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Every good Christian child knows that the Devil is real, and that he hates us very much. He also may or may not have a pointy tail, horns, and a pitch fork. We also know that he used to be God’s right-hand-man before his ego got a hold of him and resulted in him being eternally damned to Hell. We then take this understanding to our reading of Paul’s letters to the Thessalonians and read this meaning into the text. Paul mentions Satan during at least three discourses in these short letters, so our understanding of this enigmatic character becomes increasingly important in the search for truth. Following the footsteps of the Prince of Evil will lead us through Semitic folklore, early Hebraism, the Persian Empire, Hellenism, and eventually the very Roman Empire that Paul was preaching against. Throughout this journey, the lines between myth, fact, superstition, and transcendent truth become blurred, and the resulting portrait of Paul’s Satan seems to be missing his pitch fork.

The very first reference to an evil spirit in the Bible comes to us from Leviticus 16:8-10 where we read, 

“And Aaron shall cast lots over the two goats, one lot for the LORD and the other lot for Azazel. And Aaron shall present the goat on which the lot fell for the LORD and use it as a sin offering, but the goat on which the lot fell for Azazel shall be presented alive before the LORD to make atonement over it, that it may be sent away into the wilderness to Azazel. ” (ESV)

The name “Azazel” literally means “the strong god”, and seems to be either a remnant of a prior religious system, or a primitive form of the Devil. It is interesting to note, however, the names of the gods of the surrounding peoples. “The god of war at Edessa is called Asiois, the strong one. Bal-aziz was the strong god, and Rosh-aziz, the head of the strong one is the name of the promontory on the Phoenician coast” (Carsus 65-66). It was a common practice in those days to take the patron deities of your enemies and convert them into the demons of your own religion. We see this manifested in Baal, Beelzebub, and Moloch to name a few. To the ancient people, their homeland “is the world, the cosmos; everything outside it is no longer a cosmos but a sort of ‘other world’, a foreign, chaotic space peopled by ghosts and demons” (Eliade 29). The world within was kept under control by following proper rituals and appeasing their specific god, and the ancient person could only hope and pray that their god was stronger than the gods of their neighbors, or else they too would be swept up in the chaos of the wilderness. Unfortunately, any further reference to Azazel comes to us much later in the Intertestamental period, so his complete identity remains a mystery. All we can say for sure is that the original Jews believed that YHWH was not the only divine being in existence, and this “other spirit” lived in the uninhabitable wilderness. 

From the time of Moses until the Intertestamental period, Satan is only mentioned very briefly, and not in the context which might be expected. In our modern mindset, we have polarized the roles of God and Satan to a degree which merges on dualism. All good and perfect things in our world are attributed to God, while every unpleasant occurrence is a direct attack of Satan. The ancient Hebrews would have scorned us for our heresy and tried to reaffirm that everything that happens is ordained by God. When an evil spirit enticed Ahab, snakes attacked the Israelites, the Babylonians burned Jerusalem, and a great plague hit Israel
, it was God behind the curtain, not Satan. The references to Satan fall into this same vein. In fact, the name Satan was not even a proper name in the early Old Testament. It merely referred to a class of angels that God sent out to either be a stumbling block or an accuser (Pagels 39). 

Our first reference to Satan in this time period comes from the story of Job. In this story, Satan appeared before God as a member of the heavenly counsel. His position was similar to the spies that the great empires of antiquity used to hire to go throughout the Earth and report accusations to the king. In this context, the name of Satan seems to be mainly a job description. It literally means “accuser” or “adversary”. In the beginning of the story, Satan approached God in order to direct his attention to Job, whom God counted among his most faithful servants. After claiming that Job only followed God because He has blessed him, God allowed Satan to be an adversary to Job by taking away all that God had blessed him with. The details of what Satan was allowed to do to Job are not as important to this discussion as the relationship between God and Satan. Contrary to later belief, Satan did not stand as a direct enemy of God in the Book of Job, but rather as an employee. Satan, in this context, held the same type of role as the Angel of Death. He was a servant of God who was able to address God to His face in his heavenly counsel. Once again we see that nothing happens without God’s stamp of approval.

This is the same role that Satan has in Zechariah 3:1-2. While God was showcasing Joshua, the high priest, Satan appeared next to Joshua for the purpose of accusing him, but God stopped him in his tracks, asserting Joshua’s innocence. Again, Satan is portrayed as a public prosecutor who is able to address God to His face. Even though Satan is not depicted as an agent of evil yet, it is important to note the tone in these verses. Satan appears in both verses as a tattle-tale who people most likely hated, but he is not yet God’s enemy.

Another reference to Satan comes in Numbers 22:23 when Balaam was traveling on his donkey for the purpose of cursing the Hebrew nation. The Bible says that an angel of the Lord stood in his way as his “Satan”. He was sent by God in order to stand in Balaam’s path and to be an adversary to block his progress. Again, Satan is being used to describe a type of angel and not a specific, evil character in this story. This particular story will become a lot more interesting when we get to Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians.

The last of Satan’s Old Testament cameos is a surprising and confusing one. In II Chronicles 21:1, “Satan stood against Israel and incited David to number Israel” (ESV). This action was deplorable in the eyes of God and led to the death of 70,000 Israelites. This is the first time when Satan appears to be working on his own accord without God’s sanction. The surprising part of the story comes to us from the much earlier version of the story in II Samuel 24:1, “Again the anger of the LORD was kindled against Israel, and he incited David against them, saying, ‘Go, number Israel and Judah’” (ESV). In this version, it is God who is pulling the strings and Satan is not even an afterthought. These passages provide the perfect example of the transitional point between pre-Persian thought and post-Persian thought. In order to understand the seemingly sudden occupational change that Satan underwent, it is important to look at the Persian religion that sparked the change.

Sometime between 1000 and 600 BC, a religious movement started that would change the face of religion forever. A prophet by the name of Zarathustra began preaching the first form of true dualism that the world had ever seen. “Zarathustra’s revelation was that evil is not a manifestation of the divine at all; rather it proceeds from a wholly different principle” (Russell 98). In Zoroastrianism, there exists an absolutely good god (Ahura Mazda) and an absolutely evil spirit (Angra Mainyu) who are constantly at war over the Earth. What is interesting is that the demons (daevas) in Zoroastrianism are actually the nature gods from the previous religion; another example of a religion demonizing its opponents. This primitive dualism is one of the cardinal beliefs of Zoroastrianism as stated in their holy text, The Yasna 13:4, “Well known are the two primeval spirits correlated but independent; one is the better and the other is the worse… and between these two let the wise choose aright”. Zarathustra was also the first to say that angels and demons were given the choice as to which spirit of morality they would choose. This was the beginning of angelology and demonology as we know it today. 

Another important aspect of Zoroastrianism that we have to look at is the doctrine of the afterlife. At this time, the Jews were basically unconcerned with life after death and believed that all went down to Sheol no matter who you were. The Zoroastrian belief was that after death, you were forced to traverse a bridge over the abyss of Hell. If you were a good person, the bridge would be wide, but if you were wicked it would be razor thin. Those who fell off of the bridge were tormented forever by evil spirits, but those who made it to the other side would be preserved until the day of judgment. Their judgment day was prophesied to come after a savior was born of a virgin. This virgin born savior would then defeat evil once and for all, and the righteous dead would be resurrected to live eternally with Mazda (Carus 57-58).

There are some who see this as evidence that Christianity and Judaism are completely false and are nothing more than imitations of Zoroastrianism. Others say that God revealed Himself to the people of Persia according to His divine will. There is not enough room in this paper to discuss the potential theological ramifications at work here, and it quickly leaves the topic at hand. All claims to legitimacy aside, it is beyond reasonable doubt to say that the Jews who returned to Jerusalem from Persia were influenced by the religion of the Empire. This is the only way to explain the drastic shift in angelology that is apparent in the text. Before the exile, angels were never called by name, and Satan never acted under his own accord. After the exile, angels like Michael and Gabriel begin to appear by name, and we see Satan begin to become a full fledged enemy. This is why the passages in II Chronicles and II Samuel are so important. They create somewhat of a theological Rosetta stone for us in regard to the progression of satanic dogma. 

Up until this point there are only a few vague references to Satan and his role in the world, but the Intertestamental period made up for it with a multitude of Satan related writing. It was during this time that Jewish writers gave their explanations of who Azazel was and how he became who he is now. In the book of I Enoch, Azazel is an angel who desired to descend to Earth in order to sleep with human women. In the story, he collected 200 angels and they slept with women who bore them children. These children became giants who destroyed God’s good Earth. For this act, God sent the great flood to kill all of the giants and to start anew with Noah and his family. As for Azazel, God sent Raphael to 

“…bind Azazel hand and foot; cast him into darkness; and opening the desert which is in Dudael, cast him in there. Throw upon him hurled and pointed stones, covering him with darkness; There shall he remain for ever; cover his face, that he may not see the light. And in the great day of judgment let him be cast into the fire” (I Enoch 10:6-9)

In this way, the writer of I Enoch was explaining Azazel, the Nehalim, the Flood, the fall of Satan, and the existence of evil on the Earth. That is an awful lot of blame to put on one angel, but Azazel was not merely a fallen angel in this story. In order to understand yet another paradigm shift in Satanic dogma, it is important to look at the environment which it came from.

Intertestamental Israel saw many enemies, but none were more despised than those who dwelt within. Those who returned from exile returned with a different Judaism than that which existed with those who stayed behind. Those who returned had new and dangerous ideas of a resurrection and eternal punishment for the wicked. The Jews had survived a state of almost constant war, but they saw this threat as the direst one yet. The threat only intensified with the conquest of Alexander the Great. Under his influence, the entire known world was undergoing a drastic transformation. Traditional ways were being left by the wayside in favor of a newer, more Greek way of living. This Hellenistic lifestyle promised better education, more trade, better protection from their enemies, and most of all, protection against the largest empire the world had ever seen. These Hellenized Jews went so far as to “[participate in] the bath, the gymnasium where young men exercised naked, [and] willingly underwent extreme pain in their attempts to undo the effects of their circumcision…” (Kriwaczek 160). 

This is the context for which we find our first concrete Satanic origin stories. (Some would claim that the reference to the “Day Star” who fell from heaven in Isaiah 14:12 is the first account, but these verses can just as easily describe a leader who attributed god-status to himself as was commonly practiced.) The stories themselves are fairly varied as far as the actual plots go, but the basic premise is the same throughout. Satan is not a distinct evil as in Zoroastrianism. He is also not used to represent a wicked nation, since they were often attributed to mythical beasts such as the Leviathan or Rahab
. Satan is an intimate member of God’s family, one of our own, who became the very embodiment of wickedness. Because he came from within the very ranks of Heaven, he has the power to infiltrate and destroy from the inside. In I Enoch and the book of Jubilees 5:1, Satan is said to have fallen because he lusted after women and desired them more than he desired God. Later first century works like the Apocalypse of Abraham 13:1 states that Satan was cast down to Earth because he desired it above Heaven. Another first century text, The Life of Adam Eve 14:3 depicts Satan rebelling after he refused to worship Adam because he was “younger and inferior”. 

The Book of Daniel, which many attribute to this time period (Hartman) does not specifically mention Satan, but the subject matter contains the same exact message. According to the story, Daniel was transported to a foreign land where the Babylonian rulers tried in vain to force him to adapt his ways to better match theirs. He refused to eat their food, continued to pray, and his friends refused to worship the false image set up by Nebuchadnezzar. In the end of the story, God rewarded them for their piety and punished their oppressors for their wickedness. Daniel, in effect, is portrayed as the Anti-Satan; a member of our family who refuses to buckle under the intense pressure to compromise. 

Regardless of the story line, the common denominator in all of the stories is that Satan was in fact “one of us” who became “one of them” (Pagels 49). The people of the Hellenistic and later Roman eras would have read these stories and instantly seen a parallel to the world around them. To the devout Jew, mythical creatures were not vile enough to describe these people, and Earthly retribution would not be enough of a punishment for them. This is where Zoroastrianism pokes its little Persian head in once again. The world around the pious Jew was becoming increasingly wicked, and even their own ranks were now defiled. It seemed as though their righteous deeds were going unnoticed, while the heinous acts of their Hellenized brethren were going unpunished. The righteous Jews needed something to cling on to and the Zoroastrian concept of the resurrection fit perfectly. Again, I do not want to get into a theological debate about the legitimacy of Zoroastrianism’s claims on Christianity, I am merely observing the connection between the post-exilic Jews and their Persian counter-parts. 

In the new view which was held very vehemently by groups like the Pharisees and the Essenes, God was not sleeping, and he would one day rain down his final judgment over the nations according to what they had done. The Pharisees relied on their intricate knowledge of the Bible as well as their complex system of laws designed to keep them holy in an increasingly unholy world. The Essenes figured that the world was too far gone, and the only way out was to separate themselves in the wilderness to await God’s immediate arrival. Groups like the Sadducees however took a much more conservative approach and denied the resurrection altogether. They shunned the abandonment of the old ways and therefore saw not only the Hellenized Jews as wicked, but also those who believed in foreign concepts like the resurrection. Everyone had their own Satan to blame for the problems they saw around them, and everyone was sure that it was not their own fault. 

Enter Jesus. The world that Jesus lived in was full of unrest and uncertainty. The mighty Roman Empire loomed like a malevolent, evil force waiting for its opportunity to lay waste to the entire world. In the Gospels, Satan appears with full force in all of his historical forms. Satan functions as a tempter In Matthew 4:1 and Mark 4:15, as a fallen angel in Luke 10:18, as a malicious spirit in Luke 13:16 and Luke 23:3, and as a stumbling block in Matthew 16:23. Jesus does not clear up any confusion as to the true nature of Satan, but rather as a first century Jew, he acts like a first century Jew. Satan may have begun as a representation of intense wickedness, but he now was owned by his own mythical proportions. 

Myth is a tricky word for modern thinkers because we tend to associate it with falsehood and foolishness, but it is an important concept that needs some serious attention. It is important that  

“…we must understand the mythical symbol, not as a representation concealing some mystery or hidden truth, but as a self-contained form of interpretation of reality. In myth, there is no distinction between the real and the ideal; the image is the thing and hence mythical thinking lacks the category of the ideal… Similarly, word and name do not merely designate and signify objects; they are the essence of the thing and contain its magical powers” (Bidney 8-9) 


At this time, Satan did not merely symbolize evil, he had indeed become evil itself. Whether or not the first century Jews actually believed in a literal Satan as we think of him today is not important. The importance lies in the fact that they believed in a transcendent, evil force that continually swept over the Earth. Gone were the days when every action on Earth was attributed to God, and in its place sat a mild form of dualism with similar ideas as the Zoroastrians and Gnostics of the day. Of course, true dualism would have required Christians to believe that Satan and God were equal, which is blatantly heretical. 

This was the general understanding of Satan when Paul writes his letters to the Thessalonians. Paul obviously saw Satan as evil itself in II Thessalonians 2:9 and 3:3 when he attributes the coming of the lawless one to the power of Satan and when he prays that the Lord will guard the church against the “evil one”. An interesting verse however is I Thessalonians 2:18. In this verse, Paul was explaining to the Thessalonians why he had not come back, and he tells them it was because “Satan hindered us”. This verse stands in contrast with Numbers 22:23, where God actually sends a Satan to Balaam to block his path and hinder him. Note the drastically different in tone in the two verses. The story in Numbers hands God the strings and makes Satan out to be the puppet, but in this verse, it seems that Satan is holding the strings and God is surprisingly absent. 

It would seem that with the homogenizing of certain foreign dogmas into the Jewish belief system, Judaism and Christianity have seen both positive and negative effects. The introduction of the resurrection and judgment laid the perfect framework for Jesus to be made manifest and for the world to be turned upside-down. The inclusion of a foreign religious system and its people (Cyrus, the Magi, etc.) into God’s story also stands as a beautiful testament to His love for all nations. However, I would argue that in the mix, we have lost our hold on one of the most important beliefs of our faith; God is in control of everything. With the mythologizing of Satan, the focus has turned to the puppet show and away from the puppeteer. To believe in a Satan that is not subservient to God, and to imagine good and evil constantly battling one another is to believe in the dualism of Zoroastrianism and Gnosticism. If we can tear away enough of the Greek, Persian, and post-exilic Jewish layers off of this Satan concept, the picture becomes much clearer. The Satan that remains stands as a testament to God’s power and faithfulness. It declares that no matter what form of evil may inhabit the earth, be it evil men, natural disasters, disease, plague, or war; God stands alone as victor over wickedness and is faithful and true to deliver his people from whatever “Satan” may stand in our path. 
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