
25

hristian history has under-
stood the devil in various ways.
Our understanding of evil is a
developing process, yet the way
we have looked at the devil in

history can tell us something dis-
tinctive about ourselves. In this
sense, our understanding of the
devil is a mirror reflecting how we
interpret our experience.

The twin character traits of the
devil in history as “the Possessor of
Souls” and “the Tempter” reflect our
own self-understanding as persons
who are paradoxically held in
bondage by something external to
us, yet simultaneously choosing to
sin of our own accord. Until our
Christian theological response to
evil, in this case the devil, addresses
this paradox of bondage and respon-
sibility, we are destined to have only

partial success in our battles with the
prince of darkness.

A biography is a written account
of another person’s life from a third-
person perspective. Utilizing this
method creates certain unavoidable
problems. One is attributing person-
ality to evil by calling it “the devil”
when in fact evil is sub-human. We
tend to grant a certain status to evil
when we refer to “it” as a “he” or “the
devil.” We also face the danger of
focusing on the stories of personi-
fied evil while overlooking the struc-
tural components of evil all around
us, such as those found in our own
institutional life.

A second problem is that biogra-

BIOGRAPHY
OF THE DEVIL

B Y  N E S T O R  C . R I L L O M A *

C
In studying the life of the devil,

we may come to know more about ourselves.

*Nestor C. Rilloma, Th.D., is President
of Northern Luzon Adventist College,
Rosario, La Union, Philippines.

24

In the final analysis, then, the
allegorical interpretation of the
Song may be right in its conclusion
that the Song reveals God’s love for
His people, although wrong in the
way in which the conclusion is
reached. The human love relation-
ship between Solomon and Shu-
lamit is not the worthless “husk” to
be stripped away allegorically to find
the kernel, the “true” meaning, the
love between God and His covenant
community.

Rather, the love relationship be-
tween man and woman, husband
and wife, described in the Song, has
independent meaning and value of
its own to be affirmed and extolled,
while at the same time to be given
even greater significance as, accord-
ing to the Song’s climax (8:6), it
typologically points beyond itself to
the divine Lover. Far different from
the allegorical approach, with its
fanciful, externally and arbitrarily
imposed meaning alien to the plain
and literal sense, the Song itself calls
for a typological approach that re-
mains faithful to, and even en-
hances, the literal sense of the Song,
by recognizing what the text itself
indicates—that human love typifies

the divine. Thereby human sexual
love, already so highly esteemed else-
where in Scripture, is here given its
highest acclamation.

Q
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a legal dispute (Ps. 109:6). By con-
trast, there is a great deal of argument
over the etymology of “Belial.” The
word is connected with the kingdom
of the dead. In the Old Testament,
“sons of Belial” are often anti-social
people. The monarchy of Israel was a
social institution; therefore, the sons
of Belial were considered to be those
who undermined the monarchy, and
Belial became as it were the antithesis
of the just king. These social and sec-
ular concepts were later applied to
heavenly beings, angels.

In three specific passages in the
Old Testament “the Satan” is men-
tioned in connection with “heavenly
circumstances” (1 Chron. 21:1–27;
Job 1:6; Zech. 3:1–7). In Zechariah, he
is the accuser at the heavenly court of
judgment who challenges the fitness
of Joshua ben Jozadak to function as
the high priest at the time of the
restoration from the Babylonian exile
(3:1–7). “Satan” is not used here as a
proper name but as a description of
this being’s task: He is the accuser or
the prosecutor. In Zechariah 3:1–7
the prosecutor’s case is rejected by
God in the presence of the angel of
the Lord. In this passage God acquits
Joshua. Even though Joshua may be
unrighteous and unworthy of serving
as a high priest, God has the power to
make him righteous for a future role
in God’s kingdom. At this point in
biblical history, the accuser seems far
from being a demonic counterpart of
God. At worst, Satan is an overzealous

prosecuting attorney who is unfamil-
iar with the mercy of the Judge.

The passages found in the pro-
logue of Job (chapters 1, 2) likewise
use the definite article (“the”) to refer
clearly to the role of accuser or prose-
cutor and not as a proper name for an
evil being. This angel is subordinate
to God and not beyond doubt a cos-
mic challenger. Note, however, that
most English translations refer to
“Satan” in the Book of Job as if it were
a proper name, when in fact it should
be translated “the accuser” or perhaps
“the prosecuting attorney.” The
“satan” or accuser seems to be a
member of God’s court—even if
rarely present—assigned the task of
monitoring God’s earth to see if there
are those who violate His laws. He
seems to be charged with presenting
their names before God for punish-
ment or acquittal.

Admittedly out of character,
however, is the dialogue between the
Judge—Yahweh—and the accuser in
Job 1:6–12. The accuser’s job is to
report the breach of the law, not to
test it. This is a potential turning
point in the biography of Satan as
understood by the Hebrew mind.

In 1 Chronicles 21:1–27 (a paral-
lel account of 2 Samuel 24:1–25),
“Satan [without a definite article]
stood up against Israel” (vs. 1, KJV),
commanding David to take a census.

This same story is recounted in the
earlier passage in Second Samuel, but
the role of the angry one there is God,

phies are best written at the end of a
person’s life so that major changes in
character can be incorporated into
the subject’s story. The end of one’s
life is always character-forming and
identity-fixing. Thus, a sinner can
always repent and change, and a
famous public figure can always fail
morally. In either case, their biogra-
phies will change. Therefore, biogra-
phies written while a person is still
alive are always subject to rewrites.
The devil, however, though still alive
as long as human beings rebel
against God, has a fairly stable core
of identity as the source of rebellion
against God. In this sense, a biogra-
phy of the devil will probably not
call for a radical rewrite in the near
future—we are not anticipating
repentance.

Yet, even with these problems in
view, the analogy of a biography will
provide a way of approaching the
very real but inhuman being we
know as the devil.

The Devil’s Infancy Narratives
The Hebrew Scriptures. To look

for clues to a Christian understand-
ing of the devil, we should first
examine Satan and the demons in
late antiquity and specifically in the
Old Testament.

Before the Babylonian exile of 586
B.C., Israel apparently saw little prob-
lem in ascribing everything to God:
God brought about good and evil;
God hardened human hearts, but in
such a way that humanity was always
responsible for its own sin. The ideas
of tormenting spirits in the popular
beliefs of neighboring lands only
reached the periphery of Israel’s belief
in Yahweh as it is reflected in written
form in the Scriptures.

In the Old Testament, the words
Satan and Belial are the most fre-
quent references to the developing
Hebrew understanding of the devil.
In Hebrew, this “Satan” clearly means
“enemy” or “accuser,” as in the secular
sense of the work of the prosecutor in

Before the Babylonian exile of 586 B.C., Israel 
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its interpretation of Genesis 6:1–4,
in which fallen angels consort with
beautiful earthly women, thus giving
birth to a race of giants. On the one
hand, this “fall” of the angels is not a
feature of the biblical passage, but a
popular legend from Enoch appar-
ently used to explain how these
angels were present on Earth, and
simultaneously explaining the origin
of evil. Enoch goes on to explain that
the present demons on Earth are the
descendants of evil angels who im-
pregnated earthly women (1 Enoch
18:13; 21:6; 86–88; 90:21).

By and large, as a systematic
satanology, Enoch displays little in-
ternal consistency. The prince or
leader of the evil spirits is sometimes
called “Semyala” (6:3; 9:7; 10:11;
69:2), but he is also called “Azezel”
(8:1; 10:4–8; 13:1). The sin of the
angels, the cause of their fall, was
sometimes their consorting with
earthly women, but as this became
difficult to explain (angels were per-

ceived as asexual beings), their sin
became the betrayal of heavenly
astral secrets and heavenly knowl-
edge to men (9:6; 16:3; the myth of
Prometheus in Aeschylus is a similar
type of story). Finally, Enoch contra-
dicts itself by suggesting that there
were demons even before there were
fallen angels (19:1). Chapters 37–71
of speak of one or more satanic fig-
ures. These internal inconsistencies
make any systematic portrayal of the
devil or the demons impossible to
ascertain.

In the Book of Jubilees, the prince
of the evil spirits is called “Mas-
tema,” which means the “prince of
enmity.” In this book, Adam’s sin has
no consequences for humankind.
So-called “original sin” occurs only
among the angels. For the first time,
we have a legend—based on the exe-
gesis of Genesis 1:2—in which
humankind is described as in the
“image of God.” According to the
legend, humans were made even

not Satan. What we identify in these
two passages is Israel’s realization that
there is more to suffering than the
punishment of God alone. The
sources of suffering had been as-
sumed to be only the punishment of
God. This was orthodoxy for the
Israelites. But writers like the
preacher of Ecclesiastes and the
author of Job began to question this
conclusion and suggested that if there
was not another party involved, like
Satan, then at the least the source of
suffering was a mystery.

After about 180 B.C., however, a
number of things happened to Israel
that made the orthodox solutions to
the problem of evil and suffering dif-
ficult to assume. There was too much
seemingly meaningless suffering to be
ascribed to either punishment or test-
ing from God. The desecration of the
Temple by Antiochus IV Epiphanes,
the bloody persecutions of those who
remained faithful to the Law, and,
somewhat later, the disillusionment
that arose over the defeat of the Mac-
cabean resistance fighters all con-
tributed to the Jewish re-evaluation
of the meaning of suffering in Israel’s
history. The Jews reasoned that there
had to be some other cause of their
suffering than merely retribution
from God for their wayward ways,
and the most reasonable source
appeared to be Satan.

In an analogical sense, Satan
moves from the image of a “prose-
cuting attorney” to a possible source

of suffering and evil as we approach
the intertestamental period. During
late antiquity, the concept of Satan
emerges from an “age of innocence,”
in which he was understood as a ser-
vant of Yahweh, into a full-fledged
“identity crisis” with evil implica-
tions for humanity.

Between the Testaments. A new
conception of the devil began to de-
velop in the intertestamental writ-
ings, sometimes referred to as the
“lost books of the Bible,” on the basis
of various popular legends. These
manuscripts introduce “the devil” in
a way more familiar to us, especially
in the books of Enoch, the Book of
Jubilees, the Testament of the Twelve
Patriarchs, and in the Lives of Adam
and Eve. All these works come from
the period around 150 B.C., though
the first works mentioned have sec-
tions dating as late as the early
Christian era. Popular reading dur-
ing Christianity’s early years, these
writings had a notable impact on the
belief systems of those in the ancient
Near East.

First Enoch, a canonical book in
the Christian churches of Ethiopia,
has an interesting heritage. Some
Hebrew and Aramaic fragments
have been found in Qumran. The
book is quoted in the New Testa-
ment, in Jude 14, where there are
also a number of implicit references
to it as authoritative Scripture (e.g.,
Jude 14–15).

An important feature of Enoch is
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times, as evidenced by the number
of legends attempting to interpret
the Hebrew Scriptures. From a bio-
graphical perspective, the identity of
Satan as a powerful symbolic force
for the expression of the supremacy
of evil in the world seemed to
emerge during the intertestamental
period. As adolescence is sometimes
understood as turbulent years, so
also Satan emerged as a rebellious
being, jealous of humanity, and as an
important foe for both humanity
and God. Satan became a useful way
to explain inordinate suffering.

Satan Maturing
The New Testament. Compared

with this extra biblical material, the
New Testament remains very mat-
ter-of-fact concerning its demonol-
ogy and satanology. “Satan,” the
prince of this world, is simply taken
for granted in the New Testament
(John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11; 1 John
5:19; 2:13). There is no longer a need
to explain where a personification of
evil came from—the New Testament
simply assumes that he exists. The
devil and the demons are an element
of the cultural and religious con-
sciousness of all the New Testament
authors. When we list the texts that
speak of the devil, we may be
amazed by how many there are.

Likewise, the New Testament
takes for granted that the devil and
all the demons have been conquered
by Christ. Their power has been bro-

ken at the very coming of the king-
dom of God in Jesus (Luke 10:18;
11:20). After their return from their
first missionary journey, the disci-
ples say to Jesus, “‘Even the demons
are subject to us in Your name’”
(Luke 10:17, NKJV), but Jesus
answers that he has seen Satan
falling like lightning from heaven
(vs. 18). Above all, the resurrection
and exaltation of Jesus are seen as a
complete victory over all evil beings.

Paul sees this cosmic victory over
Satan as an eschatological event still
to be completed (1 Cor. 15:24). In the
Pauline letters, the removal of power
from all devils is both something that
has already begun because Jesus has
defeated the power of the devil by His
resurrection, and a task still to be ful-
filled at the end of time, when the
devil will be restrained and destroyed.

Jesus’ victory (Eph. 1:20, 21;
4:8–10) does not do away with the
need for Christians to fight against
all the spiritual evil powers in their
midst (6:11–17). In John’s theology,
“We know that we are of God, and
the whole world lies under the sway
of the wicked one” (1 John 5:19,
NKJV). In other words, the devil is
still at work in the world, but the
community of faith, the church, is
the place where he has already been
conquered. The devil now no longer
dares to attack Christians who are
born of God (vs. 18).

In John’s theology, the whole of
popular belief in the devil and de-

more beautiful than the angels.
Therefore, even the angels must rev-
erence humankind, the crown jewel
of creation, as God’s image.

Michael and his followers obey
God’s command, but Satan and his
followers refuse to revere humankind.
As a result, Satan and his followers are
punished and expelled from heaven
to Earth. But Satan, still envious, is
jealous of Adam and Eve’s happiness
in Eden, and therefore he plots to
make them sin so they will likewise be
expelled from Eden, equivalent to the
paradise from which Satan has been
expelled. Hence, the serpent in Gene-
sis 3:1–7 is clearly identified with
Satan in this legend. As a punishment
from God, Satan, already expelled
from heaven, is further expelled from
the Earth to hell.

This legend provides an important
element in the devil’s biography, for it
is in this story that the devil’s identity
is consciously linked to the serpent in
Genesis 3. It depicts a pre-Christian

interpretation of the serpent in Gene-
sis as identified with the devil. It also
provides an explanation for the exis-
tence of rebellion against God in the
world before the sin of Adam and
Eve. In this sense, the possibility of
temptation is established as a precon-
dition of human existence. Thus, this
legend goes a long way to describe in
story form what many felt: Though
God’s world is intended for good,
there is some form of objective reality
exterior to us that intends to torment
humanity.

The Old Testament provides little
information on which to build an
understanding of the devil or Satan
in Israel’s history apart from an
angelic prosecutor. Using the anal-
ogy of biography, Satan seems to
have an innocent childhood. Yet
interest in Satan, the devil, and the
demons became a major concern of
popular Jewish Palestinian com-
munities and diaspora Judaism in
the pre-Christian, intertestamental
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tyrdom. Later in history, though,
others employed the “battle against
evil” theme as a tool to justify harsh
measures against heretics, Jews,
pagans, Muslims, witches, and sepa-
ratists. The misuse of this battle
imagery has plagued Christianity
throughout history, and thus the
spirit of discernment is necessary
wherever this language is employed.

As Christianity began to spread
outside the strictly Jewish regions,
the church was influenced more and
more by Greek thought. The Platon-
ists defined “daimons” as intermedi-
ary beings between the gods and
human beings. Such beings were
easily assimilated into what Chris-
tians and Jews had called angels.

For the Platonists, daimons were a
mixture of good and evil, depending
on the degree to which the irrational
dominated their souls. In Homeric
and early Greek thought, the distinc-
tion between a daimon and a theos (a
god) was unclear: daimons, unlike
“gods,” were manifestations of the
divine principle itself and were con-

sidered a mixture of good and evil.
Socrates’ famous personal daimon
was a guardian spirit whose influ-
ence was apparently good for him.
By the time of the Christian era, the
term daimon was frequently re-
placed by daimonion, which had
more negative connotations, and the
Christians connected the daimonia
with the evil angels.

Philo of Alexandria, the greatest of
the Hellenistic Jewish thinkers, influ-
enced the Christians more than he
did his fellow rabbis. He equated the
demons of the Greeks with the angels
of the Jews. These angels/demons
lived in the air, probably in the
ether—the upper air heaven—but
they moved back and forth between
heaven and Earth as intermediaries
between God and humanity. He
taught that the angels/demons are
arranged in 12 companies. Some are
benevolent: They help and guide
individuals and nations. Others serve
God by inflicting punishment on
those who deserve it. But Philo also
indicated the existence of a third

mons stands under the conquest of
Christ: “‘I have overcome the world’”
(John 16:33, NKJV). The same is true
of 1 John 5:5: The believer conquers
the world of the devil. In Revelation,
the believer is an overcomer (Rev. 2:7,
11, 17, 26; 3:5, 12, 21; 21:7). Jesus, the
Lion of Judah, is also “the Lamb” who
“will conquer” (17:14, TLB).

The early Christian story pre-
served God’s goodness by affirming
that God recognized the condition of
humankind caught in the clutches of
an evil world. God entered the arena
of this evil and suffering world
through his Son and directly chal-
lenged the kingdom of darkness in
order to establish the kingdom of
God. Christians maintain that in
participation with humanity, His
goodness remains intact. God’s
power is preserved in the act of res-
urrection. Resurrection is the sym-
bol of the defeat of death, the
destruction of the greatest weapon
of the kingdom of darkness. When
God defeats the power of death in
the resurrection, He also announces
the end of Satan’s hold on the Earth.

Thus, the sting of death, the power
of Satan, has been undermined. But
because humankind is free to choose
either the kingdom of darkness or the
kingdom of God, the consequences of
an evil world continue to exist. This
is, however, only temporary. It is only
a matter of time before the consum-
mation of history takes place, and the
devil and his demons will be finally

destroyed. Meanwhile, Christians
now find meaning and fulfillment in
life by following in the steps of their
risen Lord, proclaiming the in-break-
ing of the kingdom of God, and pro-
claiming the defeat of the kingdom of
darkness. With this theology in mind,
the early Christians found new mean-
ing in life in the midst of suffering.

As for the devil’s character devel-
opment in the New Testament, he is
a worthy opponent of humanity, but
he is essentially an opponent de-
feated by the power of God. He con-
tinues to be the source of human
frustration and temptation, but his
end has been sealed by the divine
drama of Christ’s incarnation,
death, and resurrection. Humanity
continues to struggle against the
devil, yet in this struggle, Christians
are now empowered by the Holy
Spirit and are no longer at the mercy
of the devil’s kingdom of darkness.

The Early Christian Tradition.
The New Testament announces that
the devil has been and is being over-
come. But with the delay of the sec-
ond coming of Christ, the early
church found itself on the battlefield
between the forces of light and dark-
ness. It followed that if Christ had
led forth into battle, then Christians
should be willing to follow. The
apostolic fathers did not carry this
doctrine of war to its logical conclu-
sion in violence, however. Instead,
they fought the forces of evil
through passive resistance and mar-
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defeat. He and his angels have already
been cast down from heaven and
doomed to final ruin, yet at present
they still roam the world, and their
suffering in the flames of hell is
reserved for the end of time.

The devil tempted Christ but
failed to corrupt Him, so his present
plan is to obstruct Christ’s work by
disrupting the Christian community
and leading Christians into sin. The
devil plays upon our weaknesses,
our irrational living, and our attach-
ment to worldly things. The chief
ploy of the demons is to persuade
people that the demons are gods.
Justin insisted that the demons dwelt
in idols and that they consumed the
offerings of sacrifices offered to
idols. The pagan gods were not mere
illusions but actual demons, servants
of the devil devoted to blocking
Christ’s work on Earth.

One of the chief means for con-
tinuing Christ’s war against the
powers of darkness in the early
church was through the weapon of
exorcism. The meaning of the term
exorcism has never been closely
defined. The word is derived from
the Greek: “to secure by oath” or “to
ask or pray deeply.” In its root mean-
ing it is a solemn, intense address to
someone or something and is by no
means necessarily connected with
demons. Among the pagan Greeks
and even the early Christians, an
exorcism could be addressed to good
as well as to evil powers.

By the third century, the meaning
of exorcism had become more pre-
cise: It was the ritual of expulsion of
harmful spirits from affected per-
sons or objects with the help of
superior spiritual powers. Three
kinds of exorcisms were common in
early Christianity: exorcism of ob-
jects, exorcism of initiates during the
scrutinies of baptism, and exorcism
of demoniacs.

Underlying exorcism is the as-
sumption that Satan retains some
power over the material world as
well as over the souls of fallen
humans. On this point, Christianity
has been inconsistent. The Bible
states that Satan’s power has been
defeated, yet tradition has assumed a
residue of control of the material
world by Satan. For some, Satan’s
lordship over this world extends
only to humans. For others, it affects
the lower order of creatures as well,
and among these are some who
argue that his dominion is the result
of original sin, and others who
maintain that God grants Satan the
power to use material objects to
tempt and test fallen humanity.

A typical exorcism pattern in-
volved the following elements: The
demon was sternly admonished to
acknowledge the justice of the sen-
tence of doom passed on him, to do
homage to the Trinity, and finally to
depart from the person.

By the time of Martin Luther, the
story of the devil’s role in history

class, which he called evil angels. It is
not clear whether he meant that these
beings existed allegorically or literally,
but apparently he identified them
with the Watchers who fell because of
their lust for mortal women.

Justin Martyr was one of the ear-
liest Christian theologians to discuss
the problem of evil. Thus, he has had
enormous influence through the
centuries. According to Justin, God
created and appointed a number of
angels to rule the world for him,
assigning each a nation, region, or
person. The angels are duty bound
to do God’s will: if they fail, they sin.
Justin was original in combining this
largely Jewish doctrine of angels of
the nations with the idea of the
Watcher angels who sinned through
lust. For him, the sinful Watchers
were the angels of the nations who
were derelict in their duty.

God created angels with wills free
to choose between good and evil.
Some of them fell from grace as a
result of misusing their free will.
Apparently, Satan tempted the angels
to fall, and as a result, they followed
Satan’s example, and their fall

brought them into Satan’s kingdom.
According to Justin, there are at least
two categories of evil spirits other
than Satan himself: the fallen angels
and the children they engendered
with earthly women. Justin treated
Satan differently from the rest of the
fallen angels, for Satan sinned at a dif-
ferent time than these other angels
and is significantly more powerful.
Whereas the Watchers sinned with
women at the time of Noah, Satan
sinned at least as early as, if not
before, the time of Adam and Eve.

In this regard, Justin was the first
Christian theologian to identify the
serpent with Satan. Justin was also the
first Christian theologian to identify
the “dragon . . . , that serpent of old,
called the Devil” (Rev. 12:9, NKJV)
with the serpent in Genesis 3.

According to Justin, Satan knew
from the moment of Christ’s passion
on the cross that his doom was sure,
but he still strives against that fate by
trying to undermine Christ’s saving
work in the church, the Christian
community. His work is unremitting,
for he is incapable of repentance. The
devil’s punishment is as certain as his

One of the chief means for continuing Christ’s war against

the powers of darkness in the early church was through the

weapon of exorcism. The meaning of the term exorcism

has never been closely defined. The word is derived from the

Greek: “to secure by oath” or “to ask or pray deeply.”



3736

main point is Christ’s defeat of Satan.
In the satanology of the Middle

Ages, the devil operated in the role of
the Antichrist. Folklore illustrates this
best. According to popular legends in
this period, heretics, Jews, and
witches are among the most promi-
nent of Satan’s human helpers. Jews
and heretics may at least sometimes
be unaware that they are serving the
devil, but the witches enlist know-
ingly in his ranks, worshipping him
openly and offering him sacrifices.
One can summon the devil in many
ways: by whistling in the dark, by run-
ning counterclockwise around a
church three times after dark, by writ-
ing him a note in a Jew’s blood and
throwing it into the fire, by painting
his picture, by looking into a mirror
at night, or by reciting the Lord’s
Prayer backwards.

The most serious summoning of
Satan is for the purpose of making a
formal pact. The idea of the formal
pact comes from the legend of
Theophilus. This legend has been
repeated hundreds of times in a vari-

ety of forms in virtually every Euro-
pean language over the span of a mil-
lennium, fathering the Faust legend
and indirectly influencing the Renais-
sance witch craze. It alleged that there
were those who in order to seek their
own power on Earth now would
make pacts or covenants with the
devil in exchange for their souls at
death.

In Europe, a decline in the belief in
the devil emerged because of a num-
ber of developments in the early
modern period, including the rise of
science after 1660, disgust with the
religious wars of 1618–1648 on the
European continent and 1640–1660
in England, and a longing for a calm,
rational view of the cosmos. Another
important reason for the decline of
concern over Satan was the decline of
the witch craze. Witchcraft took a
steep downturn in the mid-17th cen-
tury as people wearied of being terri-
fied of the threatening presence of
hostile spirits and terrified of prose-
cution. Also, the rise of medical sci-
ences began to explain things like the

had been distilled to a succinct plot.
Lucifer was created by God as the
highest of the angels, but he chose to
betray the Creator. His motive was
pride, which led him to presume to
imitate God, claiming for himself
some of God’s power. It also led him
to envy humankind because God
chose to create humankind in His
image rather than in that of an
angel, thus setting human nature
over angelic nature. The devil was
thrust out of heaven. Eager for
revenge, he corrupted Adam and
Eve. As a result of their original sin,
God gave humanity over to him and
made him lord of this world.

Having humanity in his power,
the devil daily afflicts them. He is
constantly tempting humanity to
sin. The first cause of evil, he is the
cause of every individual sin as well,
encouraging individuals to despair
and nations to war. He assigns an
individual demon to encourage each
individual vice, and he and his de-
mons can appear anywhere and in
whatever form they choose, even
that of Christ Himself. All human
sinners are servants of the devil.

Satan’s power, however, is shat-
tered by the incarnation of Jesus
Christ. Before Christ’s advent, Satan
had been sure of his power, and when
the Savior came, he was enraged
because he knew that Jesus Christ
would destroy him. The devil tried to
stop Christ from the very beginning
of His ministry, tempting Him as

soon as He went out into the desert
after His baptism. But God made
Christ an Obstructer against the
“great obstructer,” and Christ struck
Satan blow after telling blow—in His
incarnation, in His miracles, in His
preaching, and in His passion.

The devil plotted Christ’s passion
on the Cross in unthinking rage
against Christ, but God used it to
overthrow the devil, the proof being
Christ’s resurrection. The world, the
flesh, and the devil still remain to
tempt humanity, but they have no
more power. One little word—the
name of the Savior—can fell them.
Christ’s defeat of the devil is renewed
again and again and culminates at the
last judgment. Until then, the king-
dom of God consists of those who
follow Christ; it is characterized by
grace, revelation, devotion to the
Bible, and faith. The kingdom of this
world is characterized by sin, reliance
upon law, and trust in reason. The
invisible church, the Christian com-
munity with Christ as its head, is in
the kingdom of heaven; but the visi-
ble church, with its corruptions, is in
the kingdom of this world. There is
no neutral ground; everyone lives in
one kingdom or the other.

The devil still has power in the
world because so many choose to fol-
low him. Some make deliberate pacts
with him. Luther’s best-known con-
tribution to popular diabology and
satanology is his famous hymn, “A
Mighty Fortress Is Our God,” whose
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and lust for power and domination
are evidence for what the pre-modern
period called evil and demonic, but in
the post-Enlightenment few dared to
call it demonic. Evidently, the princi-
ples of evil usually associated with the
devil continued and flourished dur-
ing the modern period, but no one
was willing to use that language, since
the scientific world had supposedly
eliminated the world of the spirits. Yet
all the evidence of personal evil was
still there. Evil still existed, yet society
found it difficult to name the devil.

The Devil’s Shadow
The blows to Christian beliefs in

the supernatural and the devil by
the modern philosophers were
matched by that dealt by psychoan-
alyst Sigmund Freud, who denied
that religious experience might cor-
respond to any reality whatever.
Although he did not believe in
metaphysical evil, he early became
fascinated with the devil as a sym-
bol of the dark, repressed depths of
the unconscious.

One of the most important dis-
coveries of psychology for the study
of satanology is the power of nega-
tive projection. When people are
unaware of the process of repres-
sion, they project the negative ele-
ments that they refuse to recognize
within themselves onto others, espe-
cially onto individuals and groups
that they identify as enemies or
potential enemies. Since individuals

cannot see themselves as cruel or
greedy, the source of the cruel and
greedy feelings that they sense within
themselves must be in other people
whom they dislike. This now justi-
fies their hostility toward others. The
more powerful their repressed cru-
elty, the more cruel and evil they
imagine the others to be. If the feel-
ings are powerful enough, they may
self-righteously judge that such
cruel people are a menace to society
and ought to be removed—by force,
if necessary. Thus, the psychoanalyst
believed he had discovered the real
source of the devil: projection.

Among Freud’s associates, the
most independent and original in
his approach to religion was Carl G.
Jung (1875–1961). Jung took reli-
gion far more seriously and more
positively than the Freudians.

Jung accepted the devil as a sym-
bol rather than as a metaphysical
entity in the Christian sense. His
term Shadow is not entirely congru-
ent with the Christian devil. The
Shadow is a force of the uncon-
scious, a primitive psychological ele-
ment lacking moral control. It is pri-
marily part of the personal uncon-
scious, consisting of repressed mate-
rial. Since what is repressed varies
with the individual, the individual
Shadow does not necessarily corre-
spond with the social, the collective,
or the metaphysical view of evil.
However, the more the Shadow is
repressed and isolated, the more vio-

black plague without resort to the
devil or demons.

It was the philosopher David
Hume, however, who used skepti-
cism against religion with devastat-
ing effect. He taught that the path to
truth traveled only through doubt.
Therefore, all claims to authority
that lean upon faith and the spirit
world are rendered null and void.
Doubt became the new ideal in the
Western scientific world. The devil
seemed to Hume quite beneath his
notice. Hume thought that if the
existence of God and of miracles
were removed, the subsidiary teach-
ings of Christianity would evapo-
rate. In dismissing the likelihood of
Christianity, Hume dismissed the
likelihood of the devil. His views
provided a clear, rational basis for
the Enlightenment’s attack on
Christianity and for modern skepti-
cism and atheistic relativism.

Donatien Alphonse François,
Marquis de Sade (1740–1814), who
lent his name to sadism, took
Hume’s principles of atheistic rela-

tivism to their logical conclusion.
According to de Sade, God is merely
a phantom of the human imagina-
tion. The supernatural in any event
only diverts humanity from its true
calling: plumbing the depths of
human vice and evil. For de Sade,
violations of so-called moral laws
are both permissible and actually
laudable, because these restraints
impede the only demonstrable good:
personal pleasure. According to de
Sade, virtues and laws are fantasies;
mercy, love, and kindness are per-
versions that impede the natural
pursuit of pleasure. The greater the
pleasure, the greater the value of the
act.

The Marquis de Sade forces us to
face the dilemma at the core of his
doctrine of pleasure: He pays ab-
solutely no attention at all to other
people’s choices, especially those of
his victims. Either there is real evil or
not. Either there are grounds of ulti-
mate concern that judge our actions
or not. Either the cosmos has mean-
ing or not. De Sade’s arrogance, pride,
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deduced that it was the work of evil
spirits. Into this environment Jesus
Christ as the Son of God entered and
destroyed the power of those spirits
that plague the Earth, especially the
power of the devil. Death itself is
vanquished by the resurrection.
Jesus Christ released a new power in
the world, the power of resurrection
that conquers the fear of death.

In the post-Resurrection Chris-
tian community, while waiting for
Christ’s second coming, the work of
the devil and his legions was con-
stantly acknowledged wherever in-
ordinate suffering appeared, even
throughout the Middle Ages, as evi-
denced by sickness and wars. Chris-
tians, following the path of their
Master, fought the devil through
exorcisms and prayer. But with the
rise of the modern period and the
medical sciences, much discussion
of the devil was abandoned and
replaced by the scientific method.
Discussion of the devil seemed to
vanish, yet the modern world’s
atheistic relativism seemed to pave
the way for a hellish abandonment
of morals like those of the Marquis
de Sade and Adolf Hitler. Only in
recent times have even the social
scientists begun re-examining the
need for taking the concept of evil
seriously again. And wherever a dis-
cussion of personal evil emerges,
there follows a discussion of the
devil.

The irony of a biography of the

devil is that in studying the devil we
come to know more about ourselves,
for the study of the devil reveals the
complexities of our human will and
our bondage to sin. In the early
Christian debate between Pelagius
and Augustine, Pelagius said that
God grants grace to those who help
themselves by resisting sin and the
devil. On the other hand, Augustine
said the opposite, claiming that God
helps those out of sin who cannot
help themselves and admit their
bondage by confessing their sin and
repenting.

In both cases, Pelagius and Aug-
ustine tried to come to terms with a
human dilemma: that sin is like an
addiction. Addicts may freely choose
to take their drugs, but it does not
follow that they have the power to
stop. Thus, the history of the devil
reveals two poles in his character
that must be held in tension. The
first pole reveals that the devil is
foremost the tempter who entices us
to sin, but the actual sinning is ours
alone. Thus, we are responsible for
our actions. From the other pole, the
devil is the master and slaveholder of
the sinner. Once we give adherence
to the ways of sin, we are the devil’s
slaves—apart from the grace of God.
It is only by the grace of God
through Jesus Christ that sinners
may begin again. If this tension is
acknowledged, then we will be better
able to engage in spiritual warfare
with our most ancient of foes.

lent and destructive it becomes,
often expressing itself in negative
projections.

Many psychologists in the modern
period have dismissed the concept of
evil as an abstraction, preferring to
work with other abstractions, such as
the social concept of violence or the
more strictly psychological view of
aggression.

Recently, however, some psychol-
ogists have begun to think that a
concept akin to the concept of evil is
necessary in order to describe the
phenomena they encounter. In their
long psychiatric practice with crimi-
nals, Yochelson and Samenow ob-
served that certain personalities are
so completely founded upon lies and
self-deception that traditional socio-
logical and psychological remedies
have no effect. A substantial number
of criminals are people who freely
choose a life of crime. These crimi-
nals’ behavior is caused by the way
they think and not by their environ-
mental circumstances, such as fam-
ily, peers, or neighborhood. The
criminal is a “victimizer, a molder of
his environment, rather than a mere
product of that mold.”*

A Biological Overview
A biography should show devel-

opment and consistency of character
in a person’s life. In the case of the
devil, the biblical discussion begins
with the problem of suffering. This
appears to be the dominant chord
that resounds throughout the devil’s
story. Wherever inordinate suffering
exists, that is, suffering that appears
to be beyond the necessary level of
punishment by God, the devil ap-
pears as its author. For Israel and the
Old Testament, the problem of evil,
suffering, and divine justice has
plagued the tradition since the
Babylonian exile.

In early Israel, it was assumed that
evil was a punishment for sin, and it
was in this light that the prophets
explained the downfall of the nation.
This formula was known as “divine
earthly retribution.” But this neat
orthodoxy was simply not adequate
to cover the extent to which the
Israelites suffered. The Book of Job
makes this point perfectly clear.

As the Jews wrestled with the
problem, responsibility was laid at
the feet of Satan and his legions. By
the first century B.C., the Jews began
to accept a view of the devil as the
source of inordinate evil and suffer-
ing.

During the early Christian per-
iod, the world appeared to be en-
gulfed in a fear of evil spirits. People
seemed to be at the mercy of powers
and principalities oppressing them
without logical reason. In the ab-
sence of a clear explanation, many

* Samuel Yochelson and Stanton E.
Samenow, The Criminal Personality: A Profile
for Change (New York: Jason Aronson, 1995),
vol. 1, p. 104.


