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1 Samuel 20:18–22 

18  Then Jonathan said to David, “Tomorrow is the New Moon; and you will be missed, 

because your seat will be empty.  
19  And when you have stayed three days, go down quickly and come to the place where 

you hid on the day of the deed; and remain by the stone Ezel.  
20  Then I will shoot three arrows to the side, as though I shot at a target;  
21  and there I will send a lad, saying, ‘Go, find the arrows.’ If I expressly say to the lad, 

‘Look, the arrows are on this side of you; get them and come’—then, as the LORD lives, 

there is safety for you and no harm.  
22  But if I say thus to the young man, ‘Look, the arrows are beyond you’—go your way, 

for the LORD has sent you away.  

 

The Story of a Covenant 

1 Samuel 20:1-44 

 

INTRO: 

 

 There are few Sunday School lessons I remember from my youth. However, I remember this 

one. The scene of Jonathan shooting arrows to communicate with David his father’s murderous 

intent somehow took over space in my brain and never left me. I want us to look briefly at this 

account again and maybe see it in a different light than we have seen it before.  

    I. The Story 

  II. The Covenant 

III. The Meaning 

 

I. The Story  

 

A. Although I called it the story, we need to remember that this is a historical account and 

that Saul, Jonathan, and David were real living, breathing, people with the insecurities, 

feelings, and needs like we have. When David finds himself being pursued as an outlaw he 

fled to Jonathan. 

 

1. He knew that God had created a special connection between Jonathan and him. He 

knew they had established a covenant relationship, so now despite the fact he did not 

know how everything stood, David fled to Jonathan to figure out what to do.  

 

2. David’s question was legitimate in verse 1. 

“Then David fled from Naioth in Ramah, and went and said to Jonathan, ‘What 

have I done? What is my iniquity, and what is my sin before your father, that he 

seeks my life?’”  

Have you ever wondered why someone is angry with you? David had done nothing 

against Saul. Rather he actively tried to be a faithful a soldier and servant to the king. 
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B. For his part, Jonathan cannot believe his father was actively trying to kill David, so David 

swears an oath that this was so (v.3). So, David and Jonathan come up with a plan to test 

David’s standing with the king. At the special celebration David will be absent. When Saul 

asks about David, a flimsy excuse will be offered. If Saul is not angry, he would calmly 

respond to the excuse. However, if he is angry with David, the excuse will infuriate Saul and 

Jonathan will know the score. 

 

C. The plan is executed and Jonathan discovered (we learn also) how Saul really saw David. 

Saul knows David is the one chosen to succeed him as king. That is why David must die so 

Jonathan can ascend to the throne. 

 

D. In the end of the chapter, Jonathan’s and David’s communication ploy was used to 

communicate what Jonathan discovered and David is sent away. 

 

II. The Covenant 

 

A. Now we have a handle on the whole of the chapter, I want to focus in on the essential 

point. Three times in this chapter a covenant between David, Jonathan and the LORD is 

mentioned. First, in verses 8-9, David appeals to the covenant that he and Jonathan had 

made.  

“‘Therefore you shall deal kindly with your servant, for you have brought your 

servant into a covenant of the LORD with you. Nevertheless, if there is iniquity in 

me, kill me yourself, for why should you bring me to your father?’ But Jonathan 

said, ‘Far be it from you! For if I knew certainly that evil was determined by my 

father to come upon you, then would I not tell you?’”  

Jonathan is not quick to believe his father would go back on his word. So, David appeals to 

the covenant Jonathan made with him before the LORD and pleads that Jonathan deal with 

David with “covenant love” and loyalty toward him in checking this out and giving him 

warning. 

 

B. The second reference to Jonathan and David’s covenant is in verses 12-17.  

“Then Jonathan said to David: ‘The LORD God of Israel is witness! When I have 

sounded out my father sometime tomorrow, or the third day, and indeed there is 

good toward David, and I do not send to you and tell you, may the LORD do so 

and much more to Jonathan. But if it pleases my father to do you evil, then I will 

report it to you and send you away, that you may go in safety. And the LORD be 

with you as He has been with my father. And you shall not only show me the 

kindness of the LORD while I still live, that I may not die; but you shall not cut off 

your kindness from my house forever, no, not when the LORD has cut off every 

one of the enemies of David from the face of the earth.” So Jonathan made a 
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covenant with the house of David, saying, ‘Let the LORD require it at the hand of 

David’s enemies.’ Now Jonathan again caused David to vow, because he loved 

him; for he loved him as he loved his own soul.”  

There are two parts to this citing the covenant. 

 

1. First, Jonathan pledges his faithfulness to inform David of the results of their test. 

 

2. Second, Jonathan looks ahead to when David has come into the kingdom and asks 

that David would commit himself to treating Jonathan’s family well. 

 

C. The final reference is found in verses 41-42. 

“As soon as the lad had gone, David arose from a place toward the south, fell on 

his face to the ground, and bowed down three times. And they kissed one another; 

and they wept together, but David more so. Then Jonathan said to David, ‘Go in 

peace, since we have both sworn in the name of the LORD, saying, ‘May the LORD 

be between you and me, and between your descendants and my descendants, 

forever.’” So he arose and departed, and Jonathan went into the city.’” 
The two men find comfort in this covenant relationship. As David begins his life as a fugitive, 

Jonathan is his friend and will seek to aid him. 

 

III. The Meaning 

 

A. What does this mean? First, covenant meant comfort. David was running for His life. 

His entire world was coming apart at the seams. What do you do when the king sends 

hit squads to kill you and you are not even safe in your own home? Who do you trust? 

Where do you run to find out what is going on? David ran to Saul’s own son. 

Why could he do that? Because Jonathan had made a covenant with David. It was a 

covenant that included Jonathan, David, and Yahweh.  

 

Why did God put the details of the covenant between David and Jonathan in the Bible? 

He wanted to make us understand what Christ did for us. When the bottom had fallen 

out of our lives where can we go and know we will be received, loved, and protected? 

We can go to our Lord Jesus. He has made a covenant with us, who trust Him for 

salvation, this means He will always receive us and care for us.    (Hebrews 4:16)  

“Let us therefore come boldly to the throne of grace, in order that we may obtain 

mercy and find grace to help in time of need.” 
 

B. Covenant also meant David could depend on “covenant love.” We find this covenant 

love in verse 8.  

“‘Therefore you shall deal kindly with your servant, for you have brought your 

servant into a covenant of the LORD with you.”  
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The phrase “deal kindly” is literally show me covenant love. Covenant love is 

translated several ways in other translations. The idea is love that include the ideas of 

faithfulness, reliability, and loyalty. David pleaded for this kind of love from Saul’s son 

on the basis of their covenant. 

 

Why is this important? David had a request, the test of the excuse offered to Saul. 

Jonathan would bring the excuse to his father because of their covenant. Second, David 

had fears. He could hide in the field and wait not knowing what would follow. Jonathan 

might turn on David and bring a squad of soldiers to kill him, or to keep him from 

escaping. This is why Jonathan swears and oath on the basis of their covenant that he 

will do exactly what he said he would do. 

 

The Lord Jesus Christ did this and continues to do this for us. His promises are not empty 

they are built on the solid foundation of the covenant He made with us in salvation.  

“[God the Father] who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, 

how shall He not with Him also freely give us all things?”    (Romans 8:32) 

Can you hear the echo in the Lord’s Table? The Lord reminds us every time we take it 

that the cup is “The New Covenant in My blood.”  

 

C. Covenant can mean sacrifice. The covenant between Jonathan and David cost 

Jonathan his kingdom and his own future. He was willing to be loyal to David even if it 

meant he would not be king. Jonathan realized that one day, David would be king and 

he asked David to be good to his family.  

 

The New Covenant also was costly. To save us and establish this covenant with us, God 

gave His Son, His only Son to be made sin for us. 


