Putting the Devil in His Place


You may be wondering why I have put sin—and not Satan—in the role of primary “glory robber?” There’s no doubt that Scripture sees this fallen created being as our foe. Jesus says he is the “ruler of this world” (John 12:31) and John says that “the whole world is under the control of the evil one” (1 John 5:19). There is, indeed, a struggle going on, and it’s not just against “flesh and blood, but against rulers, against authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms” (Ephesians 6:12). This is no minor opposition!


But here’s the good news. Though his authority is significant and his schemes are clever, he no longer has control over Christians! His power has been severely limited—“disarmed”—since Jesus “triumphed” over him at the cross (Colossians 2:15).  


Yes, we still need to be careful. Satan has enough power to undermine our relationship with God. He’s a “roaring lion looking for someone to devour” and full of “schemes.” But the scriptures teach us that even this level of attack is not to be feared if we are clothed with the essential counter-attacking weapons of truth, holiness and faith. These three are the core of the spiritual armor we are to wear at all times (Ephesians 6:10-18).


According to Scripture, Satan’s primary weapons against us are lies, afflictions, and our sinful nature in which he gets a “foothold” to tempt and deceive us (Ephesians 4:27). This means that Satan may use our sin against us, but he does not cause us to sin. The dominant teaching in the Bible is that sin is our master (Romans 6:6 is just one of many examples) and it is primarily from sin that we need to be set free. (Note that in Acts 8:21-23 Peter identifies Simon the sorcerer’s problem as “your heart is not right before God” and that he is “captive to sin”, not demonic control. And Ephesians 2:1-3 says that Satan is at work in “those who are disobedient.”)


One of the unfortunate results of placing blame primarily on the devil for our problems is that we subtly shift responsibility for our responses from us to him. Instead of looking inside us for the cause of our moodiness, or why we get frustrated with our children, or why there’s so much conflict on the church board, there is a tendency to tell the devil to “be gone in the name of Jesus” or some similar warfare strategy without facing our real enemy—sin. Or we feel like we’re doing such great things for God that “the enemy is attacking me,” resulting in passive delight rather than self-examination and repentance.


But we would do well to consider the instruction of James: 

“Submit yourselves, then, to God. Resist the devil, and he will flee from you. Come near to God and he will come near to you. Wash your hands, you sinners, and purify your hearts . . .” (James 4:7-8) 

This is how we resist the devil—by submitting to and drawing near to God with a pure heart. The closer we get to him, the less we will need to worry about Satan, not more. We don’t need to talk to Satan (something believers are never taught to do in Scripture). But we do need to talk a lot with God! If we deal with our hearts, we will also be dealing with the Evil One.

