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SATAN: SYMBOL OR REALITY? 

NANCY: I'm Nancy Boyle and again today Dr. Lou Bolchazy is with me to discuss the concept of Satan. 

The title of today's program is: Satan: Symbol or Reality?  

Dr. Bolchazy, Satan is alive and well in our society. The movie industry is making money on Satan. Recall 

Rosemary‘s Baby and The Exorcist. In the theater we had: Damn Yankees and also The Creation of the 

World and Other Business. Occasionally, we read in the papers about tragedies: a person believing to be 

possessed by the devil harms himself or starves himself to death. We hear about those Satan cults and 

witches. What is terribly frightening is the number of mentally deranged persons walking around and 

killing people, claiming to be under the power of Satan. My question is: Does Satan exist? Or is Satan a 

mere symbol, personification or dramatization of evil?  

DR. BOLCHAZY: Pope Paul in 1972 made a public statement in which he affirmed the existence of the 

Devil. In 1975 the Roman Catholic Church again went on record affirming that Satan lives in fact and not 

just in fantasy. 

NANCY: I remember the two statements. I also remember that many Catholics were very much 

embarrassed by the Pope's statement. What does mythology say about the existence of the devil? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: If by devil you mean a being who is totally evil and who maliciously causes evil, then my 

answer is this: The devil does not exist in mythology. The concept of devils or the devil is a product of 

philosophical speculation and not of mythical thought. 

NANCY: You mean at one time there was no concept of the devil? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: True. The concept of the devil evolved gradually. The Early Mesopotamians, Greeks, and 

even the early Hebrews did not have a concept of Satan or the devil. It's only when these people began 
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to philosophize and approach the idea of god rationally, that they developed or borrowed the concept 

of the devil. 

NANCY: You said that Mesopotamian mythology did not know the devil. This surprises me. 

DR. BOLCHAZY: Why? 

NANCY: How did they explain the origin of evil in the universe or sin in themselves? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: The Mesopotamians believed that evils like floods, hurricanes, sickness and even crimes 

came from the gods. 

NANCY: You mean they believed that gods were sources of evil? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: Yes. In Mesopotamian mythology, gods appear to be personifications of nature. 

For example: The river Tigris was a god; the fire was a god. Now, the river Tigris could behave in a good 

or evil way. Gods also could be good toward mankind at one time and evil at another time. 

NANCY: I see. 

DR. BOLCHAZY: There was another belief among the Mesopotamians.  

NANCY: What was that? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: When one city conquered another city, it was believed that it was the gods of that city 

who were victorious. They would be viewed as good and powerful. The conquered gods would be 

viewed as weak and evil. 

NANCY: In other words, the conquerors would consider the vanquished gods evil? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: Exactly. Or an effort would be made to deny their existence altogether. 
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NANCY: Was this the fate of the goddesses of matriarchal societies once males took over? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: So it seems. The great mother goddess Tiamat is an example. She was believed to be 

good way back when the Mesopotamians had a matriarchal society. When a patriarchal society took 

over, Tiamat was viewed as evil. Marduk, the young male god of the Babylonians, killed her because she 

was viewed as evil. 

NANCY: So a deity became to be viewed as evil and responsible for the evil in the universe either 

because the particular deity was a personification of nature or because its worshippers were conquered. 

DR. BOLCHAZY: Yes. And that's the beginning of the concept of an evil deity. 

NANCY: "The devil made me do it." How about the Greeks? Who made them do the things they did not 

want to do? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: Greek mythology knows no devils. Their gods were like the earlier gods of the 

Mesopotamians. Like in all mythologies, so also in Greek mythology, the gods were made in the image 

and likeness of men. They were much more powerful than men, but not all-powerful, and not all-good. 

NANCY: They were finite anthropomorphic beings. 

DR. BOLCHAZY: Yes. Being a mixture of good and evil, they could cause evil. 

NANCY: Hence no special evil beings like the devil needed to be invented to explain the presence of evil 

in the universe. 

DR. BOLCHAZY: True. 

NANCY: What about the early Hebrews? You said that they did not believe in Satan or the devil until 

rather late in their history. 
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DR. BOLCHAZY: The early Hebrews had their Leviathan, a sea monster, who opposed Jehovah. But this 

Canaanite mythological figure is not the Satan or the devil. The concept of the devil seems to have been 

borrowed rather late by the Hebrews, around 300 B.C. 

NANCY: How about the serpent in the Garden of Eden found in Genesis? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: When Genesis was written around 850 B.C., the concept of the devil did not yet exist. 

It's true that Genesis attributes the fall to the serpent. But he was not Satan or the devil at that time. He 

was just a beast, more cunning than the other beasts. 

NANCY: We read about Satan in the Book of Zacharias 3; 1. 

DR. BOLCHAZY: In the Book of Zacharias Satan is mentioned. But he is presented as one of the "sons of 

God” present in God's royal court. He is an angel who accuses. He is not the Evil One. So, around 520 

B.C. when the Book of Zacharias was written, Satan is a good being. He is merely an "accuser" or legal 

adversary, one who reports man's failings to God and asks God to punish sins. 

NANCY: Like our district attorney or public defender? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: Exactly. In Jewish court of law the person who would present and unfold the failings of 

others before the judge was called satan with a small “s”. 

NANCY: Satan is also mentioned in the book of Job. 

DR. BOLCHAZY: Again in the Book of Job as in the Book of Zacharias, Satan is not the Evil One. He is 

merely the "accuser." The Book of Job was written between 450—400 B.C. 

NANCY: When for the first time in the Bible is Satan mentioned as the Evil One? 
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DR. BOLCHAZY: In the first Book of Chronicles, Chapter 21, verse 1, we find a mention of the Evil One 

who "rose up against Israel" and moved David to take a census. Here for the first time Satan becomes a 

proper name and is the evil spirit, hostile to God and men, whose purpose is to seduce and destroy. 

NANCY: When was the first Book of Chronicles written? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: Around 300 B.C. 

NANCY: So the idea of the devil developed gradually in Hebrew tradition. 

DR. BOLCHAZY: Yes. Before 300 B.C. Satan was a good son of God who, like a modern district attorney, 

prosecuted men for their sins at God's tribunal of justice. 

NANCY: So if the concept of the devil did not exist in early Hebrew culture, or in 

Mesopotamian mythology, nor in Greek culture, then my question is: When, by whom, and why was the 

concept of the devil developed? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: The concept of a totally evil being was first developed by Zoroaster, around the seventh 

century B.C., at the time when Zoroaster conceptualized a deity that was all -good and powerful. Why? 

To explain the presence of evil in us and in the universe vis-a-vis his omnipotent and all-good god. 

NANCY: Let's take this slowly. Who was Zoroaster? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: Zoroaster was a mystic, living in Persia, now known as Iran. Zoroaster around the age of 

30 had a vision which led him to gods known to him and view this god as the only true god who was all-

good, and all-powerful. 

AN NC: How did he view the other gods? 
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DR. BOLCHAZY: The other gods he considered evil beings in opposition to the good god. In addition, 

Zoroaster posited another being that was all evil. This being was the principle of evil, waging cosmic war 

against the good god. 

NANCY: Why did Zoroaster conceptualize this evil being? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: It was a philosophical necessity for him. Let me explain. If Zoroaster's god was all-good 

and all-powerful, then how was Zoroaster to explain the presence of evil in the universe and in himself? 

NANCY: I see the problem. 

DR. BOLCHAZY: To solve the problem of evil, Zoroaster conceptualized a being that was evil. This being 

was the principle of evil and the source of all evils. 

NANCY: In Zoroaster's scheme of things, was this evil being created by the good god? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: The question of how this evil being came into existence is complicated. Zoroastrianism in 

the course of 400 years was not consistent on this question. 

Eventually, however, the evil one was believed to have been from all eternity like the good god and on 

par with the good god. One was the principle of evil; the other was the principle of good. 

NANCY: That's dualism. 

DR. BOLCHAZY: Yes. I've oversimplified Zoroastrianism. Basical ly  what  I want to say is that 

Zoroastrianism developed the concept of the Evil One to explain why the world is marred with so many 

faults in the presence of a god who is supposed to be all-powerful and all-good. 

NANCY: If Zoroaster's god was all-powerful and all-good, then why did he not destroy the Evil One? 
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DR. BOLCHAZY: According to Zoroastrianism, the principle of evil cannot be destroyed because he is 

eternal. But his powers can be curtailed. For this, the principle of good needs mankind's cooperation. 

With the coming of a Savior from heaven, the faithful will overcome the Evil One. Then there will be the 

resurrection from the dead, and a new world will come into existence over which the Evil One will have 

no power. This is the good news according to Zoroastrianism. 

NANCY: So, Zoroastrianism developed the concept of the devil and Zoroastrianism influenced the 

development of demonology in Hebrew tradition. 

DR. BOLCHAZY: So it seems. Zoroastrianism is important in the history of religion because of other 

concepts it developed. It developed not only the concept of the Evil One, but also the concept of the 

final resurrection of the body, belief in individual judgment after one's death, and also the belief in a 

Savior who will come down from heaven to help mankind overcome the evil one. 

NANCY: Could we summarize? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: What I've tried to do is to give the general context against which the Hebrews borrowed 

and developed their own—and I stress, their own—belief in the devil. 

The belief in the devil is a relatively late phenomenon. It is not found in mythology. 

It is a product of philosophical thought. Zoroaster was the first one to develop the concept of the Evil 

One. Zoroastrian dualism was postulated to explain the origin of evil in the universe vis-a-vis a god who 

is supposed to be all-good and all-powerful. 

NANCY: One final question: Does Satan or the devil exist? 

DR. BOLCHAZY: This question must be answered by each individual. A sophisticated believer in the 

existence of the devil will concede that the existence of the devil cannot be proved empirically; he will 
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also maintain, however, that it cannot be refuted. On the other hand, one who does not believe in the 

Devil can explain evil in the universe in terms of natural laws and human nature. He, in other words, 

believes that science and psychology can explain natural catastrophes, sickness, death, and crime 

without the devil. 

NANCY: Thank you, Dr. Bolchazy. 

DR. BOLCHAZY:  My Pleasure. 


