October 24,  2004.   “Conquering Giants and Becoming a Giant”

Text: 1 Samuel 17 : 1-4, 8-16, 25-27 and 32-50  Rev. James Brassard @CCPC

The Philistines lived on the seacoast and the frontier between them and Israel was fluid. Sometimes—like during the days of Samson—the Israelites had the upper hand.  Most of the time the Philistines dominated and terrified the Israelites.  The relative power of each country increased and decreased and frequent battles and raids went on for 400 years. 

 In the beautiful valley of Elah the competing armies of these historical enemies were encamped on opposite hillsides. The nations were set for battle. The battle lines were drawn - half a million on each side.  Whichever side won—to the victor went the spoils. 

The King of Israel, Saul, was tentative for a reason. He knew the cost of war.  He wasn't a politician or general ordering others to give up their lives while watching in relative safety and security. In Saul's case everything was on the line - his kingdom, his wealth, his very life.

In the lull before the battle, the Philistines' leader introduced a new gambit.

Letting a million men kill each other was a stupid way to resolve an ongoing competition for land and herds.  He offered a mano á mano contest for all the marbles. So he sent his best warrior, the imposing Goliath,  down to taunt and challenge Saul to offer up his best soldier for the winner take all contest. The Bible's description of Goliath was imposing. He was over nine feet tall!  His coat of armor weighed 150 lbs. The spear head weighed 25 pounds.  He was an experienced killer.

Goliath  would come down daily and stand before them—taunting them.  He called King  Saul the equivalent of wimp or “girly man.”  He  dissed Saul's God.  Goliath, representing the power of the Philistines, struck fear in Israeli troops and paralyzed  their King.  Goliath does this not once, but daily for 40 days.   You can almost see Saul's stature shrinking as this daily humiliation continues.  The troops become so  fearful that among the half million soldiers, Saul  cannot find one volunteer to go out and put this giant bully in his place.

Saul starts by offering rewards. He is willing to give his own daughter in marriage, an offer that guarantees access to the wealth and power of the royal family.  The winner's family would also benefit by exemption from taxation.  As you know, constant wars are very expensive and taxes were heavy.  This was before the days when we postponed costs to the  next generation.

This reminds me of being on a late night transcontinental  flight that was  overbooked. The stewardess comes on line trying to entice some travelers to give up their seats. She offers two tickets to anywhere the airlines flies. Silence. She then sweetens the deal by offering dinner at a first class restaurant and lodging in the Grand Hyatt hotel. Still no takers.  She adds $500 cash and then $1000 until finally someone  accepts the deal.

Saul keeps upping the  ante and still no one was foolish enough to go out there and be chopped to pieces by Goliath.

Onto the scene comes  David. Still in his youth, David was not even a warrior . Three of his older brothers were there in the army but David  was keeping the family farm going.  He was taking care of the sheep and helping his aging father manage everything. He came with a "care package" for his brothers who were on the front lines. 

David is present one day to witness this bully intimidate the troops.  He hears  Goliath  humiliating his king.  Worse yet he is blaspheming his  God. David is outraged saying,

“Who is this arrogant and disgraceful bully? How dare he insult our king and our God!  Why doesn't someone go down and take care of that varmint?”

David's older brother gets into it with his younger sibling.  You sense some jealousy. ”You talk tough, but you are not even part of this army. Go back home”. Undaunted by his older sibling belittling him, David tells Saul he will meet the challenge . He shares with the King  the reason why he will prevail.  He is a shepherd and has killed lions and bears.  He will make short work of this thug.  Saul is running out of time, and having nothing to lose and everything to gain, gives him his blessing,"Go and may the Lord be with you.”

Saul tries to put the armor on David; however, once in place David cannot move under its weight.  So he takes it off, grabs his weapon, a slingshot,  and pulls 5 smooth stones from the creek and runs down the hill to confront Goliath. It was over almost before it started.  The legend had begun.  David's place in history was secured.

Too often we have heard this story of how little David slew Goliath as a romantic story of a little boy against a giant.  Children love this story partially because they live powerless among giants—their parents, teachers, class bullies and older siblings. In childhood you are often  confronted with something you have never done before.  Kids know how fear paralyzes you.  When I was about 6 I used to get dropped off to swim at the huge pool at Jantzen Beach amusement park. They had a high dive—something that would never  exist today because of liability issues.  It was a 20 ft platform overlooking hundreds of kids swimming underneath.

Your friends would “dare you”  to go off the high dive. Once you got up your nerve to climb up the ladder you would venture out to look down at the water below.  It would appear farther and farther the longer you stood there.    The first time you chickened out and retreated down the ladder to safety, you noticed that as many kids were retreating  down the ladder as were going up.   Once you failed to take the risk, your older friend taunted you.  This generated more fear. . .

Kids are well aware of how  oppressors control you.  Gangs grow in power through intimidation.  If you rat someone out  they threaten to kill you and your family.

Kids grow up and some become licensed intimidators.  Powerful corporations have teams of lawyers and deep pockets and let it be known they will bury anyone who tries to get recompense for abuses.  This week's example of intimidation was Bill O'Reilly.

 Kids know that oppressors control not only with violence but through intimidation.

This is not just a child's story.  It is a metaphor of the larger struggle of the marginalized people who are up against tyrants.

My question for you today:   What giants are drawn up against you?

Maybe for you, the giant is some relationship issue, something in your marriage, or with a friendship. Maybe for you the giant is something to do with an addiction—alcohol, drugs, sex, food, shopping...whatever.  

Maybe for you the giant has to do with some problems you're dealing with—with your kids, or your parents and you're not sure how to manage it. Perhaps it has to do with money.

There are hundreds of giants and we become pretty good at tolerating them. 

We avoid dealing with them;  we try to ignore them.   We say things like,

 “this is just the way I am.”  or “I'd like the situation to be resolved but that is just the way it is for me.”

These things disrupt our lives. We don't experience the kind of life and peace and affirming relationships that God intends for us because there's a giant that either we've ignored or have been unwilling to address.

Why did David challenge Goliath?

The text tells us that his brothers were scared stiff. Saul was immobilized. Why not David?

 Simply put:  David didn't see the menacing size of Goliath;  he saw the size of God.  

Too many of us live with a God that is too small for the  giants we face.. David's faith was so strong he knew that God would help him when he went down into the valley.  He didn't hesitate. He ran towards Goliath. David knew the size of his God and Goliath paled in comparison.

This week if you are a Boston Red Sox fan—or know their tortured history--you watched David finally defeat Goliath.  Living in New York and being a sports fan I know the  Red Sox -Yankee rivalry is huge.  Everyone has an opinion of the Yankees. You either love them or hate them.  I am in between: I dislike but respect the Yanks.  If you ask half of NewYorkers who they like best the Yankees or the Mets, they will say the Mets are my favorite team and my second favorite is whoever is playing the Yankees.  

I feel that in the days of Steinbrenner, rooting for  the Yankees is like  rooting for the Lions against the Christians, or cheering for Microsoft against a start up company.

Each October I stay up hoping to see  them lose.  But deep  down I expect them to win.

For the Red Sox nation (as they call themselves) beating the Yankees is not just confronting the largest payroll in sports with a superstar at every position and an unprecedented  26 world championships.  You were facing HISTORY.  NEVER have the Red Sox beaten the Yankees  since 1918 when THE Red Sox owner sold Babe Ruth to the Yankees to pay a gambling debt.  86 years of futility!

Yankee fans love to torment Red Sox fans.  It is easy. Just a few  (mention  names.)

 Bucky Dent.  Bill Buckner.  

The Red Sox came 4 outs from beating the Yankees last year and this was going to be their year. But  every time they got close,  the teams would meet in a key series and the Yankees won every game that mattered.  

So it was not surprising to a realist like me that when the Yankees went up 3-0 and humiliated the Red Sox 19-8 in their ballpark, it was over. In 101 years of baseball history no team had ever come back from 3-0.  It was worse because Curt Schilling, the latest Savior brought into deliver the Red Sox nation, hurt  himself in a previous series and got bombed in first start against the Yankees. The experts confirmed what fans knew in their hearts, the Red Sox  were done.

But if you  asked the Red Sox players,  to a person even down 3-0 they knew they would win. They believed. In 2 scintillating games they crawled back. Then  Curt Schilling,his injured ankle literally  stitched together, pitched brilliantly in Game 6 to even the series.  He was asked how Game 6 was different. “ 7 years ago I became a Christian. In the first game I was going to do it. This time I said, this one is yours God. I don't have it!  So the Lord  carried me.”

The  Red Sox players didn't see the powerful Yankees or the 3 games to 0 deficit.  They saw the prize that had eluded Red Sox for 86 years and they were not going to be stopped.

After blowing 2 games it was the Yankees who  tightened up. The weight of the dynasty jumped on their backs... They froze!

Back in the 1950's some researchers did an experiment. They took a 200 gallon aquarium and put in a northern pike.  To non fishermen, the Northern Pike is one tough fish.  Everyday they dumped in some minnows; the favorite food for the pike. The pike had it made. He would swim around in the big tank and they would feed him when he got hungry.  Then one day they divided the tank in half with a piece of glass.  On one side was the pike and on the other side they put minnows. The pike swam into the glass several times to get his meal.  Soon the pike figured out he couldn't get over there. So the pike swam in circles. The experimenters removed the glass and now the pike and minnows were free to go anywhere in the tank.

Guess what happened to the pike?  It starved to death. Its favorite food—swimming alongside of it—bumping into its underbelly.  Being able to see this food, but being conditioned to believe it was no longer available, the pike starved.

I am often amazed at how we  get convinced we cannot get what we need.

Too many of us have  attitudes like Saul's.  We face our giants  and get tentative.  We are so concerned with what might happen if you stand up to the Giants and lose --that we  are frozen in place.  Each time we get intimidated and back away or choose to ignore the giant---the giant gets more imposing in our minds.  

This story contains several timeless lessons.

1   Conquering giants begins when we face them.  We  get the courage to face them when we learn to  trust that our God is greater then the giants we face.

2   Those that conquer giants grow up and become giants.  

Conquering giants has a cumulative effect. People who conquer giants gain the confidence to take on other giants. In demonstrating such courage, they leave legacies for others.

  Over the years I have gained  inspiration from  people I know who have overcome giant obstacles . When someone comes to me as a pastor facing a real problem, I listen. Then I say, talk to Sue, she faced that awhile back.  She has some insight you might like.

3.  God is not committed to an entrenched social order—God sides with the underdog. 

God is subversive on the side of the oppressed. God supports those with a heart for justice. God doesn't judge by physical appearance or size of our bank account, but by the size of our heart.  When asked  why God chose such an   an unimpressive boy to be King.

David said, “The Lord does not see as humans see, humans look at outward appearances, but the Lord looks on the heart.”

  Maybe it is time you charged down into the valley and defeat your Giant.

