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Sermon for Fourth Week of Lent 

Jonathan: First Into Battle 
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In the name of the Father, and of † the Son, and 
of the Holy Spirit. Amen. During the Civil War, 
fighting units made up of former slaves were quite 
common. White officers, many of whom had no 
regard for the plight of these freed slaves, would 
frequently volunteer to serve as unit commanders 
– their sole motivation being the possibility of 
quick advancement. They were serving their coun-
try, but only insofar as to serve themselves. When 
you look at how Goliath went out to face David, 
did he not also give the impression that he was in 
the battle for something other than service to coun-
try? Amassed as he was under the weight of his 
bronze armor, and bristling with weaponry, Goli-
ath reveled in his great, personal display of Philis-
tine glory. Even when he went out to face this lit-
tle boy against whom he ought to have felt no 
compunction at all to defend himself, Goliath’s 
shield bearer went out onto the field in front of 
him. Goliath was no selfless warrior committed to 
his country’s cause, but rather a professional self-
promoter in search of the glory and fame only 
combat can bring. 

Then there was Jonathan. There was no extrav-
agance, fanfare, or braggadocio intended to im-
press his fellows and intimidate his enemies. He 
simply went off to war. No one even saw him go. 
He had an armor bearer, but he wasn’t there to 
protect Jonathan. Indeed, Jonathan took it upon 
himself to protect his armor bearer. “Climb up af-
ter me,” he said to the young man. “The Lord has 
given them into the hand of Israel.” The whole 
event depicted in this evening’s text was quite 
stunning, really. Jonathan didn’t have to stage a 
sneak attack. In fact, the Philistines invited him to 
take his best shot – and he did. It was the sort of 
thing action movies are made of. 

Jonathan himself went first into battle ahead of 
his armor bearer because he refused to think of 
himself more highly than he ought. In everything 
that the Old Testament records about him, never 
once did Jonathan use his rank as the son of the 
king as a means of acquiring personal status or 
gain. Jonathan was Israel’s servant through and 

through. He fought first and foremost not for his 
own personal glory, but as a service to his neigh-
bor. He committed himself not to his own preser-
vation, but so that he might overthrow a merciless 
enemy. He regarded others as greater than himself 
– even his lowly armor bearer. He insisted on be-
ing first into battle in the belief that if anyone was 
to fall, it ought to be him. 

Like many of the others we’ve looked at in pre-
vious weeks during this Lenten season, Jonathan 
also stands in the shadow of a much greater War-
rior. He gives an Old Testament shape to the 
Christ of the New Testament – the One who com-
mitted Himself to the battle without any regard for 
His own preservation. Our Lord Jesus is no Goli-
ath, festooned for war with a bodyguard out front. 
He is, rather a Jonathan, first into battle, keeping 
all others safely behind the broad, deadly reach of 
His two-edged sword. 

Now many Christians like to sing the hymn, 
“Onward, Christian Soldiers,” but I’m not sure 
why that is. Perhaps it’s the thrill of going off to 
battle. But we ought not fool ourselves into think-
ing that we’ll ever have the opportunity to distin-
guish ourselves as soldiers in this war against Sa-
tan. In this war there are no honorary promotions, 
because there are only privates in the Lord’s army. 
But in those moments when you feel like viewing 
yourself as a soldier, fighting the good fight as St. 
Paul suggested to his young charge, Timothy, you 
would do well to hang onto this story of Jonathan. 
For our Jonathan – that is, Christ – is not One who 
sends us marching off to war while He waits in 
safety behind the lines. Rather He goes first into 
the battle and bears the full weight of the enemy’s 
crush. He guards and keeps us in His shadow for-
ever. He defends us against sin, death and the dev-
il – and preserves us for eternal life. Amen. 

And now that peace of God, which passes all 
understanding, will keep your hearts and minds in 
that one true faith in Christ Jesus, unto life ever-
lasting. Amen. 


