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T
he New Testament proclaims a mighty 

cosmic vision of Heaven and Hell, angels 

and Satan, the Messiah and the Apocalypse. 

Yet although these ideas have their roots in the Old 

Testament, those earlier books imagined a very 

different and usually more limited spiritual universe 

than we find in historic Judaism and Christianity. 

What led to such a radical transformation of religious 

thought in the centuries following the closing of the 

Hebrew Bible? 

In Crucible of Faith, Philip Jenkins, one of America's 

foremost scholars of religion, describes how the 

Judeo-Christian tradition we know today was born 

between 250-50 BCE, during the turbulent "Crucible 

Era"—a time when Jews grappled with overwhelming 

forces of Hellenization and globalization. As a 

result, Judaism produced new religious ideas that 

responded to a changing world. The revolutionary 

politics of the 16os BCE fostered an apocalyptic 

worldview where earthly struggles reveal a cosmic 

significance, a universe dominated by angels and 

demons. By the time of the fall of the Temple in 70 CE, 

concepts that might once have seemed bizarre became 

normalized—and thus passed on to Christianity and 

later Islam. 

Drawing widely on contemporary sources from 

outside the canonical Old and New Testaments, 

Jenkins reveals an era of political violence and social 

upheaval that ultimately gave birth to entirely new 

ideas about religion, the afterlife, and the nature of 

God and Satan. A work of remarkable scholarship, 

Crucible of Faith describes one of the greatest revolutions 

in human thought. 



Chapter 8 

THE POWERS ABOVE 

How the Universe Filled with Angels and Demons 

And there was war in heaven: Michael and his angels fought 
against the dragon; and the dragon fought and his angels, 
and prevailed not; neither was their place found any more in 
heaven. 

REVELATION 12:7-8, KJV 

NEAR GADARA IN the Decapolis, Jesus met a man possessed by 
many devils. Confronting the demons, Jesus learned that their name 
was Legion, because they were so many—which also, subtly, placed 
the characteristic military units of the Roman occupying army in a 
diabolical context. The demons agreed to be evicted from their host, 
but Jesus granted them the favor of transferring to a nearby herd 
of pigs, which duly drowned themselves in a lake (Matt. 8:28-34). 
Jesus's method of healing left readers no option but to see the man's 
illness in terms of real, objective demonic forces rather than any 
inner or psychological condition. Evil was an omnipresent reality, 
and so were the spirits who served the evil realm. Through signs, 
healings, and miracles, God's servants fought a holy war against 
these forces, and the world was their battlefield) 

In terms of the widespread perils of supernatural evil, that story 
of the Gadarene swine is typical of the world around the start of 
the Common Era, and it has its roots in the century or so after the 
Maccabean revolt. In this era, spiritual forces were personified in 

149 
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images that now occupied center stage in the religious narrative. 
Hell, Darkness, and the Devil now dominated religious thought, as 
they absolutely had not in the literature of the canonical Old Tes-
tament. In some accounts, the Devil was already becoming the lord 
of this world, with particular angels assigned hegemony over partic-
ular peoples and lands. Opposing him in the End Times struggles 
would be the leader of the forces of good, the Messiah. The heavens 
became densely populated as never before. 

ANGELS ARE A lively presence in the New Testament. Jesus him-
self referred to them on many occasions, and the evangelist Luke 
reports that Jesus's birth was foretold by an angel with a specific 
name, Gabriel. So accustomed are we to those characters that it is 
easy to forget at how late a stage they appear in the Jewish story. In 
their familiar form, angels do not appear in Jewish texts that can 
plausibly be dated before the third century, but by about zoo BCE 
angelic mythology suddenly emerges fully formed in multiple texts. 
As we will see, the proliferation of angels in later years was a direct 
response to sea-changes in both religious thought and the larger Jew-
ish culture, mainly in consequence of the endemic nature of con-
flict and confrontation. So florid was the growing interest in these 
princes of Heaven that a Jewish religious or pseudobiblical work can 
often be dated by the nature of its treatment of angels. The later it 
is, the greater the role that angels play and the more likely they are to 
be given names, identities, and specific tasks and functions.' 

The practice of naming angels was a crucial marker in attitudes 
toward the supernatural realm. In earlier eras, attributing actions to 
the anonymous "angel of the Lord" commonly meant that God 
himself did something, with little attention paid to the nature of the 
messengers. They were just convenient faces of divine power. In one 
episode in the book of Judges (13), an angel tells Samson's parents 
about their unborn son. When the father asks the angel's name, he is 
rebuffed. Why do you want to know that, replies the angel, because 
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it is a wonder (or beyond understanding)? Angelic names are beyond 
human comprehension, and there is no need to know them. 

Actually naming such figures opened the way to formulat-
ing whole mythological systems and attributing agency to them in 
their own right. In the canonical Old Testament, named angels first 
appear in portions of Daniel written in the i6os, which mentions 
both Gabriel (8:15-16, 9:21) and Michael (10:13, 10:21, and 12:1). 
Conceivably, the practice of naming owed something to the influ-
ence of neighboring polytheistic societies, especially Babylonian 
and Egyptian, but it also followed logically from developments in 
Hebrew thought. In an age of such energetic literary creativity, those 
reconceived angels starred as vital figures in religious narratives, with 
extensive dialogue and even individual character development. In 
turn, the outburst of literary works further focused religious inter-
est on those beings and prompted still other writings. Taking the 
numerous texts written between, say, 200 BCE and 200 CE would sup-
ply ample material for a literary biography of Michael or Gabriel. 
Before he was imagined as the sole God, YHWH originated as a 
deity surrounded by other colleagues in a heavenly court. The new 
emphasis on named angels and archangels again surrounded him 
with near-divine courtiers.' 

INDISPUTABLY, ANGELS AS such feature in the Hebrew Bible. God 
placed cherubim with a flaming sword to guard the gates of the 
Garden of Eden, and angels visited Lot at Sodom. But these fig-
ures were far less frequent in later biblical texts. A standard English 
translation of the whole Bible contains 336 references to angels, a 
sizable majority of which (2 3 o) are found in the, New Testament and 
the Deuterocanonical books, that is, chiefly from the period after 
about 200 BCE. (That figure does not include stories in which the text 
implies angelic activity or presence but without actually using the 
term.) When angels do appear in pre-Exilic texts, their function is to 
perform actions that would otherwise be attributed to God directly 
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and personally. That is what would be expected of an increasingly 
monotheistic culture, in which writers were reluctant to involve God 
too directly in mundane functions.4  

The Hebrew Bible offered two major accounts of a particular 
category of angelic figures, the seraphim and cherubim, but both 
chiefly refer to the symbolic images used to accompany the divine 
presence in the Temple. They are divine symbols or attributes rather 
than active creatures. One passage describes Isaiah's vision (6) of 
a divine appearance in the Temple, flanked by his six-winged sera-
phim. The other story is found in the opening chapter of the book 
of Ezekiel (1o), which offers a terrifying vision of the divine char-
iot, merkabah, and the four living creatures surrounding it. These are 
the cherubim, and they are closely related to the human-headed ani-
mals often depicted in Assyrian art, the karibu. Although cherubim 
feature often in the Old Testament text, it is almost always in the 
context of the ornamental architectural figures used in the Ark and 
subsequently in the Temple itself. Even when Ezekiel sees them in 
living form, his cherubim neither act nor speak; instead, they just 
symbolize the active reality of YHWH. 

Such passages are utterly different from the abundant depiction 
of angels in the subsequent history of Judaism and Christianity. The 
pioneering text for the new order was 1 Enoch, which enumerates 
both good and evil angels and identifies heavenly ranks and hierar-
chies. One passage in the Book of the Watchers lists the seven great 
archangels, each with his particular area of responsibility, including 
the following: 

Raphael, one of the holy angels, who is over the spirits of 
men . . . 

Michael, one of the holy angels, to wit, he that is set over the 
best part of mankind and over chaos . . . 

Gabriel, one of the holy angels, who is over Paradise and the 
serpents and the Cherubim. 



The Powers Above 1 i 5 3 

The Book of the Watchers also presents several angelic names, 
grouped in a familiar pattern. It tells us of the sinful world before 
the Flood, "and then Michael, Uriel, Raphael, and Gabriel looked 
down from heaven and saw much blood being shed upon the earth, 
and all lawlessness being wrought upon the earth" (9:1-3).5  

Surprisingly advanced theologizing about angels appears in Tobit, 
which was written around the same time as the earlier sections of 1 
Enoch. Raphael introduces himself as "one of the seven holy angels 
who present the prayers of the saints and enter into the presence of 
the glory of the Holy One" (12:1 5). Raphael also tells his listeners 
that he has been intervening frequently throughout their adventures, 
offering healing and carrying their prayers, demonstrating the angelic 
role as intercessors. This is close to the concept of the guardian 
angel who protects individual people and families. In the Testaments 
of the Twelve Patriarchs, Dan urges his descendants to safeguard 
themselves from Satan: "Come close to God and to the angel who 
intercedes for you, for he is an intermediary between God and men 
for the peace of Israel, and he will stand up against the enemy's king-
dom." We recall another form of heavenly intercession documented 
in the second century, with the prayer for the dead advocated in 2 

Maccabees. Writers at this time were exploring the implications of a 
more interconnected and hierarchical universe, which contained not 
just angels and demons but also the souls of the dead.' 

The celebrated names of these angels originated as divine qual-
ities, or affirmations, and represented the presence of God in the 
world. Gabriel means "the Strength of God," Michael signifies "Who 
Is Like God," Raphael means "God Heals" or "God the Healer," 
and Uriel derives from "the Light of God" or "God Is My Light." 
Originally, perhaps, they represented indirect means of speaking of 
God, in an age increasingly nervous of mentioning his name or even 
invoking him directly. Over time, those qualities or titles came to be 
imagined as independent entities or persons, a process of personifi-
cation that we will often observe in these centuries.' The dark angels 



154 I CRUCIBLE OF FAITH 

experienced a similar evolution. Originally, the name Azazel was part 

of the ancient scapegoat ritual, by which the community selected 

goats to be sacrificed or exiled in order to carry away the sins of the 

community. These were to be consigned to "absolute removal," the 

word that became "Azazel." Eventually, that word became the per-

sonal name of a mighty archdemon, as in i Enoch. Originally, too, 

Belial likewise represented a title or quality, in this case "Without 

Worth." Concepts evolved into persons, who in turn became char-

acters in a rapidly emerging mythology.' 

So standard and orthodox did such angelic names become that 

later scholars were troubled by the lack of explicit identifications in 

the canonical Old Testament. As a result, they helpfully tried to sup-

ply angelic names retroactively. Genesis i 8 records that three men 

visited Abraham. Their identity intrigued medieval Jewish scholars, 

who applied the then popular science of numerology to solving the 

problem. Each Hebrew letter in the text had a numerical value, as 

did each of the words that those letters made up. By piecing together 

the value of the words in the biblical text, then, scholars had no 

doubt that the visitors' names were Gabriel, Michael, and Raphael. 

That rendering became a standard part of biblical interpretation: the 

patriarch's visitors were not men but named archangels.' 

THE GREAT ANGELS acquired specific roles that reflected new 

visions of the structure of the universe. Although Jubilees does not 

actually name individual angels, these holy paladins are a central part 

of the author's vision of the universe. In this work, in fact, Moses 

reveals words spoken to him not by God directly but by "the angel 

of the Presence." These angels fall into well-defined hierarchies: 

For on the first day He created the heavens which are above and 

the earth and the waters and all the spirits which serve before 

him—the angels of the presence, and the angels of sanctifica-

tion, and the angels [of the spirit of fire and the angels] of the 

spirit of the winds, and the angels of the spirit of the clouds, and 
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of darkness, and of snow and of hail and of hoar frost, and the 
angels of the voices and of the thunder and of the lightning, and 
the angels of the spirits of cold and of heat, and of winter and 
of spring and of autumn and of summer and of all the spirits of 
his creatures which are in the heavens and on the earth. 

Distinctive hierarchies also feature in the Parables of Enoch. There 
were Seraphim, Cherubim, and Ophannim: "And these are they who 
sleep not and guard the throne of His glory. And I saw angels who 
could not be counted, a thousand thousands, and ten thousand times 
ten thousand, encircling that house. And Michael, and Raphael, and 
Gabriel, and Phanuel, and the holy angels who are above the heav-
ens go in and out of that house" (71:7-8).' 

While the Hebrew Bible had described God's heavenly realms 
only in general terms, those heavens were now envisioned much 
more specifically, divided into specific layers (usually seven), each 
with its appropriate angels and guardians. The second century BCE 

brought the first of many accounts of heavenly visions and explo-
rations, as particular prophets or sages recounted their experiences 
of travels through the spiritual regions, all the carefully catego-
rized heavens and hells. Angels proliferated voluminously in such 
accounts, often as celestial guides and couriers. 

In its catalog of the heavens, the Testament of Levi sketches an 
angelic hierarchy that would have been quite recognizable to medie-
val Christians. And of course, the heavens are seven in number: 

The lowest is, for this cause, more gloomy, in that it is near all the 
iniquities of men. 

The second hath fire, snow, ice, ready for the day of the ordi-
nance of the Lord, in the righteous judgment of God: in it are 
all the spirits of the retributions for vengeance on the wicked. 

In the third are the hosts of the armies which are ordained for 
the day of judgment, to work vengeance on the spirits of deceit 
and of Behar. 
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And the heavens up to the fourth above these are holy, for in 
the highest of all dwells the Great Glory, in the holy of holies, 

far above all holiness. 
In the heaven next to it are the angels of the presence of the 

Lord, who minister and make propitiation to the Lord for all the 

ignorances of the righteous; and they offer to the Lord a reason-

able sweet-smelling savor, and a bloodless offering. 
And in the heaven below this are the angels who bear the an-

swers to the angels of the presence of the Lord. 
And in the heaven next to this are thrones, dominions, in 

which hymns are ever offered to God." 

Dante's vision of the supernatural realms stood at the end of a 

tradition that was by then some fifteen hundred years old. 

DURING THE SECOND century, angelic theories became ever more 
commonplace and mainstream. They were especially visible in three 

settings that were in their various ways very closely linked to cultural 
and political conflicts. One, as we have seen, was in the literature of 

apocalyptic, where angels conveyed heavenly messages to the sage 

or seer. Also, in the context of heavenly warfare, angels played a 
special role as God's soldiers, their hierarchies corresponding to the 
ranks of earthly forces. In heaven as on earth, there were generals 

and foot soldiers, all with their proper places in the chain of com-
mand. Third, angels appear as heavenly priests, or as transmitters 

of priestly authority, validating contested claims to religious power. 
Angelic figures feature prominently in the Qumran sect's visions 

of holy warfare. The War Rule instructs the followers of righteous-
ness to have no fear, because they follow a mighty leader: "Today 
is [God's] appointed time to subdue and to humiliate the prince of 
the realm of wickedness. He will send eternal support to the com-
pany of His redeemed by the power of the majestic angel of the 

authority of Michael. By eternal light He shall joyfully light up the 
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covenant of Israel; peace and blessing for the lot of God, to exalt 
the authority of Michael among the gods and the dominion of Israel 
among all flesh. Righteousness shall rejoice on high, and all sons of 
His truth shall rejoice in eternal knowledge." Angels fight alongside 
God's warriors, who seek angelic protection. They would take refuge 
in fortified towers, and "upon all the shields of the tower soldiers, 
they shall write: on the first, Michael, on the second, Gabriel, on 
the third, Sariel, and on the fourth Raphael. Michael and Gabriel on 
the right, and Sariel and Raphael on the left." Readers of the War 
Rule would have been comfortable with Jesus's later references to 
the legions of angels whom God would send to defend his Son, 
should he so choose (Matt. 26:5 3). As in the rule, Jesus's angels are 
organized in military formation.' 

The priestly context was critical in an age that was so divided over 
the credentials demanded of God's earthly servants and whether 
the Hasmoneans were properly qualified to exercise their high 
priesthood. Angels validated and sanctified the authority of earthly 
priests, just as they warranted the authenticity of apocalyptic texts. 
Who could challenge an ordination bestowed at the hands of an 
angel? This use of angelic figures meshed naturally with the com-
mon tendency in this era to project earthly institutions into a heav-
enly realm, so that, for example, the familiar Law was a reflection 
of words inscribed on heavenly tablets. Commonly too, the earthly 
Temple was portrayed as an imitation or shadow of a reality above, 
in which angels served just as priests did on earth, undertaking a 
similar sacrificial work. 

That angelic association was obvious at Qumran, not surprisingly 
given the sect's ties to the Essene movement. The Essenes had had a 
special veneration for angels. After listing the requirements for mem-
bership in the sect, Josephus tells us that candidates swore to trans-
mit faithfully the doctrines they had received and to avoid adultery 
and robbery, "and [they] will equally preserve the books belonging to 
their sect, and the names of the angels." Issues of priestly authority 
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were especially sensitive at Qumran, given their continuing challenge 
to the legitimacy of the Jerusalem Temple. Indeed, the sect's whole 
raison d'être concerned the nature of authentic priesthood.' 

Angels were ubiquitous in the Qumran documents, often in a 
priestly or liturgical context and commonly either possessing or 
transmitting heavenly writings. The concept of seven angels or arch-
angels appeared in the Aramaic Levi Document, which was found at 
Qumran but predated the sect (it likely dates from the third century). 
This describes the group of heavenly beings who confirm Levi's 
appointment to the priesthood and outline his rights and privileges. 
In the related Testament of Levi, each angelic figure bears an aspect 

of priesthood: 

And I saw seven men in white raiment saying to me, 
Arise, put on the robe of the priesthood, 
and the crown of righteousness, 
and the breastplate of understanding, 
and the garment of truth, 
and the diadem of faith, 
and the tiara of miracle, 
and the ephod of prophecy. 

In the lengthy Angelic Liturgy, seven angelic beings, godlike elohim, 

hold sacrifices in a heavenly Temple, with its seven sanctuaries. In his 
supposed Testament, similarly, Levi reports how "the angel opened 
the gates of heaven to me, and I saw the holy Temple, and the Most 
High on a glorious throne." That idea of the Temple above would 
have a profound impact on early Christianity, which viewed Christ 
as its eternal high priest. In the New Testament book of Acts, the 
martyr Stephen declares that angels had delivered the Law to the 
Jewish people, although they had forsaken it (7: 5 3).14 

Because they are so fragmentary, other references are harder 
to contextualize. They do, however, reveal an impressive range of 
theorizing and point to a once sizable speculative literature that is 
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now wholly lost. One Qumran text imagines Michael in conversa-
tion with other angels, including Gabriel. In another fragment of a 
lost legend, Michael offers a covenant to Zedekiah, the last king of 
Judah before the Exile.' 

ON EARTH ANGELS served as the leaders or rulers of particular 
nations or territories, and in this capacity they closely resembled the 
pagan gods of old. In fact, one passage in Deuteronomy shows a 
direct continuity in those ideas. In the original text, God assigned 
nations according to the number of "the sons of God," presum-
ably an acknowledgment of the reality of rival deities. That nod to 
polytheism embarrassed later readers, and in the Septuagint transla-
tion God sets nations and boundaries "according to the number of 
the angels of God." Once upon a time there were gods, who were 
transformed into tutelary angels or spirits, who in turn became thor-
oughly godlike.16  

This idea of national guardians is well developed in Daniel 
(1o:13, 0:21, 12:1), where Michael is the special protector of the 
Jewish people but other nations have their own princes or protec-
tors, including the guardians of Persia and Greece. So powerful is 
the prince of Persia, in fact, that it took the efforts of two mighty 
archangels, Michael and Gabriel, to overcome him. Sirach similarly 
notes that God "appointed a ruler for every nation, but Israel is the 
Lord's own portion" (17:17). It is not certain whether such other 
rulers represented a kind of rebellion against God, associated with 
Satanic forces, or if they were seen as tolerated provincial rulers 
within a wide empire under the suzerainty of YHWH. 

Naturally enough, given its pervasive hostility toward Gentiles, it 
is Jubilees that presents these figures in the most sinister and exclu-
sive terms. Yes, says the author, "there are many nations and many 
peoples, and all are His, and over all hath He placed spirits in author-
ity to lead them astray from Him. But over Israel He did not appoint 
any angel or spirit, for He alone is their ruler, and He will preserve 
them and require them at the hand of His angels and His spirits!' 



16o I CRUCIBLE OF FAITH 

That ran against the common assumption that Israel did indeed have 
a tutelary figure, namely, Michael. But whatever the exact identity 
of such figures, the idea of territorial spirits lent itself to visions of 
earthly conflicts being mirrored in the heavens, to clashes of angelic 

and demonic beings. 
Just how critically important these images became is revealed by 

a confrontation on the eve of the great Jewish insurrection of the 

6os CE. Josephus reports how his friend Herod Agrippa II delivered 
a powerful speech urging the Jews not to revolt against Rome, listing 
the overwhelming odds they would face. He confirmed the truth of 
his statements by invoking the three most sacred things that Jews 
could value, namely, the Temple, God's holy angels, and the land 
all shared. In the hierarchy of sanctity, the angels stood between 
the Temple and the Land. They were the symbols of the nation, its 

chiefs, and its symbolic soul.' 

As ANGELS OF Light and good proliferated, so also did their evil 
counterparts and in exactly the same years, from the third century 
onward. The image of a diabolical figure with his dark angels was 
widespread in the thought of the time. Michael and Gabriel served 
God; Azazel and Belial/Beliar rebelled against him. Soon, the chief 
force for evil would definitively be named as Satan.'`' 

In Christian tradition, Satan or the Devil stands at the heart of 
a substantial mythology. As commonly understood, and as often 

remembered through Milton's Paradise Lost, Satan was originally a 

magnificent angel who rebelled against God. God punished him and 
his followers by casting them out of Heaven and confining them 
to the fires of Hell. Satan accepted his fate—in the words of Mil-
ton's Devil, "Better to reign in Hell than serve in Heaven"—and 
he pursued his war against God's Creation. Among other things, he 
poisoned God's human Creation by seducing Adam and Eve into 
disobedience and sin. The consequence of that encounter was that 
later human beings inherited inborn sinfulness, which consigned 
them to suffering and death. Satan's Fall from Heaven thus led 
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inexorably to the Fall of Humanity. Satan, meanwhile, continues to 
rule his infernal dominion, from which base he and his demonic ser-
vants continue to patrol the world, to tempt humans into sin. Those 
who succumb will be eternally tormented. 

In different forms, elements of that saga feature in countless 
works of literature and art, and it is difficult to imagine Christianity 
without such a Satanic figure. Yet Satan was by no means a major 
character in the canonical Old Testament. In every aspect of his 
story, he owes his origin to the Crucible years, especially to the time 
of the Enochic writings. Precisely in that era, the Devil enjoyed an 
impressive rise both in his professional status and in his assigned 
areas of responsibility. From being a minor official at the heavenly 
court, he rose to become a fully fledged adversary of God, almost an 
anti-God, the titanic Lord of Evil known through much of. Chris-
tian history. Like God, he acquired his own institutional hierarchy 
of inferior angels, and many of those operatives also bore individual 
names and titles. Satan's authority extended to the material world, 
and he could rely on the faithful service of significant numbers of 
the human population. His history was retroactively rewritten to 
build up his role in historic events, especially the Fall of Man. 

That initial remark about Satan's absence from the Old Testa-
ment may seem odd if the serpent in Eden should be taken as the 
Devil, but we have no justification for doing so, beyond much later 
commentaries. Nor is it obvious that many later texts that were 
subsequently applied to Satan were so intended at the time. Isaiah 
offers the famous line "How you have fallen from heaven, morn-
ing star, son of the dawn!" (14:12). That resonates wonderfully with 
our memories of the Satanic revolt in Paradise Lost. From its Latin 
Vulgate translation, that passage gives us the name Lucifer. Even so, 
the being whose fall is celebrated here is in no sense supernatural, 
but rather refers to the king of Babylon. Another text used to estab-
lish diabolical origins was the condemnation of the king of Tyre in 
Ezekiel 28, which medieval and modern Christians read as a portrait 
of Satan and his rebellion against God. The linkage initially sounds 
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convincing enough, suggesting as it does a being who was originally 

heavenly and perfect but who fell through pride. There is even a 

reference to the king having been in Eden itself. Yet the text had no 

such diabolical connotations at the time of writing, and Jews histor-

ically understood the words to refer to Adam rather than Satan." 

When Satan actually does appear in the Old Testament, he is a 

marginal figure. For the book of Job, he is a divine servant, a kind of 

public prosecutor. Zechariah too portrays a member of the divine 

court (3:1), rather than a Satan in anything like his later devilish guise. 

Both Zechariah and Job use the term ha-satan, "the satan," and he is 

given a definite article rather than a personal name. 

If Satan really had been a major figure in Hebrew thought during 

the First Temple era, it is astounding that he features scarcely at all 

in the quite extensive surviving writings of the prophets. Never do 

they denounce such enemy peoples as Edomites or Egyptians as 

"sons of Satan." (The book of Exodus recalls YHWH's conflict 

with "the gods of Egypt" without any implication that these were 

forces of cosmic evil [1 2: I 2] .) If we relied on the canonical Hebrew 

Bible alone, without subsequent writing and commentary, our reli-

gious heritage would be Devil-free. 

By the time of 1 Enoch, however, we have entered a different 

religious universe in which very potent evil forces exist and form 

part of a rival kingdom set against that of God. Among the evil 

angels who descended to earth to mate with human women can be 

found such later infamous names as Azazel. The evil they bring to 

the earth is cured only by the Great Flood, but evil continues to 

walk the restored earth. The Enochian mythology also appears in 

Jubilees, where Mastema ("Hostility") fills a role very close to that of 

the later Satan. Mastema is a transitional figure between the divine 

servant found in Job and the cosmic adversary of New Testament 

times, although the divine enemy is also titled Belial or Beliar. Moses 

prays that God will send his mercy upon the people, "and create in 

them an upright spirit, and let not the spirit of Beliar rule over them 
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to accuse them before Thee, and to ensnare them from all the paths 
of righteousness." 

The much greater availability of literary evidence from the 
mid-second century BCE demonstrates the breadth of concern about 
demonic and diabolical forces, due in part to the acute political divi-
sions of the time. We have already seen the frequent references to 
Belial in multiple Qumran texts and the Testaments of the Twelve 
Patriarchs. Qumran's foundational Damascus Document declared 
simply that "in the present age, Belial is unrestrained in Israel." 
Jubilees, meanwhile, suggested that a whole category of humans, 
namely, uncircumcised Gentiles, were sons of Belial.21  

Other figures too evolved from metaphors into personified forces 
of evil. The biblical book of Proverbs warns of the seductions of 
adulterous, wicked women who threatened to lead the virtuous into 
paths of disaster and even to the land of the dead. In that instance, 
the text is using rhetorical language to describe literal women. In an 
extended commentary on this passage, the much-discussed Qumran 
text known as 4Q1 84 turns the wayward woman into a monstrous 
demonic female who is nothing less than a personification of Death 
and Hell. A highly sexualized figure, indeed a prostitute, she fore-
shadows such figures of later Christian mythology as the Whore of 
Babylon in the book of Revelation." 

Satan himself became a familiar character in writings around the 
start of the Common Era. As the narrative of his rebellion and fall 
become better established in the overall mythology, so Satan became 
a powerful opponent of God rather than a wayward servant, and 
he was engaged in a mounting insurgency against divine order. The 
new synthesis was epitomized by the text the Life of Adam and 
Eve, which created much of the Devil mythology of later eras. This 
work was written in the first century CE and subsequently translated 
into many languages. This vastly influential text was widely read by 
Jews, Christians, and Muslims—it left its mark in the Qur'an—and 
it provided much of the story made famous in Paradise Lost. In the 
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Life of Adam and Eve, after the expulsion from Eden, the holy cou-
ple meet Satan, who describes the events leading to his own expul-
sion from Heaven. The Life then tells how this once gorgeous angel 
rebelled because he could not obey God's command to bow before 
the newly created Adam. Later in this same century, 2 Enoch tells 
of "the Watchers, who with their prince Satanail rejected the Lord 
of Light, and after them are those who are held in great darkness 
on the second heaven." In several texts, including the Assumption 
of Moses, the force of evil is usually counterposed by a good angel 
such as Michael, who leads the armies of Light.' 

During these same centuries, Satan was credited with much greater 
direct power and capacity for independent action. One important 
source is the Martyrdom and Ascension of Isaiah, another Jewish 
text that was later edited and revised substantially by Christians. The 
Jewish original, which dated from the first century BCE, is notable 

for its strong views about devils and demons such as Sammael and 
Beliar, "the angel of lawlessness, who is the ruler of this world." 
Those words must give us pause for what they show about the utter 
rejection of "the world" as the Devil's realm, a weighty notion eas-
ily reconciled with dualistic readings. The Martyrdom and Ascen-
sion tells how Beliar possesses an evil king and through him drives 
Israel into apostasy, causing an upsurge of witchcraft and magic. As 
we have seen, the biblical book of Job depicts Satan as a diligent 
bureaucrat at the divine court, but a quite different image emerges in 
the much later Testament of Job, an elaborate expansion of the orig-
inal narrative that probably dates from the first century BCE. Here, 

we find a Satan much more in line with the wholly evil image of later 
Chris tianity.24  

ONCE SATAN HAD been identified and his kingdom established in 
the spiritual landscape, that mythology proved enormously conve-
nient in understanding the canonical narrative of the Bible. Reading 
in hindsight, Satan or demons could be blamed for otherwise puz-
zling acts and commands previously attributed to God himself. That 
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trend is evident in several post-Exilic writings. In the earlier text of 
2 Samuel, God inspires King David to conduct a census, a disastrous 
decision with harmful effects. By the time the first book of Chron-
icles recounted that same narrative (21: t), in the fourth century, 
blame for that action has firmly been relocated to Satan. The book 
of Job demonstrates a tension here, in that the evils inflicted on the 
virtuous man are apparently the work of Satan, but as the work pro-
ceeds, it is difficult not to see them as stemming from God himself. 
Perhaps even there, "the Satan" was a later addition to an older story. 

Such retroactive rewriting became more common in the sec-
ond century, BCE. It was strongly in evidence in Jubilees, which sys-
tematically rewrote biblical stories to shift the blame from God to 
Mastema/Satan. One classic revision involved a dilemma that has 
tormented believers through the centuries. According to Genesis, 
God commanded Abraham that he should kill his son Isaac, only 
to relent at the last moment. Many through history have agonized 
over whether a benevolent deity could really have inflicted such a 
brutal trick. Jubilees, though, finds no moral difficulty here, as Mas-
tema bears the guilt of ordering the test and God appears as res-
cuer. Again, during Israel's captivity in Egypt, the canonical account 
says that God hardened Pharaoh's heart to prevent him agreeing to 
Moses's demand to free the Israelites, which almost suggests that 
the resulting carnage and massacre were part of the divine plan. For 
Jubilees, the evil advice stemmed not from God but from his evil 
counterpart. The story culminates when "all the powers of Mastema 
had been let loose to slay all the first-born in the land of Egypt."" 

As THE DEVIL became an anti-God, it was natural to divide his 
realm likewise into multiple levels and to name its demonic guard-
ians. Beyond the Devil proper, a whole mythology now described 
the demons and evil spirits who walk the earth and who could be 
blamed for any number of ills. The belief in evil forces grew out 
of a kind of imaginative symmetry: if angels existed to bear God's 
messages, then presumably they should have their evil counterparts, 
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demons or satans. In i Enoch, the prophet hears four heavenly 

voices praising God. "And I heard the fourth voice fending off the 

satans, and forbidding them to come before the Lord of Spirits to 

accuse them who dwell on the earth." Just as the Testament of Levi 

enumerated the angelic cohorts, so the Testament of his brother 

Reuben warned that "seven spirits were established by Beliar against 

man, and they are the beginning of the deeds of youth."26  

Demons are a potent force in Jubilees, which draws its material 

from the book of Noah. I quote the summary of the pioneering 

scholar and translator R. H. Charles: 

The demons are the spirits which went forth from the souls of 

the giants who were the children of the fallen angels, Jub. v. 7, 9. 

These demons attacked men and ruled over them (x. 3, 6). Their 

purpose is to corrupt and lead astray and destroy the wicked 

(x. 8). They are subject to the prince Mastema (x. 9), or Satan. 

Men sacrifice to them as gods (xxii. 17). They are to pursue their 

work of moral ruin till the judgment of Mastema (x. (f) or the 

setting up of the Messianic kingdom, when Satan will be no lon-

ger able to injure mankind (xxiii. 29). 

That is an excellent summary of the concepts of Devil and devils 

known to subsequent Christianity." 

Demons served many practical functions for ordinary believ-

ers, in a world where God could no longer be readily invoked for 

the needs of everyday life. As in any premodern society, ordinary 

believers had a pressing need to seek protection from misfortune 

and harm by esoteric means, through amulets and magical texts, and 

it is in those contexts especially that exemplify the growing belief in 

angels and demons.' 
Traditionally, scholars focused on "high" religion, favoring the 

theological and speculative over the vernacular and popular, and they 

drew a sharp distinction between religion and anything resembling 

magic or superstition. As we explore the realities of lived religion in 
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the past, however, those lines become much fainter. In Hellenistic 
or Roman Egypt, a rich body of surviving documentation reveals 
what ordinary people believed, and this demonstrates the enormous 
presence of magical beliefs and an overwhelming need for amulets, 
curses, and exorcisms in daily life. Very thin boundaries separate 
magic and scriptural religion, even within a single text or tradition. 
The book of Tobit includes some glorious passages and prayers 
alongside very basic information about the best way of expelling 
demons, as passed on through an archangel: take a fish and burn its 
heart and liver. One Qumran text enumerates the enemies lying in 
wait for the righteous, who needed the skills of exorcism and pro-
tection: "All the spirits of the destroying angels, spirits of the bas-
tards, demons, Lilith, howlers, and desert dwellers, and those which 
fall upon men without warning to lead them astray from a spirit of 
understanding." The community identified certain psalms as espe-
cially valuable weapons in this ongoing warfare with demonic forces, 
and one in particular—Psalm 9  i—became a mainstay for later exor-
cists and healers. The Aramaic Levi Document includes a typical 
prayer: "And let not any satan have power over me, to make me stray 
from your path."29  

This magical element is strongly apparent in Noah, Giants, and 
other Enochic writings. These texts might have answered philo-
sophical or spiritual questions about the origin of evil, but they also 
served as highly practical manuals. Together, they reveal a world 
obsessed with spiritual evil as an all too worldly presence, an impres-
sion that also emerges from the New Testament. This was, after all, 
a world that drew few distinctions between supernatural possession 
and illness in body and mind.' 

Much of the book of Noah seems designed for a community 
deeply concerned with different forms of protective magic, and 
security against demonic forces. Technically, this is known as apo-
tropaic magic, and it is usually manifested in charms, spells, and 
amulets. (The word is from the Greek for "turn away.") It usually 
involves heavy use of sacred or demonic names. Individuals could 
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invoke archangels for protection, seek defense against particular 

named demons or monsters, or even (a different kind of magic 

altogether) call on the demons for their own nefarious purposes. 

Exorcism demanded knowing the individual name of the spirit to 

be evicted. In later times, both New Testament and rabbinic writings 

would condemn the actual worship or invocation of angels.31  

One story in the book of Noah traces the origins of these apot-

ropaic powers. Noah pleads with God to be protected from demons, 

who should be imprisoned in Hell. In response to this petition, Mas-

tema agrees that nine-tenths of the evil spirits should be confined 

forever in Hell, or a similarly far removed spiritual dungeon, while 

the remaining tenth remain on earth to serve the forces of evil. "And 

we explained to Noah all the medicines of their diseases, together 

with their seductions, how he might heal them with herbs of the 

earth. And Noah wrote down all things in a book as we instructed 

him concerning every kind of medicine. Thus the evil spirits were 

precluded from (hurting) the sons of Noah. And he gave all that he 

had written to Shem, his eldest son; for he loved him exceedingly 

above all his sons.' 
Readers of those texts could turn to Noah's tradition for heal-

ing from the ills of body, mind, or spirit and for protection against 

that feral remnant of demons that continues on the earth. Based on 

many later analogies, the passage sounds like an origin legend for the 

skills of fighting and resisting evil forces. It also resembles a thou-

sand later grimoires, manuals of thaumaturgy and ritual magic. As so 

often in later centuries, literate religious figures had to walk a narrow 

line. Their official task was to record and preserve officially approved 

texts, but at the same time, they faced overwhelming demand to sup-

ply popular needs in the general area of magic and spells. 

BESIDES ANGELS AND demons, the Messiah himself now became 

another central figure in the Jewish and Christian spiritual narrative. 

During the second century, messianic ideas not only emerged but 
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rapidly took something very much like the diverse forms apparent in 
the New Testament and in rabbinic Judaism. 

The word "messiah" stems from the Hebrew "anointed," which 
in Greek is rendered christos. Christians, by definition, are followers 
of the Messiah, and in Islamic tradition, Jesus is known as Jesus 
the Messiah, Isa al-Masih. In the Jewish context, the word implies a 
human figure who would appear to usher in the end of the present 
world order, to bring in a new era of holiness, justice, and divine 
rule. Commonly, this person is portrayed as a descendant of David's 
line, and he might be seen as either royal or priestly." 

Several Old Testament passages in particular are often quoted 
as messianic prophecies. The book of Isaiah was especially fruitful 
for these purposes. Hebrew prophets were thrilled by the decision 
of the Persian king Cyrus to allow the Jews to return from Babylon 
in the 5 3os. For great prophets like Second Isaiah, Cyrus's actions 
proved the universal nature of God's rule and his ability to use out-
side peoples and individuals to exercise his will. Christians read such 
texts retroactively, seeking prophecies that could be applied to Jesus, 
while both Jews and Christians assimilated prophecies of coming 
times of peace and prosperity to a general messianic scheme. Read 
through the eyes of faith, these were understood to predict a com-
ing individual messiah on the familiar pattern. Apart from Second 
Isaiah, appropriate texts were easily found in Psalms, Zechariah, and 
Ezekiel. Yet the fact that scriptures were read in this way does not 
mean that the writers of particular texts intended such End Times 
readings. The Old Testament never uses the word "messiah" in this 
sense of a future individual, with the debatable exception of the 
book of Daniel, to be discussed shortly. As the Encyclopedia judaica 
remarks, "One can, therefore, only speak of the biblical prehistory 
of messianism." If we imagine an encounter with a Jewish thinker 
of around 400 BCE, it would not have been easy to convey later 
meanings of the messianic idea. Even in the decades before Jesus's 
birth, the idea was still a work in progress.' 



17o I CRUCIBLE OF FAITH 

Plenty of Second Temple books looked to the End Times as 
a glorious age of restoration and salvation, a time when Diaspora 
exiles would return home and all nations would acknowledge Isra-
el's God. This hope is evident, for instance, in Tobit and Sirach. In 
none of these cases, though, is this expectation linked to a specific 
individual. Not until after zoo do we find the "classic" image of the 
messiah as a mighty charismatic king who brings in the End Times. 

In the canonical Bible itself, the best evidence for messianic 
beliefs comes from Daniel, in the sections dating from the i 6os. 
Since early times, Christians have found images of Jesus Christ 
throughout Daniel, although it is doubtful that they are accurately 
reading the author's intentions. In the story of the fiery furnace, the 
king's servants are amazed to see the three Hebrews accompanied 
by a fourth figure, a bar elahin. That literally means a son of the gods, 
but Christians knew only one person who came close to filling that 
role, so that the King James English translation renders it "the form 
of the fourth is like the Son of God" (capitalized thus) (3:25). The 
original text depicts rather "one in divine form," and it refers to an 
angel, reflecting a new universe in which God's agents intervened 
directly to guard his true followers. Even so, it opened the way for 

far more exalted readings. 
Cryptic figures abound in Daniel's second section, which begins 

with a classic vision of the Ancient of Days, Atik Yomin, God him-

self, clad all in white and reigning from a burning throne, standing by 
a river of fire. He is richly attended by angelic courtiers and support-
ers: "Thousands upon thousands attended him; ten thousand times 
ten thousand stood before him. The court was seated, and the books 
were opened." But accompanying God stands another being, por-
trayed in words that Christians have savored for millennia and indeed 
adapted in poetry and music. This other being was "one like the Son 
of man [who] came with the clouds of heaven, and came to the 
Ancient of Days, and they brought him near before him. And there 
was given him dominion, and glory, and a kingdom, that all people, 
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nations, and languages, should serve him: his dominion is an everlast-
ing dominion, which shall not pass away, and his kingdom that which 
shall not be destroyed" (7:9-14). As it stands, the phrase "one like a/ 
the son of man" (bar enash) simply means one in human form, and it 
may well refer to an angelic figure in the shape of a human, such as 
Michael. More likely, it is a metaphor for the whole people of Israel, 
a reading confirmed by a later identification with "the people of the 
saints of the Most High." It is another example of the kind of cos-
mic projection seen in other contexts in this era, by which an earthly 
being or institution is imagined in archetypal or heavenly form. But 
the language proved tempting for later writers, as did the concept of 
the Son of Man as a literal and specific individual." 

By the first century BCE, the Son of Man figure acquired strongly 
messianic implications, which are highly developed in Enoch's Par-
ables. In the End Times, the Son of Man "shall raise up the kings 
and the mighty from their seats, [and the strong from their thrones] 
and shall loosen the reins of the strong, and break the teeth of the 
sinners." Like many other passages, that sounds strongly Christian, 
and it has close echoes in the Magnificat spoken by Mary in Luke's 
gospel in the New Testament. That certainly does not mean that 
the ideas were derived from Christian sources, however. The Son of 
Man references are numerous and pervasive in the Parables (46:1-4, 
48:2-7, 69:26-29), and they are integral to the work's argument. This 
figure was more ancient than the Creation, "For from the beginning 
the Son of Man was hidden, and the Most High preserved him in 
the presence of His might, and revealed him to the elect" (62:7). He 
predated Creation: 

Yea, before the sun and the signs were created, 
Before the stars of the heaven were made, 
His name was named before the Lord of Spirits. . . . 
And for this reason bath he been chosen and hidden before Him, 
Before the creation of the world and for evermore. (48:3, 6) 
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This awe-inspiring figure would fulfill a role in the judgment at the 
End of Days and would sit on a throne of glory. 

The identity of this individual is often misunderstood. Scholarly 
translations of the original text leave no doubt that Enoch was not 
just witnessing the Son of Man; rather, he himself fulfilled that role. 
Quite rapidly, that identification was forgotten or muddied, to make 
the Son of Man a freestanding character in the End Times drama, 
which is how the term is employed in at least some of the usages 
of the phrase in the New Testament. Potential Christian interpreta-
tions were vastly enhanced by the appearance of Daniel's messianic 
reference to the Anointed Prince, only a few lines after the Son of 
Man text. Even if, as seems certain, that "anointed" figure was a spe-
cific priestly figure, Daniel was providing rich resources for future 
readers, who found here an extensive cast of supernatural characters 
crying out to be supplied with human faces." 

But the Son of Man was not the only messianic image that 
came to the fore in these years. Nor was he the only one who helps 
shape the New Testament worldview. From the mid-second cen-
tury onward, the Qumran texts are prolific in messianic images and 
themes, and these provide critical context to the concept of messi-
ahship presented in the New Testament.' 

As they speculated about the End Times, the Qumran sect wrote 
extensively about messianic figures, although in ways that differed 
from later Christian interpretation. The Qumran believers enthusi-
astically mapped their plans and hopes for coming messianic figures, 
who would lead their cause to victory, but those figures were plural 
rather than singular. At least three figures in the Scrolls generally fit 
the messianic definition, including a prophet, a priest, and a king. 
The Damascus Covenant, for instance, refers to the messiah(s) from 
Aaron and Israel. Arguably, these figures corresponded to such Old 
Testament celebrities as Moses (the prophet) and Elijah (the priest)." 

Underlying these speculations were the political circumstances 
of the time in which Hasmonean rulers served as both kings and 
priests, notionally thus heirs to both Aaron and David. For the 
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dissidents at Qumran, both offices would need to be redeemed and 
purified separately, with distinct messiahs. Broadly, then, the Scrolls 
offer a diarchical scheme, dual messianism, with two key figures, 
so that the messiah of Aaron is a priestly counterpart to this royal 
Davidic messiah. This owes something to a mysterious passage in 
First Zechariah, which was read as predicting one or more messianic 
figures. The Genesis Pesher (commentary) includes the words "until 
the Messiah of Righteousness comes, the Branch of David." One 
unique text speaks of messiahs, in the plural: judgment would last 
until the coming of the prophet and "the messiahs of Aaron and 
Israel." Other texts assume the simultaneous appearance of royal 
and priestly messiahs, with the king messiah of Israel subordinate 
to the priest." 

Some controversial texts seem to bring Qumran teachings strik-
ingly close to later Christian language. One passage reads, "He will 
be called the Son of God, and they will call him the Son of the Most 
High." In view of later Christian interpretations, this seems explo-
sive, even if the implications are not quite clear-cut. Some scholars 
think the words might apply not to a future messiah but rather to a 
contemporary ruler. In the Prayer of Enosh, someone is compared 
to God's "First Born Son," but a great deal of biblical evidence sug-
gests that the designation is meant to apply to Israel as a whole. We 
are still a good way from the Christian identification of the individ-
ual messiah with the Son of God.' 

Also notable in light of Christian origins is the text 4Q521, a 
"Messianic Apocalypse," which specifically mentions the messiah 
and describes his healing ministry. It also refers to resurrection, with 
the messiah serving as God's agent. Such words come close to the 
expectations of Jesus's contemporaries, particularly when the text 
describes God releasing captives, giving sight to the blind, and rais-
ing up those who are bowed down. That recalls the gospel of Luke, 
in which John the Baptist sends messengers to Jesus to ask his real 
identity. He replies with the message that "the blind receive sight, 
the lame walk, those who have leprosy are cleansed, the deaf hear, 
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the dead are raised, and the good news is proclaimed to the poor." 
If not a quotation from the Messianic Apocalypse itself, these words 
belong to the same literary universe: these were the mighty deeds 
that a messiah was meant to do. Another fiercely debated text is the 
"War of the Messiah," which some read to describe "piercing" in 
the context of the messiah. Depending on our reading, that might 
refer to his slaying his enemies or else being pierced, in the victim 
sense of Christian theology. The text is too short and cryptic to 
build much of significance upon it, but it does hint at the revolution-
ary implications that might be found in these documents. Whether 
or not direct influence can be proved, we must be less struck by 
what might initially appear as the revolutionary novelty of the claims 
made for Jesus's messianic role.41  

CONCEIVED AND IMAGINED in many diverse ways, the messiah 
quite suddenly became a major source of interest in the Jewish sec-
tarian world in the century and a half before Jesus's time. Together 
with the explosion of angelic and demonic images, the sheer pro-
fusion of such visions provides striking testimony to the scale and 
popularity of End Times concerns in this era. 


