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The devil has fallen on hard times. He used to be a world-historical figure—and indeed, one of 

the goals of this talk is to show that the political and theological forces that produced the figure of the 

devil were the same ones that produced the idea of something like “world history”—and now he's a 

half-forgotten novelty act, something out of a second-tier horror movie franchise. Where once he was 

offering Jesus all the kingdoms of this world if only he would bow down, now he contents himself with

enticing mediocre guitar players to sell their soul. The very interest my research on the devil has 

generated is telling—the powerful spiritual being who triggered the fall of humanity, who set the drama

of salvation into motion, who punishes the souls of the damned for all eternity, is now... fun. 

This fall can't be written off simply as the effect of the shift from the Christian Middle Ages to 

secular modernity. In the early modern period, the devil emerged as a powerful symbol of human 

autonomy, pride, and defiance. Great authors such as Milton and Goethe turned the devil and the 

demonic into enduring modern archetypes. Perhaps it is the shift from modernity to postmodernity that 

accounts for the devil's diminished stature—in our age of ironic distance, we can no longer take 

seriously the distinctively modern drama of human self-assertion, with all its inherent risks and 

existential pathos.

Tracing the devil's fate in modernity and postmodernity, however, will form the task of a later 

portion of my research. For now, I am seeking to lay the groundwork by clarifying the path that takes 

the devil from his origins in Jewish apocalyptic thinking—and in particular, the Jewish apocalyptic sect

that we now call Christianity—up to his emergence as a figure of heroic rebellion at the dawn of 
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modernity. The story is one of dramatic reversal, as the devil gradually shifts from being the very 

embodiment of the corrupt worldly forces that the messiah is coming to overthrow to being a kind of 

quasi-messiah himself, symbolizing humanity's victory over a corrupt religious establishment. Here I 

can only tell a part of it.

I.

For most Christians, of course, the devil's story begins in the book of Genesis. Disguised as a 

talking serpent, the devil tempts Eve to disobey God's somewhat puzzling commandment not to eat 

from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil, and she in turn convinces Adam to join her in her 

sin, sealing the fate of the human race. Interestingly, however, the Jewish tradition has never placed a 

major emphasis on this story. The story of Creation, Fall, and Flood—a sequence that is similar to that 

of other mythological traditions, as Hum 1 students will recognize from reading Ovid—is but a prelude

to the call of Abraham, and the story of his immediate descendants that fill out the remainder of 

Genesis serve in turn as a prelude to the truly important theological-historical event: the Israelites' 

exodus from bondage in Egypt. Reading this story in terms of the devil's world-historical role comes 

more from Christianity than from Judaism, and so the passage is not so helpful in tracing the devil's 

origins.

If we leave aside the Garden of Eden, the only clear reference in the Hebrew Bible to a 

character that we might recognize as the devil is found in the Book of Job. There we meet “the satan,” 

or the accuser, who convinces God to put the faith of Job to the test. The narrative gives us no reason to

assume that the satan's presence is unusual, so that he seems to be a regular member of God's angelic 

court—perhaps a kind of “devil's advocate” who prods God to make sure that everything is on the up 

and up. This sense that the satan is subordinate to God is reaffirmed at the end of Job's ordeal, when 

God himself appears in person and takes full responsibility for Job's suffering, never even mentioning 
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the satan. 

We can see a similar pattern at work in the Hebrew prophets' explanation of the major political 

disaster that befell their nation in the sixth century BCE: the Babylonian exile. Finding their national 

institutions destroyed and their elites evacuated to a foreign land, the Israelites could have followed 

many other conquered nations in concluding that their god had been defeated along with the nation. 

Instead, the prophets and the Jewish intellectuals who followed them proposed a more radical and 

much more counter-intuitive solution. They claimed that their god was not simply a national god, but 

the God of the entire universe. The defeat of the Israelite nation does not indicate that this God's special

relationship with the Jews is over, however. Far from it: the great empires that were sweeping through 

Mesopotamia every couple generations were actually God's tools. They thought that they were the 

rulers of the world, but really they were just pawns in God's plan to chastise Israel for being 

insufficiently faithful to God's law—and what's more, they would ultimately be punished for their 

injustice and pride. 

Just as it would have been easy to blame “the satan” for Job's suffering, here too it would surely 

have been tempted to “demonize” the foreign oppressors. Instead, God takes responsibility for 

orchestrating everything. Though the biblical authors concede that their readers may not be able to 

understand his reasons for everything that happens, they urge their fellow Jews to remain faithful to 

God and patient in their oppression, trusting that God has a plan that will ultimately work to the benefit 

of the Jewish people. 

I call this way of interpreting the events of world history the prophetic paradigm. It has been 

the dominant paradigm through which traditional Jewish communities have understood their 

relationship to outside groups throughout their long and tumultuous history. This paradigm does not 

have a place for a strong devil figure, but it plants the seeds for something like it in the ambiguous 

place of the worldly ruler. On the one hand, he is “objectively” God's servant, and sometimes his 
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service is truly amazing, as when the Persian emperor Cyrus allows certain Jewish leaders to return to 

their ancestral home and helps finance the building of what would come to be called the Second 

Temple, the center of Jewish life from its construction in 516 BCE up through its destruction by the 

Romans in the generation after Christ. On the other hand, he is also “objectively” a sinner, worshiping 

false gods and committing injustices and atrocities against all nations, including the Jews. 

A new paradigm, called the apocalyptic paradigm, begins to emerge when this tension 

becomes difficult to maintain. Historically, it came into prominence at a time when the Jewish people 

were being persecuted despite having been extremely faithful to the Law—and instead of patiently 

suffering, they rebelled, creating an independent theocratic system under the Maccabean rulers (whose 

rebellion is commemorated during Hanukkah). In other historical circumstances, apocalyptic 

approaches tended to produce some combination of separatism and militancy. The aggressive political 

stance brought with it a more aggressive theological stance: far from being God's servant, the earthly 

ruler was the embodiment of God's implacable adversary, whom God would soon dramatically and 

finally defeat, ushering in a golden age.  

The apocalyptic paradigm has a major drawback when compared to the prophetic paradigm—it 

can only be sustained for so long. When the heroic uprising against God's enemy is defeated, or when 

God's decisive intervention otherwise seems to be no longer forthcoming, the believer is left with two 

options: either they were wrong about the particular historical circumstances, in which case they should

return to the more sustainable model of the prophetic paradigm, or else they were wrong in a more 

comprehensive way, wrong about the very relationship between God and this world. 

I call the attempt to radically reinterpret the theological tradition in the wake of apocalyptic 

disappointment the gnostic paradigm. There are drawbacks to using this term, because the meaning of 

“Gnosticism” is one of the most contested questions among historians of formative Judaism and 

Christianity. The term itself comes from the Greek word for “knowledge,” and generally it denotes a 
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group of people who believe themselves to be “in the know” about the true spiritual meaning of the 

theological tradition. Where both the prophetic and apocalyptic paradigms had presupposed that God 

was managing earthly events to bring about earthly rewards for his people, gnostic thinkers prefer to 

emphasize the separation between God and our everyday worldly experience. God does not come to 

deliver us from worldly oppressions, but from the world as such. 

Theories about how this spiritual salvation played out could often become rather complex and 

even baroque, and it's very difficult to make generalizations that don't wind up excluding or 

exaggerating at least some of what we find in the relatively few surviving texts written by gnostic 

authors. Some have accused gnostics of escapism, but I think it's better to view the gnostic paradigm as

a kind of radical protest against an unjust world—expressing a profound discomfort with the religious 

traditions that encouraged submission to its ways. 

If we understand the gnostic paradigm in that perspective, then we can see that it fits into a 

sequence with the other two paradigms. The prophetic paradigm recognizes the evils in the world, but 

encourages believers to trust and patiently wait for God to set them right. Historical events can 

sometimes make that trust and patience difficult to sustain, and so believers embrace the more radical 

apocalyptic paradigm that promises a speedy intervention on God's part. When that doesn't happen, it 

opens up the path for giving up on worldly or political solutions altogether, leading to a spiritual 

reinterpretation of the theological tradition that moves away from hoping for a world free of evil to 

hoping to be free of the evil world. 

The boundaries between these paradigms aren't hard and fast. Apocalyptic thinkers can veer 

toward a gnostic stance when they think in terms of a total destruction of this world, followed by the 

creation of a “new heaven and a new earth.” Meanwhile, gnostic thinkers can often concede that the 

traditions structured by the prophetic paradigm are necessary and helpful for most common believers, 

while still maintaining that the gnostic position is the superior one. Finally, there may be political 
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conditions where the prophetic paradigm begins to show some strain, without it becoming totally 

obvious that a more apocalyptic scenario is playing out. 

These paradigms aren't the only possible ways of construing the relationship between the 

theological and the political, between God and the world. Roman imperial ideology in the centuries 

before Constantine tended toward a more comfortable identification between the divine and the human 

empire, centered on the divinized person of the emperor himself. The three paradigms I've discussed 

are more complex because they grow out of the paradoxical position that I call “minority monotheism,”

the short-circuit of asserting that the local god of a particular national group is actually the God of the 

Universe. This assertion leads to an uncomfortable tension between the divine order and the political 

order that the prophetic paradigm tries to bridge with its theory that God is indirectly managing events 

to achieve his own ends without any conscious cooperation from the evil rulers—and as this tension 

increases, it can lead to positions that hope for the total destruction of this world or that deny it any 

inherent relationship to God at all. The three paradigms constitute a typology that tries to map out the 

possible solutions that present themselves once the short-circuit of “minority monotheism” has been 

carried out.

The figure of the devil emerges out of the apocalyptic paradigm, which identifies the earthly 

rulers as being in league with something like a spiritual opponent to God. Yet the mainstream Jewish 

tradition did not wind up doing much with the figure of the devil, because by and large the strategy of 

the rabbinic leaders was to attempt to hold to the prophetic paradigm as much as possible—sometimes 

supplemented by the gnostic styles of thought represented by Kabbalah—while clamping down on any 

apocalyptic agitation. All three paradigms remained continual points of reference, though they had 

different degrees of plausibility and played different roles at different historical moments. 
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II.

The paradox of minority monotheism was enough to create the devil, then, but not enough to 

make him into a major focus of imaginative theological reflection. That task was left to the Christian 

tradition. Unlike the Jewish tradition, which has historically found its center of gravity in the prophetic 

paradigm, Christianity originated in the apocalyptic paradigm and has maintained that paradigm as an 

ever-present point of reference—hence the devil has remained a fixture throughout the history of 

Christian thought, at least until the advent of modern liberal Protestant theology. 

The New Testament is saturated with references to the devil, who is a kind of spiritual 

representative of all the worldly powers that hold humanity captive. Almost from its first verses, the 

Gospel of Mark—widely regarded as the earliest of the four canonical gospels—pits Jesus against 

demonic forces, and the other gospels follow suit. The devil tempts Jesus, offering him unimaginable 

wealth and power—and the implication is that he must really be able to deliver, because otherwise it 

would not be a serious temptation. One of Jesus' primary activities is casting out demons, and in fact 

demons are the first to recognize him as the messiah. In some accounts, Satan even possesses Judas 

Iscariot, personally handing Jesus over to death. The New Testament epistles frequently mention the 

devil and the demonic as the hostile forces threatening their community, and in the Book of Revelation,

demonic symbolism very clearly and directly refers to the Roman empire that ordered the execution of 

Jesus and the persecution of his followers.

The Christian faction could well have burned itself out in its apocalyptic fervor like other 

movements before it. Yet it chose to react to the apparent failure of its eschatological expectations in a 

way that echoes the paradoxical self-assertion of the Jewish intellectuals who developed the scheme of 

“minority monotheism.” Rather than admitting that their messiah had been defeated, they maintained 

that his shameful execution and death were actually precisely the greatest proof that he was the true 

messiah. Indeed, they ultimately took the step of exalting their messiah to a much higher level than 
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previous messianic figures: he wasn't simply God's special servant, he was in some sense God himself 

in person. As for the delay of the End Times, they put forward the scheme of the “already but not yet.” 

In principle, everything was accomplished in Christ's death and resurrection, but the full completion of 

God's work has not yet been finalized—and most often, it was claimed that the reason for the delay was

to allow people time to repent and acknowledge Christ.

The “already but not yet” scheme also applied to the devil's position as ruler over the world. For

the early Church Fathers, the devil's reign of terror over humanity had begun in the Garden of Eden. 

Interpreting the mysterious serpent as the devil, they claimed, based on something like the principle of 

“the consent of the governed,” that when our first parents disobeyed God and chose instead to follow 

the devil's advice, they had essentially chosen to submit themselves to the devil's rule rather than God's.

As with any relationship of political rule, it included any children born to the ruler's subjects—and in 

this particular case, that meant the whole human race was perpetually enslaved to the devil, based on 

the free choice of humanity's first representatives. 

The Church Fathers—unlike some of their later medieval and Reformation-era counterparts—

maintained as a bedrock principle that the Christian God was non-violent, and hence he couldn't simply

take humanity from the devil by force. Instead, he arranged an elaborate ruse to trick the devil into 

overstepping his bounds and invalidating his claim to humanity. The key to this plan was for God to 

become incarnate as a human being, namely Christ, and then stage a confrontation that would induce 

the devil to assert his power over that human being—and in the last instance, the power of a ruler over 

his subject is the power to put him to death. Yet since Christ is also God, this means that the devil has 

illegitimately asserted power over his clear superior, so that his claim over Christ is invalidated—and 

with it, his claim to rule over all of humanity. 

Hence, ever since Christ's death and resurrection, the rule of the devil is in principle over. The 

devil and his followers, though holding a great deal of de facto power in the world, are nonetheless 
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dead-enders. The task of Christ's followers is to help people to come to realize this so that they will 

change their allegiance from the devil to Christ—and the method that emerged within the early 

Christian movement was the peculiar form of militancy known as martyrdom, something like what we 

might today call “non-violent resistance.” As in previous apocalyptic movements, there was a form of 

separatism insofar as Christian communities normally met in private and tried to resolve disputes 

among themselves without recourse to outside authorities—but given the importance of spreading the 

word, they generally did not withdraw from worldly contact altogether. Both of these strategies proved 

much more sustainable than outright military confrontation or withdrawing into an isolated community.

There was very real suffering and loss of life when persecutions came, but the strategy of martyrdom 

more often provoked pity, admiration, or simple confusion in their opponents—and so while the 

movement likely could have been wiped out by Roman military power, persecutions were episodic and 

often proved to be public-relations disasters. 

I would call the Christian movement's mutated version of the apocalyptic model the patristic 

paradigm, after the Church Fathers or “patristic” writers who were its foremost advocates. In its 

sustainability and in many other respects, it shares certain similarities with the Jewish tradition's 

prophetic paradigm. The thing keeping it from being identical with the prophetic paradigm is that, 

unlike the Jewish community, the Christian community was defined by a mission of expansion. That 

meant that, unlike the ethnically-bounded Jewish community, it could not simply “keep to itself.” Thus 

some kind of confrontation with the powers that be, some kind of challenge to their basic legitimacy, 

was always possible. 

There are of course many historical instances of Jewish groups, both before and after the advent

of Christianity, adopting a strategy of martyrdom when forced to choose between their loyalty to God 

and their ability to conform to social expectations. For the most part, however, Roman leaders 

recognized that the Jews required special measures and allowed them an exemption from the kinds of 
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religious observances that were required of all other Roman subjects. The Romans did not feel 

prepared, however, to extend the same exemption to a group that in principle accepted all comers. 

This brings us to a second paradox that defined Christianity, namely the paradox of its 

relationship to Judaism. Jesus, Peter, Paul, and essentially all the important early leaders of the 

movement were Jews, and yet within a couple generations, the movement was made up mostly of non-

Jews (Gentiles) and was even the object of a certain degree of suspicion or even hostility among 

mainstream Jews. Given that Christians strongly identified with the Jewish heritage, even going so far 

as to claim the Hebrew Scriptures as their own, the negative reaction of the mainstream Jewish 

community to their message was particularly distressing. Rather than taking this as a sign that they 

were on the wrong track, however, they took the paradoxical position that Christians are the real Jews

—and the “literal” Jews are aligned with the worldly powers, hence with Satan. I've noted before that in

the Book of Revelation, the devil is strongly identified with Rome, but in the gospels—which, I would 

note, tell a story that culminates with Jesus being arrested by the Roman authorities as a political 

agitator and being subjected to the characteristically Roman punishment of crucifixion—the Jewish 

leaders are much more closely linked with the devil, while great efforts are made to paint the Romans 

(who, to repeat, literally tortured and executed Jesus) in a favorable light.

This deep root of anti-Judaism in the Christian tradition has led to horrific consequences that 

Christian leaders and theologians still have not sufficiently grappled with. In the early church period, 

however, Christians most often were not in a position to persecute the Jewish community, and so most 

of the effects that this paradoxical claim of being “more Jewish than the Jews themselves” had 

primarily theological effects. The Apostle Paul had already established that Gentile Christians had no 

need to submit to the details of Jewish religious observances (most notably circumcision), and so the 

Christians' very disobedience to the commands of God's law became proof that they were more faithful 

servants of God—because, of course, they understood the deeper spiritual meaning, while the Jews 
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slavishly followed the letter of the law. Hence the literalistic Jew has stood as an archetypal straw man 

throughout all of Christian history.

Here we see the emergence of the gnostic paradigm among Christian theologians, who were 

forced to reinterpret the Jewish tradition in a “spiritual” way in order to maintain their claim over it. As 

with many if not most historical instances of what I'm calling the gnostic paradigm, Christians claimed 

that true beliefs and right moral behavior necessarily went together—yet the relationship between them 

was always tense and unstable, and the link would be broken in many different ways throughout 

Christian history. 

I've already noted that the mainstream Christian tradition tended to associate the Jews with the 

rulers of this world and hence with the devil, but some influential Christian thinkers, such as Marcion, 

took it a step further. In Marcion's view, the Jewish God and the God revealed by Christ were 

completely different entities—and the Jewish God, while not outright evil, shared certain similarities 

with the devil insofar as he valued “justice” (meaning, getting what's coming from him from his human

subjects) over grace or mercy. Jesus thus did not come to save us on behalf of the Jewish God who was 

also the God of all the universe—he came to save us from that God on behalf of a previously unknown 

God.

The Church Fathers rejected this view as too extreme, and yet the more mainstream view of the 

devil—who is the ruler of this world, who is closely associated with the Jews, and from whom Christ 

came to liberate us—is not completely different. Indeed, the confrontation with such extreme views 

may have further entrenched the patristic view of the devil as a more “reasonable” alternative. Many 

scholars believe that a stance like Marcion's is emblematic of gnosticism—but if that's true, surely what

would become mainstream Christianity was a kind of “gnosticism lite.” 

We could view the patristic paradigm, then, as a synthesis between the apocalyptic and gnostic 

paradigms, which came together to provide something like the stability of the prophetic paradigm. The 
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earthly rulers were still identified with the devil, but the devil presented himself in a more urgent way 

under the guise of theological opponents—most notably Jews and fellow Christians who pushed the 

gnostic approach further than the Church Fathers were comfortable with. When the devil appeared as 

the theological opponent, he was an implacable evil, a prideful liar who cannot be reasoned with. 

Interestingly, though, when he appeared as the illegitimate ruler of this world, there was the possibility 

of winning him over. Indeed, several of the Church Fathers explicitly claimed that Christ's saving work 

would be so amazingly effective that even the devil would accept redemption in the end. 

And then, in the final paradox, it happened: the devil converted to Christianity. 

III.

After three centuries of intermittent persecution, Christianity's political fortunes abruptly 

changed when the Emperor Constantine began the process that would culminate in Christianity 

becoming the official religion of the emperor. Here suddenly the Christian community found itself 

living under something like the Jewish prophetic paradigm, but with a twist—the ruler was consciously

aware of his role in God's plan for world history and eager to carry it out.

While Constantine—perhaps in recognition of the copious sins one must commit to rule an 

empire—put off his own baptism until his deathbed, he injected himself energetically into church 

affairs. Most notably, he called the first ecumenical council at Nicea in 325, which was intended to find

a definitive answer to the questions that had arisen about the precise nature of Christ's relationship to 

God. This relationship between empire and doctrine would continue for centuries—in fact, all the 

universally recognized church councils were called by emperors, and some Eastern Orthodox 

Christians believe that no further councils will be possible until there is another Christian emperor.

The result of these developments for the future of Christianity are well-known. The results for 

the devil are perhaps less so—but also perhaps more interesting. We might say that the paradox of the 
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devil converting to Christianity produced a kind of schizophrenia. On the one hand, the devil 

increasingly became a kind of divine subcontractor, a heavenly Halliburton, called in to do all the dirty 

work while God kept his hands clean. It was at this point, for example, that the devil was put in charge 

of punishing the damned in hell. As with the brutal earthly rulers of the Jewish prophetic paradigm, 

however, doing God's will was no excuse—the devil was still morally culpable given his intention to 

defy God's will. As the devil became ever more comfortably close, however, he was identified all the 

more strongly with outsiders—Jews, heretics, and eventually Muslims (who were supposed to be some 

ungodly hybrid of Jew and heretic). 

Amid these shifts in perspective, the devil's key role in the drama of salvation was called into 

question. Indeed, the whole narrative developed by the Church Fathers where Christ came to rescue us 

from the devil by tricking him into invalidating his own claim came to seem deeply embarrassing to 

theologians. This was not because God engaged in trickery, however, but because he granted any 

legitimacy to the devil whatsoever. In a situation where earthly and spiritual authority were increasingly

aligned—and in the medieval period, arguably even identified in the person of the pope—there was less

room in the Christian imagination for God to acknowledge the devil's claim, even in a de facto way. 

Instead, the great theologian Anselm (whose enigmatic proof of the existence of God we read in Hum 

3) re-imagined the narrative of salvation as one where Christ's superabundant merit balanced out the 

infinite damage humanity had done to God's honor by disobeying him. 

This new salvation narrative is a symptom of a shift in the character of God that went along 

with the shift away from the patristic paradigm. No longer is God the non-violent trickster we see in the

patristic narrative—here he is prideful and vindictive. It is telling that the only place that Anselm refers 

to love in his account of “why God became human” is when he is talking about our obligation to love 

God, not the other way around. As the medieval period wore on, God would be imagined as 

increasingly arbitrary and indeed violent. If the devil converted to God's side, it appears that perhaps 
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God converted to the devil's in turn.

Anselm also introduced a further change into the devil's story. The Church Fathers had often 

explained the devil's fall from grace as resulting from jealousy—that is to say, he somehow got wind of

God's plan to create human beings and was incredulous that an inferior creature was the object of such 

divine favor. For Anselm, though, the devil rebels against God from the very moment he is created, for 

no apparent reason other than an inexplicable evil impulse. There is no story, no explanation—just a 

pure act of unmotivated evil. The outsiders and rebels with whom the devil was closely identified 

would increasingly come to appear the same way to Christian theologians. At their worst, theologians 

assumed that their opponents somehow actually knew about and, deep down, believed in the gospel—

and their resistance was a result of some kind of unaccountable willfulness. 

We might think here of the familiar story of selling one's soul to the devil. What's interesting to 

me about this story is that it only makes sense within a Christian framework—and that means that by 

definition, everyone who enters into such a contract knows that it can't be worth it. By imagining 

opponents and outsiders as followers of the devil, Christians imagined them as having sold their soul to

the devil—and, I would suggest, imagined the devil as having inexplicably sold his soul to himself. 

In honor of its originator, I call this strange mixture of the prophetic and gnostic paradigms that 

characterized mainstream Christianity for much of its history the Constantinian paradigm. While this 

paradigm made Christianity more at home in this world, the reference to the apocalyptic paradigm was 

never totally lost—but it functioned increasingly negatively. Building on the early Christian theme 

where the delay of the Second Coming was an act of mercy to allow people to repent, the Constantinian

vision put forth the Christian political order as the one thing standing between us and the disaster of the

Second Coming. The emotional center of gravity had changed, so that it could sometimes seem that the

goal was to preserve the present world for as long as possible.

Not all Christians were satisfied with the new arrangements, however, and they undertook to 
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establish a new variation on the patristic paradigm. There were two complications here. First, the 

traditional hierarchy of church leaders had mostly become identified with the worldly powers. Second, 

the problem was no longer one of facing persecution but of dealing with too much popularity—and 

with insincere Christians who only embraced the gospel for worldly advantage. Those who wanted to 

pursue a more authentic Christianity responded to this new situation by creating new separatist 

communities centered around a self-selecting group of hermits whose very desire to get away from the 

world and all its ways made them the most trustworthy possible leaders and teachers. (Here one might 

think of Plato's philosopher-king, who is the best choice to rule precisely because he has to be dragged 

into it kicking and screaming.) In place of martyrdom, they practiced rigorous asceticism and self-

denial.

We can call this counter-cultural movement the monastic paradigm. The monastic and 

Constantinian paradigms competed for primacy throughout the medieval period, and the fight was 

particularly intense in the West. Although the monastic orders are now safely integrated into the 

institutions of the Catholic Church, there were periods of intense conflict, indeed, periods when 

monastic partisans castigated their Constantinian opponents as servants of the devil. One could even 

argue that the Reformation was an attempt to rethink the monastic paradigm in a way that would make 

it available to a broader population—and here again, the mainstream Catholic leadership was 

repeatedly denounced as demonic by Martin Luther and others. 

The devil had a more intimate place in monastic life, however. Demons tormented each monk 

personally, tempting him to indulge the worldly pleasures that he had left behind. We moderns tend to 

focus on sexual issues, but the temptations were many and fine-grained. As we might deduce from the 

stereotypical image of the rotund monk, gluttony was often a more immediate concern than sexual 

deviancy. Laughter was regarded as very suspicious, as was idle talk or gossip. Those who have read 

the tenth book of Augustine's Confessions, where he castigates himself for such grave offenses as being
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distracted by a rabbit running through a field, can imagine the level of detail this self-analysis could 

reach, particularly when we take into account that the monks did not have the internet. 

What this meant was that the body itself—with all its pleasures and pains, its unpredictability 

and spontaneity—was now the devil's territory. The devil, accordingly, became a much more “bodily” 

kind of being, with a bizarre combination of mammalian and reptilian body parts. He became an object 

of direct sexual fascination, as theologians imagined witches becoming initiated by kissing the anus of 

Satan. He didn't collect souls so much as ingest them—and in Hieronymus Bosch's famous painting, he

excretes them as well. Bent on defacing God's creation, the devil also became identified with those who

violate the dictates of nature, whether by turning sexuality from procreative ends (as with 

homosexuals) or by introducing a peculiar fecundity to inert matter (as with the usurers, who make 

money beget money). 

The devil did not simply provide a container for all these undesirable associations, however. He 

also provided a point of contact allowing them to be associated with each other. The devil is associated 

with Jews, and also with usury—hence the plausibility of imagining a “special relationship” between 

Jews and money. The devil is associated with unruly sexuality and with black magic—hence women 

who defy gender norms may well be witches. Hence a movement that aimed to escape a Christianity 

that had become too comfortable with worldly oppression wound up forging powerful new tools of 

oppression.

IV.

To review, thus far I have tried to show how the devil grew out of various attempts on the part 

of Jewish intellectuals to understand their people's special relationship to God in light of the events of 

world history. I have characterized these attempts as falling broadly into three paradigms, the prophetic,

apocalyptic, and gnostic, and claimed that the figure of the devil “proper” emerged out of the 
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apocalyptic paradigm. I then described the ways that Christians developed and transformed those 

paradigms and, with them, the figure of the devil. In the patristic paradigm, the devil emerges as the 

ruler of this world whom Christ has in principle defeated but who still wields considerable power. In 

the Constantinian paradigm, the devil quite unexpectedly converts to Christianity. As a result, he 

becomes God's unwitting servant even as God takes on an ever more demonic character. Meanwhile, 

the devil is energetically identified with opponents and outsiders, whose refusal to get on board with 

God's plan comes to seem increasingly inexplicable and wicked—a phenomenon I explained with 

reference to the notion of “selling one's soul to the devil.” In resistance to the Constantinian paradigm, 

the monastic paradigm emerges, reviving the grand tradition of demonizing worldly rulers (even if they

are now nominally Christian) and creating an association between the devil and the unruliness of the 

human body. 

In principle, it seems to me that all the major themes we associate with the devil have been 

accounted for. The question that I'd like to address as I conclude is whether “the devil” is more than just

an indifferent container for this grab-bag of traits and themes. Does all of this hang together in some 

recognizable way? 

Here I think that the cameo appearance of “the satan” in the Book of Job is more than a 

coincidence. Job is often interpreted as a book about the so-called “theodicy problem,” which tries to 

figure out how God can be both good and all-powerful and yet permit evil to happen. I would suggest, 

though, that the God of that book—indeed, the God of much of the Hebrew Bible—is not as all-

powerful as later Christian theology would have us believe. In God's speech to Job, he speaks of 

arduously wrestling with monsters and fending off the forces of chaos—and judging from his 

questionable behavior earlier in the book, we might suspect that some of those unruly forces are present

within God as well, rendering him vulnerable to distrust and insecurity. Hence, the problem of evil is 

solved by downgrading God's omnipotence.
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The prophetic paradigm tried to hold together God's goodness and omnipotence more closely 

with the existence of evil, but the theodicy question reemerged aggressively in the wake of the 

historical events that gave rise to the apocalyptic paradigm. Here again, we see that the devil makes an 

appearance. Later Christian theology will place him at the scene of the origin of evil—and associate 

him with the bodily forces within ourselves that we can't fully control or account for. Again and again, 

the devil seems to be associated with the unruly, the unaccountable, the unfixable and barely 

manageable. We might say that the devil is what resists the established power, but he can't be only that, 

because he's always setting things going—in fact, in the Christian narrative, the very forces that seek to

discipline the devil only exist in the first place because he set off the drama of salvation by tempting 

Eve. Without the devil, there's no Abraham, no Israel, no Moses, no Jesus, no church, no history. 

Hence I propose that the devil survived the end of the Christian order because he caused the 

Christian order. He became associated with modern humanity's heroic striving because modern 

humanity could not account for itself. He persists as a joke today because ironic distance is our way of 

dealing with the uncanny, unmanageable forces at the foundation of human society—but those forces 

will survive our irony, as they've survived our quest for redemption and our Promethean self-assertion. 

We will never escape the devil—no matter how many gods we create to combat him on our behalf—

because the devil is us. 
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