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Book One Chapter 7


I spent the night not far from my destination. As hard as I had pushed to get there by night, the path was too steep and I was exhausted. I found a spot off the path a few yards that was sheltered by a few scrub brushes in the bottom of a small gully. Wrapped in my cloak I curled up and immediately fell asleep. The earliest birds of the morning woke me while dawn was still a half hour away. I hurried to feed the donkey, ate some cheese and bread, and set on the path again with the eastern light just beginning to help show where the sharp turns and shin-bruising rocks were.

It wasn’t long before I could see the supply outposts for Saul’s army. Cattle, wagons, sheep, goats, bags of grain, and tents were guarded by soldiers who were just waking up and looking surly. The supply area was in a protected area with a small ridge separating it from the main army. But, I could hear the noise building where the army was waking, eating a quick breakfast and preparing for battle. The clinking of metal against metal became louder as several thousand men strapped on breastplates, helmets and sword-filled scabbards. As I entered the supply camp I started to hear a strange sound. At first it sounded like a hum of bees—a hive gone mad. It became louder with individual piercing cries, like sea birds that occasionally came inland. I looked at the soldiers in the supply camp curiously for an explanation, even as the sound became louder, now drowning out all sound of metal and armor. No one looked up, no one seemed curious. It grew and grew becoming more shrill and bone chilling and soon it was joined by another sound—the sound of thunder or of many sheep or cattle running in an open meadow.

A soldier noticed me, my face filled with uncertainty.


“That’s the battle cry, boy,” he said. “Don’t you worry. There won’t be a battle today. Too afraid of Goliath.”


“Here,” I said, suddenly in a huge hurry. “Will you take care of my donkey? It has gifts for my brothers, the sons of Jesse of Bethlehem and for Shobeh, their commander.” I handed him the rope and headed toward the sound which was slowly dissipating as the soldiers left camp.


“Where are you going?” he yelled at me as I ran down the path toward the sound. “Stop! You can’t go…”

But by now I was rounding the bend that put me above and in full view of the army of Saul. It took my breath away. Thousands of men, some in bright shiny uniforms, with staffs, and spears and swords held high were marching down the paths to the valley floor about half a mile away. They were shouting and yelling as loud as they could as they moved down the paths or scrambled over rocks. And across the valley, on the other side where the sides sloped up steeply again I saw dust and specks of movement. Men by the thousands were also moving down. Though I could not hear them, they too were certain to be building their courage for the battle by screaming the battle cries of their god, Dagon. I could see the Philistine army and my heart beat with an excitement that I had never before felt, even when facing the greatest dangers in the fields of my sheep. It looked as if the great battle was about to begin and I had made it in time—just in time. I breathed a prayer of thanksgiving to Yahweh that he had seen fit to allow me to witness the glory of the slaughter of his enemies on this day. I also prayed the prayer which my father most feared, that Yahweh would somehow let me into the battle.

The men descended toward each other. Now I could see that our army had reached the valley floor. Very vaguely, I could also see that the Philistines were near the bottom. I pressed ahead, eager to find my brothers. That was my mission, after all. I moved through the soldiers, scrambling over the rough rocks when too many crowded the narrow paths down the steep sides. The strong smell of the sweaty men became heavier in the air as I got closer to the bottom and as the crush of the soldiers started to press in on me.


“Shobeh from Judah,” I called out the name of my brothers’ commander. And before the soldiers had a chance to question me, they pointed in the direction I needed to go. I kept pressing forward and yelling out the commander’s name until I heard a familiar voice.


“David! 


“Shammah!” I yelled back. I squeezed through the plates of metal on the men pressing up against me and grabbed my brother. 


“What are you doing here?” he demanded. “This battle may start at any moment!”

Suddenly, all three of my brothers were around me. They were not happy to see me, I soon discovered. We were about to get into a big argument when a cry rose up from the men and the whole milling crowd began to move backwards, back up the hill from where they came.


“Goliath! He’s coming!” I heard shouts. Then I got pushed back, caught in the ebb of frightened soldiers on the edge of panic.

“What’s going on?” I yelled at Abinadab. “Why are they moving back? The battle hasn’t started yet!”


“It’s Goliath,” Abinadab answered. “He’s come out again to challenge us.”

So, the stories were true. There was a Philistine monster who frightened the entire army of Yahweh and Saul. I hadn’t wanted to believe it. The flow of semi-panicked men carried me back a little ways until I came to a rock outcropping. I scrambled up like one would escape drowning in a river by climbing a bank, then stood and looked down into the valley. There he was and even though he was not even yet to the Israelite side of the valley. I could see he was huge. His armor bearer walking by his side looked like a young boy walking with his father, although I knew he must be a tall, strong warrior himself. 

The flow had slowed and the fear in the faces of the armored soldiers around me sickened and angered me. Certainly, someone would step forward. I knew there were great heroes in the army of Israel, where were they now? Where was Abner? Where was Malkishua, the king’s son, or Jonathan?

“What will be done for the champion who kills this Philistine and removes the disgrace from Israel?” I asked the soldiers standing near me, at the base of the rock. “He’s just an uncircumcised Philistine! Who is he that he should make the whole army of the living God run in fear?”


“If one should be so foolish to accept this challenge, and so lucky as to survive the battle, the king has promised great wealth and honor. He will marry the king’s daughter and his entire family will be exempt from taxes,” an older soldier of some rank informed me. Others around hooted at my insolence in asking such a question, and began to taunt me.


“Hey, he’s not even a soldier! He’s just a messenger boy! Will you be our champion, you with the big mouth?”  One started to move threateningly toward me.

Suddenly I saw Eliab emerge from the crowd and he grabbed onto my ankle with his rough hand, dragging me back into the crowd.


“David, what do you think you are doing?” He was furious. A bright blue vein in his forehead was standing out and for some reason I found myself looking at that, wondering why he was so angry and would it burst?  “Why have you left those few sheep that you are supposed to be caring for? You have just come so you can watch the battle, then make up silly songs about your great exploits. I knew you! You are conceited and your heart is wicked! You will return to Jesse and tell him what a brave warrior you are. You make me sick!” His rage shocked me. Suddenly I realized that while he was the oldest and everything my father owned would be his, he was jealous of me. He saw my father’s care for me, he saw the attention I was receiving being called to serve the king, he saw how my reputation as a brave shepherd had grown and what had he done? And now I saw why he was passed over when Samuel came to anoint and how much he hated me because of that anointing.


“What have I done to you, my brother?” I asked, hurt and frightened at his fury. “Can’t I even speak? I was just asking what would be done for the champion who kills this Philistine?” 


“I will tell you what will be done for you!” he yelled but his movement to attack me was stopped as my other brothers and another soldier with them stepped between us. The fracas caught the attention of Shobeh and some of the other officers who were soon questioning me.


“Who are you and what are you doing here?” they asked.


“My father sent me with food for you and my brothers and to inquire about them,” I answered. “But tell me, where are the champions of Saul and Yahweh who will kill this uncircumcised Philistine?” I asked them in return.


“Have you seen the man?” one asked.


“Yes, but he is just a man and Yahweh is God,” I replied. “If the king has promised such great rewards, surely there is one in all this great army who will accept this challenge.” Somewhere in the dark corners of my head I saw those dark eyes dancing underneath the hood in the household of Saul; they were laughing at me again, taunting me. I tried to push those thoughts away.


“Are you saying you would be our champion?” someone laughed.


“Yahweh is our champion,” I replied, staring at him, my anger building at the fear and faithlessness that surrounded me. How could such men defeat anyone? Why didn’t they just bow to Dagon and be done with it.

“What if Jonathan and his armor bearer had not trusted Yahweh when they climbed Bozez?” I asked. Yahweh returned the land to us, his children. He shook the ground and scattered them? Would he not do the same to this uncircumcised man?” 

I could see my arguments were beginning to stir the men. Some seemed to be considering whether or not they should step forward, others were turning in anger toward me and shouting at me that if I was so brave, why did I not take on Goliath myself. I was about to answer when I felt a strong hand on my shoulder and I was pulled away from that group of men. It was Abinadab. He pulled me from the men and when Eliab made a move to follow, Abinadab motioned to Shammah who stood in Eliab’s way. They got into a furious discussion that I couldn’t hear.

“Go home, David,” he said softly but firmly. “Go back to the sheep. Your time is not yet right. It will come, David, it will come. Yahweh is with you but you must wait for him.”


“What word can I bring from you to our father? I asked.


“Tell him that we are well, that we thank him for this gift and he is not to worry. The battle may come at any time but we are ready and Yahweh will fight for us.”

Before I could challenge him, he pushed me off, then turned back and disappeared among the men. I started back, but soon overheard another conversation about Goliath.


“It would take twenty men to bring him down,” one brawny soldier said, looking over his shoulder toward Goliath who continued to shout his curses at the milling army. 


“Or one brave man with faith in Yahweh,” I answered. I could not help myself. Anyway, I was far away enough from my brothers now.

“Who are you and what makes you so certain?” the men asked.


“Will not the king give the champion his own daughter? I asked, thinking maybe I could help find that one brave soldier.


“If you like the idea of being a dead prince,” laughed another.


“Where is the messenger boy?” I heard a voice calling out a little distance away. “The king is asking for the messenger. The one from Bethlehem.”

I froze. Was he looking for me? What I had I done now? How had I come to the king’s attention? Suddenly, two soldiers pushed through and spotted me.


“There he is,” said one as they grabbed each of my arms and pushed through the crowd.


“What have I done?” I asked, now desperately wanting to return to the sheep and the safety of Bethlehem. 

In just a few minutes I was brought into the king’s tent. It was dark, but I could dimly make out the king lounging on pillows near the back. I could see other armored men standing nearby. My eyes were struggling with the change in the light and I could not tell if Jonathan was among them, nor could I tell if the king recognized me as his musician. 


“They tell me you speak brave words about Yahweh,” the king said. He seemed distracted. The dark mood and deep anger was in him again I could see. I held my tongue. “Would you be our champion?” Was I a joke to him?


“No one should be afraid because of this Philistine,” I said bravely, though my legs were shaking and my voice cracked. “I am your servant and if my lord should allow, I will fight him.”


“You fight Goliath!” the king roared with an insane kind of laughter. “You are just a boy! When he was your age he had already been killing Hebrews—by the dozens.” 


“Your servant has been his keeping his father’s sheep,” I replied. Now there was strength in my voice, and determination. I felt something stirring in me as if a stiffener had been put in my veins. As I heard the words come out of my mouth, part of my brain wondered where they were coming from. “When a lion or a bear came and carried off a sheep from the flock, I went after it, struck it and rescued the sheep from its mouth. When it turned on me, I seized it by its hair and killed it. Your servant has killed both the lion and the bear; this uncircumcised Philistine will be like one of them, because he has defied the armies of the living God. Yahweh who delivered me from the paw of the lion and the paw of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine.”



Saul got up now. Slowly he walked toward me, staring at me, his eyes moving up and down. I was terrified he would recognize me, ask me to get out my kinnor, laugh at me, tell me to sing a song. He came close and looked directly into my face, leaning forward for he was much taller than I.


“Go,” he said slowly, “And may Yahweh be with you.” He twisted the precious word so that it came from his mouth like a knife dripping in blood. Then he ordered his men to put his own armor on me so that I would look respectable as a champion of the army of Saul.

I followed the soldiers out of the tent and we entered another one next to it. There they fitted me with the breastplate. I felt my knees knuckle a bit under the weight as they strapped it on roughly. There was bitterness in their work, yet a kind of anticipation. Surely they could already see in their minds the slaughter that was about to come. They clapped Saul’s large bronze helmet on my head and it seemed as if two of my heads could fit under that helm. Then they picked up Saul’s sword and strapped it around my waist. I pulled the sword out of its scabbard. I had to pull almost to the end of my reach to lift it out of the scabbard. It was large and heavy, but it was the strongest and most beautiful sword I had ever seen or touched. How I wanted to swing that at Goliath. I moved it around, feeling its weight pull on my wrist and arm. The men were watching me, trying to keep from letting the laughter inside them burst out. I walked around inside the tent in the full armor of Saul. But I could hardly move and I knew the sight was ridiculous. I would have laughed myself if it weren’t for the fact that I was preparing to face the Champion of all Philistia.

“Take them off,” I ordered. If I was to face this lion of Yahweh’s enemy, this bear of hatred, I would do it armed with nothing more than what I had when facing the enemies of my father’s sheep. I would face the monster as a shepherd in the service of Yahweh rather than a warrior-champion in the service of Saul. The uniform was very different.

“You can’t go to battle without armor,” they said, their derision just below the surface.


“I will not go unprotected. Tell Saul I am not used to these.” I demanded, somehow feeling stronger for having made this decision. I knew now that I was committed to this battle. But instead of great excitement, I felt a sense of dread and even sadness. Part of me wanted to just sit down and cry, but I did not know why.

I picked up my shepherd’s staff and pushed out through the tent, back into the bright sunlight, my eyes blinking. The soldiers followed me as I started to push my way through the soldiers, down the steep hillside. 
As we passed by the soldiers, there was a silence left in my wake. It rippled through the ranks until it grew and grew. And the silence began to be all I could hear. I looked at the rocks on the path and picked my way carefully. I still remember that walk clearly. All seemed to move so slowly. And the world was silent.
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