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ABSTRACT

This paper will explore the evolution of evil and the devil from a Judeo-Christian 
perspective. Methodologies utilized in this study will include biblical-critical methods of 
inquiry, such as literary and textual forms of criticism. Specifically, this study will focus 
on the literary and textual analyses of biblical era works, including the Old and New 
Testament, the pseudepigrapha, as well as the later corpus of rabbinic texts such as the 
Talmud. Ultimately, the aim of this article is twofold. First, it is my goal to provide insight 
into the true origins and early evolution of Jewish beliefs concerning evil and the devil, 
many of which were never adopted within mainstream Judaism itself. Second, I aim to 
show that subsequent early Christian understandings of evil and the devil evolved not from 
primary Jewish sources such as the Hebrew scriptures but rather from extra-canonical, 
pseudepigraphal texts such as 1 Enoch, the book of Jubilees, and the Wisdom of Solomon. 

The study will first present some various early Jewish views of God and evil as found 
in the Hebrew Scriptures, or Old Testament, including the idea that God initially served 
as a coincidence of opposites, responsible for both good and evil events (e.g., Joshua 6; 
8). Ultimately, Jewish thought stopped short of ascribing blame to a devil or other sinister 
entity, instead focusing on concepts such as personal righteousness (e.g., Isaiah 10.20). 
However, rabbinic texts such as the Talmud do discuss topics including the devil and the 
demonic (i.e., b. Berarchot 6; b. Megillah 3a; b. Gittin 68a), although this line of thinking 
remained largely outside the realm of normative Jewish thought. This second focus of this 
study will be on Intertestamental texts and the New Testament, or Christian scriptures. By 
the late first century CE, when the Christian scriptures were recorded, the devil was now 
believed to be largely in control of the material world (e.g., Matt 4.8-9), thus vindicating 
God altogether from the performance of evil. Early Christian authors such as Paul and the 
Gospel authors, therefore formulated an advanced understanding of evil, the devil, and 
even demonic entities (e.g., Mark 3.22) that surpassed those found in the earlier Hebrew 
scriptures.

INTRODUCTION

The evolution of evil and the devil as found in Judeo-Christian thought traces its roots back 
some 3,000 years, when the first Hebrew scriptures were likely recorded, as the Documentary 
Hypothesis assumes. For the purposes of this paper, I will posit that the Hebrew scriptures 
have changed very little since their inception, as the Dead Sea Scrolls seem to prove.1 This 
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paper will primarily focus on early Jewish understandings of theodicy and supernatural 
evil as recorded in the Hebrew scriptures, the pseudepigrapha, and the Talmud. In particular, 
keen insights may be gained from the study of the Talmud itself. For example, there are 
Talmudic references to an evil Jewish entity such as the devil, primarily in the form of סמאל 
(Eng: Samael, “the poison of God”), although this Satan-like figure may also be linked to 
the angel of death as well.2 Yet this entity was never incorporated into normative Jewish 
thought, distinguishing it from the Christian concept of the devil, which did in fact make 
its way into the Christian scriptures. In reality, Jewish views of evil originate from human 
inclinations or from God. In fact, evil itself within contemporary Judaism may even be 
thought of more in Platonic terms as the mere absence of good.3 Yet the rabbinic texts do 
discuss evil entities occasionally, although whether they are to be understood as literal or 
allegorical remains open for debate.

Natural evil (tornadoes, sickness, etc.) will not be discussed here due to time constraints. 
It will become clear in this study that Jewish beliefs related to the devil, demons, and hell, 
although discussed, albeit very sparsely, if at all in the Hebrew scriptures, and to a greater 
extent in texts such as the Talmud, were never really integrated into normative Jewish 
thought and practice. Ultimately, then, I will argue that similar Christian concepts related 
to supernatural evil, although often assumed to derive directly from normative Jewish 
thought, evolved in a manner inconsistent with what was seen in Judaism.

EARLY JEWISH DEPICTIONS OF EVIL

For Jews, personified evil begins and ends with God, or at least it seems so on the surface. 
Both biblical creation stories, found in Genesis 1-3, portray God as the divinity solely 
responsible for the creation of a good and pure world. God creates humankind without 
the blight of sin; Original Sin does not play any role within Jewish theology. Throughout 
Genesis, God is at the forefront of all creative action, establishing order from chaos and 
slaying beasts such as sea monsters.4 God is thus portrayed as a wholly positive divinity, 
who creates humankind in order to inhabit a good and pure world. Of course, that utopian 
existence will be extinguished with the first sin of Eve and Adam. Yet, from time to time, 
God apparently behaves in a more questionable manner, ordering the destruction of entire 
cities and peoples. The most telling account of God’s violence may be found in Numbers 
31, where God orders the deaths of all Midianites, including women.5

As the story of the Hebrews further unfolds in texts such as Joshua, God’s seemingly 
destructive orders continue. By Joshua 6 and 8, for example, the text portrays a seemingly 
vindictive God who advocates for the destruction of all inhabitants of the cities of Jericho 
and Ai. God is thus, in essence, a coincidence of opposites, who rewards the just yet 
punishes those who may impede the Hebrews’ migration into Canaan. There is no mention 
of a formal being named Satan or another angel at this point in the biblical narrative; God 
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alone orders the destruction of these cities.

This depiction of such a vengeful God no doubt resulted in cognitive dissonance among 
the early readers of the Hebrew scriptures. In response to this dilemma, there is eventually 
a shift in the later Jewish biblical texts to an emphasis on individual accountability, as 
passages such as Isaiah 10.20-22 illustrate. In this well-known pericope, there is a mention 
of the “faithful remnant” who will return to the Lord; all others will perish. This indicates 
that those who keep the biblical commandments are alone saved. Hence, humankind is now 
responsible for their own actions. God has thus been freed from the shackles of wrongdoing. 
Yet something was still missing from this arrangement: the attribution of evil, or at the least 
wrongdoing itself, that still took place in the material world. If God was now restored to 
a pristine reputation, then where did evil come from, if not totally attributable to human 
beings?

The Hebrew word typically utilized in the Torah for bad or evil is רע (Eng: ra). Generally 
speaking, the word can mean anything detrimental, hurtful, or painful. But it has come to 
be a standard term for evil in general. Ra first appears in Genesis 2.8, during the story of 
Adam and Eve. Interestingly, ra is a term not necessarily linked to the concept of sin itself, 
as the Eden story indicates.6 It is subsequently used some 200 times throughout the Hebrew 
Scriptures. It could be that the Hebrew word derives from the primary Egyptian God of the 
same name, possibly linking ra to the ultimate evil act, idol worshipping. However, that 
theory cannot be proved. Interestingly, the word ra is not necessarily linked to sin itself, as 
the Eden story indicates. Rather, ra is utilized, seemingly as a general term for misfortune 
or some sort of bad outcome.

JEWISH VIEWS OF A “DEVIL” IN THE FORM OF “SATAN”

The farthest the Hebrew scriptures themselves reach concerning a possible devil-like entity 
that is responsible for evil occurrences is found in the Hebrew term שׂטן (Eng: satan), which 
is often translated as “adversary” or “stumbling block.” However, the word satan is often 
misinterpreted as being a direct reference to the devil, which was probably the result of 
later Christian interpreters assuming that the Hebrew word שׂטן and the Greek word διάβολοζ 
(Eng: diabolos), meant one and the same thing. This likely stemmed from the authors of the 
Septuagint, who typically translated satan into diabolos, thus setting the stage for the devil 
of the New Testament. Four of the most notable mentions of satan are found in Numbers 
22, Zechariah 3, 1 Chronicles 21, and throughout the early chapters of Job. Yet the Jewish 
understanding of satan, minus the augmentation of the later Christian scriptures, is quite 
different. None of these notations reference the existence of an independent evil entity. 
Satan, rather, remains subordinate to God, especially in the case of Job, where Satan has to 
ask God’s permission before causing the protagonist any harm whatsoever.7 It is safe to say, 
then, that the Devil is scarcely found at all in the Hebrew scriptures. Most of the time, when 
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the word satan appears, it is in the form of a common noun rather than the name of an 
actual being.8 However, it has been pointed out that by the time of Zechariah, the image of 
the satan is evolving into more of an individual entity inclined towards evil, although still 
under the control of God.9

The one Jewish text from the biblical era that may include a direct reference to a “devil” 
is the Wisdom of Solomon, which is not included in the Hebrew Scriptures. In Wisdom 2.24, 
the exact reference is to ha-satan, which seemingly indicates a more generic connotation. 
However, what is noteworthy is that the usage of satan here is linked to the origin of death 
in the world. Specifically, it is the devil’s envy that results in this “death,” which may be 
interpreted as literal or spiritual. Scholars such as Karina Martin Hogan believe that the 
death referenced in Gen 3 (after the fall of Eve and Adam) and Wisdom 2.24 both refer to 
the death of the soul rather than a merely physical passing.10 Hogan refers to this as a sort of 
“ultimate death” that is far worse than the death of the physical body. But the fact remains 
that the term ha-satan itself is used, which leaves the door open for a possible more literal 
interpretation of an entity that is directly responsible for supernatural evil.

The Talmud does refer to a sort of devil-like entity by other Hebrew terms, primarily 
through the usage of the name Samael, as briefly noted above.11 However, Samael is in 
reality an evil angel, although he does have the ability to tempt human beings away from 
their goodness, much as the formally named Satan of the New Testament does.12 But in 
this case, Samael remains subordinate to God, thus distinguishing the entity from the early 
Christian devil. Furthermore, there is no link to the Eden story in the Talmudic references 
to Samael. The antagonist in the Genesis story remains a serpent, as the literal story 
indicates.13 It may only be with the first Christian authors, such as Paul, where the serpent 
begins to be linked to the temptation of Eve in the biblical Eden story.14

Satan, as it appears in the rabbinic literature may represent not a literal devil-like entity, 
but rather the human inclination towards evil, known in Hebrew as the יצר הרע (Eng: yetzer 
ha-ra).15 Humans also possess an inclination towards good, known in Hebrew as the יצר הטו 
(Eng: yetzer ha-tov). Interestingly, the actual counter to the yetzer ha-ra is the study of the 
Torah, not merely one’s yetzer ha-tov. This seems to further differentiate the Christian 
notion of the Devil from the Jewish concept of Samael or Satan in that, as Maimonides 
argued centuries later, evil is merely the deprivation of good. Ultimate goodness (in 
actuality, Torah study) foils one’s own inclination towards evil.16 Satan plays no role in the 
abrogation of wrongdoing; the yetzer ha-ra is strictly a product of one’s own thoughts, 
desires, and actions. In fact, humankind’s inclination towards evil-doing is actually formed 
while one is still a baby in the womb. The yetzer ha-tov isn’t formed until later.17

OTHER JEWISH DEPICTIONS OF THE DEMONIC
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By the Intertestamental Period, and shortly thereafter, some Jewish apocalyptic texts began 
to touch upon the nature of the demonic as it relates to other evil entities. The most cited 
book in this regard is 1 Enoch, a text probably dating from the 3rd or 2nd centuries BCE and 
not included within the Hebrew scriptures. This book is generally given credit for introducing 
the Jewish world to the concept of a fallen angel. Dating from around the 2nd century BCE, 
1 Enoch contains an explanation for Genesis 6.2, where the בני אלהימ (Eng: b’nai elohim; 
literally “sons of god”) came down to earth and mated with human women, to God’s dismay. 
Here, perhaps for the first time, the reader learns that these actors were, in fact, evil angels 
who came to earth to wreak havoc, independent of God’s wishes.18 Specifically, these fallen 
angels, led by Semyaza, instruct humankind regarding things like warfare, astrology, and 
even the art of wearing makeup (see 8.1-2).

However, it is worth noting here the rabbis seemingly dismiss the person Enoch himself, 
as the Talmud fails to mention him at all by name.19 In addition, the rabbis definitively 
reject the notion that the “children of God” as portrayed in the book of Genesis are any sort 
of divine beings whatsoever, as rabbinic midrash clearly indicates. Rather, Rabbi Shimon 
ben Yochai chooses to refer to them as the בני דיניא (b’nai diyanyah), or “children of judges.”20 
This suggests that even the rabbis, who from time to time reference the demonic in their 
writings, strongly refute any notion of supernatural beings specifically as it relates to 
Genesis 6.2 itself. This was likely done to dismiss any similarities to Christianity (i.e., 
Trinitarian beliefs or Gospel interpretations of Jesus as God) or to simply clarify Judaism’s 
position regarding universal monotheism (no other gods can exist at all). It is understandable 
that the phrase as recorded in Genesis 6.2 could be viewed as problematic, and the rabbis 
simply may have wanted to resolve any sort of debate, albeit in a very definitive and stern 
manner.

In addition, the book of Jubilees, a 2nd century BCE non-canonical retelling of Genesis 
and Exodus attributed to Moses, mentions a chief evil entity usually referred to as Mastema. 
The word itself comes from the Hebrew term משׂטמה, meaning “animosity” or “hostility.”21 
The rabbis, however, would not follow this line of thought by solely referencing a single 
chief evil being. Yet Jubilees discusses the evil itself, which pervades humankind as well 
as the animals, including the concept of cannibalism.22 Ultimately, Jubilees discusses 
demons in the form of the sons of the Watchers (in the tradition of 1 Enoch).23 The demons 
themselves emerge from the spirits of fallen Watchers, as 1 Enoch originally suggested.24 
Mastema also appears in the Dead Sea Scrolls, along with another apparent evil leader, 
Belial, although whether any actual entity is formally named Belial or Mastema is still 
debated and is beyond the focus of this study.25 However, what is interesting is that in the 
book of Jubilees, Belial is only mentioned one time.26 

It should be noted that the Hebrew term בליעל (Eng: belial) is used over twenty times 
in the Hebrew scriptures, but an explanation for where the term, or any possible entity 
associated with it, comes from is not found.27 In other words, the term does not refer to the 
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devil or a demonic leader. In actuality, the term may be defined as “without value,” thus 
ascribing it a negative connotation. In fact, often, the word belial is used in the phrase “sons 
of Belial” to denote someone who is indeed generally worthless or wicked. By the early 
Christian era, however, Belial seems to more directly reference a specific being, as Paul’s 
reference contrasting Christ and Belial indicates (2 Corinthians 6.15). Yet the term is only 
utilized that one time in the New Testament.

Beginning in chapter 10 of Jubilees, however, Mastema becomes the preferred term for 
the leader of the demons. The text reveals that Mastema is the chief evil spirit and even has 
the ability to negotiate with God regarding the fate of humankind.28 Essentially, Mastema 
argues that at least some humans are bound to be evil, so at least a remnant of humankind 
should be liable to his temptation or influence. Furthermore, Mastema argues that he will 
need a small force to continue to uphold this role. Ultimately, they come to an agreement: 
90% of Mastema’s co-called demons will be done away with, while the other 10% will 
continue to harass humankind on Earth. A second notable mention of Mastema occurs in 
chapter 48, where he attempts to kill Moses. A similar story is recounted in Exodus 4.24-
26, although in this case, it was God who attempted to kill Moses, not an evil entity. The 
reason for the Lord’s wish to kill Moses is not provided.

 This depiction of Mastema as the leader of the evil spirits who amasses great power is 
indeed analogous to the later Christian understanding of a stronger, more powerful devil. 
By the time the Gospels are recorded, the devil has the power to show Jesus the entire 
world as well as to promise it to him, as is recounted in Matthew 4.8-9. Yet this stronger 
depiction of a devil-like character in Jubilees leads one to wonder why the author chose 
to portray Mastema as such. It has been suggested that Jubilees’ description of such evil 
spirits allows humankind to better understand their nature as well as how to resist them.29 
In other words, it may be the case that Mastema serves as an allegory for the wicked side 
of human nature rather than a physical leader of demons.

References to other evil entities, such as witches or demons, are largely absent from the 
Hebrew scriptures. The most notable biblical mention of an evil spirit in the Hebrew 
scriptures perhaps comes in the form of the entity that tormented King Saul (1 Sam 16.14). 
The so-called “witch of Endor” that Samuel consults beginning in 1 Sam 28.8 isn’t actually 
referred to as a “witch,” but rather by the Hebrew term אשׁה, or “woman.”30 There is, 
however, mention of a witch (Exodus 22.17) and other seemingly evil entities such as 
Azazel (Leviticus 16.9-10) in the Old Testament. Yet these references are somewhat 
disjointed in the fact that they don’t really seem to be related to one another. There is no 
cohesive cohort of demons, per se. Different Hebrew words are used in the above examples 
where evil entities are mentioned by name (Ruach ra’ah, M’chashafa, and Azazel, 
respectively).

The Talmud, however, mentions a colorful array of various demonic beings as well as 
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the acknowledgment of their actual existence, albeit literal or figurative. For example, the 
rabbis note the “abundance and ubiquity of the demons,” as well as the fact that “they are 
more numerous than we are.”31 In addition, the rabbis caution against greeting a fellow at 
night because they may be a demon.32 The rabbis even link noted biblical characters such 
as King Solomon to demons. One story portrays the king of the demons, Ashmedai, as 
being captured by Solomon.33 The three Hebrew words often utilized in the Talmud to refer 
to demons are mazikim, shedim, ruhot, and interestingly, malacha habbalah (“destroying 
angel”).34 Yet terms like mazikim may not actually be referring to actual supernatural 
entities. Rather, they may be metaphorical, in the sense that these “demons” may, in 
actuality, once again represent humankind’s own inner demons, much in the spirit of the 
familiar Robert Louis Stevenson novella The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, 
where Hyde represents Jekyll’s own inner turmoil and wicked desires. Furthermore, as with 
the Hebrew scriptures, demons in the Talmud are mostly unrelated and individual, with no 
clear connection present among the various entities.35 They simply exist as individuals that 
are scattered throughout various Talmudic stories. However, once again, they are largely 
not indicative of any cohesive cohort of “fallen angels.”

HELL IN JEWISH THOUGHT

Strictly speaking, hell, as understood in Christian-Islamic thought, does not exist in 
normative Judaism. The term is not found in the Hebrew scriptures. In addition, the rabbinic 
texts seem to indicate that all Israel already has a place in the עלם הבא (Eng: olam haba, 
“world to come”), thus negating any need for hell whatsoever.36 Yet the biblical texts do 
mention the Valley of Ben Hinnom, located south of Jerusalem, where the wicked King 
Manessah burned his own children (i.e., 2 Chronicles 33.6). The valley itself was said to be 
a burial site for criminals as well as a place where garbage was burned.37 However, there 
seems to be a lack of firm evidence to confirm either of these assertions. Yet it is likely out 
of this tradition that the Jewish concept of Gehenna originated. Eventually, Gehenna 
became a purgatory-like place where Jewish souls must be purged before moving on to 
Heaven. By the late Middle Ages, this concept had become linked to the reciting of the 
Mourner’s Kaddish in Judaism, especially in the Ashkenazic tradition, thus confirming its 
establishment within normative Jewish thought.38

The origins of this belief in Gehenna seem to be rooted in the pseudepigraphal texts 
such as 1 Enoch as well as the Talmud. In 1 Enoch, Gehenna is portrayed as a place of 
burning sulfur and fire, where the wicked are punished.39  This concept of judgment by fire 
may have originated with the biblical concept found in deutero-Isaiah where it is stated that 
God judges by fire.40 The rabbis, perhaps expanding upon these earlier Jewish texts, point 
out that Gehenna is a place of vast fire and is bigger than the whole world itself.41 Thus 
the rabbis took the concept of Gehenna literally as a place where particularly evil people 
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are judged.42 There are even passages where Gehenna is associated with a more permanent 
pretense of hell, where one is condemned at the time of the Final Judgment.43 However, 
the prevailing Jewish view stems from the eventual rabbinic declaration that one’s time in 
Gehenna is limited to twelve months.44 Although the concept of the wicked being punished 
for their actions comes very close to the Christian-Islamic concept of hell itself, the eternal 
aspect of punishment never became engrained within normative Jewish thought.  

JEWISH VIEWS OF EVIL AND THE ADVENT OF CHRISTIAN THOUGHT

Ultimately, and despite numerous references to the demonic, the rabbis restricted the 
Jewish understanding of supernatural evil to the realm of legends and stories. God still 
remained the sole entity through whom everything occurred, whether it was good or evil, 
thus keeping the responsibility in God’s hands, so to speak. In fact, the rabbis believed 
that one should recite a blessing when either good or evil events occurred.45 The rabbis 
even instituted a special blessing for evil, thus seemingly acknowledging God’s role in all 
human behavior and events. In sum, then, the rabbis acknowledged that humankind should 
embrace all actions, whether good or evil, that befall them. The rabbis cited Deuteronomy 
6.5 as evidence for this mandate since one should love God regardless of what befalls them. 
In addition, the rabbis noted that both the yetzer ha-tov and yetzer ha-ra should serve as 
examples of humankind’s love for God. Hence, evil was thus relegated largely to the realm 
of the relationship between God and humankind. This is hardly surprising, judging by the 
Jewish emphasis on covenant that exists to this day.

By the time the Christian scriptures were recorded late in the first century CE and 
before the Talmud was completed, however, the New Testament authors moved far beyond 
the confines of Jewish thought regarding views of evil and the devil. It is true that Paul, 
the earliest Christian author, had little use for the Devil within his theology. Paul, himself 
born a Jew, claims to have derived from a thoroughly educated Jewish background. In fact, 
he claims to have studied with the famous Rabbi Gamaliel, thus establishing himself as an 
expert in the Torah and its laws.46 Whether this is true or not, it seems that Paul was indeed 
well-versed in Jewish law and customs. Since he spent much of his time missionizing to 
various cities throughout Asia Minor, he was, therefore, more concerned with connecting 
his native Jewish thought to the coming of Christ than he was in discussing the existence 
and role of supernatural evil within the material world.47 It may be the case, though, that 
Paul references the Jewish concepts of the yetzer ha-tov and the yetzer ha-ra, judging by 
his statement in Romans that he is not free to act of his own accord.48 Regardless of whether 
Paul was referencing his own struggle with the yetzer ha-ra or was referencing something 
completely different, the statement itself is compelling.

Paul does seem to acknowledge the presence of actual evil entities in at least a few of the 
seven authentic epistles.49 For example, Paul notes that God will crush Satan, and he also 
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blames Satan for preventing him from visiting Thessalonica and for corrupting Christians 
in Corinth.50 Yet overall, Paul did not delineate any clear origins of, or explanation for, the 
presence of supernatural evil. Regarding the origins and existence of evil itself, Paul goes 
a bit further in his epistles. Paul views the contrast between Adam and Christ as analogous 
to the relationship between good and evil.

By the time of the Gospels, however, the devil had clearly found his way into normative 
Christian thought. This is evident considering the hundreds of references to the devil 
and demons within the New Testament itself, and more precisely, the Gospels. Although 
one could devote an entire book to such a study, and being that this analysis is primarily 
concerned with Jewish views of evil, I will only briefly examine the four biblical Gospels. 
In particular, I will mention two of the most well-known and clear illustrations concerning 
the power of the Devil: the story of Jesus’ temptation and the story of Judas’ betrayal of 
him. Of course, other mentions of the devil, or Satan, are featured in the Gospels, such 
as in the story of Jesus giving Peter the keys to the kingdom of heaven, featured solely in 
Matthew 16.13-20. In this example, immediately after Jesus praises Peter for recognizing 
that he is the Christ, shortly thereafter, he rebukes Peter in the name of Satan (see 16.21-
23).

The devil’s temptation of Jesus is featured in Matthew, Mark, and Luke and serves 
as a key illustration regarding the power that he has amassed by the late first century.51 
Perhaps most noteworthy regarding the temptation of Jesus is not that the dialogue itself 
that takes place between the two figures. One would assume that Jesus, a Jew, had the 
knowledge and authority to rebuke Satan by utilizing passages from the Hebrew scripture, 
but the fact that the devil offered to show Jesus all of the kingdoms of the world is most 
striking.52 In Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus is often considered a sort of “new and improved” 
Moses. Yet Moses, who conversed directly with God, is only shown the Promised Land, 
and just before his death.53 Yet in Matthew, Jesus is shown all of the kingdoms of the world 
by the devil himself! This indicates a profound evolution regarding the scope and power of 
the devil that existed by the early Christian era.

Judas’ betrayal of Jesus, especially as recorded in Luke and John’s Gospels, is similarly 
a telling indicator of the devil’s power. Both Gospels agree that the devil seemingly 
possessed Judas, thereby leading him to betray Jesus.54 However, the nature of Satan’s 
possession is disputed; was he directly under the devil’s control or merely being influenced 
in some way? What is noteworthy in John’s version of the Judas narrative is that Satan is 
never mentioned as individual; he is only portrayed as working through humankind.55 This 
is also true regarding John’s portrayal of the Jews as being in league with Satan. In John 
7.1-9, it is the Jews who seek to kill Jesus. Furthermore, as the reader learns in John 8.44, 
Jews are the children of the devil.56 These examples seem to support the idea that people 
were being directly influenced by Satan, although there is no concrete textual evidence that 
they were possessed by such an individual entity.
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Ultimately, of course, the book of Revelation contains the most developed portrayal of 
the devil that is found in the Christian scriptures. As I noted earlier, Paul may have been the 
first biblical Christian author to mention that the serpent was the tempter of Eve. But by the 
late first century, when Revelation was likely recorded, the devil had been identified more 
definitively as the serpent in the Garden of Eden. This concept could have been an instance 
where Jewish apocalyptic texts directly influenced the early Christian concept of evil and 
the Devil.57 In 1 Enoch, it is the fallen angel Gadreel who is named as the one who tempted 
Eve, thus making it perhaps the earliest text to identify an individual evil entity with the 
devil. This line of thought was likely adopted by the Johannine author of Revelation a 
couple of centuries later. Yet it is clear that by the late first century CE, the devil and 
supernatural evil had made their way into the Christian scriptures, thus confirming their 
role within early Christianity. However, it is noteworthy that some of the leading later 
Christian theologians, such as St. Augustine and St. Thomas Aquinas, although referencing 
the devil from time to time, seemed to ascribe a minimal role for the demonic within their 
own works. 

CONCLUSION

For the most part, the authors of the Hebrew scriptures did not identify an individual entity 
as Satan, or the devil. The Hebrew term satan is utilized sparsely in the Torah, and when 
it is used it does not refer to an evil entity that is capable of acting independently of God. 
This led to a basic Jewish understanding that both good and evil emanate from God, and 
perhaps the yetzer ha-tov and yetzer ha-ra as well, as passages from the Hebrew scriptures 
and the Talmud illustrate. Although the latter authors of the Talmud did mention an array 
of demonic entities, there was never a coherent consensus regarding who exactly was the 
leader of a group of fallen angels, if such a concept did exist. Furthermore, if the Jewish 
belief in good and evil was linked to God, that would further diminish any need for a 
separate evil entity to exist at all.

The only direct link between Jewish beliefs concerning evil and the devil and the 
subsequent Christian ones may be contained in non-canonical Jewish texts such as 1 Enoch, 
Jubilees, and the Wisdom of Solomon. Here, various demonic entities partake in evil actions 
and are even linked to the serpent in Eden. It is quite possible, then, that the early Christian 
authors of biblical works such as John’s Gospel and the book of Revelation, whether both 
written by the same author, John, or not, utilized the narratives of these earlier Jewish 
apocalyptic texts within their own works, and in fact, attributed more power to Satan than 
was seen before (i.e., the Devil now controls the material world). This is hardly surprising, 
considering most of the authors found in the Christian scriptures were of Jewish derivation 
themselves. Overall, however, it seems that the prevailing Jewish views concerning evil 
and the devil were not incorporated directly into the Christian corpus of beliefs, despite the 
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fact that the Old and New Testaments both became part of the current Christian scriptures. 
Normative contemporary Jewish practice continues to favor a theology devoid of a devil 
and attributes both good and evil only to God as well as humankind’s own temptations.

REFERENCES

Ashworth-Steen, Robyn. “How Satisfactory is Maimonides’ Solution to the Problem of 
Evil?” European Judaism 50, no. 1 (Spring 2017), 113-122.

Atzmon, Arnon. “A Lost Homily on Gehenna and Repentence in Midrash Tehillim.” The 
Journal of Jewish Studies 79, no. 1 (2023): 30-50.

Bamberger, Bernard J. Fallen Angels: The Soldiers of Satan’s Realm. New York: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1952.

Charlesworth, James H. The Good and Evil Serpent: How a Universal Symbol Became 
Christianized. New Haven: Yale University, 2010.

Dimant, Devorah. “Between Sectarian and Non-Sectarian Texts: The Case of Belial and 
Mastema.” In The Dead Sea Scrolls and Contemporary Culture: Proceedings of the 
International Conference Held at the Israel Museum, (July 6-8, 2008), edited by 
Adolfo D. Roitman, Lawrence H. Schiffman, and Shani Tzoref, 235-256. New York, 
Brill, 2011.

Ferguson, Eamonn. “The Devil in the Details: Satan in the Passion Narratives.” Logia 28, 
no. 1 (Epiphany 2019): 19-24.

Goff, Matthew. “Cannibals and Teachers of Evil: The Sons of the Angels in Genesis 6, the 
Book of the Watchers and the Book of Jubilees.” Svensk exegetisk årbosk 80 (2015): 
79-97.

Hammer, Rueven. “The Biblical Perception of the Origin of Evil.” Judaism 39, no. 3 (Sum 
1990): 318-325.

Hogan, Karina Martin. “The Exegetical Background of the ‘Ambiguity of Death’ in the 
Wisdom of Solomon.” Journal for the Study of Judaism in Persian, Hellenistic, and 
Roman Period 30, no. 1 (1999): 1-24.

Kelly, Joseph F. The Problem of Evil in the Western Tradition: From the Book of Job to 
Modern Genetics. Collegeville: Liturgical, 2002.

Noddings, Nel. Women and Evil. Berkeley: University of California, 1989.

Russell, Jeffrey Burton. The Prince of Darkness: Radical Evil and the Power of Good in 
History. Ithaca: Cornell University, 1988.



Journal of Academic Perspectives

© Journal of Academic Perspectives  Volume 2024 No 3    166

Shoyovitz, David I. “’You Have Saved Me from the Judgment of Gehenna’: The Origins 
of the Mourner’s Kaddish in Medieval Askenazic.” Association for Jewish Studies 39, 
vol. 1 (April, 2015): 49-73.

Van Outdshoorn, André. “Where Have All the Demons Gone?” Neotestamentica 51, no. 1 
(2017): 65-82.

Walvoord, John, et al. Four Views on Hell (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996).



Journal of Academic Perspectives

© Journal of Academic Perspectives  Volume 2024 No 3    167

Endnotes
1  For example, one can compare the creation story in the book of Genesis with the scroll 
known as 4QGenb.

2  For references to Samael, see Pirqe de Rabbi Eliezer 13 and 14, et al. Interestingly, the Tal-
mud itself links a Satan-like character to the angel of death at times. See also b. Bava Bathra 16a.

3  The Jewish philosopher Maimonides used the example of blindness as a deprivation of 
light to prove his point. See Robyn Ashworth-Steen, “How Satisfactory is Maimonides’s Solution 
to the Problem of Evil?” European Judaism, no. 1 (Spring 2017): 114. Ashworth-Steen cites Mai-
monides’ Guide of the Perplexed, part III, volume 2, trans. Shlomo Pines, (Chicago: University of 
Chicago 1963), 438.

4  See Gen 1-3; Ps 74; 89, et al.

5  Nel Noddings, Women and Evil (Berkely: University of California, 1989), 13. Noddings 
points out the particular harshness of God ordering the death of the Midianite women in Num-
bers 31.
6  The word “sin” is never used in the context of the Eden story. Rather, ra is utilized, sug-
gesting a fall from purity or other “bad” result. Yet it can be argued that the modern Jewish sense 
of bad or evil is not fully developed at the time this story was recorded. See Rueven Hammer, 
“The Biblical Perception of the Problem of Evil,” Judaism 39, no. 3 (Sum, 1990): 321.

7  See Job 1.8-12, where Satan seemingly desires to see Job stripped of his worldly posses-
sions, which would lead him to blaspheme God. However, Satan acknowledges that it is actually 
God who must approve of this outcome before it can be enacted.

8  Jeffrey Burton Russell, The Prince of Darkness: Radical Evil and the Power of Good in His-
tory (Ithaca: Cornell, 1988), 33. Russell specifically points out passages such as 2 Sam 19.22 where 
David warns against someone “playing the satan” against him.

9  Russell, Prince of Darkness, 33.

10  Karina Martin Hogan, “The Exegetical Background of the ‘Ambiguity of Death’ in the 
Wisdom of Solomon, Journal for the Study of Judaism in the Persian, Hellenistic, and Roman 
Period 30, no. 1 (1999): 18. Hogan also believes that the immortality discussed in Gen 3 similarly 
references a spiritual existence rather than a physical one.

11  B. Sotah 10b. Samael here attempts to sever Tamar’s connection to the line of the future 
King David, but the angel Gabriel foils his attempt. In this instance, Samael is in reality not the 
Devil, but an evil angel.

12  See Bernard J. Bamberger, Fallen Angels: The Soldiers of Satan’s Realm (New York: Jewish 
Publication Society, 1952), 94. Bamberger notes that Samael is still subordinate to God, even 
though he can wreak havoc on earth from time to time. The rabbinic text he cites here is b. Bava 
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Bathra 16a. It is worth noting that the Hebrew term satan is actually in this Talmudic passage.

13  Bamberger, Fallen Angels, 94. See also James H. Charlesworth, The Good and Evil Ser-
pent: How a Universal Symbol Became Christianized (New Haven: Yale University, 2010), 315-
324. Charlesworth points out that the serpent in Genesis 3 is clearly not the Devil. For his full 
analysis of the Genesis story and the serpent see also pages 287-314.

14  See 2 Cor 11.3, where Paul notes that “the serpent” deceived Eve. See also Charlesworth, 
The Good and Evil, 315.

15  B. Bava Bathra 16.

16  B. Berakhot 5a. The rabbis here note that if one fails to deter the yetzer ha-ra through 
Torah study then they should recite the Shema prayer. If that fails one should remind themselves 
of death itself.

17  B. Kiddushin 30b. One’s good inclination isn’t fully formed until about 13 years later, ac-
cording to the rabbis.

18  Joseph F. Kelly, The Problem of Evil in the Western Tradition: From Job to Modern Genet-
ics (Liturgical: Collegeville, MN, 2005), 23.

19  Enoch’s sole mention in the Hebrew scriptures is found in a genealogy (see Genesis 5.18-
24). See also Bamberger, Fallen Angels, 92. Bamberger does note that Enoch is mentioned in some 
of the Midrashim.

20  Midrash Genesis Rabbah 26.5-6. Rabbi Shimon ben Yochai condemns anyone who makes 
the assertion that the b’nai elohim are “sons of divine beings.”
     
21  Devorah Dimant, “Between Qumran Sectarian and Non-Sectarian Texts: The Case of 
Belial and Mastema” in The Dead Sea Scrolls and Contemporary Culture : Proceedings of the 
International Conference Held at the Israel Museum, Jerusalem (July 6-8, 2008), eds. Adolfo D. 
Roitman, Lawrence H. Schiffman, and Shani Tzoref (New York: Brill, 2011), 246.  

22  See the book of Jubilees 5 and 7.24.

23  Matthew Goff, “Cannibals and Teachers of Evil: The Sons of the Angels in Genesis 6, the 
Book of the Watchers and the Book of Jubilees.” Svensk exegetisk årbosk 80 (2015): 95-96. Goff 
delineates between the Enochic tradition of the watchers and its evolution in the book of Jubilees.

24  Bamberger, Fallen Angels, 28-29. See 1 Enoch 15.9-10.   

25  See CD 16.5; 1Q 13.4; 4Q270; 1QS3.23, et al. See Dimant, “Between Qumran, 235-256,” 
for further explanation. Yet in 4Q225, Dimant seems to indicate that Belial is indeed subordinate 
to Mastema, who is the true evil entity.
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56  Van Outdshoorn, “Where Have All,” 66. Despite not referring to an actual evil entity, Van 
Outdshoorn points out that all mentions of the Devil come at important points in John’s text. Of 
course it is highly doubtful that John was trying to say all Jews are the spawn of Satan. The author 
of the Gospel was likely referring to the Jewish leaders with whom John’s community disagreed.

57  See Revelation 12.9 and compare with 1 Enoch 69.6. See also Kelly, The Problem, 22.
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26  See the book of Jubilees 15.32-33.

27  See Deuteronomy 13.13; 15.9; Judges 19.22; 1 Samuel 2.12; et al.

28  See Jubilees 10.5-9.

29  Goff, “Cannibals and Teachers,” 95-96. See Jubilees 10.7-14.

30  In fact, Saul has already forbidden the summoning of ghosts or evil spirits before the 
woman of Endor story (see 1 Sam 28.3). Perhaps the summoning of the woman of Endor may be 
interpreted to mean that Saul was so desperate that he was willing to break his own rule, but that 
remains open for debate.  

31  B. Berachot 6a.

32  B. Megillah 3a.

33  B. Gittin 68a.

34  For example, b. Sukkah 28a notes that Rabbi Yochanan ben Zakkai paid attention to the 
conversations of both angels and demons (shedim). See also b. Pesach 110a-112b. For further 
examples, consult B. Berachot 51a; b. Chagigah 16a; b. Niddah 24b, et al.

35  Bamberger, Fallen Angels, 104.   

36  See m. Sanhedrin 10.1. The rabbis thus negate the concept of any actual need for Hell.

37  John Walvoord, et al. Four Views on Hell (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 20.

38  For an interesting analysis of this connection between Gehenna and the Kaddish, see Da-
vid I. Shoyovitz, “’You have saved me from the Judgment of Gehenna’: The Origins of the Mourn-
er’s Kaddish in Medieval Ashkenazic.” Association for Jewish Studies 39, vol. 1 (April, 2015): 
49-73.

39  See 1 Enoch 67.6-7.

40  See Isaiah 66.16, 24.

41  B. Berahot 57b; B. Pesachim 94a, respectively. The world itself serves as a mere “pot cov-
er” for Gehenna.

42  B. Berachot 57b; b. ‘Arakhin 15b, respectively. 

43  This understanding is reserved primarily for the most heinous of sinners, such as King 



Journal of Academic Perspectives

© Journal of Academic Perspectives  Volume 2024 No 3    170

Nebuchadnezzar of Babylonia, who was sent to Gehenna for his ruthless destruction of Jerusalem 
and the Holy Temple. See b. Berachot 8b; b. Shabbat 149a. His permanent punishment in Ge-
henna was likely due to his unique and infamous place in Jewish history as a despised figure who 
destroyed the Temple in Jerusalem. The sons of Korah are also punished in Gehenna (b. Sanhe-
drin 110b).

44  M. Eduyot 2.10. Arnon Atzmon discusses the issue, citing that the Tosefta indicates a pos-
sible longer time in Gehenna (see t. 13.5). See Arnon Atzmon, “A Lost Homily on Gehenna and 
Repentance in Midrash Tehillim,” Journal of Jewish Studies 74, vol. 1 (2023): 43-44. 

45  Hammer, “Biblical Perception,” 318-319. Hammer references m. Berachot 9.5 here.

46  See Acts 22.3. 

47  See Romans 5.18.

48  See Romans 7.15.

49  Scholars have debated the authorship of Paul’s remaining epistles. The seven undisputed 
letters attributed to Paul include Romans, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Philippians, 1 Thessalo-
nians, and Philemon. Since Paul’s other epistles are disputed I will not cite them here.

50  See Romans 16.20; 2 Cor 11.14; 1 Thes 11.14, respectively. Also, see Kelly, The Problem, 
29-30, for further discussion.

51  The account of the temptation may found in Matthew 4.1-12; Mark 1.1-2; Luke 4.1-13.

52  See Kelly, The Problem, 31-32. Kelly notes that by the time of the Gospels the Devil now 
has the power to roam the earth tempting humankind as well as to even occasionally possess indi-
viduals.

53  Compare Matthew 4.8-9 with Deuteronomy 34.1-4. Matthew’s temptation story may even 
suggest that the devil now controls the entire material world. Whether he is still subordinate to 
God, as indicated in the Hebrew Scriptures, is less clear in the Gospels’ portrayal of Jesus’ tempta-
tion.

54  See Luke 22.3; John 13.27. Eamonn M. Ferguson suggests that the Devil had been at work 
on Judas for some time. See his article, Eamonn M. Ferguson, “The Devil in the Details: Satan in 
the Passion Narratives,” Logia 28, no. 1 (Epiphany 2019), 19. I am not convinced that this is the 
case, however.

55  See André Van Outdshoorn, “Where Have All the Demons Gone?” Neotestamentica 51, 
no. 1 (2017): 71. Van Outdshoorn further points out that John 13.27 contains the only mention of 
Satan as a proper in the entire Gospel.


