Discuss the contribution of ONE of the following texts to our understanding of early Christian ideas concerning Satan/the Devil and the nature of evil – The Gospel of John.

Introduction
This assignment will be discussing the contribution of the Gospel of John to our understanding of early Christian ideas concerning Satan and the nature of evil. In order to explore the gospel of John and its contribution to the early Christian understanding of Satan the devil, a brief background will be provided regarding the idea of Satan before the Gospel of John, the assignment will then go proceed to discuss various passages and how they reveal Satan’s character and look in more detail on the passage (John 8:44) as this passage is a significant in the gospel. Thirdly, the assignment will cover the concept of dualism and look at the similarities to the themes in the gospel of John. The assignment will be conclude by looking how John’s Gospel has developed the early Christian concept of the devil and nature of evil. 
Firstly, this assignment is going to explain briefly the background before John’s Gospel idea of Satan. Between the time of the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament there was a drastic change in the concept of a Satan being an adversary and eventually becoming the Satan that is the personification of evil and truly malevolent character. In the intertestamental period Jewish texts developed this concept of Satan and these personifications are said to be drawn upon from the cultural situations that are taking place at that period of time with the Jewish religion.  
An example of a text created in the period of intertestamental is Jubilees which retells the stories of Genesis and the first half of exodus, with a greater emphasis on the demons and persecution. The concept Satan and Evil is described in this passage, in which is given the name of Mastema. In Jubilees a passage that mentions this malevolent being “and the chief of the spirits, Mastema, came and he said, “O Lord, Creator, leave some of them before me, and let them obey my voice. And let them do everything which I tell them, because if some of them are not left for me, I will not be able to exercise the authority of my will among the children of men because they are (intended) to corrupt and lead astray before my judgement because the evil of the sons of men is great.” (Jubilees 10:7) This develops the concept of Satan as he is among the universe created by God as being, this is a new concept as in the Hebrew Bible the word Satan is not used as such as an evil being but as a common noun to describe an adversary or an enemy. 
The Intertestamental period has provided new ideas for the New Testament to develop and allowed a link of ideas as to why the Gospels describe the Satan as an important character in the New Testament. Wray and Mobley are two scholars that wrote in their novel, The birth of Satan tracing the devil's biblical roots, “It was during this period that Satan moved from the shadowy ranks of the cosmic courtiers to centerstage as their fallen prince”[footnoteRef:1] This shows that this time period allowed Satan to take on more definition and become a significant figure within the Christian faith. Wray and Mobley comment on before Satan was before in the shadowy ranks of the cosmic courtiers which is similar to the ideas in John’s Gospel that Satan is more of a spirit lurking in the shadows but has a more powerful and demonic power in this Gospel in New Testament. [1:  T.J. Wray and Gregory Mobley, The birth of Satan tracing the devil's biblical roots (New York, Palgrave Macmillan:1957)  p. 97
] 

Richard J.Cassidy is a scholar who has commented on John’s Gospel, suggesting that it was created due to the cultural issues such as the Greek and Roman influences that were occurring at the time it was written which is said to be around the late 1st century and many Christians saw Jesus as a savour figure. Cassidy states,
“John’s Gospel has frequently been analysed as a Gospel emphasising personal belief in, and an “abiding in,” Jesus. Yet may there not also be a message within the Gospel to Christians who faced political challenges and pressures as a result of their personal allegiance to Jesus? Within scholarly circles John’s Gospel has frequently been regarded as responding to Hellenistic culture, to Gnosticism and to the rupture between Judaism and Christianity.”[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Richard J. Cassidy, John’s Gospel in New Perspective (New York, Orbis Books: 1992)p.1
] 

This explains that John’s Gospel may be rooted with cultural problems that were happening and may be result of these issues such as Hellenization and the friction taking place between the Jewish and Christian people at that time period. This Gospel claims that people who do not follow Christ are therefore sons of Satan, Cassidy is reflecting that this Gospel could be written to retaliate to the sinners that are not accepting Jesus who is God incarnate. This develops the early Christian belief on Satan as the leader of the gentiles and this could cause conflict between Christianity and the non-believers of Christ.
The Gospel of John has a different approach to explaining Satan, comparing to the synoptic Gospel’s written by Mark, Matthew and Luke. The Gospel of John has more of a spiritual theme where Satan is not portrayed as a physical being but more cosmic and within the shadows and the lord of the darkness. The author of the book, New Testament Theology- The Theology of the Gospel of John, D.Moody Smith states;
“Into the world of darkness and death, God sends his Son Jesus Christ in order to save it. Thus Jesus is not only the light of the world, but also the resurrection and life, the one who has descended from God and ascended to God.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  D. Moody Smith, New Testament Theology- The Theology of the Gospel of John (New York, Cambridge Press:1995) p.85
] 

Smith is explaining the main message and theology in John’s Gospel that Jesus Christ was said to be sent down by God as the light of the world to save the darkness of the world and this achieved through the resurrection and life of Jesus Christ. Smith mentions the idea of light and darkness as rivals, this is Jesus and Satan in John’s Gospel. This is similar to dualism and the religion that was popular around this time period Zoroastrianism, indicating that the understanding of the Satan and nature of evil for early Christians may have been shaped by other religious ideas of evil.

This assignment is now going to look at some passages in the Gospel of John and how these passages shaped our understanding of early Christian ideas concerning the Satan. 
In the Gospel of John, Satan is not visualised as a person but more a transcendent evil spirit that lurks in the shadows that often uses human agents to perform his evil acts. An example of this can be found in the Gospel, “It is the spirit that gives life; the flesh is useless. The words that I have spoken to you are spirit and life. But among you there are some who do not believe.” For Jesus knew from the first who were the ones that did not believe, and who was the one that would betray him.” (John 6:64-65) This quote from John’s Gospel demonstrates that Jesus is aware that there are spirits among him and some do not believe him, although he offered light and life there were still one’s who will betray. This is also referring to Judas who will inevitably go on to betray Jesus that eventually leads to the death of Jesus. John portrays that Satan is the spirit that chooses Judas to do such an evil act, therefore this shaped the early Christian ideas concerning the devil, using human agents to do the ultimate betrayal.
Warren Carter is an author who wrote, “Jesus goes on immediately to talk of being betrayed by a disciple, Judas, and labels him the devil. (6:64)”[footnoteRef:4] Carter highlights the main theme during the passage (6:64) that Jesus is aware of the devil’s work through his disciple named Judas and he personally labels him the Devil. John stating this in his Gospel allows Christians to know Jesus’ thoughts on Judas’ betrayal that leads to his death and he wants his followers to be aware of the Devils work [4:  Warren Carter, John- Storyteller, Interpreter, Evangelist. (USA, Hendrickson Publishers: 2006)p.75
] 

Later on in the Gospel John talks of Judas’ portrayal “The devil had already put it into the heart of Judas son of Simon Iscariot to betray him. And during supper. Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he had come from God and was going to God” (13;1-4) This demonstrates to early Christians the ways that this character of the devil work but also presents that Jesus knew the way of defeat Satan is to return to God and this would be the crucifixion and resurrection.
In this Gospel, once Jesus has been crucified and resurrected, Satan is no longer and this is often why Jesus is referred to as the saviour messiah that redeemed Christians from evil. This allows early Christians to understand that Satan once ruled the world but that their Christ who is God incarnate has the highest power that will defeat all evil as shown in the passage (John12:31) when Jesus’ death takes place.
Scholar Moody Smith comments on the passage (12:31),
“The Jesus of John’s gospel cannot be tempted by Satan or anyone else. He will not even take cues provided by his mother or his brothers, but marches to his own drumbeat. As far as Jesus is concerned, the ruler of this world (Satan) has already been cast out. (12:31)”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  D. Moody Smith, New Testament Theology- The Theology of the Gospel of John (New York, Cambridge Press: 1995) p.105.] 

This explains Moody Smith’s thought on this passage which is common with the early Christians also. The passage suggests that Jesus had outcast Satan who was the ruler of the world as he has overruling powers that Satan does not. It also mentions Satan’s temptation and that Jesus ignored these temptations, however others fell for Satan’s temptation and this referring to the Jewish people who did not follow Jesus. Overall, this passage teaches early Christians that this character Satan had power which is limited as the power did manage to tempt and persuade people to dismiss and betray Jesus. However, Jesus has the ultimate Power to outcast Satan.
The Passage (8:44) is an important passage in John’s Gospel that is apocalyptic and allows early Christians to develop their idea of Satan. The passage follows,
“You are from your father the devil, and you choose to do your father’s desires. He was a murderer from the beginning and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks according to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies” (8:44). 
This passage firstly mentions that the individuals who are betraying and not following Jesus then their father is the Devil and the ‘father of lies’, this is referring to the Jewish people at this time period who persecuted Jesus and betrayed him. Warren Carter comments on this passage, “While asserting his own origin from God, Jesus interprets their not accepting his word as evidence of their origin: "You are from your father the devil” (8:44) and “are not from God”. Their actions reflect their father in that they seek to kill Jesus and prefer lies or falsehood.”[footnoteRef:6] Carter’s interpretation represents what early Christian’s ideas may have been like regarding Satan as the devil. Carter understands this passage by John, in that he is claiming that the Jewish people are not from God and they seek to kill Jesus and prefer falsehood than choosing Jesus and God. This could be why anti-Semitism has occurred in the future as Christians would have perceived Jewish people as the children of Satan. [6:  Warren Carter, John- Storyteller, Interpreter, Evangelist. (USA, Hendrickson Publishers: 2006)p.89
] 

In the passage (8:44) John calls Satan ‘Murderer from the beginning’ and this is referring to the Devil using humans agents and his desire to kill Jesus. This idea of Satan being a murderer, it also refers to the people who support Satan desires are also murderers, this being the gentiles. Mark Edward mentions in his book a church fathers interpretation of this passage and he states “Augustine says that the Jews were the Devil’s children by imitation not by birth.” [footnoteRef:7] This shows that Augustine who is a highly regarded Scholar in the Christian community that believes that the Jew’s were the Devil’s children as John claimed. However, this is not by birth but following the devil with their free will. This supports the idea that those who seek to Jesus, do not love God but freely choose the Devil. [7:  Mark Edwards, Blackwell Bible commentaries. (Oxford, Blackwell Publishing Ltd: 2004) p.94] 

In this Passage it refers to Satan as the father of lies and this is the opposite to how the Bible represents Jesus as he  is the truth as stated in (John 14:6) “Jesus said to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” Gail O’day comments on Jesus claiming to be the truth, “I am the way, and the truth and the life” The verbal interplay in this narrative is crucial in experiencing how the Johannine Jesus makes God known.”[footnoteRef:8] This shows that John uses Jesus as the truth and the light and is crucial as this is how he makes God known, as he offers light in a time of darkness when Satan was ruling, those who chose to reject Jesus therefore choose the darkness and lies. [8:  Gail R.O’Day, Revelation in the Fourth Gospel. (Philadelphia, Fortress Press: 1986) p.100
] 

Another aspect of the Gospel of John that is commented on frequently is the dualistic themes it holds throughout the Gospel. Dualism is the idea of two opposing powers working separately in a faith. In John’s Gospel Jesus is seen as the light of the world and Satan is the darkness. A scholar previously mentioned Moody Smith also explores this theme in his work, 
 “Yet in the fourth Gospel the dualism of God and world is not absolute: the world was not only created by God, but is also the object of his love and salvation. As the object of god’s salvation, however, the world presently stands in a state of alienation and condemnation characterised by darkness, death, sin, slavery and falsehood.” [footnoteRef:9] [9:  D. Moody Smith, New Testament Theology- The Theology of the Gospel of John (New York, Cambridge Press:1995) p.80
] 

Moody Smith highlights this concept of light, salvation and love that God holds. He describes how the world before God’s salvation was characterised by death, darkness and sinfulness this complies with the concept of dualism. Kovacs is a another scholar who agrees with Moody Smith’s interpretation as he claims,
“The division of human beings into two camps, according to their different reactions to the incarnate word- a prominent theme in the Fourth Gospel- is presented from the outset as part of a larger cosmic struggle between the forces of darkness, who reject the Word, and the forces of light, who accept him and become ‘children of God’.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  J. Kovacs, '"Now Shall the Ruler of this World be Driven Out": Jesus' Death as Cosmic Battle in John 12:20-36', Journal of Biblical Literature 114 (1995), p. 231] 

Kovacs is highlighting that the fourth Gospel is presenting this cosmic battle between the forces of darkness and light. He mentions that that those who reject ‘the Word’ and the forces of light, who is Jesus are not children of God. However those who accept the light over the dark become the children of God, these are Christians. 
Early Christian’s ideas on the concept of Satan would be impacted by John’s dualistic theme of light and dark as they understand that Satan is this opposite of Jesus who is the light of the world. In the Gospel it also shows Christians that darkness has limited power and light will always over rule darkness as in (John 1:5) it shows that light has power that dark does not. In John it explains the messiah’s perspective of light and darkness.  “Again Jesus spoke to them, saying, “I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness but will have the light of life.” (8:12) This allows early Christians to understand that Satan is a dark force that is an enemy to Jesus the light of the world, therefore to have light in their life they must follow the son of God. 
Concluding this assignment, the Gospel of John provides early Christians with insight on a new concept of Satan. John’s Gospel provides many new ideas for early Christians compared to the other synoptic Gospels. Suggests Satan is more of a spiritual darkness’s rather than a person who is tempting and being physical. John’s Gospel ultimately explores the defeat of Satan and this is through Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection, this Gospel also teaches Christians that the gentiles are the children of the Devil, providing them with teachings to follow Christ and denying the Devil is through believing Christ the lightness and truth of the world.
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