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“I DEFY THE RANKS OF ISRAEL”
(1 Samuel 17:1-11)
SUBJECT: 
F.C.F: 
PROPOSITION: 

A. Yogi Berra was a baseball player who became known for his silly sayings. At first they may appear to be profound, but at second glance, they are obvious or even nonsensical. “Half the lies they tell about me aren’t true.” “It ain't over 'til it's over.” “Baseball is 90 percent mental. The other half is physical.” “When you come to a fork in the road, take it.” And “It was déjà vu all over again.” 

Déjà vu is a French phrase that literally means “already seen.”  It’s a strange sense that one has heard or seen or been in a situation before. Some strong similarities prompt a feeling a familiarity. Some point to this common experience as evidence of a past life. Rather, it is probably the mind remembering and making connections. 


B. But let me try one out on you. In our text for this evening, we find a giant and the people of Israel gripped with paralyzing fear. Does that remind you of some other story in Scripture? It calls to mind a similar time in Israel’s history, another famous story, a sad turning point in their past. God had led Israel to the very threshold of the Promised Land. He had delivered them from Egypt through mighty miracles. He had provided for them in the wilderness with manna from heaven and water from the rock. He had met with them in the terrifying spectacle of Mt. Sinai and had given them his holy law. 


And then God commissioned twelve spies, one from each of the twelve tribes, to survey the Promised Land and to bring back the report of its exceeding goodness. They did bring that report, but ten of the twelve also brought another report. This is from Numbers 13: “27 And they told him, “We came to the land to which you sent us. It flows with milk and honey, and this is its fruit. 28 However, the people who dwell in the land are strong, and the cities are fortified and very large. And besides, we saw the descendants of Anak there. 29 The Amalekites dwell in the land of the Negeb. The Hittites, the Jebusites, and the Amorites dwell in the hill country. And the Canaanites dwell by the sea, and along the Jordan.” 

30 But Caleb quieted the people before Moses and said, “Let us go up at once and occupy it, for we are well able to overcome it.” 31 Then the men who had gone up with him said, “We are not able to go up against the people, for they are stronger than we are.” 32 So they brought to the people of Israel a bad report of the land that they had spied out, saying, “The land, through which we have gone to spy it out, is a land that devours its inhabitants, and all the people that we saw in it are of great height. 33 And there we saw the Nephilim (the sons of Anak, who come from the Nephilim), and we seemed to ourselves like grasshoppers, and so we seemed to them.” 

Uh oh! It’s déjà vu all over again. 

C. And you recall what happened the first time when Israel faced giants and shrank back in fear and unbelief. Because they refused to believe God, the same God who had delivered them from Egypt and had demonstrated his love and power repeatedly, undeniably, because of their unbelief, God sentenced that generation to die in the wilderness. They would not see the Promised Land. They had forfeited their inheritance. They would not enter into their promised rest, but would fall and be buried in the desert. 

And now Israel is in a similar situation. They are in the Promised Land, but they have not secured it. They do not enjoy rest because they have been unfaithful to the Lord and are feeling the pinch of the covenant curses the Lord sent as a corrective. Only this time it was not a land filled with giants, but only one giant, one against the whole army of God’s people.  

“Now the Philistines gathered their armies for battle. And they were gathered at Socoh, which belongs to Judah, and encamped between Socoh and Azekah, in Ephes-dammim. 2 And Saul and the men of Israel were gathered, and encamped in the Valley of Elah, and drew up in line of battle against the Philistines. 3 And the Philistines stood on the mountain on the one side, and Israel stood on the mountain on the other side, with a valley between them. 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.”

This is a cubit, and this is a span. If a cubit was eighteen inches and a span was six inches, then this man was gigantic: nine and a half feet tall. 

D. It’s interesting to note what had happened to the descendants of Anak who dwelt in the Promised Land. In Numbers 13 Moses tells us that they were descendants of the “Nephilim.” The only other reference to the Nephilim, as you may recall, is in Genesis 6. The term is undefined, but these were likely tribal warriors, descendants of Cain, who exceeded in wickedness and cruelty. The Nephilim mentioned in Numbers 13 could not be their physical descendants as you know, for all except the family of Noah were destroyed in the flood. But these Nephilim were their moral counterparts, domineering, having conquered others due to their massive physical size. 

It’s interesting to trace the dots. Whatever happened to these giants in the land, these “sons of Anak” or “Anakim”? For that we need to go to the book of Joshua which records the conquest of the Promised Land. (Joshua 11:21-23) “21 And Joshua came at that time and cut off the Anakim from the hill country, from Hebron, from Debir, from Anab, and from all the hill country of Judah, and from all the hill country of Israel. Joshua devoted them to destruction with their cities. 22 There was none of the Anakim left in the land of the people of Israel. Only in Gaza, in Gath, and in Ashdod did some remain. 23 So Joshua took the whole land, according to all that the Lord had spoken to Moses. And Joshua gave it for an inheritance to Israel according to their tribal allotments. And the land had rest from war.”

This really was déjà vu all over again! Now we know who Goliath was! He was one of the Anakim. He was a descendant of those original “giants in the land” who had so inspired faithless fear. And now it was happening a second time. 

“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. 5 He 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. 6 And he had bronze armor on his legs, and a javelin of bronze slung between his shoulders. 7 The 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.” This is a man’s man and a warrior’s warrior. The text uses more words to describe Goliath’s armor than to tell of the battle itself. 


“8 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 down to me. 9 If he is able to fight with me and kill me, then we will be your servants. But if I prevail against him and kill him, then you shall be our servants and serve us.” 10 And the Philistine said, “I defy the ranks of Israel this day. Give me a man, that we may fight together.” 11 When Saul and all Israel heard these words of the Philistine, they were dismayed and greatly afraid.” Déjà vu all over again.

So what would come of this? Israel’s ancestors has faced the giants and had denied the Lord in fear and unbelief. Would they fail again? Would the Lord banish them to the wilderness once again? We know the answer. God sent David to slay the giant and vanquish the enemy. 

E. It’s at this point that we must think carefully about the purpose of this story. The majority opinion, going by sermons that have been preached, and Bible lessons that have been taught, is a one-to-one comparison. David faced the giant and overcame him, and we also must face the giants in our life, those problems and weaknesses that plague us. We must find the strength, relying on the Good Lord also, of course, and we must be inspired by the boy who beat the bully. 

And so the preacher or Bible study guide will scour the text for “principles for overcoming the giants in your life.” I think there was even a popular Christian film of that title: “Facing the Giants,” something about football. And the “giants” we face, so we are told, are things like succeeding in business, building up your self-confidence, winning over your beau or sweetheart, or vanquishing that pesky crabgrass on your lawn. 

Old Testament scholar Ralph Davis agrees. “We can make major errors by not stressing the proper accent of a biblical narrative. If we don’t listen to this text, then we’ll end up bringing in all the junk about being courageous in the face of ‘your Goliaths,’ whether the bully down the street (for primary Sunday school kids) or—everyone’s preoccupation—one’s poor self-image. We must protect ourselves from such deafness to the text.” 

Our self-absorbed age would immediately make this all about me, overcoming my problems and achieving my “best life now.” So if the point of this story is not about me digging deep within and finding the courage to surmount my struggles, what is it? 


It helps, as Professor Davis suggests to ask the right question: what is God doing in this story? What is God telling us about himself? That’s how we will find our way into this story. Three quick points:

I. GOD IS WORKING OUT HIS GLORIOUS PLAN.   


A. The quick answer to every inquiry about why God does this or that is always the same: “God’s glory and our good.” Period. And that’s very good news. God has a plan. He has been working it out in time from the very beginning. Central to that plan is his calling out from the world and forming together his people, a community from all walks of life, whom he has chosen and whom he redeems through Christ. He then strengthens and sanctifies this people and puts us on display to the watching world. We are living testimonies of his goodness and grace. We are a standing invitation to people who are drowning in the misery of sin, that God is full of compassion, and he will save all who come to him. 

B. God’s people were in trouble once again due to their faithless idolatry. They were not very attractive to the pagans around them. They were neither a city on a hill nor a light to the nations. But just as the Lord had raised up a Gideon, a Barak, a Samson, and a Samuel, so the Lord was raising up a deliverer. God was showing his mercy. 
II. GOD ALWAYS KEEPS HIS PROMISES. 


A. Again, it’s not about us, it’s about God revealing his goodness. He makes promises. He binds himself to his people through his promises. He swears upon himself that he will keep his Word. And he then bids us trust him. And then everything in life will stamp and shout and seek to sway us into unbelief. God promised Abraham a son, and then he had to wait until he was a hundred years old to see that son. God told Israel, “I will rescue you from Egypt and bring you to the Promised Land.” And then it took ten plagues, nine times getting their hopes up, and nine crushing disappointments, and then suddenly they are walking free out of Egypt. 

B. Jesus reveals to his disciples that he is the Messiah, the promised Christ, and they start to believe him. And then, when they are just about convinced, he surrenders to his enemies and is hoisted up on a cross to die in shame. And then on the third day, he is alive again, and nothing will ever be the same. And, Beloved, that’s the point that we must see, the pattern, “promise, seeming disappointment, and then fulfillment beyond all imagination!” A boy against a seasoned warrior armed to the teeth, and then the ground shakes as the warrior falls down dead. God always keeps his promises. 

III. GOD IS REVEALING HIS MESSIAH.


A. It’s important to remember that one of God’s great purposes in the Old Testament was to foreshadow the coming of his Son. Before an important dignitary in the ancient world would arrive in some place, he would send out his forerunners to announce his coming. The greater the VIP, the more advance notice had to be sent. How much advance notice did God the Father have to send to prepare the world for his Son? Well, that’s really the point of the Old Testament. Jesus is so great, that all of history was needed in preparation for his advent.

B. That’s why we miss something great if we only look at David as a great moral example, a pattern, an inspiration to greatness. Actually, he was not all that great of a moral example. Oh, he was far ahead of me. But he was a forerunner, an appetizer, a little picture of the One who was to come, “Great David’s Greater Son.” So if we do not come away from this story of David with a greater admiration and affection for Jesus, then we have missed it entirely and the trip itself was not worth it. 
CONCLUSION


God is calling us to faith, to trust in him: in his character, his promises, and supremely in his Son. It is faith that honors him most. Faith declares that he is trustworthy and that he himself is worthy of all our love and of life itself. Where are the great men and women of faith today? Where are those who will say with Job, “Though he slay me, yet will I hope in him,” (Job 13:15) who will say with Joshua, “As for me and my house, we will serve the Lord,” (Joshua 24:15) who will say with the psalmist, “Your steadfast love is better than life,” (Psalm 63:3) who will say with Peter, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life,” (John 6:68) or who will say with Paul, “For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” (Philippians 1:21)? 
   
We must delve deeply into this story.
God is unfolding his great plan.

God always keeps his promises. 

And God is revealing his Messiah, his beloved Son in whom he is well pleased. (
____________________________________________________________________________________________


