baptism itself.  There's a big difference 
between the outward appearance and the full reality!   For baptism doesn't look like 
anything so special, externally.  A little water, a few spoken words.  Especially if we are 
talking about an infant who is incapable even of speaking about this event and may not 
remember it.  If we judge by outward appearances we would conclude that nothing 
happened except someone's head getting a little wet.   
 
But the truth of baptism is not about outward appearances!  We put our trust in the 
promises of God, promises of things unseen, promises of what God says he does for people 
in this wonderful sacrament.  "Baptism saves you also--not the removal of dirt from the body 
but the pledge of a good conscience toward God," Peter writes in his first letter (1 Peter 
3:21).  Jesus himself referred to it as being born again of water and the Spirit (John 3:3,5).  
God, who looks at the heart and not the outward appearance, assures us that he is doing 
powerful unseen work in the heart through his Spirit when we practice the washing that 
Jesus himself commanded us. 
 
And by the power of God, the life that we live for God will be genuine.  When you have been 
brought to faith in God's love in Jesus, in your forgiveness before him, in his power to raise 
you from the dead, in his guarantee of everlasting life--the life that you live by faith will not 
be a hypocritical one.  You won't be worshipping just to keep up apperances, you won't be 
striving to live a Christian life and follow God's commandments just to satisfy someone else's 
demands.  You will be living it from the very bottom of your own heart and soul!   God who 
sees all things will know this, and he will know that this is your own personal worship, a 
sacrifice that is pleasing to him! 
 
Conclusion 
You hear it sometimes after a criminal is arrested.   A man is convicted of being a mass 
murderer.  Neighbors are shocked to realize that this person who lived on their street, that 
they might have waved to as they walked by his house, could be guilty of such a crime.   "He 
just seemed like an ordinary guy."  "I can't believe that someone who looked so normal 
could have a double life and do those kinds of things."   
 
We can only see outward appearances.  And sometimes, like Samuel, we can be fooled.  
There's really no way to avoid that because that's all human beings can see.  But God looks 
at the heart. 
 
Jesus was no hypocrite.  His cross proves that his love for you was absolute and sincere.  
And now in him you have been given a new heart--a heart with faith in him, through baptism 
in his name.  In him  you have been genuinely remade from the inside out.  And God who 
sees all things sees this in you, what he has made you by his grace. 



 
Be thankful, in Jesus, that God looks at the heart!  May our hearts always be devoted to him, 
just as Jesus' heart was pure and devoted to you.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


