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In my early teen years I was fortunate to be able to spend most of my summers at 
a boys’ camp in New Hampshire.  Every summer there I grew up, a lot, and 
learned both outdoors skills, and life skills.  If you were here last week, you heard 
about one experience on a solo overnight campout. One event that I still reflect on 
from time-to-time nearly fifty years later was actually not a success I had.  In fact, it 
was one of my less-shining moments at camp. 

The camp offered a training program that led to a Red Cross lifesaving 
certification, and I decided to take it.  In addition to the lifesaving instruction, it 
involved swimming laps – a lot of laps – which we did daily at 6 am.  To this day, I 
can’t believe I actually got in that frigid water every morning.  I completed the 
training.  But despite all the work I did, I never got my certification. 

There was a reason.  His name was Gaius W. Merwin III.  He was a nineteen-
year-old college lacrosse player with muscles on his muscles, and something of a 
mean streak.  He was a counselor on the waterfront staff.  The final lifesaving 
exam included “rescuing” Gaius Merwin as he played the part of an exhausted and 
panicked swimmer.  And if his sheer size didn’t make the test daunting enough, 
Gaius thought it was great fun to not want to be rescued.  Many campers entered 
the water prepared to carry him to safety, and instead found themselves seven 
feet under water trying to fight their way out of a Merwin bear-hug. 

I was terrified of having to save Gaius Merwin.  So I devised a plan.  During the 
last few weeks of camp, I just became much too busy to take the test.  And I 
succeeded.  I never took the test.  Of course, I didn’t get my lifesaving patch, 
either. During those summers I discovered and developed many useful personal 
attributes, talents and skills.  But one thing I never learned to do was contend with 
a giant – at least, not the giant that was Gaius W. Merwin III. 

If you were listening to our lesson today, I’m sure you’ve figured out why this 
particular memory of my youth came back to me this week.  Today you heard a 
story about how the armies of Israel were facing a giant.  But there was far more at 
stake there than a little humiliation and a failed lifesaving test.  This giant 
threatened Israel’s very existence as a people. 

Of course, you all know the story.  The armies of Israel, under the leadership of 
King Saul, have gone out to the Valley of Elah to do battle with the army of the 
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Philistines.  They’ve been arrayed against each other for nearly forty days, but 
there hasn’t been a battle yet.  That’s because every morning the Philistine giant 
named Goliath has come forward and challenged the men of Israel to pick one 
champion to fight him.  The personal combat would determine the outcome of the 
war.  The losing warrior’s people would become the slaves of the victor’s nation.  
And no one, not even King Saul, was willing to face Goliath on those terms. 

David is a young shepherd whose brothers are fighting in Saul’s army.  His job is 
to tend the flocks of sheep at their father’s house, and on occasion, to carry 
supplies and food to his brothers on the battle lines.  David arrives one day as 
Goliath is taunting the Israelites.  And the boy, David, accepts Goliath’s challenge. 

There’s probably no other story from the Bible that has so thoroughly infiltrated the 
secular culture.  It’s become part of the language.  Find just about any instance of 
a seemingly weak person squared off against a much more powerful opponent, 
and you are as likely as not to hear someone describe it as “David versus Goliath.”  
That’s because it’s an iconic story, one that almost anyone can identify with.  Who 
hasn’t, at some point in their lives, felt like a David, staring up at a Goliath? 

Of course, I’m not talking about physical combat.  Goliaths come in all varieties.  
We’ve all faced things in life that seem impossible to overcome, things that want to 
subdue us, things that daunt us, and scare us, and rob us of our freedom to be all 
that we were created to be.  If we’re lucky, the things that are at stake for us in 
those challenges are no more serious than missing out on the chance to wear a 
“lifeguard” patch on our swim trunks.  But often they are much more serious.  The 
giants we face may be dreams we’ve had that we just don’t seem to have the 
capability to realize.  Our personal Goliaths may be destructive behaviors or 
addictions, failing relationships, illnesses, or parts of ourselves we really want to 
change, but can’t seem to. 

Goliaths hang around our churches and taunt us, too.  Almost every church faces 
declining membership, and chronic deficits.  Every church is daunted by trying to 
breathe life into programs of mission and ministry for which we have the inspiration 
but just can’t seem to muster the energy and participation. 

If we really study the story of David and Goliath, we find it describes 
metaphorically a number of ways in which we can possibly respond to these giants 
that are always standing in our way.  Some are effective, and some, not-so-
effective.  The first one is the most obvious.  It’s to do exactly what the armies of 
Saul are doing – nothing.  One possibility is always to do nothing.  We can just 
openly or tacitly admit our own inadequacy and sit tight, hoping the situation 
changes by itself.  It’s the strategy that I used at summer camp faced with the 
challenge of “saving” Gay Merwin – just become “too busy” doing other things to 
get around to taking on the giant. 
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But doing that can lead us into negativism – and that’s another thing that happens 
in the story.  Remember how, when David says that he will face Goliath, the first 
thing that Saul does is try to convince him that he can’t do it.  Saul tells him that 
Goliath has been a warrior his whole life.  David is just a boy.  If all the brave and 
experienced soldiers of Israel have decided that Goliath can’t be defeated, how 
can David hope to do it?  Better just forget it. 

Another way of responding to situations that seem insurmountable is portrayed in 
the story in an almost comical way.  Once Saul agrees to let David battle Goliath, 
Saul tries to dress David in his own armor and helmet.  Now, Saul was an 
exceptionally big man for the time, although he was no Goliath.  The Bible tells us 
that Saul stood head and shoulders above the other people of Israel.  Scholars 
have decided from the texts that Saul was over 6 feet tall, and possibly as tall as 
6’, 7”.  So you can imagine what David looked like in Saul’s armor.  That the small 
boy David could probably walk around inside of it.  Clearly, trying to fight in it 
would be a bad idea. 

I think this suggests another thing we can do when we need to do battle with our 
problems.  In those times that frighten us, and test us, we can try to put on armor 
that doesn’t really fit us.  We can use bluster, and posturing, and generally act like 
people who are totally in control of the situation.  In other words, we can try to look 
and act like something we’re not.  Or we may follow our instinct to seek protection 
in old tried-and-true ways of doing things – things we are comfortable doing, even 
if they haven’t worked so well in the past.   

But David has a different approach to the battle.  And that’s because David sees 
the situation differently from King Saul and all the soldiers under his command.  As 
cocky as David appears in this story, he knows that winning isn’t about his ability, 
his cunning, or his weapons and equipment.  David alone understands that the 
giant is not challenging him, or even the army of Israel.  Goliath is challenging God 
and His purposes.  God cares about how this turns out.  And David is confident 
that God is more than capable of bringing down the giant.  All that God needs is 
someone who is willing to trust enough to let God use them to win the victory. 
 

The story goes on to say that David went into the fight with five smooth stones that 
he had taken out of a stream.  David was armed with five smooth stones – little 
more than pebbles.  It hardly seems adequate for the task, does it?  I would doubt 
that Saul or anyone in his army thought they would be enough to defeat Goliath.  
As they watched David put the stones in his shepherd’s bag, they probably though 
he was crazy.  The Philistines did, too.  They laughed when they saw David select 
a stone.  Goliath laughed, too – right up to the time when he wasn’t laughing 
anymore.  David won because he trusted God.  Five smooth stones were four 
more than God needed. 

I don’t know what giants you may be facing in your life right now.  I know the things 
in my life that seem like threatening giants to me.  It doesn’t really matter what 
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they are – the point of the story of David and Goliath is that we’re probably not 
going to defeat them on our own.  And if we’re going to work together with God, 
this story invites us into a kind of personal “inventory taking.”   

So here is a question to leave with today – a little homework assignment.  What 
are your “smooth stones?”  What are the gifts that God has given you, however 
insignificant or inadequate they may seem to you?  What God-given personal 
resources of yours is God waiting for you to give back to him, so that he can win 
the fight for you? 

In addition to a homework assignment, I also have a gift for you this morning.  
Actually, it’s not much of a gift, but more of a memory aide.  You may have noticed 
that on the communion table today is a dish of small pebbles.  And what I want to 
encourage you to do is take one, or several, as you leave.  And here’s what I want 
you to do with them.  Carry one around in your pocket or purse for a while.  Every 
time you come upon it during your day, let it remind you to reflect on how God has 
uniquely equipped each of you.  Ask yourself whether you are using your gifts for 
his mission.  And if not, how can you begin to do that?  Carry a stone with you, 
and every time you touch it, let it remind you that, whatever the battle you’re 
facing, the fight has never been yours.  It was always God’s. 

If we can all get in touch with our own “smooth stones” – the gifts that God has 
given each of us – and we can practice using them, develop and hone them, and 
trust that in God’s hands, they are more than enough to accomplish God’s loving 
purposes for us, who knows what we can accomplish?  Who knows what we can 
do in our lives, and in the life of our church.  Maybe it won’t be something as grand 
or glorious as David’s defeat of Goliath.  Then again, maybe it will be something 
even more spectacular. 

 


