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1. 2 Samuel 1:17-27 

(17) And David keened this lament for Saul and his son Jonathan; (18) and he said that it 
should be taught to the people of Judah—look, it is written in the book of Jashar: 
 
(19) Thy splendor, O Israel, upon your heights slain—    
       How have the warriors fallen!      
 
(20) Tell it not in Gath,        
        proclaim it not in the streets of Ashkelon.     
Lest the daughters of the Philistines rejoice,     
        lest the daughters of the uncircumcised gloat.     
 
(21) O hills of Gilboa—no dew!       
     And no rain upon you, O lofty fields.     
For there the warriors’ shield lies soiled,      
       the shield of Saul no longer anointed with oil.   
 
(22) From the blood of the slain,     
        from the fat of the warriors,     
the bow of Jonathan did not retreat,    
       and the sword of Saul did not return empty.   
 
(23) Saul and Jonathan, beloved and dear,    
        never parted, in life or in death.    
They were swifter than eagles,     
     they were stronger than lions.     
 
(24) O daughters of Israel, weep for Saul,    
    who dressed you in scarlet and finery,    
      who decked your dresses with jewelry of gold.   
 
(25) How have the warriors fallen     
          in the thick of battle.     
Jonathan, upon your heights slain!    
      I grieve for you, my brother.     
 
(26) I grieve for you, my brother Jonathan, very dear you were to me—    
      More wondrous your love to me    
              than the love of women.     
 
(27) How have the warriors fallen—     
      the weapons of battle are lost.    
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Three things there are too wondrous for me,  
four I cannot comprehend.  
The way of the eagle in the sky, the way of a snake on a rock,  
the way of a ship in the heart of the sea, and the way of a man with a maid. 
 
NRSV = "Three things are too wonderful for me" 
R.B.Y. Scott = "three things astonish me" 
 
 
 
����
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4. �Structure of David's Lament 
 
 

Alternate suggestion (Amihay): 
 
Saul and Jonathan      (17) 
 
Saul                            (21) 
Jonathan and Saul      (22) 
Saul and Jonathan      (23) 
Saul                            (24) 
 
Jonathan          (25) 
Jonathan          (26) 
 

Linafelt, p. 515: 
 
     Saul 
      Jonathan 
          Saul 
          Saul 
      Jonathan 
 Saul 
Jonathan 
Jonathan 

(Linafelt, Tod. "Private Poetry and Public Eloquence in 2 Samuel 1:17-27: Hearing and Overhearing 
David's Lament for Jonathan and Saul." Journal of Religion 88,4 (2008): 497-526.) 
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Disclosure: the idea for this paper occurred to me when I was taking a course on law and 

politics in the Hebrew Bible at NYU's law School (with Moshe Halbertal and Stephen Holmes). I 

looked at the primary sources and some commentaries, and felt I had a new and interesting idea. I then 

came across Steve Weitzman's book Song and Story in Biblical Narrative, and felt dismayed, because I 
was sure he covered what I was going to say. I ran to read it and was relieved to find out that he took 

the relations between song and story in a different direction than the one I was suggesting (and, 

needless to say, a very interesting and thoughtful direction it was). So, I proceeded with my research 

happily, and only a month or two ago did I come across Tod Linafelt's paper "Private Poetry and Public 

Eloquence in 2 Samuel 1:17-27: Hearing and Overhearing David's Lament for Jonathan and Saul." 

Linafelt's literary reading is very close to the work I've been doing on this text. I hope I still have some 

things to add (and as you will see, also differ), but I felt it would be wrong to begin this paper without 

this proper disclosure. 

 

 

David's lament of Saul and Jonathan has long been a cause for speculation, 

for several reasons. Among these, we can mention the question of David's authorship 

(as this is one of the few cases where poetry by David is linked directly to an event in 

his biography not only by title, but only in contents); the entangled relationship 

between David who laments Saul and what may be seen as the de facto usurper of 

Saul's reign; and, finally, this poem has also attracted attention from those seeking 

evidence of homosexuality in the Hebrew Bible. The latter has recently been debated 

once more by Yaron Peleg and Jonathan Rowe (in the Journal for the Study of the Old 

Testament, 2005 and 2009, respectively). In my view, this is quite obviously a 

misreading of the plain meaning of the text, and what is worse, is a also a distorted 
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notion of human relations, as if men are incapable of feeling strong emotions towards 

each other, unless it is sexual. For both reasons I believe it requires no further rebuttal. 

Although the interpretation of David's lament of Jonathan as erotic is readily 

refuted, the main verse in question still deserves consideration. 2 Samuel 1:26 reads: 

 

�� �������������	����	 
�����������������������	���������������	��������������������������	���������� �������!�� ���"���������#�$%� ���������������������	����&���������$%� ������'	 #�(�����

 

This has been translated by Robert Alter as follows: "I grieve for you, my brother 

Jonathan, very dear you were to me— More wondrous your love to me than the love 

of women." 

 

The operative word here is "������", or "wondrous", since it modifies the 

comparison of Jonathan's love for David with the love of women. In order to 

understand it, I want to provide some further examples of the root ������  in the 

Hebrew Bible. While there are many cases in which the root denotes approximately 

"Wonder" (definitely in the noun forms of ��� and �	����, I've listed some examples 

here, but there not on the handout, so I think we'll skip them),1 I think the place to 

look for parallels of the usage of the term in David's lament is not only in the verb, but 

specifically of the verb accompanied by the same prepositions accompanying it. As 

we know, a preposition can modify the sense of a verb completely: "take off" is not 

always the opposite of "take on," �� in Greek means "in, inside, among" but add an � 

(oi) to it, and it switches its meaning from space to time, meaning "while;" in German 

"zumachen" is to close while "aufmachen" is to open. Having made this clear, I find it 

somewhat unfortunate that the appearances of the root ������  accompanied with � 
                                                
1

Ex. 15:11, 34:10; Ps. 9:2, 26:7, 77:12; 78:4, 88:11, 105:2; Job 37:5, 
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(here in the sense of "for") as in this verse are not very helpful (these are Psalms 

31:22).  

 

One interesting case is Deut. 17:8:  

	 ��)����*�&��+�	������,�������������� -�$������������������.
�+�( �,������

 

which Alter translates as "Should the matter be beyond you to judge."
The 

modifier of the verb is �, "from," and it gives the sense of concealment. "If something 

is wondrous from you," i.e., if it is unavailable/ inaccessible to you. The construction 

of ���� + � in the sense of being unknown is relatively more common in the Hebrew 

Bible, and I have listed some of those instances in the handout (no. 2) 

Of course, in the verse in David's lament we have this prepositional �, but it is 

used not as a modifier of the verb, but as the comparative. However, I think this does 

give way to the possibility that this is also the sense in this verse. Not that David is 

saying that Jonathan's love was more pleasurable, more complementary or in any 

other qualitative aspect, "better" than the love of women, but that it was even more 

unfathomable, less understandable, more enigmatic than the love of women. 

I turn to Proverbs 30, verses 18-19 (handout 3): here we not only have ����  

with the prepositional �  accompanying it, we also have a similar notion regarding 

love or relationships. I am quoting from Michael Fox's translation in his recent 

commentary in the Anchor Yale Bible series: "Three things there are too wondrous 

for me, four I cannot comprehend. The way of the eagle in the sky, the way of a snake 

on a rock, the way of a ship in the heart of the sea, and the way of a man with a maid." 

Now the phrase that Fox rendered as "wondrous for me" is precisely the ����
	����  I 

am concerned with. NRSV reads here "Three things are too wonderful for me;" 
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whereas Robert Scott, in a previous Anchor Bible commentary, translated it as "three 

things astonish me" and labeling the passage as "four mysterious things." When I 

contrast Fox's recent translation with these two previous translations, I think it is a 

good balance that preserves the link between this verb and the semantic field of 

"wonder," without, however, making it seem solely "wonderful" that is to say, in the 

realm of the supernatural. More importantly, though, I think that Scott's translation is 

perhaps less literal, but while it does not evoke the notion of "wonder" it is true in 

conveying the essence of mystery, that I would argue is the basic meaning of the verb 

when used in this way. 

Now, if we were to accept tradition's attribution of the book of Proverbs to 

Solomon, this would not be too relevant. However, there is probably no need to 

reiterate here the dubiousness of this attribution. Especially so as the chapter opens 

with a totally different attribution, that of Agur ben Yaqeh. I think it is safe to say that 

this text is older than David, although I am not arguing for a dependency here, of 

course. 

So – the way of a man with a maid is wondrous, mysterious. Perhaps all 

relationships between the sexes, matters of the heart or of the body are mysterious. It 

is interesting to note the conversion between the verse in Proverbs, and with this I will 

proceed to the relations between poetry and prose in the lament: in the verse in 

Proverbs, the man is active, and has his way with a maid. In David's lament, David is 

the object being loved. This is definitely true of Jonathan's love, and should probably 

be understood also in relation to women. In other words, the grammar seems to imply 

– Your love to me is more wondrous than the love of women – and I bracket here: "of 

me," that is – the women's love. 
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David is a loveable figure and this trait is a recurrent motif in his story. His 

name itself, can be interpreted as the passive form of an archaic verb of loving. We 

know the term �	�  to mean "lover" from the Song of Songs, and also the plural 

���	�  – as the act of love. From these, we may construe "��	�" to mean "beloved". 

The only woman in the Bible reported to love a man is Michal, Saul's daughter, and 

David is the object of her love (1 Sam 18:20). There are two versions of how Saul and 

David get acquainted: the first one, in 1 Sam 16, tells how David was brought to the 

court to play before Saul, "and Saul loved him greatly" (1 Sam 16:21). In the second 

version, they meet in the battlefield, where David beats Goliath (chapter 17), and 

then, as soon as David "finished speaking with Saul, that Jonathan's very self became 

bound up with David's, and Jonathan loved him as himself." (1 Sam 18:1). Verse 3 

then reiterates: "And Jonathan, and David with him, sealed a pact, because he loved 

him like himself." In other words, along the narrative of David's rise to power we are 

told that three different characters of Saul's household "loved" David: Saul himself, 

his son Jonathan, who also makes a pact with David, and Saul's daughter Michal, 

which is also the only time in the Hebrew Bible where a woman is said to love a man. 

These facts frame David's statement in his lament somewhat differently: it is 

not that he is overcome with grief over the unique relationship that he had with 

Jonathan, or the deep bond they had that was superb to any relationship with women. 

Rather, it is stating what is already known to us as readers from the prose that builds 

up to this scene, that David has some charisma about him, that drew Saul and his 

household to express an exceptional feeling of love towards him. 

At this point, we can allow are selves as readers a certain degree of healthy 

skepticism, and wonder whether David is indeed "stating a biographical fact," so to 

speak, or whether an author who wishes to diminish David's characterization as a 
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prospect king added such comments, in the poetry as well as the prose, in order to 

legitimize David's rise to power. 

As I mentioned in the opening, some have tried to validate the authenticity of 

this lament as "Davidic." I think that whether or not we accept this as Davidic, we can 

at least assert that it is not biographical. That is, when read in sequence, one might get 

the misconception that immediately upon hearing the news of Saul's death (and 

decreeing the death of the Amaleqite messenger, David delivers this beautifully 

structured poem. But the mere literary quality of the lament should determine against 

such a reading. In other words, even if we are not to contest the authorship of David, 

we at least can accept that such a poem is not an act of spontaneity. The narrative does 

not require us to read this as occurring in one sequence, in one room. Since it is better 

not to do so, we accept this poem as one that is structured to convey a message. 

So at this point I want to turn to the structure of the lament especially in the 

context of when Saul and Jonathan are mentioned. I've marked in italics the places 

where they appear together, underlined the mentions of Saul alone, and marked in 

Bold the appearances of Jonathan alone. I've also added a chart from Linafelt's paper 

(handout 4), where he marks their appearances so you can follow the structure. There 

are a few things that become apparent from this structure: first of all, the total number 

of appearances of their names is ten, perhaps another sign that nothing in this poem is 

left to coincidence (and I include in this count the appearance in the introduction to 

the poem, verse 17, which Linafelt does not). Second, the names are mentioned an 

equal number of times: 5 and 5 each (in Linafelt's chart reproduced, 4 and 4, because 

he doesn't count the introductory verse). In addition, each of them has 2 verses where 

they appear alone (vv. 21 and 24 for Saul, vv. 25-26 for Jonathan). The other six 

appearances occur in 3 verses where they are mentioned together (vv. 17, 22, 23). 
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The fact that Jonathan's two single appearances are attached together and 

appear towards the conclusion of the poem, serve to intensify the pain over his death, 

and to centralize the lament, as a lament over Jonathan. In this sense, I agree with 

Linafelt's observation that " If Saul dominates the first section of the poem, then 

Jonathan dominates


the last, and the lament effectively becomes, by the end, a lament


over Jonathan to the exclusion of Saul" (p. 515). However, I think that by 

approaching the appearances and order of the names without taking into account the 

categories of the couplets of names appearing together and separately, something is 

missed in the structure of the poem. The first to appear alone is Saul. He is the senior 

of the two in more than one sense: he is the king, the father, and the elder of the two. 

The center of the poem has the two appearing together, followed by another verse in 

which Saul is mentioned alone. Thus Saul stands singularly as enveloping the two, 

perhaps even serving as a metonymy for the two at this point, deferring briefly the 

more painful mention of Jonathan. After these two mentions of Saul (that envelop 

another two mentions of the two), Jonathan is mentioned alone, as a pain that can no 

longer be withheld. 

This atmosphere that I suggest reading in the lament is supported not only by 

the structure of the appearances of the names, but also in the vocabulary attached to 

each. Saul's singular appearances are accompanied with imageries of defeat: "the 

shield of Saul no longer anointed with oil" (v. 21) and "O daughters of Israel, weep 

for Saul." This second one is especially poignant in light of the relationship of Saul 

and David: their relationship begins to deteriorate when Saul hears the women of 

Israel praising David's success in battle higher than Saul's success (1 Sam 18:6-8). 

Alter notes: "the invocation of the daughters of Israel to weep over the king is a 
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symmetrical antithesis to the initial warning to keep the news away from the 

daughters of the Philistines" (p. 200). In addition to this parallelism, there is also an 

antithesis in the larger narrative of Saul: David turns to the same women of Israel who 

glorified him on account of Saul, and asks them to pay their last respects to his 

predecessor and contestant. To put it more bluntly, David rose to power on this 

popular voice that praised his abilities as a warrior over Saul's. In a final generosity of 

a winner, he turns to this voice of the people to speak well of Saul one more time. 

However, in doing so, he does have one final hidden criticism of Saul: the daughters 

of Israel are called to weep for Saul, who dressed them in Scarlet and provided them 

with gold. This is a clear reference to Saul's looting. The only mention of Saul's 

looting is when he overtly defies God's command and plunders the Amaleqites. This 

may have been an ongoing motif in traditions about Saul, because in the next round 

between Saul's descendant, Mordechai and the Amaleqite's descendant Haman, the 

fact that there was no looting is mentioned three times (Esther 9:10, 15,16).This 

plunder cost Saul his kingdom, so it is in place that David shall mention it upon 

assuming his throne. 

The two joint mentions of Saul and Jonathan at the center of the lament, are 

stressed as such: the first stanza (v. 22) parallels the bow of Jonathan with the sword 

of Saul, with the interesting fact that Jonathan precedes Saul (the only time in the 

poem). The next verse states explicitly that "Saul and Jonathan, beloved and dear, 

never parted, in life or in death." The fact that the order is restored again to the senior 

preceding the junior, ties together these two stanzas of their joint mentions, conveying 

the idea that they are intertwined, and thus inseparable, as the poem states. 

Finally, the mentions of Jonathan do not stress defeat, as the mentions of Saul. 

Obviously, this is a lament, so the fact that Jonathan died in battle cannot be 
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overlooked. Unlike Saul, however, past failures are not evoked, and he is addressed in 

the highly emotional epithet "my brother," along with the description of his enigmatic 

love. The first single mention of Jonathan evokes one of the opening lines of the poem 

("upon your heights slain!"). This, together with the reiteration of the closing verse 

("how have the warriors fallen"), serves as another signifier that even the nameless 

beginning of the poem was more concerned with Jonathan than with Saul. 

In conclusion, this study reaffirms Steve Weitzman's view that David's lament 

plays a narrative role in the wider epic of David. It does not only foreshadow future 

events in David's life, but also reflect on the past, primarily contributing a final streak 

to the characterization of David's relationship with Saul and his household, as well as 

the circumstances of David's rise to power. I contend that the structure of the poem 

serves as yet another sophisticated tool to convey this message, that complements the 

choice of words and even their order. By doing so, it subtly reaffirms David's right to 

succeed Saul, while not depicting him as an eager usurper, who forgot his 

commitment to Jonathan. The grief over the loss of Jonathan is portrayed as authentic, 

despite the cynical or opportunistic reasons David may have had to feel otherwise. As 

such, it portrays David's compassion as something higher than his political interests, 

which makes him all the more worthy of his kingdom.  
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