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 “Has Satan Fallen?” 

July 3, based on Luke 10:1–2, 5–11, 16–19
Do you ever run into one of those amazing sentences in the Bible that hits you like an explosion of light, even if you don’t fully comprehend it? That is how I experience Jesus saying “I watched Satan fall from heaven” (Luke 10:18). I certainly cannot agree with those writers who say that Jesus just blurted this out in excitement or in hopeful imagination after hearing about his evangelists’ success, that he was not recounting something he actually saw. I find this completely unsatisfying. I don’t think he was so impetuous. No; he really saw something about the deposing of Satan. This is what he describes in John chapter 12: “Now the ruler of this world will be driven out” (John 12:31). But Jesus never says that evil is driven out or eliminated.
He knew what he was talking about. He saw Satan overthrown, but not all evil. Evil still impacts and even poisons much of human life, as we all know. If Satan was deposed, yet evil is still widespread, then we have to stop seeing Satan as the source of all evil.

So, who is Satan, in Christian tradition? He is said to have been some kind of heavenly ruler or authority who rebelled against God. He is called “the prince of the power of the air” in Ephesians 2:2. As a cosmic ruler who became envious and rebellious, Satan did indeed cause much evil. But that does not make him the source of all human evil. 

In fact, people don’t need any supernatural help to be evil. We are fully capable of doing wrong without the urging of any cosmic evil figure. We are tempted towards evil all by ourselves. We have free will, and we can choose to be selfish and cruel, or we can choose to be considerate and kind. We can trick the customer, or we can try to be straightforward with the people with whom we do business. Following our own desires, we can lie, cheat, and steal. Or we can make a decision to be just, fair, and compassionate.

As adults, we are fully responsible for our actions. Of course there are diseases that afflict us, neighbors and co-workers who make our lives difficult, and circumstances that tempt us into various kinds of compromise, but at the end of the day, we are responsible for our choices. 

Here’s what I think—and, of course, I could be wrong, but I don’t think I’m all wrong! I think the power and position of Satan—but not the power of evil—has been broken. 
The letters of Colossians and Ephesians show that Satan was just one of the heavenly powers that was underneath Jesus. These letters are from the Pauline tradition, and some parts are probably from the hand of the Apostle Paul himself. 

Ephesians says God “seated” Christ “far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named” (1:20–21). Notice that there are many of these powers and dominions under Jesus’ authority; Satan wasn’t the only one. Colossians says Jesus is the “head of every ruler and authority” (Col 2:10). Now what did Jesus accomplish, in his lifetime, regarding these rulers? Colossians says he “discarded the cosmic powers and authorities like a garment; he made a public spectacle of them and led them as captives in his triumphal procession” (Col 2:15 NEB [New English Bible]). This is not entirely clear, but I think it means he taught them a lesson, through his life, death, and resurrection. He set them right, somehow. 

Now, Ephesians adds the church to the story: “so that through the church the wisdom of God . . . might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the heavenly places” (Eph 3:10). So the rulers needed some instructing, some straightening out. Jesus got the rulers back on track, after removing Satan. Remember, in the John passage, Jesus said “the ruler of this world” was “driven out” (12:31). 
I think we can be confident that the rulers and authorities now in place in heavenly realms have been well-instructed. The problem is here on earth. There is much work to be done in curbing human evil and in bringing wisdom and the knowledge of God to bear on human life. But the first step, the deposing of Satan, a heavenly rebel, was taken by Jesus himself. If we are still subject to evil, we have to look to human causes for that problem. Satan and the demons who used to possess people cannot possess them any more. They’ve been arrested, so to speak. This may be what the Epistle of Jude is referring to: “angels . . . kept in chains,” awaiting “the judgment of the great day” (Jude 6; see also Rev 20:1–3). 
Since Pentecost, we live in a world that is simultaneously more spiritual and more human: more spiritual in that a Spirit was poured out on Pentecost—but also more human, in that we humans have to bear responsibility for the evil that we allow to continue; we can no longer blame Satan. Jesus said, “when the Spirit of Truth comes, [the Spirit] will guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13), so we have this amazing truth guide that even the apostles did not have, before Pentecost. By this spirit, they were empowered to evangelize the world, and they eventually conquered the empire. We have spiritual potentials beyond what our ancestors had . . . . and we have moral responsibility beyond what they had. 
The creative potentials that we have now exceed what has ever existed, but we have not made much use of them. Nevertheless, we do hear some stories about people doing good creatively, and there will be more such stories to come. The TV host Tim Tebow had a chance to do a creative act of service on an airplane. A fellow passenger had a medical emergency, and passed out. Of course, the crew redirected the plane to the nearest airport, while the family tried to help the man. Tebow approached the family and led them in prayer. Some of the family members cried on his shoulder. The man died shortly after they landed. So they were unable to save him, but they did save themselves from being helpless victims of shock and horror. Tebow eased their suffering and helped them use their spiritual powers to seize the moment to hold up the man to God.
We have been entrusted with the message of hope and goodness for all humanity. Anyone and everyone who communicates the love of God and the divinity of Jesus, is an evangelist, and whoever hears us, hears God (Luke 10:16), despite how imperfect we may be. And if we are loyal to Jesus, nothing can hurt us spiritually. Nothing at all can ever challenge our standing as children of God, beloved of the Father and taught by the Son. Even if someone hurts us physically, or even kills us, they cannot hurt us spiritually. “Who is there to condemn?” the Apostle Paul asks; “who will separate us from the love of Christ? . . .  in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom 8:34–35, 37–39).
