About Our Adversary #3

“The Character of Satan”

selected Scripture

How would you describe the Devil? I’m not referring here to how he looks—we have already dismissed the cartoon caricature of the guy in a red suit with horns, tail, and a pitchfork. I’m thinking more along the lines of his character. 

Sadly in contemporary America, the devil turns out to be primarily whatever we want him to be. We can be in league with him without fearing that we will actually lose our souls. This is a symbolic devil of a weaker sort. Erwin Lutzer goes on to write,

Our age believes in a tame devil. He is eager to serve our need to explain the existence of evil and willing to be a symbolic description of the horrors we struggle to understand. He is a devil who is best for us; a devil who is our servant; a devil who shares his power, predicts our future, and helps us develop our potential. He is a devil of horoscopes, Ouija boards, and some of the voices of today who call us to get in touch with “masters of wisdom” and affirm our own enlightened humanity.

According to one poll, at least 25 percent of Americans believe that the devil is really only a symbol of man’s inhumanity to man. Of those who say they believe in the devil, only a small percentage believe they have ever been tempted by him. “Among Christians,” says Newsweek, “only the born-again reveal a robust sense of the devil’s presence.”

Such views are compatible with those mainline Protestants and Catholics who have, in the words of Kenneth Woodward, “exorcised the Devil from their working vocabulary.” We can talk of the devil just as long as he is not thought of as an independent, evil personality. His value is symbolic, descriptive, and speculative.

Yet as we have seen in previous studies, the Bible portrays the Devil as a real being, a fallen angel who still retains his power and intelligence, though both have been corrupted by his own sin. 

As we continue to learn about our adversary, we have come to the character of Satan. What is he like now that he has been corrupted by sin and conquered by God? The Bible reveals much about him, and we would do well to pay attention to what he is about.

Satan’s Arrogance

Let’s begin with Satan’s arrogance. We have seen that the very character of Satan is pride. The middle letter of the word “pride” is I. The middle letter of the word “sin” is I. The devil is “self-made.” Woe to the person who thinks he is!

What do we mean by arrogance or pride? Pride is conceit, inordinate self-esteem, and an inflated view of one’s own importance, power, and opinion. It is an exaggerated view of one’s own worth or ability. Pride fosters the idea that one is self-sufficient. It works itself out in our lives when we act vain, think we are independent, seek glory, take credit, try to attract attention, and desire the praise of others. And pride began with the being we now know as the devil.

Last week we saw how pride emerged in the angel Lucifer (who became Satan): Ezekiel 28:17 recounts, “Your heart became proud on account of your beauty, and you corrupted your wisdom because of your splendor.” 
“What’s wrong with pride?” you might ask. “Shouldn’t people feel good about themselves?” The problem with pride is that it moves a person into an unreal world. Their view of themselves (and consequently of those around them) gets distorted. Behavioral scientists tell us that much neurotic behavior is linked directly to pride, and that an honest self-esteem is the best remedy. This is why Paul wrote in Romans 12:3, “Don’t think you are better than you really are. Be honest in your evaluation of yourselves, measuring yourselves by the faith God has given us” [nlt]. Pride, however, feeds selfish ambition; in fact, many theologians believe that pride lies at the heart of all sin. Selfish ambition inflates the ego but destroys the soul. For this reason, pride is one of the sins the Lord especially hates, as we saw last week from Proverbs 6:16-17. Proverbs 16:18 goes on to say, “Pride goes before destruction, a haughty spirit before a fall.”

And no one knows that better than Satan.

Satan’s Ambition

This leads to the next characteristic of the Devil, Satan’s ambition. This is front and center in the description of Lucifer’s decision to challenge God found in Isaiah 14, especially the climatic statement in verse 14, “I will make myself like the Most High.” Clearly Lucifer wanted to be in charge of it all. As John Milton described in his epic poems Paradise Lost and Paradise Regained, the Devil would “rather reign in Hell than serve in Heaven.”
 
Again you may be wondering, “What’s wrong with ambition? Isn’t the drive to succeed a good thing?” Ambition can be good or bad, depending on the motive and the method. Lucifer was ambitious to dethrone the Lord and take His place, and this was wicked. If our motive is self-promotion and selfish gain, and if our method is deceptive and harmful to others, then ambition is wrong. But if our motive is to glorify God and our method is to do His will and wait for His timing, then ambition is good. Galatians 5:20 mentions “selfish ambition” as one of the works of the flesh, and Philippians 2:3 admonishes us to “do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit.” James 3:14-16 states clearly that envy and selfish ambition create serious problems in life and have their origin in the world, the flesh, and the Devil.

As seen in Isaiah 14 and Ezekiel 28, Lucifer’s arrogance and ambition led to his expulsion from Heaven and his corruption from his original state. Isn’t that the end?

Not at all. Though he was decisively defeated, Satan maintained his ambition to oppose God, even with the full knowledge that in the end the Almighty would triumph. Far from withdrawing, Satan chose to escalate the conflict. Admitting defeat was too humbling; better to forge ahead with sustained rebellion than withdraw from the fray and accept his punishment. He would pretend that illusion is reality; he would call his defeats triumphs. And he would store up more retribution by expanding his rebellious rule.
 (This is why I see the Devil as the Wile E. Coyote of the spiritual realm!)

Remember what we read in Ezekiel 28:17? “You corrupted your wisdom because of your splendor.” That corruption is a key element in understanding the character of Satan. Yes, he is intelligent. Yes, he is powerful. But his intellect and his power have been corrupted. This is the meaning of the term “evil” as found in the Bible. The Greek term translated “evil” means, “base, worthless, vicious, or degenerate.”
 Another word for evil would be “distorted.” One author calls moral evil “his controlling attribute.”
 Just as God’s controlling attribute is holiness, from which all other attributes emerge, so the controlling characteristic of the Devil is evil. Another commentator describes him as 

…a vagabond spirit, pacing the earth with the frustration of a caged lion and preying upon unsuspecting victims “seeking whom he may devour” (1 Pet. 5:8). In stark contrast to the orderly and meaningful nature of God at work in heaven’s council, Satan epitomizes the ultimate of evil, when alienation, aimlessness, and anxiety—the essence of hell—obsess the soul.

How does Satan think he will fulfill his ambition? He cannot create—only God can do that—but he can corrupt. Basically, Satan is a counterfeiter who began his career by attempting to counterfeit God. Since his fall, he has produced a counterfeit gospel. He plants counterfeit Christians who have a counterfeit righteousness. His counterfeit ministers serve him in a counterfeit church. Ultimately Satan will unveil a counterfeit Christ—the Antichrist—whom the spiritually blind world will worship and obey. Satan has always wanted to be worshiped, and for a short time he will achieve his goal.

Even as Satan’s intelligence and strength have been distorted, so he distorts the truth. Satan is a deceiver. Deception is the act of making something that is false look true. It is counterfeiting, covering up the real facts about something. Let’s put the idea in everyday terms: If I were to counterfeit a dollar bill, I would not get a yellow sheet of paper, cut it into a triangle, put my wife’s picture on it, and try to pawn it off as a dollar bill. I would get a piece of paper that has the texture of a real dollar bill. I would put on that piece of paper the markings and images that appear on real dollar bills. I would go through the painstaking process of making it look, feel, and be able to pass for a real dollar bill. Deception has to do with making something that is useless, false, and even dangerous appear to be good, healthy, and valuable. Satan’s specialty is deception. He can even deceive Christians into becoming afraid of him.

Satan’s Anger

The next characteristic of Satan is his anger. We read in Revelation 12:12, “But woe to the earth and the sea, because the devil has gone down to you! He is filled with fury, because he knows that his time is short.” Then in verse 17, “Then the dragon was enraged at the woman and went off to make war against the rest of her offspring—those who obey God’s commandments and hold to the testimony of Jesus.” The words “filled with fury” and “enraged” translate Greek words meaning “fierceness, indignation, anger, indignation, vengeance, and wrath.”

Satan’s anger actually springs from his arrogance and ambition. Consider the relationship between pride and anger. This relationship is rooted in every Biblical passage that discusses the origin of evil. Satan was fiercely proud and thought to exalt his throne above the stars. His pride, as is usually the case, gave way to anger. Once cast out of heaven he came down to the earth furious in his descent. His anger was multiplied by those angels who fell with him, for in being cast out of heaven “his tail swept a third of the stars,” or one third of heaven’s host. These embittered beings became his demons bent on the same fury.

While I believe Revelation 12 speaks of a future event, the rage and fury of the Devil is a present reality. He is angry at God and angry at God’s people. His wrath is always there, even if it may appear below the surface. And it may blow at any time.

Satan’s Animosity

Finally there is Satan’s animosity. You might ask, “Isn’t that the same as anger?” No, animosity is more than anger. Animosity is hatred, hostility, loathing. Satan knows nothing about the intrinsic value of righteousness that springs from a good heart or genuine love.

C. S. Lewis captures this inability to appreciate true love in his book, The Screwtape Letters:
One must face the fact that all the talk about His love for men, and His service being perfect freedom, is not (as one would gladly believe) mere propaganda, but an appalling truth. He really does want to fill the universe with a lot of loathsome little replicas of Himself—creatures whose life, on its miniature scale, will be qualitatively like His own, not because He has absorbed them but because their wills freely conform to His.

Satan is consistently represented in the Bible as the enemy both of God and humanity. Satan is the enemy of humans and active in misleading and cursing them because of his intense hatred and opposition to God.
 Whatever God does, Satan is right there, trying to counterfeit or corrupt God’s efforts.

This is especially true of Christians. The moment you decided to follow Jesus, you became Satan’s enemy. We are engaged in heavenly warfare every day. Satan and his demons are active because they know their eventual fate. The problem is that they want to take as many people along with them as possible.

Just remember the truth of 1 John 4:4, “Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world.” Satan doesn’t stand a chance.
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