Using the Book of Revelations to Gain an Understanding of Satan and the Nature of Evil

In this essay I will be looking into the contribution that the Book of Revelations has had upon our understanding of early Christian ideas concerning Satan and the nature of evil. First of all when looking into the Book of Revelations it would help us to understand the meaning behind the title of the book itself (the Book of Revelations); ‘”revelation”, referring to a revealed future, usually eschatological, or having to do with the “last days”’ (Leeming, D. 2006), coming from the meaning of the word in Greek, however, it has also come to be seen as meaning an unveiling of truth. The Book of Revelations involves a number of prophetic visions that John had of the end of the world through the apocalypse. The Book of Revelations has come to be seen as the most allegorical and even the most mythical work in the Christian Bible, ‘This book is perhaps the most obviously mythical work in the Christian canon, as well as the most mystical and the most allegorical’ (Leeming, D. 2006).
Part of John’s prophetic vision was of Jesus opening the 7 seals, however, Jesus is portrayed as being a slain lamb with seven horns and seven eyes, and only he is worthy of opening the 7 seals and unleashing the apocalypse upon the Earth, ‘Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honour and glory and praise!’ (The Bible, Revelation. 5:12). The lamb began to open each of the 7 seals, each of them unleashing disaster and chaos upon the Earth, leaving everyone to run and hide in terror of Gods wrath, ‘They called to the mountains and the rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb!’ (The Bible, Revelation. 6:16). From a certain perspective this could lead us to believe that there may have been a confusion between good and evil, as much of this book does not paint God in a good light.
Satan comes into the Book of Revelations in the form of a giant red dragon with seven heads, ten horns and seven crowns of each of its heads. Satan arrived on Earth at the moment that a woman was giving birth to a child who, ‘will rule all the nations with an iron scepter’ (The Bible, Revelation. 12:5). This was made clear that the child being born was Jesus, and Satan had arrived to the woman in the form of a giant red dragon, so that he would be able to devour the baby the moment that it was born, ‘Then another sign appeared in heaven: an enormous red dragon with seven heads and ten horns and seven crowns on its heads’ (The Bible, Revelation. 12:3), however, ‘her child was snatched up to God and to his throne’ (The Bible, Revelation. 12:5). As soon as Satan arrived on Earth and into the writing in this book it is clear the image that he was meant to portray, that image being the personification of evil. The idea that Satan is being shown as a dragon brings you to think back to serpents, and the one that convinced Eve to eat the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden. This furthers the idea of evil and treachery that has been associated with serpents through not just Christianity, but through many other cultures throughout history, especially in relation to dragons, ‘it is used symbolically as the personification of evil’ (Oxford World Encyclopaedia. 2014). The symbol of a dragon is that of power, which through describing Satan as being a dragon aptly presents how great his power is and how strong an adversary he is to God.
After Satan was thrown to Earth and banished from heaven along with the angels that followed him, a number of beasts came out of the sea and from out of the Earth to rule what was left of mankind, forcing a mark upon all people’s right hand or forehead (666) so that they would be able to trade with others, ‘It also forced all people, great and small, rich and poor, free and slave, to receive a mark on their right hands or on their foreheads, 17 so that they could not buy or sell unless they had the mark, which is the name of the beast or the number of its name. 18 This calls for wisdom. Let the person who has insight calculate the number of the beast, for it is the number of a man. That number is 666’ (The Bible, Revelation. 13:16 – 18). Through this act of marking humanity, Satan corrupts those who could have otherwise been saved by God, however, if they were to refuse the mark of 666, they would be unable to trade and therefore would likely doom themselves to death, however, they would have been killed immediately if they did not receive the mark as one of the beasts that was raised by Satan had the ability to cause all who refuse to worship it to be killed, and it is with the worship of this image that the mark is bestowed upon the follower, ‘The second beast was given power to give breath to the image of the first beast, so that the image could speak and cause all who refused to worship the image to be killed’ (The Bible, Revelation. 13:15). When Satan gives the people left on the Earth the offer of whether or not to follow him, it first appears as a free choice to be made by everyone, however, it then becomes clear that it is not a choice after all as it is a case of entrapment; either they die now and suffer their likely eternal damnation or they pledge themselves to Satan and his beasts and are marked and doomed to eternal damnation. Perfectly displaying Satan’s ability for trickery and deceit. There is a problem present within the chronology or the Book of Revelation as the people were only informed that they would suffer for taking the mark of the beast after they were already forced to do so, ‘A third angel followed them and said in a loud voice: “If anyone worships the beast and its image and receives its mark on their forehead or on their hand, they, too, will drink the wine of God’s fury, which has been poured full strength into the cup of his wrath. They will be tormented with burning sulphur in the presence of the holy angels and of the Lamb. And the smoke of their torment will rise for ever and ever. There will be no rest day or night for those who worship the beast and its image, or for anyone who receives the mark of its name’ (The Bible, Revelation. 14:9 – 11). We are led to believe that those who took the mark are evil and are without redemption, however, if they were unaware of the consequences and committed their actions out of fear rather than loyalty can you really class them as evil.
The Book of Revelation comes to an end when an angel came down from heaven with a chain and a key to the abyss and bound Satan with the chain in the abyss, for him to be locked there for a thousand years, upon which he would be released unto the Earth once more, ‘And I saw an angel coming down out of heaven, having the key to the Abyss and holding in his hand a great chain. He seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the devil, or Satan, and bound him for a thousand years. He threw him into the Abyss, and locked and sealed it over him, to keep him from deceiving the nations anymore until the thousand years were ended. After that, he must be set free for a short time’ (The Bible, Revelation, 20:1 – 3). This being the punishment for Satan’s evil and his corruption of mankind, however, this brings up the question of why would God allow Satan to go free once the thousand years were up to only go back out unto the Earth to continue deceiving mankind, ‘When the thousand years are over, Satan will be released from his prison 8 and will go out to deceive the nations in the four corners of the earth’ (The Bible, Revelation. 20:7 – 8). Even though God is aware that once Satan is released from his imprisonment he would continue as he was before his imprisonment, leading us to wonder why God would consider releasing him at all, with one potential theory stating that it could mean that it is, ‘bringing a message of hope to a trapped people’ (Guy, L. 2014). Meaning that this act of releasing Satan to be a symbol of hope and a show of his benevolence.
As much as the Book of Revelations displays Satan’s capacity for evil, it does also raise questions of Gods benevolence, and if his actions prove him to also have a capacity for evil. This is due to his use of his plagues in which to cause suffering amongst the people as well as his destruction of the world, and his killing of anyone that isn’t faithful to him, ‘Revelation raises difficult meta-physical issues: How can a benevolent God be wrathful?’ (Priest, S. 2005). This asks the question of is God capable of being evil, and if so why is he not accused of it other than from those he punishes, as the people who follow him also fear him, which may be the only reason why they do follow him.
Throughout the Book of Revelation evil is presented in many different ways and also in many different forms, from an adulterous prostitute used to represent Babylon, to Satan himself. Satan is clearly depicted in this book as being the pinnacle of evil in not only his actions, but also through his appearance as a dragon, a creature almost always used to depict evil. However, Satan was not in the Book of Revelations for very long as he is primarily involved in Revelation 12 and in Revelation 20. Although Satan is not in the forefront of this book for long, there is a permanent presence of evil throughout the entirety of this book. The evil in the Book of Revelations comes in a number of forms, as one would expect in writing about the apocalypse. Quite possibly the dominating form of evil throughout Revelations is the sin of adultery, specifically by the people and city of Babylon, hence why there is written so much about the destruction of Babylon and the celebration of the cities defeat by the hands of God and his angels. The sin of Babylon is even personified by an adulterous prostitute that is forced to ride a beast that will forever torment her for her actions ‘With her the kings of the earth committed adultery, and the inhabitants of the earth were intoxicated with the wine of her adulteries.” Then the angel carried me away in the Spirit into a wilderness. There I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet beast that was covered with blasphemous names and had seven heads and ten horns. The woman was dressed in purple and scarlet, and was glittering with gold, precious stones and pearls. She held a golden cup in her hand, filled with abominable things and the filth of her adulteries. The name written on her forehead was a mystery: BABYLON THE GREAT THE MOTHER OF PROSTITUTES AND OF THE ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH’ (The Bible, Revelation. 17:2 – 5). Many of early Christian beliefs on evil come from those who do not believe in God, those who believe in a different God or even just those that oppose them; this idea is prevalent in the Book of Revelations, in the form of those that were left on the Earth to suffer Gods wrath. This can also be shown in the writings on the destruction of Babylon as they were of a culture that Christianity did not approve of or understand.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The early Christian ideas of the nature of evil is largely spoken of in the Book of Revelation, and is shown in many different ways, whether that be a different culture that Christianity does not understand, or be it a civilisation that does not possess the same faith as the Christians do; but one thing that does link them all together is the underlying theme that evil comes from what and who they do not know or understand, as they are afraid of the unknown and are threatened by change. The portrayal of Satan in Revelation is that of power, not natural power, but power gained through deceit and treachery, meaning that he is only given power through the wickedness and sin that mankind can possess.
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