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Ellie Buckley, 1500323, TRRS6020
Evaluate the extent to which the characterization of Satan in the Hebrew Bible can be attributed to the influence of Israel’s neighbours:
The question as to whether or not Israel’s neighbours had any influence on the characterization of Satan within the Hebrew Bible is debated by many scholars and if they believe so it must be asked: to what extent? As for the term ‘Israel’s neighbours’, it is evident that this refers to the regions of Egypt, Babylon, Canaan and Persia. To get a clear answer to the above question I intend to discuss the characterization of Satan within the Hebrew Bible in depth, whilst keeping in mind who Israel’s neighbours are and how they may have had any contribution. The main point of focus will be to consider what was happening amongst Israel’s neighbours during this time and whether the Jewish community or the biblical writers would have come into contact with their ideas. With evidence from primary sources I will be able to make a comparison as to what extent the influences link to the ideas within the Hebrew Bible. After evaluating and analysing these, I will research the works of scholars and have a better view as to what they believe regarding outside contribution and influences. As a result, I will hopefully be able to develop a clear answer to the question along with my own judgement as to what role Israel’s neighbours played in the characterization of Satan in the Hebrew Bible. 
The Hebrew Bible is a sacred book that was developed centuries before the New Testament, it is made up of a collection of psalms, prophets, authoritative law and other writings. Its contents suggest that it was assembled and compiled to constitute the Jewish people’s religious history, even though it is unknown who gathered and developed this collection.[footnoteRef:1] Within the Hebrew Bible there are relatively few writings of the term ‘satan’.[footnoteRef:2] Unlike the idea of Satan in Western Christendom as an evil leader fighting against God, Satan in the Hebrew Bible appears in both Numbers and Job as a servant to God, a messenger or even an angel.[footnoteRef:3] Within the Hebrew Bible, the term ‘satan’ is most frequently used as a common noun rather than a proper noun, thus it is not the name of a specific character but rather a way to describe an adversarial role.[footnoteRef:4] This can be supported by Elaine Pagels in her book as she states that: “Although Hebrew storytellers as early as the sixth century B.C.E. occasionally introduced a supernatural character whom they called the satan, what they meant was any one of the angels sent by God for the specific purpose of blocking or obstructing human activity.”[footnoteRef:5] This describes the usual function of the term ‘satan’ in the Hebrew bible and conveys that it was mostly used as a common noun to describe an adversary, not speaking about an actual individual called Satan. [1:  Elaine Pagels, The Origin of Satan (New York: Vintage Books, 1996), p.35.]  [2:  I will not be using a capital ‘S’ for satan unless discussing a personal name.]  [3:  Elaine Pagels, The Origin of Satan, p.39.]  [4:  Elaine Pagels, The Origin of Satan, p.39.]  [5:  Elaine Pagels, The Origin of Satan, p.39.] 

The idea of ‘satan’ being a common noun used to describe an action rather than an actual character can also be supported through the translation of certain terms. The Greek term diabolos translates to “devil”, literally meaning “one who throws something across one’s path”[footnoteRef:6]. Thus, someone who gets in the way or delays something happening. Similarly, the root śtn means “one who opposes, obstructs, or acts as adversary.”[footnoteRef:7] Taking this into consideration, it is clear that the general ideas of the Christian Satan that come to the minds of most in modern day are not in any correspondence with how the term ‘satan’ was used at the beginning of the Hebrew Bible.  [6:  Elaine Pagels, The Origin of Satan, p.39.]  [7:  Elaine Pagels, The Origin of Satan, p.39.] 

The first example of a non-human satan in the Hebrew Bible can be found within the biblical book of Numbers, the story of Balaam. In this chapter, God’s anger rises because Balaam goes on a journey on his ass to Moab with the Moabites. (Num. 22.22-35) The one crucial point of this story states: “Balaam’s departure aroused the wrath of Yahweh, and the Angel of Yahweh stood in the road as a satan against him” (Num. 22:22) This conveys that the satan is an angelic enforcer because it is associated with the angel of the Lord. It also implies that in this sense satan is not a specific person but an adversary used to stop Balaam. This is shown not only once, but a second time within this story, as it later states ‘The angel of the LORD said to him, “Why have you struck your donkey these three times? I have come out as an adversary, because your way is perverse before me”’ (Num. 22:32). This connotes that the angel of the Lord was not pleased with Balaam’s actions and acted as a satan to get in his way. This specific Hebrew biblical story conveys that the term ‘satan’ is not describing an evil being out to fight God or something that is opposed to him, but it is something that actually helps him stop Balaam in his journey. 
Another example in the Hebrew Bible that characterizes satan as a supernatural messenger acting as an adversary can be found in the Book of Job. It is a book that does not discuss the history of Israel and some scholars describe it as a mysterious one with unusual form. It is also believed by many that it was written in 537 BC after the Babylonian Exile when the Israelites returned.[footnoteRef:8] The book begins by stating:  [8:  Henry Ansgar Kelly, Satan: A Biography (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), p. 21.] 

One day Sons of God [Bene ha-Elohim] came to present themselves before Yahweh, and the satan [ha-satan] also came among them. Yahweh said to the satan, “Where have you come from?” The satan answered Yahweh, “From going to and fro on the earth, and from walking up and down on it.” Yahweh said to the satan, “Have you considered My servant Job?”. (Job 1.6-8)
This is a text that portrays the satan as a supernatural character by mentioning that the satan is a member of the ‘Sons of God’, in Hebrew idiom this usually means “one of the divine beings”.[footnoteRef:9]  The text is also known to have a misleading translation when it states “where have you come from?”, as this commonly leads to the idea that God is surprised; however, over the years it has been understood that this is not what was meant to be implied and that God was simply asking the satan where he had been. The wording of the text ‘the satan’ conveys that once again it is not discussing a person with the name ‘satan’ but it is rather describing a function or a job title. When the satan answers stating that he has been “From going to and fro on the earth, and from walking up and down on it.” (Job 1:7), this suggests that he has been patrolling or keeping his eye out for something, implying that this character has a responsibility for overseeing things. Some scholars believe that this dialogue characterizes the satan as someone who watches over human activity, suggesting that it is a member of the divine council.[footnoteRef:10] Pagels supports this by describing the satan in this story as a roving intelligence agent within the heavenly court, suggesting that the satans special role is to wander the earth with no specific destination observing and collecting information.[footnoteRef:11]  [9:  Elaine Pagels, The Origin of Satan, p.41.]  [10:  Joseph Jacobs and Ludwig Blau, JewishEncylopaedia.com, ‘Satan’, http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/13219-satan, [Accessed 10th November 2017].]  [11:  Elaine Pagels, The Origin of Satan, p.41.] 

This story in the Book of Job also implies that the satan is under the instruction of God. This is shown when the story continues and the satan recommends God to test Jobs commitment to God himself. The satan tells Him to do so by firstly destroying all of his possessions and then striking a house in which his sons and daughters were in. This results in his animals and sons being killed but despite all of this the story explains that Job remained faithful to God and did not doubt him or sin. (Job 1: 13-21) The satan conversed with God again and suggested that he “strike his bones and his flesh” (Job 2: 4-5) because if he did so Job would definitely curse him. So, God gave the Satan permission to do so, and the satan left Gods presence and afflicted Job with sores head to toe. Yet through all of this Job still did not sin or doubt God. (Job 2: 7-10) It is evident here that the satan and God are still working together[footnoteRef:12], however it is clear that he must ask God’s permission before dealing with things alone. This can be seen through the quote: “So be it. He is in your hands; but spare his life.” (Job 2: 6) This characterizes the satan as a character less powerful than God and one who is not opposed to God or his word because the satan listens to him.  [12:  J.B. Russell, The Devil: Perceptions of Evil from Antiquity to Primitive Christianity (New York: Cornell University Press, 1977), p.199.] 

This story within the Book of Job is one used by scholars to argue that Israel’s neighbours did play a part in the characterisation of satan in the Hebrew Bible because of the idea of the satan patrolling the earth. It could be argued that this idea was influenced by the Persian government at the time because it is linked to the idea of regional inspectors.[footnoteRef:13] It is highly possible that many Jews would have encountered this idea. This can be supported by Pagels as she believes that this idea came from “the king of Persia’s elaborate system of secret police and intelligence officers. Known as “the king’s eye” or “the king’s ear”, these agents roamed the empire looking for signs of disloyalty among the people”.[footnoteRef:14] This very much relates to the characterization of the satan within the Hebrew Bible, especially the use of the word ‘roamed’ as this links to what the satan explained he was doing in the Book of Job. It gives the impression that the satan would bring back information for the king and explain to him what was going on in the world. It could be suggested that these connections with Persia could have influenced the characterization of Satan within this part of the Hebrew Bible and it is understandable why some scholars argue as such; although one cannot be entirely positive that this is true, it can only be suggested.  [13:  Elaine Pagels, The Origin of Satan, p.41.]  [14:  Elaine Pagels, The Origin of Satan, p.41.] 

A similar function and characterization of the satan is then displayed in the Book of Zechariah which begins in 519 BC when Zechariah has a vision that it is night-time and he can see a man who is both sitting on a red horse and standing in the myrtle trees. Behind the man there are more horses that are white, red and sorrel, so Zechariah converses with an angel to find out what they are. Before the angel gets to explain, the man in the trees says: “They are those whom Yahweh has sent to patrol the world”. (Zech. 1: 10-11) and it is assumed here that the man is discussing the riders of the horses. This suggests a similar idea to that which is mentioned in Job 1. 6-8 of a character who’s function and role is to wander around, seek out good and bad and keep an eye out. 
The second mention of the satan in Zechariah tells the story of a heavenly courtroom scene. One specific verse within this story states: “The Lord showed me Joshua, the high priest, standing before the angel of the Lord, and the satan standing at his right hand to accuse him. The Lord said to the satan, “The Lord rebuke you, o satan! The Lord who has chosen jeruslaem rebuke you” (Zech. 3:1-2). This verse once again portrays the characterization of the satan as an adversary and an accuser. It is suggested that his specific role is to appear in this courtroom for this reason alone and it is implied here that he is simply exercising his function. This verse is where it is evident that a transformation has not yet happened to the character of satan but it is beginning to. This can be seen because the role of the satan seems to be more of an opponent of God rather than one of God’s agents here.[footnoteRef:15] It shows a more deviant characteristic to the satan; however, it cannot quite be classed as pure evilness, he is simply carrying out his role and bringing accusations.  [15:  Elaine Pagels, The Origin of Satan, p.44.] 

Adolphe Lods analysed the characterization and role of the satan in Job and Zechariah in 1939 and developed the idea that the satan resembles an inspector or informer that the central authorities in the ancient Near East had employed. Lods believes that this character plays a large role in the human government during this period of time and he links it to the idea above in Persia.[footnoteRef:16] The Greek historian Xenophon also reported this idea in his work. Some scholars use his evidence to argue that Zechariah’s vision of the satan as an accuser in the courtroom scene implies that this character was a field inspector who appears in court occasionally to make accusations. Henry Kelly supports this by highlighting that if one looks at the first vision in Zechariah with the horses and compares that to the function fulfilled by the satan in the book of Job they are virtually the same. Kelly believes that the characterization of the satan in these two sources implies that of a field inspector who then goes to make his reports in the Court of Heaven.[footnoteRef:17] This is another circumstance and example as to why some scholars may be led to believe that these outside influences did have an impact on Jewish thought of Satan in the Hebrew Bible. [16:  Henry Ansgar Kelly, Satan: A Biography, p. 26.]  [17:  Henry Ansgar Kelly, Satan: A Biography, p. 24.] 

Other mentions of Satan in the Hebrew Bible are not as this supernatural figure, but as a human adversary. An example of this is in the first appearance of the term ‘satan’ within the Hebrew Bible, which can be found within the book of Samuel and the book of Kings. A main example of this can be seen through the quote: “‘…he (David) shall not go down with us to battle, or else he may become an adversary [satan] to us in the battle’ (1 Samuel 29:4). This suggests that it is feared that David may get in the way and prevent them from being victorious in the battle. Here, the term ‘satan’ is once again used as a common noun meaning “adversary” but different to the others, it shows that it is being used in a human form as opposed to a supernatural being like Yahweh shown in the above examples.[footnoteRef:18] These examples are described by T.J. Wray as “earthly satans”[footnoteRef:19]. [18:  T.J. Wray and Gregory Mobley, The Birth of Satan: Tracing the Devil’s Biblical Roots (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), EBook, 
https://www-dawsonera-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/abstract/9781403981141, [accessed 13th November 2017], pp.52-55.]  [19:  .TJ. Wray and Gregory Mobley, The Birth of Satan, EBook, 
https://www-dawsonera-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/abstract/9781403981141, [accessed 13th November 2017], p.57.] 

There is only one example within the Hebrew Bible that describes Satan as an individual person, this can be found in the book of Chronicles. It is believed that this specific chapter was influenced by the earlier writing 2 Samuel 24, however it is believed that the writer has just swapped God with Satan. It is in this chapter that you see a transformation of the characteristics of Satan within the Hebrew Bible. This can be seen through the short phrase “Satan [Hebrew: Satan] stood up against Israel, and incited David to count the people of Israel”. (1 Chron. 21:1) as it shows the first use of the term ‘Satan’ in the Hebrew Bible as a proper noun with a capital ‘S’, as opposed to the examples above. This conveys that Satan has transformed into a character because it is used as a personal name. This verse portrays Satan as a supernatural enemy to God and his followers and could suggest that he is no longer working with God but opposed to Him. 1 Chronicles 21:1 also describes Satan as tempter as he entices David to disobey the law. It is implying here that Satan has power because he does not ask for Gods approval or persuade God to tempt David, he acts individually. This idea of transformation is supported by T.J. Wray in his book that traces the biblical roots of the devil as he states: “Eventually it is hassatan, “the Adversary,” who will become the embodiment of evil, but this, too, is a slow, evolutionary process”.[footnoteRef:20] This conveys that through most of the Hebrew Bible the term ‘satan’ has no reference to an evil supernatural being, however it is in this passage that this transformation takes place and this adversary has become a person.  [20:  T.J. Wray and Gregory Mobley, The Birth of Satan, EBook, 
https://www-dawsonera-com.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/abstract/9781403981141, [accessed 13th November 2017], p.51.] 

It could be argued that this transformation and characterization of Satan in the Hebrew Bible was influenced by the Persian religion Zoroastrianism, when Jews came into contact with their ideas in the Babylonian exile. This is a reasonable thought because up until this time the Hebrew Bible discussed both good and evil coming from God alone. Zoroastrianism did not teach this and believed that the cause of evil should be separate and brought in from someone who was against God and humans, an enemy.[footnoteRef:21] For example, Zoroastrianism teaches that there is evil and darkness shown through a figure called Ahriman, opposed to goodness and light in the figure of the Lord called Ormazd.[footnoteRef:22] This is known as dualism because it classes evil as a separate principle.  [21:  Joan O’Grady, The Prince of Darkness: The Devil in History, Religion and the Human Psyche (Dorset: Element Book, 1989), p.7.]  [22:  Joan O’Grady, The Prince of Darkness, p. 5-6.] 

The idea of this having such a big impact on the Jewish religion is supported by Joan O’Grady, J.B. Russell and several other scholars who argue that this was clearly the influence behind these later ideas of Satan in the Hebrew Bible. Intrinsic similarities are shown between Satan and Ahriman which implies that this influence on the characterization of Satan in the Hebrew Bible is the most likely to be correct out of all the other ideas.[footnoteRef:23] However, once again this must be considered as mainly a theory because there is no firm evidence, some ideas did not form until after the exile and therefore it is possible that Judaism may have had some influence on Zoroastrianism too.[footnoteRef:24] This can be supported by Russell as he makes the very important point that: “There is no conclusive evidence of a wide external influence upon the Hebrew concept, and it is possible to explain it as a natural development within Yahwism itself.”[footnoteRef:25] This emphasises that it is not possible to ensure that the characterization of Satan within the Hebrew Bible was influenced by any of Israel’s neighbours. Some links may be remarkable and seem more valid than others, yet it is extremely difficult to know for sure because there is no first-hand experience or evidence from this time to prove the exact events. [23:  J.B. Russell, The Devil, p.218.]  [24:  J.B. Russell, The Devil, p.218.]  [25:  J.B. Russell, The Devil, p.218.] 

In conclusion, it may be argued that the influence of Israel’s neighbours on the characterisation of Satan within the Hebrew bible was very minimal. There are only one or two examples that could be connected to this idea which makes the extent of its influence very small. For example, the strongest two can only be the link of Zoroastrianism with 1 Chronicles 21:1 and the link of the Persian government in the Book of Job and Zechariah. It is very difficult to place any responsibility on Israel’s neighbours, even for this small amount of influence that some scholars believe that they had because it is hard to detect if this is definitely the case. No one can be certain and if in some cases this influence is suspected it is problematic and it cannot be confirmed. Therefore, one cannot be completely sure whether Israel’s neighbours had an influence at all, or to what extent if they did.
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