
A Eulogy after God’s own Heart 
(2 Samuel 1:1-27) 

 
Introduction:- 
 
The two books of Samuel teach us many lessons about God’s kingdom. They were originally 
one book. At the beginning of the story, Hannah’s Song (1 Samuel 2:1-10) sets the stage for 
all that follows, and it reminds us that it is not by human strength that one prevails, but by 
the will of God. Further, this song reminds us that God’s purpose for Israel is an anointed king, 
who will rule by his strength. The rest of 1 Samuel is an adventure in establishing God’s 
kingdom in this way. First, God started a new venture with the appointment of Samuel in 1 
Samuel chapters 1-7, which then led to the demand for a king in 1 Samuel 8, who would go 
out and fight Israel’s battles. But this first experiment with kingship proved to be a failure, for 
on two occasions, at 1 Samuel chapters 13 and 15, Saul disobeyed the word of the Lord 
through the prophet.  This was tragic, because Saul’s main calling was to deliver the children 
of Israel from the hand of the Philistines (1 Samuel 9:16), but now God had appointed a man 
after his own heart (1 Samuel 13:14), who would fulfil this calling. Finally, after chasing David 
all over the countryside, Saul, together with three of his sons, die at the hand of the Philistines 
on Mount Gilboa at 1 Samuel 31, which now allows David free access to the throne as we 
begin the book of 2 Samuel. Let us now trace the story which follows. 
 

1.  First we encounter a messenger of bad news (verses 1-16) 
 
Allowing for travelling time, the death of Saul in the north, at the hand of the Philistines, must, 
ironically, have taken place at about the same time that David in the south was completing 
his victory over the Amalekite group, that had been the unwitting cause of Saul’s final fall 
from grace at 1 Samuel 15, when he failed to completely destroy the Amalekites, together 
with their king, and goods. David and his troops were unaware of Saul’s death, although they 
must have known that the battle in the north was likely to have been a critical one, since they 
were approached by the Philistines to join this battle. And so the arrival of a man supposedly 
from Saul’s camp was of great interest to all present. This man also proved to be an Amalekite, 
and it is also ironic that Saul’s death is reported by such a person, in the light of Saul’s sin and 
failure to completely destroy the Amalekites back at  1 Samuel 15. Further, it is not necessary 
to conclude from verse 3 that this Amalekite was a member of Saul’s army. His statement in 
verse 6 that he just “happened to be on Mount Gilboa” is probably not as innocent as it 
appears. It could be that he may have been there as a scavenger to rob the fallen soldiers of 
their valuables and weapons. The writer’s use of deception may also be present in this story 
as well. Further, the Amalekite’s account of Saul’s death conflicts with that of 1 Samuel 31:3-
6, where we are told that eventually Saul took his own life, and that his armour-bearer 
followed him in the same way. It appears then that the Amalekite fabricated this version of 
Saul’s death, expecting David to reward him, as he bowed before David, and presented David 
with Saul’s crown and armband. But something did not ring true. If the Amalekite was as close 
to Saul as the Philistine army was, then he would certainly not have escaped the sword, as 
was the fate of the others. Then, in the sharing of the news of Saul’s death, the Amalekite 
must have been rather taken back and shocked with David’s immediate response in verses 
11-12. Instead of welcoming the news of Saul’s death, as one who had continually 
experienced opposition and even the threat of death from Saul, David and his men expressed 
their grief in typical Near Eastern fashion until evening itself. One may then ask, has the writer 



here altered the strict chronological sequence of events in the text? We have seen this before 
in 1 Samuel, especially with the story of David and Goliath. Why then introduce the hubbub 
of wailing immediately after the Amalekite’s report? The answer is that nothing else matters 
at this point, except giving vent to this anguish. Even further inquiries and executions can 
wait, which you would think, should come immediately after the Amalekite’s report. The 
writer’s use of structure and sequence is his way of underscoring the importance of this grief 
over God’s people. And at this point, the grief of David and his men is impressive. The 
condition of the people of God disturbed them. And the same principle should control our life 
in the kingdom. Do we not have an obligation to mourn over the unbelief, apostasy, and 
coldness, in the visible church? Then on further investigation, David discovered that the 
Amalekite was the son of an alien, that is, of a resident alien, who had allied himself with 
Israel. This made it likely that he had lived in Israel for many years, perhaps even from birth. 
This would also explain his knowledge of Israelite politics, reflected in his supposed killing of 
the “Lord’s anointed” on his own confession, understanding nothing of the deep significance 
that David attached to the sanctity of the royal office in Israel, when on at least two previous 
occasions, back at 1 Samuel chapters 24 and 26, David refused to take the life of Saul, when 
he had open opportunity to do so. And now, in order to avoid any further suggestion of 
complicity in Saul’s death, through the story of the Amalekite’s actions, whether true or false, 
David had to act swiftly and decisively. Thus, the Amalekite’s charade and quest for reward 
backfired on him in a spectacular way, costing him his life, on the basis of his own confession!  
In this part of the story, David upheld three principles, which made him a man after God’s 
heart. First, he upheld the sanctity of God’s appointed leaders. And this is why his grief over 
Saul’s death was entirely genuine. Secondly, David was patient and generous in his 
forgiveness of Saul (see 1 Timothy 1:15-17), and in doing so, also learned to think more highly 
of others, than of himself. He always saw the best in people, and not their worst. Is this not 
the character of God himself? (Exodus 34:6-7). Thirdly, David sought justice for everyone, 
including his enemies, and protected the honour of Saul’s name by bringing a just judgment 
upon the one who claimed to have killed him. Finally, under this same point, David went the 
second mile in love toward his enemies, by taking steps to publicly honour Saul and Jonathan 
in a song of lamentation. Who else would have done this, except one who both feared and 
loved God. This is nothing less than magnanimous!! And this now leads us to this second 
section of the chapter. 
 

2.  Secondly we encounter the Form of Lament (verses 17-27) 
 
It was a common practice in the ancient Near East to compose laments for fallen leaders, as 
well as for much loved heroes. From a form-critical point of view, the largest percentage of 
the Psalms are made of the lament form, and of these, the Individual Lament far outnumbers 
the Corporate Lament.  David’s grief over the deaths of Saul, who had once been like a father 
to him, and of his friend Jonathan, was heartfelt. He found an outlet for that grief in writing 
poetry, and this lament is the result. No doubt this lament also had a larger purpose in view, 
in order to unite both Judah in the south, where Saul came from, with the tribes in the north, 
under the new leadership of David as king. But in the meantime, the nation must come to 
terms with its sense of loss and grief. In his commentary on 2 Samuel (Out of Every Adversity, 
1999, p. 18), Ralph Davis tells the story of the nineteenth century Scottish Pastor Andrew 
Bonar.  In his diary, there is a poignant entry relating to the death of his wife Isabella on 
October 14-15th, 1864, to whom he was married for 17 years. Subsequent entries then reveal 
his state of mind and sorrow. But what caught the eye of Ralph Davis, was how Bonar 
inevitably refers to his loss every year on the anniversary of Isabella’s death. Davis then 



continues:- Grief remains. And as C.S. Lewis notes in his book A Grief Observed, with regard 
to the loss of his own wife, grief does not go away. Sorrow is not merely a sad event, but a 
continuing process. Grief not only irrupts, as in verses 11-12, but it also abides. And because 
it abides, there must be some mechanism, some procedures, by which God’s people can 
express that grief. And that is what David does in this passage. In his lament over Israel, Saul, 
and Jonathan, he provides a vehicle by which Israel can continue her mourning. Did not Jesus 
say in the Sermon on the Mount, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted” 
(Matthew 5:4). And so David produced a reflective expression of grief, something that could 
be reduced to a written form. Something like the Eulogy which we give on behalf of loved 
ones at a funeral. Only David’s lament is something that can be written, read, learned, 
practiced, and repeated. And so this lament is a vehicle for the mind as well as for the 
emotions. It is an exercise in structured sorrow, and thus an expression of thoughtful grief. 
Davis goes on to suggest, I wonder if there is not a principle here for all God’s people, when 
they lose, especially, Christian friends or loved ones. Along with our emotional grief, should 
we not only express our reflective grief? Why not write down our grief in careful, thoughtful, 
lament form, and offer it up to God as such? And do so again and again? When we think about 
it, do we not also engage in this practice whenever we come to the Lord’s table, and sing the 
song, “Lest I forget Gethsemane, lest I forget your love for me, lead me to Calvary.” The 
sorrows and wounds that God’s people receive from their losses are not miraculously healed 
after a short time of emotional catharsis. Sometimes in the church there is impatience with 
grief. Sometimes we hear words to the effect, “Why isn’t John over Jill’s death, or Mary over 
Bob’s, since it’s been eighteen months – and why can’t that mother get beyond the death of 
her eight year old child?”  But the lament form of the Bible assumes that our grief is deep and 
on-going, and it invites us to enter the discipline of expressing that grief in words that convey 
our anguish, in images that picture our despair, in prayers that we can bring to God.  
 

3.  Thirdly we encounter the Message of Lament (verses 17-27) 
 
Firstly we may notice that this lament as a funeral dirge or eulogy was to be initially taught to 
the people of Judah, where Saul came from. This would no doubt help David to win favour 
with the remaining followers of Saul in this area, as well as in the north, where Saul was also 
held in high esteem, as David moved steadily toward his claim for the throne. And so in this 
eulogy, we discover a gracious and wise David, as well as a noble and magnanimous David, as 
he extols the fighting virtues and the deep loss of both Saul and Jonathan for the nation of 
Israel.  And so, this poem is not only a private lament to express David’s deepest emotions, 
but it is a national poem, describing in memorable language the depth of Israel’s loss. And at 
the outset, David calls this poem “The Bow”, which may simply refer to the bow of Jonathan 
in battle at verse 22, in preference to Saul’s “Sword”.  If this is so, then the choice of the word 
“Bow” may provide a hidden and subtle hint that Jonathan’s memory is especially precious to 
David in this lament, and perhaps dedicated to him, for when we come toward the end of this 
poem, in verse 24 David exhorts the women of Israel to weep for Saul, who provided lavishly 
for them, but in verse 26 it is David himself who directly addresses, and grieves for Jonathan, 
as a brother whose love and respect for each other exceeded that of women. And so in the 
end, the poem speaks highly of both Saul and Jonathan, as mighty warriors together, who 
were united together in a common purpose, for the good of Israel. For this reason, in verse 
20, David abhorred any boast on behalf of the Philistine women in Gath and Ashkelon with 
regard to their deaths. A curse of drought and bareness was even placed upon Mount Gilboa, 
where Saul and Jonathan fell, as a symbol of Israel’s great loss (v. 21).  But at the centre of the 
poem, at verses 22-23, the might and skill of Saul and Jonathan as warriors, provides a frame 



for their personal characters at verse 23a – “Saul and Jonathan, in life they were loved and 
admired, and in death they were not parted.”  As one writer has put it, no one should be 
surprised that David is so magnanimous about Saul here. As Ralph Davis also suggestively puts 
it (p. 25), could it be that David has graciously allowed Jonathan’s character to colour Saul’s 
at this point? Possibly, this could provide David with yet another reason for calling this poem 
“The Bow.” His appreciation seems to centre on their not being parted, even in death, and 
certainly not in purpose. Friend of friends that Jonathan was to David – that never swayed 
Jonathan from loyalty to his father or standing beside him at the last. David’s gratitude 
highlights Jonathan’s faithfulness to his calling, even when that calling was unrewarded, and 
in the world’s terms, of no account. As Christians, does this challenge and encourage our faith 
today? 
 

Conclusion:- 
 
What can we learn from this passage today? Have we suffered some recent grief? How can 
God encourage us from this passage today? Perhaps we can write about it in poem or in prose. 
Such an act is known to aid the process of healing.  May the Lord bless us.  Amen. 

 


