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The Bible describes David as a man after God’s own heart (1 Sam 13:14; cf. Acts 

13:22). This is a huge compliment, but what does it mean? God certainly knew David’s 

heart and what kind of king he would be, for He informed His prophet, Samuel, saying, 

“God sees not as man sees, for man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks 

at the heart” (1 Sam 16:7). The statement of David being a man after God’s own heart 

occurs within the context of Saul’s disobedience to the Lord. Samuel told Saul, “You have 

acted foolishly; you have not kept the commandment of the LORD your God, which He 

commanded you” (1 Sam 13:13), and again, “you have not kept what the LORD 

commanded you” (1 Sam 13:14). Saul had disobeyed God’s command through His 

prophet, so the Lord promised to take the kingdom from him and give it to one who would 

be more obedient. David was that man. He was an obedient king, for the most part, and 

subsequent kings were measured by him (1 Ki 3:14; 9:4-5; 11:4-6, 31-34, 38; 14:7-8; 

15:1-5; 11-15; 2 Ki 14:1-4; 16:1-3; 18:1-3; 22:1-2). David set the bar for what it meant to 

be a good king, and this allowed others to have a standard to guide them. However, we 

should not conclude that David was perfectly obedient and kept the Lord’s will in all 

matters in his life. He did not. No believer ever does, for there are none who are sinless 

(Eccl 7:20; 1 John 1:8, 10), except the Lord Jesus Christ (2 Cor 5:21; Heb 4:15; 1 John 

3:5). But David obeyed the Lord in important matters, and apart from a few major 

offences, he did not generally commit egregious sins. 

 

Biblically, some acts of obedience are more important than others, and some acts 

of sin are more egregious than others. For example, Samuel, told Saul, “Behold, to obey 

is better than sacrifice” (1 Sam 15:22). Solomon wrote, “To do righteousness and justice 

is desired by the LORD more than sacrifice” (Pro 21:3). Jesus told the scribes and 

Pharisees, “You tithe mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected the weightier 

provisions of the law: justice and mercy and faithfulness” (Matt 23:23). Likewise, some 

sins are worse than others and bring greater judgment. Jesus told His disciples not to be 

like the Scribes, “who devour widows’ houses, and for appearance’s sake offer long 

prayers”, saying, “These will receive greater condemnation” (Luke 20:47). Concerning 

the citizens of Chorazin and Bethsaida, Jesus said, “it will be more tolerable for Tyre and 

Sidon in the day of judgment than for you” (Matt 11:22). The apostle John, writing to 

believers, states, “All unrighteousness is sin” (1 John 5:17a). However, he drew a 

distinction, saying, “there is a sin that results in death” (1 John 5:16b), and “there is a sin 

that does not result in death” (1 John 5:17b). These are obvious statements that show some 

acts of obedience are better than others, and some acts of sin are worse than others. 

Furthermore, of the 613 commands given in the Mosaic Law, only 15 demanded the death 

penalty, namely: intentional murder (Ex 21:12-14; cf. Gen 9:6), attacking or cursing a 

parent (Ex 21:15), kidnapping (Ex 21:16), habitual rebellion against God (Deut 17:12), 

sacrificing to pagan gods (Ex 22:20), cursing God (Lev 24:15-16), working on the 

Sabbath (Ex 35:2), being a false prophet and leading Israelites into idolatry (Deu 13:1-5), 



religious human sacrifice (Lev 20:2), the practice of divination, sorcery or witchcraft (Ex 

22:18; Deut 18:9-14), adultery and premarital sex (Lev 20:10-14; 21:9; Deut 22:20-22), 

sex with an animal (Ex 22:19; Lev 20:15-16), incest (Lev 20:11-12, 14), homosexuality 

(Lev 18:22; 20:13), and the rape of a married woman (Deut 22:25-27). 

 

In fact, David personally acknowledged his sins, saying “my iniquities are gone 

over my head; as a heavy burden they weigh too much for me” (Ps 38:4). He also wrote, 

“For evils beyond number have surrounded me; my iniquities have overtaken me, so that 

I am not able to see; they are more numerous than the hairs of my head, and my heart has 

failed me” (Ps 40:12). Among David’s recorded sins, the most offensive was his 

adulterous affair with Bathsheba and the murder of her husband, Uriah (2 Sam 11:1-17). 

Scripture tells us that David had slept with Bathsheba and had her husband, Uriah, killed; 

and “the thing that David had done was evil in the sight of the LORD” (2 Sam 11:27). 

What is commendable about David is that he handled his sin in a biblical manner by 

confessing it and seeking the Lord’s forgiveness. Concerning Uriah and Bathsheba, David 

said, “I have sinned against the LORD” (2 Sam 12:13; read Psalm 51 for the longer 

version of David’s confession). And upon his confession, the prophet Nathan said to 

David, “The LORD also has taken away your sin; you shall not die” (2 Sam 12:13). Here 

we see God’s grace and government at work; for though David was forgiven and restored 

to fellowship with God, there were still consequences for his actions and the Lord 

dispensed judgment upon David and Bathsheba (2 Sam 12:14-18).  

 

On another occasion, David followed Satan’s temptation and “sinned greatly” by 

taking a census in Israel (1 Ch 21:1, 8), presumably because he was trusting in his military 

strength rather than the Lord. When God judged David for this, David confessed his sin 

and declared, “I have sinned greatly, in that I have done this thing” (1 Ch 21:8a). It is a 

hallmark of a mature believer to own his sin and humble himself before the Lord through 

confession. Not only did he confess his sin, but he also sought the Lord’s forgiveness, 

saying, “Please take away the iniquity of Your servant, for I have done very foolishly” (1 

Ch 21:8b), and “I am in great distress; please let me fall into the hand of the LORD, for 

His mercies are very great” (1 Ch 21:13).  

 

Furthermore, David practiced the sin of polygamy contrary to the Law of Moses, 

which specifically commanded the king of Israel, that “he shall not multiply wives for 

himself” (Deut 17:17). From Scripture we know the names of eight of David’s wives: 

Michal (1 Sam 18:27), Abigail (1 Sam 25:39-42), Ahinoam (1 Sam 25:43), Bathsheba (2 

Sam 12:24), Maacah, Haggith, Abital, and Eglah (2 Sam 3:2-5). And he had other wives 

and concubines that are not named, as Scripture reveals, “David took more concubines 

and wives from Jerusalem, after he came from Hebron” (2 Sam 5:13a). Interestingly, the 

Bible says nothing about David’s practice of polygamy, and though it is a sin according 

to Scripture, it was apparently tolerated in David’s life, perhaps because it never resulted 



in his wives leading him into idolatry as it had done with his son, Solomon (see 1 Kings 

11:1-11).1  

 

But doesn’t this seem unfair? That David could commit such heinous sins as murder, 

adultery, and polygamy and still be called a man after God’s own heart, as well as being 

the standard of a good king to all subsequent kings in Israel? I think there’s an answer to 

this, and it is found in two words; grace and humility. Grace on God’s part and humility 

on David’s part. There is a pattern in David’s life: when God charged David with acting 

contrary to His will (as His righteousness demands), David accepted it and humbled 

himself before the Lord, accepting whatever came to him; preferring forgiveness alone, 

but accepting punishment also, if that’s what the Lord decided. David knew that grace is 

a chief characteristic of God (Ex 34:6; Psa 86:15; Prov 3:34; John 1:14; Eph 1:6; Heb 

4:16; 10:29; 1 Pet 5:10). For this reason, David could say, “The LORD is compassionate 

and gracious, slow to anger and abounding in lovingkindness. 9 He will not always strive 

with us, nor will He keep His anger forever. 10 He has not dealt with us according to our 

sins, nor rewarded us according to our iniquities” (Psa 103:8-10) 

 

The Bible reveals God is gracious, “The LORD, the LORD, a God merciful and 

gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness” (Ex 34:6), and, 

“You, O Lord, are a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger and abundant in 

lovingkindness and truth” (Psa 86:15). God the Father is described as “the God of all 

grace” (1 Pet 5:10), who sits upon a “throne of grace” (Heb 4:16), who “gives grace to 

the afflicted” (Prov 3:34), and provides salvation “by grace” through faith in Jesus (Eph 

2:8-9; cf. Acts 15:11; Rom 3:24). Jesus is said to be “full of grace and truth” (John 1:14), 

and the Holy Spirit is called “the Spirit of grace” (Heb 10:29). Grace is undeserved favor. 

It is the love, mercy, or kindness that one person freely confers upon another who deserves 

the opposite (Matt 5:44-45; Rom 11:6; Eph 1:6; 2:1-9; 2 Tim 1:9; Tit 3:5-7). The kindness 

shown is rooted in the goodness, bounty, and open-handedness of the giver. 

 

The other word is humility. Humility is a lowliness of mind, an inward quietness 

before the Lord that reflects a poverty of spirit. The humble know they need God and seek 

Him for wisdom, guidance and strength. Humility is not a natural quality, nor does it come 

easily, but it is what the Lord requires of His people (Mic 6:8; Eph 4:1-2; Phil 2:3-4). The 

humble live with a constant sense of their weaknesses and inabilities to cope with life 

apart from God, and are keenly aware of their sinful nature and propensity to turn away 

from the Lord and befriend the world. Humility is not a sense of worthlessness, but 

unworthiness of the Lord’s love and blessings. The humble realize they deserve nothing 

good in this life, and any blessing they receive is from God’s grace. Though David had 

 
1 In fact, there was an incident in which two of David’s wives were captured by Amalekites who 

made a raid on the Negev and Ziklag (1 Sam 30:1-5). David sought the Lord in prayer (1 Sam 30:6-8a), 

and God said, “Pursue, for you will surely overtake them, and you will surely rescue all” (1 Sam 30:8b). 

In this account, God gave David victory (1 Sam 30:9-17), and “David recovered all that the Amalekites 

had taken, and rescued his two wives” (1 Sam 30:18). 



his failings, he realized God is gracious and forgiving to the humble believer, as Scripture 

states, “for God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble” (1 Pet 5:5). For 

this reason, David could say, “He has not dealt with us according to our sins, nor rewarded 

us according to our iniquities. For as high as the heavens are above the earth, so great is 

His lovingkindness toward those who fear Him. As far as the east is from the west, so far 

has He removed our transgressions from us. Just as a father has compassion on his 

children, so the LORD has compassion on those who fear Him. For He Himself knows 

our frame; He is mindful that we are but dust” (Psa 103:10-14).  

 

David was not perfect, and neither are we. But I want to close with the point that 

we too can be described as a person “after God’s own heart” if we walk daily with Him 

and prioritize His commands in our lives, and humbly accept His correction when He 

gives it. To be a person after God’s own heart meant David was primarily disposed to 

seek God’s will rather than his own (as was the case with Saul). David desired to know 

God’s will and walk in it, and to lead others to do the same. To be a person after God’s 

own heart is to love what He loves, to walk with Him in the same direction He is going, 

to be sensitive to what pleases Him and to obey His commands. David had this kind of 

heart, saying, “I delight to do Your will, O my God; Your Law is within my heart” (Psa 

40:8), and “make me walk in the path of Your commandments, for I delight in it” (Psa 

119:35; cf. 11, 24, 92). 


