
 
 

Sermon by Mack Dennis, Pastor 
 
Whoever wins this match between representatives of the Israelites and Philistines will win on 
their army’s behalf, and thus make footstools of their enemies.  But as we stand atop the ridges 
of Elah, looking down into the valley at David standing up to this giant, it’s easy to understand 
why the Israelites are terrified.  At the end of a 40-day stalemate, Goliath has thrown down the 
gauntlet.  Is this young David—anything but a seasoned warrior—all Israel has to offer?   
 
It’s hard to overestimate just how fearsome Goliath looks next to David.  No one ever said David 
weighed only 98 lbs. (the text says he was “ruddy and handsome in appearance”).  But Goliath is 
standing at least 6’ 9”, wearing more than 150 pounds of armor, carrying a spear tricked out to 
make it spiral toward targets with greater accuracy.  With a bronze helmet, coat of mail, armor 
strapped about his thighs and calves, a javelin, as well as—we will soon discover—a sword.  He 
has so much armor and ammunition that he needs an assistant to carry his shield.  David is 
dressed like a shepherd, carrying a shepherd’s crook, a sling, and a typical shepherd’s satchel, 
into which he has secretly placed five smooth stones.   
 
You may remember the camera zooming in from a distance on Tiananmen Square protests 30 
years ago, a tank approaching a defiant young Chinese student.  The tank is going to roll over 
that young man.  Likewise, there’s no question who has the upper hand in the Valley of Elah.  
However confident and cocky David is, he’s clearly going to be a carcass by sundown. 
 
There’s hardly a more famous story in the Bible than this, but only because the most unlikely 
thing happens.  But that only makes the story more susceptible to misreading.  There are the 
conventional interpretations we carry with us that tell us this is merely a story about a victorious 
underdog.  These usually play out in the world of sports:  the United States hockey team beats 
Russia in the 1980 Olympics…or, N. C. State topples mighty Houston in the 1983 NCAA 
tournament….or, I got this job. 
 
More serious readings can also miss the mark.  You might be familiar with author Malcolm 
Gladwell’s popular reexamination of David and Goliath.  Picking up on clues in the text, 
Gladwell suggests Goliath had several obvious weaknesses, like the possibility that Goliath’s 
armor made him too slow.  And that Goliath apparently couldn’t see well, as evidenced by his 
saying David had multiple sticks when David only had one staff.  Gladwell also says Goliath’s 
excessive height suggests he may suffered from gigantism—the same kind of hormone disorder 
Andre the Giant had.  As well, in ancient warfare, it was common for those using slingers like 
David to have the upper hand against armed infantry.  Depending on the stone’s weight, a slinger 



could send an impact equivalent in force to a .45 magnum’s bullet.  Giants aren’t as scary as we 
think they are, Gladwell concludes.1 
 
But what these readings leave out is the main character in the story, who never speaks, but whose 
name is at stake:  YHWH, the LORD, the God of Israel.  Yes, David is full of youthful vigor and 
perhaps some naiveté, but he has been delivered by God’s help before, in battles against lions 
and bears.  So, his confidence is grounded in his assurance that, just as God saved him before, 
the LORD will save him again “from the hand of this Philistine.”   
 
We’re accustomed to thinking about swords and spears verses sling shots in this story, but the 
battle between David and Goliath begins with claims about Goliath’s gods and David’s God—
the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.  Like a contest of clever put-downs between heavy-
weight fighters, Goliath breaks the tension: “Am I a dog, that you come to me with sticks?”  
Then he begins cussing David in the name of his gods, before adding another insult: “Come over 
here so I can feed you to the birds of the air and the wild animals of the field.”  But David retorts, 
“You come with sword and spear, but I come with the LORD on my side.  This very day, the 
LORD will deliver you into my hand, and I will strike you down and cut off your head.  And then 
I’m going to feed your whole army to the vultures and hyenas, for this is the LORD’s battle, and 
your ammunition is out of date.”  We get a foreshadowing of the outcome not in the images of 
military weaponry, but in the contrast of Goliath’s bullying, grounded in blustering pride, and 
David’s confident retort, grounded in God’s strength.  This is the LORD’s battle. 
 
In the famous hymn by Martin Luther, “A Mighty Fortress is Our God,” one stanza speaks of the 
devil’s defeat.  In unison, we sing of his demise, “One little word shall fell him.”  It has been 
suggested, with convincing proof from Luther’s own writings, that the one little word that fells 
the devil is… “liar.”  Devil, you lie.2  Goliath’s lie is his blustering confidence that he can defeat 
God by military means.  If Luther is correct, then isn’t it the case that the most devastating stone 
David throws is really David’s original verdict about Goliath: “the LORD does not save by sword 
and spear.” 
 
As violent as this story is on the surface, a closer examination reveals something about the way 
God wins victories in the world.  God never works the way we would.  God never uses 
conventional means.  God always uses some kind of alternative ammunition.  We think of 
Israel’s army winning through David.  But isn’t it true that God dispatches both armies?  The 
Philistine army appears to have the upper hand in Goliath, but both armies are afraid of the other.  
They stand atop the ridges with their swords, spears, shields, armor, bows and arrows, heavy 
artillery, all of it expensive, all of it a great drain on both of their populations and their 
economies.  But on behalf of the LORD of hosts, David slips out a smooth stone from the dry 
Wadi river bed… 

                                                
1 See Malcolm Gladwell, David and Goliath: Underdogs, Misfits, and the Art of Battling Giants (Back Bay Books, 
2015).  You can also see a video of Gladwell’s intriguing account, “The unheard story of David and Goliath,” here:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ziGD7vQOwl8.  
2 Luther’s Works, (Vol. 41, American edition) 185–186: “For all such books, even if there were as many as 
thousands of them written every day and every hour…are very easily refuted with the single word, ‘Devil, you lie,’ 
just as that haughty beggar Dr. Luther sings so proudly and boldly in those words of his hymn, ‘One little word shall 
fell him.’” 



 
Then again, doesn’t David use violence?  We would be well within our rights to speak of David 
and his God as reliant upon violence.  David kills his enemy.  He then decapitates his enemy.  
That is certainly true.  But another, more interesting perspective is to see God working through 
David to subvert the roles of armies.  This is the God of whom the Psalmists sing, who “makes 
wars cease to the end of the earth,” and who “breaks the bow and shatters the spear and burns the 
shields with fire” (Ps. 46:9).  In spite of the bloody ending, imagine the blood that would have 
been spilled if the armies had clashed in the valley.  Is David’s victory not a plot point in the 
narrative of our peaceable God’s dealing with us, which eventually reaches ultimate clarity in the 
person and work of Jesus Christ? 
 
In the Gospel reading today, Jesus is asleep in the cabin of a boat that is taking on water in a 
dangerous storm on the Sea of Galilee.  The distressed disciples wake him, panicking, “Lord, we 
are perishing!”  Jesus, who has been preaching parables all morning and was really counting on 
this nap, rises from his slumber, speaks to the wind and the waves, and says, “Peace.  Be still.”  
And the winds die down, the waves cease.  And the disciples are left looking at one another and 
wondering, “Who is this guy?” 
 
Does this really happen in real life?  Of course, it does!  It happens again and again, we just don’t 
hear these stories as often.  Some of you may remember the Philippine Revolution in the 1980s.3   
There was a corrupt dictator, Ferdinand Marcos, though you may be more familiar with his wife, 
Imelda Marcos.  If you have a big shoe collection, you may have been called “Imelda Marcos,” 
“Who are you, Imelda Marcos?”   She had some 5,000 pairs of shoes.  One day she spent about 
12 million dollars on jewelry, while her countrymen picking produce were making about seven 
dollars a week.   
 
Well, Marcos had a firm grasp on power in the Philippines, and it created so much hostility that a 
Marxist army rose up in opposition, and their leader, Benigno Aquino, was assassinated.  
Benigno’s brother, Butz, (I’m sorry his name is Butz).  Butz Aquino took the helm, but he was 
questioning whether they needed an army to meet Marcos’ army.  Arms merchants came to him 
and said, “Do you want to buy?”  But as a Christian, he eventually decided on a different 
approach.  And so, he turned to the Church and its leadership, the Cardinal and Bishops, and 
asked for leadership in training the country in non-violent resistance.  And they agreed.  The 
bishops eventually called on all Christians to “act according to the Gospel of Christ…in a 
peaceful, non-violent way.” 
 
When Marcos lost the election, he remained defiant.  While Benigno Aquino’s wife, Cory, was 
elected.  When she took office in the midst of the city, she had to barricade herself from Marcos’ 
army.  Aquino and a Catholic Cardinal called on all people of good will to fill the streets, and to 
protect the new president from Marcos’ army. 
 
There came a sea of people praying, holding little statues of the Virgin Mary.  Three nuns were 
seen praying just feet away from the rumbling engines of the tanks.  But then the tanks jerked 
                                                
3 In what follows, I have depended on Ron Sider’s account of events in his book, Nonviolent Action:  What 
Christian Ethics Demands but Most Christians Have Never Really Tried (Grand Rapids, MI: Brazos Press, 2015) 
63-77. 



forward.  One elderly woman in a wheelchair rolled up to the tanks with a crucifix and called out 
to the soldiers, “Stop, I’m an old woman, you can kill me, but you shouldn’t kill your fellow 
Filipinos!”  One soldier jumped off the tank and hugged her, “I can’t kill you.  You’re just like 
my mother.”  Then the marines retreated without firing a shot.  One observer said, “Marcos had 
the guns, but Cory had the nuns…” 
 
………… 
 
I wonder what you think about when you think about coming to church.  Do you think about 
coming to a school of non-violence, a school of alternative ammunition?  Not just a place to 
“love God and neighbor” in an abstract sense, but to learn how the stories of the Bible offer 
resources for the church to be a school for non-violence.   
 
How would it change our imagination if we thought of coming to church that way?  If all of us 
thought of coming to church as coming to school of non-violence?  I’m not talking about 
becoming pacifists—exchanging one label for another.  I’m talking about thinking about church 
as a place where our imaginations are broken open to think that what is impossible is possible 
with God.   I’m talking about a school for peaceful deception of the powers and principalities.  
Young David was a student of that school. 
 
Luther said, “One little Word shall fell him.”  I want to say, that one little word just might have 
been…Resurrection!  After all, “The Lord does not save by sword and spear.” 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 


