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1 Samuel 18:1–5 As soon as he had finished speaking to Saul, the soul of Jonathan 

was knit to the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul. 2And Saul 

took him that day and would not let him return to his father’s house. 3Then 

Jonathan made a covenant with David, because he loved him as his own soul. 4And 

Jonathan stripped himself of the robe that was on him and gave it to David, and his 

armor, and even his sword and his bow and his belt. 5And David went out and was 

successful wherever Saul sent him, so that Saul set him over the men of war. And 

this was good in the sight of all the people and also in the sight of Saul’s servants.  

 

1 Samuel 23:15–18 David saw that Saul had come out to seek his life. David was 

in the wilderness of Ziph at Horesh. 16And Jonathan, Saul’s son, rose and went to 

David at Horesh, and strengthened his hand in God. 17And 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.” 18And the two of 

them made a covenant before the LORD. David remained at Horesh, and Jonathan 

went home. 
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True Friendship 

1 Samuel 23:16-18 
 

Proverbs 18:24 says “A man of many companions may come to ruin, but there is a 

friend who sticks closer than a brother.” Friendship, especially faithful 

friendship is a tremendous boon to life. But friendship has been steeply in 

decline in our culture. Daniel Cox, author of a recent study says “In 1990, a 

Gallup survey found that 55 percent of men had at least six people they 

considered a close friend. Our poll, conducted in 2021, found that just 27 

percent of men had six or more close friends. Women saw a decline, too, but 

not to the same extent.” Cox points to social media, remote working, and 

lower religious affiliation as partial explanations for this loneliness epidemic.  

Faithful friendship makes life better. Take for example the deep friendships of C. S. 

Lewis. The most well-known was with J. R. R. Tolkien. They disagreed at 

times over their novels, but Tolkien was still a strong influence toward 

Lewis’s Christianity. Other friends included his brother Warny, his childhood 

friend Arthur Greaves, and his college friend Owen Barfield. Lewis said “My 

happiest hours are spent with three or four old friends in old clothes tramping 

together and putting up in small pubs, or else sitting up till the small hours in 

someone’s college rooms talking nonsense, poetry, theology, and metaphysics 

over beer, tea, and pipes.” That’s the ideal of friendship that resonates with 

my heart, and by the grace of God I have some friends like that.  

And contrary to what our culture dictates, and what we as Christians sometimes see  

as wisdom, in those days it was truly possible to have a deep friendship with 

someone of the opposite sex without having it be sexual. Lewis was great 

friends with Dorothy Sayers, who wrote both mysteries and Christian works. 

They conversed deeply on literary, religious, and personal topics. It’s sad that 

in our present culture almost every relationship is now filtered through a grid 

of sexuality, so that many friendships that supported and enriched a person’s 

life are now off limits or out of reach or overshadowed by sexual expectations.  

Some people find a sexual relationship in every friendship. The one that infuriates 

me second most is the many attempts to find a homosexual relationship 

between Frodo Baggins and Samwise Gamgee, Tolkein’s masterful literary 

depiction of the kind of friendship Lewis was talking about. But the one that 

infuriates me most is the assertion that there was something sexual in the 

relationship between David and Jonathan. That’s a horrible twisting of the 

deep friendship we’re going to see today in 1st Samuel 18, 19, 20 and 23. 
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This friendship teaches us much about the way to be a true friend and specifically 

tells us that the best friend places himself second. In today’s text we’ll see 

how the souls of friends are knit together, how a friend stands up for you, and 

how friendship leads you to say “I am second.” We begin in 1st Samuel 18, 

immediately following David’s victory over Goliath. At the end of chapter 17 

the army of Israel, with David at its head, returned from chasing down the 

Philistines and plundered their camp. Meanwhile Saul sent his army 

commander, Abner, to bring him the victorious boy. So David comes before 

Saul with Goliath’s head still in his hand. Saul, not yet recognizing the 

minstrel boy who had played for him years earlier asks “Whose son are you, 

young man?” “I am the son of your servant Jesse the Bethlehemite.”  

We might expect chapter 18 to begin with the next steps in the relationship between 

Saul and David. But the author of 1st Samuel wants to establish the friendship 

between David and Jonathan. 1st Samuel 18:1-5 As soon as he had finished 

speaking to Saul, the soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David, and 

Jonathan loved him as his own soul. 2And Saul took him that day and would 

not let him return to his father’s house. 3Then Jonathan made a covenant with 

David, because he loved him as his own soul. 4And Jonathan stripped himself 

of the robe that was on him and gave it to David, and his armor, and even his 

sword and his bow and his belt. 5And David went out and was successful 

wherever Saul sent him, so that Saul set him over the men of war. And this 

was good in the sight of all the people and also in the sight of Saul’s servants.  

Here, for the first time in our study, we meet Jonathan, the son of Saul. This isn’t the 

first time he appears. He is identified as Saul’s son in 1st Samuel 13:16, at the 

beginning of a prior battle with the Philistines. He has already been a warrior 

and has done exploits. In 1st Samuel 14 he and his armor bearer strike out by 

themselves and climb up to the camp of the Philistines. Between them they 

kill twenty of the enemy, and God uses that to cause the Philistines to attack 

each other and then to flee, followed hard by Saul’s entire army.  

This warrior, Jonathan was significantly older than David at the time of Goliath’s 

defeat. A good calculation based on Scripture has Jonathan about ten years 

older. In my mind at least that makes a difference, because we have a mature 

and tested man, near 30, binding himself and committing himself to a young 

man of 18 or so. This may explain why Jonathan seems to take the initiative 

in several of their interactions. Also, if David has already served as a musician 

in Saul’s court, this is probably not the first time they have met. But the 

purpose of 1st Samuel 18 is to introduce their extraordinary friendship. Verse 

1: “As soon as he [David] had finished speaking to Saul, the soul of Jonathan 

was knit to the soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul.”  
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The word knit there should be stronger, something like “bound.” It is used of binding 

with ropes. The word “love” is the common Old Testament term and is used 

for everything from God’s love for us to “love your neighbor as yourself,” to 

loving evil. It can be used politically, of King Hiram loving King David, so 

that each helped the other’s kingdom. It is also translated, when a participle, 

as “friend,” as in “there is a friend [or loved one] who sticks closer than a 

brother.” This broad and deep word for love describes the friendship between 

David and Jonathan. Jonathan had an affection for David, an affinity with him, 

and above all a desire to act for his good. Their souls were bound together. 

We’re told in verse 2 that Saul insisted, after David’s defeat of Goliath, that David 

again stayed in Saul’s household and served him. Then in verse 3 it’s back to 

Jonathan: “Then Jonathan made a covenant with David, because he loved him 

as his own soul. 4And Jonathan stripped himself of the robe that was on him 

and gave it to David, and his armor, and even his sword and his bow and his 

belt.”  David had rejected Saul’s offer of armor, the armor of Goliath was way 

too big, but he accepts Jonathan’s armor. This is incredibly generous of 

Jonathan. His friendship was characterized by selflessness. All through these 

passages we will never find Jonathan jealous over his lost inheritance of the 

throne. Rather he fully supports David as God’s chosen coming king. We can 

learn from his selflessness, humility and generosity.  

Jonathan made this friendship a covenant commitment. We know of the covenants 

God made with Noah, Abraham and the people of Israel at Sinai. But the same 

word is used for commitments between two parties before God. The oldest 

archaeological instance is between the Hittites and the Egyptians, written on 

clay tablets around 2000 B.C. Covenants are made in Scripture between 

Abraham and Abimelech, between Solomon and Hiram, between David and 

the people of Israel. Marriage between a man and a woman is called a 

covenant in Malachi. This covenant between David and Jonathan is a 

commitment of mutual loyalty and support, a covenant of love. 

Supported by this friendship, “David went out and was successful wherever Saul 

sent him, so that Saul set him over the men of war. And this was good in the 

sight of all the people and also in the sight of Saul’s servants.” But not good 

in the sight of Saul. There is a huge contrast between Jonathan’s faithful 

friendship to David and Saul’s increasing instability, which caused him to 

waver between antagonism and acceptance of David. His jealousy of David 

started right after the victory over Goliath. Chapter 18, verses 6-9: As they 

were coming home, when David returned from striking down the Philistine, 

the women came out of all the cities of Israel, singing and dancing, to meet 

King Saul, with tambourines, with songs of joy, and with musical instruments. 
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7And the women sang to one another as they celebrated, “Saul has struck down his 

thousands, and David his ten thousands.” 8And Saul was very angry, and this 

saying displeased him. He said, “They have ascribed to David ten thousands, 

and to me they have ascribed thousands, and what more can he have but the 

kingdom?” 9And Saul eyed David from that day on.  

Yet Saul used David, both in his court and in the field. David resumed playing when 

Saul was troubled. One day Saul had his favorite weapon in his hand, a spear. 

He thought “I will pin David to the wall!” He threw, and missed. Twice. Next 

he sends David out as the commander of a thousand, possibly hoping he’ll be 

killed, but David’s great success made Saul even more jealous. So, he upped 

the ante. He offered David his own daughter Michal in marriage. And Michal 

loved David. But Saul demanded a dowry or bride price of a hundred dead 

Philistines. He thought to make David fall to them in battle. Such was David’s 

skill – and zeal for God – that he brought double the bride price, two hundred 

Philistines. He won Michal as his wife and won the esteem of all the people. 

Saul’s next attempt involved Jonathan, which brings us back to their friendship. 1st 

Samuel 19:1 And Saul spoke to Jonathan his son and to all his servants, that 

they should kill David. But Jonathan, Saul’s son, delighted much in David. 
2And Jonathan told David, “Saul my father seeks to kill you. Therefore be on 

your guard in the morning. Stay in a secret place and hide yourself. 3And I 

will go out and stand beside my father in the field where you are, and I will 

speak to my father about you. And if I learn anything I will tell you.” 4And 

Jonathan spoke well of David to Saul his father and said to him, “Let not the 

king sin against his servant David, because he has not sinned against you, and 

because his deeds have brought good to you. 5For he took his life in his hand 

and he struck down the Philistine, and the LORD worked a great salvation for 

all Israel. You saw it, and rejoiced. Why then will you sin against innocent 

blood by killing David without cause?” 6And Saul listened to the voice of 

Jonathan. Saul swore, “As the LORD lives, he shall not be put to death.”  

That was almost the last time Saul swung back toward David. Soon David is again 

playing in Saul’s court, and Saul again tries to pin David to the wall. Misses 

again. David flees, but only to his house. His wife Michal finds that Saul is 

sending people after him in the morning. So she helps him escape through a 

window, sets up a dummy with goat hair in the bed and tells Saul’s messengers 

he’s sick. This deception works only long enough for David to escape. Thus 

begins David’s time of exile, his time in the wilderness, which we’ll talk about 

next week. At one point early on David seeks out Jonathan to try to figure out 

what Saul’s problem is, and this leads to the longest interaction between them 

recorded in Scripture, 1st Samuel 20.  
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By way of overview, David comes to Jonathan and asks why Saul is intent on killing 

him. Jonathan doesn’t want to he is. So, David sets up a test, a plan to miss a 

feast he would normally be required to attend. Jonathan will let David know, 

one way or the other, if Saul is hardened toward David. Saul makes it clear in 

no uncertain terms that he is set against David and infuriated with Jonathan 

for being on David’s side. So Jonathan tells David, and David flees again. 

That’s the short version. In it are several sections that give insight into David and 

Jonathan’s friendship. When they have agreed on the test, Jonathan says, 1st 

Samuel 20:12 “The LORD, the God of Israel, be witness! When I have sounded 

out my father, about this time tomorrow, or the third day, behold, if he is well 

disposed toward David, shall I not then send and disclose it to you? 13But 

should it please my father to do you harm, the LORD do so to Jonathan and 

more also if I do not disclose it to you and send you away, that you may go in 

safety. May the LORD be with you, as he has been with my father. 14If I am still 

alive, show me the steadfast love of the LORD, that I may not die; 15and 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.” 16And Jonathan made 

a covenant with the house of David, saying, “May the LORD take vengeance 

on David’s enemies.” 17And Jonathan made David swear again by his love 

for him, for he loved him as he loved his own soul. 

Jonathan knows the God of Israel and trusts him to do as he has promised, making 

David king. His friendship is grounded in commitment to David and trusting 

God. That’s a pretty good combination of things for us to bring to our 

friendships. All he asks is that David take care of his house, his family. “Do 

not cut off your steadfast love, [hesed] from my house forever.” The ultimate 

expression of friendship is hesed, imitating God by doing good those who 

have done nothing to deserve it. We’ll see in 2nd Samuel that years later David 

has not forgotten his word or this covenant commitment and he shows hesed 

to the surviving grandson of Jonathan, Mephibosheth. 

The depths of these commitments are more about God than they are about the 

individuals.  I’m sure Jonathan had real affection for David. But I don’t think 

he would have rejected his father and his own kingship if he hadn’t been 

convinced God was at work and that God’s promises made through Samuel 

were sure and certain. He was committing himself to David, and on a more 

foundational level he was committing himself to God. Again, this is the way 

friendships work. Our friends, each and every one, are fallible, fallen, 

struggling human beings. We can’t count on them in these friendships we 

seek. We can only count on God, who will not fail us nor fail in his purpose.  
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Saul tried hard to shame Jonathan into betraying David. Verse 30: 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? 31For 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.” 
32Then Jonathan answered Saul his father, “Why should he be put to death? 

What has he done?” 33But Saul hurled his spear at him to strike him. So 

Jonathan knew that his father was determined to put David to death.  

Jonathan’s covenant commitment to faithful friendship did not fail the test. But 

David had to flee. Verse 41: As soon as the boy had gone, David rose from 

beside the stone heap and fell on his face to the ground and bowed three times. 

And they kissed one another and wept with one another, David weeping the 

most. 42Then Jonathan said to David, “Go in peace, because we have sworn 

both of us in the name of the LORD, saying, ‘The LORD shall be between me 

and you, and between my offspring and your offspring, forever.’ ”  

Don’t be distracted by the idea they kissed. In many cultures a man can kiss a man, 

or a woman a woman, with nothing sexual in it. But do notice that David wept 

the most. He was as committed to this friendship as Jonathan. He probably 

feared he would never see Jonathan again. But Jonathan reminds him that “we 

have sworn both of us in the name of the LORD saying, ‘The LORD shall be 

between me and you, and between my offspring and your offspring, forever.’” 

With God guaranteeing their promises, nothing that happens can sever the 

friendship they have joined. So, David goes off into his long wilderness exile.  

But there is one incident during that time that epitomizes the friendship David and 

Jonathan had created. At the low point of David’s long exile, Jonathan shows 

up. 1st Samuel 23:15 David saw that Saul had come out to seek his life. David 

was in the wilderness of Ziph at Horesh. 16And Jonathan, Saul’s son, rose and 

went to David at Horesh, and strengthened his hand in God. 17And 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.” 
18And the two of them made a covenant before the LORD. David remained at 

Horesh, and Jonathan went home. Somehow Jonathan knows that David is at 

a low point. It is probably around this time that he wrote Psalm 142 “With my 

voice I cry out to the LORD; with my voice I plead for mercy to the LORD. 2I 

pour out my complaint before him; I tell my trouble before him. 3When my 

spirit faints within me, you know my way! In the path where I walk they have 

hidden a trap for me. 4Look to the right and see: there is none who takes notice 

of me; no refuge remains to me; no one cares for my soul.”  
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But Jonathan cared for his soul and was the instrument of God’s care. “He rose and 

went to David at Horesh and strengthened his hand in God.” What more could 

you ask of a friend than to strengthen your hand in God. A friend who prays 

for you to God. A friend who points you to God, and friend who reminds you 

of God’s care, comfort and promises. This was the kind of friend Jonathan 

was to David as long as they both live. A covenant friend.  

And some of us are sitting here thinking “man, I wish I had a friend like Jonathan.” 

I pray that you do. I pray that at your low point there is a Jonathan to come 

alongside and strengthen your hand in God.  But more than that . . . . “Once 

upon a time a man named Paul received an automobile from his brother as a 

Christmas present. On Christmas Eve when Paul came out of his office, a 

street urchin was walking around the shiny new car, admiring it. "Is this your 

car, Mister?" he asked. Paul nodded. "My brother gave it to me for Christmas." 

The boy was astounded. "You mean your brother gave it to you and it didn’t 

cost you nothing? Boy, I wish..." He hesitated. Of course Paul knew what he 

was going to wish for, that he had a brother like that. But the lad said "I wish 

. . . that I could be a brother like that." Paul looked at the boy in astonishment, 

then impulsively added, "Would you like to take a ride in my automobile?" 

"Oh yes, I’d love that." After a short time, the boy turned and with his eyes 

aglow, said, "Mister, would you mind driving in front of my house?" Paul 

thought the lad wanted to show his neighbors that he could ride home in a big 

automobile. But he was wrong again. "Will you stop where those two steps 

are?" the boy asked. He ran up the steps. In a little while Paul saw him coming 

back, carrying his little crippled brother. He sat him down on the bottom step, 

then squeezed up against him and pointed to the car. "There she is, Buddy, 

just like I told you. His brother gave it to him for Christmas and it didn’t cost 

him a cent. And some day I’m gonna give you one just like it.”  

I wish I could be a friend like Jonathan, the kind of friend, according to Proverbs, 

who sticks closer than a brother. The kind of friend who says “I am second.” 

Look at verse 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.” It literally says “You shall be king over Israel and I am second.” This is 

what we’ve seen throughout. Jonathan, against every human reasoning, was 

willing and more than willing to have second place. Second place in the 

kingdom, second place in the friendship, second place on the see-saw of 

serving or being served. The best friend places himself second. If you want to 

be a friend, step down and be second. Be in it for others. Pour yourself out for 

others. At my best this is what I long to do. At my worst I don’t have the guts 

to do it or the willingness to take my eyes off myself. 
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Are you familiar with “I Am Second”? It’s a website where famous people and 

totally unknown people sit in a white chair and share a testimony of how Jesus 

saved them, brought them to the place they could say “I am second, and Jesus 

is first.” A typical example is Christian Hosoi. He was a skateboarder, skilled 

and famous. He had a product line. But says “I was searching for love 

everywhere. I was searching for it in money. I was searching for it in fame. I 

was searching for it in skateboarding. I was searching for it in girls. I was 

searching for it in everything that the world had to offer. And none of it 

satisfied me, and it was just this never-ending cycle.” Finally the bottom 

dropped out. Hosoi was arrested for possession of crack cocaine. When he 

called his wife from jail she said “You've got to trust in God.” And I said, 

“God? I need an attorney, babe. I need bail.” She said “Go get a Bible.” So, 

he did. He looks at Genesis and thinks it’s a script for a Star Trek movie. 

Helooks at Revelation, John and Psalms, and he doesn’t get anything. 

“And then I got to Kings, and when I got to Kings I said, now this will be interesting. 

I'm going to start here. And I believe it's the second chapter, it was King David 

telling his son Solomon that if he would follow the Lord all of his days that 

he will be blessed. And for me, I just immediately the scales fell off my eyes. 

And I knew why I was where I was at. I knew that I was created for a purpose. 

That it was to know God, follow God, live for God, and love God. And it all 

started when I just opened up the Bible and read it. From that moment on, all 

I did was read the Bible. All I did was want to know God. All I did was pray. 

And in the next two to three weeks, I gave my life to the Lord, me and my 

wife, over the phone, County Jail, San Bernardino, and with my uncle. He 

said, do you want to give your life to Jesus? And I said, yes, I do. I didn't know 

what came with that. I just knew I wanted to do it. And it was like all of a 

sudden I just cried my eyes out and it was like all the guilt, all the pain, all the 

hurt, all the shame just fell off my shoulders and I was like sitting there 

knowing that I was moving in to a whole new realm. And it was living for 

Jesus . . . . I've experienced every level of love that the world has to offer, and 

there is no love like God's love. My name's Christian Hosoi, and I am second. 

Jesus is to be first and I am to be second, even when I serve my friends. But “I am 

second” can only come when we give ourselves to the one who became second 

for us. Jesus said “Greater love has no man than this, that he lay down his life 

for his friends.” Jesus wasn’t teaching us how to be friends. Jonathan had that 

a thousand years earlier. But Jesus said “You are my friends.” That is, I lay 

down my life for you. We worship Jesus because he said “I am second.”  “I 

have not come to be served but to serve and to give my life a ransom for 

many.” “He himself bore our sins in his body on the cross that we might die 

to sin and live for righteousness.”  
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Jonathan made a covenant with David to signify the reality of their commitment as 

friends. Jesus made a new covenant in his blood to signify the reality of his 

commitment to us, his commitment to pay our price, his commitment to 

strengthen us in God in the only way that really counts, by the forgiveness of 

our sins and the renewal of our hearts and the gift of the Spirit. Jesus said “I 

am second” so that now we get to say to Jesus “you will be king and I will be 

second.” Only then can we say to the friends in our lives “I am second.” 


