
Sermon 31: 1 Samuel 31: Suicide

OUTLINE

God’s plan
Saul’s sin

INTRODUCTION

They say there is nothing sadder than the tears of a clown, but suicide is something much 
sadder than a mere dramatic irony.  There is a lot of darkness in this chapter.  There is the 
darkness of Saul, the king of Israel killing himself, the darkness of Jonathan the faithful son 
and friend slain fighting the Lord’s battles, the darkness of God’s name slandered as the 
Philistines gloat in their god being greater than the only true God, the darkness of Israel 
being oppressed and overrun by idolaters.  But there is also light.  Today as we close the 
book of 1 Samuel, which in the original Hebrew bible was one book not two, we want to 
observe two things.  We want to look at God’s sovereignty over this darkness; and then we 
want to explore the sin of suicide more deeply.  

God’s plan

Over against the double deliverance of David we have the double sin of Saul, first witchcraft 
and then suicide, the text is brief and to the point.  V1 acts as a summary that the text only 
lightly explains.  V1, ‘Now the Philistines fought against Israel, and the men of Israel fled 
before the Philistines and fell slain on Mount Gilboa.’  V2 informs us of the death of Saul’s 
sons, this marks the end of the bloodline and heirs that should replace Saul.  V3 informs us 
that the archers found Saul and he was mortally wounded.  V4 recounts some of the details 
of his death, ‘Then Saul said to his armor-bearer, "Draw your sword, and thrust me through 
with it, lest these uncircumcised come and thrust me through, and mistreat me." But his 
armor-bearer would not, for he feared greatly. Therefore Saul took his own sword and fell 
upon it.’  His armour bearer followed suit.  This fleeing and defeat resulted in an evacuation 
of the area and a Philistine inhabitation, v7, ‘And when the men of Israel who were on the 
other side of the valley and those beyond the Jordan saw that the men of Israel had fled 
and that Saul and his sons were dead, they abandoned their cities and fled. And the 
Philistines came and lived in them.’  

From our perspective it all appears so hopeless.  But the Bible gives us an interpretation of 
these events, 1 Chron. 10:13-14, ‘So Saul died for his breach of faith. He broke faith with 
the LORD in that he did not keep the command of the LORD, and also consulted a medium, 
seeking guidance. 14 He did not seek guidance from the LORD. Therefore the LORD put him
to death and turned the kingdom over to David the son of Jesse.’  Here we are confronted 
with the tension that the bible constantly places before us of God being sovereign while man
is freely pursuing his sin.  Here is a statement from the 1689 from paragraph 4 on the 
chapter on providence.  The assertion is, “God’s almighty power, unsearchable wisdom, and 
infinite goodness are so far reaching, and all pervading, that both the fall of the first man 
into sin, and all other sinful actions of angels and men, proceed according to His sovereign 
purposes.”  The claim is clear, ‘Of course God is in control of all things including evil!’  And it
is His power, wisdom and goodness that are pervasively working, without compromising 
their own integrity (in other words He never ceases to be good), that all things proceed 
according to His sovereign plan.  The qualification is “It is not that He gives His bare 
permission, for in a variety of ways He wisely and powerfully limits, orders and governs 
sinful actions, so that they effect His holy designs.”  The confession is telling us how He is in



control.  Firstly, with a type of permission, but not a bare permission.  In other words, God’s
permissive will, but this is defined as not being a bare permission.  That is, there is never 
total and free permission, a hands off affair, but only as far as they affect God’s purposes.  
God is hands on.  Secondly, God limits the sinful actions, and orders their arrangement.  
And we are also told that He governs these sinful actions that the damage, the 
consequences, every aspect of their working and effect is under His control.  There are no 
unforeseen consequences, no unmanageable fallout or unfortunate collateral damage that is
not ordained.  And just in case you are getting the wrong idea, the confession adds the 
clarification, “Yet the sinfulness involved in the actions proceeds only from angels and men 
and not from God who, being holy and righteous, neither is nor can be the author or 
approver of sin.”  Although part of His decree, He is not the author of sin, nor does He 
approve of it.  From the point of view of the sin Saul committed it, but from the point of 
view of God working out His purposes, God did it.  In this high handed act of sin we are not 
observing a place in the universe where God is not in control.  Rather despite the fact that 
Saul is rebelling in sinning Saul is fulfilling God’s purposes in judging Saul and taking the 
kingdom from him and giving it to David.  You will remember the prophecies uttered by 
Samuel in chapters 15 and 28, this chapter shows us how God’s will was done.  

When evil seems to triumph God is not losing He is sovereign over all things.  If we evaluate
the state of the scene we see God’s people defeated, running, God’s name slandered and a 
nation without a king.  We are not seeing the fulfilment of the promise to David.  Not yet.  
This is what we need to remember, it can be very dark at times yet this does not mean God 
has forgotten or is sleeping or is weak or unfaithful.  His ways are not ours ways we must 
wait patiently and in trust.  

Saul’s sin

We must say a few words about the sin of committing suicide.  Notice the language of 
committing suicide, this is important deliberate language which implies committing a wrong 
act.  Suicide is the 10th highest cause of death in the world, but the fifth highest in China.  It
is also the only country where more women commit suicide than men.  So in 2015 828 000 
people committed suicide worldwide and it is guessed that there were 10-20 million failed 
attempts.  New Zealand has the highest teenage suicide rate in the developing world.  The 
danger ages for suicide are predominantly between 15-30, and then over 70 year olds.  

Many ancient Greek philosophers saw suicide as cowardice, but it has an honourable role in 
other eastern cultures.  Sati, or widow burning was thought to indicate that a woman was 
an honourable and pure widow.  Seppuku, or as we know it hara-kiri was seen as an 
honourable way for a Samurai to die and retain his honour.  Technically kamikaze pilots and 
suicide bombers are not cases of true suicide but rather acts of sacrificial service.  There are
many instances where a person will sacrifice their lives in service of others.  Today in the 
west we are now seeing the rise of euthanasia, which literally means ‘good death.’  On the 
basis of human rights and choice many now see the right to end ones pain as a basic right 
that we can deny to no person.  

The Christian has always had a very clear denunciation of suicide in all its forms.  Even 
though mankind is fallen sin and does not resemble its early glory at creation, the image of 
God is not totally eradicated in us.  In Gen 9:6 God affirms to Noah that even sinful man is 
made in God’s image and that the death penalty for murder is an appropriate sentence 
because humanity is made in God’s image.  Our humanity does not consist in the right to 
rule our own lives but in a value God has set upon us that includes more than our ability to 
will.  Another reason why Christians have rejected suicide is because it is usurping God’s 



prerogative to kill and give life.  Deut 32:39, ‘"'See now that I, even I, am he, and there is 
no god beside me; I kill and I make alive; I wound and I heal; and there is none that can 
deliver out of my hand.’  Christians have always understood suicide to be a violation of the 
6th commandment, thou shalt not kill.  It is a form of self-murder.  It is no small thing, but 
one of the most serious to commit suicide.  Saul was crowning his life with his worst act 
when he killed himself.  

Today when we talk about suicide, you will always here talk about the circumstances that 
led to the act.  You will hear about how poverty, abuse, bullying or some other situation 
pushed someone over the edge.  We do not want to make light of any of these things, but 
the sad thing is that suicide as a chosen sin is being downplayed and the real problem is 
being misdiagnosed.  I do not want to seem insensitive to the issues at hand but we as 
Christians must speak hope into this situation and simply that in Christ we have every 
reason not to kill ourselves.  For those who kill themselves because of loneliness, no 
Christian is truly alone for they are united by the Spirit to God as family and to the body of 
Christ.  For those who kill themselves because of despair, the Christian is able to rejoice in 
his sufferings.  For those who kill themselves to escape pain, along with Paul we come to 
consider our sufferings as light and momentary afflictions not worthy to be compared with 
the eternal riches that await us.

Can a Christian commit suicide?  They do!  Can they commit suicide and still go to heaven?  
They do!  There were Puritans who used to consider suicide such a serious sin that no 
Christian could commit it and be saved.  Roman Catholicism has traditionally believed that.  
The pervasive popularity and societies acceptance of it should not in any way diminish the 
seriousness of the sin, yet it is not the unforgivable sin.  A Christian along with any other 
sinner can get depressed and feel that there is no hope.  Like any other person they can 
come to the end of themselves and instead of seeing their reason for living, for hope, for 
perseverance they choose suicide.  It can happen to those who are affected by their 
circumstances to such an extent that the escape of death is preferred to the pain of living.  
For those who do not know Christ, there will be no escape from pain but a deeper 
inescapable one.  The pain of this life can be escaped by faith in Christ where the joy of our 
salvation comes into our lives and fuels our lives and enables us to endure.  But for the one 
who kills themselves without having made their peace with God through faith in Christ they 
will never have another chance to escape for they die to face God in judgement, there are 
no escape doors from it, and no chance to turn to Christ after death.  But people become 
depressed and commit suicide not only because their situation becomes unbearable but also
because of medical issues.  Bi-polar depression is a common malady that many suffer from 
that will necessarily need medication to curb its effects and make the fluctuating emotional 
states more bearable.  Christians along with anyone else can have this medical condition 
and need medication, and from the fog that this condition causes can fail to apply the truth 
of the gospel to themselves and lose hope and commit suicide.  

However, the true believer will go to heaven.  You are not merely as righteous as your last 
good deed but as righteous as Christ if you are truly justified.  This is not license to sin but it
is security against it.  

The Christian has a healthy longing for death not a suicidal one.  Phil. 1:20-26 gives the 
Christian a proper way to view death and the choice to live to serve, ‘as it is my eager 
expectation and hope that I will not be at all ashamed, but that with full courage now as 
always Christ will be honored in my body, whether by life or by death. 21 For to me to live is
Christ, and to die is gain. 22 If I am to live in the flesh, that means fruitful labor for me. Yet 
which I shall choose I cannot tell. 23 I am hard pressed between the two. My desire is to 



depart and be with Christ, for that is far better. 24 But to remain in the flesh is more 
necessary on your account. 25 Convinced of this, I know that I will remain and continue 
with you all, for your progress and joy in the faith, 26 so that in me you may have ample 
cause to glory in Christ Jesus, because of my coming to you again.’  Paul would love to die, 
it is not death to die for a Christian but gain.  When we die our spirits leave our body and 
we go to God.  This is the first resurrection, it is how we overcome satan, it is our first 
escape from satan and sin to be unharmed by them ever again.  Our spirits are perfected 
and enjoy the presence of God.  We seek death more than this life.  But since our lives are 
not our own and we live to serve God and others we seek life in order to serve.  

We see believers being brought to the end of themselves in order to learn important things. 
Elijah in 1 Kings 19 has just been an instrument to call fire out of heaven to light an altar, 
this led to the prophets of Baal being killed and the religion of Baal being dealt a death 
blow.  But since Jezebel did not immediately repent but threatened his life, since the king 
did not man up and rule and take Israel in the right direction, Elijah counted his life work a 
failure and sought death, ‘But he himself went a day's journey into the wilderness and came
and sat down under a broom tree. And he asked that he might die, saying, "It is enough; 
now, O LORD, take away my life, for I am no better than my fathers."’ 19:4.  His despair 
was the result of the world as he thought he knew it falling apart, but this was necessary in 
order for God to put him right.  It is the still small voice and God’s faithfulness in keeping 
7000 that God will overcome.  Likewise Jonah sought death.  He hated the Assyrians and 
ran from his mission to them because he knew God would not judge them but forgive them 
if they repented and he wanted his racist hatred to be satisfied and was so angry that he 
could die, ‘Therefore now, O LORD, please take my life from me, for it is better for me to die
than to live.  Jonah 4:3.  What I am trying to say is this.  When you are so wrong, that 
everything you ever thought was true is wrong,  that everything you ever wanted is taken 
away, all that you thought you needed for happiness, identity, success and purpose is taken.
And then you want to kill yourself.  Friends when God confronts you this is often the feeling 
you get.  When He pulls the rug out from underneath you to show you you are standing on 
the wrong foundation is a mercy.  In other words, don’t be surprised that people desire to 
kill themselves but see it as part of what happens when their lives are built on sand instead 
of the rock who is Christ.  

The despair that people feel in one sense is good, in that they see something is wrong; but 
it is wrong because they feel they have no hope when God is offering them hope in Christ.  
The death of Christ is not a suicide but a sacrifice.  When you go to war to save another 
person’s life that is not suicide, that is not a throwing away of your life and a resignation to 
defeat.  Laying down your life in an attempt to turn the tide and save another is sacrifice not
suicide.  This is what Jesus has done for us.  He went to a cross, in order to pay our sin 
debt.  He suffered and died so that we would never have to feel forsaken and lost.  He 
voluntarily laid down His life to save you that you would never feel the desire to voluntarily 
kill yourself in despair.            
        


