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Let me be a bit morbid for just a moment. I hope that when I die, I will have at least one friend who will truly grieve my absence. Not that I would want them to be sad, or lament for long, but that there would have been such a bond that my spirit would remain with their spirit.

That is what our scripture lesson is about this morning: a friendship so strong, so deep, so connected, that King David is able to confess in song his love for Jonathan, and command that the people learn it and that it be preserved. It was a friendship so deep that he is able to say of Jonathan “your love to me was wonderful, passing the love of a woman.”
It has been fun for me this summer to use the Old Testament Book of Samuel to preach from. There are a lot of wonderful stories of which we only had time for a handful. First and Second Samuel cover that time frame in Israel’s history where they moved from more of a confederation of judges and principalities to a central, unified rule under a king. A large part of that is the narrative of how David became king and ruled.

Of all the wonderful stories, though, the most intriguing narrative for me in Samuel is the relationship, the friendship between David and Jonathan.

You might recall that David came on the scene as a young lad at the time King Saul - the first King of Israel - was in a crisis and did not know what he would do. Saul had reached a stalemate in a war with the Philistine, and the future of God’s people hung precariously in the balance. For forty days Goliath, the Philistine warrior giant, had challenged the armies of Israel to send someone to fight him. If Israel’s soldier were victorious, the Philistines would serve Israel as slaves. But if Goliath won, Israel would serve the Philistines. Young David, who had been sent by his father to check on his brothers who were soldiers of the Israelite army, volunteered for the task. To everyone’s surprise, David fell the giant and was victorious in what was likely to be a suicide mission.

Naturally, of course, David became a national hero, and a grateful Saul made him a resident of the palace. Soon David became one of the king’s leading warriors. Saul even named him commander of his fighting men. While living in Saul’s palace, David met Jonathan, Saul’s son and heir to the throne. If there is such a phenomenon as love at first sight, then that is what happened between Jonathan and David. 1st Samuel 18 says:

 . . . the soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul. . . . Then Jonathan made a covenant with David, because he loved him as his own soul. And Jonathan stripped himself of the robe that was upon him, and gave it to David, and his armor, and even his sword and his bow and his girdle.
Life was falling into place fairly nicely for David. He went from being a shepherd over his father’s flocks to living in the palace of the king of Israel. He was loved by both the king and the king’s son. He was respected by the men he commanded. And as the Scripture reads, God was blessing him with victories in his battles.

However, fragile are the egos of those in high places. While riding this tide of good fortune and national popularity, an innocent comment was made and perceived the wrong way that caused David’s secure world to begin to unravel. More trouble has erupted between nations, between churches, even between good individuals; more confusion and misunderstandings have happened by misplaced remarks, or in this incident innocent remarks interpreted the wrong way.

As David was returning from one of his military campaigns, people were welcoming them home they began to chant “Saul has slain his thousands, and David his ten thousands.” The man at the top, King Saul, was of course insulted that the acclamation for David should be ten times more than for the king. Resentment and jealousy began to fester in the heart of the king. 1st Samuel 18:8 has Saul muttering to himself, “They have ascribed to David ten thousands, and to me they ascribed thousands; and what more can he have but the kingdom?” And so Saul began to eye David with suspicion from that day forward.

William Watley makes this comment: Once Jealousy and resentment are aroused and suspicion begins to build, peaceful relations cannot continue, and confrontation is inevitable. Once Jealousy is aroused and suspicion sets in, admiration turns to fear, love to hate, praise to criticism, support to undermining, and affection to attack. - From Mess to Miracle, pg 103

And so it was. One day David was singing to King Saul to soothe his troubled spirit (you remember that David was good with lute and song), when Saul went off the handle in rage and basically tried to kill him. David ran for his life, gathered some of the men that were loyal to him and became a fugitive. Once the king’s armor bearer, he was now the king’s enemy.

As you might imagine, some of David’s comrades and peers who had sung his praises when he was a rising star at the palace turned against him when it was no longer politically expedient to share his friendship. Some who fought at David’s side and with whom he laughed and joked and with whom he broke bread, spurned him now that he was no longer in the good graces of the king. We have all had our share of “fine weather” friends - those on whom we thought we could rely. But friendship sometimes is a fickle thing.

Lucky is the person if they just have one friend who will never abandon them. David was a lucky person, because throughout his trouble with Saul, the one who had the most to lose, Jonathan, the king’s own son and heir to the throne, is the one who never walked out on his friendship with David, and worked feverishly for a reconciliation, even though he knew it would cost him his own kingship. Jonathan was a true friend.

At one point when David was hiding for his life in the wilderness from the wrath of Saul, it was Jonathan who sought to find him, to be with him and comfort him, not simply with his physical presence, but with a kind of spirit and message that would help, rather than hinder; encourage rather than discourage.
He didn’t add to David’s self-pity by telling him that he had received a bad break.

He didn’t add to David’s bitterness by rehashing and recounting all the inequities that David had received.

He didn’t add to David’s misery, as did the friends of Job, by accusing him of unrighteousness.

Jonathan didn’t come with a lot of idle chatter and gossip regarding the politics that surrounded Saul.

Jonathan didn’t come with physical weapons to help David wage war and betray his father.

Jonathan visited David to encourage his friend and strengthen David’s hand in God.

That’s the kind of friend we all need, one who will strengthen our hand in God. Blessed is the one who has friends who encourage us and help us to trust in God. We are blessed when we have friends who can talk to us about the goodness, faithfulness, power, and promises of God. 
The words of Jonathan reminded David that the anointing he received from the prophet Samuel was still good. Jonathan told him: “Fear not; for the hand of Saul my father shall not find you; you shall be king over Israel, and I shall be next to you; Saul my father also knows this.” (1 Sam. 23:17).

Jonathan had to be a big person to make this statement without either bitterness or envy. In order to say what he did, Jonathan had to be willing to forfeit what might have come to him as heir to the throne. He had to be willing to give up in order that his friend might gain. He had to sacrifice so that God’s will would be done in the life of his friend, David. But then again, that’s what friends are for.

David and Jonathan had a bond deeper even than that of a love between a man and a woman. A bond, a love, a friendship that would cause David to memorialize Jonathan in lament and song so that the world might not forget the sacrifices a friend makes on behalf of another.

Lucky is the person if they have just one friend who will never abandon them. If that is true, then you and I need to count ourselves among the lucky. As good as a friend as Jonathan was, as good as some of the Jonathans are in our own lives may be, we have another friend who far surpasses any Jonathan we might know. We have a friend who not only sticks closer than a brother or sister, but who is nearer than breath and closer than hands and feet. We have a friend who sacrificed all in order that we might gain. Paul wrote: “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that by his poverty you might become rich.” (2 Cor. 8:9).

John has Jesus saying, “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. You are my friends. . .” (John 15:12-14).

This friend we have in Jesus is one who gave up the throne so that we might sit on one. He uncrowned himself so that we might receive a crown of glory. He gave up the garments of eternity that we might forever dwell in heavenly places. We have a friend who also visits us in the wilderness of loneliness, depression, and defeat, to strengthen our hand in God and to do the hard work of reconciling us with God.
Thanks to Jonathan’s unwavering friendship with David, often offering his own life in the balance, he was able to bring about reconciliation between David and Jonathan’s father, King Saul, which brings us to our lesson for this morning. After all that they have been through with unrelenting sacrifice, how horrible it is to lose that friend. David is beside himself. He can do nothing but sing his lament for this lost love.

When reading through this passage, I had a strange reaction. I could feel the depth of David’s lost. It engendered in me a feeling that I have felt before and just as soon not feel. Contrary to Tennyson’s claim “Better to have loved and lost than never to have loved before,” I sometimes think it better not to love than to be devastated by its loss. Sometimes I think it is easier to be friendless than to lose your friend. It’s not true, by the way, but sometimes it feels that way.

The good news, however, is this: the greatest friend you will ever have, the one you have in Jesus Christ can never be taken from you.

+ He will be there with you when you are up and when you are down.

+ He will be with you when things are going well and when things are going to hell.

+ He will be with you when you are surrounded by humanity and when you are alone.

+ He will be with you when you have all the answers and when you have all the questions.

+ He will be with you when you are well thought of and when you are not thought of at all.

+ He was with you when you were born and will be with you when you die. Jesus will be with you, because…



That’s what friends are for.
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