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1 Samuel 17:34 – 37            11 May, 2014 
 

Things aren’t always as they appear. 

Israel’s battle-hardened warriors sat immobilized by fear as the Colossus 

of Philistia hurled taunts and curses from the valley in between each morning and 

evening for forty days.  Goliath had wagered total subjugation in a contest to-the-
death: Israel could choose any man among their ranks to fight him and whoever 

of the two was still standing after blood soaked the ground – his country would 

rule from the Jordan to the Mediterranean.  In one respect, this saved hundreds of 

lives, because the armies wouldn’t necessarily engage in hand-to-hand combat. 

Yet, who of Israel would be able to stand up against Goliath, whose spearhead 

weighed as much as a fifteen pound bowling ball, and under that kind of pressure 

not only to stay alive but to keep your family, your way of life, your homeland 

free from iron shackles – or worse? 

“On hearing the Philistine’s words, Saul and all the Israelites were 
dismayed and terrified” (1 Sm 17:11). 

Saul, of course, was king – Israel’s first.  He had governed and protected 

God’s people for some years now.  Saul became king, when the Philistines kept 
invading farther into Israel to wreak havoc and expand their dominance.  To give 

some perspective, during the earlier days of Saul’s reign the Israelites would have 

to go to Philistine blacksmiths to sharpen their plowshares, sickles, etc., because 

the Philistines didn’t want any Israelite to get any ideas and start an uprising even 

with their farm equipment.  And so, at one point only Saul and his son Jonathan 

had a proper sword and spear for war; the rest of the soldiers had to use whatever 

they could bring from home.  Saul and his army had come a long way since then 

– enjoyed several hard-won victories – but he hadn’t stopped losing ground in his 

faith. And the only way Saul saw how to encourage one of his men to stand up as 

champion for Israel and for the Lord against the Giant was to strike a deal: “The 

king will give great wealth to the man who kills him.  He will also give him 
his daughter in marriage and will exempt his father’s family from taxes in 
Israel” (1 Sm 17:25). 

But every time Israelite warriors saw Goliath step out from his lines to 

shout his usual defiance, “they all ran from him in great fear” (1 Sm 17:24). 

David happened to hear it, though, this time.  His father still needed him 

around the house to do chores – David tended the sheep – which David did, when 

he wasn’t employed by Saul to play harp or serve as armor-bearer. And so, David 

ended up travelling between home and the battlefield quite a bit, especially now 

since his father wanted updates about how his oldest three sons were doing on the 

front lines against Philistia.  But when David heard Goliath, he was struck dumb-

founded: “Who is this uncircumcised Philistine that he should defy the armies 

of the living God?” (1 Sm 17:26).  His heart burned with righteous jealously for 
the honor of God’s name.  It was time to act–to fight and silence this ungodliness. 

The king got word about David and summoned him.  David spoke first: 

“Let no one lose heart on account of this Philistine; your servant will go and 

fight him” (1 Sm 17:32). All right … so standing in front of Saul was a shepherd 

boy – well, David’s in his late teens or early twenty’s probably, not a pipsqueak – 

but all the king saw was a youth who played harp and took care of sheep and all 

of sudden who was going to march out onto the valley floor with the fate of Israel 

on his shoulders – with no sword, spear or shield; just with the naïve invincibility 

of his short lifespan and rash thinking. This David, who addressed the king, no 
less, without any doubt of himself or any fear of the outcome or any need to hear 

advice, straight-faced and upfront told King Saul: Goliath’s a dead man. Today.  

I mean, Saul and his army had had forty days to think this over and devise a plan, 

the best of which I already mentioned, but David arrived one day all showered 

and youthfully vigorous and ignorant and he was talking sure victory in the safety 

of Saul’s tent! 

Was it comic relief for Saul, or the signal to finally surrender?  “If this is 

all we got – a shepherd – we don’t have a prayer!” 

Yet, Saul’s thinking was the desperate and deadly kind. 

We can’t hide from problems.  Whatever they may be, they are going to 

keep coming at us and making threats to take over our lives, until we finally give 

in and say we’ve had enough.  We raise the white flag.  And it’s so much easier 
not to confront the problem head on but imagine it’ll be taken care of somehow, 

if we just give it more time to go away on its own or to wait for someone else to 

step in and deal with it. But that never works in the end because it’s our problem.  

It’s going to follow us, as long as we let it. 

And what I see in Saul is admittedly what I see in myself: the inevitable 

frustration from the ever-present weakness of my foolish self-reliance to get thru 

the day. Our problem doesn’t begin with the problem that’s annoying us from the 

outside.  It begins with the problem inside you and me – the belief that there’s not 

a problem in our lives, except when we see one. But that’s not true to reality. You 

and I run into problems in life, because you and I have the problem of sin in our 

souls each day.  The problems in life just bring out and exacerbate our sin, so that 
it’s once again noticeable to us. 

You feel weak and worn out, that’s because you spiritually are! 

You keep making the same mistake(s), that’s because you’re sinful! 

Saul bribed his soldiers with possessions and position to embolden one 

of them at least to fight because he himself no longer had any other reason beside 

to fight.  His faulty solution to the Goliath problem mirrored the tragic condition 

of his soul – the Lord was nowhere to be found. 

If you or I don’t believe the Lord’s with us, we become a self-fulfilling 

prophecy of abandonment: we abandon God and then are alone which guarantees 

that we suffer the pain of loneliness for eternity. 

Not to mention, problems in our lives will only loom larger and longer. 

But David saw the situation differently; he answered Saul’s incredulous 
look: “Your servant has been keeping his father’s sheep.  When a lion or a 

bear came and carried off a sheep from the flock, I went after it, struck it and 

rescued the sheep from its mouth.  When it turned on me, I seized it by its 
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hair, struck it and killed it. Your servant has killed both the lion and the bear; 

this uncircumcised Philistine will be like one of them, because he has defied 
the armies of the living God” (1 Sm 17:34 – 36).  At first, David wanted his king 

to know that he was no rookie, when it came to worse-case scenarios.  Now, I’ve 

been taught, because my parents have lived at two locations where the wildlife 

included bobcats or bears, that you just avoid any close contact with those kinds 
of animals, and certainly don’t confront them, unless your life’s on the line.  Yet, 

David – he not only rescued his father’s sheep from the jaws of a lion and a bear 

but, when it came after him for stealing a meal or looking to supersize, he turned 

around and killed it.  David knew the danger with Goliath. He knew he would see 

death that day – but not his own. 

“The LORD who delivered me from the paw of the lion and the paw of 
the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine” (1 Sm 17:37). 

Already then you know the outcome of that fight, even if you had never 

read this chapter.  What soon would take place was reality even at that moment, 

because of the truth that Saul himself spoke, no matter how little he believed it to 

be true: “Go, and the LORD be with you.”  Saul said it as a farewell greeting, but 

David relied on it as a glorious fact. 
The Lord’s presence – in the past and at the present – was his strength. 

The Lord’s promise – David was anointed king – gave him certainty. 

And that’s the kind of faith by which you and I live! 

Like David, we don’t have foreknowledge of the future; we don’t know 

how exactly the Lord will work things out.  But that kind of uncertainty doesn’t 

matter and makes no difference to our faith. For one thing, the Lord uses our lack 

of foreknowledge to encourage our trust in him who is the Everlasting Present.  

That God knows all is enough for us to know.  And that’s the other thing: by not 

permitting us to get bogged down with a detailed outline of every instant of our 

lives beforehand God enables you and me to focus instead on the big picture, on 

what matters the most in the end – an everlasting life with him.  That in no way 
means that God isn’t concerned about or watching over every moment of our 

lives – he is.  But for our spiritual sanity, so that every problem – however big or 

small – doesn’t lead you or me to question the reality of God’s love or the 

certainty of his promises, he get us to look at life with a long view that stretches 

into eternity where he lives and reigns. 

What do you and I need to know in life? 

We need to know that the Lord doesn’t let go of us.  He grips us tight in 

his grace, so that neither sin nor death can snatch us out of his hand.  Because his 

hands, that bear the death marks of the punishment for our sin, are fully alive and 

almighty from his resurrection.  Jesus’ forgiveness is greater than our sin, and the 

faith he gives is stronger than death. 

Of course, we don’t go looking for trouble.  If we wander away like lost 
sheep from our Shepherd, there are plenty of roaring lions waiting for the chance 

to devour us. You and I can’t expect not to get hurt when we come too close to an 

animal that sees us only as prey.  And that’s how the devil sees us: 

Sheep for slaughter. 

We also need to know, then, to listen to the Lord, the Good Shepherd.  

Jesus is the one who calls us by name, just as he did when he brought us to the 

water of baptism and washed us clean of our spiritual filth and made us white as 

snow by clothing us in his righteousness.  Jesus is the one who guides us safely in 

this world by pointing out to us all the dangers that threaten our faith and leading 
the way that follows his every footstep with the rod and staff of his Holy Word. 

What you need to know is that the Lord is with you. 

Then, what seems like lunacy to the lost, what sounds like nonsense to 

the skeptic, becomes our peace and hope. 

“When I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor 12:10). 

It’s a paradox that’s true of and a blessing for the Christian.  It applies to 

and is understood by no one else but the one who trusts in Christ. 

Things aren’t always as they appear. 

Jesus suffered and died on the cross; people rejected him as a weak man 

and the devil mocked him as a failed Savior.  But through the cross Jesus actually 

showed the world the almighty power of his forgiving love! 

To call hardships in life blessings from God … to have unshakeable 
certainty when we know and control so little … to look forward to death as the 

beginning of life – who lives like that? 

We do because of Christ. 

We’re not talking about pop psychology that tries to change a person’s 

outlook simply by putting a spin on it – to say, e.g., problems are opportunities – 

even if we’d agree with that from Scripture’s standpoint.  We’re talking about the 

very heart of Christianity that places its entire meaning on Christ, whose life and 

death and resurrection make the promises true – back then for David, right now 

for us: 

The Lord’s grace is enough. 

We can do anything through his strength. 
Even our problems are achieving eternal glory for us by his will. 

Amen. 

 

 

“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace as you trust in him, 

so that you may overflow with hope by the power of the Holy Spirit” 

(Ro 15:13). 


