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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 
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The struggle with evil is a central issue throughout Christianity, leading to Satan being an important figure in the Gospels. The Gospels in the Bible all describe Satan differently and the ways in which he acts. The Gospel of John differs from the Synoptic Gospel in how it is written and what it writes about. John’s Gospel is often referred to as the spiritual gospel[footnoteRef:1], perhaps due to the fact that it differs from what the other Gospels write. The Synoptic Gospels are similar in the way in which they recall the biblical events, with some cross over. These Gospels see the Devil as a possessing figure that is able to use other people as pawn in his game to control the world. This perception of the Devil, however, cannot seen in the Gospel of John. Throughout this essay that the way in which the Gospel of John depicts the Devil will be explored, along with how this affected the understanding of the Devil by early Christians.  [1:  WHITE, M., 1998-last update, The Gospel of John. Available:  [06/12/18,  ] 

The Gospel of John highlights how Satan is defeated through the death of Jesus and his resurrection. A. Oudtshoorn (2017) states that 
John’s Gospel omits the particular encounters between Jesus and demons 
pivotal event where evil, as a powerful cosmic reality, was finally confronted and defeated.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  OUDTSHOORN, A., 2017. Where have all the demons gone?: the role and place of the Devil in the Gospel of John. Shabinet, 51(1), pp. 65-82.] 

This quote illustrates the importance of this event, not only because it includes the death of Jesus but because of what that meant for humanity. It is through the death of Jesus that Satan was able to be defeated, as Jesus was an innocent man and did not deserve to die. The biblical quote “Now is the judgement of this world; now the ruler of this world will be driven out. And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself” (John 12:31-32) makes this evident. Satan is referred to as “ruler of this world” a number of times throughout the Gospel of John (14:30, 12:31-33), expressing the fact that Satan has no cosmic powers, and his influence is only of use on earth. This gives the understanding that early Christians would have considered Satan to be lesser than God regarding the power that either of them has over humanity.  The phrase “judgement of this world” could be seen as “the punishment which was about to fall on the Jewish people for rejecting Christ[footnoteRef:3]”, which could relate to the Gospel due to John making multiple references throughout to the Jews being seen as the children of Satan. The fact that the Devil has been “driven out” gives the impression that he has been pushed out of people’s thoughts. [3:  Clarke, A. "Commentary on John 12:31". "The Adam Clarke Commentary". https:https://www.studylight.org/commentaries/acc/john-12.html, Accessed 05/12/18] 

 In an alternative interpretation of the above quote, peoples’ faith may have been re-established by the death of Jesus, leaving no room for doubt and the work of the Devil. This passage alone would give early Christians hope that Satan can be defeated by Jesus, and therefore they are able to defeat Satan themselves by looking to Jesus. This overall would lead to the assumption that early Christians would not have seen Satan as a major threat, looking at Satan as an inadequate power compared to the one of Jesus and God. 
The phrase “lifted up” creates a angel like image of Jesus ‘death, seeing him as being lifted up to heaven to be with God. The phrasing of the words also gives Jesus a higher status over the Devil, as he is now being raised above everyone, both physically and spiritually. It could also suggest that Jesus’ followers are lifting him up in respect, illustrating the strength their Christian community has against the Devil. 
A key passage from the Gospel of John is the passage ‘Jesus and Abraham’ which states 	
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).
It is here that John explicitly sees Jews as some kind of children of the Devil, as it is them who are going to kill Jesus. This can be seen clearer through Henry Kelly’s explanation which states “Jesus has admitted their physical descent for Abraham, but since they do not act like Abraham, specifically in their desire to kill him and not listen to the truth that he tells, he says that they must have a different father[footnoteRef:4]”. It is implied in the passage that the father of the Jews is the Devil, as Jesus cannot see any other explanation as to why they would want to kill him. This would give the impression to early Christians that Jews were in fact the children of Satan, and this view can be assumed to be the reasoning behind the prosecution of the Jews that followed this period. The use of the word “father” could actually suggest that Satan and God are equals, as God is the referred to as father throughout the Bible. The equality given to Satan by using that name has the opposite effect than intended, as although it is meant to create an atmosphere of darkness, it instead gives Satan a platform to stand on. Although this may not have been noted directly by early christens, perhaps it unintentionally gave Satan more of a status than deserved purely due to the connotations that Christians and society in gentle have to the name of “father”. [4:  Kelly, H.A., Satan: A Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 107-113] 

The reference to Satan being a “murderer from the beginning” could be a reference to the Book of Job, in which Ha-Satan kills his family and farm animals in order to test his faith. In the same way as Job, Jesus can be seen to represent a sacrificial lamb (John 1:29), suggesting that Satan uses death as a method of testing people. Through this, early Christians may have seen the death of Jesus as the ultimate test from the Devil, as without Jesus there was no physical confirmation of their faith. Therefore, through his death, more people may have been inclined to lose faith, allowing the Devil to gain more control over humanity. Furthermore, the fact that the people who oppose Jesus are trying to kill him, reflect the action of the Devil and “show the influence of the Devil[footnoteRef:5]”. [5:  Thomas, R. (2018) ‘Topic 3- Satan in the New Testament(part 1)’ [Powerpoint presentation]. HPRS5033/C: The Evolution of Satan: From the Hebrew Bible to Hollywood. Available at: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=5718 (Accessed: 8/12/18)] 

The above passage (John 8:44) describes a situation in which followers of good and evil were separated. Judith Kovacs suggest that on a “cosmic level, this moment brings the decisive victory over the evil ruler of this world. On a human level, it involves the division of the ‘children of light’ from those who follow darkness[footnoteRef:6]”. The contrast of light and darkness can be seen throughout the Gospel of John, suggesting this was a common depiction of good and evil during the early Christian period. The battle between the light and the dark reflected the cosmic battle between God and Satan. There are many references throughout the Gospel of John to this imagery, as the story of good defeating evil is the main focus of throughout the Gospel.  [6:  Kovacs, Judith L. “‘Now Shall the Ruler of This World Be Driven Out’: Jesus' Death as Cosmic Battle in John 12:20-36.” Journal of Biblical Literature, vol. 114, no. 2, 1995, pp. 227–247. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/3266937.] 

It is possible to interpret the imagery of light and darkness as reflecting God and Satan due to the imagery of light having the upper hand. For example, the Gospel states that “the light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it” (John 1:5). This shows that God will always defeat Satan, giving early Christians the hope that evil is not forever and can evidently be defeated through the ‘light’. Furthermore, Jesus is often described as the “light of the world” (John 8:12), suggesting that he can provide a clear path for his followers and will show them the right way. This description of Jesus could be seen to contrast with that of Satan that refers to him as the “ruler of this world” (John 12:31). These descriptions of the two figures could reflect the events of Jesus’ time on earth. As although Jesus was not the ruler of Rome and did not hold the power to be in charge, he was still able to provide for his followers and steer them away from the sinful ways of others. 
The Gospel of John also depicts those who fall for the darkness as being ‘lost’ in some way. An example of this is Jesus saying “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” (John 12:35). This particular statement plays on the fact that people can literally be unable to see in the dark, but also that evil can block their perception of wrong and right. It may also reflect the fact that people who are ‘in the dark’ have no connection with God, suggesting that “those who are in darkness remain in the state of not knowing God and of being spiritually separated from God[footnoteRef:7]”. This could imply that early Christians could have believed that if someone did not have a belief in God, then it was due to them being blinded by evil and being swayed by the Devil. [7:  YUNG, A., 2017. The Hermeneutical Spirit: Theological Interpretation and Scriptural Imagination for the 21st Century. Oregon: An Imprint of Wipf and Stock Publishers] 

Throughout the Gospel of John, the Devil is seen as a physical figure and not a personified one in contrast to how he is often portrayed throughout the synoptic gospels. The reason behind this, however, is unclear. It has been suggested that it is due to the fact that the author of John’s Gospel simply had no understanding of the concept of being possessed. This reason, however, is unlikely as although the author may have no understanding of this feature, the sources from which he gathered his information would have known about the state of being possessed due to Jesus having claimed to have performed many exorcisms throughout his life. A more practical reason behind the lack of possessed people, and therefore lack of exorcisms throughout the text is that the author simply did not believe in them. For this reason, “there seems to be widespread agreement today that the gospel is intended primarily for believers whose faith the evangelist seeks to deepen[footnoteRef:8]”.  [8:  Plumer, Eric. “The Absence of Exorcisms in the Fourth Gospel.” Biblica, vol. 78, no. 3, 1997, pp. 350–368. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/42613994.] 

Throughout the Gospel of John, the Devil is seen as the one who is persuading people to perform evil acts, whereas in other Gospels he physically possesses people to perform evil acts. Early Christians may have seen this as a more terrifying way of seeing the Devil, as it is of their own free will that people are choosing to follow the wishes of the Devil. A prime example of this happening can be seen through the actions of Judas and his betrayal of Jesus. This can be seen in the biblical quote “the Devil had already put it into the heart of Judas son of Simon Iscariot to betray him” (John 13:2). The fact that the Devil was able to persuade Judas into betraying a person of great importance not only to him but to a number of people, shows the power that the Devil has when it comes to humanity. 
Alternatively, it could show that evil is in every person, and the Devil’s role is simply to manipulate that feature of humanity. This can be reflected by the idea that “Satan does not take innocent people captive. There are no innocent people[footnoteRef:9]”, which could suggest that those who are persuaded by Satan were inevitably going to end up sinful regardless of whether Satan was involved or not. This could advocate for the fact that humanity does not need Satan to be corrupt and Satan is purely a figure on whom to place the blame. [9:  Piper, J. (2007) ‘Judas Iscariot, the Suicide of Satan, and the Salvation of the World’, Available: https://www.desiringgod.org/messages/judas-iscariot-the-suicide-of-satan-and-the-salvation-of-the-world. Accessed 11/12/18] 

Overall, the Gospel of John can be seen as crucial in forming our understanding of what early Christians would have believed about Satan and the nature of evil. The way in which the Devil is described as a physical being shows where this image came from, as this is different to the other gospels. As a consequence of this, the image of Satan has taken different forms, varying from person to person, showing the impact that the Gospel has had on the overall outcome of what the Devil is. Furthermore, the Gospel of John displays how the Devil was defeated through the death and resurrection of Jesus. This illustrates how early Christians would have seen evil as being able to be eventually defeated through faith and through following the actions of Jesus. 
The text also provides an explanation for the negativity surrounding the Jewish community, as they were seen as spawns of Satan and their actions were seen as reflecting those of Satan. Evidently, the text is vital to our understanding of the way in which Satan was previously understood and how he is understood now. 
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