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Foreword

Before you delve into this book, please consider a major first step. 
Simply stated, take time to pray about what you will soon read. I am 

serious. My words are not just the exhortations and platitudes of a book 
foreword. You really do need to pray before you read.

You will soon read the words of two of the godliest men I know, Bill 
Cook and Chuck Lawless. You will see their intellect. You will admire 
their scholarship. But even more, you will recognize their hearts. You will 
hear from two men who love the Lord God with all their hearts, minds, 
and souls. And you will hear from two men who recognize clearly the 
powerful and pervasive presence of the Enemy, an enemy who will do 
everything in his power to derail us from staying close to the one true 
God we love so dearly.

Such is the reason I am exhorting you to pray before you read this 
book. To be certain, you will be amazed at the authors’ scholarly treat-
ment of spiritual warfare. You will be enthralled as Dr. Lawless and Dr. 
Cook delve into the riches of Scripture. But your amazement will likely 
be accompanied by a healthy dose of practical reality. The Enemy is real. 
Demons are real. Spiritual warfare is real. Unless we put on the full armor 
of God to go into battle against the Enemy and his minions, we are not 
ready to do ministry. We are not ready to lead churches. 
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You have read about the full armor on many occasions. You know the 
passage Paul wrote to the church at Ephesus in Eph 6:10     –18. Though all 
of those verses are powerful, it is that last verse in the pericope that grabs 
me again and again: “Pray at all times in the Spirit with every prayer and 
request, and stay alert with all perseverance and intercession for all the 
saints” (v. 18).

There it is again: pray. It is an inescapable and powerful reality that 
we cannot lead churches, that we cannot lead families, that we cannot be 
leaders of any worthy capacity unless we “pray at all times in the Spirit.”

Please pray before you read a word further. It is just that important.
Though I anticipate this book will be read widely by pastors and 

church staff, I have little doubt countless church members will read it as 
well. Perhaps that is the reason I am so enthused about this book.

Chuck Lawless and Bill Cook are biblical scholars of the highest 
magnitude. You will recognize that reality quickly. But they also love the 
local church. While making major contributions in the academy, they have 
kept closely connected to the local church as pastors, mentors, coaches, 
consultants, and friends of church leaders. From my vantage point, it is 
the practical ministry perspective that makes the book so incredibly valu-
able. You not only hear about biblical truths and theological concepts; you 
learn how those truths can be applied to the local church.

Simply stated, this book is a battle plan for spiritual warfare in the 
church. Yes, it is thoroughly biblical. But it is thoroughly practical as well. 

Dr. Cook and Dr. Lawless have no idea what words I planned to 
write in this foreword. So, when they read it, they will be hearing for the 
first time what I plan to do with the book.

God has blessed me with a tribe of several million church leaders. I 
do not take that stewardship for granted. I plan to introduce this book to 
those leaders with great fanfare and enthusiasm.

Within the larger tribe is a closer-knit group of about 2,000 church 
leaders at ChurchAnswers.com. I am announcing through this foreword 
that Spiritual Warfare in the Storyline of Scripture: A Biblical, Theological, 
and Practical Approach will be an official book of Church Answers. I will 
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urge, exhort, and plead with those church leaders to read this book as 
one of the key training and equipping resources for them to lead and do 
ministry.

The book is just that good.

It’s just that important.

It’s just that powerful.

I have little doubt God will use this book to raise a new and potent army 
of spiritual warriors in the local church.

Thank you, Bill and Chuck.

Thank you, God. To you alone be the glory.

Thom S. Rainer
President and CEO, Church Answers
Author of Scrappy Church; Becoming a Welcoming Church; and I Am a 
Church Member
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Introduction 

Following Christ is a commitment to knowing and believing the 
Word. That Word is powerful, “living and effective and sharper than 

any double-edged sword, penetrating as far as the separation of soul and 
spirit, joints and marrow” (Heb 4:12). It peers into our souls, judging 
our thoughts and even the intentions of our hearts (v. 12). It guides our 
lives and governs our choices; as David Dockery has pointed out, “The 
Word was written for instruction and encouragement (Rom 15:4), to lead 
to saving faith (2 Tim 3:15), to guide people toward godliness (2 Tim 
3:16b), and to equip believers for good works (2 Tim 3:17).”1 Thus, the 
Word must be the grid through which we evaluate all matters. 

At the same time, though, following Christ is not only knowing and 
believing the Word; it is also obeying the Word as we strive practically to 
live out the truths we find in the Scriptures. God has granted us his Word 
not simply to believe it, but also to follow it (Matt 28:19–20). Indeed, to 
disobey it is to deny believing it. 

Learning to obey the Word is not always easy, however. That is one 
reason God gives us pastors, church leaders, and other people of God 

1  David Dockery, “Special Revelation,” in A Theology for the Church, ed. Daniel 
Akin (Nashville: B&H, 2014), 113. 
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who walk with us and help us make righteous choices. We simply need 
others who model faith for us, pray for us, and walk beside us. On our 
own, we often live in defeat; in the power of the Holy Spirit and with the 
help of other believers, we can live victoriously. Christian living is thus 
about practically living out the Word of God in the context of the local 
church, our standing arm in arm with other believers. 

These truths especially matter when we consider the reality of spir-
itual warfare—a concept that is variously defined and often debated.2 
Consider, for example, these definitions: 

• “Spiritual warfare is a theological term used to describe the ongo-
ing battle between the church and the Devil and his angels.”3

• “Spiritual warfare is a multilevel conflict between good and evil, 
initiated on the supernatural plane with the prehistoric rebellion 
of Lucifer, and transferred onto the natural plane with the fall 
of man. Satan, man’s adversary, continues to deceive and divert 
people from finding salvation in Jesus Christ, and to harass and 
hinder Christians through enticement to sin and exploitation of 
weaknesses. Because Satan is the author and initiator of original 
sin, and because he is the ‘god of this world,’ spiritual warfare 
involves a constant multidimensional battle against the world (a 
system of ungodly values), the flesh (sin inherent to our human-
ity), and the devil (supernatural personification of evil). Warfare 
implies the likelihood of losses: eternal separation from God for 
the nonbeliever, and diminished effectiveness and suffering for 
the believer.”4

2  See James K. Bielby and Paul Rhodes Eddy, Understanding Spiritual Warfare: 
Four Views (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2012). 

3  John Gilhooly, 40 Questions about Angels, Demons, and Spiritual Warfare (Grand 
Rapids: Kregel, 2018), 23.

4  Thomas B. White, The Believer’s Guide to Spiritual Warfare (Ventura, CA: 
Regal, 2011), 40–41. 
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• “Spiritual warfare is the ongoing resistance that Satan launches 
against God by exerting his arrogant desire to be God.”5

• “Spiritual warfare is a way of characterizing our common strug-
gle as Christians.”6

Recognizing that scholars and practitioners differ on these defini-
tions, we have chosen to build on Gilhooly’s work for our definition. 
Particularly noting Gilhooly’s recognition that the church is in the ene-
my’s sights and this battle is ongoing, we define spiritual warfare as “the 
ongoing battle between the church and the devil and his forces, with the 
church standing in the armor of God, defensively resisting the devil, and 
offensively proclaiming the gospel in a battle already won.” This defini-
tion emphasizes three issues. First, the battle is primarily between the 
devil and the church. Since his appearance in the garden of Eden, Satan 
has sought to attack God’s people. Second, the battle is ongoing though 
it has already been won. Jesus already disarmed the powers (Col 2:15), 
but the enemy continues to fight back. He will do so until he is cast into 
the lake of fire (Rev 20:10). Third, daily victory comes not by some magi-
cal or mystical approach to warfare, but by daily following Christ. In the 
armor of God, we do all that God has called us to do; obedience in the 
power of God is victory over the enemy.7

It is important to us that you finish this book more grateful for this 
victory that God gives us. The Bible is a book about God—not about 
the devil—and we do not intend for this book to be about the devil. We 
must discuss his strategies, but he is already a defeated foe. He continu-
ally seeks to convince us otherwise, but we believers are on the winning 

5  Leighann McCoy, Spiritual Warfare for Your Family (Minneapolis: Bethany 
House, 2016), 22. 

6  Clinton E. Arnold, 3 Crucial Questions about Spiritual Warfare (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 1997), 27. 

7  See Clinton E. Arnold, Powers of Darkness (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 1992), 153–59. Arnold rightly sees the Christian life as warfare, and he points 
out the defensive nature of resistance and the offensive nature of proclamation. 
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side. Indeed, the words of J. I. Packer express our conclusions about Satan 
better than we could:

He should be taken seriously, for malice and cunning make him 
fearsome; yet not so seriously as to provoke abject terror of him, 
for he is a beaten enemy. Satan is stronger than we are, but Christ 
has triumphed over Satan (Matt. 12:29), and Christians will tri-
umph over him too if they resist him with the resources that 
Christ supplies (Eph. 6:10–13; James 4:7; 1 Pet. 5:9–10). “The 
one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world” 
(1!John 4:4).8

This book seeks to bring together both a biblical foundation for 
understanding spiritual warfare and practical insights for living obedi-
ently in light of that warfare. In part 1, Bill examines biblical teachings 
about warfare from Genesis to Revelation. His goal is not to cover every 
biblical text dealing with this topic, but to provide an overview of bibli-
cal teachings to help us live in victory. In part 2, Chuck builds on that 
foundation to show more specifically (1) how the enemy attacks us, and 
(2) how we might stand against his onslaught. A concluding challenge 
closes the book, but we trust you will apply its truths long after you have 
completed reading. 

We are both seminary professors, but we are more pastors than pro-
fessors. We love the local church, and we have written this book for the 
church. Our prayer is that God will use it to draw you and your congrega-
tion closer to him. Thank you for joining us on this journey. 

8  J. I. Packer, Concise Theology: A Guide to Historic Christian Beliefs (Carol Stream, 
IL: Tyndale House, 1993), 70. 
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Chapter 1

Spiritual Warfare 
in)the)Old Testament

The opening two chapters of the Bible describe in the most beautiful 
language imaginable God’s creation of heaven and earth. In a simi-

lar way, the Bible culminates with a magnificent description of the new 
heaven and new earth (Revelation 21–22).1 Between the Bible’s opening 
and closing chapters, it depicts a war being fought on a cosmic scale—a 
war fought between God and the devil. This war is played out both in the 
spiritual realm and on the earth. It is not a fair fight, however, because the 
war is not between two equals—the outcome is never in doubt. From the 
very beginning, the doom of God’s archenemy, the devil, is certain (Gen 
3:15). God’s wisdom is demonstrated in his inscrutable plan to redeem 
humanity from their sin and establish a new heaven and earth.

Satan and demons are not mentioned many times in the Old 
Testament.2 From a canonical perspective, however, their work is evident. 

1  For a helpful table comparing many ways in which the final chapters of 
Revelation picture a restoration of what was broken at the fall, see C. Marvin Pate 
et al., The Story of Israel: A Biblical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 
2004), 271–72.

2  When referring to Satan and demons, I am thinking of them along the lines 
described well by evangelical theologian Wayne Grudem: “Satan and demons .!.!. are 
evil angels who once were like the good angels but who sinned and lost their privilege 
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Satan’s initial attack against humanity takes place in the most idyllic set-
ting humankind has ever known—the garden of Eden—and his decisive 
defeat will take place on a hill called Golgotha. Like a wounded ani-
mal, he continues to attack humanity until hurled into the lake of fire to 
accuse us no more. After Christ’s death and resurrection, there are many 
skirmishes and battles to be fought, but the victory has already been won 
(Col 2:15).

The Pentateuch

Satan is not mentioned by name in the Pentateuch. In addition, demons 
are specifically mentioned in only one passage. From a canonical perspec-
tive, it seems evident that the devil is to be associated with the serpent 
in Genesis 3. It is possible that “the sons of God” in Genesis 6 should be 
understood as fallen angels. These are two of the three passages in the 
Pentateuch that receive attention in what follows.

Genesis: The Battle Begins

The description of creation in Genesis 1 is followed in chapter 2 by an 
elaboration on the sixth day with the creation of Adam and Eve. At the 
end of these two chapters, it is clear God is the sovereign Lord over all. 
The created world is a place where God can have an intimate and per-
sonal relationship with humanity. Genesis 2 concludes by highlighting 
the innocence of Adam and Eve: “Both the man and his wife were naked, 
yet felt no shame” (Gen 2:25). In the opening of chapter 3, the narra-
tor contrasts Adam and Eve’s innocence (2:25) with the serpent’s cunning 
nature (3:1).

of serving God. Like angels, they are also created, spiritual beings with moral judg-
ment and high intelligence but without physical bodies. We may define demons as 
follows: Demons are evil angels who sinned against God and who now continually 
work evil in the world.” Wayne A. Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to 
Biblical Doctrine (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004), 412. 
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Genesis 3:1–19: The Fall

It is an understatement to say that this passage is of central importance 
to a study on spiritual warfare. In a very real sense, it is foundational to 
all that follows in the Bible. The passage leaves students of the Bible with 
many unanswered questions: Should the serpent be equated with Satan? 
If the serpent is in some way Satan, why did he use a serpent? When 
did Satan fall? Why isn’t the woman surprised that the snake can talk? 
Did Eve know God’s commandment about not eating from the tree in 
the middle of the garden from God or only from Adam? If Adam was 
there during the conversation between Eve and the serpent, as it appears, 
why did he not keep her from eating the fruit? Although there are many 
unanswered questions about the passage, it gives us enough information 
to understand what took place and the consequences.

With stunning brevity, the author describes humankind’s fall into 
sin, their expulsion from the garden, and the promise of the hope of 
coming victory through the seed of the woman. The passage can be 
divided into three sections: the serpent’s questioning of God’s Word and 
Eve’s quick reply (3:1–3); the serpent’s blatant contradiction of God’s 
Word, his defamation of God’s character, and the couple’s fall into sin 
(3:4–7); and God’s declaration of punishment on Adam, Eve, and the 
serpent (3:8–19).3

The serpent’s sudden and unexplained appearance presents an unex-
pected challenge to the couple’s loyalty to God. While strictly speaking, 
the term “cunning” (!!rûm) can be used in a positive sense,4 here it is 
clearly used negatively (3:1a).5 The serpent wasted no time getting to 
work by initiating a conversation with the woman and calling into 

3  My understanding of this passage is informed by Allen P. Ross, Creation and 
Blessing: A Guide to the Study and Exposition of Genesis, 1st ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker 
Book House, 1996), 130–51.

4  The same Hebrew word translated “cunning” here is used positively eight 
times in Proverbs (12:16, 23; 13:16; 14:8, 15, 18; 22:3; 27:12).

5  The Hebrew word, where it is translated “crafty,” carries a negative connota-
tion in Job 5:12 and 15:5.
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question God’s Word (3:1b). The serpent was not only cunning, and 
wicked, but exceedingly diabolical.6

Eve did not hesitate to reply to the serpent’s challenge of God’s 
Word (3:2). While she repeated what God had said in a general way, 
her response reveals three important differences from what God said (cf. 
2:16–17).7 First, she minimized God’s generosity. God said, “You may 
freely eat” (NLT), but the woman said, “We may eat” (3:2). Second, she 
added to God’s prohibition the thought that they must not “touch it.” 
Third, she weakened slightly the certainty of God’s punishment if they 
ate of the fruit. God had said that if they ate from the tree, they would 
“certainly die.” Eve said, “lest you die” (NRSV). While the changes to 
what God said seem insignificant, they reveal something about Eve’s fail-
ure to take seriously God’s words to them. 

The serpent, perceiving an opening when it heard how Eve had 
weakened God’s promise of punishment, blatantly contradicted God’s 
Word and defamed God’s character (3:4–5). Author and Old Testament 
professor Allen P. Ross put it well: “Here is the lie that has allured the 
human race from the beginning (see John 8:44): there is no punishment 
for disobedience. But the Bible again and again makes it clear .!.!. disobe-
dience brings death.”8 Their response to the serpent’s enticement indi-
cated their desire to become divine, although being led by a subordinate 
is “a curious way to achieve divinity.”9 One recalls how Adam named the 
animals, indicating his superiority to them (2:19–20). Furthermore, the 
couple forgot they were created in God’s image (1:26– 27).

The narrator describes both the sin’s appeal (3:6a), as well as their 
actual commission of it (3:6b): “When the woman saw that the tree 
was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and that the 

6  Interestingly, the English term diabolical derives etymologically from the same 
Greek word family as “devil” (diabolos) and has a similar meaning to the adjective 
devilish. 

7  These three differences are adapted from Ross, Creation and Blessing, 134–35.
8  Ross, 135.
9  Derek Kidner, Genesis: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Testa-

ment Commentaries, vol. 1 (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 1967), 68.
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tree was desirable to make one wise, she took from its fruit and ate; 
and she gave also to her husband with her, and he ate” (NASB). Kidner 
comments insightfully that while the verbs “take” and “eat” describe 
very simple actions, those acts required a costly response by God—the 
death of Jesus.10

While Adam and Eve did not experience immediate physical death, 
they were cast from the garden and cut off from God’s manifest pres-
ence—no longer having the close fellowship previously experienced. 
Dislocated from the Author of life, their lives would now be filled with 
hardship, suffering, and ultimately physical death. The work of the 
tempter was now finished. The serpent had convinced Adam and Eve 
that God could not be trusted to do what was best for them. 

God confronted Adam as the couple, ashamed of their naked-
ness, attempted to hide from him (3:8–13). It is interesting that God is 
described as seeking them out (3:8). God began with Adam, asking him 
two questions. The first question is put rhetorically: “Where are you?” 
His second question was intended to force Adam to acknowledge his 
sin: “Did you eat from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?” 
Adam responded to God by immediately turning on Eve (3:12). Rather 
than taking responsibility for his sin, he shifted the blame to her. 

God next turned his attention to Eve, asking her, “What is this you 
have done?” She followed in Adam’s footsteps and sought to shift the 
blame to the serpent (3:13). While she ultimately confessed her sin, she 
made the point that the serpent had “deceived” her; thus, she minimized 
her sin in comparison with the deceiver’s. Deception is nothing less than 
causing someone to believe a lie. It would become one of the most impor-
tant weapons in Satan’s arsenal (cf. John 8:44).

In Gen 3:14–19, the devastating consequences for their sin are delin-
eated. God began in reverse order, starting with the serpent and finishing 
with Adam. God’s curse of the serpent would result in a perpetual conflict 

10  Kidner, 68; see also Ross, Creation and Blessing, 137. Intriguingly, these verbs 
are featured in the regular celebration of Jesus’ death—the Lord’s Supper (Matt 
26:26)—perhaps signaling a reversal of their use in Genesis 3.
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between the woman’s seed and the serpent’s seed. God’s words seem to 
go beyond a mere snake and refer to Satan and his demons (“offspring”). 
God’s point is that there will be a perpetual war between satanic forces 
and humankind (3:15a). The immediate offspring of the woman would 
be Cain, then all humankind, but ultimately Jesus Christ (3:15b). Christ 
would be the one to deliver the fatal blow by crushing the serpent’s head 
after Satan bruised his heel.11 

God turned next to Eve and then to Adam (3:16–19). The conse-
quences of their sin were devastating. While they once experienced abun-
dant life, they now faced a certain death. They had once experienced 
nothing but pleasure; now, heartache and pain. God’s abundant provision 
and enjoyable work were replaced by meager subsistence and labor. Worst 
of all, intimacy with God and one another was replaced by alienation, 
conflict, and loneliness. 

This passage highlights several matters about spiritual warfare 
that are repeated throughout the Bible. First, Satan came disguised as 
a serpent. Paul warned the Corinthian church that Satan often comes 
in camouflage, even as an angel of light (2 Cor 11:14). Jesus compared 
false prophets to “ravaging wolves” in sheep’s clothing (Matt 7:15). Satan 
seldom appears “like a roaring lion” seeking someone to devour (1 Pet 
5:8), or a thief, who comes only to steal, kill, and destroy ( John 10:10)—
though these describe him.12 He is as cunning as a serpent. 

Second, although in the future the outcome of the conflict may seem 
at times to be in doubt, the certainty of God’s victory is established in 

11  This statement in Genesis is frequently called the protoevangelium—the first 
gospel. For biblical theological treatments of the seed (or offspring) of the woman, 
see T. Desmond Alexander, “Seed,” in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 769–73; James Hamilton, “The Skull Crushing 
Seed of the Woman: Inner-Biblical Interpretation of Genesis 3:15,” Southern Baptist 
Journal of Theology (hereinafter, SBJT) 10, no. 2 (2006): 30–54; Jason DeRouchie 
and Jason Meyer, “Christ or Family as the ‘Seed’ of Promise? An Evaluation of N. T. 
Wright on Galatians 3:16,” SBJT 14, no. 3 (2010): 36–48.

12  For discussion about how Satan is like the thief in John 10, see chapter 3.
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the very beginning. God’s declaration of the serpent’s punishment reveals 
God’s sovereignty over the serpent. Commonly known as the protoevan-
gelium, Gen 3:15 announces God’s ultimate victory at the fall. 

Third, Adam and Eve’s sin demonstrates the absolute necessity of 
knowing God’s Word. A chief strategy of Satan’s will be to distort God’s 
Word. Heretical teachings and challenges to the truthfulness of God’s 
Word originate with the serpent. Fourth, just as the serpent convinced 
Adam and Eve that God could not be trusted, he will seek to convince 
humankind that they must look out for themselves because if God does 
exist, he certainly cannot be trusted. 

Finally, while Adam and Eve ate from a forbidden tree, Jesus would 
one day die on a forsaken tree (Deut 21:23). Adam and Eve received a 
curse for their sin, but Jesus became a curse for others’ sins (Gal 3:13). 
When Adam and Eve died, their bodies returned to the dust; when Jesus 
died, he was resurrected (Luke 24:6)—truly a paradoxical strategy to win 
a cosmic conflict!

Genesis 6:1–4: The Sons of God

By the time readers of Genesis reach chapter 6, they find humanity fall-
ing into greater and greater wickedness. The world is on the verge of 
complete destruction by God’s judgment of the flood. As an example of 
how far humanity had fallen since Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the 
garden, the narrative includes the brief and controversial story of the “sons 
of God” (b"nê-h!""l#hîm) and “daughters of mankind” ("et-b"nôt h!"!d!m). 

The debate centers on the interpretation of the phrase “sons of God.” 
Scholars debate whether they should be interpreted as fallen angels or as 
human beings.13 Because of the difficulty of understanding the passage, 
it is quoted in full: 

13  The following discussion is a summary based on discussion by Kenneth A. 
Mathews, Genesis 1–11:26, vol. 1A of The New American Commentary (Nashville: 
Broadman & Holman, 1996), 320–39.
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When mankind began to multiply on the earth and daughters 
were born to them, the sons of God saw that the daughters of 
mankind were beautiful, and they took any they chose as wives 
for themselves. And the L"#$ said, “My Spirit will not remain 
with mankind forever, because they are corrupt. Their days will 
be 120 years.”  The Nephilim were on the earth both in those 
days and afterward, when the sons of God came to the daughters 
of mankind, who bore children to them. They were the powerful 
men of old, the famous men.
First, the most widely accepted interpretation is that the “sons of 

God” refer to fallen angels.14 The primary evidence in support of the 
interpretation is the antiquity of the view.15 This was the interpretation 
most favored in ancient Judaism and the early church.16 Additionally, the 
phrase “sons of God” is used elsewhere of angelic hosts in God’s heav-
enly court (cf. Job 2:1; 38:7), and the narrator makes a contrast between 
the “men” in Gen 6:1 (KJV) and the “sons of God” in Gen 6:2. Finally, 
it appears that both Peter and Jude held to this interpretation (cf. 1 Pet 
3:19–20; 2 Pet 2:4; Jude 6).17 

This position, however, is faced with several difficulties. There has 
been no mention of an angelic host up to this point in the narrative, and 
it seems odd to insert them here without explanation. The context of the 
passage is about humankind’s sins and not the sins of fallen angels. God 
punished humankind’s sins by the flood, not angels’ sins. While angels 
are described at times as taking on human activities, such as eating (Gen 
18:1–2, 8; 19:1–3), there is a major difference between the ability to eat 

14  British Old Testament scholar Gordon J. Wenham notes that the angelic 
view is both the oldest attested position and one most modern commentators hold. 
Wenham, Genesis 1–15, Word Biblical Commentary 1 (Waco, TX: Word Books, 
1987), 139.

15  See the following as examples of the antiquity of this interpretation: 1 Enoch 
6–11; Justin, Second Apology, 5; Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 4.36. 

16  For a complete listing of early interpreters, see Mathews, Genesis 1–11:26, 
325–26 (esp. nn 90–91).

17  These passages will be examined later in their context.
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and the ability to procreate. Correspondingly, angels are spiritual beings 
and not physical beings (Heb 1:7, 14). Jesus made a similar point in Matt 
22:30: “For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in mar-
riage but are like angels in heaven.” The apparent New Testament refer-
ences to this event are complicated by the possible relationship to the 
pseudepigraphal work of 1 Enoch.

The second position is that the “sons of God” refer to human judges 
or rulers. That ""l#hîm, typically translated “God,” can be used to refer 
to judges or authority figures in the Old Testament supports this posi-
tion.18 In the ancient world, kings were often considered sons of God. 
Even in the Hebrew tradition, kings were thought of in a sense as repre-
senting God. This understanding fits in with the context of the account 
of Cain’s dynasty in which his descendants organize into cities, become 
polygamists, and demonstrate a violent character (Gen 4:17–24). This 
interpretation understands the “sons of God” to describe the emerging 
Cainite kingship. 

The following arguments against this proposal, however, are weighty: 
There is no reference to kings in the context. While individual kings are 
sometimes referred to as “sons of God,” there is no evidence of kings as 
a class bearing this title. It is not at all clear that the passage teaches the 
practice of polygamy.

The third interpretive position also understands the phrase to refer 
to human beings rather than demonic spirits. The evidence for this third 
position is substantial. Genesis 4 and 5 describe two spiritual lines of 
descent from Adam: one through Cain and the other through Seth. This 
passage would describe the intermarrying of these two lines and the 
resulting wickedness. In support of this idea is that Seth’s genealogy ends 
with Noah and describes the fall of Seth’s descendants into sin when they 
marry female descendants of Cain. The Israelites in the Old Testament, 
God’s covenant people, are sometimes referred to as the sons of God. 
The sons of Seth, in contrast to the sons of Cain, could have been spoken 

18  See Exod 21:6; 22:8–9; Ps 82:1, 6.
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of in the same way. The phrase “the sons of God saw that the daughters 
of mankind were beautiful, and they took any they chose as wives” (6:2) 
would mean that the sons of Seth sinned against God by marrying sinful 
women descended from Cain. This may be why the Israelites were later 
forbidden from marrying Canaanite women (Exod 34:16; Deut 7:3). 

The most serious weaknesses of this position are in its explanation 
of the phrase “sons of God.” It is not at all clear that this should be inter-
preted as a reference to the descendants of Seth. The second major weak-
ness is that the passages that appear to refer to this event in the New 
Testament seem to indicate that the “sons of God” in the passage are 
fallen angels (1 Pet 3:19–20; 2 Pet 2:4; Jude 6).

This brief summary indicates the complexity of the issues and the 
conclusion that absolute certainty seems unlikely. The New Testament 
references in the writings of Peter and Jude seem to favor the f irst inter-
pretation—reading “sons of God” as spiritual beings—which I believe best 
explains the data. The most significant weakness for this interpretation is 
how spiritual beings, like demons, can cohabitate with women. This pas-
sage provides no definitive answer. However, it seems clear in the New 
Testament that demons, and even Satan, can indwell human beings and 
cause them to act in horrific ways. For instance, the Gadarene demoniac 
behaved in an uncontrollable manner. The demons that inhabited him 
gave him superhuman strength. It is impossible to separate the actions of 
the man from the actions of the demons (Mark 5:1–20). The same is true 
of Judas. Judas behaved in a manner that made him culpable for his sin, 
and at the same time John made it clear that Satan entered him ( John 
13:27). This understanding is not new and is not without difficulty, but 
it best explains the possibility of spiritual beings having sexual relations 
with women.19 

19  John Skinner, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis, The 
International Critical Commentary on the Holy Scriptures of the Old and New 
Testaments (New York: Scribner, 1910), 140–42; Wenham, Genesis 1–15, 140; con-
trary to Mathews, Genesis 1–11:26, 329; Carl Friedrich Keil and Franz Delitzsch, 
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Deuteronomy

Deuteronomy, the last of the five books of Moses, contains the only 
explicit reference to demons in the Pentateuch. As such, it merits a brief 
consideration.

Deuteronomy 32:17: They Sacri*ced to Demons

This verse gives the theological background to the role of demons in false 
religions. The verse reads,

They sacrificed to demons, not God, to gods they had not known, 
new gods that had just arrived, which your fathers did not fear. 

In vv. 15–18, Moses sees a time in the future when Israel will rebel against 
God, breaking her covenant with God. They will become infatuated with 
all the blessings of the Promised Land and attribute their prosperity to 
foreign gods, thereby abandoning the Lord who is one (Deut 6:4). They 
will provoke God to jealousy and offer sacrifices to demons and other 
false gods. The mention of demons provides theological insight that 
behind pagan gods and false religions are demons. Satan uses demons to 
propagate false worship and idolatry away from the one true God.20 

Two passages from the Psalms make a similar point. In 95:3 the 
psalmist writes, “For the L"#$ is a great God, a great King above all 
gods.” Israel’s God has no rivals and all other “gods” are so-called gods—
that is, demons masquerading as deity. A similar statement is made in 
Ps 106:36–37:

They served their idols, which became a snare to them. They 
sacrificed their sons and daughters to demons.

Commentary on the Old Testament, trans. J. Martin et al. (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 
1996), 1:80–81.

20  See, e.g., 1 Cor 10:20; Rev 9:20.
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Behind the idols to which they sacrificed their children were demonic 
spirits. One can only imagine the “joy” the demons experienced as they 
led people to murder their own children in the name of a god that did 
not exist.

The Historical and Wisdom Literature

There are four passages in the Historical literature and one passage in 
the Wisdom literature that will be the focus of attention in this sec-
tion ( Judg 9:22–24; 1 Sam 16:14–16; 1 Chr 21:1; 1 Kgs 22:19–23; 
Job!1–2). Satan is mentioned once in the book of 1 Chronicles and in 
two passages in Job. Evil spirits are mentioned in several passages in the 
Historical Books.

Judges

In the Old Testament, the activity of demonic (evil) spirits is described 
on only a few occasions. When they are mentioned, they are always 
depicted as being subordinate to God’s sovereign control. The first 
account appears in Judg 9:22–24.

Judges 9:22–24: An Evil Spirit

These verses come at the end of the Gideon narrative cycle, where 
Gideon (who refused to be made king, Judg 8:22–23) named his son 
Abimelech (which means “my father is king”). In the episode of this sec-
tion, Gideon’s son has been ruling for a while, and things have continued 
the downward spiral evident throughout Judges.21

21  For further discussion on the structure, themes, and message of Judges, 
see Barry G. Webb, The Book of the Judges: An Integrated Reading, vol. 46 of 
Supplement Series (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1987), 144–61; The Book 
of Judges, The New International Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2012).



SPIRITUAL WARFARE IN ! THE !OLD TESTAMEN T 19

When Abimelech had ruled over Israel three years, God sent an 
evil spirit between Abimelech and the citizens of Shechem. They 
treated Abimelech deceitfully, so that the crime against the seventy 
sons of Jerubbaal might come to justice and their blood would be 
avenged on their brother Abimelech, who killed them, and on the 
citizens of Shechem, who had helped him kill his brothers.

Judges 9:23 states that “God sent an evil spirit between Abimelech and 
the citizens of Shechem.”  The context indicates God’s purpose in send-
ing the “evil spirit” and the result.22 Abimelech sought to rule over a 
portion of the northern kingdom during the days of the Judges. After 
obtaining the support of the citizens of Shechem, he eliminated all his 
competitors for the throne by killing his seventy brothers. The only sur-
vivor was Jotham. After he had ruled for three years, God sent an “evil 
spirit” as a consequence of his killing of his brothers. The result was great 
political discord and death. The NIV translates v. 23, “God stirred up ani-
mosity between Abimelek and the citizens of Shechem so that they acted 
treacherously against Abimelek.” The NASB, agreeing with the CSB, 
reads, “God sent an evil spirit.”  The NIV rendering understands that 
God caused a division between Abimelech and the citizens of Shechem 
rather than sending a demon (“evil spirit”). 

The issue is whether God sent an “evil spirit,” that is, a demonic spirit, 
or stirred up an attitude of animosity. The Hebrew phrase is identical to 1 
Sam 16:14 concerning Saul. Theologian Victor P. Hamilton highlights a 
number of similarities between Saul and Abimelech, suggesting the two 
passages should be understood along the same lines.23 The circumstances 

22  For a discussion of this passage’s function in its literary context, see Webb, The 
Book of Judges, 280–81. Webb helpfully comments that the “evil spirit is not exorcised 
until the chief instigator of the evil is struck down, whereupon his followers, as if 
waking from a bad dream, put down their weapons and go home without completing 
their assault on Thebez (v. 55)” (281).

23  Victor P. Hamilton, Handbook on the Historical Books: Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 
Samuel, Kings, Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah, Esther (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 
2001), 136.
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are comparable to the situation in 1 Kings 22 and the lying spirit sent 
from the heavenly council to deceive Ahab into going into battle. The 
similarities between Saul and Ahab favor the thought that God used a 
demonic spirit to drive a wedge between Abimelech and the people of 
Shechem as a result of Abimelech’s wickedness.24

1 Samuel

First Samuel describes an incident similar to that found in Judges 9, 
depicting the work of an evil spirit. Following on the heels of Judges, 
where everyone does what is right in his own eyes (see Judg 17:6; 21:25 
ESV), the books of Samuel describe the rise of the Davidic dynasty. 
However, before God appoints the man after his own heart to lead his 
people, the people reject God’s leadership and select Saul (1 Sam 8:4–9). 
The passage for this section comes in the wake of Saul’s rejection.

1 Samuel 16:14–16, 23; 18:10; 19:9: A Tormenting Spirit

On an initial reading of this passage, it appears that God sent an evil 
spirit (demon) to torment Saul as a means of punishing his disobedi-
ence.25 First Samuel 16:14–16 reads,

24  Sydney H. T. Page, Powers of Evil: A Biblical Study of Satan and Demons 
(Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1995), 81; George F. Moore, A Critical and 
Exegetical Commentary on Judges, The International Critical Commentary on the 
Holy Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments (New York: Scribner, 1910), 253; 
Webb, The Book of Judges, 280–81; although Block does not commit, his description 
of God’s agent as a “calamitous spirit” favors this interpretation as well. Daniel I. 
Block, Judges, Ruth, The New American Commentary vol. 6 (Nashville: Broadman 
& Holman, 1999), 324.

25  Hamilton understands the language to be the only example in the Old 
Testament of demon possession. Hamilton, Handbook on the Historical Books, 256; see 
also Clinton E. Arnold, Powers of Darkness: Principalities and Powers in Paul’s Letters 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1992), 60; for a full discussion, see Robert D. 
Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel, The New American Commentary, vol. 7 (Nashville: Broadman 
& Holman, 1996), 182–84; Bill T. Arnold, 1 and 2 Samuel: From Biblical Text .!.!. to 
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Now the Spirit of the L"#$ had left Saul, and an evil spirit sent 
from the L"#$ began to torment him, so Saul’s servants said to 
him, “You see that an evil spirit from God is tormenting you. Let 
our lord command your servants here in your presence to look 
for someone who knows how to play the lyre. Whenever the evil 
spirit from God comes on you, that person can play the lyre, and 
you will feel better.”
On two occasions this evil spirit prompted Saul to attempt to kill 

David (1 Sam 18:10–11; 19:9–10). Earlier in Saul’s life, at the beginning 
of his reign as Israel’s first king, the spirit of God came on him twice 
(10:1–10; 11:6). Saul’s refusal to obey God and destroy the Amalekites 
resulted in God’s rejection of Saul as king (15:26; cf. 13:8–14). 

First Samuel 16 begins the description of the transition from Saul 
as king to David as king. The transition is slow and at times painful for 
David. A contrast is drawn between the Spirit of God coming on David 
at his anointing by Samuel and a spirit of evil coming upon Saul (1 Sam 
16:13–14). Oddly enough, at times when this evil spirit came upon Saul, 
David would be summoned to play music that seemed to bring relief to 
Saul. Six of the seven times the evil spirit is mentioned, it is noted that it 
came from Yahweh.26 

The Hebrew term ra!, translated as “evil” in the CSB, has a wide 
range of possible meanings ranging from misery to morally evil.27 The 
thought here could be something akin to Saul having a distressing or inju-
rious spirit or disposition. Also, the Hebrew term b!t, rendered “torment,” 

Contemporary Life, The NIV Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 
2003), 242–43.

26  Page notes Howard’s comment that this is the only place in the Old 
Testament where God directly sends an evil spirit to afflict a person. Page, Powers of 
Evil, 76n112; David M. Jr. Howard, “The Transfer of Power from Saul to David in 1 
Sam 16:13–14,” Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society 32, no. 4 (1989): 473–83.

27  See Ludwig Koehler, et al., The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old 
Testament, Vol. 4 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994–2000), 1250–54; Francis Brown, Samuel 
Rolles Driver, and Charles Augustus Briggs, Enhanced Brown-Driver-Briggs Hebrew 
and English Lexicon (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1977), 947–49.
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could be used to refer to an emotion of extreme fear.28 If this is the case, 
then the thought would be that of physical or psychological illness result-
ing in fear and paranoia.

A solution with which all would agree is not possible; however, from 
a canonical perspective, the New Testament indicates that God is sov-
ereign and uses demonic spirits to accomplish his will, while remaining 
free from sin. For example, Satan possessed Judas to bring about God’s 
will in Jesus’s crucifixion. In the book of Revelation, God uses demonic 
locusts to torment those who do not know him (9:1–12). Another pos-
sible parallel is Paul’s thorn in the flesh. Paul wrote, “A thorn in the flesh 
was given to me, a messenger of Satan to torment me” (2 Cor 12:7). The 
purpose of Paul’s thorn was so that he might remain dependent on God. 
The phrase “was given to me” is a divine passive indicating that God per-
mitted the thorn that was a “messenger of Satan.” God’s intent for Paul 
was positive while Satan’s intent for Saul was negative. Therefore, the 
contrast between David and Saul indicates that while David experienced 
reception of God’s Spirit, Saul experienced the recession of God’s Spirit 
and the oppression of an evil spirit. The purpose of the evil spirit was to 
punish Saul for his blatant disobedience.

Kings and Chronicles

There are three passages in these books that need to be examined. The 
first two passages are parallel and describe demonic activity, while the 
third passage describes Satan inciting David to call for a sinful census.

1 Kings 22:19–23 and 2 Chronicles 18:18–22: A Lying Spirit

The context for these passages is twofold—a meeting in heaven between 
Yahweh and “the whole heavenly army” and a meeting on earth between 
Ahab, Micaiah, and Ahab’s false prophets. Micaiah reported to Ahab that 

28  Bergen, 1, 2 Samuel, 182n36.
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he had a vision of a “lying spirit” that would entice the king into battle, 
where he would be killed. Ahab’s prophets encouraged him to go into 
battle with assurance that he would be victorious. 

Then Micaiah said, “Therefore, hear the word of the L"#$: I 
saw the L"#$ sitting on his throne, and the whole heavenly army 
was standing by him at his right hand and at his left hand. And 
the L"#$ said, ‘Who will entice Ahab to march up and fall at 
Ramoth-gilead?’ So one was saying this and another was saying 
that.

“Then a spirit came forward, stood in the L"#$’s presence, 
and said, ‘I will entice him.’

“The L"#$ asked him, ‘How?’
“He said, ‘I will go and become a lying spirit in the mouth of 

all his prophets.’
“Then he said, ‘You will certainly entice him and prevail. Go 

and do that.’
“You see, the L"#$ has put a lying spirit into the mouth of 

all these prophets of yours, and the L"#$ has pronounced disas-
ter against you.” (1 Kgs 22:19–23)
Again, the same story is found in 1 Kings 22 and 2 Chronicles 18. 

The basis for this discussion will be 1 Kings. The plot is Ahab, the king 
of Israel, attempting to form an alliance with Jehoshaphat, king of Judah, 
to attack Ramoth-gilead and seize it from Aramean control. Ahab, 
in response to Jehoshaphat’s desire to seek the Lord before attacking 
Ramoth-gilead, summoned 400 of his pagan prophets, who predicted his 
victory. Jehoshaphat desired that they hear from a prophet of Yahweh. 
Ahab capitulated and sought Micaiah.

Micaiah described a vision in which he saw a heavenly gathering 
comparable to the one described in Job 1:6–12 and 2:1–6. In the divine 
council, Yahweh asked who would go and entice Ahab into battle, where 
he would be killed (1 Kgs 22:10). A spirit volunteered to go and become 
“a lying spirit” in the mouths of Ahab’s prophets that would entice him 
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into battle (v. 22). The lying spirit in Micaiah’s vision was clearly under-
stood to be an angelic being, for the setting is a heavenly assembly. 

It does not appear that the angelic being should be understood as 
Satan, for he is not specifically mentioned in the passage. The angelic 
figure, however, did have a conversation comparable to the one Satan had 
with God in Job 1–2. While the spirit is not specifically identified as an 
evil spirit, the main reason for understanding the angel/spirit to be evil is 
because of its evil function—it prompted Ahab’s prophets to speak a false 
prophecy and deceive him into going into battle. Deception is commonly 
associated with Satan and his demons.29 The use of deception and the 
parallel to Job 1–2 suggest strongly that the spirit is evil. 

Ahab was told the truth by a true prophet of God; however, when 
presented with the truth, Ahab chose the lie. The most troubling thought 
for many Christians is God’s use of a lying spirit. Remember that God 
himself does not do evil, but he sometimes uses evil agents to accomplish 
his purposes.30 Ahab, not God, was responsible for rejecting the word of a 
true prophet and accepting the prophecy of false prophets. One of Ahab’s 
own prophets taunted Micaiah, indicating that they could not both be 
right: “Then Zedekiah son of Chenaanah came up, hit Micaiah on the 
cheek, and demanded, ‘Did the Spirit of the L"#$ leave me to speak to 
you?’ ” (1 Kgs 22:24; cf. 2 Chr 18:23). The passage asserts both the sov-
ereignty of God over the affairs of earth and humanity’s culpability for 
their sinful decisions.

1 Chronicles 21: Satan Incites David

In Chronicles, Satan is depicted as inciting David to call for a census. 
Satan is not mentioned often in the Old Testament. When he does 
appear, he is the adversary of someone devoted to God ( Job 1:6; 2:7; 

29  For example, see Gen 3:4–5; John 8:44; 2 Thess 2:9–10.
30  The clearest example of God using evil agents to accomplish his purposes is 

the crucifixion of Jesus (Mark 14:21; Acts 2:23–24; 4:27–28).
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Zech 3:1–2; 1 Chr 21:1).31 The term “satan” is used often without the 
article in Hebrew ($!#!n) and usually refers to a human adversary or 
opponent (e.g., Num 22:22; Ps 109:6). When the Hebrew term appears 
with the article (ha$$!#!n), as it does in Job 1–2 and Zech 3:1–2, it is used 
as a title (e.g., the Accuser). 

The word $!#!n occurs in only three passages in the Old Testament as 
a specific reference to the devil: Job 1–2, Zech 3:1–2, and 1 Chr 21:1. In 
Job and Zechariah, this individual is identified as “the Accuser” (NLT), 
and “satan” is not technically a proper name. The word is used as a proper 
name (without the article) for the first time in 1 Chr 21:1, where David 
is incited by Satan to order a census of Israel. In Job 1–2 and Zech 3:1–2, 
the word refers to a member of the divine council. While $!#!n is not at 
this point a proper name in the biblical narrative, from a canonical per-
spective he can be understood as Satan or the devil (cf. Rev 12:9). The 
title later developed into a proper name just as the title Christ became a 
proper name for Jesus.

First Chronicles 21:1 describes an event that is also recorded in 2 
Sam 24:1.32 The parallel passage in 2 Samuel reads,

The L"#$’s anger burned against Israel again, and he stirred up 
David against them to say: “Go, count the people of Israel and 
Judah.” 

It is best to understand 2 Samuel 24 to explain David’s actions in terms 
of a primary cause (God’s anger), while the 1 Chronicles passage explains 
David’s actions in terms of a secondary cause, Satan. The term $!#!n, 

31  For an analysis of Satan in the Bible, see C. Breytenbach and P. L. Day, “Satan,” 
in Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible, ed. K. van der Toorn, Bob Becking, 
and Pieter Willem van der Horst, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999), 726–32.

32  For a treatment of this passage in dialogue with the parallel of 2 Samuel 24, 
see Roddy Braun, 1 Chronicles, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 14 (Waco, TX: Word 
Books, 1986), 212–18.
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translated “Satan” in 1 Chr 21:1, is used without the article; thus, it is a 
personal name and not just the title.33 

In the Old Testament, a census was common (Num 1:2–47; 4:2–49; 
26:2–65; 2 Chr 17:13–18; 25:5; 26:11–13). Those related to the monar-
chy normally have to do with military matters. Joab was opposed to David 
taking the census. David came to understand that he had sinned against 
God (1 Chr 21:8). In an unusual move, God allowed David a choice in 
the form of punishment that would befall Israel and David (vv. 10–14). 

The passage indicates that Satan “incited” (swt) David, but he did 
not force David to take the census. David was culpable for his own sinful 
choice. The census was not against God’s law, but his motive for the cen-
sus—pride in his military prowess—may have been wrong. David forgot 
that his real strength came from God. Even Joab, not known for his god-
liness, recognized that it was a terrible decision. David’s example teaches 
that an action in itself may not be wrong, but the action may be motivated 
by sin, such as pride, greed, or selfishness. Satan is depicted here as the 
tempter seeking to incite David to act in a way that demonstrated a lack 
of trust in God. Self-sufficiency pulls a person away from God. The par-
allel passage in 2 Sam 24:1 makes it clear that Satan would not have been 
able to cause trouble for David if God had not let him.

Job

The story of Job is one of the most well-known in the Bible. In two 
important passages, the author portrays Satan as being given permission 
by God to inflict Job with much suffering.

Job 1–2: Satan and God’s Servant

The first of two encounters in Job between God and Satan are recorded 
in 1:6–12. The passage describes a gathering of angelic beings (“sons of 

33  Interestingly, the LXX typically renders the Hebrew $!#!n as diabolos (devil, 
slanderer).
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God”) presenting themselves before the Lord (Hb., “Yahweh”). Satan’s 
title and conversation with God sets him apart from the other angelic 
beings; however, he is no rival to the Lord. Andersen is spot-on that 
“Satan may be the chief mischief-maker of the universe, but he is a mere 
creature, puny compared with the Lord.”34 Satan exhibited a disrespectful 
disposition toward God and outright disdain toward Job. He questioned 
both God’s justice and Job’s motives. The Lord asked Satan specifically 
where he had been (1:7). He replied, “Roaming through the earth.” His 
answer is echoed by Peter’s comment that the devil is like “a roaring lion, 
seeking someone to devour” (1 Pet 5:8 NASB).

The Lord God also initiated the conversation concerning Job (1:8). 
He described Job’s godliness in terms similar to the opening of the book 
(1:1). Satan challenged God’s assessment of Job, suggesting that Job fol-
lowed God because of God’s good gifts to him, and if the gifts were taken 
away, so would be Job’s devotion to God. God granted Satan permission 
to bring devastation to Job and so prove the reality of Job’s devotion. Job 
was completely unaware of the heavenly conversation. The passage is an 
instructive reminder that there is much that takes place in the unseen 
world of spiritual reality to which we have no access.

The second conversation between God and Satan is virtually identi-
cal to the first (2:1–6). God reminded Satan that despite the devastation 
inflicted on Job, he remained devoted to God (2:3b). Satan challenged 
God’s assessment again, alleging that if Job’s health were taken from him, 
he would curse God. The Lord granted him permission to afflict Job’s 
body, but Satan was not permitted to take Job’s life. Job again proved his 
devotion to God despite horrific suffering and ignorance of its purpose.35

34  Francis I. Andersen, Job: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old 
Testament Commentaries, vol. 14 (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 1976), 87; 
similarly, Robert L. Alden remarks, “At other times the Satan seems like a vain, 
weak, and hopeless antagonist against the omnipotent God of the universe.” Alden, 
Job, The New American Commentary, vol. 11 (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 
1993), 53–54.

35  David Clines comments on Job 1:6 that “here we learn what Job never learns, 
that his suffering had a particular cause and that it subserved a purpose.” Readers of 
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From Job 1–2 we learn a great deal about Satan. First, Satan is 
accountable to God. All angelic beings, good and evil, are compelled 
to give an account of themselves to God (1:6–7). Second, his thoughts 
are open to God (1:7). God knew Satan’s ill intents toward Job. Third, 
Satan is not omnipresent or omniscient. He can be at only one place at 
a time (1:6–7). His demons aid him in his work, but he is limited as a 
created being. He is unable to read people’s minds or know the future 
(1:9–11). If he had such ability, he would have known that Job would 
not turn against God, despite the horrific circumstance he endured. 
Fourth, Satan is not permitted to act outside of God’s sovereign per-
mission (1:12; 2:6). Fifth, Satan is a real, supernatural being who is 
active on earth. Sixth, this passage also teaches that what takes place on 
earth is often the outworking of something taking place in the unseen 
world of spiritual realities. This spiritual reality will become clearer in 
the upcoming treatments of Daniel 10 and Revelation. A similar situ-
ation to Job 1–2 occurred when the prophet Elisha prayed in 2 Kgs 
6:17 that Yahweh would open the eyes of his servant to see the invisible 
divine forces protecting them.

Prophetic Literature

There are five passages in the prophetic writings that deserve attention. 
The first two have been interpreted to refer to the fall of Satan and thus 
will be treated together (Isa 14:12–14; Ezek 28:14–18). The third comes 
from Isaiah 24. The fourth is Daniel’s description of how an angel was 
hindered in Daniel 10, and the final passage is Zech 3:1–2, where Satan 
is rebuked. This section will treat them in order.

Job should consider that sometimes the Lord withholds the answer(s) to the ques-
tion “Why?” David J. A. Clines, Job 1–20, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 17 (Waco, 
TX: Word Books, 1989), 17.



SPIRITUAL WARFARE IN ! THE !OLD TESTAMEN T 29

The Fall of Satan?

Satan’s fall has been a matter of great interest throughout church his-
tory. The focus of attention has been on two passages in particular: Isa 
14:12–14 and Ezek 28:14–18.

Shining morning star,
how you have fallen from the heavens!
You destroyer of nations,
you have been cut down to the ground.
You said to yourself,
“I will ascend to the heavens;
I will set up my throne
above the stars of God.
I will sit on the mount of the gods’ assembly,
in the remotest parts of the North.
I will ascend above the highest clouds;
I will make myself like the Most High.” (Isa 14:12–14)
You were an anointed guardian cherub,
for I had appointed you.
You were on the holy mountain of God;
you walked among the fiery stones.
From the day you were created
you were blameless in your ways
until wickedness was found in you.
Through the abundance of your trade,
you were filled with violence, and you sinned.
So I expelled you in disgrace
from the mountain of God,
and banished you, guardian cherub,
from among the fiery stones.
Your heart became proud because of your beauty;
For the sake of your splendor
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you corrupted your wisdom.
So I threw you down to the ground;
I made you a spectacle before kings.
You profaned your sanctuaries
by the magnitude of your iniquities
in your dishonest trade.
So I made fire come from within you,
and it consumed you.
I reduced you to ashes on the ground
in the sight of everyone watching you. (Ezek 28:14–18)

As indicated in the discussion to follow, I am persuaded that both pas-
sages in their literary contexts refer to human kings rather than to the 
primordial fall of Satan.36 Origen, however, is an example of those in 
the early church who thought the language too substantial to refer to a 
human potentate. Origen’s comment on Isa 14:12 reads,

How can we possibly suppose that what is said in many places 
by Scripture, especially in Isaiah, about Nebuchadnezzar is said 
about a human being? For no human being is said to have “fallen 
from heaven” or to have been “Lucifer” or the one who “arose 
every morning.”37

Origen found it virtually impossible to believe that Scripture would attri-
bute such ornate language to a mere mortal such as Nebuchadnezzar. 
This position discounts the possibility of the use of hyperbole by the bib-
lical authors. An example of the use of hyperbole can be seen in Isa 55:12: 
“You will indeed go out with joy and be peacefully guided; the mountains 
and the hills will break into singing before you, and all the trees of the 
field will clap their hands.” Clearly Isaiah was using poetic language, and 

36  For a recent discussion of these passages, which comes to the same conclusion, 
see Gilhooly, 40 Questions about Angels, Demons, and Spiritual Warfare, 97–101 (see 
intro, n. 3).

37  Origen, On First Principles, 4.3.9, in Isaiah 1–39, Ancient Christian Com men-
tary on Scripture, 121.
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we are not to assume the mountains are singing and the trees are clapping 
their hands. 

Second, modern commentators can give a plausible account of the 
angelic language employed in both of these passages. Smith, for instance, 
explains the reference to the king of Babylon as the “morning star” in Isa 
14:12 as follows: 

The lament mourns the humiliation of one who formerly enjoyed 
a high position. Being cast down to earth implies a loss of power, 
status, self-determination, and influence. The “morning star” .!.!. 
probably refers to Venus, which is the “son of the dawn,” the 
morning star that was sometimes used to represent a divinity in 
ancient Near Eastern religion. This analogy indicates how high 
this Babylonian king had raised himself up and how far he would 
fall.38

Iain M. Duguid offers a similar account of Ezekiel’s word against the 
prince of Tyre, writing,

In keeping with his claims of semidivine status, as one who sits 
on the seat of the gods (28:2), the king of Tyre is described as 
having been present at the beginning of the world in Eden, the 
garden of God, adorned with every precious stone (28:13). He 
was even anointed as a “guardian cherub” (28:14).! .! .! . These 
numerous, if sometimes oblique, references to the creation narra-
tive set up the picture of the king of Tyre as the first (and there-
fore foremost) of all men.!.!.!. But his greatness and privilege as 
the proctological man simply serves to underline the greatness of 
his fall from grace.39 

38  Gary V. Smith, Isaiah 1–39, ed. E. Ray Clendenen, The New American 
Commentary, vol. 15A (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2007), 315; see also John 
Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah: Chapters 1–39, The New International Commentary on 
the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986), 320–21.

39  Iain M. Duguid, Ezekiel: From Biblical Text .!.!. to Contemporary Life, The NIV 
Application Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1999), 345–46.
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While other accounts of these passages can be found among contem-
porary commentators, the point is simply that thoughtful, plausible 
accounts can be given of these pericopes that do not take the subjects to 
be angelic beings. 

Finally, the immediate context of both passages makes clear that 
these sections refer to human kings and not to angelic beings. Herein 
lies the primary reason modern commentators reject the position that 
these passages refer to angelic beings. In both cases, the immediately 
preceding context designates a human king as the subject of the pro-
phetic indictment (Isa 14:4; Ezek 28:12). Calvin puts the point well, 
writing of Isa 14:12,

The context plainly shows that these statements must be under-
stood in reference to the king of the Babylonians. But when pas-
sages of Scripture are taken up at random, and no attention is 
paid to the context, we need not wonder that mistakes of this 
kind frequently arise. Yet it was an instance of very gross igno-
rance, to imagine that Lucifer was the king of devils, and that 
the Prophet gave him this name. But as these inventions have no 
probability whatever, let us pass by them as useless fables.40

In summary, there are no compelling reasons to accept the position 
that Isaiah and Ezekiel recount the original fall of Satan. Rather, it is 
much more plausible to understand them to be using hyperbolic lan-
guage to refer to the fall of human kings. The literary contexts of both 
passages strongly support the view that these texts refer to human kings; 
moreover, modern commentators have been able to offer highly plausible 
accounts to explain why the biblical authors employed this ornate lan-
guage. Anglican clergyman Christopher J. H. Wright adds the following 
thought if anything can be drawn from these two texts as it relates to the 
fall of Satan: 

40  John Calvin, Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Isaiah, trans. Rev. William 
Pringle (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1996), 442.
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The only relevant point that we may take from reflecting on 
these passages is that, if the fall of those created angels whom 
we refer to as Satan and his hosts is in some way mirrored in 
the fall of human beings, then it must have likewise involved an 
over-reaching hubris and arrogant aspirations after divine status 
and autonomy.41

Isaiah 24:21–22: None Shall Escape

This passage falls within a larger section of material sometimes known 
as “Isaiah’s Apocalypse” (chs. 24–27).42 The chapters discuss God’s judg-
ment on humanity because of their sin. Isaiah’s prophecies were first 
directed to Judah, then to Israel, then the surrounding nations, and finally 
to the world. These chapters prophesy that in the last days God will judge 
the whole world.43 Then he will finally and permanently remove all evil. 
The passage reads,

On that day the L"#$ will punish the army of the heights in the 
heights and the kings of the ground on the ground. They will be 
gathered together like prisoners in a pit. They will be confined to 
a dungeon; after many days they will be punished. 

None of God’s opposition will escape, be it the kings of the earth or the 
demons in the heavens (“the army of the heights in the heights”). God’s 

41  Christopher J. H. Wright, The Message of Ezekiel: A New Heart and a New 
Spirit, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2001), 
245n42.

42  Or, one might prefer to term these chapters as eschatological prophecy, 
which seems more appropriate. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah, 440–43; J. A. Motyer, The 
Prophecy of Isaiah: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity 
Press, 1993), 194n74.

43  These chapters function like a “finale” to the preceding section (Isaiah 13–23). 
Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah, 441; see also K&D, 7:276.



S!"#"$%&'  W&#(&#)  "*  $+)  S$,#-'"*)  ,(  S.#"!$%#)34

day of judgment culminates in the defeat of the cosmic powers arrayed 
against him.44

Daniel 10: The Hindrance of Angels

Daniel 10 is one of the most intriguing passages in the Bible. It takes the 
reader behind the scenes of history and reveals something of the rela-
tionship of the prayers of God’s people and the effects of those prayers 
in the unseen world of spiritual reality. Chapters 10–12 can be divided 
into three larger sections. The first section, 10:1–11:1, describes Daniel’s 
preparation and encounter with an angel (possibly Gabriel).45 The angel 
reports why it has taken him so long to bring Daniel an answer to his 
prayer. In the second section, 11:2–12:4, there is a preview of history 
leading up to Antiochus Epiphanes. A part of the purpose of this section 
is to inform Daniel of God’s future plans. Finally, in 12:5–13, the book 
concludes with some closing promises to Daniel. 

Chapter 10 is straightforward and easy to follow, even if some of 
the details are perplexing. For three weeks Daniel had been praying and 
fasting for insight as to what God was doing on the international scene 
(10:2–3, 14). While he was standing on the bank of the Tigris River, he 
saw a “man,” who radiated with brilliance and spoke with a loud voice (vv. 
4–6). Obviously, it was a vision of a glorious angelic being. This vision 
had a great effect on Daniel, who fell into a trancelike state (vv. 7–9). The 
angel told Daniel not to be afraid and that he had come with a message 
for him (vv. 10–12). Although Daniel’s prayer had been heard the first 
day he prayed, the angel’s arrival had been delayed twenty-one days as a 

44  The New Testament passages of 2 Pet 2:4 and Jude 6 tell of rebellious angels 
who were imprisoned by God. These texts, however, are not speaking of the end-time 
rebellion envisioned by Isaiah. See their treatment later in this work for individual 
discussions.

45  On the question of the identity of the angel, see James M. Hamilton, With 
the Clouds of Heaven: The Book of Daniel in Biblical Theology, New Studies in Biblical 
Theology, vol. 32 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2014), 137–44.
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result of a heavenly conflict (v. 13). In other words, the entire time Daniel 
was praying, a battle was taking place in the heavens. 

The prince of the Persian kingdom had blocked the angel’s way to 
Daniel until Michael, “one of the chief princes,” intervened. Michael’s 
intervention allowed the angel to complete his mission. We are not told 
exactly why the prince of the kingdom of Persia opposed the angel sent 
to Daniel, but it seems likely he wanted to prevent the delivery of a mes-
sage announcing the downfall of the Persian Empire (cf. 11:2–3).46 This 
“prince” was most likely a hostile angelic power. The Hebrew word sar, 
translated “prince” in this chapter, sometimes refers in Daniel to human 
rulers (9:6, 8; 11:5). But it is also used of angelic powers (10:13, 21; 12:1). 
Since the angelic “prince” Michael here opposes the “prince” of Persia, it 
is likely that the latter is an angelic power as well. What is to be made of 
this bizarre heavenly battle? 

First, one needs to learn as much as possible by what is written but 
not to speculate on what is not written about this event. A danger when 
seeking to understand passages like this in the Bible is to extrapolate 
without clear textual warrant. Second, it is clear that when God’s people 
pray, there is often more going on than they could ever imagine. There is 
not the slightest hint in the passage that Daniel was aware of the cosmic 
conflict taking place. He continued doing what only he could do: praying. 

Third, the “prince of Persia” is very likely to be understood in a way 
comparable to the “principalities and powers” in the New Testament (see 
Eph 3:10; Col 2:15; et al., KJV). While the Bible does not tell us a great 
deal about these spiritual forces, it clearly affirms their reality. Some of 
them, as here, may be involved with nations (Deut 32:8), explaining why 
some nations are particularly aggressive in the persecution of God’s peo-
ple. Fourth, why would the “prince of the kingdom of Persia” have been so 
resistant to Daniel’s prayer? The messenger dispensed to bring Daniel’s 
answer would inform him of the defeat of Persia by the Greek Empire of 

46  John Goldingay, Daniel, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 30 (Waco, TX: 
Word Books, 1989), 292.
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Alexander (Dan 11:2–4). When God’s word would have been spoken to 
Daniel, there was no chance that it would not come to pass. 

Fifth, the passage demonstrates the warfare character of prayer. This 
point will be clearer in the New Testament (Matt 6:13; Eph 6:18–20). 
What is equally clear here, and throughout the Bible, is the importance 
of prayer in spiritual warfare. The practice of trying to identify “territorial 
spirits” and then pray against them with some type of confrontational 
prayer cannot be supported from Scripture. The Bible, however, does give 
enough information to help believers realize that their prayers do engage 
with spiritual forces and realities beyond what they can see and know.

Zechariah 3:1–2: Satan Is Rebuked

Zechariah 3:1–2 presents $!#!n (“the accuser”) again serving as a self-
appointed prosecuting attorney.47 Strangely enough, Satan does not 
speak at this heavenly gathering. The text reads,

Then he showed me the high priest Joshua standing before the 
angel of the L"#$, with Satan standing at his right side to accuse 
him. The L"#$ said to Satan: “The L"#$ rebuke you, Satan! 
May the L"#$ who has chosen Jerusalem rebuke you! Isn’t this 
man a burning stick snatched from the fire?” Now Joshua was 
dressed with filthy clothes as he stood before the angel. So the 
angel of the L"#$ spoke to those standing before him, “Take 
off his filthy clothes!” Then he said to him, “See, I have removed 
your iniquity from you, and I will clothe you with festive robes.” 
Then I said, “Let them put a clean turban on his head.” So a clean 
turban was placed on his head, and they clothed him in garments 
while the angel of the L"#$ was standing nearby. (Zech 3:1–5)

47  For discussions of the identity of the Accuser, see Mark J. Boda, The Book 
of Zechariah, The New International Commentary on the Old Testament (Grand 
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2016), 227–30; George L. Klein, Zechariah, The New American 
Commentary, vol. 21B (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2008), 131–37.
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The scene describes a vision of Joshua the high priest, as the repre-
sentative of God’s people, standing before the angel of the Lord. Israel 
was to be a nation that would have access to God and serve him in holi-
ness. Satan stands at Joshua’s right side in the place of the accuser (cf. 
Rev 12:10). As in Job, Satan is preceded by the definite article in Hebrew 
(ha$$!#!n). There appear to be just grounds for Satan’s activity. Joshua’s 
sinful clothing renders him unfit to come into God’s presence. A fun-
damental characteristic of Satan is that he is an accuser of God’s people, 
who seeks to diminish their joy of fellowship with God. Although at 
times he may present himself as man’s friend and advocate (Gen 3:1–5), 
his real character is an opponent and accuser of humanity, as seen here.

The present passage resembles Satan’s attempt in Job 1 and 2 to dis-
credit Job before God and to cause Job to turn from God. God, however, 
intervened on behalf of Joshua and his people. God silenced Satan, not 
permitting him even to speak: Satan was reminded that God had chosen 
Jerusalem and Joshua as a burning stick snatched from the fire. 

Satan’s condemnation of Joshua would have surely been focused 
on his filthy garments, which depict Israel’s sins against God. The high 
priest was required to be holy and to wear special garments when he 
entered God’s presence (e.g., Exod 28:39–43; Lev 16:4). What Joshua/
Israel cannot do for himself, God does: “See, I have removed your iniq-
uity from you, and I will clothe you with festive robes” (Zech 3:4). With 
these brief words, God’s gracious saving activity is summarized. The new 
garments are not only clean, but they are rich, festal garments suitable to 
wear in God’s presence. 

The passage is a clear indicator that one of Satan’s chief strategies is 
to seek the condemnation of God’s people. God’s people must be confi-
dent they are clothed in a righteousness that is not their own. A believer’s 
righteous standing comes from God (cf. Rom 8:1, 37–39), yet Satan will 
attempt by whatever means possible to cause a believer to live condemned 
and defeated. 


