
“Tormented from Within” 

1 Samuel 16:14-23 

(Preached at Trinity, June 18, 2017) 

 

 
I’m supplying these notes for the benefit of busy pastors who may be engaged in bi-vocational work, feeling the pressure of preparing to preach  
twice on the Lord’s Day while trying to balance full-time secular work as well as caring for their families. While the notes of another man are no  

substitute for personal study, I pray that these may aid in the process of preparing to preach.  

 
Disclaimer: These are the actual notes I bring with me to the pulpit, which I follow loosely. They are not designed for publication. While I try to  

make every effort to give proper credit to my sources from the pulpit, adequate citations will sometimes be absent from my notes. If anyone feels  

their intellectual material has been used without adequate citation, please contact me and I’ll make immediate correction giving credit. 
 

 

1. Back in Chapter 8 Israel demanded a king. 

1 Samuel 8:19-20 NAU - "there shall be a king over us,  20 that we also may be 
like all the nations, that our king may judge us and go out before us and fight our 
battles."  

2. God gave them their desire and raised up King Saul. Outwardly, Saul was a fine 

specimen, an excellent choice for a king. We read of him in Chapter 9 

1 Samuel 9:2 NAU - "a choice and handsome man, and there was not a more 
handsome person than he among the sons of Israel; from his shoulders and up 
he was taller than any of the people."  

3. Israel’s demand for a king was actually a rejection of their covenant relationship with 

God. They no longer wanted His reign over them. 

1 Samuel 8:7-8 NAU - "The LORD said to Samuel, "Listen to the voice of the 
people in regard to all that they say to you, for they have not rejected you, but they 
have rejected Me from being king over them.  8 "Like all the deeds which they have 
done since the day that I brought them up from Egypt even to this day-- in that they 
have forsaken Me and served other gods-- so they are doing to you also."  

4. The reality was, however, God cannot be dethroned. His reign cannot be removed. All 

men will stand before Him in judgment. Samuel reiterated God’s rule over Israel in 

Chapter 12:24-25 - "hear the LORD and serve Him in truth with all your heart; for 
consider what great things He has done for you.  25 "But if you still do wickedly, 
both you and your king will be swept away."  

5. Sadly, neither Israel nor their king would bow before God and obey Him. Saul’s reign 

from the very beginning was marked by a sinful disregard of God’s Word and God 

declared the Kingdom would be stripped from him. 

1 Samuel 13:13-14 NAU - "Samuel said to Saul, "You have acted foolishly; you 
have not kept the commandment of the LORD your God, which He commanded 
you, for now the LORD would have established your kingdom over Israel forever.  
14 "But now your kingdom shall not endure. The LORD has sought out for Himself 
a man after His own heart, and the LORD has appointed him as ruler over His 
people, because you have not kept what the LORD commanded you."  
1 Samuel 15:10-11 NAU - "Then the word of the LORD came to Samuel, saying,  
11 "I regret that I have made Saul king, for he has turned back from following Me 
and has not carried out My commands."  
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6. In Chapter 13 I preached a sermon titled, “The Wages of Sin.” Saul stands as a 

testimony that all sin has its consequences, both temporally and eternally.  

 A. Saul’s sin resulted in the Kingdom being taken from him.  

If Saul had followed God with his whole heart God would have established the 

kingdom with Saul and his heirs forever. God would have defended Saul and would 

have been mighty on Saul’s behalf. 

1 Samuel 13:13 NAU - "Samuel said to Saul, "You have acted foolishly; 
you have not kept the commandment of the LORD your God, which He 
commanded you, for now the LORD would have established your kingdom 
over Israel forever."  

B. We saw other consequences sin brought upon his life. For example, he became 

estranged from his son, Jonathan.   

1 Samuel 14:29 NAU - "Then Jonathan said, "My father has troubled the 
land."  

 C. We saw that sin can have a detrimental effect upon our health 

Psalm 38:3-4 NAU - "There is no soundness in my flesh because of Your 
indignation; There is no health in my bones because of my sin.  4 For my 
iniquities are gone over my head; As a heavy burden they weigh too much 
for me."  

7. We also looked at another effect, which we now see clearly in the life of Saul. 

Unconfessed sin can lead to unsettled minds, unhappiness, fear, anxiety, paranoia. It is 

one of the causes of depression. We read in Verses 14-16 

1 Samuel 16:14-15 NAU - "Now the Spirit of the LORD departed from Saul, and 
an evil spirit from the LORD terrorized him.  15 Saul's servants then said to him, 
"Behold now, an evil spirit from God is terrorizing you."  
A. Saul had stubbornly continued in his sin and his heart had steadily become more 

and more hardened. Saul was not a believer but he had enjoyed many of the 

benefits of God’s grace. God had equipped him and empowered him by His 

Spirit. Now the Holy Spirit has been withdrawn.  

B. Saul is now a forsaken man.  

 Bunyan described it allegorically as being like a man shut up in an iron cage. 

“I left off to watch and be sober: I laid the reins upon the neck of my lusts; I 

sinned against the light of the word, and the goodness of God; I have grieved the 

Spirit, and he is gone; I tempted the devil, and he is come to me; I have provoked 

God to anger, and he has left me: I have so hardened my heart, that I cannot 

repent.” 1  

C. Puritan pastor, Thomas Jacombe (1622-1687) – “If the person led (by the Spirit) 

shall once begin to struggle with Him that leads him, and shall refuse to follow 

His guidance, what is then to be done, but to leave him to himself? Continued, 

rooted, allowed resistance to the Spirit, makes Him so to cast off a person as to 

lead him no more.” 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Bunyan, John, The Pilgrim’s Progress, (Grand Rapids: Fleming H. Revell Publishing), page 

27. 
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8. The result of God abandoning Saul is terrifying.  

1 Samuel 16:14 NAU - "Now the Spirit of the LORD departed from Saul, and an 
evil spirit from the LORD terrorized him."  
The ESV & NIV translate the Hebrew verb “tormented.” The NASB does a better job 

describing the weightiness of the word – “terrorized” 

9. There are a couple ways we can understand this “evil spirit from the LORD.”  

A. The Hebrew word ([r') does not necessarily refer to a moral evil but can also 

refer to that which brings pain, misery, distress, or calamity. This brings clarity to 

the KJV translation of Isaiah 45:7. 

Isaiah 45:7 KJV - " I form the light, and create darkness: I make peace, 
and create evil: I the LORD do all these things."  
Isaiah 45:7 NAU - "The One forming light and creating darkness, Causing 
well-being and creating calamity; I am the LORD who does all these.”  
In this sense, we understand that God is sovereign over the misery wrought upon 

humanity because of sin.  

B. The word can also be interpreted as a moral evil. When God withdraws His good 

graces from a man he is opened up to all of the venomous assaults from the gates 

of hell.  

As Matthew Henry wrote: “Those that drive the good Spirit away from them do of 

course become prey to the evil spirit. If God and his grace do not rule us, sin and 

Satan will have possession of us.” 2 

 

I. Saul’s malady described 

 A. Saul became afflicted by a terrible depression 

  1. Bitterness filled his heart, a constant state of being unsettled.  

The participle implies that it was an ongoing affliction, but it was also 

intermittent. We find Saul with his army in the next chapter. 

2. You can imagine Saul falling into these states of sadness and despair and 

his servants were powerless to help. This is why they sent for David.  

 B. We can see several results of these times of depression 

1. It brought  a great terror to his soul – perhaps a nagging sense that all was 

not well.  

2. Fear would seize his heart - "an evil spirit from the LORD terrorized him."  
1 Samuel 18:12 NAU - "Now Saul was afraid of David, for the 
LORD was with him but had departed from Saul."  
1 Samuel 18:14-15 NAU - "David was prospering in all his ways for 
the LORD was with him.  15 When Saul saw that he was prospering 
greatly, he dreaded him."  
1 Samuel 18:28-29 NAU - "When Saul saw and knew that the 
LORD was with David, and that Michal, Saul's daughter, loved him,  
29 then Saul was even more afraid of David. Thus Saul was David's 
enemy continually."  
a. When a person is alienated from God he fears even when he can’t 

pinpoint the cause of his fear.  

                                                 
2 Matthew Henry, Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the Whole Bible: Complete and Unabridged 

in One Volume, (Peabody: Hendrickson, 1994), 411. 
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b. Often it is labeled “anxiety attacks.” They are afraid but can’t 

pinpoint the cause. Solomon described it well: 

Proverbs 28:1 NAU - "The wicked flee when no one is 
pursuing, But the righteous are bold as a lion."    

3. At the same time he was plagued with paranoia that caused outbursts of 

anger. He suspected everyone had a hidden agenda and questionable 

motives. This was symptomatic of his suffocating fear. He even suspected 

his own son as being against him. 

1 Samuel 20:30 NAU - "Then Saul's anger burned against 
Jonathan and he said to him, "You son of a perverse, rebellious 
woman! Do I not know that you are choosing the son of Jesse to 
your own shame and to the shame of your mother's nakedness?"  

4. He was tormented that the kingdom was slipping from his hands. It 

infuriated him that David was finding greater favor with the people than 

him. 

1 Samuel 18:6-8 NAU - "when David returned from killing the 
Philistine, that the women came out of all the cities of Israel, singing 
and dancing, to meet King Saul, with tambourines, with joy and with 
musical instruments.  7 The women sang as they played, and said, 
"Saul has slain his thousands, And David his ten thousands."  8 
Then Saul became very angry, for this saying displeased him; and 
he said, "They have ascribed to David ten thousands, but to me 
they have ascribed thousands. Now what more can he have but the 
kingdom?"  

5. His paranoia reached its climax in determining to put David to death 

1 Samuel 19:1 NAU - "Now Saul told Jonathan his son and all his 
servants to put David to death."  

 

II. Saul’s malady diagnosed 

 A. So what was it that caused Saul’s mental affliction? 

  1. There has been endless speculation. One commentator writes: 

“Scholars show little agreement when it comes to explaining the cause of 

Saul’s affliction. Everything from epilepsy to meningitis to schizophrenia 

has been proposed.” 3 

2. Today Saul’s depression would be treated with drugs. This is not to say 

there aren’t cases of depression with physiological causes that call for 

medical care and the use of medication. And there are times that anxiety 

can have physiological causes. But there are times when the root cause of 

these afflictions is overlooked. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3 Wiersbe Warren W., The Books of Samuel: The Sovereignty of God Illustrated in the Lives of 

Samuel, Saul, and David, 2003, One, 192. 
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 B. We must not miss the diagnosis given to us in this passage 

  1. God has departed from Saul.  

1 Samuel 16:14 NAU - "Now the Spirit of the LORD departed from 
Saul."  
Saul was feeling a foreboding sense of being forsaken because he was 

forsaken. He was feeling helpless because he had turned his back on the 

only source of comfort upon this earth.  

2. This affliction was a judicial condemnation from God.  

1 Samuel 16:14 NAU - "Now the Spirit of the LORD departed from 
Saul, and an evil spirit from the LORD terrorized him."  
a. When men reject God God gives them over to a reprobate mind.  

b. Paul described this in Romans 1 

Romans 1:24 NAU - "Therefore God gave them over in the 
lusts of their hearts to impurity, so that their bodies would be 
dishonored among them."  
Romans 1:25-26 NAU - "  26 For this reason God gave them 
over to degrading passions; for their women exchanged the 
natural function for that which is unnatural,"  
Romans 1:28 NAU - "And just as they did not see fit to 
acknowledge God any longer, God gave them over to a 
depraved mind, to do those things which are not proper,"  

c. Saul was given over to a reprobate mind—a tormented mind. He 

was unable to see the world through the eyes of God and so he 

misinterpreted everything around him. It left him in a state of 

gloom and despair.  

 There are few Christians who actually look at the world through 

Christian eyes—to see the events of this life through the lens of a 

Biblical worldview. 

3. Saul’s torment was the result of his sin. Being given over to the corruption 

of his heart Saul sank further and further into corruption. 

Luther – “When God deals with transgressors according to His stern 

justice, He permits the perverse sinner to break His commandments all the 

more viciously in order that He might punish him the more severely.” 
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Conclusion: 
1. Saul is testimony to the depravity of the human heart—the corruption of the human mind. 

Apart from God’s grace all men would suffer the mental breakdown experienced by Saul. 

Saul was forsaken by God and his life is a testimony to the escalation of sin.  

 As we are introduced to Saul we have such high expectations. But without a mind fixed 

on God sin will always prevail. Saul had no respect for God and no regard for His Word. 

2. Sin left unchecked always escalates 

One sin leads to further sin. Lies to cover lies. Anger leading to physical assault. 

Covetousness leading to stealing.    
3. This is displayed in countless ways 

a. The drug addict began with a single day and a bad choice 

b. The alcoholic began with that first drink 

c. The adulterer began with that unguarded look and unchecked lusts 

   Sinful fantasies. King David could testify to this. 

James 1:14-15 NAU - " But each one is tempted when he is 
carried away and enticed by his own lust.  15 Then when lust 
has conceived, it gives birth to sin; and when sin is 
accomplished, it brings forth death."  

3. This is important for the Christian to remember. Our sins will also leave us with 

tormented minds. We will be unhappy, unloving, fearful, suspicious. And sin left 

unconfessed and unrepentant will only increase.  

 Sin leads to a hardening of the heart. It causes the conscience to become seared.  

4. We must have our minds renewed daily through fresh supplies of the Word of God.  

Romans 12:2 NAU - "And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed 
by the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, that 
which is good and acceptable and perfect."  

 

 

 


