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Book One Chapter 9


I slept in a tent that night, not under the stars as most of the army did. It was a commander’s tent, one of several grouped around the king’s tent. The army was scattered in the field, still chasing down Philistines in the villages and caves. There was constant activity in the camp with soldiers returning from battle, wounded soldiers being bandaged up, and units of soldiers sent out to chase down reports of scattered Philistine troops. 
Because I was not sent to be part of the mopping up, I had plenty of time on my hands in those days after the battle with Goliath. I went to where the wounded were being tended and saw a young man, not much older than myself. He had a hideous gash on his cheek and part of his ear was missing. A bloody rag lay next to head, sopping up some of the blood still seeping from the ugly wound. The sword blow had also cut deeply into his shoulder which was heavily bandaged. He was in great pain and could not move his arm.

“You will live,” I said to him simply when he turned to me, his face pale and trembling in pain.

“Are you, are you David?” he asked, his eyes widening.

“Yes,” I said, not certain what he meant and how he knew my name.

“You are the champion of all Israel,” he said and I almost had the feeling he wanted me to go away.

“You are the champion,” I said, “You are bearing the wounds that I was spared.”

“If it weren’t for you we would all be dead, feeding the birds and the dogs,” he said. Then he paused, “I shall not fight again. My hand will carry no sword.”

“You will fight with me,” I said firmly. “Together we will defeat the enemies of Yahweh.”

He turned away, and I could see a tear trickle down his cheek. I learned later that two days later he died and was buried in the ground at the top of the hill near Azekah, along with more than a hundred others.

I dined with the king and his commanders now. Whenever I could I talked to Jonathan, learning more about the army, Jonathan’s sisters, and uneasiness that everyone felt who lived near the king. At night as I lay down on the pile of sheepskins in the commander’s tent I had been given I had time to think about what was happening to me. I knew my life had changed for good. I knew I would now be an honored member of Saul’s army and that meant every dream I had watching clouds go by on the hilltops around Bethlehem had suddenly been realized. It was all I ever wanted: to go with my brothers, to go fight the battles of Saul and of Yahweh. But I also felt fear: an inside your bones quivery sort of fear. Not for the battles or challenges that lay ahead. But the kind of fear Moses must have felt when he realized that the bush wasn’t being destroyed by the flames that leapt through it. The fear that comes in a dark night when you have a sense that someone or something much more powerful than you is right there and can see you but you can’t see it. It is the uncomfortable knowledge that God is very much present and perhaps closer than you really want. When I walked toward that giant, I had confidence that Yahweh was with me and would give me the victory. Somehow, I really hadn’t doubted it. But now that it was over and done, my confidence wavered. Was my arm that strong and my aim that accurate? I had practiced long hours with the sling, why wouldn’t I be able to make my shot sure when I needed it the most? 

At the very time when it was most clear that Yahweh had guided my hand and arm and had accelerated that stone and directed it to its intended destination, I wavered. I not only questioned my own strength and the need for his help, but questioned whether I really wanted the Almighty that close to me. How many hours hadn’t I prayed that he would be near, and protect me, and make himself known to me? Now that I know he had, I wasn’t certain that was what I really wanted. Rather than the sleep of the contented and the victorious, I endured the half sleep of the disquieted.

For days after the great battle, the army of Saul was engaged in securing the victory. Groups of soldiers were sent throughout most of the country to root out any remnants of the Philistine army and to send any family members who had taken up residence in the Israelite villages back to Philistia. Those who resisted were killed. The carved images of Dagon and other Philistine gods were smashed and everything that could possibly be looted from the soldiers or Philistine families was taken. 

I made certain that the spear, shield and sword of Goliath were safely in my tent, but of course, I could not easily use them. They were my booty, but too heavy for my still growing body. The armorer found a breastplate, helmet, shield and sword that came close to fitting me and walking around with the real armor of the host of Saul and Yahweh gave me a greater thrill than all the adulation poured on me by the victorious soldiers. 
Jonathan gave me permission to accompany his group out on forays near the Philistine cities and there is where I encountered real battle. While the main army had fled back to the walled cities of Gath and Ekron, there were many scattered units and some of them fought with bravery and resolve. The years of playing at war with sticks and branches paid off as the sword swung easily in my hand and I was able to parry the hard blows of Philistine warriors. I think they tended to look past me because, despite my new armor, I was not a very imposing figure. And when they did decide to engage me, they underestimated my speed and strength. I killed three more Philistines that day.

After one particularly intense battle in which I received several large bruises under my armor and a sizeable gash on an unprotected part of my leg, Jonathan took me aside.

“David,” he said in a fatherly tone. He was a number of years older than me and the prince of all Israel. “You fight like a man possessed. You fight as if there will be no more battles to fight. I assure you, there will be. You will face many enemies. Do not try to defeat all of them at once.”


“Yes, my lord,” I replied, secretly pleased that he had noticed my aggressiveness.

Then he did a most startling thing. He took off his bow and quiver, then his belt with scabbard and sword and finally his shirt and robe. All these he handed to me, ordering me to wear them.  


“Do not call me ‘lord,’” he said firmly. “Wear these into battle tomorrow. I want everyone to know that where David goes, there goes a prince of Israel.” Then he turned and walked away, leaving me stunned and frightened. What did this mean? What would the men think? What about Saul—how would he understand this? What about my brothers?
The next day, I was summoned to the tent of the king.


“I can see that you are warrior with the heart of the lion and the bear whom you killed while you were still a child,” said the king. “And I can see that the hand of Yahweh is on you. With all your skill with the sling, it took Yahweh’s hand to guide that stone to Goliath’s head. My son, Jonathan, speaks most highly of your bravery and skill.”

“All I want, my lord, is to serve the king and Yahweh.”

“And so you shall. I am putting you in command of a hundred men and sending you to attack the Philistines along the Shaaraim road.”

“Thank you, my lord.” I tried to steady my voice. Now I was a commander. I would give the orders and men, most much older than me, would have to trust me with their lives “I will do all I can to give honor to my lord and to our great God.”

“I’m sure you will,” the king said. “Oh, and one more thing. When we return to the safety and peace of the king’s house, I would like you to play your music for me again.”

“I would be honored,” I said, but I wasn’t sure the king could not hear the question in my voice..

I gathered the men who had been assigned to me together. As I prepared to address them I hoped that my voice would not crack as my still new adult vocal chords would sometimes forget that they no longer belonged to a child. I could see some of them looking at me with the corner of their eyes, their heads hung down, weighing me and thinking they must be being punished for being assigned to this boy’s unit—even if he did kill the giant. Others were more eager and seemed in awe of me for what had happened deep in the valley.


“Men of the army of the Almighty,” I started. “We have been commanded by Yahweh and his servant Saul to seek out and kill those Philistines who have not taken refuge in their cities. We know that Yahweh is with us and that by our brave deeds he will show the entire world that there is a God in Israel. While he fights with us and for us, we must be wise. Five of you are to go forward along the road of Shaaraim and seek out the highest places. Five others are to go with you to bring your reports. You are to find the uncircumcised enemy and bring reports back to our camp. Then, when they have been found we will not attack them in one group but we will find the paths that will keep us hidden until we can attack them together from three directions. In this way Yahweh will give us victory and we can return home safely to our family and homes.”

This was not the way things were normally done, but I had observed the needless slaughter of men in the field when they ran headlong into an unknown enemy. I was certain that Yahweh also intended us to be wise as well as trusting of his goodwill toward us. 

The seekers did find a large group of Philistines who had recovered their senses after the headlong flight back to Gath and who were preparing a counter attack. When the first reports came back to me, I sucked in my breath. This was a far bigger force and a far bigger threat to the Israelite victory than I had imagined. Certainly Saul or Jonathan had no idea. Or did they? Was I sent here to die? Was this some kind of trap for me and my men? I brushed off the thought and gave the order to encircle the force. 

As I moved forward with my men, I questioned the wisdom of splitting the force. If we were discovered, each of our three groups was weak and if attacked one at a time, we could not possibly win. All the way to the battle I fretted and worried and prayed. But to the men I remained resolute. Messengers were sent to make certain the men were in their positions. Then I commanded the shofar, the ram’s horn of holy battle, be blown and the struggle began. My group was behind a small ridge above the road. We descended toward the Philistines strung out along the road with a cry that would shake rain out of the driest clouds. At the same time I could see a cloud of dust from the men who had encircled the group. The Philistines could see they were surrounded and they had no idea how many men were bearing down on them. In the confusion, they began swinging their swords all around, striking at anyone and anything. Some panicked and tried to escape but the escape routes were cut off by my men coming down the road from the direction of Gath. My arm was weary by the time we were done and we counted over 300 Philistine dead. But we had lost eight men and as I sat down by the body of one of the young men, I could not help it, I cried. I looked into his eyes staring emptily into the sky, dust beginning to cover over the shine of life, and the sorrow of war overcame me. I looked also at the bodies of the Philistine soldiers. Young men, some of them; others older with sons and daughters and wives and grandchildren. They wanted to live as badly as I did. What darkness had they descended into? Did they walk alone in that deep valley we called Sheol, a place without life and yet also without death?

One of the older soldiers came to me and gently lifted me up.


“My lord,” he said with gentleness, sincerity and the intention of giving me strength. “We must finish the work here and report this great victory to Saul.”


“Yes,” I said, wiping the tears away from my eyes, suddenly feeling like a child in the midst of men. 

We stripped the dead of weapons, gathered as much of the goods from the Philistine camp as we could carry and walked wearily back to Saul’s encampment. By the time we got back, most of the army had returned to the camp and it was all abuzz with our engagement. Stories were circulating around and growing. Heroic deeds, and there were many, were exaggerated in the telling and retelling. And I was given more credit than I deserved and that even my growing pride was comfortable with. It had become “David’s victory.”  Another victory credited to David.
Saul called me into his tent.

“Achish has sued for peace,” he announced somewhat coldly. “We are returning to Gibeah. You will march with me at the head of the army so that everyone who gathers may see for themselves who this new hero in Israel is. And when we return, we will make preparations for your marriage to my daughter as was promised to the champion of Israel.”


“But, my lord,” I started to protest, not knowing where to begin. That’s when Jonathan who was standing next to the king came to me, put his strong arm around me and led me out.


“The king is in no mood for discussions, David,” Jonathan said, and somehow I knew things were going on in that tent that did not favor me, despite the king’s words. “You have given Israel and my father another great victory. It is time to celebrate that!”

That night, there were two eyes, two dancing, daring eyes, staring at me from deep inside the head covering. I could not get them out of my mind. All attempts to focus on the march home into the great victory celebrations could not force those eyes to the background. I was to marry the king’s daughter. What had happened to Jesse’s shepherd boy?
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