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Who Were the Philistines? 
     The Philistines migrated from the Aegean basin to the southern coast of Palestine in the 
early twelfth century B.C. and became one of Israel’s principal rivals.  The Hebrew name for the 
Philistines is pelishtim; the OT usually refers to their territory as 'eretz pelishtim (“land of the 
Philistines”) or peleshet (“Philistia”). 
     As the Philistines consolidated their claim to Palestine’s southern coast, they organized 
themselves into five city-states.  This Philistine pentapolis consisted of Gaza, Ashdod, Ashkelon, 
Gath, and Ekron.   Although this region was rich in agricultural and commercial potential, the 
Philistines were not satisfied with such a narrow strip of land and continually sought to expand 
into Israelite territory.  This competition for land and political control produced a fierce rivalry 
that lasted from the middle of the twelfth century B.C. until their defeat by King David and his 
forces, around 965 B.C. 
     Shortly after the call of Samuel, Israelite - Philistine tension erupted into all-out war.  Israel 
was defeated at Ebenezer, the Ark was captured, and Shiloh was destroyed.  After rededicating 
themselves to God, Israel defeated the Philistines at Mizpah (where Samuel erected his 
Ebenezer stone).  The balance of power between the Philistines and Israelites shifted back and 
forth, but the establishment of the monarchy and a regular army enabled King Saul to defeat 
his foes, despite the Philistine superiority in weaponry (read 1 Samuel 13.16-22).  The Iron Age 
was just beginning and the Philistines had learned how to forge better weapons.  But the 
Israelites  slowly  overcame the deficiency and eventually won the  war. 
 
Who Was Goliath? 
  Goliath was a Philistine soldier, a champion, from Gath.  He was a very 
large Philistine, standing almost 7 feet tall (some versions say nine feet, but 
that is probably exaggerated).  His armor weighed around 150 pounds and 
his spear weighed 25 pounds.   While the Israelites camped on one side of 
the mountain, the Philistines camped on the other side of the mountain 
with a valley between them.  Goliath came down into the valley with his 
shield-bearer, and yelled a challenge daily to the men of Saul’s army.  
Goliath challenged them to send a champion to fight him and whichever man won, his army 
would be declared the winner.  This sort of representative battle may have been a common 
tactic of the time.  However, the Israelites saw Goliath, heard the challenge, and were terrified.  
Even Saul, who was head and shoulders above most of his men, stayed in his tent trying to 
figure out the next move. 
     One day when David was bringing supplies to his three older brothers (who serve in Saul’s 
army), he heard the giant spouting his defiance and David was indignant that he should be so 
insulting.  After consulting with Saul, David headed out to face Goliath.  David said, You come to 
me with sword and spear and javelin; but I come to you in the name of the LORD of hosts, the 
God of the armies of Israel, whom you have defied.  This very day the LORD will deliver you into 
my hand...and all this assembly may know that the LORD does not save by sword and spear; for 
the battle is the LORD’s and he will give you into our hand (1 Samuel 17.45-47). 
 


