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David and Goliath. Everybody knows what this story is about. 
Even people who have no biblical knowledge at all in our society know
what a “David versus Goliath” match-up looks like. It's when an 
underdog takes on a heavily-favored rival with no realistic chance of 
winning. It is a metaphor that is invoked regularly in competitions 
where one party is completely over-matched.

We hear about it in politics when a political outsider takes on the 
party establishment. We hear about it in business when the local 
Mom-n-Pop store stands up to the big box chain. And we hear about it
in sports. In fact, we hear about it in sports a lot. 

In the past Super Bowl, Eagles Quarterback Nick Foles, who 
spent most of his time on the bench the past two seasons played 
David to Goliath Tom Brady—the Patriots QB who already had five 
Super Bowl rings, four Super Bowl MVP trophies and three awards for 
being the NFL's Most Valuable Player, including this season. At the 
Winter Olympics, the U.S. Men's Curling Team, who last  won a medal 
(a bronze one) in 2006 and was on the verge of elimination during the
entire games, was hailed as a group of Davids when they won gold, 
knocking off Goliaths such as Canada, who had made it to the finals in
the last five Olympics, and Sweden, who had clobbered the Americans
ten to four just a week earlier. And with the NCAA basketball 
tournament starting up this week, we'll no doubt be hearing about 
David and Goliath when some school like Bucknell or Radford or 
Lipscomb manages to pull off an upset over some place with a storied 
history like Duke or North Carolina or possibly KU.

We all love these underdog stories where the common person 
triumphs over the one with more money or more power or more 
prestige. We all like to see ourselves as the ordinary person or the 
outsider who could step in and overcome our greatest foes. 

And so David and Goliath is one of the favorite stories included in
children's Bibles as well. We tell the story to kids because we want to 
encourage them to believe that, no matter their size, they can 
accomplish great things. The message we often take from this tale is 
summed up well in the line from Veggie Tales' “Dave and the Giant 
Pickle” when young Dave—played by Junior Asparagus—sings, “You're
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big. I'm little. My head only comes to your middle. But I say little 
guys can do big things too.”

If we look more closely at the story, however, there's a lot more 
going on here. And the tale of David and Goliath is actually a lot 
darker and more complicated than the simple and sanitized version 
we tell our kids. 

The story is set in a time when the Kingdom of Israel had just 
been established with Saul as the first king. In the chapter before our 
text for this morning, we learn that God has already lost faith in Saul, 
and has directed the prophet Samuel to anoint David as the next king.
(1 Samuel 16:1-13) But this is not yet public knowledge. Certainly, 
Saul himself has no idea that this young shepherd boy is his rival for 
the throne.

During this period, the main adversaries for the Israelites are the
Philistines—a tribe of seafaring people who rule the coast lands. In 
today's text, they are facing off against one another in the hill 
country, each positioning themselves to control the strategic Valley of 
Elah. Imagine, if you will, the Israelites encamped on Bluemont Hill, 
and the Philistines dug in around Sunset Zoo, with this relatively 
fertile land where we sit lying between them as a major point of 
contention. 

The Philistines offer a proposal to resolve the impasse: “We'll 
send out our champion fighter. And you choose your top warrior. The 
two of them will do battle, and whoever wins gains control of this 
valley.” This was actually a fairly common way to settle such disputes 
in ancient times. Rather than an all-out war between nations, a single 
contender from each side would go head-to-head, with the winner 
deciding the outcome of the battle. It seems like a much more 
humane approach to limit the number of deaths—especially among 
non-combatants.

There's just one problem with this proposal from the standpoint 
of the Israelites. The Philistine champion, Goliath, is huge and strong 
and really scary. The text reports that he stands at “six cubits and a 
span.”(v. 4) In current American measurements, that's about 9½ feet.
You might notice there's a footnote that indicates some versions put 
Goliath's height at more believable “four cubits and a span,” which 
comes to a mere six-foot-nine. In either case, he would have towered 
over the Israelites who, according to archaeological evidence, would 
have averaged between five and five-and-and-a-half feet tall.
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 Goliath is also incredibly well-armed. He has a spear as big 
around as a baseball bat, with an iron head that weighs fifteen 
pounds, as well as both a sword and a javelin—all made of bronze. He
is covered with bronze armor as well.

Not surprisingly, no one wants to fight this giant warrior. 
Engaging in battle with Goliath would appear to be certain death. So 
for forty days, there is a stand-off between the two armies. Day after 
day—twice each day—Goliath comes down from the Philistine side to 
taunt the Isrealites: “I defy the ranks of Israel! Give me a man, that 
we may fight together.”(v. 10) And day after day, the army of Saul 
cowers at the jeers and insults being hurled at them, too afraid to 
take on this unbeatable foe.

And then, one day, David shows up to visit his brothers who are 
in the army. He hears Goliath's mocking. And he sees his fellow 
Israelites shrinking back in fear. 

That's where our reading for today ends. But we know how the 
story goes from here. We know that the young shepherd boy—the 
great underdog—faces Goliath on his own. And we know that he 
conquers the giant with a single stone flung from his simple slingshot,
proving that little guys can indeed do big things.

But as I said, there's a lot more going on this story than the 
simple narrative of the underdog winning a battle. And one of the big 
mistakes we make in reading this story is that we think of David 
defeating Goliath as the exception. Certainly, the underdog winning is 
the exception in our experience today. The better-funded and more 
experienced candidate almost always wins the election. More local 
retailers are closing almost every day, unable to compete with the 
likes of Walmart and Amazon. And as much as we love to see the 
upsets in the early rounds of March Madness, it is rare to see a team 
seeded lower than third winning the national championship. In our 
world, Goliath usually wins.

The same is not true in the Bible, however. Indeed, the victory of
the perceived “underdog” is not the exception in the biblical story. The
poorer or weaker or less privileged coming out on top is the biblical 
story. It's what we see time and time again in the pages of scripture. 
The younger and more effeminate Jacob manages to get both the 
birthright and the blessing intended for his older and more masculine 
brother Esau.(Genesis 25:29-34;27:1-29) The Hebrew slaves escape 
from the powerful and oppressive rule of Pharaoh. Mary, the mother 
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of Jesus, celebrates that God “has shown strength with his arm; he 
has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has 
brought down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly;
he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich away 
empty.”(Luke 1:51-53) And Jesus himself lives this out by reaching 
out and affirming the underdogs of his day: women and Samaritans 
and lepers and children. A central theme of scripture is that God 
works to bring justice to the underdog.

Another mistake we make in reading this story is that we think 
that David wins in spite of Goliath's overpowering might. But perhaps 
David's victory comes about precisely because of Goliath's reliance on
his own brute strength. 

Author Malcolm Gladwell has a TED Talk and an entire book 
entitled David and Goliath: Underdogs, Misfits, and the Art of Battling 
Giants in which he explores this topic. He points out several of the 
characteristics of Goliath that we typically see as advantages, and 
shows how David uses these supposed advantages against him. 

Gladwell theorizes, for example, that Goliath's tremendous size 
was the result of a medical condition known as  acromegaly—a 
disease caused by a benign brain tumor. Among other things, 
acromegaly can result in extreme nearsightedness or double vision. If
this were the case, Goliath's size is as much a disadvantage as it is an
advantage.

Likewise, the armor and weaponry of Goliath are quite 
foreboding. But they are also extremely cumbersome. His chain-mail 
coat alone is said to weighs over 120 pounds. With all that weight, he 
would have had a hard time moving himself around. It would have 
been nearly impossible to react quickly to the swift movements of his 
opponent. 

So what does David do? First of all, he refuses the armor and 
weapons that King Saul tries to give him. They're too heavy for him; 
and he's not used to them.(1 Samuel 17:38-39) He recognizes very 
quickly that he can not possibly defeat Goliath on the giant's terms. 
He needs to reset the game.

So instead he picks up a few rocks and his slingshot. It may be a
simple weapon, but it's one he knows how to use very well from 
fighting off the wild animals that threaten his father's flock of sheep. 
And Gladwell calculates that a stone flung from this sling with a 
practiced hand could have the same stopping power as a .45 caliber 

https://www.betterworldbooks.com/search/results?q=0316204366
https://www.betterworldbooks.com/search/results?q=0316204366
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=387635856
http://bible.oremus.org/?ql=387635783
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ziGD7vQOwl8


handgun.
David thus manages to do away with all the supposed 

advantages of Goliath. He stays far enough away that—if the Philistine
does have poor eyesight—the giant will have a hard time seeing him. 
He also manages to stay out of range of that massive sword. And he's
able to move quickly to find the right position to gain an advantage. 
In fact, David knows he doesn't actually have to kill Goliath with his 
rock. All he has to do is stun the Philistine enough that he can disarm 
him. And that's what he does. David knocks him down, flat on his 
face, then runs up and uses Goliath's own weapon against him.(1 
Samuel 17:49-51) David wins the battle because he refuses to fight 
on the terms set out by Goliath.

A third mistake we make in reading this story, then, is that we 
tend to read it as though we ourselves represent the underdog. We all
like to think of ourselves as Davids—the common guy who catches a 
break and makes a big difference. We love those heroes who rise from
practically nothing to overthrow the evil oppressors—from Luke 
Skywalker to Harry Potter to Katniss Everdeen. 

The truth is, however, we often act a lot more like Darth Vader 
and Lord Valdemort and President Snow. As citizens of the richest and
most militarily powerful nation on earth, we often operate with the 
mindset of Goliath. The U.S. constitutes roughly five percent of the 
earth's population, but we consume a quarter of the world's oil and a 
third of the paper, while producing half of the globe's solid waste.
(Scientific American) We also account for 37 percent of the world's 
military expenditures—more than the next seven nations combined.
(National Priorities Project) By nearly every standard, we are indeed 
well-armed giants who believe that our size and our power will save 
us. So we continue to believe myths like “The war on terror is 
something we can win” and “The only way to stop a bad guy with a 
gun is a good guy with a gun.” And so we shouldn't be surprised when
someday our nation is brought down not in spite of our nuclear 
arsenal and border wall and massive economy, but precisely because 
of those very things in which have mistakenly placed our trust.

It is indeed so easy to give in to the Goliath temptation. In fact, 
David himself very quickly adopts the practices and values of the 
giant in spite of what he knows about all the disadvantages they 
bring. It actually begins as soon as Goliath hits the ground. The story 
continues with the grisly parts we usually leave out when we tell it to 
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kids. David grabs Goliath's sword and kills him. He uses the giant's 
own weapon to decapitate him. Then he takes Goliath's head to 
Jerusalem, and keeps the Philistine's armor for himself.(1 Samuel 
17:51-54) So only a few verses after refusing Saul's armor because 
that weighed him down too much, he is inexplicably appropriating the 
far more cumbersome armor of Goliath.

David's movement toward the Goliath mindset continues 
throughout his career.  A few chapters after today's text, David 
actually hires out himself and 600 men under his command as 
mercenaries in service to the Philistine king. He spends sixteen 
months raiding nearby settlements, slaughtering every person he 
finds and looting their livestock and clothing.(1 Samuel 27:1-9) When
he becomes king himself, he arranges for the death of one of his top 
warriors in battle so that he can take the man's wife as his own.(2 
Samuel 11) And when one of his sons rapes one of his daughters, 
David takes no action against him.(2 Samuel 13:1-22) Step by step, 
David's youthful faith and ability to turn apparent disadvantages to his
advantage devolve into the power-hungry cynicism that Goliath 
demonstrated during those forty days of threat in the Valley of Elah.

This leads us to one last mistake that we often make in reading 
about David and Goliath: we fail to acknowledge just how hard it is to 
set aside our preconceptions and place our trust in God rather than in 
our own power. We usually skip right over the entire part that we read
today where it takes forty days before the Israelites respond at all to 
the threat posed by Goliath. We like to quote the way David pays lip 
service to his faith in God, declaring that “the LORD does not save by 
sword and spear; for the battle is the LORD's and he will give you into
our hand.”(1 Samuel 17:47) But we fail to acknowledge how quickly 
David turns his reliance to the very armor and weaponry that he had 
at first denied.

The victory that God gives to David is not quick. It is not easy. 
And it does not mean that David never has to face another threat. 

God's presence is not always very obvious. The advantages of 
faithfulness to God's ways too often seem like disadvantages in the 
face of the threats around us. We want more tangible ways to 
respond to threats. So we build fences and we arm ourselves and we 
try to make ourselves appear as invincible as possible—all the tactics 
that Goliath himself uses.

I'm not just talking here about what we're doing in international 
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conflicts or in our schools, though those certainly concern me as well. 
I'm talking about what's happening even in churches. A few weeks 
ago, there were a couple of stories on the local news about churches 
preparing for the possibility of active shooters. One of those stories 
featured a congregation in Topeka that has an armed, off-duty 
sheriff's deputy greeting people as they enter the front door. I did a 
little research myself on how churches can prepare and prevent active
shooters, and was shocked at how much of the material I could find 
supported this very idea. In particular, the web site of one very 
prominent church insurance company features a video on “Armed 
Intruder Best Practices” that consists pretty much of three middle-
aged white guys sitting around and talking for almost 20 minutes 
about hiring armed off-duty police officers.

In case you have any questions, Manhattan Mennonite Church 
will not be hiring armed guards as long as I have any say in the 
matter. And it saddens me to see that so many churches are 
succumbing to the Goliath lie: that bigger is better, that might makes 
right, that our security lies in weapons and wealth rather than in our 
trust in God. Unlike David in the Valley of Elah, we are allowing the 
terms to be set by those who threaten us rather than by the God in 
whom we claim to have faith.

It is time for us to re-read the story of David and Goliath. It is 
time that we come to terms with the mistaken understandings of this 
tale that we carry with us. It is time for us to reject the Goliath lie and
re-commit ourselves to the faith of young David. 

The God whom we worship is consistently on the side of the 
underdog, working to bring justice to the oppressed and good news to
the poor. The God whom we worship unmasks the false might of 
power and prestige, of weapons and wealth. The God whom we 
worship refuses to engage in the terms laid down by the world, 
turning what is generally seen as weakness into true strength. The 
God whom we worship continues to stand with us in the face of 
whatever threats and evils we face, empowering us to live lives of 
faithfulness and humility even when we are tempted to turn to our 
own devices. The God whom we worship is the God whose law is love,
whose might is mercy, and whose unmatched power is found in 
unending pardon. 
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