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Now the Philistines gathered their armies for battle… And there came out from the camp of the 
Philistines a champion named Goliath… He stood and shouted …“Today I defy the ranks of Israel! 
Give me a man, that we may fight together.” When Saul and all Israel heard these words of the 
Philistine, they were dismayed and greatly afraid. 
Now David was the youngest son of [a man from Bethlehem] named Jesse, who had eight 
sons…The three eldest sons of Jesse, who had followed Saul to the battle, were Eliab the 
firstborn, Abinadab, and Shammah… Jesse said to his son David, “Take to your brothers [and 
those serving with them, this bread and cheese]. David rose early in the morning, left his sheep 
with a keeper, took the provisions, and went as Jesse had commanded him. He came to the 
encampment as the army was going forth to the battle line, shouting the war cry…David … ran 
to the ranks, and greeted his brothers. As he talked with them…Goliath….came up out of the 
ranks of the Philistines, and spoke the same words as before. And David heard him…David said 
to the men who stood by him, “Who is this uncircumcised Philistine that he should defy the 
armies of the living God?” His eldest brother Eliab heard him talking to the men; and Eliab’s 
anger was kindled against David. He said, “Why have you come down? With whom have you left 
those few sheep in the wilderness? I know your presumption and the evil of your heart; for you 
have come just to see the battle.” David said, “What have I done now? It was only a question.”… 
When the words that David spoke were heard, [Saul] he sent for him. David said to Saul, “Let no 
one’s heart fail… your servant will go and fight with this Philistine.” Saul said to David, “You are 
not able to…you are just a boy, and he has been a warrior from his youth.” But David said to 
Saul, “Your servant used to keep sheep for his father; and whenever a lion or a bear came, and 
took a lamb from the flock, I went after it and struck it down, rescuing the lamb from its 
mouth…The Lord, who saved me from the paw of the lion and the paw of the bear, will save me 
from the hand of this Philistine.” So Saul said to David, “Go, and may the Lord be with you!” 
Saul clothed David with his armor; he put a bronze helmet on his head and clothed him with a 
coat of mail. David …tried in vain to walk.. So David removed them. Then he took his staff in his 
hand, and chose five smooth stones from the brook, and put them in his shepherd’s bag.  His 
sling was in his hand, and he drew near to the Philistine. When [Goliath] looked and saw David, 
he disdained him… The Philistine said to David, “Am I a dog, that you come to me with sticks?” 
And [he] cursed David by his gods and said,“ Come to me, and I will give your flesh to the birds 
of the air and to the wild animals of the field.” But David said to the Philistine, “You come to me 
with sword and spear and javelin; but I come to you in the name of the Lord of hosts, the God of 
the armies of Israel, whom you have defied. This very day the Lord will deliver you into my 
hand, and I will strike you down… for the battle is the Lord’s…”  
David put his hand in his bag, took out a stone, slung it, and struck the Philistine on his 
forehead, and he fell face down on the ground..Then David ran and stood over him; he took 
Goliath’s sword, drew it out of its sheath, and killed him; then he cut off his head with it. When 
the Philistines saw that their champion was dead, they fled… On David’s return from his triumph, 
he appeared before King Saul, with the head of the Philistine in his hand. Saul said to him, 
“Whose son are you, young man?” And David answered, “I am the son of your servant Jesse, 
from Bethlehem.” 
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 It is an honor for be with you today, my brothers and sisters in Christ. As a 

grateful member of this beloved congregation, I am very mindful that when I stand 

in this pulpit, I am here as a guest. I am so grateful for our wonderful ministerial 

team and all the faithful servants whose devotion blesses this church. After 

spending over 40 years in parish ministry, I have greatly enjoyed my promotion 

from the pulpit to the pew. Before the pandemic hit, I liked taking a leisurely stroll 

on Sunday mornings from my house to the church, teaching the saints of the Open 

Door Sunday School class, and worshiping at either the early service in the chapel 

or the big service here in the sanctuary. One of the things I most appreciated about 

my promotion to the pew was being able to sing out loud again. I don’t know if you 

knew, but whenever I was up here in the pulpit, I was lip synching the hymns. I’ve 

done that since 1990. In that year, I was serving Harrodsburg Christian Church in 

Kentucky, and our services were broadcast live over the local radio station. One 

Sunday after church, I went to visit a wonderful member, Aimee Alexander, who 

was in intensive care in the local hospital. Aimee spoke with a Passy-Muir speaking 

valve—a device that looks like a handheld microphone that someone who’s had a 

tracheotomy places on their throats when they want to speak. Despite her travails, 

Aimee was a delightful, forthright woman, and most times I enjoyed visiting her, 

but not so much that Sunday afternoon in ICU. She said, “David, I have something I 

need to tell you.” “OK, Aimee.” “You know that I listen to you every Sunday on the 

radio.” “Yes, I do, Aimee.” “You have a very pleasant speaking voice.” “Thank 

you, Aimee.” “But when you sing, turn off the microphone! Do you have any idea 

what was it like this morning, when I couldn’t get to the radio, and I had to listen to 

you bellow out every single verse of ‘Shall We Gather at the River’?” I 

subsequently learned that judgment of my singing was held by everybody who ever 

listened to our Sunday morning service, but those not in Intensive Care had been 
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able to reach the volume control. The upshot was that for my next 27 years of parish 

ministry, whenever I was near a microphone, I silently mouthed the hymns out of 

pastoral concern for the flock. But since I’ve retired, nobody, as near as I can tell, 

cares whether I sing loudly in the back, except for my daughter Emma, who will 

frantically put her hand over my mouth to stifle the noise. Anyway, after retirement, 

I loved worshipping in church, being in Sunday School, and singing out loud. But 

then COVID hit, and for the last many months, those blessings had been denied to 

us all. I truly honor the wisdom and the discernment of our church’s leaders in the 

way they have handled this pandemic, because they have put the well-being of our 

congregation ahead of everything. I will admit I did acclimate pretty quickly to 

watching the service online at home in my shorts (and also using real wine during 

communion), but somehow singing solo in the living room didn’t compensate for 

not being able to sing with the congregation. But now, we are carefully, prudently, 

gathering again. We can worship in this beautiful sanctuary again. I’m so thankful. 

My Sunday School class met last week for the first time. I’m so thankful. But can I 

sing out loud in church again? NOO! The only consolation is, you can’t either! 

Welcome to my world! 

 Having said that, let me reiterate that I fully endorse and applaud every 

precaution our church uses to keep our people safe, including not singing aloud. I 

don’t want any of us getting COVID, and I personally have to be extra careful, 

because I have two existing co-morbidities called OLD and FAT. 

 But I wasn’t always OLD and FAT. I remember when I was young and spry 

and eager, like David in our scripture. When I was a kid, I loved that I had the same 

name as this great hero of the Bible. What small kid who’s been picked on doesn’t 

love the story of David and Goliath, the little guy taking out the big bully? But 

that’s just a small part of David’s story. With the exceptions of Jesus and Moses, 
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more is written about David than any other person in the Bible. The scriptures cover 

him from womb to tomb. How much of what he was like when he was young 

determined what he became when he was old? Is it true that the older we get the 

more we become just like ourselves, a compilation of all that has come before? Is 

the boy the father of the man; is the girl the mother of the woman? 

 Let’s look at today’s scripture. First, who were the Philistines? They were a 

seafaring people, originally from Crete, who had settled on the east coast of the 

Mediterranean in what is now the Gaza Strip. They traded throughout the 

Mediterranean world, and were adept in the advanced technology of ironworking. 

They were skilled warriors on land and sea, and they regularly bullied their 

neighbors, notably the disorganized, hill-dwelling confederacy of nomadic 

tribesmen called the Israelites, who were unique among ancient peoples for only 

having one God, and that one God was not only invisible, but had forbidden any 

depiction of God’s image. 

 In times of crisis, the Israelites would unite around a leader, a Judge, chosen 

by God—a Deborah, a Gideon. When the crisis passed, the Judges would go back to 

doing whatever they’d been doing before. But that ad hoc arrangement seemed 

increasingly parlous with the Philistines beating up on then, so the Israelites 

clamored for a king like other nations The Lord acceded to their demands and 

granted them one, a stalwart warrior named Saul. To affirm Saul’s kingship, the 

prophet Samuel anointed him with oil. With Saul’s ascension to the throne, the 

Israelites went from being a confederacy of tribes into something that presumed to 

call itself a kingdom. Determined to split this new kingdom apart, the Philistines 

sent an invading army toward a mountain ridge near Bethlehem. The Israelites took 

up positions on the opposite ridge to the east. Both sides overlooked the Valley of 

Elah. Despite their great material advantages, the Philistines prudently decided not 
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to charge into the valley in order to storm up the ridge the Israelites held. But they 

did want to end the deadlock and, as often happened in ancient warfare, tried to 

engage the Israelites in single combat. The loser’s side would abandon the field. 

The Philistines sent their scariest soldier, a gigantic man named Goliath. He wore a 

metal helmet and body armor; an aide carried his shield. Goliath bellowed at the 

Israelites to send their best warrior down to fight him mano-a-mano. None came. 

Seeing their champion slaughtered like a lamb—an inevitable consequence of such 

an unequal fight—would have had a devastating effect on the Israelites’ morale. 

Still, it must have been humiliating for the men in Saul’s army to hear the massive 

Philistine down in the valley shaming them for cowardice and lack of manhood; 

screaming that he would make slaves of them all; threatening to dismember their 

craven king Saul; blaspheming their God. David, a young shepherd, had been sent 

by his father Jesse to take some food to his older brothers who were serving in 

Saul’s army. David heard Goliath’s threats and started asking some of the Israelite 

soldiers how they could just stand there and listen to this Philistine blaspheme their 

Lord. Eliab, David’s oldest brother, overhead him and confronted him. Eliab said to 

him, “Why are you here? Where did you leave the sheep? I know your presumption 

and the nastiness of your heart—you’re here just to watch people kill each other.” 

“What did I do?” David responded to his brother. “It was only a question!” It 

Sounds like a typical plaint of younger brothers against older brothers in all times 

everywhere. Someone told King Saul about this kid stirring up the ranks. He sent 

for him, and when they met, David volunteered to go fight Goliath himself. Saul 

admired the spirit, but he didn’t look at David and see a killer of giants. David was 

insistent. Yes, he was just a young shepherd, but he had defended his sheep against 

lions and bears, and he had killed those lions, killed those bears, and he could do it 

again:  
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The Lord, who saved me from the paw of the lion and the paw of the bear will save 
me from the hand of this Philistine. 
 Saul relented. He even offered David his own armor, shield and sword. That 

was generous; had David had been killed, those things would have been prized 

trophies for the Philistines. David tried the armor on. It was too heavy and 

hampered his movement, so he declined it. He had his own weapon—a leather 

sling, a device invented back to the Stone Age. So young David set off, marching 

down the ridge into the Valley of Elah to face an opponent who was much more 

powerful, much better armed and much more experienced in the killing of human 

beings. Goliath was backed by the powerful Philistines. David was accompanied 

only by the Lord. 

 The writer Malcolm Gladwell hypothesizes that Goliath was possibly 6’9”tall, 

while the adolescent David may barely have topped the then-average height of 5’2.” 

If the battle had been fought on Goliath’s terms—two heavily armored men 

slashing and stabbing at each other—David would have been slaughtered. But it 

wasn’t fought on those terms. Goliath lumbered. David was fleet and nimble. 

Goliath had a sword, a spear for thrusting, and a javelin for hurling. David’s 

weapon was his leather sling and five smooth stones he had carefully chosen from a 

nearby brook. The smoothness of the stones is an important detail—a jagged rock 

would have had a ragged trajectory, eliminating any chance for accuracy. When 

David approached, Goliath cursed him by his gods and told him he would leave his 

carcass strewn on the field for the vultures and other scavengers. David responded 

this way: 

You come to me with sword and spear and javelin; but I come to you in the 
name of the Lord of hosts…the Lord does not save by sword and spear; for the 
battle is the Lord’s and he will give you into our hand. [I Samuel 17.45-47] 

 And then, David slung his stone. 
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 Malcolm Gladwell cited a ballistics expert with the Israeli Defense Forces, 

who calculated that David’s stone hit Goliath’s head with a velocity of 34 meters 

per second—76 miles an hour. The fast ball of the average major league pitcher is 

in the 85 mile an hour range. A baseball, which is horsehide wrapped around wool 

yarn with a rubber-coated cork center, can concuss or even kill a batter if it hits him 

squarely in the forehead at 76 miles an hour. David’s far smaller, and far harder, 

rock caught Goliath between the eyes and dropped him. We like to think of David 

as the underdog. But was he? If he had fought on Goliath’s terms, with Goliath’s 

weapons, he wouldn’t have stood a chance. But that wasn’t how he fought. His 

greatest strength didn’t lie in his weaponry. He was fighting on behalf of his people, 

in the name of the Lord of Hosts. And people of faith use different weapons than 

the world does. 

*** 

 Shortly before that encounter in the Valley of Elah, the Prophet Samuel, 

grieving Saul’s disobedience, had been tasked by the Lord with finding Saul’s 

eventual successor. The Lord had directed the prophet to the home of Jesse of 

Bethlehem, who presented his sons. When the Prophet saw the oldest, Eliab—the 

one who would later berate his young brother David before his confrontation with 

Goliath—Samuel was sure that Eliab was the Lord’s anointed. 

But the Lord said to Samuel, ‘Do not look on his appearance or on the height 
of his stature, because I have rejected him; for the Lord does not see as 
mortals see; they look on the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the 
heart.’ [I Samuel 16.7]. 

 Six more of Jesse’s sons were presented to Samuel; at the end, Samuel told 

him, “The Lord has not chosen any of these,” then asked if Jesse had any more. 

Well, Jesse said, there was his youngest, but he was out in the field taking care of 
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the sheep. Before too many days had passed, that youngest son was gathering five 

smooth stones from a brook. “The Lord does not see as mortals see; they look on 

the outward appearance, but the Lord looks on the heart.” 

Of course, we remember David for much more than the duel with Goliath. 

Many of the Psalms, including the most memorable ones, are attributed to him, like 

Psalm 22, Psalm 51; and especially Psalm 23. Psalms are not only poems, they’re 

songs. If you read the small print before some of the Psalms, you’ll see who they’re 

attributed to—David, or the Sons of Korah, or Asaph, or Solomon somebody else. 

Scholars have noted that many of them seem to have been written in two parts—

that the first half is a prayer, and the second half is a response of gratitude when 

God answers that prayer. Psalm 22 is a classic example. It begins with the 

horrifying words, “My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?,” the words Jesus 

cried out as he died in agony on the cross. But the ending of Psalm 22 is quite 

different from the beginning. It ends, “They shall come, and shall declare his 

righteousness unto a people that shall be born, that he hath done this.” First part: the 

agony and desperation; second part, the triumph that resounds through the 

generations. Two complementary parts, with two different emphases, composed at 

two different times. 

Psalm 23 is also in two parts. It goes from the perspective of a sheep to that of a 

king, from “The Lord is my shepherd; He maketh me to lie down in green pastures” 

to “Thou anointest my head with oil.” That is how kings of Israel were crowned: 

they were anointed with oil. The very word Messiah means “The Anointed One.” 

What one person would have had both of those perspectives, of “sheep” and 

“king”? David, a shepherd who became a king. 

It’s likely that David, out in the fields at night with his sheep, would have lulled 

them at night with his voice and perhaps a harp (as he would later lull King Saul), 
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in much the same way that young Gene Autry, before he started making records and 

movies, lulled the cattle on the family ranch by playing his guitar and singing to 

them (for those too young to remember Gene Autry, he was a singing cowboy who 

also wrote Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer). David may well have thought, “These 

sheep trust me to take of them, to lead them to green grass and fresh water.” The 

Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: 

he leadeth me beside the still waters. 

After David’s stunning takedown of Goliath, he was a hero to the Israelites. 

Saul’s son and daughter, Jonathan and Michal, adored David. Jonathan became like 

a beloved brother; Michal became David’s betrothed. When Saul, in a jealous rage, 

tried to kill David, it was Saul’s children who helped him escape. David became a 

hunted man, and organized a small band of loyalists; and though for a short while 

his little group actually worked as mercenaries for the Philistines, he would never 

fight against his own people. Once, hiding in a cave, David had the opportunity to 

kill Saul while he was sleeping, but he wouldn’t do it. He would not harm his king. 

David could have, should have, died a hundred times, but the Lord preserved him. 

Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for 

thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me. 

Once, when David and his men were starving, they survived because a priest 

gave him the consecrated bread that was on the altar of the Lord. Thou preparest a 

table before me in the presence of mine enemies. 

Later, when Saul was killed in battle, along with his son Jonathan, the elders 

declared David king with these words: “The Lord said to you, ‘It is you who shall 

be the shepherd of my people Israel.” Thou anointest my head with oil.  As David 

contemplated the astonishing trajectory of his life—from obscure shepherd boy to 

anointed king of Israel—he could only marvel, and ask in wonder, “Who am I, O 



  10 

Lord God, and what is my house, that you have brought me thus far?” [II Samuel 

7.18]. My cup runneth over. And then, as he sat before the Ark of the Covenant, in 

the presence of the Lord, David prayed, “And now, O Lord God, you are God, and 

your words are true, and you have promised this good thing to your servant…with 

your blessing shall the house of your servant be blessed forever” [II Samuel 7.28-

29].  Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I will 

dwell in the house of the Lord forever. When the 23rd Psalm reached its present 

form, David was at the pinnacle of his life, and this beautiful, beloved Psalm had 

been a work in progress for all of his days. The Psalm is autobiography as prayer. 

 The ancient Israelites knew God as “Yahweh,” which means “I AM.” That is 

how God answered Moses when Moses asked for a name at the burning bush 

[Exodus 3.13-15]. The Israelites believed that the great I AM had chosen the 

descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, to be his special people for his own 

mysterious purposes, and for that end had taken them from slavery in Egypt, led 

them to a Promised Land, and established a Covenant with them founded on God’s 

commandments. But God had chosen them in the plural, as a group. This sense of 

being part of a larger group is a dominant theme in ancient literature. In fact, we 

have no record of interior monologues, no first person recollections about what a 

person felt, thought, or believed, until about 1000 years before Christ, when a whole 

host of these interior monologues suddenly appeared in this collection we know as 

the Psalms. David’s psalms, his prayers and hymns, are filled with “I’s”—“I sinned, 

I mourn, I rejoice, I dwell in the presence of God.” It was as if David, as a young 

shepherd tending his flock through the long, solitary days and nights, felt God’s 

overwhelming interest in him, not so much as part of that collective known as the 

Israelites, but as an individual, as David. “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not 

want; he maketh me to lie down in green pastures; he leadeth me beside the still 
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waters.” It is an extraordinary leap in religious belief—a sudden, startling 

awareness that God cares so deeply about persons as individuals. Later, after David 

had committed a terrible sin (he impregnated a married woman named Bathsheba 

and connived to have her husband, Uriah, killed on the field of battle), he was 

denounced by the Prophet Nathan. In great anguish of spirit, David composed 

another prayer. We know it as the 51st Psalm: 

Have mercy on me, O God, 
   according to your steadfast love; 
according to your abundant mercy 
   blot out my transgressions. 
Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity, 
   and cleanse me from my sin. 
For I know my transgressions, 
   and my sin is ever before me. 
David’s life, as a person, mattered deeply to God. God not only cared about 

David’s talents and triumphs, God also cared about him despite his worst decisions 

and most detestable sins. Our lives also matter deeply to God, including all that is 

both best and worst in us. Did David, the shepherd boy, become the father of David 

the king? In some ways, yes. David could not have been who he was at the end if he 

had not also been who he was at the beginning. But ultimately, our true Father is 

not our younger selves—nor even our earthly father—but “our Father who art in 

heaven.” David, for all his gifts and graces, was not the Bible’s greatest shepherd. 

That Good Shepherd is the one who said these words: 

I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep. I 
know my own and my own know me, just as the Father knows me and I know 
the Father. And I lay down my life for the sheep. [John 10.11, 14-15]. 

 Thanks be to God, our heavenly Father. Thanks be to the Son, our Good 

Shepherd, Jesus Christ, who laid down his life for us, his flock.  Amen. 
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