PAGE  

The Devil We Know

Job 1:1, 6-12; Matthew 4:1-11
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Quite a few years ago Newsweek Magazine had an article title “Giving the Devil His Due.” It stated:

“Saint Anthony wrestled with him, Luther taunted him and Milton immortalized him in Paradise Lost. To Saint Paul, he was ‘the god of this world,’ and he and his helpers figure in the New Testament nearly twice as often as the Holy Spirit. He is, needless to say, the Devil - next to Jesus Christ the most familiar figure in Christian lore ... Over the last two centuries he has been debunked by rationalists, exorcised by psychotherapists and demythologized by theologians.” 
C.S. Lewis, in his book, The Screwtape Letters, which is a unique look at the human condition from the Devil’s perspective, comments “There are two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall about the devils. One is to disbelieve in their existence. The other is to believe, and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest in them. They themselves are equally pleased by both errors…”
That may very well be true, but I also believe that what we know about Satan has less to do with our knowledge of Scripture, than it does with our reading of novels like “Paradise Lost,” Dante’s “Inferno” and “The Screwtape Letters.” That is, our understanding of Satan is probably more fictional than faithful.
There certainly isn’t a dearth of reference to Satan in Scripture. But there really isn’t any protracted Scriptural apology about Satan or the Devil. We don’t even know his name. It almost feels like we are in a Harry Potter book, talking about “the one who shall not be named.” There is reference to “Satan,” and “Devil,” but these are appellations, not names. Satan comes from the Hebrew word, which means adversary and is used in the Old Testament to describe human beings as well as spiritual beings.
In the New Testament “Devil” seems to be the word of choice, although there are others – Satan, Accuser, Adversary, Beelzebub, Old Serpent, Great Dragon, Enemy. Devil, though, I understand, appears over 100 times in the New Testament. I have not counted. The English word devil is a transliteration of the Greek word, diabolos, which actually means “the slanderer,” one who maligns and defames others by attacking their reputations through lies and deceit.
Lucifer is another name given to our understanding of an evil entity. It isn’t used in the New Testament at all, but often seems to be a name of choice in modern cinema and books. It actually comes from the Latin meaning “light-bearer.” Odd considering it is the term we like to give to the one who is also called “Prince of Darkness.” It is the Latin name given to the “Morning Star” – Venus. Its reference is from Isaiah 14 and refers to Isaiah’s prophecy that the power and pride of Nebuchadnezzar, the King of Babylon, will soon be destroyed, which will precede Israel’s restoration.

Isaiah says, “Your pomp is brought down to Sheol, the sound of your harps; maggots are the bed beneath you, and worms are your covering. How you are fallen from heaven, O Day Star, son of Dawn! How you are cut down to the ground, you who laid the nations low” (14:11-12).

You can see how many can use this and other renderings like it to give a spiritual and supernatural dimension to our life’s struggles. But this and so many other examples are metaphorically talking about real life issues. “Falling from heaven” is a phrase that would mean the same thing as you and I saying that someone “fell from grace” – no longer occupies the position of power and prestige. When in Isaiah Lucifer falls from heaven and finds his bed in Sheol, it is that King Nebuchadnezzar will fall from the pinnacle of his power. Isaiah doesn’t have insight into the realm of Spiritual warfare, but of earthly, political realities.

So where does that leave us? Who is the Devil we know?
Well the concept of Satan has changed fairly dramatically through Scripture. A spiritual entity bent on doing evil, or fighting against the rule of God is a fairly new understanding, which I think is perpetuated mainly by the fictional works of Milton and Dante, and theologians who recognized the pervasiveness of evil that seemed superhuman and needed to place its origin outside of humanity. But when we meet the Satan in the Old Testament (and the Hebrew usually includes the definite article “the” – the Satan – the adversary), it isn’t a spiritual being working against God. The book of Job counts the Satan among the sons of God (RSV) or angels of God who has the specific task of being the accuser. Sort of like the prosecuting attorney of the heavenly courts. The Satan is the one who works with God, not against God.
A more telling story is that of Balaam in the book of Numbers (chapter 22). The Israelites are conquering their way into the land of Canaan and they encamp against Moab. The king of Moab, fearful of the Israelites, sends for the Mesopotamian diviner, Balaam, whose reputation is that whomever he blesses is blessed and whomever he curses is cursed. So the king of Moab sends for Balaam to bless Moab and to curse the Israelites.
When Balaam sets out on his journey riding on his donkey, God becomes angry with him and it says in 22:22, “the angel of the Lord took his stand in the road as his adversary.” The Hebrew word that is translated there, as “adversary,” is Satan. “The angel of the Lord took his stand in the road as his Satan,” to keep him from accomplishing this curse against the Israelites.

It is a cute story in that Balaam cannot see this angel acting as the Satan with a sword in his hand ready to cut down Balaam if he comes closer, but his donkey can see the angel and so turns aside to protect Balaam. Balaam thinks the donkey is just being stubborn and tries to persuade the donkey to move forward in ways that PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals) would not appreciate. The donkey is given voice and asks in so many words, “Why are you beating me? Have I ever led you astray before?” And Balaam’s eyes are opened so as to see the angel, and then the angel gives Balaam a good “what for” and puts him in his place. Balaam repents and leaves the Israelites alone.
So what we find in the Old Testament isn’t that Satan is some evil, spiritual entity working against the designs of God. Satan can be one of God’s heavenly hosts working for God against the evil designs of humanity. In Job the role takes a slightly different tack in that the Satan tests the resolve of the faithful. Satan complains to God that of course Job is a faithful, righteous man. You’ve given him everything he wants and needs. Would he be so blameless if life were a struggle? And God gives the Satan permission to find out – to test Job’s faithfulness.

In some ways that’s what happens to Jesus as he begins his ministry. After he is baptized we are told that he was led by the Spirit into the wilderness to be tempted by the diabolos (now the preferred Greek word – the Devil). Again there is a sense of testing. Will Jesus have what it takes? But there is a movement to something a little more sinister than just simple testing. With the New Testament comes the sense of an over-zealous prosecutor who is not content just to wait for someone to mess up, but sets traps to help them mess up. Not unlike the unusually cruel and slow speed limit on Huron Parkway, where there are no driveways or cross roads for over a half a mile, and yet the speed limit is only 35 miles an hour on this wide, smooth, four lane road.

For the most part, there still isn’t any sustained Scriptural apologetic that convinces me there is a superhuman, evil entity out to foil God’s creation. When I was in college I remember being in a conversation with a leader of one of the several Christian organizations I belonged to. He was trying save me from my ignorance by convincing me that if I believed in a personal God, then I had to also believe in a personal Devil. I just didn’t understand, and I still don’t. I understood his logic. We can’t have good unless we also have bad. We don’t know hot unless we also experience cold.

But God is not a work of our systems of logic or philosophical rendering. God is the creator of all things. Can God really only exist if there is an opposite entity striving for opposite ends? I don’t think so. Please don’t misunderstand me. That doesn’t mean that evil doesn’t exist, and that I think is part of our problem, we know only too well the works that demean and devalue our human existence. But that doesn’t take a supernatural personality. More to the point, I think it’s simply the absence of God – not by God’s choice, but by our own.

The critical distinction to make here is that the absence of a quality is not its opposite. As darkness is the absence of light, so is evil the absence of God. You can bring a light into a dark cave and the cave is illuminated, but you cannot bring darkness from the cave outside into the light to overcome the light. Likewise, there is only God, and we either live in the goodness and graciousness of God, or we choose to live in its absence.
However, it is so much easier to give evil, the absence of God, the systems that work against God’s kingdom principles a name. And what better name than “the slanderer,” “the liar,” “diabolos,” or the Devil. The danger in doing so, though, is to believe that evil is outside of ourselves, and outside of our control. I read a statement once that said, “Never attribute to the Devil what opportunism, emotional instability, and religious bigotry are sufficient to explain.” 

And isn’t that what Jesus’ struggle in the wilderness was all about? As the Son of God, he had power unimaginable. But how the power is used determines whether it is good or evil. Call it the Devil if you would like, but in the end, if evil rules this world, we have no one to blame but ourselves.
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