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An Ur-History of the New Testament Devil
The Celestial oW ($atan) in Zechariah and Job

Christopher A. Rollston

There is a very long, complicated literary history for the celestial figure
known in the New Testament as “Satan” and the “Devil,” but it is often pri-
marily the later components of that literary history that are best known.'
Moreover, because it is the later traditions that are best known, those tradi-
tions form the interpretive lens that we often bring to the table with regard to
the earlier traditions. For example, those who are primarily familiar with the
NT and the history of early Christianity might naturally presuppose that be-
cause there are many references in the NT to Satan (the Devil), this celestial
figure must also have been mentioned in a fair number of the books of the
Hebrew Bible (Old Testament) as well. Indeed, according to early Christian
tradition enshrined in the NT, the snake of Gen 3 in the Garden of Eden was,
in fact, the Devil himself (for example, Rev 12:9; cf. 2 En. 29:4-5); therefore,
he is often presupposed to be a very early figure (chronologically) in Holy
Writ. For this reason, it might seem perfectly legitimate to assume prima
facie that he was present, active, and attested often in a fair number of He-
brew narratives (of various books) that are set in periods after the banishment
of the first couple from the Garden of Eden. Striking, therefore, is the fact
that the word satan is arguably used in just three books of the Hebrew Bible

" Note that the term “devil” (Greek: diabolos) in the Greek NT (and also, for example,
in the LXX) is essentially to be understood as a Greek translation of the presumed meaning
of the Hebrew Bible’s term satan. Of course, the NT also uses the term satan (an indeclin-
able masculine noun) and this is, of course, simply a transliteration of the Hebrew term
satan. It should be emphasized that although the precise meaning of the Hebrew root stn is
difficult to ascertain in all cases, it meant something along the lines of “prosecute,” “be
adversarial,” “accuse,” “be a combatant.” For detailed discussion of the etymology and
meaning of this root, see Peggy L. Day, An Adversary in Heaven: Satan in the Hebrew
Bible (HSM 43; Atlanta: Scholars, 1988), 17-43. Note also that the Greek term “devil”
never occurs in the Hebrew Bible. For an accessible and useful analysis of (primarily) the
NT evidence, see especially Elaine Pagels, The Origin of Satan (New York: Random
House, 1995). See also Neil Forsyth, The Old Enemy: Satan and the Combat Myth (Prince-
ton: Princeton University Press, 1987). Unless otherwise noted, the translations in this
article are those of the author.
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to refer to the celestial figure satan: Zechariah, Job, and 1 Chronicles.> More-
over, within these books, satan is mentioned in a grand total of only four
chapters out of more than nine hundred chapters in the Hebrew Bible: Zecha-
riah 3, Job 1-2, and 1 Chronicles 21.° Obviously, therefore, the celestial satan
is not a major character in the Hebrew Bible.*

A. “Satan” versus “The Satan” and Good versus Evil

Furthermore, those who are primarily familiar with the later traditions en-
shrined in the NT and early Christianity might also naturally presuppose that

It is often argued that there is a reference to the celestial figure $atan in the book of
Numbers as well. For discussion and secondary literature, see especially Day, Adversary,
45-67; Peggy L. Day, “Satan,” DDD 726-32. However, I would suggest that it is im-
portant to emphasize that the linguistic structure of the references in Numbers is different.
Namely, the Hebrew text reads as follows: 19 10@5 77972 mn* 850 2w'n (“the Messenger
of Yahweh stood in the road as a §atan to him,” Num 22:22). Obviously, the Messenger of
Yahweh is a celestial figure, but this figure is said to stand “as a satan” rather than to “be a
satan.” Perhaps also of some consequence is the fact that the LXX understands the root
here (stn) to be a verbal and renders it diabalein (i.e., as a verbal infinitive). Similarly, the
reference a few verses later in Numbers reads as follows: jo@5 nxy *218 (“I have gone
forth as a $§atan”). The LXX renders this as follows: éyw €57iA0ev els diaBoliv (“I have gone
forth as a diabolé”; Num 22:32). Note, of course, that the standard translation in the LXX
of the celestial figure is dwtfoAog (Zech 3: 1-3; Job 1:6 et passim; I Chr 21:1). Thus, I am
not at all certain that the references in Numbers are to be equated with those in Zechariah,
Job, and Chronicles. For this reason, I do not discuss them in this article.

* Moreover, some scholars argue that the reference in 1 Chronicles is not to the celestial
figure. On the reference in Chronicles, see the discussion later in this article.

* Useful also to mention in this connection is the fact that neither the Hebrew term
satan, nor the Greek term diabolos, is actually used in Gen 3. Rather, the snake in the
garden is referred to simply as Wni (nahas), the standard Hebrew word for “snake.” The
snake in the garden is definitely characterized as “crafty” (Gen 3:1) but still a snake. It is
also important to note in this connection that the literary motif of the snake as the spoiler,
the creature responsible for someone losing the opportunity for immortality, is beautifully
attested in the great Mesopotamian “Epic of Gilgamesh.” In that case, Gilgamesh is about
to partake of a plant that brings immortality, but just as he is about to partake of it, a snake
steals it from him. The Old Babylonian tablets of the Epic of Gilgamesh date to the early
second millennium B.C.E., but the story itself hails from the third millennium. See Andrew
R. George, The Babylonian Gilgamesh Epic: Critical Edition and Cuneiform Texts (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2003). The fact that the snake of Gen 3 talks is reflective of
the fact that this narrative is a fable, similar in nature to Balaam’s talking donkey in Num
22-24. That as part of the curse the snake is told 75n T3n3 5p (“you must crawl on your
belly”; Gen 3:14), rather than walk on legs, is a reflection that this text is a classic etiolo-
gy; that is, this text provides an explanation for snakes having no legs. Etiologies abound
in Genesis, with the explanations of the origins of the rainbow (Gen 9:8—17) and the multi-
plicity of languages (Gen 11:1-9) being prime examples.
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(1) the word satan is always a personal name, never a title, and (2) that it
refers to a single, malevolent, wicked celestial figure. Significant, however, is
the fact that in all of the references to the celestial figure satan in Zech 3 and
Job 1-2, the Hebrew article (ha) is always used. This is significant because
classical Biblical Hebrew does not use the article on proper names.’ There-
fore, since all occurrences of satan in both Zechariah and Job have the pre-
positive article affixed (ha-satan), it is demonstrably not a personal name in
these instances. Rather, it is a title, meaning something such as “the accuser,”
“the prosecutor,” “the litigant,” or “the adversary.” The prose sections of Job
(Job 1-2; 42:7-17) and the oracles of First Zechariah (Zech 1-8) are normal-
ly dated no earlier than the sixth century B.C.E.° Thus, the earliest traditions

* The statements about this in the standard reference grammar of Joiion and Muraoka
are representative of the field of Hebrew grammar: “No proper noun of person takes the
article, not even when it has the form of an adjective or a participle” (Paul Joiion and T.
Muraoka, 4 Grammar of Biblical Hebrew [SubBi 14.2; Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute,
1993], paragraph 137b).

® According to the superscription of the book of Zechariah (Zech 1:1), the prophet
Zechariah son of Berechiah son of Iddo began to utter prophetic oracles in the second year
of the Persian King Darius the Great (r. 522-486 B.C.E.). Thus, the year of his first oracles
was ca. 520 B.C.E., delivered in Jerusalem. Among the latest of his oracles was one uttered
in the fourth year of Darius, that is, 518 B.C.E. (Zech 7:1). Zechariah earnestly desired to
see the Temple in Jerusalem rebuilt, but at the time of his prophetic oracles this had not yet
occurred. The position of Meyers and Meyers that the book of Zechariah was written not
long after Zechariah himself delivered the oracles seems to me to be the most convincing
(Eric M. Meyers and Carol L. Meyers, Haggai, Zechariah 1-8: A New Translation with
Introduction and Commentary [AB 25b; New York: Doubleday, 1987], xliv—xlviii). For
discussion of Zechariah and ample reference to earlier scholarly literature, see Herbert
Gordon May, “A Key to the Interpretations of Zechariah’s Visions,” JBL 57 (1938): 173—
84. In any case, the main point is that Zechariah’s visions date no earlier than the late sixth
century B.C.E., as demonstrated by the superscription of the book itself.

As for the dating of the book of Job, it should be emphasized that the poetic dialogue of
the book of Job (Job 3:1-42:6) is normally considered to be older than the book’s prose
introduction and conclusion (Job 1-2; 42:7-17). On the dating of Job in general, see espe-
cially the thorough synopsis of the discussion in Marvin H. Pope, Job: Introduction, Trans-
lation, and Notes (AB 15; New York: Doubleday, 1973), xxxii—xl. Pope does not come
down hard on a date, but does state that he thinks a date for the dialogue in the seventh
century B.C.E. seems tenable. Probably the most detailed and linguistically-sophisticated
discussion of the date of the prose introduction and conclusion is that of Avi Hurvitz, “The
Date of the Prose-Tale of Job Linguistically Reconsidered,” HTR 67 (1974): 17-34.
Hurvitz argues convincingly that the prose introduction and conclusion cannot be dated
prior to the Exile (that is, not prior to the sixth century B.C.E.). For a critique of Hurvitz’s
analysis and reference to more recent secondary discussions, see especially lan Young, “Is
the Prose Tale of Job in Late Biblical Hebrew?” VT 59 (2009): 606-29. Suffice it to say
that I, in keeping with the position of the majority of scholars, date the prose material (that
is, Job 1-2; 42:7-17) no earlier than the sixth century B.C.E.
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in the Hebrew Bible about the celestial figure satan are using this word as a
title, not as a personal name.

The sole instance in the Hebrew Bible in which the celestial figure satan is
mentioned without the use of the article is in 1 Chr 21:1. For this reason, it
has often been argued that in 1 Chronicles (a book that is later in composi-
tional date than Zechariah and Job), $aran is indeed a personal name.® Those
embracing this understanding of Chronicles have argued that the usage of
satan in Chronicles is either (1) a major development of this celestial figure
that anticipates the notions of Satan that are present in the late Second Tem-
ple Period, including the NT,” or (2) a demonstration of the fact that satan of
Chronicles is not actually the celestial figure at all, but rather simply a man
(for example, a member of the Davidic court) functioning as an adversarial
thorn in David’s flesh.'® Although I prefer the former view, the latter view is
a tenable position.II In the latter case, of course, the number of books refer-
ring to $atan as a celestial figure is reduced to a grand total of two.'?

" The origins of the figure ha-satan are often said to be Persian. At some level, this is
reasonable, but it remains most difficult to ascertain with certainty. For discussion of the
issues and good secondary literature, see Pope, Job, 10—11. For discussion of the relevant
Mesopotamian material for a “court accuser” of sorts, see especially Meyers and Meyers,
Haggai, Zechariah 1-8, 184—6.

¥ On the putative date of 1 Chronicles, see especially the thorough discussion of Knop-
pers, who ultimately concludes that a date in the late fourth or early third century is best
(Gary N. Knoppers, I Chronicles 1-9: A New Translation with Introduction and Commen-
tary [AB 12; New York: Doubleday, 2004], 101-17). Of course, among the most authorita-
tive and thorough discussions of this figure in 1 Chronicles is Sara Japhet, I/ and II Chroni-
cles: A Commentary (OTL; Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1993), 370-90.

° After all, in 1 Chronicles, satan is malevolent and out of step with the will of God.

' The literature on this aspect of 1 Chr 21:1 is particularly vast. See especially the fol-
lowing for discussion and references to secondary sources: Sara Japhet, The Ideology of the
Book of Chronicles and Its Place in Biblical Thought (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2009),
107-17; Sara Japhet, I and II Chronicles, 370-90; Gary N. Knoppers, I Chronicles 10-29:
A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary (AB 12a; New Haven: Yale Uni-
versity Press, 2004), 742—64; Ryan E. Stokes, “The Devil Made David Do It...Or Did He?
The Nature, Identity, and Literary Origins of the Satan in 1 Chronicles 21:1,” JBL 128
(2009): 91-106; Day, Adversary, 128-45.

"' The primary reason for my belief that $afan is a celestial figure in Chronicles is the
fact that the source used by the writer of Chronicles for the census narrative is 2 Sam 24.
Within the Samuel narrative, it is Yahweh who incited David to take the census (and then
it is also Yahweh who was angry about that census!). For the writer of Chronicles to re-
place one celestial figure (Yahweh, the God of Israel) with a different celestial figure
(Satan) is reasonable, especially as a means of saving Yahweh from appearing mercurial.
Furthermore, this sort of “correction” is very much in keeping with the methodologies of
the author of Chronicles, who frequently modifies his sources for various reasons. For
example, although the writer of Chronicles uses 1-2 Samuel as a major source, he (the
writer of Chronicles) excludes from his discussion of King David (among other things)
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Moreover, those who are primarily familiar with the traditions in the Greek
NT and early Christianity (or similar traditions in Jewish apocalyptic litera-
ture from the late Second Temple Period in general) might naturally presup-
pose that satan is consistently an evil figure, from the very first reference in
the Hebrew Bible to the very last reference in the NT. After all, within the NT
this figure is understood as quite wicked. He incites people to evil (Mark
4:15; Luke 22:3; John 13:27; Acts 5:3; 1 Cor 7:5; Rev 12:9), causes sickness
(Luke 13:16), generates false beliefs (1 Tim 5:15), is connected with demon
possession (Matt 12:26; Mark 3:23), and is responsible for persecutions of
Christians (Rev 2:13). Indeed, because of his great wickedness, his eternal
fate will be punishment in the lake of fire and sulfur forever and ever (Rev
20:10). In short, there is no doubt that Satan (the Devil) of the NT is normally
understood as evil.

Despite such portrayals, I am not at all certain that the earliest traditions in
the Hebrew Bible (those of Zechariah and Job) understood this figure as evil.
In fact, I will argue that a close reading of the materials in Zech 3 and Job 1-

David’s adultery with Bathsheba, the murder of Uriah, Amnon’s rape of Tamar, Absalom’s
killing of Amnon, Absalom’s usurpation of throne, and the rivalry of Adonijah and Solo-
mon. Similarly, in 2 Sam 8:18, David’s sons are said to have been priests (07312), but the
writer of Chronicles (not comfortable with members of the tribe of Judah as priests) states
that David’s sons were “high officials,” (22wx37, 1Chr 18:17). Or again, 1 Sam 17 attrib-
utes the slaying of Goliath of Gath to David, but 2 Sam 21:19 attributes the slaying of
Goliath not to David but to Elhanan. Thus, the writer of Chronicles, arguably sensitive
about the tension between these two statements in Samuel (I Sam 17; 2 Sam 21:9) states
that “Elhanan slew Lahmi son of Yair, the brother of Goliath,” ( *An% nx& 7' 12 pASR T
o3 mx, 1 Chr 20:5). For a thorough and authoritative discussion of these pericopae of
Samuel, see P. Kyle McCarter, Jr., 2 Samuel: A New Translation with Introduction, Notes
and Commentary (AB 9; New York: Doubleday, 1984), 254-5 (2 Sam 8:18), 450 (2 Sam
21:19), 504-18 (2 Sam 24). In short, it seems reasonable to contend that just as the writer
of Chronicles “fixed” so many other things, so also he “fixed” 1 Chr 21:1 by replacing
Samuel’s “Yahweh” with satan, so as to save Yahweh’s reputation in much the same way
as he had attempted to save David’s reputation. For a fine discussion of the connections
between 1 Chr 21 and Num 22-24, see Paul Evans, “Divine Intermediaries in 1 Chronicles
21: An Overlooked Aspect of the Chronicler’s Theology,” Bib 85 (2004): 545-58.

12 For references in the Hebrew Bible to human adversaries referred to as satan, see es-
pecially 1 Sam 29:4; 2 Sam 19:23; 1 Kgs 5:18; 11:14, 25; cf. Ps 109:6. Note also that a
verbal form also occurs at times, namely, Ps 38:21, 71:13, 109:4, 20; Zech 3:1.

" In this connection, I should perhaps mention that it seems to me to be plausible for
someone to argue that the Marcan account of the temptation (Mark 1:12—13), replete with
its usage of the term satan, might especially be preserving echoes of the early literary
history of this celestial figure. Note also that in the renditions of the temptation in the
Matthean and Lucan accounts (Matt 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-2), the term diabolos (rather than
satan) is used, and note also that those accounts provide further details about the “testing”
or “temptation” (the semantic range of peiradzo is such, of course, that this word could be
translated either way in all three of the Synoptics).
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2 demonstrate that this figure was a quality control figure, a member of the
celestial court intending to ensure that those functioning as pious people were
actually precisely that. That is, during the earliest period of the literary histo-
ry, ha-satan was not evil (Zechariah and Job), but rather a vigilant celestial
prosecutor intending to discern the presence or absence of true purity and
piety. As such, he was working under the authority of Yahweh. He was not
some sort of evil free-agent.

B. Ha-satan as Celestial Religious Purist:
Zechariah 3 in Historical and Theological Context

Zechariah began to utter oracles in Jerusalem in 520 B.C.E., during the sec-
ond regnal year of King Darius I (r. 522-486 B.C.E.) of Persia (Zech 1:1).
But to understand the oracles of Zechariah, it is essential to understand the
events that preceded his oracles, especially these three things: (1) the fall of
Jerusalem in 586 B.C.E., the destruction of the First Temple, and the exile of
the Judeans; (2) the ancient theological understanding of the cause of the fall
and exile; and (3) the subsequent rise, victories, decrees, and policies of Cy-
rus the Great of Persia. Of course, in all of this, it is also imperative to re-
member that which Zechariah most wished to see happen in his own time: the
building of the Second Temple in Jerusalem.

1. The Fall of Jerusalem, the Destruction of the First Temple, and the Exile

Judah’s capital city of Jerusalem fell in the year 586 B.C.E. to the Neo-
Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar II. The city was burned, and the walls, the
royal palace, and the First Temple were destroyed (2 Kgs 25:9). Zedekiah
was the last king of Jerusalem. He had abandoned Jerusalem shortly before its
fall. But he and his young sons were captured near Jericho, deserted by the
armed Judean soldiers who had pledged to protect them. Nebuchadnezzar
decreed that Zedekiah and his sons be brought forward. They were, and then
Zedekiah’s young sons were brutally slaughtered before their loving father’s
eyes. At that point, a Babylonian soldier gouged out the Judean king’s eyes,
his last visual memory now a haunting one. Zedekiah was led away in chains
to Babylon (2 Kings 25:7). During the siege of Jerusalem, prior to its fall in
586 B.C.E., conditions inside Jerusalem had been desperate. The book of
Kings laconically states that during the terminal portion of the siege 2y n
PRI oYY onb 0 8 A (“there was a famine in the city and there was no
food for the people of the land,” 2 Kings 25:3). But the poet of Lamentations
limns the picture more poignantly: 1% nma5 »a oAy Hwa nrannn ows T
(“The hands of compassionate women boiled their children, they became
food for them,” Lam 4:10). According to the same poet, brutality of a differ-
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ent sort began as hand-to-hand combat concluded: *pa nbna uy Pra owi
AT and ¥Ynn 072 0w (“women in Zion were raped, virgins (raped) in the
cities of Judah” and “princes were hung by their hands,” Lam 5:11, 12).
Words could not adequately describe the horror. The First Temple had been
built during the time of Solomon (tenth century B.C.E.), but it was now in
ruins, along with all of Jerusalem and the rest of the cities of Judah. Many
were taken into exile during Nebuchadnezzar’s first campaign in 597 B.C.E.
or his second and final campaign in 586 B.C.E. (2 Kgs 24:13-17; cf. also 2
Chr 36:11-21; Jer 52; Jer 39:1-14). Despair reigned.

1. The Cause of the Fall and Exile in Ancient Judean Theology

In this connection, it must be remembered that it was the theological convic-
tion of many Judeans that it was sin that caused Yahweh to bring destruction
upon the Southern Kingdom of Judah. For example, the Deuteronomist ar-
gues that Judah fell to the armies of Nebuchadnezzar II of Babylon because
Yahweh was “angry” with “Judah and Jerusalem” because of the sins the
people had committed; therefore, he 132 Hyn onx 125wn (“removed them
from before his face,” 2 Kgs 24:20). The poet of Lamentations shares these
sentiments and says that Judah’s foes 5p 1 M *2 DY 2R WRD 7R 10
mywa 17 (“have become the superior (head) and her enemies prosper, be-
cause Yahweh made her to suffer because of the multitude of her transgres-
sion,” Lam 1:5). Similarly, according to the Deuteronomist, the Northern
Kingdom of Israel had fallen to Shalmaneser V (and Sargon II) of the Neo-
Assyrian Empire in ca. 721 B.C.E. nbynn omndx minh S 13 xon
™R TN AYa T NN 0N parn onk (“because the sons of Israel sinned
against Yahweh, their God, the One who brought them from the land of
Egypt, out from under the hand of Pharaoh King of Egypt,” 2 Kgs 17:7).
Therefore, in keeping with that theological understanding of the reason for
the destruction of Judah in 586, Zechariah declared that o>mar by mn» qep
q¥p (“Yahweh was very angry with your ancestors”) and had commanded
them, through the prophets of earlier times to D3*2*9pn1 D'YIN D37TA RI 1AW
o' (“return from your evil ways and evil deeds”). But all of this was to no
avail (Zech 1:2-5). In short, sin and guilt were the cause of Judah’s fall,
much as it had been the cause of the fall of the Northern Kingdom of Israel.

III. The Rise and Rule of Cyrus the Great

Some three decades after Babylon’s destruction of Judah, Cyrus the Great had
begun to reign in Persia (around 559 B.C.E.). He soon began to weld together
a full-fledged empire (ca. 550-530 B.C.E.), defeating the Kingdom of the
Medes and the Kingdom of Lydia. King Nabonidus (r. 556-539 B.C.E.) was
on the throne of Babylon, one of the successors of Nebuchadnezzar the Great.
But he would be Babylon’s last king. Nabonidus had already spent around a
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decade of his reign at Tayma, an oasis in the Arabian Desert. Based on the
Mesopotamian texts at our disposal, there seem to have been some rumblings
against Nabonidus even during his decade at the oasis, especially within the
Babylonian priesthood.'* He was said to have been most devoted to the Moon
God Sin rather than the God Marduk, the head of the Babylonian pantheon.
Nabonidus was an apostate, or so it seemed to some. He returned from the
oasis, disaster now looming from across the Tigris River. Cyrus began to
march, and the prize he wanted most was the seat of the kingdom of Naboni-
dus: Babylon." The ancient historical sources are not all in agreement about
the battles that were fought between the Babylonians and the Persians. Within
the Cyrus Cylinder, Cyrus himself boasts that he entered Babylon without a
battle, hailed (he says) as a liberator even by the Babylonians themselves.'®

" For texts and discussion, see especially Paul Beaulieu, The Reign of Nabonidus, King
of Babylon 556-539 BC (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), 149-232.

"% Still the most authoritative discussion of the last king of the Neo-Babylonian Empire
is Beaulieu, Reign.

' For the translation of the Cyrus Cylinder, see the volume edited by John Curtis, The
Cyrus Cylinder and Ancient Persia: A New Beginning for the Middle Fast (London: The
British Museum, 2013), replete with Irving Finkel’s translation of the Cyrus Cylinder
itself. The content of the Cyrus Cylinder is priceless, and it is laced with some very savvy
royal apologia. A brief synopsis is in order, using the translations of Irving Finkel of the
British Museum. The text begins with a narrative in the third person which condemns the
Babylonian King Nabonidus (whom Cyrus had just vanquished), along with statements
impugning Nabonidus for not being a pious worshipper of Marduk. The Cyrus Cylinder
says that because of Marduk’s anger for Nabonidus, He (Marduk) raised up Cyrus the
Persian, “an upright king,” taking him “by the hand” and ordering him (Cyrus) to go to
Babylon and remove Nabonidus from power. Moreover, Marduk was “like a friend and a
companion” to Cyrus. Then, at line 20 of the Cyrus Cylinder, the grammatical first person
begins to be used: “I am Cyrus, king of the world!” Cyrus himself then declares that he is
the king “whom Divine Marduk and Divine Nabu love.” He also states that upon his arrival
in Babylon, the Babylonian people welcomed him with joy as he entered. He affirms that
they viewed him as a liberator. After he became nicely ensconced in Babylon, Cyrus states
that many kings from various regions “brought me weighty tribute” and “kissed my feet.”
In return, he decrees that the people from various regions that had come under his domin-
ion (especially because he had just vanquished Babylon) should be allowed to return to
their homelands and to rebuild their temples. In addition, he requests the following: “May
all the Gods that I returned to their sanctuaries, every day before Marduk and Nabu, ask for
a long life for me, and mention my good deeds.” Finally, he also affirms that he has “ena-
bled all the lands to live in peace.” We do not know much at all about the personal religion
of Cyrus the Great, but it is most reasonable to contend that he worshipped the Persian
Gods, perhaps especially the God Ahura-mazda. This was, after all, the case for several of
the Persian kings who succeeded Cyrus. Therefore, it is all the more interesting that Cyrus
declares in the Cyrus Cylinder (written for a Babylonian audience) that he vanquished
Babylon because the Babylonian God Marduk told him to do so! Of course, kings in the
ancient Near East normally declared that they had divine patronage, but normally of their
own Gods. In this case, however, Cyrus declares that the Babylonian God Marduk trans-
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But the full story was certainly bloodier, and the Babylonian supporters of
Cyrus fewer. Nevertheless, Cyrus gained his prize: Babylon was his in 539
B.C.E. The Persian Empire Period had begun. Babylon had fallen. The Jude-
ans who had felt the brunt of Babylon’s war machine fifty years earlier prob-
ably shed few tears at this news. Indeed, Second Isaiah would refer to Cyrus
as Yahweh’s m'wn (i.e., “Messiah,” Isa 45:1). The reason for this lofty appel-
lative is not difficult to discern. Cyrus not only brought the Neo-Babylonian
Empire to its knees, he also decreed that the exiled Judeans in his realm be
permitted to return to Judah and to rebuild the Temple, using funds from the
Persian royal treasury. The inaugural words of the book of Ezra suggest that
these words are essentially those of Cyrus: o8 M *5 103 IR madnn 5
AT WK 0OWIa A nuab vy Tpa 8 onwn (“Yahweh, the God of
Heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth, and he commissioned me
to build for him the Temple in Jerusalem, which is in Judah,” Ezra 1:2; see
also 6:3-5). The Cyrus Cylinder, written in Akkadian and intended for a Bab-
ylonian readership (rather than for a Persian readership), records material that
dovetails in many ways with the basic thrust of the biblical account.'” No
doubt there were aspects of the Persian hegemony that would be difficult at
times, but from the vantage point of the Judean Exiles, the policies of Cyrus
were a remarkable gesture and those of Darius I (522—486 B.C.E.) were as
well (at least for Judah).

ferred His support from the Babylonian King Nabonidus and gave it to the Persian King
Cyrus. Moreover, it is important to remember in this connection that the book of Ezra
states that Cyrus had said something similar to the Judeans, namely, “Yahweh, the God of
Heaven, has given me (Cyrus) all the kingdoms of the earth, and he commissioned me to
build for him the temple in Jerusalem, which is in Judah” (Ezra 1:2; see also Ezra 6:1-12).
Therefore, according to these texts, Cyrus told the Babylonians that the Babylonian God
Marduk told him to do what he did, and Cyrus told the Judeans that the Judean God Yah-
weh told him to do what he did. It is entirely reasonable to suppose that Cyrus told the
Persian people (in Persian inscriptions intended solely for the Persian people, but not yet
discovered in Persia) that the Persian God Ahura-mazda told him to do what he did. I
should note in this connection that this sort of brilliant royal apologia is not confined to
Cyrus. During King Sennacherib of Assyria’s siege of Jerusalem in 701 B.C.E., the Assyr-
ian Rab-Shakeh uses (at least according to 2 Kgs 18:25) the same sort of rhetoric, arguing
that it was Yahweh the God of Judah who summoned him (Sennacherib) to attack Judah.
The Neo-Assyrian Kings Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal used similar rhetoric as well.

"7 On Cyrus, his decrees and policies, and the putative connections with the biblical ref-
erences to Cyrus, see especially, Amelie Kuhrt, “The Cyrus Cylinder and Achaemenid
Imperial Policy,” JSOT 25 (1983): 83-97; Pierre Briant, From Cyrus to Alexander: A
History of the Persian Empire (Winona Lake: Eisenbrauns, 2002); Michael Jursa, “The
Transition of Babylonia from the Neo-Babylonian Empire to Achaemenid Rule,” in Re-
gime Change in the Ancient Near East and Egypt: From Sargon of Agade to Saddam Hus-
sein (ed. Harriet Crawford; Proceedings of the British Academy 136; Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2007), 73-94; within this same volume, see also Erica Ehrenberg, “Per-
sian Conquerors, Babylonian Captivators,” 95-103.
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1V. The Visions of Zechariah

At this juncture, it is useful to bring the three major historical and theological
data-points together so as to understand in earnest the thrust of the fourth
vision of Zechariah, that of Ha-satan’s critique of the high priest Joshua.'®
Reference to the three preceding visions will flesh out the general framework.
The first Vision of Zechariah is of the four horsemen, those whom Yahweh
has sent to patrol the entire earth (Zech 1:7-17). The verdict of these horse-
men is that nYPWI Naw* pIRA 92 nam (“the whole earth is sitting and is at
peace,” Zech 1:11). Cyrus had indeed brought peace. Furthermore, it is stated
in this vision that Yahweh has returned to Jerusalem and wishes for the Sec-
ond temple to be built (Zech 1:16). In short, it is a time of peace and, there-
fore, the time is right for the rebuilding of the temple (that is, the building of
the Second Temple, which was ultimately completed in 516 B.C.E.). The
second vision is that of the four horns and the four blacksmiths (Zech 1:18—
21). The four horns are A7 NR 171 WK MI1pn (“the horns that scattered
Judah,” Zech 1:19); that is, they represent the might of Babylon (and the
nations that had allied with it) and its destruction and exile of Judah. The four
blacksmiths, however, terrify and strike down the horns (Zech 1:21). The
point of this vision is clear: Babylon has been punished, destroyed, and is no
longer a threat (compare Second Isaiah’s oracle in Isa 43:14). Cyrus had
ensured that. The third vision is of the measuring angel (Zech 2:1-5). Within
this vision, there is an attempt to measure Jerusalem for the purpose of pre-
paring to rebuild its walls. However, the result of this vision is the declaration
that Jerusalem will be so full of people and animals that no walls will be
needed (compare Second Isaiah’s oracle in Isa 44:26-28). Indeed, according
to this vision of Zechariah, Yahweh himself will be a wall of fire around the
city (Zech 2:5). It seems, therefore, that everything is ready for the Second
Temple to be built in Jerusalem. Indeed, the high priest Joshua is present as
well (Zech 3:1), ready to officiate as soon as the temple is rebuilt. He is the
subject of the fourth vision (Zech 3:1-10), but Ha-satan also has a part to
play.

The Fourth Vision of Zechariah is legal in nature, essentially a court set-
ting."” Within this vision, Zechariah sees the high priest Joshua standing be-
fore the messenger of Yahweh. Ha-satan is standing at his right hand to ac-
cuse him, that is, to accuse the high priest Joshua.?” However, “the Messenger

" For a fine discussion of the high priesthood of Joshua, see James C. VanderKam,
From Joshua to Caiaphas: High Priests after the Exile (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2004), 18—
42.

"It has sometimes been argued that Zech 3:1—7 was not present in the earliest “vision
cycle” of Zech 1-8. For discussion, see Day, Adversary, 113—114.

» The verbal infinitive construct (“to accuse”) is based on the trilateral root $¢n, the
same trilateral from which the noun satan is formed.
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