
Sermon 21: 1 Samuel 20: David and Jonathan

OUTLINE

David’s anxiety
Jonathan’s friendship

INTRODUCTION

‘We can be surrounded by the evidences of God’s love towards us; we can be exhilarated in 
our hearts by a sense of His presence, His mercy, His forgiveness and His gracious promises 
for the future; and suddenly we falter, doubts arise, we are tempted to fear the future and 
we start to behave as if we had never known the Lord and had never been convinced of the 
reality of His grace towards us in the past.’1  Does this sound familiar to you?  You can be 
going along well, rejoicing in God, and then the next moment all that joy and worship and 
God-centeredness is gone.  This is David’s experience in this section.  David has just had his 
life saved by God 9 times, he has had his enemy lying prostrate on the floor unable to attack
him under the power of the Spirit for a day and night, but all of this is too much for David.  
In this section we are starting a chapter which reveals the faltering faith of David, and some
of the mistakes that he makes.  However, God does not forsake His faltering saint we see 
the provision of support through friendship in Jonathan.  There are times when we are weak
and we need the strength of others to help us stand, this is one of the ways God provides 
for us.  

David’s anxiety

20:1, ‘Then David fled from Naioth in Ramah and came and said before Jonathan, "What 
have I done? What is my guilt? And what is my sin before your father, that he seeks my 
life?"’  Let me begin by asking you a question, where do you think the safest place to be is? 
Where has it been demonstrated that God is protecting David and will keep him from harm? 
The answer is, with Samuel at Naioth in Ramah.  There the Lord by direct intervention by 
His Spirit caused Saul and his messengers to come under the influence of the Spirit that 
they could not take David.  But what do we see in v1, David flees from this place.  

David has exercised faith in the past, but he is not exercising it now.  It is easy for us to be 
overly hard of David as he is under immense stress.  We make these observations not to 
imply that it is easy and we are better than him, but rather how easy it is to fall into this 
position ourselves.  David was a man who walked by faith, driven by his zeal for God he 
trusted to God to save him from bears and lions, and when he went up against Goliath.  He 
knew the Lord’s deliverance whenever he went against the Philistines.  But when he talks to 
Jonathan he speaks of himself as one step away from death, v3, ‘But as truly as the Lord 
lives and your soul lives, there is but a step between me and death.’  How different this is 
from 1 Sam 17:37, ‘"The LORD who delivered me from the paw of the lion and from the paw
of the bear will deliver me from the hand of this Philistine."’  Or when he spoke to Goliath, in
v46-47, ‘This day the LORD will deliver you into my hand, and I will strike you down and cut 
off your head. And I will give the dead bodies of the host of the Philistines this day to the 
birds of the air and to the wild beasts of the earth, that all the earth may know that there is 
a God in Israel, 47 and that all this assembly may know that the LORD saves not with sword
and spear. For the battle is the LORD's, and he will give you into our hand."’  Perhaps if you 
felt you couldn’t relate to David before because he was always mister perfect, perhaps you 
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can relate to him better now.  We all take our eyes of the Lord, we all forget the good He 
has done for us as a sign of His love and commitment to us, we all fixate on the bad right in
front of us, we all think how much bigger the situation is than us instead of how much 
bigger God is than the situation.

David could look back to the Holy Spirit prostrating Saul, protecting him from Goliath, and 
many other deliverances.  When our difficulties heap up, one upon another so that we feel 
overwhelmed, as no doubt David did, we have something more sure to reflect on.  God has 
moved heaven and earth to save you, and He will finsh the work He has begun and bring 
into eternity to be with Him.  This is clear from the work He has done for us in sending 
Christ to die for our sins.  There is no clearer explanation of this than Rom. 5:8-10, ‘but God 
shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. 9 Since, 
therefore, we have now been justified by his blood, much more shall we be saved by him 
from the wrath of God. 10 For if while we were enemies we were reconciled to God by the 
death of his Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, shall we be saved by his life.’  
Paul has spoken about Christians suffering trials, but they have the ability to rejoice in them 
knowing that they produce character.  But suffering raises a lot of questions, does God love 
me?  Can I trust God?  Why is this happening to me?  What have I don’t to deserve this?  
We can easily lose sight of His love and judge His intentions by the latest tragedy.  Paul 
takes us to an objective standpoint from which we must view all these things.  We must look
at the cross, we must see God loving us, not while we are justified sinners, but as His 
enemies.  We must see His willingness to send His Son and for Jesus to die in love for us.  
And now that we are His children we must remember that if this is what God does for those 
who do not love Him, and have not trusted in Jesus for salvation, then consider what He will
do for the one who has trusted in Christ and is an adopted and justified child of God.  

This lack of trust makes David come up with a scheme.  David cajoles Jonathan into a 
scheme where, by lying he can get some info out of Saul.  David’s fear does not cause him 
to walk uprightly but to indulge in some questionable tactics.  David’s situation proves the 
truth of two proverbs, 12:25, ‘Anxiety in a man's heart weighs him down, but a good word 
makes him glad.’ And 29:25, ‘The fear of man lays a snare, but whoever trusts in the LORD 
is safe.’  This path will end in David fleeing to the Philistines for safety, 21:10-15.

Picture David as agreed waiting at the stone of Ezel, the name for the stone heap in v19.  
Not knowing what the future holds, not knowing whether his path leads.  Will he receive 
word back that his path leads back to the familiar place of home and wife and work, or is 
there the great unknown?  This is an important turning point in David’s life to consider.  
David had out of the blue been anointed king, and then through God’s providence we see 
God moving David towards that goal.  When we see him defeating Goliath we all say, ‘of 
course, I can see where this is going.’  When we see God saving David’s life, giving him 
victory against the Philistines, all these things fit our expectations.  But the stone of Ezel is 
of a different sort.  God is still moving David towards being King, but it is not in the way we 
would expect, the path is not recognisable, we cannot see how all of this could fit into the 
plan.  We all have stones of Ezel in our lives where we will have to take a path that does not
look like a path chosen by a loving Father for our good.  If you were going to go to a course 
on becoming King, you would expect elocution lessons, lessons on court etiquette, expect to
be fitted out with fancy clothes, suffer the trying ordeal of having the press run after you, 
and the burden of hobnobbing with the rich and famous at endless functions and charities.  
God’s lessons to make royalty out of us and David are more effective though unexpected.  
Recognise here that God’s ways are not your ways, and trust.     



Jonathan’s friendship

The other main character of this chapter is Jonathan.  He is the good friend that sticks 
closer than a brother who David can turn to when things are going badly.  David turns to 
Jonathan because Jonathan has made a covenant with David, v8, ‘Therefore deal kindly with
your servant, for you have brought your servant into a covenant of the LORD with you. But 
if there is guilt in me, kill me yourself, for why should you bring me to your father?"’  David 
and Jonathan were friends by covenant, similar to what we understand blood brothers to be.
David flees to a covenant bond for help and safety.  He trusts Jonathan because of his fear 
for God and that he will honour the covenant even though Saul is his father.  Jonathan 
swore in the Lord’s name and so his allegiance to God will come before any other loyalty.  

God sets us in community with those who are loyal to us for Christ’s sake.  When we are 
weak and we need an arm to lean on, we have the church; we have friends that God raises 
up for us.  Let us not despise this fleshly arm of God’s provision.  Jonathan’s friendship is 
marked with servanthood, v4, ‘Then Jonathan said to David, "Whatever you say, I will do for
you."’  An unconditional service towards David.  But Jonathan’s friendship goes beyond this 
to great sacrifice.  Jonathan the crown prince has accepted to see David as king giving up 
his own claim.  We see this in v14 where he prays the Lord’s blessing to be with David as it 
was once with Saul.  Also listen to 1 Sam. 23:17, ‘And he said to him, "Do not fear, 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."’  

How can this be?  Is Jonathan an ignorant martyr?  No, Jonathan is so committed because 
he puts God’s kingdom and interests before his own.  Jonathan submits to God’s word about
the kingdom being taken from Saul as painful as it is for him.  Jonathan recognises God’s 
blessing upon David as the man who God has chosen and has already given his pledge of 
allegiance to him the day he killed Goliath.  In all of this Jonathan is putting God’s kingdom 
before his own.  It is not a case of blind loyalty to friends, but a case of loyalty to God’s 
kingdom and God’s servant.  The basis for Jonathan’s friendship is not an infatuation with 
David, but because he is seeking the Kingdom of God first.  Jonathan’s loyalties lie with the 
Lord and so we can see his priorities when he makes another covenant with David that God 
curse David’s enemies, v16, ‘And Jonathan made a covenant with the house of David, 
saying, "May the LORD take vengeance on David's enemies."’  In this context Jonathan is 
not convinced that Saul is David’s enemy but is willing to side with God even if it is against 
his own father.  Jonathan is living out an OT version of Luke 14:26, ‘"If anyone comes to me
and does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers and 
sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple.’     

Jonathan has a firm faith in what God will do through David even though at this point David 
does not see clearly.  Look at v14-15, ‘If I am still alive, show me the steadfast love of the 
LORD, that I may not die; 15 and do not cut off your steadfast love from my house forever, 
when the LORD cuts off every one of the enemies of David from the face of the earth."’  
Jonathan is getting David to promise to show him love when David becomes king.  Jonathan
is asking that when David becomes king that he would show him God’s love, and not kill him
or his offspring.  Jonathan is holding on to the promise when David isn’t, this is the value of 
godly friends who can remind us of the promises when we aren’t thinking clearly.    

This is the second time that God’s ways have counteracted the world’s ways.  In the world, 
Jonathan would have killed David and handed him over to Saul, but Jonathan instead puts 
God’s kingdom before his own.  And here, when we would readily expect David to wipe out 
any contender for the throne as any other nation would do, you would kill the man and his 



blood relations to put your claim above question.  Here David and Jonathan apply the 
pattern of God’s ways, in this instance God’s love.  Can you appreciate Jonathan’s 
understanding of God’s love?  Jonathan knows that he would deserve death, but just as 
God’s love saved those deserving of death Jonathan asks for this type of treatment.  God 
ought to have killed us, but instead He died for us to pay for our sins that we would be 
eternally family.  This is the love Jonathan knows and wants David to commit to in his case.

Jonathan then goes and risks his life for David, he goes to the feast and gives the excuse 
that David has gone to his family and we get to see Saul as a contrast to Jonathan, v30-31, 
‘Then Saul's anger was kindled against Jonathan, and he said to him, "You son of a 
perverse, rebellious woman, do I not know that you have chosen the son of Jesse to your 
own shame, and to the shame of your mother's nakedness? 31 For as long as the son of 
Jesse lives on the earth, neither you nor your kingdom shall be established. Therefore send 
and bring him to me, for he shall surely die."’  Saul betrays his values when he argues that 
Jonathan should want David’s death so that Jonathan and his kingdom should be secure.  
Saul honours his own family before God, and when Jonathan chooses David not the throne 
it is not a case of friends before family but God’s kingdom before his own.  We cant help but
think of the words of Christ when we witness such friendship, John 15:13-15, ‘Greater love 
has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends. 14 You are my friends if 
you do what I command you. 15 No longer do I call you servants, for the servant does not 
know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I have heard from 
my Father I have made known to you.’  

The scene ends with the friends weeping and departing from one another.  David is off to 
the wilderness to learn, and Jonathan has been a good friend who has served David as 
God’s provision when David isn’t able to stand on his own.        

           


