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preface
beginnings

Speak of the Devil and he appears.
—ltalian proverb

5 atan, also known as the Devil, Lucifer, Mephistopheles, and by a le-
gion of discarded names and epithets drawn from the Index of Dead
Godes, s the archvillain of world culture. All incarnations of this Devil, the
supreme opponent of God in the monotheistic religions (Judaism, Chris-
tianity, and Islam), can be traced to a character in the Bible and to stories
and lore in early Jewish and Christian writings not found in the Bible. The
purpose of this book is to explore the biblical roots beneath the tangled jun-
gle of Satanic lore and demonic conspiracy theories that cover vast acres of
our imaginative, narrative, artistic, and cinematic landscape.

Most references to Satan or satanic characters and symbols in popular
music, movies, fiction, occult and orthodox religions have evolved from this
biblical matrix and virtually all modern conspiracy theories, whether they
speak of the Devil or not, can be traced to the primal story of Satan in the
Bible (and other Jewish and Christian writings from the biblical period).

The “cosmic conspiracy theory” first composed by Jewish writers in the
final centuries before the Common Era (ca. 200 B.C.E.—=zero C.E) is the
template for thousands of stories. These ancient Jewish thinkers told the
story about an invisible, universal plot dedicated to world conquest in the

name of Death, led by an arch criminal mastermind, Satan, and his network
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of demons. This dramatic story has been retold countless times ever since,
though the cast changes in every generation and place.

Most recently, in Dan Brown’s The Da Vinci Code, the conspirators are
not Satan and his underworld demons but certain subterranean cells of
Roman Catholic clerics dedicated to suppression of the Divine Feminine.
Members of white supremacist groups imagine a confederation of the El-
ders of Zion controlling the fortunes of the world behind, in one era, Eu-
ropean banking houses, and in another, the Jewish magnates of Hollywood
and Manhattan media empires. Right-wing survivalists and left-wing para-
noiacs substitute cabals hidden within the legitimate governments of the
world, whether they are Communists, atheists, or military-industrialists, for
the demonic villains of ancient versions. In a surprising but predictable de-
velopment, given the scientific cast of modern culture, aliens have replaced
demons in many stories, without affecting the plot: the demons possessed
souls, the aliens invade and snatch bodies; demonic incubi and succubae sex-
ually assaulted medieval Europeans in their sleep, the “gray men” take hu-
mans aboard their flying saucers to violate them. The legitimate fears of
terrorist attacks in light of the attacks on the World Trade Center and Pen-
tagon show every sign of mutating into a narrative of a worldwide network
presided by a satanic Bin Laden who controls a demonic army of Muslim
terrorists.

So Satan, by many names, remains alive and well on the Planet Earth,
and this book sketches the process by which the Devil first emerged in the
Bible. As we trace this character through the books of the Bible, we will
also observe the ways in which virtually every contemporary idea and image
of Satan has evolved from ideas and images of the ancient Jews and Chris-
tians who first told Satan’s story. But first, we will begin by exercising (or
exorcising?) our authorial prerogative, telling our own stories about child-

hood encounters with the Devil.

T. J. Wray’s Encounter with Satan

The incarnation of evil who terrorized me as a child returns now for a re-
match. Banished for many years and relegated to the ranks of superstitious

mythology, Satan is back and demanding his say. I have spent the better
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part of three years thinking about him and carefully tracing his complex
origins. But, despite all my scholarly detective work, vestiges of my child-
hood fears still linger and, truth be told, I still will not sleep with my back
facing the door.

As I grew up Catholic in the 1960s, Satan was as much a part of my
childhood as God. But, unlike the wispy image of God I held only in my
mind’s eye, I had actually seen the Devil a few times. Once, just moments
after teasing my little sister until she cried, I saw his shadow pass from be-
hind the laundry room door in our basement into the family room. I re-
member bolting up the stairs and slamming the cellar door, terrified and
breathless. “What on earth is wrong with you?” my mother asked. “I saw a
spider,” I lied, adding yet another bead to the necklace of naughtiness I had
been fashioning for myself for years.

On more than one occasion I had seen Satan scurrying through the thin
trees beyond our back fence. I was convinced he was spying on me as I slop-
pily raked leaves or deposited the trash in the rubbish bin, leaving the lid
off out of pure laziness. Indeed, there were days when I was too terrified to
venture into my own backyard for fear that the Devil and his minions were
lying in wait for me, eager to include yet another bad little girl to their fold.

But perhaps my scariest “Satan sighting” of all happened at one of the
most unlikely places of all—church. One Friday afternoon during Lent, as
I exited St. Frances de Chantel Holy Roman Catholic Church after my
weekly confession, I was sure I saw him lurking just outside the heavy glass
doors of our church. Father Anthony had prodded me to search my ten-
year-old conscience for graver sins than swearing and punching my sisters.
“Honest, Father,” I had stonewalled, “I haven’t done anything else that I can
think of.” I neglected to tell him, of course, that I often skipped Mass, reg-
ularly ate meat on Fridays (even during Lent), frequently took the Lord’s
name in vain, and, oh yes, lied to priests.

As I rushed down the church steps that afternoon, skipping out halfway
through my ponderous penance, I was certain the Devil was hot on my
heels. Hunched in the back of my parents’ old Plymouth station wagon, I
fended off terrifying images of Satan’s bony red fingers clutching my ankles
and dragging me into his fiery pit. At the ripe old age of ten I was con-
vinced that, as in Dante’s famous inscription, I should abandon all hope.

“Pm going to hell,” I thought miserably.
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Satan also appeared in my dreams occasionally—his face red, his teeth
pointy and yellowed, sneering and breathing long streams of gray smoke
through hideously engorged nostrils. He had a twisted horn on either side
of his head and a scruffy-looking black goatee. Most frightening of all, he
carried a pitchfork, his personal instrument of terror, used to spear bad chil-
dren like shrimp on a cocktail fork. Petrified for weeks after one of these
Satan sightings, I learned to never, ever sleep with my back to the bedroom

door for fear that the Devil might catch me unawares.

Gregory Mobley’s Encounter with Satan

In my nightmare, the most vivid dream of my life, I was watching television
with my feet dangling over the edge of the living room couch. The Devil
grabbed my feet and began pulling me into the chasm between the depart-
ment store sofa and the bare wood floor. I could not get any purchase on the
slick vinyl and was descending, kicking and screaming, into hell. I could see
my savior, my paternal grandmother, in the adjacent kitchen, but even she,
the adult in my world most powerful in love, seemed blind and dumb to my
plight. I must have been about seven or eight. For the rest of my childhood,
I crouched on top of that couch, legs bent at the knees, a clenched-up ball
of vigilance against the Adversary, who as a roaring lion prowled about sub-
urban domestic crawl spaces, seeking whom he may devour.

I now know that I carried the same mental map in my head that the an-
cients did: of a three-part cosmos, our world sandwiched between an angelic
overworld and demonic underworld. The ancients imagined that ruptures in
the earth’s surface—pits, chasms, and wells, caves and aquatic beds—were
Death Valleys and Hellholes, the portals to the underworld. As children, we
did not require learned analyses about conceptions of sacred space, the lim-
inal, and rites of passage. Already, somehow, we understood all this and had
translated these ideas into features of our housescapes. The thresholds we
feared were the marginal, undomesticated places in our homes: dark closets
and damp basements, the linty, dusty wildernesses under beds, and, worst of
all, the eddying chaotic waters of toilet bowls that threatened to pull us in
and from which, in our urban legends, chaos monsters—sewer rats and

transmogrified pet alligators—sought to enter our world.
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Why Were We So Terrified?

Like most people, our early understanding of Satan was shaped by an amal-
gamation of (mostly) distorted Christian doctrine, inept Sunday school
teachers, superstitious relatives, and popular mythology as portrayed in
books, film, and television. We grew up on the terrifying tales of the Broth-
ers Grimm, rife with evil stepmothers and frightening chaos monsters.
And, we believed in a literal evil being who stood in direct opposition to
the goodness of God. That being was Satan, and he was not alone in his
malicious meanderings. Indeed, Satan commanded a legion of malevolent
spirits who were only too happy to work in concert with him. And these
spirits, quite literally, lurked everywhere.

We were taught (and believed) in a world of opposites: If there is a God,
then there is a Devil; if there are angels, then there are also demons; if there
is a heaven, then surely there is a hell. We also believed that Satan, God’s
archenemy, was responsible for all the evil and suffering in the world. How
else could we explain terrible things like wars, babies dying, or the existence
of an evil empire that threatened to annihilate our country with atom
bombs? Anyway, this was the worldview shared by most of those in our
families and immediate social circles. It gave life a certain order: Evil and
suffering entered the world through the Devil, who continues to wreak
havoc in the lives of good and decent people. God, on the other hand, is all
knowing, all loving, all powerful, and all good. God is on our side; he is our
only chance against the powers of Satan.

The weighty, reflective questions concerning this arrangement—includ-
ing the fairness of God, the power of God, and the meaning of life—would
surface occasionally, but they were generally brushed aside by our parents
or termed “a mystery” by clergymen. The world, though seemingly random
and chaotic to some, in a strange way made perfect sense to us.

An essential component of this worldview is “the Doctrine of Terror”
that was (and still is, in many places) used by churches to quite literally
scare the laity into obedience. It was a strategy used by parents, clergy, and
parochial school teachers to regulate our behavior when we were not under
their ever-so-watchful eyes. Even today, the use of the ever-present threat
of eternal damnation—by which even the formerly faithful may be re-

manded to the custody of Satan and the torments of hell for all eternity—
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perpetuates this doctrine. Incredibly, no one ever questioned the validity of
this teaching.

We have long been fascinated with the origin of the Satan. We are in-
trigued with the role that villains, monsters, and demons play in literature,
film, and especially in religion. But this intrigue and attraction to the ter-
rifying things that go bump in the night leads us to an important question:
Why do we humans intentionally seek out ways to feel fear? Is life not
frightening enough? One need only watch the evening news on a regular
basis to know that simply living in this precarious and uncertain world is
a scary prospect, even on the most ordinary of days. So why are we drawn
to roller coasters, stories of serial killers, and reality television shows like
Fear Factor?

The truth is, there is something appealing about being afraid. We flock
to horror movies and devour the frightening tales of Stephen King and
Anne Rice faster than they can write them. Even outside the world of fic-
tion, we are a nation that feeds on things fearful. We read about the hor-
rors of war over our morning coffee, and for many of us, the last evening
ritual before retiring at night is a final glimpse at the news in all its sensa-
tional gore. The material we subject ourselves to every day is enough to ter-
rify even the stalwart.

Could this addiction to fear be responsible for—or at least help explain—
our sustained and literal belief in the most feared monster of all, Satan? A
recent Gallup poll found that the majority of Americans—across every de-
mographic group—express a belief in Satan.! Why do perfectly rational
people who would eschew any belief in Bigfoot, the Loch Ness monster,
Frankenstein, werewolves, vampires, or flying monkeys still cling to this be-
lief? And just who—or what—is this Devil, this Satan, this Lucifer whom
we all seem to know and fear? What does the Bible really say about the
Prince of Demons? Moreover, what do we lose when we attempt to edit
Satan out of our belief system? In the pages that follow, an exploration into
the origin, form, and function of the biblical Satan will shed some much-
needed light on these and other questions.

Satan. As children, we feared him; as adolescents, we were intrigued by
him; as young adults, we merely dismissed him—but as scholars, we un-
derstand him. For anyone who has ever felt a shiver of fear at the mention

of his name, spent a sleepless night after viewing one of the many films
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about him, or just plain wondered about the Devil’s role in the Bible, this

book is for you.

Authors’ Notes

There are three issues worthy of mention at the outset of this book. The
first has to do with the use of inclusive language. Thus far, the references to
both Satan and God reflect our childhood understanding of both as male.
As Christian children (both Protestant and Catholic) during the 1960s, it
was largely an unchallenged assumption that both God and the Devil were
indeed masculine characters. Throughout the rest of this work we will use
inclusive language for both God and Satan when possible and appropriate.
There are times, however, when literarily, inclusive language makes reading
difficult and confusing. Often the practice appears contrived and artificial,
to the point of making a mockery of the convention. To avoid both confu-
sion and the appearance of political correctness for political correctness’
sake, at times we reluctantly resort to the archaic practice of assigning the
male pronoun to God and Satan.

The second issue has to do with the way in which we refer to the two
main sections of the Bible, commonly called the “Old Testament” and the
“New Testament.” Although we will refer to the second main section of
the Bible by its common designation, the “New Testament,” we prefer the
term “Hebrew Bible” rather than “Old Testament” when referring to the
first main section. The terms “Old Testament” and “Hebrew Bible” are
often used interchangeably, but we feel the latter designation is not only
more accurate, but also more respectful of Judaism. (The Christian desig-
nation of “Old Testament” carries a somewhat negative connotation for
many because the adjective “old” implies something outdated and in need
of replacement.)

Finally, in keeping with the conventions of modern historical (and bib-
lical) scholarship, we will use B.C.E. (“before the common era”) instead of
B.C. (“before Christ”) and C.E. (“common era”) rather than A.D. (anno

Domini, Latin for in “the year of our Lord”) when indicating specific dates.
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tntroduction

n’ne of the most startling facts about Satan is the lack of direct bib-
lical references to this character that occupies so large a place in
our religious imaginations. Indeed, most people are surprised to learn
that the popular image of Satan as a pitchfork-toting demon is com-
pletely absent from the Bible. Satan makes less than a dozen appearances
in the Hebrew Bible, and the fullest exposition of the Devil’s dastardly
deeds does not occur until the final book of the New Testament, the
book of Revelation.

Although the biblical stories of Satan may vary, his role is always an ad-
versarial one. The word “satan” has been variously translated to mean ad-
versary, obstacle, opponent, stumbling block, accuser, or slanderer. In the
Hebrew Bible, the name usually appears with an article—the satan—which
describes a function, rather than being a proper name.!

It is also important to note that Satan’s adversarial role in the Bible
changes over time. In the Hebrew Bible, Satan can best be described as a
rather low-level heavenly functionary. The real change in Satan’s character
comes only in the New Testament, where he appears as zempter provoca-
teur, demon extraordinaire, and Jesus’ personal adversary in the ultimate
battle between good and evil. So how—and why—did this relatively in-
nocuous character in the Hebrew Bible morph into the Titan of Evil?
There seems to be no single event that propelled Satan on his cosmic col-
lision course with God, but one can cite a series of historical and social
events that seem to have contributed to Satan’s metamorphosis. For exam-
ple, the religious traditions and practices of Israel’s neighbors, most no-
tably the Canaanites, the Egyptians, and especially the Persians, are often

cited as influencing Satan’s rise to evil prominence. Each of these cultures
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had evil beings of their own whose fingerprints smudge the pages of
Satan’s script: the Canaanite god Mot who dwells in a terrifying subter-
ranean abode; the evil Egyptian god Set, often depicted in Egyptian art as
red in color; and the fiendish Persian demon Ahriman, who is pitted in an
eternal battle with the god of light, Ahura Mazda.

The Greeks and Romans, with their pantheon of gods, goddesses, and
spirits, not to mention certain Jewish and later Christian beliefs in angels,
divine messengers, and demons, also figure into Satan’s development.?
Likewise, the growing popularity of apocalyptic literature (a body of litera-
ture dealing with the “end time”) in early Judaism at the beginning of the
third century B.C.E. certainly added fuel to Satan’s fire.> As early as the
first century C.E., certain Jewish groups, such as the Essenes (the pur-
ported writers of the Dead Sea Scrolls) and the followers of Jesus, emerged
and began to speak of Satan in concrete terms.*

The Satan of the early common era had a growth spurt under the influ-
ence of Hellenistic Judaism and emerged in the New Testament fully
grown, as the opponent of Christ in the battle for the Kingdom.® The bib-
lical Satan of the New Testament morphed further under the influence of
a host of medieval superstitions. Portrayals of Satan in Dante’s epic poem
The Divine Comedy and Milton’s Paradise Lost, literary works revered as sa-
cred by the faith-filled but biblically ignorant masses, added definition to
Satan’s character and popularity. The 300-year period of witch-hunting
from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries did much to remind the
faithful that Satan was alive and well and apparently infiltrating God-
fearing communities and calling (mostly) women into service. All of this,
and more, laid the groundwork for the modern Satan, who still commands
a significant amount of attention both in the human imagination and, for
a small number of people, in religious practice.®

But, in addition to these often-cited social and literary influences, there
is another, subtler, development occurring in Satan’s infancy. Perhaps the
seeds of Satan were sown not by later Christian imagination, but in the be-

ginning, with God, the self-proclaimed author of both good and evil:

I form the light and create darkness,
I make weal and create woe;

I the LORD do all these things. (Isa 45:7)
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And it seems reasonable to assume that God’s people eventually find it dif-
ficult to synthesize a God who claims to love them while, at the same time,

inflicts suffering and death upon them.

Is the trumpet blown in a city,
And the people are not afraid?
Does not disaster befall a city,
Unless the LORD has done it? (Amos 3:6)

The eventual emergence of the “theodicy question” (the theological prob-
lem of reconciling a good and loving God with a world riddled with evil)
seems unavoidable in such an arrangement. We can surely resonate with the
ancient worshippers of the One—for they, like some of us, question how it
could be that a loving God could also be the harbinger of pain and suffer-
ing. The theodicy question, as we shall see, plays a prominent part in the
story of Satan.

As we explore the various factors that contributed to Satan’s develop-
ment, it is the theodicy question that leads us to a rather startling possibil-
ity: Could it be that along with the development of monotheism is a
growing existential frustration that makes it difficult for God’s people to
accept a deity who is responsible both for good and evil? This basic ques-
tion leads to another: Is it possible that at some point, God’s negative at-
tributes (or, as the Bible often calls it, God’s wrath) are excised—in a sort
of divine personality split—and appropriated to an inferior being (Satan)?
In the pages that follow, we will investigate these and other provocative

questions surrounding Satan’s birth.

Summary of Chapters

Together we have worked to make this book a readable resource for both
scholar and novice. To briefly summarize, this book begins with a general
overview of the Bible that will serve as both a starting point for our discus-
sion of Satan and as a guide for understanding the Bible as a whole. Chap-
ter 2 explores the nature of God in the Hebrew Bible and how God’s

various aspects or manifestations may have contributed to the evolution of
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Satan. This initial exploration is followed by a more in-depth discussion in
chapter 3 of the passages in the Hebrew Bible that specifically refer to
Satan, as either a celestial being (Num 22:22-35; Zech 3:1-7; Job 1:6-2:10;
and 1 Chr 21:1-22:1) or a terrestrial being (1 Sam 29:4; 2 Sam 19:17-24;
1 Kgs 5:4; 11:14, 23, 25; Ps 109:1-6).

Chapter 4 delves into the influence from Israel’s neighboring cultures
and the ways in which their evil beings helped to transform Satan. Chap-
ter 5 explores selected intertestamental and rabbinic writings and their
connection(s) to the biblical Satan, particularly the Dead Sea Scrolls,
Enoch, and Jubilees. Many of these texts contain stories of a demonic
leader—known by various names, such as Azazel, Semihazah, Mastema,
Beliar, and, of course, Satan—who commands a legion of cosmic trouble-
makers. This leader appears to be the prototype for the New Testament
Satan. Chapter 6 examines Satan’s remarkable metamorphosis in the New
Testament, especially his appearances in the Gospels, Pauline Epistles, and
the book of Revelation. Having thus explored Satan’s dramatic transfor-
mation, chapter 7 focuses on Satan’s subterranean abode, hell. Chapter 8
concludes with a discussion of what we lose when we edit Satan out of our

belief system. It is our attempt to explain why Satan’s story matters.



chapter 1

the bible and

other preliminaries

An apology for the Devil—it must be remembered that we have only
heard one side of the case. God has written all the books.
—Samuel Butler

5 4
'[n the beginning (Gen 1:1; John 1:1), there was God: the creator of all
things. For a brief moment in time (or before time) the world was ut-
terly good, and evil was a concept that does not seem to have been part of
the original divine plan. But by the third chapter of Genesis, temptation,
sin, and punishment pollute the paradise created by God. A chapter later,
the first murder, a fratricide (Gen 4:8), makes it clear that another force is
at work in a world that is suddenly unpredictable, uncertain, and precari-
ous. So begins the story of God, humans, and the ever-present struggle of
good versus evil. And it is in the existential struggle of good versus evil that
the embodiment of evil, a character named Satan, emerges.
Satan fell to earth from the pages of the Bible. Or, more precisely, Satan
fell to earth from the religious imagination of the Jewish people in antiquity.
Our best knowledge about ancient Jewish religious thought comes from the

Bible, a collection of books that includes history, prophecies, poetry, legends,
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myths, letters, gospels, and other types of writings. Although the Bible is not
our only source (we sometimes refer to literature from antiquity outside the
Bible), the story of Satan, as written, begins with the Bible, first with its ear-
liest Jewish edition and then its subsequent Christian editions. For that rea-
son, we must begin our study with a brief introduction to the Bible, the
single book most of us own but have likely never read.

We begin our investigation with a brief exploration of the world of the
ancient Near East, the cradle of civilization that gave birth to the Bible—

and to Satan.

The World of the Ancient Near East

The geographical, historical, cultural, economic, and political world of the
ancient Near East serves as the backdrop for the Bible. Although this world
is explored in greater detail as Satan’s story begins to unfold in later chap-
ters, it is important to have some basic understanding of the “setting” of the
Bible. The geographical setting of the ancient Near East begins in Egypt
and includes Israel, Syria, Arabia, modern-day Iraq, Iran, Turkey, and the
fringe areas beyond these borders.

Various ethnic groups were scattered throughout this region, largely
along the arc of the Fertile Crescent. The largest of these ethnic groups, of
which the people of Isracl were a part, was the Semites. The geographical
location of Israel was both a blessing and a curse. Its location was part of a
larger trade route, which facilitated the transmission of stories and ideas
from other lands (the Bible contains numerous references to other cultures
and foreign religious practices), but this location also made Israel vulnera-
ble to attacks—not only from the powerful northern empires of Assyria and
later, Babylonia, but also from the south (Egypt) and even from beyond Is-
rael’s shores (the so-called Sea Peoples, such as the Philistines, from whom
we get the geographic term “Palestine”) from the eastern Mediterranean.

When we discuss “biblical history,” we usually are referring to the histor-
ical setting according to the biblical authors, which may not reflect our mod-
ern understanding of history. For example, the creation stories in Genesis
assume that the world and the various forms of life (including humans) were

created by God in a single week. Modern science, on the other hand, pre-
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sents a gradual evolution of life, beginning with the creation of the earth
roughly 4.5 billion years ago. Another difference between the view of his-
tory assumed in the Bible and our contemporary view is that, often, a bibli-
cal story may have begun as an oral tradition. Because the account was not
written down until hundreds of years after the purported events, it is nearly
impossible to be confident about the exact details of the story. Of course, the
biblical writers were not interested in relating the sort of history found in
modern textbooks. Theirs was a religious history that looked at life through
the lens of their own particular religious community and place in time.

Certainly, the subject of “biblical history” versus “secular history” is part
of an ongoing debate that will not be settled here. Scholars on all sides of
the fence continue to argue fiercely and persuasively for one date or another
regarding the composition of the books of the Bible, and it is hardly our in-
tention to become the authoritative source when it comes to dating ancient
manuscripts. Despite scientific advances in fields such as archeology, the
truth is, that there is still a great deal we simply do not know about the
world of the ancient Near East and the Bible.

What we do know for certain is that the Bible relates several pivotal events
that seem to have shaped the consciousness and religious perspectives of the
people of Israel. Very briefly, these events begin with the creation of the world
and of humankind, as narrated in the first three chapters of Genesis. As part
of the so-called primeval history that spans the first eleven chapters of Gen-
esis, the creation stories are expressions of Israel’s particular worldview. This
worldview holds that God is the author of life, creator of everything, both
human and nonhuman, and that the world and all of creation is good.

The call of Abraham, from his home in southern Mesopotamia to the
land of Canaan, where he would enter into a covenant with God with the
divine promises of descendants and the land is the second major event in
the Bible (Genesis 12). Although Abraham receives the promise of a long-
awaited son, it is not until the book of Joshua that the people of Israel gain
a relatively secure dwelling place in the Promised Land. A mere two gen-
erations after Abraham, his grandson Jacob (also known as Israel) will leave
his famine-stricken Promised Land for Egypt, along with his twelve sons
and their families.

The early portion of the book of Exodus details this period when
Jacob/Israel’s descendants lived in Egypt. Moses liberates the Israelites
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from slavery and leads them on a forty-year trek back to Canaan. Along the
way, at the pilgrimage site of Mount Sinai, Moses receives the 7orab, the
“Teaching,” the religious-legal code that binds the people of Israel to its
God. So now we have the creation of the world and of a community ethic,
and the Israelites living in the Promised Land. This seems like the end of
the story—but the tale is only just beginning.

Little Israel grows up and becomes a nation in its own right. Israel de-
mands from God a king, the greatest of whom is David, proclaimed in the
Bible as God’s unrivaled favorite against whom all other future kings are
measured. The rise and fall of the monarchy (1-2 Samuel and 1-2 Kings)
and the parade of mostly ineffectual kings is followed by the eventual loss
of the land, first to the Assyrians, who attack the northern kingdom of
Samaria in 721 B.C.E., and then to the Babylonians, who invade Judah to
the south and capture Jerusalem in 587 B.C.E.

Both of these events are narrated in some detail in the Bible, but it is the
Babylonian invasion under King Nebuchadnezzar (and the subsequent
exile of the Jewish people to Babylon) that is considered perhaps the turn-
ing point in the growth of the Hebrew Bible. In fact, when we speak of the
two general time periods in the Hebrew Bible, we usually refer to them as
either “pre-exilic” or “postexilic.” Although the Jewish exiles, under an edict
of liberation from the Persian king, Cyrus, eventually return to the
Promised Land, their problems are far from over.

The roughly two hundred years of rather benign Persian rule was fol-
lowed by the Greek period (332-63 B.C.E.). Hellenistic culture was intro-
duced and flourished in many parts of the Near East, including much of
Palestine. Following the death of Alexander the Great, Judah was ruled by
the despised Antiochus IV, a Syrian, whose violent persecutions of pious
Jews is described in grisly detail in the books of 1-2 Maccabees, found in
the Apocrypha. This persecution resulted in a revolt and a brief period of
Jewish self-rule (142-63 B.C. E.).

In 63 B.C.E. Pompey and his Roman soldiers conquered Judea, absorb-
ing the land as part of the Roman Empire for the next 130 years. Jesus of
Nazareth would live and die under Roman rule, and eventually the Jews
would rebel against the Romans. Sadly, this rebellion would result in the
devastation of the Promised Land in 70 C.E.

The tumultuous world of the Bible is the world into which Satan is born.
Let us now turn to the Bible and explore the pages that gave Satan life.
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The Authorship of the Bible

The word “Bible” is an English spelling of the Greek word bib/ia, which
means “little books.” The name itself reminds us that what moderns know
as the Bible, a single document contained between two covers, began as a
collection of individual books, or scrolls, written over a long period of time
by different authors. The original texts (of which there are no surviving
copies) were usually written on a paper-like material called papyrus (made
from the papyrus plant). The pages were wrapped around a short wooden
pole to form a scroll. Unfortunately, papyrus is not a very durable material,
so most ancient manuscripts have been lost in the sands of time.

The Bible is divided into two main sections. The first section (the
larger of the two) is the Hebrew Bible (commonly called the “Old Testa-
ment” by Christians), and the second section (much smaller) is called the
“New Testament” or the “Christian Testament.” There are twenty-seven
books in the New Testament and either thirty-nine (in the Jewish and
Protestant Bible) or forty-six (Catholic editions) in the Hebrew Bible.
Many translations of the Bible are currently in use, including the New Re-
vised Standard Version (NRSV—the version used when citing biblical
passages in this book), the King James Version (KJV'), the New Interna-
tional Version (NIV), the Jerusalem Bible (JB) and the New American
Bible (NAB), plus scores of others.!

Several books of the Bible announce their primary author in their open-
ing lines—Micah: “the word of the LORD that came to Micah,” Galatians:
“Paul . . . to the churches of Galatia.” Others do not—Genesis: “In the be-
ginning, God created the heaven and the earth” (KJV); John: “In the be-
ginning was the Word.” The titles given to biblical books, such as 1 Samuel
and the Gospel According to St. Mark, often suggest authors. But these ti-
tles were appended to the books after their composition. In fact, in the
books of Samuel and Mark, there is no indication that they were written by
the prophet or saint with whom the book has come to be associated.

The pious have always considered the contents of the Bible to have been
inspired by God, but the cross-section of the inner workings of this divine-
human collaboration between Author and secretary has been drawn in various
ways. Among the pious and impious over the centuries, inquiring minds have
demanded and produced a set of traditions about the authorship of every book
of the Bible. According to tradition, Moses wrote “the Five Scrolls” (in Latin,
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Pentateuch; i.e., the Torah), David wrote most of the Psalms, Solomon wrote

Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, and Paul wrote the Epistles. Historians, however,

are not satisfied with these answers, and a vast scholarly enterprise, producing

tomes of competing theories, has been devoted to naming “the real authors” of
scripture. As the books themselves do not directly name their authors, and an

unbiased reading tends to make the traditional answer suspicious (did Moses

really write the account of his own death in Dt 34:5?), scholars have developed

an alphabet soup-roster of hypothetical authors such as J, E, D, P, Dtr, and Q_
to refer to the actual authors of biblical books.

But we should keep in mind that ancient ascriptions of authorship were
not designed to protect the intellectual property rights of poets and priests.
They were designed to give the writing an air of antiquity and authority.
And the older and more revered the author, the better. Thus the impulse to
firmly associate texts with respected elders, as a way of expressing their sig-
nificance, has guided the traditions that link the biblical books with the
greatest names of biblical history.

Jewish and Christian traditions and scholarship provide varying an-
swers, and sometimes the traditionalists in the choir and the scholars on the
back pews harmonize: Paul 4id write Romans; Amos did speak many of the
oracles contained in the book that bears his name. As much of the mater-
ial now found in written form in the Bible was first recited and narrated in
oral form, and passed on from generation to generation in a great chain of
anonymous saints, we refer most often to “the Jewish community” or “the
Christian community” that produced the various books of the Bible. And
although the term “Bible” is commonly used to refer to the Jewish and

Christian scriptures, the truth is that there is more than one Bible.

The Bibles

The Jewish Bible is quite different in many ways from the Christian Bible.
And even among Christians, different versions of the Bible are read by
Protestants, Catholics, and Orthodox Christians. We are not talking here
about the differences among translations of the Bible. The Bible continues
to be translated and revised, and is available in hardcover or paperback, with

or without pictures, maps, and marginal notes from televangelists who will
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send you one for free. We are talking about substantial differences in con-
tent and sequence of books between the Bibles treasured by Jews and
Christians and among the various families within Christendom. Most of us
know the Bible of our tribe. Regardless of whether we are Jewish or Chris-
tian, the fact remains that all Bibles derive from the Jewish Bible, which
came into existence over the course of roughly a thousand years and grew
incrementally over time. We cannot say with any certainty when the earli-
est Hebrew religious teachings, songs, prayers, ritual protocols, and stories
were written, but by around 500 B.C.E., it is safe to say that there existed
a set of scrolls known as the 7orah (“the Law,” or “Instruction”). Within an-
other couple of centuries, the Prophets section (in Hebrew, Nevi’im) had
coalesced into something approximating the prophetic books we know
today. A final section, the Writings (or Kefuvim), anchored by the Psalms,
emerged in the final centuries before the common era.

So by that odd measure of year 1 of the common era, with our fingers
crossed, we can say that the Jewish scriptures existed in three sections: Law,
Prophets, and Writings. In Hebrew, these terms are, respectively Torab,
Newvi'im, and Ketuvim, and Jews often use the resulting acronym 7aNaK
(Tanach or Tanakh) to refer to their scriptures.

The Bible, at this point around the turn of the common era, was not a
book but a filing cabinet of the various scrolls on which each individual
book was scripted. Virtually every line of these scrolls was written in the
Hebrew language, but portions of two scrolls, Daniel and Ezra, were writ-
ten in Aramaic, the language that served as the lingua franca of the Persian
Empire (540-330 B.C.E.), which encompassed Jewish communities in
Persia, Babylon, and Judah. Aramaic was also the spoken language of Jesus.
Thus, here is another complicating fact: This Jewish Bible, which we will
refer to as the “Hebrew” Bible, was not written solely in Hebrew, but in
Aramaic as well.

The most important intellectual centers of Jewish life in the final cen-
turies before the common era were in Babylon and Israel (known under
Roman occupation as Palestine). The manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible we
now possess—handed down, copied, lost, decayed, recopied, and transmit-
ted over the centuries—stem from ancient Jewish scribes in Babylon and
Israel. The version of the Jewish Bible written in Hebrew and Aramaic is
called the Masoretic Text (MT), in honor of the Masoretes (“transmitters”),
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the class of scribes who, over centuries, preserved the Hebrew Bible and en-
sured its safe passage from the ancient world into our own.

The Egyptian city of Alexandria was another important center of Jew-
ish learning in the ancient world. Between 300 and 100 B.C.E., the Jewish
community in Alexandria translated its collection of scriptural scrolls into
Greek. This edition of the Bible, Jewish in origin but later adopted by
Greek-speaking Christians, was called the Septuagint (“The Seventy,”
often abbreviated in Roman numerals as LXX), after a tradition that sev-
enty-two Jewish scribes, working in isolation for seventy-two days, provi-
dentially emerged from their labors with identical versions of the scrolls on
which they were working.

The most germane feature of this Greek version of the Jewish Bible is
that it is 7oz identical to the Masoretic Text, which came to be the standard
among Jews. The Septuagint contains extra portions of some biblical
books—Daniel, Esther, the Psalms—and another set of Jewish religious
texts, whether translated from lost Hebrew originals or originally composed
in Greek. These books include 1 and 2 Maccabees, Judith, Tobit, and Wis-
dom (not Song) of Solomon, among others.

As we move now from an overview of the Jewish Bible to the various
Christian Bibles, the status of these additional writings—the books in the
Jewish Bible produced in Alexandria (the Septuagint) but missing in the
Palestinian and Babylonian canons—will become crucial. The differences
among the canons of each respective family within Christendom—Roman
Catholic, Protestant, and Orthodox churches—all stem from their accep-
tance or rejection of these writings that were part of the Septuagint but not

part of the Masoretic canon.

Differences between
the Jewish and Christian Bibles

The chief difference between the Jewish and Christian Bibles stems from
the fact that the early Christians (a breakaway sect of renegade Jews who
were convinced that the life and work of a certain first-century C.E. rabbi,
Jesus of Nazareth, marked a new era in Jewish life) produced a sequel. We

know this sequel as the New Testament (also referred to as the New
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Covenant), and its creators were convinced that it represented a new chap-
ter in the epic story of God’s covenant with the people Israel and all hu-
manity. Once the sequel—the Gospels, Acts of the Apostles, various
Epistles, and the Apocalypse of John—was in distribution, the church reti-
tled the original. What for Jews was the Bible, Christians now referred to
as the Old Testament and considered it part of a two-part Bible.

The Protestant Christian Old Testament, or “Gideon’s Bible” (the edition
of the Bible we often find in Holiday Inns), is identical in content to the Jew-
ish Bible, the Tanakh, although the sequence of books in the Christian Bible
is different from the Jewish sequence. (We discuss this in more detail later in
this chapter; see Table 1.1.) Protestants and Jews refer to the extra material
from the Septuagint as the Apocrypha, literally “hidden” or “esoteric,” al-
though these writings are thoroughly biblical in style and substance. These
writings include additions to the biblical books of Esther, Daniel, and Psalms,
as well as the extra books, such as 1-2 Maccabees, Judith, and Tobit. The
Roman Catholic and various Orthodox churches include the thirty-nine
books of the Hebrew Bible in their Old Testaments but also accept greater or
lesser endowments from the disputed Septuagintal material.

So, the term “Apocrypha” refers to a certain set of ancient Jewish reli-
gious documents that first emerged in the final centuries before the com-
mon era, in the Greek translation of the Jewish Bible produced in
Alexandria (the Septuagint). (See Table 1.1.)

“The Apocrypha” should not be confused with “apocryphal,” which
refers to any document of an esoteric nature. The Apocrypha has a stable
set of contents, and some editions of Christian Bibles include it between
the Old and New Testaments. Catholics call these books Deuterocanoni-
cal, or “secondarily canonical.” These books include such texts as Tobit, 1-2
Maccabees, Wisdom of Solomon, Ecclesiastes, Sirach, Baruch, Judith, and
the additions to the book of Daniel: the Prayer of Azariah and the Song of
the Three Young Men, Susanna, and Bel and the Dragon.

The tone of the Apocrypha varies from the patriotic machismo of the
account of the Maccabean revolt against their Syrian overlords in the sec-
ond century B.C.E., to the august reflections of Ben Sira (“Let us now
praise famous men”), to the entertaining story about Susanna, the virtuous
Jewess saved from a capital sentence for adultery by the shrewd courtroom

tactics of Daniel.



14 THE BIRTH OF SATAN

The library of documents that have been labeled “apocryphal” at one
time or another, in contrast, is legion. Scholars sometimes use the term
“apocryphal” in a specific way to refer to the religious documents of early
Jews and Christians, an ever-expanding list, that did not make the cut and
are not among the books of anyone’s official Bible. These include some
books that have been known for centuries, such as the Infancy Gospel of
Thomas with its tales about Jesus’ childhood miracles; the Gospel of James
with its account of Mary’s miraculous conception; and the various non-
canonical legends about the feats and fates of the early apostles.?

In the past fifty years, two important ancient libraries have been un-
earthed and their contents have been added to the list of apocryphal writ-
ings. The “Dead Sea Scrolls” is the term used for Jewish documents found
in the Judean Desert; the “Nag Hammadi library” refers to a trove of over
forty documents found near Luxor in Egypt that preserve noncanonical
Christian writings. These noncanonical gospels, acts of the apostles, apoc-
alypses, and tracts from ancient Jewish and Christian sects, testify to the
rich diversity of legends and doctrines among early Jews and Christians.
Many of these texts are crucial to our investigation of Satan.

Regardless of these disputed books, all versions of the Christian Bible—
Protestant, Catholic, and Orthodox—preserve the Jewish scriptures
(TaNaK) in their entirety. However, there is one more important difference
between the Christian Old Testament and Zanakh. The early Christians
began with the contents of the Hebrew Bible and then added their own sa-
cred documents. In the course of producing Episode 2 (the New Testa-
ment, the Christian sequel to the Episode 1, a.k.a., the Jewish Bible), the
Christian version of 7anakh underwent some sequence editing.

The sequence of the 7vrah is the same in both Jewish and Christian
Bibles: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. The con-
tents of the second and third sections of the Jewish Bible, the Newi’im and
Ketuvim, the Prophets and Writings, are also preserved in the Christian
Bible, but their order has been rearranged. The most important changes re-
late to the Prophets.

The second section of the Jewish Bible, Nevi’im, the Prophets, contains
two different sets of materials, traditionally known as the Former Prophets
and the Latter Prophets. The Former Prophets, so-called because they tell

stories about an earlier era, include Joshua, Judges, Samuel (divided into two
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parts, 1 Samuel and 2 Samuel in modern Bibles), and Kings (now 1 Kings
and 2 Kings). The Latter Prophets consist of the Major Prophets—TIsaiah,
Jeremiah, and Ezekiel—and the Minor Prophets, also called the Book of the
Twelve, denoting twelve shorter books, from Hosea to Malachi.

It is within the Prophets section that Jewish and Christian Bibles, iden-
tical in content, offer different sequences. From the Jewish perspective,
both sections of the New:'im, the Former Prophets in Joshua-Kings and the
Latter Prophets in Isaiah-Malachi, are equally “prophetic”; that is, they
offer a religious interpretation of history. But the types of writing are very
different. The Former Prophets tell a continuous story from the emergence
of the Israelites in Canaan (around 1200 B.C.E.) to the exile of many Jews
from Judah to Babylon (around 580 B.C.E.). The priestly historians who
authored this chronicle couch their prophetic spin—their homilies, prayers,
and moralisms—through historical narratives that illustrate both the bene-
fits of faithfulness to 7orah and the dire consequences of unfaithfulness.

The Latter Prophets mainly consist of the collected speeches and writ-
ings of the Hebrew prophets, important religious leaders from the eighth
to fourth centuries B.C.E. The varying textures of these two sections of the
Prophets section, the storytelling in Joshua-Kings and the speechifying in
Isaiah-Malachi, is impossible to miss and may explain why in Christian
Bibles these two subsections of the Jewish Prophets have drifted apart. In
the Christian Old Testament, the Former Prophets immediately follow the
Genesis-Deuteronomy sequence, just as in the Jewish Bible, allowing for
Moses to hand the baton of leadership to Joshua and for the book of
Deuteronomy to lead directly into the book of Joshua, uniting the Zorah
and Newvi'im.

But in Christian Bibles, the Latter Prophets have moved to the end of the
Old Testament. We do not know if this alteration in the order of biblical books
is a Christian innovation or not. Nevertheless, whether the early church
adopted a variant Jewish sequence or created its own, it found the placement
of the Latter Prophets at the end of the Old Testament to be a congenial
arrangement. It understood the Gospels, the first section of the New Testa-
ment, to represent the fulfillment of the hopes of the Hebrew prophets.

The order of the books of the Ketuvim, the Writings, also differs in Jew-
ish and Christian Bibles. The order of books in Jewish Bibles roughly re-

flects the chronological order in which the various scrolls emerged and were
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accepted as sacred: the Law by 500 B.C.E., the Prophets by roughly around
300 B.C.E., and the Writings by 100 B.C.E. The order of books in the
Christian Old Testament, by contrast, is according to literary genre. Books
among the Writings that have a historical texture (Ruth, 1 and 2 Chroni-
cles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther) have been inserted among the Former
Prophets, which have the same kind of chronological narrative.®

The other most significant difference between the Jewish Writings and
the corresponding section of the Christian Old Testament has to do with
the book of Daniel. In Jewish tradition, Daniel, with its daytime tales about
Diaspora heroism (Daniel in the lion’s den; the three Hebrew youths in the
fiery furnace) and nighttime visions about cosmic battles that overturn em-
pires and reward the righteous, is one of the Writings. This is because it was
written relatively late in the centuries before the common era, long after the
contents of the Law and Prophets were in circulation. But in Christian
Bibles, Daniel is in the prophetic section, between Ezekiel and Hosea. This
placement mirrors the Christian elevation of the book of Daniel from
among the miscellany of the Writings to the status of a major prophetic
work, on the order of the books of Isaiah and Jeremiah. And for Christians,
the fevered end-of-time scenarios of Daniel, combats among God, the an-
gels, and hybrid chaos monsters, are fulfilled and their ongoing adventures
narrated in the New Testament book of Revelation.

The shifting of the order of books in the Jewish Bible to their location
in the Christian Bible changes the entire trajectory of the plot. This is best
illustrated by the respective ways that the Jewish 7anakh and the Christian
Old Testament end. The concluding verses of each book offer a distinctly
partisan exit. The final verse of the Jewish Bible is a call for Jewish exiles in

Babylon to return home to Jerusalem.

Thus says King Cyrus of Persia: The LORD, the God of heaven, has given
me all the kingdoms of the earth, and he has charged me to build him a house
at Jerusalem, which is in Judah. Whoever is among you of all his people, may
the LORD his God be with him! Let him go up. (2 Chr 36:23)

This call for a pilgrimage to Jerusalem, for a “going up” (an a/iyah), res-
onates in Judaism to this day, for instance, when families at their Passover

Seder vow “Next year in Jerusalem,” or when someone expresses their com-
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mitment to Jewish faith and identity by immigrating (the ultimate a/iyah)
to the state of Israel.*

In contrast, the final verses of Malachi in the Christian Old Testament
highlight the return of Elijah, the coming Day of the Lord, and a subse-
quent revitalization of community life: “[The LORD] will turn the hearts
of the parents to their children and the hearts of the children to their par-
ents” (Mal 4:6). This exit from what for the Christians is the Old Testa-
ment leads smoothly into the second section of the Christian canon, the
New Testament, which begins with Matthew’s Gospel. Christian readers
move from Elijah to John the Baptist, from Yhwh to Jesus, and from the
promised restoration of postexilic Jewish life to the realization of that
promise in the coming of the Christ. (See Table 1.1.)

The New Testament

The New Testament is a collection of four independent accounts of Jesus’
life (the Gospels), a chronicle of the Christian heroes of the first post-
Easter generation (the Acts of the Apostles), twenty-one epistles (letters at-
tributed to Paul, Peter, John, and others), and an apocalypse (the book of
Revelation). Just as was true with the Hebrew Bible, the authorship of these
texts is a debated issue. Christian tradition has assigned an author to each
book, in every case one of Jesus’ original disciples or a renowned figure in
early Christianity. Scholars who are guided more by historical methodology
than traditional dogmas look at these traditions with skepticism and as-

sume a far more complicated evolution of these texts.” (See Table 1.2.)

The Letters of the Apostle Paul

Among the earliest Christian documents are letters written by Paul, the Jew-
ish missionary to the Gentiles who is responsible for the spread of Chris-
tianity beyond the shores of Palestine. Although thirteen letters are ascribed
to him, it is likely that only seven are from his hand: Romans, 1 Corinthi-
ans, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalonians, and Philemon.

Because the other six letters differ in style and reflect the concerns of a later
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Table 1.1 Order of the Hebrew Bible Canon (with Abbreviations)

Hebrew Bible

Protestant Bible

Catholic Bible

Genesis (Gen)
Exodus (Ex)
Leviticus (Lev)
Numbers (Num)
Deuteronomy (Dt)
Joshua (Josh)
Judges (Judg)

1-2 Samuel (1-2 Sam)
1-2 Kings (1-2 Kgs)
Isaiah (Isa)
Jeremiah (Jer)

Ezekiel (Ezek)
Hosea (Hos)
Amos (Amos)
Micah (Mic)

Joel (Joel)

Obadiah (Obad)

Jonah (Jonah)

Nahum (Nah)

Habakkuk (Hab)

Zephaniah (Zeph)

Haggai (Hag)

Zechariah (Zech)

Malachi (Mal)

Psalms (Ps)

Job (Job)

Proverbs (Prov)

Ruth (Ruth)

Song of Solomon (Song)

Ecclesiastes (Eccl)

Esther (Esth)

Daniel (Dan)

Ezra-Nehemiah (Ez-
Neh)

1-2 Chronicles (1-2 Chr)

Genesis (Gen)

Exodus (Ex)

Leviticus (Lev)
Numbers (Num)
Deuteronomy (Dt)
Joshua (Josh)

Judges (Judg)

1-2 Samuel (1-2 Sam)
1-2 Kings (1-2 Kgs)
1-2 Chronicles (1-2 Chr)
Ezra (Ezra)

Nehemiah (Neh)
Esther (Esth)
Job (Job)

Psalms (Ps)

Proverbs (Prov)
Ecclesiastes (Eccl)
Song of Solomon (Song)
Isaiah (Isa)
Jeremiah (Jer)
Lamentations (Lam)
Ezekiel (Ezek)
Daniel (Dan)

Hosea (Hos)

Joel (Joel)

Amos (Amos)
Obadiah (Obad)
Jonah (Jonah)
Micah (Mic)
Nahum (Nah)
Habakkuk (Hab)
Zephaniah (Zeph)
Haggai (Hag)

Zechariah (Zech)
Malachi (IMal)

Genesis (Gen)

Exodus (Ex)

Leviticus (Lev)

Numbers (Num)

Deuteronomy (Dt)

Joshua (Josh)

Judges (Judg)

Ruth (Ruth)

1-2 Samuel (1-2 Sam)

1-2 Kings (1-2 Kgs)

1-2 Chronicles (1-2
Chr)

Tobit (Tobit)

Judith (Jud)

Esther (Esth)

1-2 Maccabees (1-2
Macc)

Job (Job)

Psalms (Ps)

Proverbs (Prov)

Ecclesiastes (Eccl)

Song of Solomon (Song)

Isaiah (Isa)

Jeremiah (Jer)

Lamentations (Lam)

Baruch (Bar)

Ezekiel (Ezek)

Daniel (Dan)

Hosea (Hos)

Joel (Joel)

Amos (Amos)

Obadiah (Obad)

Jonah (Jonah)

Micah (Mic)

Nahum (Nah)

Habakkuk (Hab)
Zephaniah (Zeph)
Haggai (Hag)
Zechariah (Zech)
Malachi (Mal)
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Table 1.2 The New Testament (with Abbreviations)

The Gospels Other “Pauline” Letters
Matthew (Mt) 2 Thessalonians (2 Thess)
Mark (Mk) Colossians (Col)

Luke (Lk) 1-2 Timothy (1-2 Tim)
John (Jn) Titus

Acts of the Apostles (Acts)
Authentic Pauline Epistles

Ephesians (Eph)

Other Apostolic Letters

Romans (Rms)

1-2 Corinthians (1-2 Cor)
Galatians (Gal)
Philippians (Phil)

1 Thessalonians (1Thess)

Hebrews (Heb)
James (James)

1 Peter (1 Pet)

2 Peter (2 Pet)

1,2, 3, John (1,2,3 Jn)
Jude (Jude)

Philemon (Philem)
Revelation (Rev)

time in Christian history, it is likely that these were written in Paul’s name
by his followers sometime after his death.® The earliest of the seven au-
thentic Pauline epistles is 1 Thessalonians, written in 50 C.E., which
makes it the oldest complete Christian document, older even than the
Gospels. Whatever accounts of Jesus’ sayings and activities in circulation
around 50 C.E. were either oral or in fragmentary documents that did not
survive.

By all accounts, Paul seems to have been a tireless missionary, commit-
ted to spreading the good news about Jesus. A former persecutor of early
Christians, Paul was transformed by a visionary encounter with the risen
Jesus (Gal 1:11-17; Acts 9:1-9; 22:3—-11; 26:12-19; see also 1 Cor 15:8).
Paul’s letters are designed to address specific problems and issues within the
early Christian communities he founded, mostly in Asia Minor. He seems
to have encountered some staunch opposition, both from the remaining
Jerusalem apostles (particularly Peter) and from outside factions who dis-

agreed with some of his teachings.
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The Gospels

The Gospels (from a Greek word meaning “good news”) tell the story of
Jesus of Nazareth through the eyes of the four authors (or Evangelists):
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. Written between 70 and 95 C.E., the
Gospels take the form of biographical descriptions of Jesus’ life; they can-
not, however, be compared to modern biographies.” The Gospels can best
be described as theological biographies that tell the story of Jesus from a
faith perspective. For example, other than the brief stories of Jesus’ birth in
Matthew and Luke—and one short scene of Jesus as an older child, being
left behind during a family pilgrimage—there are no stories of Jesus’ child-
hood or his life before we meet him in the Gospels as an adult. Today
modern readers often wonder: Where was he all those years?» What did he
look like? Was he married? The Gospels are silent on such details because
these questions are unimportant in the story the Evangelists wanted to
tell. Incidentally, stories about Jesus’ early life and family did become the
subject of non-canonical, apocryphal gospels written within a century of
the official Gospels. The “official stories” about Jesus did not satisfy the
curiosity of the early Christians, so unofficial versions were produced to fill
the narrative gaps.

The first three canonical Gospels, Matthew, Mark, and Luke, contain
similar stories that generally follow the same order. Because the three are so
similar, they are often called the Synoptic Gospels (synoptic is from a
Greek word meaning “like-view” or “to see together”). The three Synoptic
Gospels not only provide a similar chronology of events in Jesus’ life, but
also share many of the same themes or concerns, including the emphasis on
Jesus as teacher, worker of miracles, and exorcist. In the Synoptics, Jesus
proclaims the Kingdom of God is at hand, and he reaches out to the poor
and disenfranchised.

The fourth Gospel, the Gospel of John, however, is quite different, both
in the way in which Jesus is presented and in its theology. The Gospel of
John is more verbose, more patently symbolic, and more philosophic than
the Synoptics, which have a relatively straightforward narrative style. For

instance, compare the opening sequences of Mark with that of John.

The beginning of the good news of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. (Mk 1:1)



THE BIBLE AND OTHER PRELIMINARIES 21

And then a mere two verses later, we are in the middle of the story: “John
the baptizer appeared in the wilderness . . .” (Mk 1:4).

The Gospel of John, in contrast, opens in majestic style, with abstract
theological terms and philosophic turns of phrase.

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word
was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came into being
through him, and without him not one thing came into being. What has come
into being in him was life, and the life was the light of all people. The light
shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it. (John 1:1-5)

John the Baptist also appears a few verses later, just as he did in Mark’s ac-
count, but in the Gospel of John, this prophetic figure is described in sym-
bolic terms and with highly nuanced expressions.

There was a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a wit-
ness to the light, so that all might believe through him. He himself was not
the light, but he came to testify to the light. The true light, which enlightens
everyone, was coming into the world. (John 1:6-9)

Still, regarding the major aspects of Jesus’ life, all four Gospels agree:
Jesus was detained by the Roman authorities, condemned, crucified, buried,
and rose from the dead.

Acts of the Apostles

Acts of the Apostles, the book that follows the Gospel of John in the canon,
is the second of two volumes written by the author of the Gospel of Luke.
Acts chronicles, in ideal fashion, the adventures of the early Christian com-
munity following the resurrection of Jesus. Acts begins in Jerusalem and
ends in Rome with Paul carrying the “good news” to the heart of the
Roman Empire. The spread of Christianity, the work of the Holy Spirit,
the relationship between Judaism and Christianity, and the nonviolent na-
ture of the Christian movement are among Acts’ central themes. Most
scholars agree that Acts was written sometime between 80 and 85 C.E.
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The Book of Revelation

The Bible’s final book, Revelation, was written by a man named John (not
the author of the Fourth Gospel), a Christian exiled to the island of Pat-
mos (Rev 1:1, 4, 9; 22:8). Revelation is an example of apocalyptic litera-
ture—a style of writing popular during this period—that employs highly
symbolic language to describe the “end time.” The title “Revelation” is the
Latin translation of the original Greek title of the book, “the Apocalypse.”

Revelation, the last book admitted into the Christian canon, describes a
series of strange, symbolic visions and cosmic battles between the forces of
Good (led by Christ) and Evil (led by Satan). Although this book is often
misunderstood and misapplied by those who fail to recognize the symbol-
ism inherent in the text, it is an important book in any serious study of
Satan. Indeed, it is in Revelation where we find the fullest (and most terri-

fying) biblical portrait of Satan.

The End Result

The Bible began as the collection of sacred scrolls written and edited over
the course of a thousand years by the Jewish people, stored in temples, and
handled by scribes. In its maturity, the family feud among first- and sec-
ond-century C.E. Jews and the breakaway sect of Christians led to the
emergence of two rival Bibles. We cannot confidently state when it was that
the Jesus sect crossed the boundary from being one more fractious camp
within early Judaism to that of major world religion.® But surely the pro-
duction of the New Testament (which existed in some form by around 200
C.E.) was a decisive break. (By the way, in the same general time period,
the Jewish community was producing its own sequel to the Tanakh, the
rabbinic writings we know best as the Mishnah and the Talmud.)

The New Testament was modeled after the Jewish Bible. The four Gospels
of the New Testament, like the five books of the 7orah, mixed stories and say-
ings to tell the basic story of the faith. The Acts of the Apostles and the Epis-
tles of Paul had the same function in the Christian Bible that, respectively, the
Former and Latter Prophets did in the Jewish Bible: chronological narratives
about the fortunes of the community (Acts is analogous to Joshua-Kings) fol-
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lowed by the collected writings of leaders (the Pauline letters are analogous to
the oracles of the Latter Prophets). The Christian sequel included the book of
Revelation, a set of densely coded visions and end-of-time scenarios, that built
off the fevered Diaspora visions of the Hebrew (and Aramaic) book of Daniel
in the Zanakh. Only the poetic books of the Jewish Bible—Psalms, Proverbs,
Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, and Job—did not inspire Christian revisions. The
poetry, prayers, hymns, adages, and yearning expressions of these books among
the Jewish writings, the Kefuvim, had universal and timeless qualities that

made them accessible to Christians as well as Jews.

The Debates about the Bible

The Bible belongs neither to pious guardians of theological orthodoxy nor
to skeptical, historically minded scholars. The Bible belongs to the world
and is wide-open for interpretation. For many, the Bible is the oracle
through which the God of Jewish and Christian faiths speaks to them.
Whether the question is profound and universal in scope (“Is capital pun-
ishment just?”) or highly personal and provisional (“Should I quit my pre-
sent job to embark on a sojourn of itinerant preaching and healing?”), many
people either systematically thumb through their Bibles or dramatically
open them at random to find answers to life’s perplexities.

There are vast libraries of commentary, both Jewish and Christian, re-
flecting every conceivable point of view, to guide readers who prefer swim-
ming close to the shores of their given tradition, sect, or denomination. At
the same time, the Bible can be read in intensely private ways. Synods may
forge ethical programs for their communities on the basis of reasoned de-
bates about biblical texts that lead to consensus about the divine will. Serial
killers may adopt the persona of an avenging angel—the Bible includes
plenty—to normalize their delusions. It is customary for professors of bibli-
cal studies to disparage idiosyncratic schools of interpretation—imagining
accounts of angels as extraterrestrial visitations, splicing the headlines from
today’s newspapers between the lines of the visions of Daniel and Revelation
in order to produce scenarios about the end of time—but that has little ef-
fect on the ongoing, ever-growing phenomenon of Bible interpretation, with

its dizzying diversity of styles and ideologies.
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This book treats the Bible like any other piece of literature. That is,
we read it with measures of sympathy and suspicion, with curiosity about
its authors and their times, and with full appreciation for its profundities
and full attention to its primitive features. We indicated our religious af-
filiations—Roman Catholic and Protestant—in the preface, although
neither of us pretends to be definitively or officially Catholic or Protes-
tant. We are writing for a mixed multitude of Christians and Jews,
whether back-slidden or at the forefront of the saints when they go
marching in. We are also addressing persons of other or no religious af-
filiation who are simply curious about Satan. We will certainly disap-
point those readers for whom the Bible is beyond analysis, a divine
document to be trusted and obeyed but never subjected to interpretation.
We hope that, in the end, we also disappoint readers who want to see the
Bible exposed as antiquated and primitive, a cultural superego from
which modern persons need liberation.

We seek to understand the communications of these ancient Jewish
and Christian communities whose struggles were both so different from
and so similar to our own. In order to understand what they wrote, we
will pay close attention to the meaning of their words, the structures of
their speech, and the circumstances of their lives. Beyond these philo-
logical and historical facets, great ambiguities remain. What is unam-
biguous, however, is the fact that Satan’s birth took place within the
pages of Bible.

What’s in a Name?

As we move forward in our search for Satan, it seems prudent at this junc-
ture to mention that throughout history, the figure known as Satan has
been known by many other names. (Those that appear in the Bible, the
Apocrypha, and early Jewish and Christian literature are discussed in later
chapters.) For example, in the New Testament, the Devil goes by these
names: Satan, Devil, Beelzebub, the Evil One, the Prince of this world,
Belial, Abaddon, and Apollyon.” Most readers will be familiar with Prince
of Darkness, Lucifer, and Mephistopheles. But how many of the medieval

popular names, collected by scholar Jeffrey Burton Russell, are familiar?°
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Old Horny, Old Hairy, Back Bogey, Lusty Dick, Dickon, Dickens, Gentle-
man Jack, the Good Fellow, Old Nick, and Old Scratch

Viewers of medieval dramas would have seen a legion of diabolical charac-

ters on stages, with a dazzling array of names:

Dark Lord, Sathanas, Mammon, Belphegor, Asmodeus, Behemoth, Berith,
Astaroth, Inferus, Baal, Ammon, Moloch, Tenebrifer (shadowbearer), Co-
cornifer (hornbearer), Schonspigel (pretty mirror), Ragamuffin, Ribald, Ca-
codemon, Crooked Nose, Snakey

and dozens more.!!

The term “devil” is from the Greek, diabolos, a translation of the Hebrew
word satan, itself the source of the term “Satan.” The Greek word diabolos
and the Hebrew word sazan mean the same thing. They refer to a character
in opposition, an adversary, enemy, or slanderer. Russell offers a convincing
explanation for how the Devil has come by so many names, noting a basic
axiom of diabology (“the study of the devil”), namely that one era’s deities

become the next era’s demons.

Historically, when a culture replaces one set of gods with another, it tends to
relegate the losing set to the status of evil spirits. The Christians made
demons out of the Olympian deities of Greece and Rome, just as the
Olympian religion had earlier transformed the earthbound Titans into evil

spirits.!?

This principle is at work in the classic satanic tale, Paradise Lost, in which
the names of the members of Lucifer’s underworld cabinet are drawn from
the roster of ancient Israel’s neighboring religions: Moloch, Chemos,
Baalim, Ashtaroth, Asorteth, Astarte, Thammuz, Dagon, Rimmon, Osiris,
Isis, [H]orus, Belial, and others (Paradise Lost 1: 390-505). In Christian
polemics through the ages, Satan has been rechristened in this manner
countless times, assuming the name of whatever rival deity happened to ap-
pear on the horizon. Armed now with at least a basic understanding of the
Bible and a host of names to invoke and chant as needed, let us move for-

ward to investigate Satan’s humble beginnings.
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chapter 2

unsystematic theology

The Nature of God in the Hebrew Bible

Theres too much tendency to attribute to God the evils that man does of

his own free will.
—Agatha Christie

"

udaism and Christianity are polished gems of thought that have been
crafted by rabbis and philosophers, clerics and theologians for cen-
turies. But for all the devout industry of these divines and the alpine pile of
tractates and treatises produced as guides to the perplexed, a single disqui-
eting truth endures: The God of the Bible is a moving target and remains
impossible to pin down.!
Although the pious, quite rightly, rationalize the elusive nature of the
biblical God as more evidence of God’s grandeur, there is something more.
The God of the Hebrew Bible, Yhwh by name, confounds and surprises,

and repels and attracts.
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The Divine Name

The Hebrew Bible uses many different words to refer to God. The two
most common names have been translated into English as “God” and “the
LORD.” “God” is our translation of the Hebrew word elohim. This word
elohim presents two ambiguities. First, the form is grammatically plural;
that is to say, the -im ending on nouns in Hebrew is analogous to a final
-s on a noun in English. The word for “God” in biblical Hebrew, thus,
could mean “gods.” The other ambiguity about the form elohim is this:
Since biblical Hebrew did not have capital letters, biblical interpreters
must decide on a case-by-case basis whether to translate elohim as “god”
or “God.” The single Hebrew word elohim could mean “god,” “gods,”
“God,” or “Gods.”

The opening words of the Ten Commandments illustrate many of these
ambiguities.

In the King James Version, Ex 20:1-3 reads,

And God spake all these words, saying,

I'am the LORD thy God, which have brought thee out of the land of Egypt,
out of the house of bondage,

Thou shalt have no other gods before me.

Now let us render the same passage without translating the three exam-

ples of elobim.

And elohim spake all these words, saying,

I am the LORD thy e/ohim, which have brought thee out of the land of
Egypt,
out of the house of bondage,

Thou shalt have no other e/ohim before me.

In these verses, the single word elohim is used as a name for God (“and
God/elohim spake”), as a title or epithet (“thy God/elohim”), and as a plural
form referring to gods other than the biblical deity (“other gods/elohim”).
We did not have to venture very far in our discussion—we are merely talk-
ing about the deity’s name—to encounter the complexity of the biblical
portrait of God.
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The other most common name for God in the Hebrew Bible is the Tetra-
grammaton, a Greek term that means “the Four Letters.” Those four letters in
Hebrew are, successively, y, 4, w, and A. The Hebrew word yhwh is translated
in English Bibles as “the LORD,” and the latter word is often doubly marked
as special in printed Bibles by rendering it in all capitals and by adjusting its
font so that the final three consonants are smaller than the initial one.

The reason for these stylistic flourishes is that, early in the course of the
development of Judaism, it became taboo to pronounce the divine name out
of respect for its gravity (although scholars have reconstructed its likely pro-
nunciation as “yahweh”). The common practice among Jews was to substi-
tute a different word altogether, such as the phrase “my Lord,” Hebrew
adonai, for yhwh when voicing it. In manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible, the
spelling of this divine name is a hybrid form. Its consonants are y-A-w-5
(from an original yahweh), but its vowels are those from a different word,
adonay, as a way of reminding biblical readers that they are supposed to say
“Adonai,” “my Lord,” instead of “Yahweh.”

The word “Jehovah,” a common name in medieval usage for the Old
Testament deity, is actually an erroneous translation of the Hebrew spelling
of the Tetragrammaton, made by European Christians who did not under-
stand this coded way of spelling. The form “Jehovah” represents a straight-
forward vocalization of the consonants from yahweh, y (in German j), 5, w
(or v), and 4, and of the vowels from “adonay,” a (or ), o, and a. But there
was never a deity named Jehovah in antiquity. There was a deity shrouded
in mystery named Yhwh whose form was unimaged (Ex 20:4) and whose
name was unpronounced.

In summary: The two most common names for God in the Hebrew
Bible are elohim and yhwh. Elohim can mean either “God” or “gods,” de-
pending on context. Yhwh means one thing and one thing only; it is the
special name of the deity who made a covenant with the people Israel. This
word Yhwh was considered too sacred to pronounce so, instead, the word
“Adonai,” “my Lord,” was used. In English editions of the Bible, the form
yhwh is translated as “the LORD.”

We discuss the meaning of the name Yhwh later. For now it is sufficient
to note that nothing, not even the names by which we refer to and address
this deity, is simple. The God of the Hebrew Bible is complicated, in-

scrutable, and mercurial. And this truth was just as apparent to the ancients
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as it is to us. Furthermore, this truth may be an important factor in the birth
of Satan. Recall, for example, that it is Yhwh, the frenetic artist, who creates
all forms of life in the first two chapters of Genesis, only to then destroy his
flawed masterpiece in a catastrophic flood. It is Yhwh, in the Exodus tale,
who inflicts unimaginable horror on the Egyptians in the form of deadly
plagues, but then parts the sea so the Israelites (his undisputed favored ones,
at least in this story) can cross dry shod to escape Pharaoh’s army. And let
us not forget that it is Yhwh who dictates the ruinous destruction of
Jerusalem and the exaggerated punishment of the Exile—but then, in an
about face (the Divine snit apparently over), offers the hope of restoration to
the demoralized exiles as they prepare to return to the Promised Land.

But as we move ahead, let us remember that we are in the realm of reli-
gious language here. Before we get swept up in the transcripts of conflict-
ing testimony about Yhwh and Old Scratch that have been entered into the
proceedings of the biblical courtroom, we must keep our bearings. It is a
matter of religious faith whether there is a God, and whether that God is
known as Yhwh, and whether the scriptures of Jews and Christians are ac-
curate reflections of ultimate reality. This book will proceed to tell our ver-
sion of the biblical story and will not pause to take reality checks after each
account of a biblical marvel or massacre. Guided by their religious sympa-
thies or skepticism, readers will have to decide for themselves how much, if
any, of the Bible they can accept. Warning: Common side effects of bibli-
cal study include visual flashes, deep remorse, and (unless reading Song of
Solomon) decreased libido. The authors accept no responsibility for what

readers do with our products after they take them home.

Two Problems with Biblical Monotheism

The hallmark of Jewish and Christian faith (and Islamic, too) is that there
is one God, although Christians have a funny way of explaining this and
the slightest slip in dogmatic exposition can make it sound as if there are
three. In many ways, the birth of Satan is tied, directly or indirectly, to the
triumph of this idea in biblical religion. We refer to the “triumph” of
monotheism because there was competition involved; Yhwh was not always

alone in the hearts and minds of the people.
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Even casual observers of religion can easily understand that the Bible is
capable of diverse interpretations and has been the arena of pitched de-
nominational rivalries. All the various human communities that swear by
the Bible and, at the same time, virulently and (sometimes) violently dis-
agree with each other illustrate this. Proponents of a certain religious prac-
tice or ethical imperative offer their proof-text from scripture while their
opponents offer another. For example, Baptists and Methodists may re-
spectively accuse each other of misunderstanding the biblical truth about
the method of baptism (immersion versus sprinkling) but the more impor-
tant problem is that the Bible itself, like the Gershwin brothers’ happiest
unhappy couple, says po-fate-oh on one page and po-taht-ob on the next.

The testimony about monotheism is among the most conflicted in the
Hebrew Bible.? On one hand, biblical religion is characterized by its
proclamation that there is one God. On the other hand, there are numer-
ous references in the Bible to gods other than the One. The Hebrew reli-
gious geniuses whom we know as the prophets, from the ninth to the sixth
centuries B.C.E., sharpened and honed an idea attributed first to Moses:
“Hear, O Israel, the LORD, your God, is one” (Dt 6:4).3 This is the first
line of the Shema, the prayer as central to the practice of Judaism as the
“Our Father,” the Lord’s Prayer, is to Christianity. According to prophet
Amos, a hard case who spoke in the eighth century B.C.E.:

Does disaster befall a city,
unless the LORD has done it? (Amos 3:6)

Municipal disasters came in many sizes: disease, drought, shakedowns
from superpowers seeking tribute. The latter is probably what Amos had
in mind. The roar of the Assyrian army, on the prowl through the Fertile
Crescent from the Tigris to the Mediterranean under lion-festooned
standards, caught Amos’s attention. The prophet heard something no one
else did. While his peers imagined that the Assyrian advance was fueled
by territorial avarice, Amos claimed that God (Yhwh), not the Assyrian
deity, Assur, was behind the imminent oppression of Israel.* The Assyr-
ian army was merely God’s tool, whether a hoe to prune, a club to pun-
ish, or a poker to stoke an annealing fire in Israel. This austere theology,

the prophetic faith nurtured in the highlands of Israel, was its own kind
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of high-and-lonesome. Yhwh alone was the source of all blessings and
curses, rewards and punishments.
A prophet during the Babylonian exile, two centuries later, also claimed

that all events, whether beneficial or detrimental, were under Yhwh’s control.

I am the LORD, and there is no other.
I form light and create darkness,

I make weal and create woe;

I the LORD do all these things. (Isa 45:6-7)

Mainstream Jewish and Christian theology are both heirs to the
prophetic insight that the universe is ultimately a unified field, but these
kinds of clear statements about who is in charge and where the buck stops
are not universal in the Bible. The most damaging categories of evidence to
the Hebrew Bible’s own case for monotheism are twofold. First, the Bible
contains a multitude of references to deities other than Yhwh. These are the
rival gods and goddesses (such as Baal, Astarte, and Molech, whose names
will become epithets for Satan in Paradise Lost) of neighboring peoples

whose attractiveness to Israel elicits the passion of its jealous God:

The Israelites again did what was evil in the sight of the Lord, worshipping
the Baals and the Astartes, the gods of Aram, the gods of Sidon, the gods of
Moab, the gods of the Ammonites, the gods of the Philistines. Thus they
abandoned the LORD and did not worship him. (Judg 10:6)

.. . because of all the evil of the people of Israel and the people of Judah that
they did to provoke me to anger. . .. They set up their abominations in the
house that bears my name, and defiled it. They built the high places of Baal
in the valley of the son of Hinnom, to offer up their sons and daughters to
Molech.® (Jer 32:32-35)

You shall tear down their altars, break their pillars, and cut down their sacred
poles for you shall worship no other god, because the LORD, whose name is
Jealous, is a jealous God. (Ex 34.13-14)

In addition, there are references and allusions in the Bible to divine or semi-

divine beings among Yhwh’s entourage. As biblical scholar Jack Miles writes,
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God has “a divine social life” in the Bible.® We return to these problems—in
shorthand, the gods and the angels—Tlater in this chapter, for both of these
classes of beings, the deities of Israel’s neighbors and the semi-divine angels,
will figure in the development of satanic lore. In fact, the names of Yhwh’s
competitors will become alternative names for the Devil after the biblical pe-
riod. As for the angels, they will be divided into classes, good and evil, celes-
tial and infernal, serving as messengers, lackeys, and agents for their
respective kingdoms. But we are getting ahead of ourselves and must first re-

view what the Bible has to say about the nature of the divine personality.”

The Divine Personality in a Nutshell

Moses gets so many of the great lines in the Hebrew Bible. There is the

Shema, as mentioned earlier:

Hear, O Israel, the LORD your God is one. And you shall love the LORD
your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.
(Dt 6:4-5)

There is also the revelation of the divine name in Ex 3:13-15. In that story,
Moses was reluctant to leave goat herding in the wilderness in order to re-
turn to Egypt and demand that Pharaoh release the Hebrews from slavery.

Furthermore, Moses was not even sure that the Hebrews themselves would

fall in line behind him, so he asked God,

If T come to the Israelites and say to them, “The God of your ancestors has
sent me to you, and they ask me, ‘What is his name? what shall I say to
them?” God said to Moses, ‘I AM WHO I AM.”

“I-am-who-I-am.” The Hebrew words might also mean “I-will-be-who-I-
will-be” or, best (we think), “I-cause-to-be-what-I-cause-to-be.”® This
phrase, “I-cause-to-be-what-I-cause-to-be” (in other words, “I-make-
everything-happen,” as clear a statement of monotheism as you will find),
gets formulated as a single word in Hebrew, God’s first name, God’s spe-

cial name: Yhwh.
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Yhwh is a third-person form in grammar, and means literally “He is” (or
“He Causes/Creates”) despite the fact that it is more customary to refer to
this God as the great and august “I am.” As previously mentioned, wher-
ever you encounter the form “the LORD” in this book or in an edition of
the Bible, it is translating the Hebrew word Yhwh, a term that became
taboo to pronounce.

Another greatest hit of Moses is the text in Ex 34:6-7, where God re-
veals the essence of the divine personality. In the story that precedes it,
Moses has gained a special intimacy with God. In the course of his forty-
day sojourn on Mount Sinai, dictating all 613 commandments of the writ-
ten Law (and only the rabbis of old know how much additional
off-the-record deep background, i.e., the Oral Law), Moses and the LORD
have become downright friendly.” Moses makes a playful request of God:
“Can I see your glory?” The glory of God is the aura, the garment of light
that was thought to surround the deity.

God agrees but takes precautions. The divine glory is like the most in-
tense sunlight, indispensable to life yet toxic if viewed directly. So God
hides Moses in a cave (“the cleft of a rock”) and announces that he will pass
by. The text itself does not describe what Moses saw, except to say that
Moses saw only “the backside of God.” Then, shortly afterward, in Exodus
34, the LORD flashes Moses again “and proclaim[s],”

The LORD, the LORD,

a God merciful and gracious,

slow to anger,

and abounding in steadfast love and faithfulness,
keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation,

forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, . . .

For a moment, it is as if Moses were back in Eden where before time God
went for afternoon strolls through Paradise (Gen 3:8). In this passage that
begins with Moses seeing “the flanks” of Yhwh (Ex 33:23) and ends with
Moses hearing Yhwh proclaim (or sing) the divine name in poetic diction
(Ex 34:6-7), Moses gets as close to the deity as any mortal does in the He-
brew Bible.

So far, so good, but there is another stanza to the poem.
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. .. forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin, . . .

yet by no means clearing the guilty,

but visiting the iniquity of the parents upon their children
and the children’s children,

to the third and the fourth generation.

Exodus 34:6-7—and variants of it occur throughout the Hebrew
Bible—is the Bible’s basic declaration of what Yhwh is like.!® The divine
personality is overwhelmingly gracious and life-giving, reliable and gener-
ous as well as not to be trifled with; never, ever letting the guilty make a
clean getaway. This, if anything, is the systematic theology of the Hebrew
Bible: God as both friend and avenger. In our legal terms, God as judge,
jury, prosecutor, and defense counsel. We might imagine these as separate
functions, but for God’s chosen people the shoulder that bears us when we
pull up lame is connected to the long arm of the law that apprehends us
when we run from the scene of our crimes.

This formula does not state that the admixture of adjectives is balanced.
There is no Yin and Yang here, no fifty-fifty split of attractive and repel-
lent features. To the contrary, Yhwh, the creator of the universe and the
source of all the blessings of life, is overwhelmingly gracious and merciful,
extending steadfast love to the thousandth generation. But, at the same time,
those who pursue courses of actions contrary to the divine will and later
translated into legal codes through the Mosaic Torah or “teaching,” are
clearly courting disaster. The consequences of their follies threaten not only
them but also their descendants, to the zAird and fourth generations. Already

you can feel the tension in such a view of God.

The Divine Godfather

The most prevalent image of God in the Hebrew Bible, for better or for worse,
is God as patriarch. It is a grave mistake to imagine this great patriarch as the
kind of father we may know best. God was a certain kind of father, the kind
of father figure known to the ancient cultures around the eastern Mediter-
ranean, as the biblical scholar David Schloen has pointed out.!* God was con-

ceived as the Great Father, the patriarch above all patriarchs. Bounteous,
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good-natured, forgiving, wise, strong, but also fiercely—even savagely—
protective of his clan. Furthermore, this godfather was inordinately concerned
that he be shown the proper respecs and was ready to teach the disrespectful a
lesson should his will be opposed.

The Bible contains many images of and metaphors for God; the kind of
Mediterranean-style godfather is merely one metaphor, although it is
among the most common. There are even places in the Bible, especially in
the poems of Isaiah, where God is compared to a mother.?? Personally, we
believe that God has maternal and paternal aspects, as well as facets that
cannot be contained with any kind of familial image. But much of the im-
agery about God in the Hebrew Bible begins from the idea of God as the
ultimate father figure.

Although this image of God as patriarch does not directly affect our un-
derstanding of the birth of Satan, it does help us to understand many as-
pects of the portrait of God in the Hebrew Bible, especially those aspects
modern readers might find off-putting: the deity who leads his clans into
battle; the deity whose anger is aroused by careless rites and betrayals, by a
lack of respect.!®

With this review of two crucial ideas for understanding the portrayal of
God in the Hebrew Bible, we can now return to the main focus of this
chapter: how strong tensions in the idea of monotheism served as labor

pains for the delivery of Satan.

Are the Other Gods Real?

The first bit of conflicting testimony regarding monotheism that the Bible
offers is the shadowy presence of rival deities.!* The Shema, the grand state-
ment of monotheism, can be found near the beginning of the scroll of
Deuteronomy (Dt 6:4). Near the end of the same scroll is a poem attrib-
uted to Moses that seems to suggest that, while the LORD may be One,
the LORD is not the only one.

When the Most High apportioned the nations,
when he divided humankind,
he fixed the boundaries of the peoples
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according to the number of the gods;
the LORD’s own portion was his people,
Jacob his allotted share. (Dt 32:8-9)

This text can be translated and interpreted in ways that are congenial to
monotheism, and it is poetry, after all, so we must allow it some rhetorical
flexibility.’s Still, it suggests that Yhwh is the God of Jacob (an alternative
name for Israel in the Bible), but that other peoples have their own gods.

We cannot read the minds of the ancient Israelites; we can only read the
literary legacy they left to us in the Bible. When the First Commandment,
in Ex 20:3, says, “You shall have no other gods before me,” we cannot pen-
etrate behind that word, “gods.” Did the early Israelites understand these
gods to be unreal and without substance? Or did they understand them to
be cosmic figures of some import but who were out-of-bounds for them?

We read in the book of Judges, for instance, that the Israelites had
“abandoned the LORD, the God of their ancestors, who had brought them
out of the land of Egypt” and “followed other gods, from among the gods
of the peoples who were all around them” (Judg 2:11-12). The simplest
reading of texts such as these (and there are many more) is that perhaps
some Israelites held that while Yhwh was the God of Israel, Yhwh was not
the on/y god. There may well be other deities for other peoples, but Yhwh
is the sole God who deserves Israel’s awe and singular devotion.

Should we call such belief polytheism, a slippery word that denotes be-
lief in many deities? But even polytheists often reserve special devotion for
the power that functions as their personal god, their contact deity in the di-
vine government. Perhaps a more useful term to describe the religious cul-
ture in these texts is henotheism, the worship of a single god without
denying the existence of other gods.

The prophetic movement in Israel sharpened this understanding, so even-
tually monotheism triumphed over henotheism, at least in the writings of the
leading Hebrew religious thinkers. The ninth-century B.C.E. prophet Elijah
took on the prophets of Baal in a kind of priestly Olympics on Mount Carmel,
bested them in prophetic feats, and then ridiculed their supposed deity:

“[Maybe Baal] has wandered away [taken a bush stop!] or he is on a journey,
or perhaps he is asleep and must be awakened” (1 Kgs 18:27).
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The eighth-century B.C.E. prophet Amos indirectly countered the idea
that all peoples had their own national deity. It was Yhwh—not Dagon, not
Baal Hadad—who presided over not merely the exodus of the Israelites but
also the respective exoduses of the Philistines and Arameans, and gave

them the lands in which they now reside:

Are you not like the Ethiopians to me,

O people of Israel? Says the LORD.

Did I not bring Israel up from the land of Egypt,

and the Philistines from Caphtor and the Arameans from Kir? (Amos 9:7).

But it was the anonymous sixth-century B.C.E. prophet whose poems were
appended to the scroll of Isaiah (whom some call Second Isaiah or Isaiah
of Babylon) who stated matters most clearly. This Israclite prophet, who
lived among the temples and pantheons of Babylon, addresses the gods in

one speech:

You, indeed, are nothing
and your work is nothing at all;

whoever chooses you is an abomination. (Isa 41:24)

and elsewhere sweeps all other deities from their pedestals with this

declaration.

For I [Yhwh] am God, and there is no other;
I am God, and there is no one like me. (Isa 46:9)

We do not know whether the form of henotheism practiced in ancient
Israel involved grudging respect for other gods or agnosticism about them.
We only know this: The end result was a faith that involved complete de-
votion to Yhwh.

This triumph of monotheism over a form of henotheism did not take
place overnight, however, but appears to have been a slow evolution over
centuries, and cannot be dated confidently before the period of the Baby-
lonian Exile in the mid-sixth century B.C.E.

This makes sense because it was during the Exile that the displaced Jew-

ish community discovered that its faith was as alive and vital in a foreign
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land as it had been in Jerusalem. Furthermore, the life the people planted
in alien soil and the blessings they received there convinced them that
Yhwh was more than the patriarch of a clan at home in Judah and Ephraim
(another name for the northern kingdom usually called Israel) but was the
God of what for them was an ever-expanding world. The daily interactions
of Jewish priests and prophets with Babylon’s rich tapestry of cult and mon-
umental religious art forced them to sharpen their critique of the gods and
broaden their view of the scope of Yhwh’s governance.

What does this triumph of monotheism have to do with the birth of
Satan? We can only say one thing for certain: It is in biblical writings that
emerge after the Exile—after this triumph, in the books of Zechariah, Job,
and 1 Chronicles—that Satan makes his most vivid appearances in the He-
brew Bible. Satan does appear in one pre-exilic book, in Numbers, chapter
22, and we discuss all these texts in subsequent chapters. The Satan (in He-
brew, hassatan, “the Adversary”) who appears in these postexilic books is
hardly the arch-opponent of God that we encounter in the New Testament,
but is a figure who will develop into the cosmic Adversary. Thus, Satan be-
gins to appear with more frequency in the Bible affer the triumph of
monotheism.

To point toward one more conclusion, although it may be premature, the
consolidation of all divine powers into Yhwh may have had an unexpected
side effect. That is, before the adoption of monotheism, the misfortunes
suffered in life were often blamed on other gods or evil forces. In a
monotheistic system, however, Yhwh alone is responsible. Because Yhwh
embodies both good and evil, it seems likely that many people find it diffi-
cult to embrace a deity that intentionally inflicts suffering.'® This brings us
to the age-old question of theodicy, and it also demands that we explore
people’s existential frustration as a contributing factor in the birth of Satan.
Put simply, unable to reconcile faith in a God who is both benevolent and,
at the same time, is the playwright of the entire human drama, whether
tragic or comic, the ancient mind sought an alternative explanation for evil
in the world: Evil does not come from God at all, but from a malignant
being who acts in opposition to the goodness of God. This proved to an at-
tractive idea to many.

The poetry in the book of Job hints at the existential frustrations inher-

ent in a monotheistic faith. Job, the Hebrew Everyman, finds himself in the
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Catch—22 position of asking God to rescue him from the very source of his
oppression—God.!” Clearly, the fullness of Yhwh—all in all, defender,
avenger, source of darkness and light—presented believers with an existen-
tial frustration. And although the birth of Satan, like the triumph of
monotheism itself, would take centuries, some Jews and many more Chris-
tians would come to resolve this tension by ascribing their rescues to God

and their oppressions to Satan.

The Heavenly Throng

Jack Miles’s statement bears repeating: In the Bible, God has a divine so-
cial life.® The Bible itself does not explicitly catalog the ranks of divine or
semidivine beings, but it alludes to them throughout. Here we review some
of these biblical allusions to angels, demons, sprites, divine courtiers, and
the chaos monsters that serve as cosmic border guards.!?

There is another category we must consider as well: the rich vocabulary
of circumlocution the biblical writers developed. At times, these phrases—
for instance “the Angel of the LORD,” when a visit from the LORD was
reported, or “the hand of the LORD,” when a cosmic caning was adminis-
tered—may simply represent poetic license, a colorful, varied repertoire of
epithets used in storytelling. But such statements can also serve as distanc-
ing devices: “It was not God who punished me; it was the hand of God.”

We are moving now from the sidelines in our search for Satan and wad-
ing into the fray. Our first important and some might say, startling dis-
covery is that we do not have to look very far. Satan, it would appear, is
right under our noses. For it is among these beings and these personifica-
tions of often unpleasant divine aspects that we discover Satan’s traits,

Satan’s DNA, if you will.

Angels

We know from reading the texts of ancient Egypt, Babylon, Sumer, As-
syria, Phoenicia, Syria, and Anatolia, to name only the cultures that abutted

ancient Israel, that most peoples of the Near East and eastern Mediter-
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ranean imagined a divine government of senior administrators, rival deities
vying for influence, and