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“True Recognition”

“From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view…”

I carry several pieces of photo identification on a daily basis; these include my driver’s license, my OHIP
card, and my clergy identification card for Stratford General Hospital.  But there is a fundamental
difference between the photos on my license and health card from the photo on my hospital ID: on the
hospital card, I am allowed to smile, while both the MTO and OHIP strictly forbid smiling in their
photographs (which makes me look like an escaped prisoner on both!).  The explanation behind this “no
smiling” policy is that an organization called the International Civil Aviation Organization recommends
that any photograph taken for government-issued identification (which includes passports, drivers’
licenses, and health cards) be taken with a “neutral expression” for use with facial recognition systems,
which are advanced technology that “helps prevent fraud by electronically verifying identity based on
each person’s unique facial features.”  While I can’t understand why these systems can’t identify us if we
are smiling, they are a part of growing efforts that seek to identify each person’s unique features,
especially persons who seek to illegally enter the country to do harm to others.  Along with fingerprints,
eye scans, and DNA samples, facial recognition programs work to identify each person as a unique and
distinguishable individual.

Of course, the ability to identify another person has been available to us long before the dawn of all of
this technology.  We have our senses to see the face of each person, or to hear their voice, or perhaps
even to smell their signature perfume.  We often make several assessments and assumptions about a
person on our first meeting; these first impressions can have a lasting affect as to how we judge a
person or see them in our mind’s eye.  When we are looking for someone to fulfill a certain role or meet
our pre-established standards, the manner in which we interpret a person’s appearance or demeanor
plays a key role in whether or not an individual is chosen to assume this position.  What we seem to
recognize in another individual has lasting consequences – and depending on the validity of our
interpretations, those consequences can be either positive or negative.

When the people of Israel demanded that the prophet Samuel “appoint for us … a king to govern us, like
other nations” (1 Samuel 8:5), Samuel believed that he had found a suitable candidate in Saul, for “there
was not a man among the people of Israel more handsome than he; he stood head and shoulders above
everyone else.” (9:2). But this choice soon proved the adage that “looks can be deceiving,” because
even though Saul appeared to have the attributes needed for a king, he did not have the skills or wisdom
to faithfully fulfill the role.  Not only was Samuel “grieved over Saul,” but even God regretted the choice:
“And the LORD was sorry that he had made Saul king over Israel.”  So in today’s first lesson, the time
has come to correct this poor choice; the Lord informs Samuel that “I have rejected [Saul] from being
king over Israel,” and instructs the prophet to “fill your horn with oil and set out; I will send you to Jesse
the Bethlehemite, for I have provided for myself a king among his sons.” (16:1).  The word that is
translated “provided” also means “seen”; while Samuel had assumed he had seen a king in Saul, God
sees far more than the prophet or any other human being.  The anointing of a new king will be an
exercise in right “seeing”; “the reality of God’s future for Israel does not always appear clear to human
eyes, even to those of a prophet.” (Bruce Birch).

For Samuel, the time of grieving over the choice of Saul is over, for God has rejected this failed king and
is already looking toward the future.  Even before Samuel sets out to find Jesse and his sons, God’s
choice has already been made.  Samuel is to take his horn of oil used in the anointing ceremony and
fulfill God’s will in choosing a new king.  But this news causes great fear and anxiety within Samuel, for
to anoint a new king while Saul still occupies the throne would be treason: “If Saul hears of it, he will kill
me.” (16:2).  God responds by instructing Samuel to take a heifer so that it looks like he is journeying to
Bethlehem for a sacrifice; using this as a cover, he is to invite Jesse and his sons to the sacrifice and



anoint the one God names.  When he arrives in Bethlehem, however, we see that Samuel isn’t the only
one who is afraid of Saul (another sign that he is not suitable to be the king of Israel).  Knowing that he is
in conflict with Saul, “the elders of the city came to meet him trembling, and said, ‘Do you come
peaceably?” (16:4). Samuel reassures them of his peaceful intent, inviting them to the sacrifice along
with Jesse and his sons.

When they have gathered at the place of this supposed “sacrifice,” the sons of Jesse are brought before
Samuel one at a time.  When Eliab, the eldest, comes forward, Samuel is ready to choose him, believing
that “surely the LORD’S anointed is now before the LORD.” (16:6). But once again, the issue is one of
proper “seeing”; God warns Samuel not to “look on his appearance or on the height of his stature,
because I have rejected him.” (16:7). the difference is between “looking” (nabat) and “seeing” (ra-a). 
“Looking” involves what a person can see with their eyes and judge from the outward appearance of
another person; “seeing” looks at the inward person, beyond outward appearance to that person’s will
and character.  Samuel is not to make the same mistake he made in choosing Saul, which was based on
looking rather than seeing; this time, he is to follow the Lord’s guidance in choosing a king, “for the
LORD does not see as mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the
heart.” This time, “human appearance will not determine reality for Israel.” (Birch).

Each of Jesse’s other sons in turn appear before Samuel, but all of them are also rejected.  Probably
puzzled that “the LORD has not chosen any of these” (16:10), Samuel asks Jesse if all of his sons are
present.  It turns out that there is one additional son, but Jesse had possibly assumed that since he was
the youngest that there was no reason to bring him along, but to leave him to tend the sheep.  Since at
this point Samuel has nothing to lose, he instructs Jesse to “send and bring him; for we will not sit down
until he comes here.” (16:11). When the youngest appears, God finally instructs Samuel to “rise and
anoint him; for this is the one.” (16:12). Even though this youngest son is described as handsome, God
has seen into his heart and judged him to be worthy of being chosen king.  When Samuel anoints this
son of Jesse in the presence of his older brothers, “the spirit of the LORD came mightily upon David from
that day forward” (16:13).  

We have no way of knowing whether or not Eliab or any of the other brothers would have been suitable
kings; but this lesson reminds us that “my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways,
says the LORD.  For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways
and my thoughts than your thoughts.” (Isaiah 55:8-9).  While we often feel that we can recognize a
person based on appearance, by merely “looking” at them, God “sees” us for who we really are.  God’s
means of identification is not based on facial recognition, or our DNA or fingerprints, or any other means
we employ to identify and distinguish an individual; God looks beyond all of this into the very heart of
each person, and always sees us through eyes that see each person as a beloved child of God, a
person who God loved so much that God sent his only Son so that even the most unlikely among us
might also be chosen and set apart like David as God anointed ones.

· “When Jesus loved a guilt-laden person and helped him, he saw in him an erring child of God. 
He saw in him a human being whom his Father loved and grieved over because he was going
wrong.  He saw him as God originally designed and meant him to be, and therefore he saw him
through the surface layer of grime and dirt to the real man underneath.  Jesus did not identify the
person with his sin, but rather saw in this sin something alien, something that really did not
belong to him, something that merely chained and mastered him and from which he would free
him and bring him back to his real self.  Jesus was able to love men because he loved them right
through the layer of mud.” – Helmut Thielicke.

When Jesus saw Matthew standing at his tax booth, he didn’t look upon him as other persons did, as a
traitor of his people; he saw in him one worthy to be called a disciple, and so he invited Matthew to follow
him.  When our Lord saw Zacchaeus up in that sycamore tree, he didn’t look upon him as a grown man
making a fool of himself; he saw someone who was yearning for a fresh start and a new beginning, so he
called Zacchaeus to “hurry and come down; for I must stay at your house today.” (Luke 19:5).  When



Jesus encountered the woman at the well in Samaria, he didn’t look upon her as someone whose shady
past deemed her unfit to draw her water along with the other members of the community in the cooler
morning hours; he saw in her a person who was yearning for the “living water” that only he could offer,
and through their encounter she became the person through whom “many Samaritans from that city
believed in him because of the woman’s testimony.” (John 4:39).  Our Lord does not look upon us as do
other persons, but always sees us for who we truly are: beloved children of God, the ones for whom
Christ died and rose again so that “we might walk in newness of life.” (Romans 6:4).  

Because each of us has been seen by God and chosen like David to be his servants, our call is to also
look upon each other not merely by human standards but by the new standard of grace that is ours as
God’s holy people.  As we have been “given a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of
Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3), so also have we been given new eyes so that we might no
longer look upon others according to human standards but now see one another for the beloved children
of God that we are now in Jesus Christ.  Because our Lord and Saviour “died for all, so that those how
live might live no longer for themselves, but for him who died and was raised for them,” Paul encourages
us in his Second Letter to the Corinthians to see each other for who we truly are now that all of us have
been born anew through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ:

· “From now on, therefore, we regard no one from a human point of view; even though we once
knew Christ from a human point of view, we know him no longer in that way.  So if anyone is in
Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away; see, everything has become
new!” – 5:16-17.

Christ’s death and resurrection is the transformative event for all of life; nothing is the same after that. 
As it changes the way people live – no longer for themselves but for the one who died and was raised for
them – it also changes the way believers view others: no longer kata sarka, “according to the flesh”
(“from a human point of view” – NRSV).  Believers must now look upon each other through “grace-
healed eyes” to what is not seen, to the inner person, to the heart and not merely the face; for “to
consider anyone simply from the flesh is to view that person as if the fundamentally transformative
resurrection of Christ had not taken place.” (J. Paul Sampley).  Believers now see each other as a “new
creation” (kaine ktisis), in which old patterns of living have passed so that believers do not walk as they
formerly did: “Once you were not a people, but now you are God’s people; once you had not received
mercy, but now you have received mercy.” (1 Peter 2:10).

The difference between our manner of looking at others and the manner in which God sees us is like the
way in which my parents looked at me along with our neighbours after a day of playing in the mud at a
nearby construction site.  We had a marvelous time, but when our playtime was over we were caked in
mud from head to toe.  To a casual observer, we were nothing more than dirty kids (defined by the only
Danish phrase I know: grim unger, “dirty kids”).  But to my parents, I was there beloved son; they saw
through those layers of mud to their only child.  This is the way in which God sees us, through the layers
of mud that are the flaws and imperfections that are looked upon by others to the beloved children for
whom Christ died.  As God has claimed us as his children and healed us from all that would separate us
from God’s love, we are given the “grace healed eyes” to see each other as God sees us:

· “We may be abominations, but we are still God’s pride and joy.  All of us in the church need
‘grace-healed eyes’ to see the potential in others for the same grace that God has so lavishly
bestowed on us.  ‘To love a person,’ Dostoevsky said, ‘means to see him as God intended him to
be.” – Philip Yancey, What’s So Amazing About Grace?

My unsmiling driver’s license photo may assist facial recognition software in identifying me; but it really
can only see me as others look upon me, recognizing who I am merely on outward appearance.  But true
recognition cannot be made by even the most sophisticated technology; we are truly recognized for who
we truly are through the eyes of God, who sees each of us as one who is unconditionally loved by our
Lord, persons for whom our Lord died and rose again so that we might die to the alienating powers of sin



and rise to newness of life, persons who are chosen and precious because we are seen by God as a
“chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, God’s own people” (1 Peter 2:9).  I am truly recognized
not by what other persons or modern technology might see, but by the one who sees me and loves me;
our true recognition comes in knowing that our true identification is that “I am the one Jesus loves.”
Amen.


