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The Bible You Should Know
David and Jonathan:  The Value of Friendship


Jackie Robinson made history as the first African-American to play Major League baseball.  It was not an easy road for him.  His teammates circulate a petition that they would not play if he was allowed to stay on the team.  One of his teammates, Pewee Reese – who grew up on Louisville – refused to sign it.  The opposition became more intense once Robinson began to play.  He had fastballs thrown at his head, spikings on the bases, name-calling from the opposing team and from the stands.  During one game in Boston, the taunting and abused became especially severe.  In the midst of this hostile environment, Pewee Reese again came to the aid of his friend.  Reese walked from his position at shortstop toward Robinson at second base, put his arm around Robinson’s shoulder, and stood there with him and looked around at those who were hurling insults at Robinson.  It was a gesture that spoke louder and more plainly than could any words – this man is my friend. 


(Willie Morris in Parade Magazine)

Robinson later said of that incident Pee Wee kind of sensed the sort of hopeless, dead feeling in me and came over and stood beside me for a while.  He didn't say a word but he looked over at the chaps who were yelling at me…and just stared. He was standing by me, I could tell you that.  The hecklers ceased their attack.  I will never forget it, Robinson said. 

What does it mean to be a friend?  Who are the great friends of your life?  I could give you a list of names from my past – Kurt Lohr, Steve Dalton, Butch Kemper, Rick Whalen, Kim Frazier, Ed Notestine – all very close friends to me.

As we continue our study The Bible You Should Know we move ahead to the story of the great friendship of David and Jonathan.  


What an improbable friendship this was from the beginning.  David, as a young man, was the friend of Saul.  In chapter 16:21 we read that Saul loved him (David) greatly.  David was like a son to king Saul.  But the failures of Saul led Samuel to anoint David as the next king, and David was anointed (16:13) while Saul was still on the throne.  Saul eventually became so jealous of David that he sought to kill David.  By that time David is the best friend of Jonathan.  Jonathan, who we presume would have been the natural successor to his father’s throne, knew that throne would go to David.  Now there’s a very awkward situation.

We take up the story at the beginning of chapter 18, where David was taken into the house of Saul.  Everything was wonderful at this point.  Verse 1 says that the soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David.  Isn’t that a beautiful picture of friendship?  There is something very mystical about the way our lives become knit together in friendship, and it is one of the great gifts of God.

Jonathan takes his robe, his armor, his sword, and his belt and gives them to David in token of friendship.  This was representative of Jonathan’s recognition of David as the next king.  From this point, everything David does is successful.  Verse 5 tells us how David is living a charmed life.  Everything David does turns to prosperity and everyone loved him.


At this point, things begin to unravel in the friendship between Saul and David.  David becomes so successful and so admired in the eyes of the people that Saul becomes jealous, and in verse 9 we read that Saul looked at David with suspicion from that day on.


The next day, as David was playing the harp, Saul became enraged and threw his spear at David.  David escaped twice from Saul’s anger that day and Saul had David removed from his presence.  Removing him from his presence was a way of breaking his friendship with David, as he was banished from the house of Saul.  No longer was he Saul’s friend, or to be treated like a member of Saul’s family.


But David continued to prosper, and this filled Saul with even more anger and jealousy.  Though Saul despised David, all Israel and Judah loved David (18:16).  David’s star is on a rapid ascent, while Saul’s is in rapid decline.  Because of the favor upon David, Saul could not consider him a friend.  There are few things as tragic as a fractured and broken friendship.  Saul could not bear to see David’s success and it was not David’s fault that Saul turned on him.


Saul devises a plan that he believes will rid him of David.  He decides that David will become his son-in-law, and the dowry that he asks of David is found in 18:25.  I’ll just let you read that verse for yourself, because it’s a little awkward to read in church.  Suffice it to say that dowry did exactly what Saul hoped it would do – it made David an enemy of the Philistines.  Saul’s hope was that the Philistines would seek vengeance on David and would kill him.  But the plan backfired.  David doubles the dowry request, Saul’s daughter loves David and marries him, and David in able to repel the Philistines every time they attack.  Saul’s plan not only failed, it backfired to the point of strengthening David in greater measure and causing people to love and respect David even more.

Then Saul takes another course of action.  He tells Jonathan to put David to death.  Jonathan tells David that Saul wants him to be killed, and that he must go into hiding.  Together, they devise a plan.  David will hide in a field, and Jonathan will bring his father to the field to see what his father is planning.  Jonathan speaks to Saul on behalf of David and begs him not to harm David.  He reminds his father of all the ways he has benefited from David.  Saul agrees not to harm David and even brings him back into his house.

It wasn’t long before Saul again tries to kill David.  Just as before, as David is playing the harp, Saul throws a spear at him.  David fled, and his wife Michal – Saul’s daughter – warned him that he must go into hiding once again.  She fixes the bed to look as though David is there, and when Saul’s men come to get him she says he is sick.  Saul is not deterred, and demands that his men bring David and the bed so he might put him to death.  Once again, David escapes.

David seeks out Jonathan, and while Jonathan says he will find out what his father is planning David is not convinced.  He believes Saul will not tell Jonathan his plans for fear that Jonathan will then reveal those plans to David.  They devise a plan to try and bring David back into the household of Saul, but also devise a plan if it is not safe.  


It was the time when David would be expected to return to Saul’s household because it is the new moon, and there would be a feast.  Jonathan would make his case to his father, but if it was unsuccessful he would warn David.  David would hide again in the field.  This time the signal would be the firing of three arrows by Jonathan.  If it is safe for David, Jonathan would tell his servant the arrows are close to them.  If it is unsafe, and David needs to flee, Jonathan would say to his servant the arrows are beyond.

The agreement made between David and Jonathan is this, as spoken by Jonathan – the Lord is between you and me forever (20:23).  There was such a sense of commitment between David and Jonathan.

Jonathan goes to the feast, and it is there that Saul erupts into a rage over the absence of David.  He is so angered he throws his spear again, but this time it is at his own son Jonathan.  Jonathan is crushed to know his father is determined to kill David.  In the morning Jonathan goes to shoot the arrows into the field as planned.  After his servant gathers up the arrows, Jonathan and David speak, and listen to the account in 20:41-42 – When the lad was going, David rose from the south side and fell on his face to the ground, and bowed three times.  And they kissed each other and wept together, but David more.  And Jonathan said to David, “Go in safety, inasmuch as we have sworn to each other in the name of the Lord, saying, ‘The Lord will be between me and you, and between my descendants and your descendants forever.’”  Then he rose and departed, while Jonathan went into the city.


The friendship of Jonathan and David is one of the great friendships of the ages.  Where would we be without the friends God grants to us?  I am grateful that God has brought such a richness of friends to my life.  Whenever discouragement has entered my life I think about the friends God has brought to my life.  We were not created to live solitary lives.  We need one another.


Jesus says in John 15:13-14 Greater love has no one than this, that one lay down his life for his friends.  You are my friends.
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