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Playing to Our Strengths 
5th Sunday after Pentecost - Year B 

First Reading: 1 Sam (17:32-49) Psalm Reading: (19:9-20) 
NT: 1 Cor (15:1-11), Mark (4:35-41) 

 
 So, imagine two armies in ancient times. Each is in battle 
formation on opposing hills with a valley in between. Neither 
particularly wants to attack because that would mean a march 
across a valley and then an uphill battle. In battles with swords 
and spears the army on the uphill side has an advantage, 
especially when it comes to throwing spears, and hacking with 
a sword. So, what often happened in these kinds of situations 
when neither side wants to begin the battle is that there is a lot 
of posturing. One side sends out a champion to challenge the 
best of the opposing side. 
 In our reading from 1 Samuel today, the Philistines, on one 
side of the valley, have sent out their champion. A grizzled 
warrior named Goliath. He was six cubits and a span tall, which 
for us is nine feet nine inches1. I am presuming that includes his 
helmet and a pretty good-sized plume on top. But still, he was a 
big fellow. He keeps challenging the Israelites who are standing 
on the opposing hill, but no one has the guts to get out and 
meet this towering fighter alone. It creates a depressing fear 
among the Israelites, until… 
 David shows up. He hears that King Saul has announced 
that there will be a reward for anyone who can take out 
Goliath. David, just a cocky young lad at the time, goes before 
the king and announces, “Let no one lose heart on account of 
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this Philistine, your servant will go and fight him.” (NIV, 1 Sam 
17:32) 
 Everyone, including his brothers and the King are skeptical. 
The king even says, “You are not able to go out against this 
Philistine and fight him; you are only a young man, and he has 
been a warrior from his youth.” (v.33) Well, look at the boy, he 
could hardly measure up against this man of experience. Once 
David came to grips with Goliath, David would be done for. You 
have to imagine this Goliath fellow. He has long arms, a long 
sword. He has a spear. How could David ever get close enough 
to hit him? Goliath has already killed many men. What could 
David do against him? 
 David protests that he has met tough challenges of his 
own in the past. As a shepherd he has killed lions and bears to 
protect his flock, even saving the sheep from the very jaws of 
death. He says that “this uncircumcised Philistine will be like 
one of them.” It sounds good. David says he has an advantage 
over the Philistine, “The Lord who rescued me from the paw of 
the lion and the paw of the bear will rescue me from the hand 
of the Philistine.” This is a crucial advantage. David has faith. 
 Morale is an important factor in any struggle, any 
challenge. The mere belief that a goal is attainable helps to 
bring that goal into the realm of possibility. David has faith that 
God will protect him. He has faith that he can succeed in spite 
of the seeming odds. We are like David in this regard in that if 
we believe it is possible. If we pray, if we ask, we will receive, if 
we seek we will find, if we knock the door will be opened. 
 But Saul and the others in the camp did not seem so 
confident. Saul says to David, “Go and the Lord be with you.” 
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Meaning, yup, we will let you go out there and get crushed by 
the big mean guy. But Saul decides he wanted to give this 
shepherd youth a chance, so, thinking like Goliath, in 
conventional terms, he “dressed David in his own tunic. He put 
a coat of armor on him and a bronze helmet on his head…” 
making him perhaps a span taller. (v.38) I can just see David 
with oversized, heavy armor. Probably, it comprised of a breast 
plate or coat of mail with leg protection, perhaps a heavy 
leather tunic.2 He would have appeared ludicrous and been so 
encumbered by the weight that he would be barely able to 
move. In essence, by succumbing completely to the 
conventions of the day, he would be giving up all the 
advantages he had as a fleet shepherd. He then buckled on the 
sword, which would have been even more cumbersome. Now I 
have never worn armor, but I have worn a sword, just 
ceremonially when I was in the Navy, but I can tell you it can be 
awkward. A long saber has a tendency to mix itself up with your 
legs, and I have seen more than one officer stumble when 
walking down a gangplank. 
 David understands his situation. He tells Saul, “I cannot go 
in these…because I am not used to them.” So, he simply takes 
off the armor and the sword. (v.39) This is a key development 
for David, he realizes that his strength does not lie in brute 
force and a cumbersome defense. His advantages lay 
elsewhere. So, what does he do? The Bible tells us “He took his 
staff in his hand and found some smooth river stones from the 
stream.” He puts them in his pouch and then heads off to face 
the Philistine. 
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 You have to realize here that choosing the right stones was 
an important part of this process. Good stones are relatively 
flat, round at the sides and as our reading tells us smooth. 
Recently, my wife and I went up to Presque Isle for the wooden 
boat show. There was a lot to see and do. For me, a big part of 
the fun was walking the rocky shoreline and finding stones to 
skim. But it was not easy finding the right stones. Robin helped 
me look and once in a while one of us would find one that was 
suitable, and with a side arm motion, a bit like a sling, I would 
let fly with the stone. I was standing well up on the beach with 
the first throw, and it plunked in the water and went down with 
barely a splash. Then I found another whipped it out there and 
got two skips. Finally, Robin found the perfect stone and, 
knowing I needed to get as close to the level of the water as 
possible, I stepped down and put my left foot onto a large 
stone that was just below the surface of the water and with my 
other foot on shore I crouched and, with my best side-arm, 
skimmed the stone on the surface. It skipped three times. I 
walked away after that, satisfied that I had accomplished my 
goal. 
 Skimming stones is a lot like slinging stones. You need the 
right tools, the right technique, and a bit of trial and error to 
accommodate the learning curve. And for us, we have to find 
the right tools, the right techniques, the right approaches to 
meet the challenges facing us as a church. 
 Well, for David and Goliath, the posturing continued. It 
was a tradition in single combat before a battle to do a bit of 
what has come to be known as “trash talk”, something people 
do in sports even today. You see we are not far different from 
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those people facing each other in battle some three thousand 
years ago. Goliath says, “Am I a dog that you come at me with 
sticks? Come here and I will give your flesh to the birds and the 
wild animals.” (v.43,44) How is that for a taunt? 
 Well, David’s response is no less weighty. Yet, it is a speech 
that must perplex the lumbering giant, “You come against me 
with sword and spear and javelin, but I come against you in the 
name of the Lord Almighty…This day the Lord will deliver you 
into my hands, and I’ll strike you down and cut off your head. 
This very day I will give the carcasses of the Philistine army to 
the birds and the wild animals…All will know that it is not by the 
sword or the spear that the Lord saves; for the battle is the 
Lord’s…” (v.45-47)  
 Now, we know what happens, but I am sure that the 
outcome was not so obvious at the time. Here, I think it is time 
to evaluate what is really going on. I must say that I am 
indebted to Malcolm Gladwell and his book, “David and 
Goliath” for some of this perspective.3 First, Goliath, because of 
his understanding of what his strengths are, refuses to see that 
some of those strengths are also weaknesses. His size makes 
him an easy target. The range of his weapons is very short and 
his experience makes him overconfident. He is also totally 
wrapped up in himself. Meanwhile David finds a way to match 
himself with Goliath, making the best use of his speed and 
maneuverability. David has the ability to use his weapon at long 
range, and, most importantly, he has his faith in God. The fact 
is, as long as David does not try to use the equivalent of 
Goliath’s strengths, the outcome is pretty much inevitable. 
David will win. Though David is portrayed as the underdog in 
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the story, in real, concrete terms, the outcome is never in 
doubt. 
 The Bible tells us that “David ran quickly toward the battle 
line to meet him. Reaching into his bag and taking out a stone, 
he slung it and struck the Philistine on the forehead. The stone 
sank into his forehead, and he fell face-down on the ground.” 
(v. 48-49) 
 And so we can apply this story to our little church, here in 
Alpena, Michigan. We are David, we are at the moment just 
before the battle with Goliath is to be engaged. We can choose 
to fight the battle on the terms of Goliath or we can choose to 
play to our advantages. Just what is this battle that we have 
before us? Well, it is not really a battle, but more of a 
challenge. The challenge is fulfilling our mandate, the mission 
that we have set out for ourselves, or, in truth, that the Holy 
Spirit has set out for us. In case you are not aware of it, our 
mission statement is to… PROCLAIM the good news of Jesus 
Christ so all may come to believe. To NURTURE God’s people in 
joyful faith, commitment and fellowship; and to DEMONSTRATE 
our Lord’s way of love through our service to the community 
and larger world. Just remember those key words, “proclaim, 
nurture, and demonstrate.” 
 So, what are our advantages? Well, they are many, we are 
small, so we are flexible. We have close and loving fellowship. 
We have unique traditions, while at the same time we have 
plenty of room to experiment. We have an amazing pool of 
talent within the congregation. We have patience. And most 
importantly, we have faith, faith in God and confidence in the 
guidance of the Holy Spirit. 



7 
 

 Now it is up to us to use these strengths, to do the work of 
the Lord in prayer and in action. It is up to us to encourage one 
another, to love one another, to be the Body of Christ. If we do 
these things, like David, we will surely succeed in our mission – 
our mission which is to proclaim, to nurture, and to 
demonstrate. 
 Please bow your heads and pray with me… 
 Eternal God, Lord of Hosts, you lead us into a new age. You 
lead us toward your kingdom when heaven comes to earth. The 
Apostle Paul tells us, “now is the time of God’s favor, now is the 
day of salvation.” Lord, every day is the day of your favor, every 
day is the day of your salvation. Let us act and live in that 
understanding moving forward with confidence and your love. 
 

αμην 
  

1 https://hermeneutics.stackexchange.com/questions/1509/how-tall-was-goliath (Accessed, June 20, 2018). 
2 https://www.biblegateway.com/resources/encyclopedia-of-the-bible/Armor-Arms (Accessed, June 20, 2018). 
3 Malcolm Gladwell, David and Goliath, Underdogs, Misfits, and the Art of Battling Giants (New York: Little, Brown 
and Company, 2013). 
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