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King David and Jonathan – A Model of Brotherly Friendship
‘There is nothing on this earth more to be prized than true friendship’
Thomas Aquinas.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.goodreads.com/quotes/83976-there-is-nothing-on-this-earth-more-to-be-prized.] 

Introduction
When studying the Holy Scriptures, we are presented through the various narratives with a very rounded picture of God’s instructions to mankind.  In the study of Biblical characters there are many examples of interpersonal relationships, some good and some bad. The relationship between the characters of King David and Jonathan demonstrates human interaction pleasing to God and sets about examples of the principles God has set forward and appreciates when people follow. The story of these two Biblical heroes is an endearing one, through this relationship the reader is given an example of God’s desire for human interactions.
There has been much scholarly debate around the nature of the relationship between King David and Jonathan with scholarly opinion split by a political interpretation and those that veer towards an erotic/sexual interpretation of the language used in the books of Samuel to describe the association between the two.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Erin E. Fleming, "Political Favoritism in Saul's Court: נעם, חפץ, and the Relationship between David and Jonathan." Journal of Biblical Literature 135 vol.1 (2016), 20-21] 

This paper seeks to draw out from the book of 1 Samuel that this relationship was a model of brotherly friendship extending beyond the realms of a political alliance, into a self-sacrificing, spiritual bond that would be an instrument in the fulfilment of God’s covenantal promise. The focus of analysis will be the key qualities of friendship that transpires in the narrative and poetry of the books of Samuel. 

Some of the qualities that I have discovered are:

Trust: there were many reasons why David and Jonathan should not have trusted each other but they were able overcome them and express an unwavering trust in one another. 

Loyalty: there was great loyalty between these two men, again they were in a position where loyalty could have been challenged but when it was challenged, they were able to overcome it and show a sense of devotion to one another. 

Kindness: there were acts and words of kindness that they expressed and when one of them was suffering there was a sympathy that poured out from the friend to the other 

Understanding: the two men shared an understanding of the experiences that they were going through, and this is demonstrated in the final and perhaps most important quality from which all others derived, that is the real manifestation of philia (brotherly love) and agapé (divine love) that they expressed towards one another. 

In Jonathan’s love for David, we are given a model example of agapé love. One definition that can be appreciated is:

A wilful choice to put another’s interests above one’s own; an unselfish, giving (even to the point of sacrifice), and unconditional love.
(With God as its source, it is never disordered; elevates and correctly orders the other four loves, making them human-divine loves that fulfil God’s original intentions).[footnoteRef:3] [3:  https://kenboa.org/living-out-your-faith/five-loves-greatest-agape/] 


His love for David, is interwoven through the scenes of the narrative and develops as the relationship with his father Saul weakens and tensions heighten. Bar suggests that the tension between Jonathan and Saul is first presented as rivalry in military stature “more like a rivalry of prestige between father and son, who are competing for the glory”.[footnoteRef:4] However at the emergence of David soon becomes based on morality. [4:  Shaul Bar, “Saul and Jonathan”, Jewish Bible Quarterly 47 vol.2 (2019), 94] 





The Importance of Kingship in Deuteronomistic History.

Understanding the role of a king and kinship in the Hebrew Bible is fundamental to a historical interpretation of the two Biblical heroes. The backdrop to their friendship is situated in the context of Deuteronomistic History of kingship and the requirements of a king. The requirements of a king as established by the laws stated that firstly he was to be chosen by God (Deut. 17:15), The author in 1 Samuel illuminates within the text the severity of Israel’s demand for a king to govern over them like other nations rather than await the appointed time for God’s anointing (1 Sam. 8: 4-18). The laws also stated that a king of Israel was to not to acquire too many horses, too many wives or accumulate too much money so as not to be led astray. He was to write for himself a copy of the Torah scroll to be read daily, by diligently observing the laws and commands he would remain on the path God desired. Lastly a king was to ‘neither exalting himself above other members of the community nor turning aside from the commandment, either to the right or to the left, so that he and his descendants may reign long over his kingdom in Israel’ (Deut. 17: 17-20). The last duty stated for a king is of great significance to the drama that spills out through the scenes of 1and 2 Samuel for in these passages we see the demise of one king who turns away from the instructions of from God (1 Sam. 15:10-11) to one chosen by God based on his heart (16:7).

To the Israelites Saul in appearance was their ideal king, he is described by physical appearance as being ‘head and shoulders taller than any of them’ in their disillusion the people praised Saul and he at first reigned with a measure of humility (10: 24-26), but in his desire to please the people Saul’s transgression ultimately leads to a rejection by God who seeks “a man after his own”  (cf. 13:8-15; 15:22-31).

In the Davidic narrative there are few people that contribute to who David became as king more than King Saul and Jonathan, though the relationship becomes severed through Saul’s fixation to kill him. The authors first reference of love is that of Saul to David we are told that he ‘loved him greatly and became his armor-bearer (16: 21). Saul’s love for David however is based on political agenda and self-serving as revealed later through his obsession to prevent his succession to the throne. Saul would impact David in his Kingdom and how he would reign ensuring that he was everything that Saul was not, but Jonathan becomes the cornerstone to his ascension to the throne. The author expresses that Jonathan and David’s ‘souls were knit together, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul” (18:1), it is their relationship that becomes the bedrock to who David would be in his reign. 

Military Heroes and Faithful followers of God 

A prominent theme that arises in the David and Jonathan narrative is the comparison of their common values. The men are both presented as courageous and faithful followers of God, believing that if He had called them to a task then He would equip them for the task.  

At the battle of Michmash Jonathan decides to attack the Philistine outpost with only his armor-bearer by his side. we are told that ‘he does not tell his father’, and ‘the people did not know he had gone’ (14: 1-3) perhaps an indication of pre-existing tensions between father and son. Jonathan is depicted as a hero who is active despite the military disadvantage, he asks for a divine sign before attacking declaring “…it may be that the LORD will act for us; for nothing can hinder the LORD from saving by many or by few” (14:6). Bar’s discourse concurs that “he believed it was God’s will and not the number of soldiers, that would determine the outcome of the battle”[footnoteRef:5] . The author seems intent on highlighting that it is Jonathan’s belief that God would show him a sign before making an advance that allows him to be used as an instrument in bringing victory to Israel (14:10). It is this same courageous spirit and belief that the battle was the Lord’s that Jonathan would subsequently witness in David’s slaying of Goliath.  [5:  Bar, “Saul and Jonathan”, 94] 


By contrast the writer depicts Saul in a negatively light during the battle, waiting idly, his concern only in the declining number of his men (13: 8-12). He even goes as far as to take the credit for Jonathan’s defeat of the garrison of the Philistines (13:3-4). Saul continuously fails to consult the Lord in his military advances and even required reminding by a priest to ‘draw near to God”, yet his only inquiry was his victory not the will of the Lord and so God did not answer him (14:36-37). Prior to David’s introduction the author informs the reader through the battle scenes the differences between Jonathan and his father characteristics and relationship with the Lord, highlighting the pre-existing tensions between them, tensions that would seal his loyalty to David later.

David is Anointed by Samuel

David’s introduction to the narrative as God’s anointed may come as a surprise to the reader, even the prophet Samuel himself assumes that the Lord’s chosen would be a man of great stature (16:6). It is only in God’s response to Samuel that we are given an insight into His divine thinking in choosing David. He declares to Samuel to not view his appearance as a worthy test of means proclaiming that 
“…the LORD does not see as mortals see, they look upon the outward appearance, but the LORD looks on the heart” (16: 6-7). The author’s use of comparative language reminds the reader of the King that Saul had been and God’s rejection of him in preparation for everything that David would be. 
According to Swindoll the first quality that God saw in David was spirituality, referring to David as a man after God’s own heart, he states “when you are deeply spiritual you have a heart that is sensitive to the things of God”[footnoteRef:6]. In David’s anointing we are not yet provided an insight into David’s thoughts or condition of his heart, in fact he does not speak or act and yet we are told the spirit of God was with David from that day forth.  [6:  Charles Swindoll, David, (Thomas Nelson, 2000), 6.] 


David in Saul’s Court. 

As the spirit of the Lord comes upon David consequently the spirit of the Lord leaves Saul and he is filled with an evil spirit (16: 14). Ironically it is David who is the one who is called to play to relieve Saul of the evil spirit, Saul loved David, finding favour in his sight he requests to Jesse his father for David to remain in his service. Fleming argues that the love terminology used to describe David and Jonathan’s relationship indicates favour within a political alliance, she refers to Moran’s argument that this emotive language was commonplace in political treaties and alliances in its ancient Near Eastern context[footnoteRef:7]. However, in 1 Sam. 16:21-23 there is no political alliance or treaty and yet Saul loves David, this is also reflected later when David spares his life, although an alliance has at this point been established, he refers to him as his son and weeps recognising though momentarily his evil actions (24:16-19).  [7:  Fleming, "Political Favoritism in Saul's Court: נעם, חפץ, and the Relationship between David and Jonathan”, 22.
] 


Jonathan Yields to David as God’s Anointed

The bond between David and Jonathan develops after David kills Goliath. David, although just a boy, demonstrates great bravery and his faith in God spills out in the conversation between him and Saul asserting that the same Lord who saved him from wild beasts will deliver him from the Philistines (17:37). David in his confrontation with Goliath is reminiscent of the bravery found in Jonathan at the battle of Michmash, although the text does not say he inquires with the Lord directly into going into battle, David proclaims the battle is the Lord’s and does not concern himself with armour just as Jonathan did not concern himself with the number of men by his side (cf. 14:6; 17:45-47).    
After David’s slaying of Goliath, we read that the soul of Jonathan was bound to the soul of David, as the story moves forward the love Jonathan has for David is interwoven through the events that unfold. In addressing the nature of the love shared between these two and scholarly interpretations that the love language was that of an erotic or at least homosocial nature, Zehnder addresses the semantics of the noun ‘love’. He explores the use of the word love to refer to Jonathan’s attachment to David, noting that except for 1 Sam 17:20 this is always the case. He argues that the term in its semantic form was mainly used to describe the love between God and Israel except for Song of songs and three further instances however these were not in reference to homosexual relationships. He concludes that Jonathan’s love for David could reflects God’s love for Israel, proposing both a human and theological dimension[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Mark Zehnder, Biblical Studies: Observations of the relationship between David and Jonathan and the debate on Homosexuality, Westminster Theological Journal 69 (2007), 139] 



The Covenant is made.
Jonathan loved David as he loved himself, where he could have viewed David through the lens of jealousy he does not, instead yielding to him and does not hold back his love.  It is in deep spiritual sensitivity that leads him to submit and by his own virtual abdication of the removal of his arms he makes a covenant with David and becomes a model example of agapé love, giving without the desire for anything in return. Yet whilst Jonathan had recognised and delighted in David’s anointing, Saul became jealous and with the indwelling of an evil spirit his plans that proceeded were always ones to kill him (18:1-16). 

Saul’s obsession and Jonathan’s admonition

Moving forward in the narrative we see Jonathan’s loyalty on display, when his father tells him of his plans to kill David, he attempts to thwart the plans by warning him to go into hiding until he has spoken with his father. David trusts the words of Jonathan and he as man of his word attempts to reconcile the two by speaking words of kindness surrounding David. In becoming a mediator Jonathan becomes an instrument of God, advocating for David. The author uses both political overtones, reminding Saul that he had been willing to risk his own life in attacking the Philistines and that he had been of good service. Jonathan also admonishes his father in his duties as king and the spiritual implications this would have over his kingdom, in his words that “the king should not harm his servant David, because he has not sinned against you” he echoes the words of the law regarding a king exalting himself over his community and keeping the commandments Saul and David reconcile briefly but the moment is short lived and Saul forces David to flee (19: 1-7).

The fine line of balancing loyalties demonstrates Jonathan’s desire to uphold what is spiritually right in the sight of God. His love for his father does not blindside him to the error of his ways and does not allow the obsession to kill David to comprise his own love for David. 
As we explore the friendship of these two men, we see that circumstances of life tested their friendship beyond the normal level of tolerance. Their friendship is formed in the face of adversity and despite opposition it thrives, what would normally divide a friendship withstood the test of endurance because they did not allow outside pressures to drive them apart. The relationship between them is an example of what it means to be brethren such written by Paul to the Church at Rome (Rom. 12:9-10).  





David and Jonathan Meet in Secret

David in his plight meets with Jonathan, trust that has been built through Jonathan’s loyalty to protect his life and this loyalty continues when David reveals that Saul is once again attempting to take his life. At first we see that Jonathan still believes that his father has heeded his words (20:2) but David reminds him that Saul knows only two well the bond they share and so Jonathan without hesitation agrees to devise a plan for David return to his homeland of Bethlehem instead of attending the yearly sacrifice. According to Bar the final seal of severance between Jonathan and Saul occurs at the sacrificial meal.[footnoteRef:9] In Jonathan omitting to tell his father the truth regarding David’s absence Saul in his anger resorts to publicly shaming Jonathan, denouncing his friendship with David as an embarrassment and calling him the son a perverse, rebellious woman casting a shadow on him and his mother. Saul even goes so far as to implement thoughts of jealousy into his son’s conscience by reminding him that he would not inherit the kingdom whilst David is alive, ironically his words are an echo of what was prophesied to him by Samuel when he rebelled against God (cf.13:13; 20:30-32). Yet still even in his anger Jonathan holds himself with integrity, in asking his father again ‘why should he be put to death, what has he done” (20:32) he understands that Saul’s decision is to kill David and he is grieved by this, also the public humiliation he endured. It can be concluded from the scene that although both men were angry, Saul’s anger derived from his own jealousy agenda whereas Jonathan’s being one of righteousness at the evil intent of his father. [9:  Bar, “Saul and Jonathan”, 98] 


David spares Saul’s life three times.

The narrative continues as a back-and-forth saga with Saul attempting to slaughter David and David with the anointing of God continuing to rise. However, during the ongoing battle David has more than one opportunity to kill Saul and yet he spares his life. Each time the author expresses David’s desire to not want to harm Saul and his faithfulness in the Lord to wait for the appointed time for his ascension to the throne. He refuses to “let his hand be against Saul”, even going so far as to scold his men that suggest he should kill Saul when the opportunity arises in a cave. He still respects Saul’s position on the throne and tells him as much referring to him as “the Lord’s anointed (cf. 23:14-24; 22; 26). 
Saul and Jonathan Die at Battle

The closing chapter is one of tragedy concerning the friendship of David and Jonathan. Although they do not see each other again after their meeting to conspire for David’s escape, it is through the message of Saul and Jonathan’s death at battle that David hears of anything concerning his friend. It should be noted that even with the disruption within the household of Saul between he and his son, Jonathan remained obedient to him, and it is with his father in battle that he died another mark of his obedient character and loyalty. The opening scene of 2 Samuel expresses David’s distress over the loss of both Saul and Jonathan, he laments over them, he affirms that for him Jonathan was a true friend when he states, “greatly beloved were you to me; your love to me was wonderful; passing the love of women” (2 Sam. 1:26)
David in his lamentation gives recognition to Jonathan’s love being that of a divine dimension. The friendship between the two displays what God can do when two hearts are consecrate and through His providential care, it is Jonathan who is the means of David’s ascendency to the throne.

Conclusion

The discussion of this paper was to draw out from the book of 1 Samuel the relationship between Jonathan and David as a model of brotherly friendship extending beyond the realms of a political alliance, into a self-sacrificing, spiritual bond that would be an instrument in the fulfilment of God’s covenantal promise. The emotive journey of the text we see two men’s battles, their faith in God and desire to walk in the law of God. They both upheld an integrity even amid dishonour or danger and when one suffered the other shared in that suffering. In the relationship between David and Jonathan was an example of how God designed human interactions to be, self-sacrificing, enduring even amid trials. With further research an area of exploration concerning the two Biblical heroes would be to analyse how this model of love is related to if at all in the New Testament, seeking to determine where it lies within Modern Christianity principles of love and friendship. 
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