Discuss the contribution of the Gospel of John to our understanding of early Christian ideas concerning Satan and the nature of evil.

The Gospel of John contributes much to our understanding of the early Christian ideas concerning Satan and the nature of evil. Compared to the earlier Gospels of Mark, Matthew and Luke (also known collectively as the synoptic Gospels) the Gospel of John takes a different approach to the subject of early Christian ideas concerning Satan and the nature of evil. The different approach is that the Gospel of John does not have Satan as a personified being who takes a leading role as he does in the other Gospels. John’s Gospel, however, is more important in how we understand Satan and the nature of evil using early Christian ideas, as his Gospel portrays Satan as a background figure, nonetheless still influential, his presence being palpable through the actions of others. In this way Satan’s manipulations lead to the climatic event of the crucifixion of Christ. 

One way to help us understand the contribution of John’s Gospel to early Christian ideas concerning Satan and the nature of evil is by briefly looking at the authorship of the text and the importance of it in terms of how it helps us answer the question. The author of the Gospel of John ‘…is anonymous, although it identifies an unnamed disciple ‘whom Jesus loved’ as the source of its traditions.’[footnoteRef:1] It is also suspected that this unnamed disciple is actually the apostle John, although Lindars, Edwards and Court’s work on Johannine Literature (which speaks about the work that has been credited to the apostle John) report that; ‘Christian tradition identified this disciple as the apostle John, but for a variety of reasons the majority of scholars have abandoned this view or hold it only tenuously.’[footnoteRef:2] This means that if the Gospel of John was in fact written by the apostle John, as some scholars agree it to be, it means that we have an important account from someone close to the teaching of Christ and what those teachings reveal about Satan’s nature. By clearly trying to identify who the author of the Gospel is, gives us some idea as to why the author describes Satan as he does, which, at a closer inspection could be hinting that it is down to the influences of Christ’s teachings and how those teachings have been reflected in John’s Gospel.  [1:  D. Burkett, (2002). An introduction to the New Testament and the origins of Christianity. Cambridge University Press, Page 214
]  [2: B. Lindars et al. The Johannine Literature. Sheffield Academic Press] 


The first important thing to note about the Gospel of John is how different it is to the Synoptic Gospels.  Having an idea of how Satan has already been described, may aid us in examining how John’s Gospel develops our understanding of Satan and the nature of evil.  
The Gospel of Mark, the first of the synoptic Gospels, does not contribute much to our understanding of Satan and the nature of evil. He makes reference to the temptation of Christ in the desert and states that ‘He [Jesus] was in the wilderness for forty days, tempted by Satan.’ (Mark 1:11-13). Here, Mark is saying that ‘the chief cause of temptation is Satan, "the tempter", bent on man's eternal ruin.’[footnoteRef:3] The other two synoptic Gospels, Matthew and Luke, also make reference to the temptation in the desert but in more detail, putting more emphasis on Satan and how he tries to tempt Christ, ‘The tempter came and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command these stones to become loaves of bread” ’ (Matt. 4:3). What is interesting about these passages is how Satan is seen to be quoting holy scripture to tempt Jesus in Matt. 4:6 and Luke 4:9.  [3:  F. Gigot. "Temptation of Christ." The Catholic Encyclopedia Vol. 14. New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1912. 19 October 2015] 


The main focus of this essay is on how the Gospel of John contributes to our understanding of Satan and the nature of evil, which is even more intriguing because in his Gospel, John uses a variety of words to describe Satan and some of these names are: ‘Satan’ (John 13:27), ‘The Devil’ (John 13:2), ‘The Evil One’ (John 17:15) and ‘Ruler of this world’ (John 12:31). This helps us understand how the Gospel of John contributes to our idea of Satan and the nature of evil because it reveals how Satan, through the different names, can be represented in the Gospel of John. The interesting thing about these names is one in particular, The Evil One. This may be the first indication we have about Satan being referred to as being a force associated with evil. According to Henry. A Kelly;
 ‘The Gospel of John refers to Satan by name only three times: first in regards to his Judean or Jewish enemies, and the other two times with regard to Judas’[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  H.A. Kelly, Satan: A Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 107-113] 

This quote provides evidence to the idea alluded to in the introduction, where Satan is still influential, even though his presence is felt through the actions of others, due to the mention of Satan being referred to by name (i.e. Satan) in regards to Judas and the Judean’s. This quote also links with, what can be seen as, the most important passage in the entire Gospel of John, 8:44, where Jesus is being confronted by the Jews who wish to kill him. It states that Jesus said to the Jews;
 ‘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’ (John 8:44).
 Kelly’s interpretation of this passage is that ‘It has been common to take Jesus’ designation of Devil as a “murderer from the beginning” to refer to the identification of Satan with the serpent of Eden.’[footnoteRef:5] He says this because he believes that ‘Satan himself can be seen as a man-killer’[footnoteRef:6].  Kelly explains that one reason Satan can be seen as a man-killer is because; [5:  H.A. Kelly, Satan: A Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp 108]  [6:  H.A. Kelly, Satan: A Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp 108] 

 ‘Jesus is referring to the first appearance of Devil in scripture, namely the Septuagint version of the Book of Job. In Devil’s interview with the Lord, it is obvious that “the truth is not in him” when he doubts Job’s fidelity. And he commits man-killing with a vengeance when he wipes out Jobs family.’[footnoteRef:7]     [7:  H.A. Kelly, Satan: A Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp 108-109] 


Another scholar, John Koester, believes that in the Gospel of John there are three characteristics of Satan’s activity in John. ‘The first being deception. The Devil is called a liar and the father of lies. The Gospel says that there is no truth in the devil and that when he lies, he speaks according to his own nature.’ [footnoteRef:8] This, in accordance to question, means that according to John’s Gospel Satan is a natural deceiver and that Satan is the beginning of all lies. Koester then goes onto say that ‘Falsehood is a form of power, for by convincing people to believe in a lie the devil can move people to carry out his designs.’[footnoteRef:9] and that ‘….the devil spins a web of deception, seeking to trap people with the idea that Jesus is misleading them and that they do not need the offers of gifts God gives them.’[footnoteRef:10]  [8:  Koester, C.R., The Word of Life: A Theology of John's Gospel (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman's, 2008), pp. 75]  [9:  Koester, C.R., The Word of Life: A Theology of John's Gospel (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman's, 2008), pp. 75]  [10:  Koester, C.R., The Word of Life: A Theology of John's Gospel (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman's, 2008), pp. 75] 

The second point is ‘…. the devil is implicated in the worlds Hatred of God, Christ and the Christian community.’[footnoteRef:11] And to provide evidence for this statement Koester then says that ‘Insofar as the devil rules the world, hatred characterizes his realm and Jesus tells the world the truth about its evil, and the world hates him [Jesus] for it.’[footnoteRef:12]    [11:  Koester, C.R., The Word of Life: A Theology of John's Gospel (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman's, 2008), pp. 75]  [12:  Koester, C.R., The Word of Life: A Theology of John's Gospel (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman's, 2008), pp. 75] 

The third and finale characteristic that Koester points out is that of death, ‘Third, the devil wields the power of death. He was a murderer from the beginning and seeks the death of those who oppose him. The adversaries of Jesus show the influence of the devil by seeking to kill Jesus for speaking the truth.’[footnoteRef:13] It is odd that Koester words it as the influence of the devil not the devil himself. It shows that he believes that the devil is acting through these people to cause evil in the world.  [13:  Koester, C.R., The Word of Life: A Theology of John's Gospel (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman's, 2008), pp. 75-76] 

One thing that Koester leads onto links with the idea of dualism. He begins by saying that ‘John refers to the devil as ruler of this world, while recognising that God is the superior power. God creates and gives life, while Satan does not.’[footnoteRef:14] He then mentions that the relationship between Satan and God is ‘…. like that of darkness to light. Light has the power darkness does not. The evil one cannot overcome the power of God any more than darkness can extinguish light.’ [footnoteRef:15]  [14:  Koester, C.R., The Word of Life: A Theology of John's Gospel (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman's, 2008), pp. 76]  [15:  Koester, C.R., The Word of Life: A Theology of John's Gospel (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdman's, 2008), pp. 76] 

 
Another important thing to consider is how the Gospel of John compares to the synoptic Gospels in terms of our understanding of Satan and the nature of evil because it shows how the ideas have changed and evolved through the course of the Gospels. One example is the fact that the Gospel of John does not include the temptation of Christ in the desert by Satan, nor does it see fit to include the aspect of exorcisms that are also mentioned in the synoptic Gospels mention.  
The one intriguing idea that I have already mentioned is that John’s Gospel has the idea of dualism (which may have been affected by the Persian influence of Zoroastrianism after the Jews returned from exile in Babylon.) Following in from what Koester has said; a book by Mitchell Reddish titled An introduction to the Gospels, carries on the idea of dualism and states that; 
‘These dualistic symbols point to the two possibilities that confront every person; one chooses either for God or against God, a life of faith or a life of unbelief. Examples of these contrasts in the Gospel of John would include: light/darkness, above/below [possibly making reference to heaven and hell], spirit/flesh, life/death, truth/falsehood, heaven/earth, and God/Satan.’[footnoteRef:16] This means that dualism is important if it keeps being mentioned and referenced too by John’ Gospel.          [16:  Reddish, M. (1997) An Introduction to the Gospels. Nashville: Abingdon Press. pp 186] 

One key note is how all of this leads up to the crucifixion of Christ and how Jesus will have victory over Satan by having powers that the darkness knows not. Gospel says as a response to this is that ‘Jesus said to them, “The light is with you for a little longer. Walk while you have the light, so that the darkness may not overtake you. If you walk in the darkness, you do not know where you are going. While you have the light, believe in the light, so that you may become children of light”’ (John 12:36) This could be hinting that the light has powers that the darkness and ultimately Satan has not. 
This all leads up to the crucifixion because the Gospel states that even though Satan is the ruler of this world, it will not last forever ‘Now is the judgement of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out’ (John. 12:31) and the Gospel mentions later on in chapter 16 verses 8-11 that ‘And when he [the Advocate] comes, he will prove the world wrong about sin and righteousness and judgement: about sin, because they do not believe in me; about righteousness, because I am going to the Father and you will see me no longer; about judgement, because the ruler of this world has been condemned’ (John. 16:8-11).  

In conclusion, the Gospel of John may provide us with a more interesting view of our understanding of the early Christian ideas concerning Satan and the nature of evil, it has to be said that without the other Gospels of Mark, Matthew and Luke, John’s Gospel would not give us a different view of what we need to actually understand Satan and the nature of evil. But we have to think about the fact that John’s Gospel actually does contribute to our understanding of early Christian ideas concerning Satan and the nature of evil because it has a perspective that may not be widely studied because of the large differences it has with the other Gospels. The other Gospels may have Satan as a key figure, who is at the forefront of our attention, but they do not show the other and possibly more important aspect of Satan’s character, the deceptiveness and general evilness he exudes by means of control and manipulation. So, overall the Gospel of John does contribute a large amount of information concerning the early Christian ideas of Satan and the nature of evil. 
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