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1 Samuel 17:45–47 Then David said to the Philistine, “You come to me with a 

sword, with a spear, and with 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 defied. 46This day the 

LORD will deliver you into my hand, and I will strike you and take your head from 

you. And this day I will give the carcasses of the camp of the Philistines to the 

birds of the air and the wild beasts of the earth, that all the earth may know that 

there is a God in Israel. 47Then all this assembly shall know that the LORD does not 

save with sword and spear; for the battle is the LORD’s, and He will give you into 

our hands.”  
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Zeal for the LORD 

1 Samuel 17 
 

Chapter 17 of 1st Samuel is arguably the best-known story from David’s life.  If you 

use the phrase “David and Goliath story” about a business competition, an 

athletic contest, or a war, you immediately communicate. This is a situation 

where the smaller party has no hope of winning but through perseverance and 

grit or nimbleness or unexpected skill, they prevail. The current war in 

Ukraine against Russia has been called a David and Goliath situation. The 

effort to unionize Amazon warehouses has been called a David and Goliath 

story. But my favorite, which still brings tears to my eyes, is the story of the 

U. S. hockey team in the 1980 Winter Olympics, defeating the Soviet Union. 

The United States was not in great shape in 1980.  In Iran the U.S. embassy was 

occupied and 52 Americans were being held hostage. A rescue attempt had 

failed miserably, and the U.S. military was being mocked and dismissed. 

OPEC had throttled petroleum supplies and the U.S. was faced with rising gas 

prices, rationing, and long, long lines at the gas pumps. I sat in one of those 

lines on the morning of my wedding in June 1979. We had double digit 

inflation. In fact, a year later when Gail and I moved to Texas, our mortgage 

rate was 21 percent. Jimmy Carter was president and he famously and 

unhelpfully called America’s situation a “crisis of confidence.”  

Into this mess came the 1980 Winter Olympics in the little town of Lake Placid, New 

York. The Soviet Union’s ice hockey team had won the gold medal in each of 

the past four Winter Olympic Games, and they were expected to do it again. 

The Soviet team had mostly full time state-sponsored players with significant 

experience in international play. By contrast, the United States' team, led by 

head coach Herb Brooks, was composed mostly of amateur players, with only 

four players with minimal minor-league experience. The United States had 

the youngest team in the tournament and in U.S. national team history. Just 

before the Olympic the U.S. played an exhibition game against the Soviets at 

Madison Square Garden. The Soviets dominated, defeating the U.S. 10-3.  

Al Michaels, who called the 1980 Olympic Hockey coverage said this 40 years later. 

“So that day, yeah, they destroyed the U. S. team. Then the U.S. team was 

able to rebound, come up to Lake Placid, and get that tie against Sweden.” 

“29 seconds to play. They drive and he scores. Bill Baker. And look at that 

scene on the ice.” “And then Czechoslovakia was clearly the second best team 

in the world. And the U. S. dominated the game. You sat there and went 

‘woo.’” “Nobody expected this. 7-3. The United States over Czechoslovakia.” 
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That set up a medal playoff game between the U.S. and the Soviet Union, which had  

dominated, winning all its matches. “There’s a sense of anticipation, but there 

might have also been the sense of, I don’t want to say fear, but nervousness. 

It’s the U.S. was going up against . . . Goliath.” “I’m sure there are a lot of 

people in this building who do not know the difference between a blue line 

and a clothes line. It’s irrelevant.” “Let’s talk about the game itself. The goal 

right before the buzzer the first period to tie the game.” “Marc Johnson. I mean 

it just . . . and it happens out of nowhere.” “Marc Johnson in the game. By 

Tretiak. But Johnson is in and scores with one second to play in the period.” 

“That was gigantic because it not only tied the game, it got the Soviet coach 

Victor Tikhonov to take Tretiak, the best goalie in the world, out of the game.” 

“So in the second period the Soviets got the go-ahead goal.” “They dominated the 

second period.” “The U.S. team is depending a bit too much now on Jim Craig 

to make too many good saves. . . . Eruzione scores. Mike Eruzione.” “When 

Eruzione scores now all of a sudden it’s like ‘whoa . . . what are we watching 

here.’” “Now we’ve got bedlam.” “And I kept looking up at the clock.” “28 

seconds. The crowd going insane.” “And all of us sudden the clock was in 

quicksand.” “11 seconds. You’ve got 10 seconds. The countdown going on 

right now.” “I mean this was just a great moment. I want to be a fan at that 

point.” “Do you believe in miracles? Yes!” “That wasn’t a hockey game, that 

was a miracle.” “All over the country Americans shared the miracle moment.” 

A David and Goliath moment. That’s what we’re studying today in 1st Samuel 17, 

that moment when God, against all human reasoning, wins the victory. And I 

say God, not David, very intentionally, because David’s role in all this was to 

simply trust God zealously. The striking thing in this chapter is not David’s 

heroism, but his zeal for God. And as we go through situations in life where 

the odds are against a God-honoring outcome, it is our zeal for that God 

empowers us in the battle. Our zeal for God empowers us in the battle of life. 

In the first verses we’re told that the Philistines came out for battle against Israel, 

and Saul responded by bringing out the army of Israel, so that they were each 

encamped on a mountain side and the battle would take place in the valley 

between. This is the valley of Elah, west and a little south of Jerusalem.  

The Philistines, who lived mostly along the coast of the Mediterranean, had been 

enemies of the Israelites since the conquest of the Promised Land. In fact 

Joshua’s army never really engaged them though their territory was assigned 

to various tribes, mostly to Judah. In the time of the Judges the Philistines 

became the most common enemy and oppressor of the people of Israel. 
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So this battle is not a surprise, but the Philistines do introduce a wrinkle. They send 

out a champion. Verse 4: And there came out from the camp of the Philistines 

a champion named Goliath of Gath, whose height was six cubits and a span. 
5He had a helmet of bronze on his head, and he was armed with a coat of mail, 

and the weight of the coat was five thousand shekels of bronze. 6And he had 

bronze armor on his legs, and a javelin of bronze slung between his shoulders. 
7The shaft of his spear was like a weaver’s beam, and his spear’s head weighed 

six hundred shekels of iron. And his shield-bearer went before him.” Six 

cubits and a span is over nine feet tall. So the man truly was a giant. Goliath 

then challenges Israel to put forward their own champion.  

“He stood and shouted to the ranks of Israel, “Why have you come out to draw up 

for battle? Am I not a Philistine, and are you not servants of Saul? Choose a 

man for yourselves, and let him come to me. 9If he is able to fight with me 

and kill me, then we will be your servants. But if I prevail and kill him, then 

you shall be our servants and serve us.” 10And the Philistine said, “I defy the 

ranks of Israel this day. Give me a man, that we may fight together.” 11When 

Saul and all Israel heard these words of the Philistine, they were dismayed and 

greatly afraid.” Notice that this challenge is also a defiance of the army of 

Israel, and implicitly a mockery of their courage and military prowess.  

Seeing the giant Goliath and hearing his defiance, Saul and all Israel are dismayed 

and greatly afraid. This is what Scripture calls the fear of man. It is the fear of 

human threats. The classic verse is Proverbs 29:25 “The fear of man lays a 

snare, but whoever trusts in the LORD is safe.” In many places in Scripture this 

contrast between fear of the what the world can do and trust in God is evident.   

David, writing of another encounter with the Philistines says “In God I trust; 

I shall not be afraid. What can man do to me?” Yet so often in our fear, our 

uncertainty and our hesitation are all wrapped up in what the world promises 

and threatens. Simple things: I’m afraid of what the economy is going to do 

to my retirement savings; I’m afraid of what the government might do to 

religious freedoms; I’m afraid of what social media might say if I’m too bold 

with the Gospel; I’m afraid of what my neighbor might say.  These fears are 

not groundless. All these things could take place. And in many countries the 

persecutions do take place and believers could lose their lives. But these fears 

can only control us when we focus on what man can do, not on God.  We 

learned in Romans 8 that nothing can separate us from the love of God, “not 

tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or danger, or 

sword. . . . neither death nor life, nor angels nor rulers, nor things present nor 

things to come, nor powers, 39nor height nor depth, nor anything else in all 

creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our 

Lord.” This is the truth. Our hearts rejoice in it.  
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1st Samuel 17 shows us that zeal for the Lord, having our eyes on him and working 

for his glory is what allows us to take our eyes off these threats and fears.  This 

is the beauty of David’s approach to the Philistines. He enters the picture in 

verse 12. “Now David was the son of an Ephrathite of Bethlehem in Judah, 

named Jesse, who had eight sons. In the days of Saul the man was already old 

and advanced in years. 13The three oldest sons of Jesse had followed Saul to 

the battle. And the names of his three sons who went to the battle were Eliab 

the firstborn, and next to him Abinadab, and the third Shammah. 14David was 

the youngest. The three eldest followed Saul, 15but David went back and forth 

from Saul to feed his father’s sheep at Bethlehem.” 

The first thing I thought when I read these verses, months ago, was “haven’t we 

already met David. Do we have two beginnings to this story?” Later in the 

chapter it seems that Saul has no idea who David is, though in chapter 16 

David was his personal musician. After David goes off to kill Goliath, Saul 

asks the commander of his army “Who is this? Whose son is he?” How do we 

explain this apparent discrepancy between the two chapters? Several solutions 

have been proposed, but the best is simply time. In chapter 16, at his anointing, 

David may have been pre-adolescent. Chapter 17 could be several years later, 

maybe six. If you’ve ever seen a young boy grow, you know that adolescence 

can change everything: the size of his body, the shape of his face, his voice, 

his demeanor and everything. Combine this with the huge difference in status 

between a child musician and a young warrior, and it’s not that surprising that 

Saul would not know him, or that we are introduced to him again. 

The main point is David’s zeal. David is out tending the sheep. His brothers are off 

fighting the war. Then David’s father sends him to the encampment to bring 

his brothers some supplies. Just as David arrives Goliath is coming out for his 

daily harangue, defying the armies of Israel and instilling fear. Verse 24 “All 

the men of Israel, when they saw the man, fled from him and were much 

afraid.” When David came up the men of Israel, probably trying to work up 

their courage, were saying that King Saul would make the man who killed the 

giant rich with gain and even give him his daughter in marriage.  

1 Samuel 17:26 “And David said to the men who stood by him, “What shall be done 

for the man who kills this Philistine and takes away the reproach from Israel? 

For who is this uncircumcised Philistine, that he should defy the armies of the 

living God?” In David’s thinking the important comparison is not between 

Goliath and other men, but between the pagan uncircumcised followers of 

Dagon and the power of the living God who is Israel’s protector. David’s zeal 

is not in his own might or power, nor even in the power of Israel’s armies, but 

in the power of the God who had chosen Israel.  
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We see evidence of this zeal and confidence in the Lord throughout the rest of the 

passage. In verses 28-30 there is a brief interaction between David and his 

oldest brother Eliab, where the latter seems to be accusing David of being a 

glory hound, coming to the battle like a little boy fascinated by war. David, 

sounding exactly like a younger brother says “What have I done now. I was 

just talking.” That interaction may be the background for Psalm 69, where 

David says “I have become a stranger to my brothers, an alien to my mother’s 

sons. 9For zeal for your house has consumed me, and the reproaches of those 

who reproach you have fallen on me.” My zeal for God and my offense at his 

mockery by the Philistines made a separation between me and my brothers. 

Next David is called before Saul, who has also heard about David’s zeal. David 

explicitly offers to fight the giant. “Let no man’s heart fail because of him. 

Your servant will go and fight with this Philistine.”  Saul says “You’re only a 

boy.” David then tells him of how being a shepherd has prepared him. “Your 

servant used to keep sheep for his father. When there came a lion, or a bear, 

and took a lamb from the flock, 35I went after him and struck him and 

delivered it out of his mouth. If he arose against me, I caught him by his beard 

and struck him and killed him. 36Your servant has struck down both lions and 

bears, and this uncircumcised Philistine shall be like one of them, for he has 

defied the armies of the living God.” That’s David’s zeal for the Lord showing 

up again. We see the attitude we ought to imitate in verse 37: “And David 

said, “The LORD who delivered me from the paw of the lion and from the paw 

of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine.” I’ve seen God’s 

work in the past, and I know it is he who does it, and I’m sure he will do it 

again.” I think this attitude can be applied to the challenges and circumstances 

we face. Maybe it’s sickness or health issues. You’ve received a diagnosis or 

a warning from your doctor, and it’s full of unknowns and dangers. On one 

level you can have confidence, like David, by simply looking at the many 

times in the past that God has healed or sustained or provided.  

But on a deeper level, especially on our side of the cross, you can have confidence 

not just in what God has done for you, but in what God has done. He’s already 

done the big thing. He’s sacrificed his Son, he’s raised him victorious to life. 

He’s already brought healing in the most important way. He’s healed us from 

sin and its consequences, as we’ve trusted in him. You may not be able to 

point to a lion or a bear that you’ve killed, but you can point to the Lion of the 

Tribe of Judah who is the Lamb that was slain for you. What he’s done means 

that any human circumstance cannot ultimately touch us or separate us from 

God. David says this in Psalm 56 “I’m trusting in God. I’m not going to be 

afraid. What can man do to me.” Jesus says much the same thing in the Gospel 

of Matthew “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul.”  
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Paul says “Am I now seeking the approval of man, or of God? Or am I trying to 

please man? If I were still trying to please man, I would not be a servant of 

Christ.” Then he says “I have been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who 

live, but Christ who lives in me. The life I now live in the flesh I live by faith 

in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me.” We have every 

reason to be zealous, sold out for God, wanting only what he wants and not 

fearing or serving our culture because we live by faith in the Son of God. 

In 1st Samuel 17 David’s zeal has a very practical bent. He’s not going to do things 

man’s way, he’s going to do things God’s way. Remember, Goliath has all 

this fantastic bronze armor, so after Saul consents to having David as the 

champion of the armies of Israel, the king tries to give David similar armor. 

If you’re going to go up against a guy in armor, you ought to go in armor, 

right? But that wasn’t David’s way. He wasn’t interested in going up against 

Goliath man-to-man, he wanted to see God work. So, he went up the same 

way he’d gone up against the lion or the bear, with a sling and a stone. This 

was not, as management seminars will tell you, because he had an awareness 

of his strengths and played to them. It was because he trusted God to work. 

So, verse 40, “he took his staff in his hand and chose five smooth stones from the 

brook and put them in his shepherd’s pouch. His sling was in his hand, and he 

approached the Philistine.” Five smooth stones. Smooth because they needed 

to be smooth to release cleanly from the sling. But why five? Some say this 

shows David’s lack of trust: he wasn’t sure one would be enough. But God 

had never said to take one. It’s likely David had experience with the predators 

that showed it might take more than one. Also there was a whole Philistine 

army behind Goliath, and they might attack when their champion fell. It was 

just reasonable to have a few extra stones. What I’m sure about is that the five 

stones did not have mystical or character connotations, as so many want to 

say. They stand for courage, humility, prayer, effort and duty. Or for promise, 

preparation, peace, prayer and praise. Or for other mutually contradictory sets 

of attributes. But there is nothing in the text to indicate an allegorical meaning. 

If there’s a meaning it’s that even as our zeal leads us to trust in God, we still 

prepare reasonably to do our part in his way in the rescue he will provide. 

David approaches Goliath, and Goliath disdains David. He as much as laughs. Verse 

43 “And the Philistine said to David, ‘Am I a dog, that you come to me with 

sticks?’ And the Philistine cursed David by his gods. 44The Philistine said to 

David, ‘Come to me, and I will give your flesh to the birds of the air and to 

the beasts of the field.’” This fight was not about two men, a boy and a giant, 

but about false gods, probably Dagon and others, and the power of the true 

God. Goliath curses by his God, but David, in his zeal, boasts in his God. 
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Verses 45-47, really our key verses this week. Then David said to the Philistine, 

“You come to me with a sword and with a spear and with 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 defied. 46This day the LORD will deliver you into my hand, and I will 

strike you down and cut off your head. And I will give the dead bodies of the 

host of the Philistines this day to the birds of the air and to the wild beasts of 

the earth, that all the earth may know that there is a God in Israel, 47and that 

all this assembly may know that the LORD saves not with sword and spear. 

For the battle is the LORD’s, and he will give you into our hand.”  

This is great stuff. When we get into impossible circumstances, facing opposition, 

facing difficult relationships, facing loss and grief, facing loneliness and fear, 

may we have David’s zeal and confidence in God. You come against me with 

human weapons: sword, spear, javelin. Or social media, mockery, abuse, 

gaslighting. Or poverty, oppression, racism. Or temptations to materialism, 

sexual sin, substance abuse or despair, denial, depression and suicide. All of 

these and more are the human ways of dealing with life’s battles.  But the only 

answers to the conflicts of life, the enemies of life, the Goliaths of life are 

found in trusting, as David does, the name of the LORD of hosts, the God of 

the armies of Israel. David knows that God will give victory so that “all the 

earth may know that there is a God in Israel.” Our zeal is for God’s glory, 

God’s reputation, that the knowledge of the one true God and the recognition 

of his perfection and rescue might grow and fill the earth. 

David says it again in verse 47: “that all this assembly, [both the Philistines and the 

Israelites], may know that the LORD saves not with sword and spear.” Over 

and over in Israel’s history we see God saving Israel from certain defeat, not 

by the strength of people, but by his strength made apparent in their weakness. 

Gideon with his three hundred men against tens of thousands. Or Jehoshaphat 

facing the combined armies of all the nations crying “we do not know what to 

do but our eyes are on you.” You may not remember it, but in that passage a 

prophet of the Lord repeats what David says here, “for the battle is not yours, 

but God’s.” All his army needed to do was stand and see the salvation of God.  

The battle is the LORD’s, but the LORD does not save with sword and spear. This was 

perfectly true in the life of Jesus. The people wanted to make him a king. They 

wanted him to lead a rebellion against the Romans, and re-establish the nation 

of Israel. Even his enemies were convinced he was leading a rebellion. But 

that’s not how God saves. Jesus did not come to conquer by sword and spear 

but by sacrifice and death. He went to the cross in complete humility to rescue 

by taking on the burden of the sinful, the broken and the lost, bearing their 

punishment, enduring shame, submitting unto death, even death on a cross.  
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The path to the grave was the path of victory. His defeat and humiliation at the hands 

of those with only human weapons meant his victory and exaltation at the 

hands of God, and victory and new life for all who would trust in him. The 

Lord does not save by spear or sword but by sacrifice and resurrection. 

For David too the victory is not by human hands. Instead, God wins the battle when 

we are zealously trusting in him, and acting in that trust. Verse 48 When the 

Philistine arose and came and drew near to meet David, David ran quickly 

toward the battle line to meet the Philistine. 49And David put his hand in his 

bag and took out a stone and slung it and struck the Philistine on his forehead. 

The stone sank into his forehead, and he fell on his face to the ground.” Did 

David do this by skill? Yes. Was skill enough? No. It was God who saved. I 

love the fact that Goliath’s downfall, on his face and then with his head cut 

off, is exactly the same fate met by the statue of Dagon, the Philistine god 

when the Ark of the Covenant was put in his temple. The statue fell down and 

it's head broke off, because it is God who saves. God who filled the hearts of 

the Philistines with fear and the hearts of the Israelites with courage, so that 

the Philistine army was pursued and routed. One of the commentators said it 

well “ “David’s defeat of the Philistine champion affirms the superiority of 

trust in Yahweh over any purported marvels of human technology or skill” 

How do we apply this? Zeal for God leads to trust in God which leads us to discount 

human resources and act in Godly ways in crisis. Let’s apply the sentence 

backwards. Acting in Godly ways in crisis means doing things God’s way, 

following the example of Jesus. It means choosing humility and the good of 

others rather than self-interest. It means using the weapons of our warfare, 

prayer and the word and the power of the Spirit. It means not depending on 

human resources or human ways of doing things. The church in America will 

not be saved by adopting corporate models or commercial approaches. You 

and I will not find peace and resolution in social media or sexual identity or 

digital escapes or in material possessions and power.  We will find peace and 

life by setting our minds on the things of God and trusting in him. I will trust 

in you, David says in the Psalms, and “Some trust in chariots and some in 

horses, but we trust in the name of the LORD our God.” And as we get to know 

God better our zeal, our desire for his honor will drive this whole process, as 

it did for David. Our zeal will drive us to trust in God, to discount human 

resources and methods and to act in Godly ways in the battles of this life. 


