
Saul’s Evil Spirit Sent from the Lord 
A Follow Up to “Divine Irony” (message on 5/6/2018) based on 1 Samuel 18 by Joel Dorman 

 

 

“The next day an evil spirit from God came forcefully on Saul. He was prophesying in his house, 

while David was playing the lyre, as he usually did. Saul had a spear in his hand…” 

1 Samuel 18:10, NIV  

 

 

In the message, I quickly explained the “evil spirit from God” and referenced a “fuller explanation” 

here.  The point of the passage (1 Samuel 18) is not the “evil spirit from God”, but it troubles people.  

Therefore, it’s right for us to look at this more closely lest we trip over the “tree” and miss the “forest”. 

 

This isn’t the first time we’ve encountered this idea. “Now the Spirit of the Lord had departed from 

Saul, and an evil spirit from the Lord tormented him” (1 Samuel 16:14, NIV). 

 

And just a few verses later in the same chapter we find this: “Whenever the spirit from God came on 

Saul, David would take up his lyre and play. Then relief would come to Saul; he would feel better, and 

the evil spirit would leave him” (1 Samuel 16:23, NIV). 

 

There are other examples in the same chapter (and in subsequent chapters), but you get the idea: it’s 

not a “one off expression”.  And it’s the phrase causing the question to jump out at us: 

 

Why is the Holy, Righteous, Perfect God of All Creation sending evil 

spirits on people? 

 

Good question. 

 

To answer the question, there are three basic ideas we must 

embrace:   

1. There is nothing in all creation not under the sovereignty of the Lord God Almighty—including 

Satan and his demons.  It doesn’t make them “good”, but it does mean the Lord is able to 

control them in accordance to His will. 

2. God is good, morally, ethically, and consistently.  His goodness is imaginably beyond ours.  We 

are sinful; He is purely holy.   

3. There is something God can’t do (gasp!): He cannot violate His nature and attributes.  Because 

He is truth, God cannot tell a lie.  Because He is holy, He cannot sin.  Because He is good, He 

cannot do what is evil. 

 

With that, let’s dive in. 

 

“evil spirit” – The Hebrew underlying the English expression could also be translated as “harmful spirit” 

or even a “tormenting spirit”.  Perhaps that doesn’t seem to help any on the surface, but it augments 

our understanding: this spirit was harmful/tormenting to Saul and therefore was evil for him. 

Interesting aside: the 

statements regarding an evil 

spirit from the Lord didn’t 

seem to bother the Old 

Testament saints as much as 

the New Testament ones. 



 

In the above explanation, we make an assumption that the “spirit” was supernatural and not merely an 

issue of temperament for Saul.  Psychologically, Saul could have been depressed and even David’s 

harp playing seemed to alleviate the symptoms.   This view has a lot of merit and certainly is within 

the realm of Biblical possibility. 

 

“from God” – This is the phrase typically bothering us.  We know there are evil spirits and they can 

harm people in various ways.  But the Holy Spirit inspired author of the text declares this spirit was 

“from God”.   Here’s where our theology meets life—it gets practical.  There is nothing in the seen or 

unseen universe not under the sovereign control of God.  If we were to say that any spirit was not 

under the control of the Lord, then He ceases to be sovereign over all. 

 

However, there is a difference between the Lord allowing something and the Lord causing something.  

Think of it this way: what if someone drinks too much and gets behind the wheel of a car.  They are 

traveling home and kill someone in a collision.  Is God to blame for “sending” the drunk person onto 

the freeway (or not supernaturally stopping them) or was the Lord simply allowing the consequences 

of the drunk person’s behavior to work themselves out to their tragic end? 

 

In a fallen world, fallen events happen. 

 

Still, as strong as this view might be, the Hebrew mindset was not that mood or temperament was a 

“spirit sent from God”.  Furthermore, this harmful spirit is seen as a direct result of the departing of 

the Holy Spirit from Saul’s life because of his rebellion. 

 

Jesus told us in Matthew 12:30 there is no neutrality when it comes to God.  If Saul had set himself 

against God through rebellion, he was siding with the Devil.  That has consequences. 

 

The text (“an evil spirit from God…”) in no way implies the Father dispatched a devil to torment Saul.  

The only way the Devil could have tortured Saul would be for the Lord to remove His protection from 

him (which he had already done).  That being the case, it’s certainly accurate to say the evil spirit came 

from God because God withdrew His hand of protection from Saul because he rejected God. 

 

The implications of this are significant.  Rejecting the Lord has its consequences.  As C. S. Lewis wrote, 

“There are two kinds of people: those who say to God, ‘Thy will be done,’ and those to whom God 

says, ‘All right, then, have it your way.’”  Saul was the latter. 
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