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A Journey in Worship: Reaching the Heart of God
David: The King After God’s Heart
By John Hurlbut

God’s Title
Looking at the landscape of
heroes in the Bible, none seems to be as
real and approachable as the life of King
David. Throughout his life David
seemed to encounter all of the
experiences that beckon a life closer to
God. Though it was not the experiences
themselves but David’s responses to
them, it still leaves many today with an
impression of a man who was committed
to God above anything else. In fact, the
Bible itself describes David as ‘a man
after God’s own heart’ (1 Sam. 13:14).
Despite this title, the life of
David as depicted in the scripture is often
characterized by difficult times,
bloodshed, and personal sin that affect
him and the nation of Israel. Though

the title given to David may seem
unrealistic, a deeper look into the
scripture will begin to reveal the heart of
David and its congruency to God. From
this, one can deduce what a heart for
God is, why this character trait was
attributed to David, and how someone
today might develop a heart for God and
protect themselves from moral failure.
Contrasting Two Leaders: Saul and David
To begin with defining the title,
‘a heart for God’ as it relates to David,
the life of the previous ruler of Israel,
Saul, must be examined. Saul was
anointed by Samuel as the first ruler of
Israel in 1 Samuel chapter 9. Though
Saul started as a humble young man
(1 Sam 10:22, 1 Sam 15:17), he
eventually gravitated towards public
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recognition instead of God’s approval (1
Sam 15:24-26). Saul’s first rejection of
the Lord came when he did not obey the
command of Samuel to wait until he
arrived to offer sacrifices at Gilgal (1 Sam
8-10). This prompts the Lord to declare
through Samuel that Saul’s kingdom will
end because the Lord has already sought
out another man after his own heart (1
Sam 13:14).
After the failure to destroy the
Amalekites, which was Saul’s second
rejection of the Lord, Samuel made it
clear that God wanted a leader who
would obey His commands. Patiently, in
the background of the story, God is
preparing the next leader. Meanwhile,
Samuel prophetically declares that the
Lord has torn the kingdom from Saul
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and given it to a ‘neighbor’ (1 Sam 15:28).
From the onset of the new kingship, the Lord makes it
clear that he is searching for someone who will reign with a
malleable, obedient heart. Saul had demonstrated a stubborn
refusal to fully follow the Lord and consequently would now be
removed from the monarchy.
Saul’s Replacement
As the narrative shifts, Samuel leaves Saul to anoint a
new king. Upon hearing instruction from God, Samuel goes to
the house of Jesse in Bethlehem. In the selection process, the
Lord speaks profoundly to Samuel stating that, ‘The Lord does
not look at things that man looks at. Man looks on the outward
appearance, but the Lord looks at the heart’ (1 Sam 16:7). The
next leader of Israel, from God’s perspective, will come to
Samuel in a different physical stature and may not look like
Saul, who was a head taller than anyone else when he was
anointed ruler.
The first mention of David as a young man is that his
inner life precedes and supersedes any external physical factors
in the sovereign choosing of God. The last invite to the family
dinner with Samuel, David was called in from the from his
duties pasturing sheep and was anointed by Samuel to serve as
king. Symbolically speaking, David, the eighth son of Jesse,
could bring about ‘new’ times for Israel since the number eight
is often associated with new beginnings. in Hebrew
numerology. Indeed, this would be the outset where scripture
begins to unveil the heart of David as he enters into his
kingship, a heart that would seek to fully follow the Lord.
David: The Worshipper
Taken from the pasture, David was a shepherd who
was also a musician. Even at a young age the testimony from
one of Saul’s servants was true about David: he knew how to
play the harp, knew how to fight, and he was a natural speaker
(1 Sam 16:18). Through all these things, David cultivated a
heart for God. For David, worshipping God was dependence
upon the Lord in an attitude of trust and obedience.
For example, as a youth, David gives God the glory
when he snatches a lamb from the jaws of a bear (1 Sam
17:34-37). Likewise, in the confrontation with Goliath, David is
assured victory in his mind because of his understanding of
God and His covenant with Israel. As a worshipper in his later
kingly years, David brought musical worship into the
tabernacle (2 Chr 8:14-15; 2 Chr 23:18; 2 Chr 29:27). Also, in
a display of celebration, David is recorded to have danced
wildly before the Lord as the ark was brought up to the city of
David (2 Sam 6:14) demonstrating the heart of an extravagant
worshipper of Yahweh.
David: The Worship Leader
David was not only a worshipper, but a worship leader
as well. Herbert Lockyer, in his book All the Music of the Bible
states that David formed musical groups that performed songs
and worshipped before the Lord. Similarly, David penned
many psalms which are rich with devotion and adoration
centered on daily experience with the Lord. Some of the
thanksgiving psalms (105:1-15; 96; and 106) are also alluded to
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in 1 Chronicles 16, when David brought up the ark of the
covenant into the City of David.
One of the most memorable Psalms, Psalm 23, is also
penned by David. This marvelous masterpiece vocalizes the
Lord as a shepherd who cares for his sheep. Such imagery is
resplendent throughout the songs written by David and reveal a
heart fastened on both the glory and tenderness of God. As a
worship leader, David drew people into the praise of the Lord
by displaying active devotion out of a heart united for God.
Upon his death, David was heralded as, ‘Israel’s singer of
songs’ (2 Sam 23:1).

“The LORD is my shepherd, I lack nothing.
He takes me to lush pastures,
He leads me to refreshing water.
He restores my strength.
He leads me down the right paths for the sake
of his reputation.”
Psalm 23:1-3 The NET Bible
David: The Temple Dreamer
A heart for God can also be seen in David’s desire to
build a temple for the Lord (2 Chr 6:8). By looking at the
Psalms, David clearly understood that God was a God to be
worshipped by all nations and not just Israel (Ps 9:11; Ps 22:27;
Ps 86:9). David desired that the nations glorify the Lord, the
one true God, and worship Him together with Israel.
Therefore, David’s desire to build a temple for the Lord
displayed the heart of a worshipper to display the splendor of
God in a place to represent and meet with Him on the earth.
David and Bathsheba
As one looks closer at the life of David, it is obvious to
note some of the apparent inconsistencies with the title
ascribed to him as ‘a man after God’s heart.’ From a modern
perspective, it appears that the open faults of David’s narrative
seem to attract people to him more than his virtues. The Bible
narrative does not hold back but exposes these inconsistencies especially emphasizing David’s susceptibility to temptation in 2
Samuel 11 with the story of Bathsheba.
Going back to the text, so many of us are familiar with the
opening line: ‘In the spring, at he time when kings go off to
war, David sent Joab out with the king’s men.’ From the
beginning of chapter eleven, the text reveals what a king is
supposed to be doing. A king is to go out with his troops to war.
Consequently, from what is written, king David is not fulfilling
his duty to go out and lead his troops in battle. Instead, he
sends Joab out with the whole army of Israel while he stays in
Jerusalem.
Next, while David was restless and idle (because he was not
where he was supposed to be and doing what he was supposed
to be doing), he took a walk on the palace roof and saw
Bathsheba bathing. As if eight spouses were not enough
already, David expressed interest in her and Bathsheba was
summoned to his side. From our perspective, the adultery with
Bathsheba and the deceptive cover up that follows is quite
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shocking to read from what we know
about David the worshipper. However,
this sin did not catch God by surprise.
After time passes, Bathsheba
makes David aware of the fact that she
is pregnant. So, David plans to have
Bathsheba’s righteous husband, Uriah,
killed in battle by his intentionally risky
battle plan. After Uriah’s death, David
sends for Bathsheba to become his wife.
However, the Bible mentions that what
David had done, ‘displeased the
Lord’ (2 Sam 11:27). Later, Nathan the
prophet is sent by God to confront
David. By using a story about a rich
man who takes a poor family’s prized
lamb, Nathan captures David’s
attention and sense of justice. In
dramatic fashion, Nathan introduces the
irony of the story to David by saying
‘You are the man’ who has ‘despised the
word of the Lord by doing evil in his
sight’ (2 Sam 12:7-10).

‘Rescue me from the guilt of
murder, Oh God, the God
who delivers me! Then my
tongue will shout for joy
because of your deliverance.
Oh Lord, give me the words!
Then my mouth will praise
you. Certainly you do not
want a sacrifice, or else I
would offer it; you do not
desire a burnt sacrifice. The
sacrifices God desires are a
humble spirit Oh God, a
humble and repentant heart
you will not reject.’

Psalm 51 14-17 The NET Bible

The Response of Uncovered Sin
As David’s sin is uncovered, a
critical response is weighing on David’s
shoulders. Will he repent of his wrong or
will he harden his heart? Confrontation
aside, David chooses to repent quickly for
his actions and seeks to restore his
fellowship with the Lord. Remarkably,
Nathan states that David’s sin has been
forgiven and that he will not die. This is
unique since the two crimes that David
had committed (murder and adultery)
were punishable by death according to
Mosaic law.

Psalm 51
David, now with firm resolve in
confession, sets out to write a psalm of
repentance which is known today as
Psalm 51. The beauty of this psalm
summarizes heartfelt repentance and the
delight of God’s forgiveness in
restoration. Charles Spurgeon himself
could not even offer commentary on
what seemed to him as the most human
of Psalms.
The introduction to the Psalm has
David immediately crying out for mercy.
David asks the Lord to ‘blot out all my
iniquity and cleanse me from my sin’ (Ps
51:1-2). David makes his case before
51:16-19). Psalm 51 reaches a depth of
repentance that compare with few
passages in the Bible. Overall, the psalm
adds another color to the blooming heart
for God; a hue of genuine contrition.
Reflection on David’s Moral Failure

A Heart of Devotion...
Hear my plea for mercy when I cry out to you for
help, when I lift my hands6 toward your holy
temple!
Psalm 28:2

Since the scripture is given for
training in righteousness, theological
reflection on this segment of David’s life
can lead to some practical aspects in
avoiding temptation to maintain a right
relationship with God. First, in the battle
against temptation, one must be in the
right place at the right time. Scripture
seems to make it clear that David was
supposed to be with his men on the
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God knowing that it is against ‘Him
alone’ that he has sinned (Ps 51:3-5).
Continuing, David writes,
‘Cleanse me with hyssop and I will be
clean’ (Ps 51:7). Hyssop was a small
plant that was sometimes used as a brush.
Its first use was mentioned in Exodus
12:22 where Moses was instructed to dip
hyssop into blood and mark the door
posts as the Lord passed over from house
to house. David is saying that he needs to
be cleansed with blood in order to be
made ‘white as snow’ (Ps 51:7).
In closing, David brings a broken
heart to God’s altar and anticipates the
forgiveness and restoration that follow (Ps
battlefield. By staying in his palace, he
was open to temptation because he was
in the wrong place and was not
accomplishing his task as a king. This
complements what scripture says in 2
Samuel 11:2 where it emphasizes that
David got up at night and walked
around. Boredom, idleness, and
restlessness lead to temptation. As a
result, David allowed himself to be
drawn away into sin as he watched
Bathsheba bathing.
Another area where David seemed
to have suffered was in the area of
consistent accountability. When Nathan
the prophet confronts David, there is
accountability but it is after the fact and
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becomes a rebuke from the Lord. Nathan, who was risking his
own life, could have been put to death for his allegations against
David (Nathan did not know if David would fully respond to the
word of the Lord and repent).
Consequently, David could have stopped the slippery slope
of sin had he confessed his initial sin of lust immediately and
repented. This would have changed the outcome of the story
and would not have led to adultery and the murder of Uriah.
Developing a Heart for God: Practice of the Hidden Life
After examining David and some aspects of his life, there
are vital ways to develop a heart for God. Notedly through the
Psalms, David expresses a desire to continually develop and
obedient heart (Ps 40:8). Though it is developed in the secret
place and through hidden times with God, an obedient heart
allows David to follow the Lord’s commands fully. Also in the
Psalms, David is often expressing joy over God’s law and delight
in obedience to it.
Exemplified by the life of David, a heart for God is also
demonstrated by being faithful with little. Occupationally,
David began as a shepherd of sheep and later became the
Shepherd of Israel. David learned to sharpen his skill in the
little things while no one was looking in order to be ready for the
purposes of God. Furthermore, a heart for God comes out of
leading with integrity (Ps 78:70, 72). David is noted to have both
‘integrity of heart and skillfulness of hands’ as he led his people
from a wholehearted inner devotion to God.
Finally, developing a heart for God must also involve
becoming someone that can encourage oneself in the Lord.
David is said to have done this in 1 Samuel 30:6 amidst
disappointing faith-shaking times. David learned the secret of
relying on the Lord for true encouragement.
Worship: The Means of Achieving a Heart for God
Worship is another area that allows the Lord to fashion
a heart for himself. David learned this secret early and was a
worshipper above all else. David’s dependence on God extends
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into the psalms where David records songs of worship, praise,
and thanksgiving before the Lord. As David models, a heart for
God comes by passionate worship that is lived out in obedience
(Ps 64:1-4, Ps 103, 108, Ps 139).

Quick repentance was one of the key
characteristics that can be attributed to David’s
God-given title as a ‘Man after God’s own Heart.’
Confession: The Litmus Test of a Heart for God
Confession and repentance are the final qualities of
David’s life that reveal a response that is wholeheartedly Godward. David becomes a man who is quick to repent (2 Sam
12:13, Ps 51). As summarized in Psalm 51, God desires a
broken and contrite heart in the lives of those who follow him.
This is foundational to gaining a heart for God as evidenced
again by king David.
Conclusion: David, the Man after God
A brief study of the life of David from scripture leads to
a fairly solid understanding of the title ‘a man after God’s
heart’. Though he was not perfect, David led a life that was
focused on the worship of God. He also displayed a heart that
was repentant in times of disobedience. Directionally, David’s
heart was set on the glory of God. He serves as an example for
believers today in worship, true repentance, and devotion as
each seeks to have lived life with a heart after God.

