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THE BEAST OUT OF THE SEA AND THE SPINDLY KID FROM BETHLEHEM
1 Samuel 17:1-54

It’s a wonderful story, isn’t it? I’ve been reading it for fifty years and it’s still one of the best in the book. And it’s still the best story in any other books too, for that matter. But what is it about? Oh, that's easy. It’s about this great big beast of a giant on the enemy’s side and a spindly little kid from Bethlehem who’s braver than just about anybody that ever lived. And he went out and he faced this big giant, probably four feet taller than he was, and bowled him flat with one shot from his sling. 

It’s great, it’s just great! But is that really what it’s all about? Because if that’s what it’s all about, how does that fit in with what Jesus said about all the Scriptures speaking about him? And then later, you will remember, after he had risen from the dead he showed those two down-in-the-dumps disciples walking along the road to Emmaus, who thought he was still dead, "things about himself from all the Scriptures." And he did that in such a way as to lift them permanently out of their despondency and give them the courage to live a completely different life from that day on. In other words, Jesus showed them how the Old Testament Scriptures spoke to them about him that day; and some of those Scriptures were talking about things at least four thousand years old. 

And that’s the question I want an answer to when I read this story. I want to know what the Spirit says to the Church today in this story. I want to know how the Scripture, this Scripture, "makes me wise to salvation." I want to know how this Scripture "is profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness" and how therefore I "may be thoroughly equipped unto every good work" that the Lord calls me to do; because that’s what the Bible tells me the Bible is all about. 

And frankly, while a three thousand year old story like this might thrill me and make me cheer, it doesn’t in itself do me any good. And I need the Bible to do me some good. Because, from where I stand on this slope in the camp of Israel, I think I see Philistines on the other side of the valley. And I can get very down in the dumps about that. So my first point people of God;

1.	LOOKING INTO THE VALLEY OF THE WORLD WITH THESE EYES ONLY. 
Look out there in the world, congregation. What do you see? Philistines "like sand on the seashore for number," very well equipped, according to the various Philistines that they are. They’ve got money; they’ve got education; they’ve got arms; they control the levers of power in the world. Things can look very dark in the world today – and probably, I suspect, at most times in history – when you look at it only through these eyes. 

#	Well look at nature herself. Let’s call it that for the moment. It seems to be awry, doesn’t it? It is awry. It’s been awry since the day we first sinned. It’s been groaning in the pains of childbirth longing to be renewed and delivered from the effects of our sin, Paul tells us in Romans chapter eight. But three weeks ago the Indian Ocean was convulsed with a terrible tsunami. And the best the Dominion Post could do was a cartoon with a big boot entitled NATURE stamping on a globe, and two little men down here looking up and saying, "And we thought we controlled things." They couldn’t bring themselves to entitle the big boot GOD. Even Garth George in the Herald, supposedly writing as a Christian, after scoffing at the Archbishop of Sydney’s comments that this tsunami, as any other disaster, is a wakeup call to pay attention to God, could only say, “We have no idea why these things happen.”  

This is all part of a new paganism that is growing up in the West. And it is now flexing its muscles. Prosecutions have been brought and convictions secured in Norway, in Canada, in the United States of America and most recently in Australia against Christians for hate-crimes, in relation to speaking biblically about homosexuality and Islam. 

#	And related to this new paganism, old paganisms are being revived and so every public function or building in this country is opened with Maori pagan cleansing ceremonies and karakia, prayers that, so someone said this week, if they were translated, they wouldn’t be able to be spoken. 

At times these old paganisms and these new paganisms are coming together in a vileness that only the old Middle-Eastern and perhaps some of the Mediterranean paganisms fell to. I don’t think Maori paganism or any other 'primitive' paganisms were ever so filthy. I read this week of films and videos that the Society for the Promotion of Community Standards is reviewing and protesting against their release by the Censor's Office. I don’t know how they sit down and view them. It is sickening just to read about some of them. They’ve got no artistic or educational value. They revel in utter filth, literal as well as figurative. Full of gratuitous violence. It can all only be designed to lower us below any kind of depravity the world has ever seen, that I’ve read about at least. Far more gross than occurred in Nazi Germany in the thirties, which country and its depravity we all self-righteously deplore. 

#	Then there is Islam, seemingly rampaging through the world as it did from around 630 to 732 when it was finally stopped by Charles Martel at the Battle of Tours. In Europe it has gained a presence where it can almost blackmail governments. In the United States it must not be spoken against. President Bush calls it a religion of peace. It can be taught in schools but Christian children may not say grace for their lunch. Our education department even has built a Muslim prayer room in a Christchurch school while aid for Christian Schools is decreasing. Islam has influence, money, power, weapons and someone told me the other day that 46% of the world’s population under sixteen are Muslim. 

#	Then if the old Communist totalitarianism has gone, it has quite likely only been replaced by a simple, pragmatic totalitarianism – in China; and in Russia with the Mafia ruling it. 

People of God, when you look into the valley of the world with these eyes, that’s what you see and it can be frightening. And it all seems to tower over us like Goliath towered over even King Saul, who was himself head and shoulders above anybody else in Israel and most Philistines. We find ourselves in the position and state that Israel were in as they looked up at Goliath, nine and a half feet tall, wearing armour like they’d never seen before, with a spear-head that weighed fifteen pound – seven kilograms. Find a shield to stop that one, if you can! And he challenged Israel and threw out abuse and scorn like they hadn’t heard before and “they were dismayed and greatly afraid,” verse eleven. 

It is not hard to feel like that about our world today when you look at it with these eyes only. But is that the only way we can view the world?  Is that the right way for a Christian to view the world? Was it right for Israel, the people of God, to be "dismayed and greatly afraid"? Where was the faith of Jonathan, who only two or three chapters earlier had said to his armour-bearer, "Come on, nothing can stop the Lord from saving by many or few."

But there is a hero in our story who didn’t look at the world through these eyes only.  So my second point; 

2.	LOOKING INTO THE VALLEY OF THE WORLD WITH THE EYES OF FAITH. 
Verse eight; "And Goliath stood and shouted to the ranks of Israel and said to them, 'Why do you come out to draw up in battle array? Am I not the Philistine and you servants of Saul?'" 

Now I realize that it was Goliath, the Philistine, saying that, but it seems to me as we read the story that that is how Israel saw themselves too, merely as servants of Saul. For nobody mentions a thing about God in the whole story until little David steps up in verse twenty-six. “What will be done for the man who kills this Philistine and takes away the reproach of Israel? For who is this uncircumcised Philistine that he should taunt the armies of the living God?” 

Saul didn’t see things any differently either. He doesn’t mention God in all his conversation with David until he feels rebuked by David’s boldness and his completely unaffected and natural talk about how God has saved him in the past. 

And there is the faith of Jonathan. David wasn’t fazed by Goliath’s nine and a half feet and heavy armour-plate. As far as he was concerned, all Goliath was was an "uncircumcised Philistine," a man of this world, out of fellowship with God. And everything else about him mattered nothing at all. David had learned the lesson of his anointing even though I doubt he had ever heard what the Lord had said to Samuel when Samuel saw Eliab brought in and thought to himself, "Man, this must be the man God wants me to anoint." "But the Lord said to Samuel, 'Do not look at his appearance or the height of his stature because I have rejected him. For God sees not as man sees. For man looks at the outward appearance but the Lord looks upon the heart.'" (16:7) 

And as far as it is possible for a man to do, that is how David was looking at things. He was looking at things spiritually. In a way he didn’t really see Goliath. He only saw a scornful unbeliever taunting, not the armies of Israel, but the armies of the living God! He sees things like Jesus. When Paul was storming down the road to Damascus with letters from the Sanhedrin to capture Christians and haul them back to Jerusalem for prosecution, Christ hauls him up and says to him “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?” 

And David is the only one in the whole story who sees things like this and as he has opportunity he tells all the other leading characters the true state of affairs. 
#	"Soldiers, do you not know who you really are? This bloke’s taunting the armies of the living God. That’s who you are – soldiers of the living God!" 
#	Then to his king, "Sir," he intends Saul to understand, "realize who is shooting off his mouth out there, an uncircumcised Philistine. And he is taunting the armies of the living God! Sir, you are the leader of the armies of the living God!" 
#	And finally, he comes face to face with Goliath, perhaps only a cricket pitch away from him, and he replies to Goliath’s curses, “You come to me with a sword and a spear and a javelin but I come to you in the name of the Lord of Hosts, the God of the armies of Israel, whom you have taunted.” 

Later on in his life David learned to use regular weapons of warfare very well.  But correct armour and fire-power is not essential to David. What is essential is faith in the living God, because "the Lord does not deliver by sword or by spear – by ordinary means, necessarily – for the battle is the Lord’s," says David; and the Lord has his own devices. 

Brothers and sisters in the Lord Jesus Christ, we have to learn this too. We have to see things in this world, all of it, ultimately, theologically; and our lives therefore as spiritual warfare and the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh; they are not of this world; they are spiritual. Now, true, we may well use education and money and good organization, gifted people and excellent facilities, and perhaps even political influence in certain situations and for certain purposes, if God gives us these things. But we don’t need any of these things. We can have victory without them, "for the battle is the Lord’s … and the weapons of our warfare are" as Paul tells us in Ephesians chapter six, "truth, righteousness, the Gospel of Peace, the shield of faith, the helmet of salvation and the sword of the spirit which is the word of God."  And these weapons, Paul tells us in one Corinthians ten “are divinely powerful to destroy every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge of God.” So Paul could say in two Corinthians twelve, verse nine, when he wanted the Lord to remove that thorn in the flesh from him, “God has said to me, my grace, Saul, is sufficient for you; for power is perfected in weakness. Most gladly therefore I will rather boast in my weaknesses that the power of Christ may dwell in me. Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions – with difficulties for Christ’s sake – for when I am weak then I am (spiritually) strong.” 

That is what happens when we look into the valley of the world with the eyes of faith. David used the weapons he knew. He used the weapons God had given him so far in life. But even then he didn’t put his trust in his sling, even though I am quite sure he was confident in his ability to use it. Oh, you think he wasn’t confident and that’s why he picked up five stones, in case he missed?! I don’t think David ever expected to miss. He’d never missed before otherwise it would have been the lion and the bear here talking to Saul, not David! There is only ever one survivor from those kinds of encounters. Why then did he pick up five stones? 
#	Well, maybe he’d never seen a giant before and perhaps he didn’t know whether this stone would go through his skull in one shot (Hercus). Hard to believe. Those stones were about the size of a cricket ball, only they were stone; and they travelled at a hundred to a hundred and fifty miles an hour. That’s eighty to a hundred and twenty feet a second. That thing was in Goliath’s head before it had barely left the sling. 
#	Someone else has suggested that David knew Goliath had four sons   2 Samuel 21:15-22 and he took five stones so as to be ready to take them on too. That sounds more like David to me. But in the end we don’t know and it doesn’t matter. 

David used the weapons he had and he trusted in God and when he told Saul about his exploits killing bears and lions to save the sheep, he didn’t say it was because he was so good with a sling. He said it was because, verse thirty-seven, “the Lord delivered me from the paw of the lion and the paw of the bear and he will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine.” 

We, people of God, can live in the power of God too. 
#	We have been called to live godly lives in this world, lives that may win unbelievers perhaps without saying a word; and we have the power of the Holy Spirit to enable us to live those lives to God’s glory. 
#	We have the Gospel to take out to the world and a tongue to do it with; and we have Jesus' promise that when we are hauled up before the courts, he will give us in that moment the words to say, as surely he gave to David on this day. And perhaps that promise applies more widely than just when we’re hauled up in the law courts. 

But there is another question to ask, isn’t there? Where did David get this faith from? For indeed, not even Jonathan had it now. The answer to this question we’ve seen before and so, thirdly;

3.	LOOKING INTO THE VALLEY OF THE WORLD WITH AN EYE TO THE HONOUR OF GOD. 
I said earlier that we have in this story a hero who did not look at the world with natural eyes only but, rather, who looked at the world through the eyes of faith, and that made all the difference. But congregation, David is not just a hero who had faith. David is a type of the Lord Jesus Christ. David is the Lord’s deliverer. That is what is really going on here in this story. God is working in this story and after having anointed David he took the Spirit of power from Saul and gave him to David; and in turn gave a spirit of torment to Saul. With this victory God has revealed to Israel who its deliverer would be from now on. It’s not clear in this story that he would be king, but I’m sure Saul suspected it.

David was a type of the Lord Jesus Christ and there are two things in particular that mark him out as that. And bear these two things in mind, congregation, for remember, we share in Christ’s anointing. We are to grow more and more into Christ’s image, to be, as Luther put it, 'little christs.' Two things; 

First of all, David was concerned for God’s honour. Not only was David the first and, for that matter, the only person in this story to look at things theologically, to look at things from a godly point of view, spiritually; he looked at the whole thing and evaluated the situation from the perspective of the first and greatest commandment: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your mind and with all your strength.” David is incensed that the soldiers do not see that this uncircumcised Philistine, when he says “I defy the armies of Israel,” was defying, was taunting the armies of the living God! And he makes the same point to Saul. That is David’s concern – that the honour of his God be shown to the world in the fortunes of his people. 

In Psalm sixty-nine David wrote, “Zeal for your house has consumed me.” That is what drove David right throughout his life and that phrase is, of course, quoted about the Lord Jesus Christ in John chapter two after he cleansed the temple. So the first thing that marks David out as a type of Christ is that he was concerned about the Lord’s honour. 

But secondly this; I entitled this sermon “The Beast out of the Sea and the Spindly Kid from Bethlehem” because something in this story, as I read it, reminded me of the beast that rises out of the sea in Revelation chapter thirteen. The sea in Revelation thirteen is the sea of mankind and the beast that rises up out of it represents the leaders of mankind, any and all of whom oppose God. 
#	We read in verse four about Goliath, “Then a champion came out from the armies of the Philistines.” 
#	But in verse twelve we read, "Now David was a son of the Ephrathite of Bethlehem in Judah whose name was Jesse and he had eight sons" and so on. 

Do you see the difference? Do you get the point? 
#	Goliath is a great strong man, a champion, and he arises out of the company and the approval and the goodwill of his fellow-countrymen to defy and seek to destroy the Lord’s people and the Lord’s cause in the world. 
#	David was a nobody. He comes from no such background and with no such great credentials. He’s just a spindly kid from Bethlehem whose father is so and so. 

But that is just the sort of people God uses all the way through history. Not people with strength and power and qualifications that the world would understand and respect necessarily, for "the weakness of God is stronger than the strength of man." 

Jesus was exactly the same. "He grew up as a tender shoot out of dry ground," a very unlikely situation. “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” asked Nathaniel. He was quite insignificant physically. “There was no beauty in him that we should desire him,” Isaiah tells us. Indeed, when "he came to his own people they did not receive him," says John. Shades of David and his big brother Eliab: "Get off home, you little nuisance!"
This is all the Lord’s doing. It is not something we can construct. But there might be something we can learn from it. For, you see, Jonathan once had faith just exactly like David has now. Had his faith grown dull because he now lived, through no fault of his own, in a godless court with a faithless and disobedient father so that his faith was therefore stifled? But David, on the other hand, was forced to live out there on the hillsides of Judea, on his own, looking after the sheep. And there he learned to write poetry and put it to music and play a harp and sing. 

So what’s the point? Be nice to nerds because you might one day be employed by one? No, that’s not the point. But there on his own he also learned to defend himself and his sheep. He learned to fight. He learned to use the first surface-to-surface long-range missiles; and there "away from the madding crowd," in loneliness, he learned to think for himself and he learned to commune with his God. In this way also you see David did not arise out of the sea of mankind. This is why David had a completely different ‘take’ on the world than did the soldiers in Israel and the king of Israel. He saw it from a completely different point of view. His mind hadn’t been poisoned by all of Saul’s disbelief and that’s how David became the saviour of Israel. 

Congregation, we share in Christ’s anointing. We have all received power to use the gifts that he’s given us and to serve him with them. Jesus said, “You – the Church – shall do greater things than you have seen me do.” The Church today is desperately in need of leaders, saviours we might even say (with a small ‘s’), and the Gospel. Where will they come from? 

David didn’t look towards this day. As he was growing up he never imagined, "One day I’m going to use this sling against a Philistine giant." He never thought about anything else than protecting his sheep. But as he did that he looked at and he learned about his world and he saw God’s hand in it. He thought about his God and he learned to love him and revere him. And then, when he was brought into the big, wide world, he was shocked that his God could be so mocked; and God’s people could stand there and let it be. And God bypassed the regular army and used him. 

Someone I have read or heard over the last few weeks said that when the Church becomes apostate, as most of the Church is today, that which isn’t just silly, God bypasses the regular ministry and uses whomever he finds – or perhaps we should say – whomever he has prepared, who is godly. We can have our programmes and we can perform our ministry, and so we should. But who knows who might be the man that God is preparing for the great task that needs to be done in the Church and the world today in some insignificant out-of-the-way corner? Perhaps even in your corner? 

Even more to the point for us, perhaps, is: what are we doing to be of service to God? The interesting thing about David is that he had no idea that he would be used by God. All he did was, as Jesus told us, “occupy until I come.” Out on the hills of Bethlehem he went about his daily duties with diligence and conscientiousness; and he thought and learned about God; and he learned to look at the world through the eyes of faith. Remarkably like Jesus, when you think about it, learning, for perhaps twenty-five years, to be a carpenter in Nazareth. He learned about God too; so that when he went to the temple at only twelve years of age, the Doctors of Divinity "were amazed at his understanding and his answers." 

Well, congregation, that is the duty of us all. It’s not a matter of how young we are, or how old. The godly man is he who "meditates on the law of the Lord day and night," as David did, as Jesus did. And who knows, when we are faithful in that other duty that Jesus laid on us – to pray that he would raise up laborers to go out into the harvest –  whether he might not call us and use us in a way we could never imagine; and bring salvation to the world once again. And how the world needs salvation, doesn’t it? But we cannot pray it will come until we learn to pray the first petition of the Lord’s Prayer first. And that means keeping the first commandment – “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength.” Therefore we must pray first, "Father, hallowed be your name;" may your name be holy in this world. 

That is why God used David to be a saviour of Israel, and so mightily; that is why God used the Lord Jesus Christ to be The Saviour of the world; because both of them were consumed with zeal for God’s house, for God’s honour. And that is how we must pray for the salvation of the world too. That is how the Lord’s people of old, before the last two hundred years of trumped up and engineered revivalism, used to pray. They used to pray that God would glorify himself in the salvation of sinners. So yes, please, do love your neighbour and pray for his salvation. But love God first and pray for his glory first. Then who knows what God might do through us. 						Amen.

John Rogers, Reformed Church of the North Shore, 16th January, 2005

