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Now the Spirit of the Lord had departed from Saul, and an evil spirit from the Lord 

tormented him. 

● After Samuel anointed David, the Holy Spirit (called here the “Spirit of the LORD”) came 

upon David. Simultaneously, the Holy Spirit departed from Saul. When the Holy Spirit 

departed, another spirit came and tormented Saul. The Hebrew word ba’ath translated as 

“tormented,” literally means “terrified or terrorized.” 

● The NET Bible notes that the adjective “evil” does not necessarily refer to the spirit itself, but 

may refer to the spirit’s effect on Saul. The New American Commentary further explains, “The 

Hebrew word translated ‘evil’ (Hb. rāʿâ) has a wide range of meanings from ‘misery’ to ‘moral 

perverseness.’ Thus, it is possible—and perhaps preferable—to interpret the text not to mean 

that the Lord sent a morally corrupt demon but rather another sort of supernatural being—an 

angel of judgment (cf. 2 Kgs 19:35)—against Saul that caused him to experience constant 

misery.” 

● We know that whatever kind of spirit came to Saul, it brought judgment from the LORD for 

his actions, and to perhaps call him to repentance. While God is not capable of doing evil, He 

is able to use demons to accomplish His purposes.  

● The New American Commentary notes, “Saul’s tortured state was not an accident of nature, 

nor was it essentially a medical condition. It was a supernatural assault by a being sent at the 

Lord’s command, and it was brought on by Saul’s disobedience.” 

 

Saul’s attendants said to him, “See, an evil spirit from God is tormenting you. Let our 

lord command his servants here to search for someone who can play the lyre. He will 

play when the evil spirit from God comes on you, and you will feel better.” So Saul 

said to his attendants, “Find someone who plays well and bring him to me.” 

● Saul was portrayed as being unable or inept to know how to deal with what was happening to 

him. It was Saul’s servants who wisely diagnosed the problem, and suggested that Saul be 

soothed from his anguish by music. It was a common belief in the ancient world that music 

would keep evil spirits at bay. 

● The lyre was a string instrument (six to eight strings) used on many occasions in Israel, 

especially in worship, celebration, and in prophecy (see 1 Samuel 10:5). The CSB Study Bible 

notes, “The lyre in particular was thought to have divine power (to counteract demonic 

activity).” 

● Saul liked the idea provided by his servants, and asked for someone skilled in playing to be 

brought to his service.  

 

One of the servants answered, “I have seen a son of Jesse of Bethlehem who knows 

how to play the lyre. He is a brave man and a warrior. He speaks well and is a 

fine-looking man. And the Lord is with him.” 

● The servants of Saul showed more wisdom than Saul did; they selected David to play for Saul. 

They also knew that David not only possessed the qualities of a good musician, but that of a 

good leader and king.  



● The Hebrew phrase that begins this list, gibbor chayil, can be translated as “mighty warrior,” 

or as “having great standing.” It is a summary of the character of David, because “the LORD is 

with him.”  

 

Then Saul sent messengers to Jesse and said, “Send me your son David, who is with 

the sheep.” So Jesse took a donkey loaded with bread, a skin of wine and a young 

goat and sent them with his son David to Saul. David came to Saul and entered his 

service. Saul liked him very much, and David became one of his armor-bearers. Then 

Saul sent word to Jesse, saying, “Allow David to remain in my service, for I am 

pleased with him.” 

● Saul conscripted David into his service, which was the right of the king (see 1 Samuel 8:12). 

Along with his son, David, Jesse sent a gift to the king.  

● In Saul’s calling for him, David was referred to as a shepherd, which is an allusion to his 

future kingship. The Faithlife Study Bible notes, “In the Bible, leaders are often described 

with the shepherd motif (e.g., 1 Chr 11:2; Psa 78:70–71; Isa 44:28). The patriarchs of Genesis 

(Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob), Moses, Saul, and David are all described in this way. The motif 

is also used in Psalms and the Prophets, including Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Micah, Nahum, 

and Zechariah. Jesus employs this imagery in the Gospel of John (John 10:11–18), and New 

Testament authors refer to him in similar terms (e.g., Heb 13:20; 1 Pet 2:25; 5:4).” 

● David quickly gained favor in the eyes of Saul, becoming not only a musician, but one of 

Saul’s armor-bearers, as well. Armor-bearers were close to their master, and often served as 

confidants. The Expositor’s Bible Commentary notes, “Armor-bearers in ancient times 

had to be unusually brave and loyal, since the lives of their masters often depended on 

them.”  

● Though Saul loved David and was pleased with him, this feeling would not last long. 

Eventually, Saul would attempt to kill David at least 16 times (see 1 Samuel 18:1; 18:17; 

18:25; 19:1; 19:10-11; 19:15; 20–22; 23:8; 23:15; 24:2; 26:2). 

 

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. 

● The Hebrew verb used in this verse indicates that Saul was likely tormented multiple times by 

the spirit. There are two other incidents of this recorded in Scripture (see 1 Samuel 18:10 and 

19:9). Each time Saul was tormented, David would play. David’s playing had a soothing effect 

on Saul. Biblical Scholar, Peter Leithart, notes, “The spirit that tormented Saul was relieved 

by the man bearing the Spirit of God.” 

● While the music gave relief, this effect did not last long. Biblical Scholar, John Goldingay, 

notes, “Like medication, music soothes on the surface without dealing with the volcano 

beneath, which is thus left to erupt again and again.” Goldingay’s words accurately sum up 

the continuing story of Saul in the rest of 1 Samuel.  

 

 


