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The Ruler of This World  
TORSTEN LÖFSTEDT 

Key to understanding John’s view of the nature and origin of evil are his 
references to the ruler of this world, o( a1rxwn tou~ ko&smou tou&tou, as 
Kovacs and Tonstad have recently recognized.1 Jesus speaks of “the ruler 
of this world” three times in John’s Gospel. The term is not used often, 
but it occurs in significant contexts.2 These few references deserve our 
attention. 

12:31–33. Now is the judgment of this world; now the ruler of this world 
will be driven out. And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all 
people to myself. He said this to indicate the kind of death he was to die. 

14:30–31. I will not talk much with you, for the ruler of this world is com-
ing. He has no power over me; but I do as the Father has commanded me, 
so that the world may know that I love the Father. 

16:7–11. It is to your advantage that I go away, for if I do not go away, the 
Advocate will not come to you; but if I go, I will send him to you. And 
when he comes, he will prove the world wrong about sin and righteous-
ness and judgment: about sin, because they do not believe in me; about 
righteousness, because I am going to the Father and you will see me no 
longer; about judgment, because the ruler of this world has been con-
demned.3 

It is generally accepted that the expression “the ruler of this world” refers 
to the devil. It is less clear what the author is trying to say about the devil 
in these verses. I hope to approach the author’s intended meaning by 
means of a close reading of these verses in the context of the Gospel as a 
whole, and in light of the author’s cultural and religious background.4 In 
                          
1 Kovacs 1995; Tonstad 2008. 
2 Similarly, Jesus also refers to the Paraclete only four times in this Gospel, but it is hardly 
insignificant for the theology of the Gospel. 
3 Unless otherwise specified, Biblical quotations are taken from the NRSV. 
4 This is one of a series of articles on Biblical and Qur’anic narratives about the devil. See 
also Löfstedt 2004, 2005, 2008. The author expresses his gratitude to NSHVS at Kalmar 
University College (soon to be Linnaeus University) for helping to fund this research. 
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addition to using John’s Gospel, I will make occasional references to the 
Johannine epistles in this analysis. While I am convinced the same author 
lies behind all four works,5 the reader need not share this assumption. 1 
John and John’s Gospel are so similar it is necessary to assume that if they 
are not by the same author, they are from the same school or congrega-
tion. It is not possible to determine which of these works was finished 
first, nor is it essential. Van der Watt notes, “reading the Gospel and Let-
ters of John in tandem enriches the understanding of the message and 
ideas found in the Johannine documents.”6 I will follow the example of 
scholars like van der Watt and Bultmann and let these documents cast 
light on each other. I have also found it expedient to refer to the author of 
these texts as “John;” for this paper it does not matter if this in fact was 
his name, or whether there was a single author or several. It is the texts in 
their final form that is the object of my study.  

There are some striking parallels between the traditions about the ruler 
of this world and Synoptic traditions about the devil, but in this paper I 
will focus on the Johannine material. This material is sufficiently compre-
hensive to allow for a coherent interpretation of these problematic verses. 
By focusing on the Johannine material I avoid having to take a stand on 
the thorny questions regarding John’s awareness of or dependence on 
other Gospels, which would necessitate a much longer study.  

Who is the ruler of this world?  
The expression “the ruler of this world,” o( a1rxwn tou~ ko&smou 
tou&tou, is only found in the Gospel according to John, but Paul uses a 
similar expression to refer to what is usually assumed to be the same char-
acter in the following passage: “The god of this age (o( qeo\j tou~ ai0w~noj 
tou&tou) has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from see-
ing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ...” (2 Cor 4:4). The ex-
pressions “this age” and “this world” are used synonymously by Paul; cf. 
1 Cor 1:20 where both terms are used. Neither term has positive connota-
tions.7 Other early Christian authors have similar expressions. For exam-
                          
5 So also Bauckham 2007, 73; Hengel 1989. Because of the significant stylistic and lexical 
differences, I do not believe Revelation has the same author as John’s Gospel and 1–3 
John. 
6 van der Watt 2007, 23. 
7 Ladd 1993, 259; cf. Gal 1:4: “the present evil age.” Paul also uses the expressions “the 
rulers of this age” (1 Cor 2:6, 8) and “the world rulers of this present darkness” (Eph 6:12), 
but though these are lexically quite similar to John’s language, they are in the plural, and 
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ple, Ignatius of Antioch in the beginning of the second century uses the 
expression “the ruler of this age” (o( a1rxwn tou~ ai0w~noj tou&tou) to refer 
to the spiritual opponent of the Christians (Ign. Eph. 17:1; 19:1; Ign. 
Magn. 1:3; Ign. Trall. 4:2; Ign. Rom. 7:1; Ign. Phld. 6:2), and Barnabas, 
roughly contemporary with Ignatius, calls Satan the “ruler of the present 
era of lawlessness” (Barn. 18:2). John, Paul and Ignatius surely intended 
for their readers to identify “the ruler of this world,” “the ruler of this age” 
and similar expressions with the devil, as Barnabas did explicitly.8 The 
notion that the world was somehow controlled by the devil was common-
place in early Christianity. In Luke’s version of the temptation narrative 
the devil shows Jesus all the kingdoms of the world and says, “To you I 
will give their glory and all this authority; for it has been given over to 
me…” (Luke 4:6; cf. Matt 4:8–9). Although the devil is not called “ruler 
of this world” in Luke, he claims to have that role. In Acts 26:18 it is im-
plied that the peoples who do not know Christ are under Satan’s power. 
The notion that the devil controls the world is also found in 1 John: “We 
know that we are God’s children, and that the whole world lies under the 
power of the evil one” (1 John 5:18). 

When these texts refer to the devil as a ruler, they imply that he has 
subjects that obey him. If we can take the witness of the synoptic Gospels 
at face value, Jesus’ contemporaries believed in some kind of a demonic 
hierarchy with Beelzebub or Satan on top; compare Matt 12:24, Mark 
3:22, Luke 11:15 where Beelzebul, or Satan, is referred to as “the ruler 
(a1rxwn) of the demons” and Matt 25:41, which implies that the devil has 
angels that do his will. We find the same notion in Jewish texts contempo-
rary with the NT. The War Scroll from the Essene Community in Qumran 
speaks of “the prince of the dominion of evil” (1QM 17:5–6), and says 
“You made Belial for the pit, angel of enmity; in darkness is his domain. 
His counsel is to bring about wickedness and guilt. All the spirits of his lot 
are angels of destruction” (1QM 13:11–12).9 But the devil does not only 
command angels; he is also the de facto ruler of a large part of humanity 
according to both Essene texts, such as the War Scroll and Community 
Rule, and the NT. 

                                                                                                                         
the parallel is therefore less exact. But compare the Pauline expression “the ruler of the 
power of the air” (Eph 2:2). 
8 Leivestad (1954, 202): “There can be no doubt that the ruler of this world is Satan.” 
Bultmann 2007 (1955), 1:16: “The ‘ruler of the (or this) world’ is the devil.” See also 
Morris 1995, 531ff.; Ladd 1993, 259; van der Watt 2007, 38. 
9 García Martínez & Tigchelaar 1997, 141, 135. 
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The fact that their appellations differ should not keep us from identify-
ing Satan, the Devil, and the ruler of this world. From the Synoptic Gos-
pels we know that “Satan” and “the devil” were used synonymously (see 
for example Matt 4:1–11) and Rev 12:9 speaks of “the great dragon, … 
that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the 
whole world.” In the pseudepigraphal Martyrdom and Ascension of Isaiah 
(which may antedate John), several names are given the evil angelic ruler 
of this world: 

And it came about that after Hezekiah had died, and Manasseh had be-
come king, (Manasseh) did not remember the commands of Hezekiah his 
father, but forgot them; and Sammael dwelt in Manasseh and clung closely 
to him. And Manasseh abandoned the service of the Lord of his father, and 
he served Satan, and his angels, and his powers. And he turned his father’s 
house, which had been in the presence of Hezekiah, away [from] the 
words of wisdom and the service of the Lord. Manasseh turned them away 
so that they served Beliar; for the angel of iniquity who rules this world is 
Beliar, whose name is Matanbukus (2:1–4a).10 

In this text the appellations Sammael, Satan, Beliar, and Matanbukus all 
seem to refer to the same character, the angel of iniquity who rules the 
world. As this text shows, Jewish writers from the first century referred to 
the devil under many different names. So although John does not directly 
equate the ruler of this world with the devil, we may assume the two ex-
pressions refer to the same character; their roles and characteristics are 
after all identical.  

How real was the devil for John? 
There is a wide consensus that the ruler of this world refers to the devil. 
But there is some disagreement as to how real the devil was for John. 
Some commentators believe John intended the devil as a literary personi-
fication of sin rather than as an independently acting being. The expres-
sion “the ruler of this world” could be a way of summing up and personi-
fying people’s propensities to evil that compete with God for control over 
the world.11 Bultmann writes: 

                          
10 Knibb 1985, 157–158. See reference in Charlesworth 1990, 97. 
11 Compare Charlesworth (1990, 92): “Sometimes, it appears to me, these expressions [ho 
diabolos, ho archōn tou kosmou toutou, ho satanas] symbolize the force of the collective 
temptations of this world.” 
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Is the devil a reality for John in the mythical sense? That is very doubtful, 
to say the least… The devilish power of all evil is not gnostically con-
ceived as a cosmic power under whose dominion men have come by a 
curse inflicted upon them.12  

Leivestad has a similar view: “The devil is the representative of the 
world… The devil is not thought of as a cosmic and physical power, nei-
ther as analogous to oi( a1rxontej tou~ ko&smou tou&tou in the Pauline let-
ters, nor as the ruler of the spirits in the synoptic gospels.”13 Leivestad 
does not see any mythical contest in this Gospel. While other Gospels tell 
of a mythical conflict, this is not the case with John, where “mythical 
ideas of conflict have no close analogies… Cosmic, angelic powers are 
never mentioned, nor does death appear as a personal enemy.”14 Leivestad 
continues: 

Instead of the mythical contest between God and Satan, Christ and anti-
christ (or other metaphysical powers), we meet the idea of Christ coming 
to the world to reveal truth, light and life, that they who believe in him 
may be redeemed from the world of untruth, darkness, and death.15 

Leivestad comes close to saying that the devil is the personification of sin, 
rather than a personal being, but he qualifies his statement: “The meta-
physical existence of the devil is undisputed, but he is chiefly looked upon 
as the personification of sin, the personal representative of the world.”16 
Similarly, Schnackenburg maintains that when John writes of the judg-
ment of the ruler of this world he uses “the language of mythological im-
agery” and that “stripped of this imagery, the subject is the human world 
in its obstinate unbelief and hatred.”17 

Interpretations like these are nothing new. They had already been pro-
posed in Calvin’s time, and he reacted against them:  

when the children of God are compared with the children of the devil both 
by Christ and by John [John 8:44, 1 John 3:10], would this comparison not 
be pointless if the name “devil” signified nothing but evil inspirations?18 

                          
12 Bultmann 2007, 2:17. 
13 Leivestad 1954, 204. 
14 Leivestad 1954, 192. 
15 Leivestad 1954, 193. 
16 Leivestad 1954, 208. 
17 Schnackenburg 1980, 39. 
18 Institutes, Book 1, ch. 14, §19. 
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It would be tempting to demythologize the devil in John, and thereby fur-
ther reduce the number of supernatural actors in the Gospel – for unlike 
the Synoptic Gospels, we meet with no demons requiring exorcism in 
John, and only one clear encounter with angels (John 20:12).19 But as a 
closer reading of the Gospel shows, such a move is unwarranted.  

John often uses the term world (o( ko&smoj) with negative connotations 
(e.g. 7:7: “The world cannot hate you, but it hates me because I testify 
against it that its works are evil”). Smith writes: “The world is opposed to 
God and takes its place as the primary antipode in the Johannine dualism: 
God and the world.”20 The negative connotation that John gives the term 
“the world” makes it seem virtually synonymous with the expression “the 
ruler of this world.” In this Gospel Jesus does associate this world and its 
ruler closely. In 12:31 he speaks of the judgment of this world, and he 
continues by saying that the ruler of this world would be driven out. Al-
though it is tempting to see the ruler of this world as basically synony-
mous with the people of the world, this interpretation is not wholly con-
vincing. If Jesus intends to speak of the people of the world, why does he 
on these three occasions refer to the ruler of this world? And in what sense 
could Jesus speak of the ruler of this world coming (John 14:30) if it is 
just a personification of sin?  

More significantly, those who would equate the ruler of this world with 
this world do not take into account the theological structure of John’s 
Gospel. In this Gospel this world is often contrasted with the world above. 
Terms such as a1nwqen “from above” (3:3, 3:7; 3:31), e0k tw~n a1nw “from 
above” (8:23) and e0k tw~n ka/tw “from below” (8:23) are common in this 
gospel, as is the contrast between heaven (ou0rano&j 3:13; 3:31; 6:41; 
6:50; 6:51; 6:58), heavenly (e0poura&nia, 3:12) and earth (gh~), earthly 
(e0pi&geia). Coming “from below” is synonymous with coming “from this 
world” (8:23). Jesus’ own origin is outside this world. He is from above, 
from heaven (6:39), he is sent by God (cf. 3:17). He is the heavenly re-
deemer, who the prophets said would come; compare 11:27: “Yes, Lord, I 
believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one coming into the 
world,” and 6:14, where the people say, “This is indeed the prophet who is 
to come into the world.” Because of the prevalence of these contrasts, 
Louis Martyn characterizes the Gospel as a two-level drama: 

                          
19 There are also references to angels in John 1:51 and 12:29. 
20 Smith 1995, 81. 
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The developments in the drama on its heavenly stage determine the devel-
opments on the earthly stage. One might say events on the heavenly stage 
not only correspond to events on the earthly stage, but also slightly pre-
cede them in time, leading them into existence so to speak.21 

John shares this two-level view of reality with apocalyptic literature. 
Collins considers a “two-level view of reality” to be one of the defining 
features of that genre. 

Apocalypse is a genre of revelatory literature with a narrative framework, 
in which a revelation is mediated by an otherworldly being to a human re-
cipient, disclosing a transcendent reality, which is both temporal, in so far 
as it envisages eschatological salvation, and spatial, in so far as it involves 
another, supernatural world.22 

This is not to say that John is an apocalypse. Apocalyptic literature is 
packed with symbols which demand interpretation, symbols of a kind that 
we do not meet in this gospel.  

The language of apocalypses is not descriptive, referential, newspaper lan-
guage, but the expressive language of poetry, which uses symbols and im-
agery to articulate a sense or feeling about the world. Their abiding value 
does not lie in the pseudoinformation they provide about cosmology or fu-
ture history, but in their affirmation of a transcendent world.23 

While John’s Gospel uses an apocalyptic framework, and while it does 
disclose a transcendent reality, the Gospel is not considered an apoca-
lypse, for while his language is poetic at times, it is not fraught with sym-
bols like true apocalypses, and John’s focus is on this world, not the other. 
But like apocalyptic, the affirmation of a transcendent world is essential to 
John’s theology. It is knowledge of the transcendent world that makes it 
possible for us to interpret seemingly senseless events in this world. The 
character known as “the ruler of this world” is connected with the tran-
scendent world. If we make “the ruler of this world” identical to this 
world, we are in essence claiming that the second level of the two-level 
drama is just a literary convention. If there is no second level that makes 
the events on this level meaningful, what meaning do events on this level 
have? It is therefore not likely that an interpretation of the devil as merely 
                          
21 Martyn 2003, 130. 
22 Collins 1979, 9. 
23 Collins 1998, 282. 
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a literary device, a personification of sin, for example, accords with John’s 
intentions. 

Schnackenburg suggested that these references to the ruler of this 
world might simply be echoes of “faded mythological conceptions.”24 
John, he implies, inserted these references by force of habit. But these 
texts, as Kovacs notes, are centrally placed in John’s Gospel. The first 
quote follows upon Jesus’ praying and being answered by a voice from 
heaven (12:28), the only instance in this Gospel where the voice of God 
the Father is heard. This event in turn follows Jesus’ triumphal entry into 
Jerusalem, six days before the Passover. The second two references to the 
ruler of this world form part of the upper room discourse. John is a careful 
writer, and these are not throwaway quotes. Kovacs rightly asks regarding 
John 12:31: 

One may still wonder whether this verse should be so easily demytholo-
gized and whether the mythological language would have seemed as 
“faded” and “faint” to John’s original readers as it does to twentieth-
century interpreters.25  

In Jesus’ time the Qumran community was still alive and well, still living 
in the wilderness, refusing to have dealings with their fellow Jews who 
had compromised with the world and the prince of darkness, still prefer-
ring to die rather than compromise. Thus, there were Jews in Jesus’ time 
who took their dualistic worldview quite literally. 

As was mentioned, according to 1 John, “the whole world lies under 
the power of the evil one.” The larger context follows:  

We know that those who are born of God do not sin, but the one who was 
born of God protects them, and the evil one does not touch them. We 
know that we are God’s children, and that the whole world lies under the 
power of the evil one. (1 John 5:18)  

This verse suggests that “the ruler of this world” is none other than “the 
evil one.” The term “the evil one” is only used once in John’s Gospel, but 
again, it occurs in a significant context, in the high priestly prayer: ”I am 
not asking you to take them out of the world, but I ask you to protect them 
from the evil one” (John 17:15). Apart from this verse in the high priestly 
prayer, the word ponhro/j is not used in this Gospel in reference to a spe-
                          
24 Schnackenburg 1980, 392. 
25 Kovacs 1995, 229. 
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cific individual. Taken in isolation we could not determine whether “from 
the evil one” or “from evil” is meant in this verse; the genitive case form 
for the neuter and masculine forms of ponhro/j are identical. In the Greek 
text of John 17:15 the prepositional phrase used is identical to the one 
used in the Lord’s prayer (a)po\ tou~ ponhrou~, Matt 6:13) where it is 
commonly translated as “protect them from evil.” If we assume that the 
same person wrote 1 John and the Gospel of John, there is good reason to 
favor the translation “from the evil one,” for in 1 John 5:18 this adjective 
is clearly used in its masculine nominative form: “the evil one 
(o( ponhro/j) does not touch him,” and in its masculine accusative form in 
1 John 2:13–14: “I am writing to you, young people, because you have 
conquered the evil one… I write to you, young people, because you are 
strong and the word of God abides in you, and you have overcome the evil 
one.”26 The expression “the evil one” is part of John’s theological vocabu-
lary.27 The fact that Jesus prays that God would protect the disciples from 
the evil one (John 17:15), suggests that there is an evil one to protect them 
from, and that this evil one still controls the whole world, as stated in 1 
John, and that he therefore is identical to the ruler of this world mentioned 
in John 12:31 et passim.28 I conclude that the ruler of this world is none 
other than the devil, and that he is conceived of as an independently acting 
supernatural being rather than a personification of sin.  

Although it seems clear that John conceived of the devil in much the 
same manner as the other evangelists, comparatively little has been writ-
ten about this aspect of John’s theology. Scholars have often neglected the 
devil in John because John himself focuses on Jesus, not his opponents, 
such as the devil.  

[A]lthough the devil as character is not so prominent, his presence is un-
deniable… It should be noted that this reserved focus on the devil is in line 
with the rhetorical characteristics of the Gospel. Both ‘sides’ do not re-
ceive equal emphasis. Rather, the emphasis falls on the positive side of the 
message.29 

                          
26 So also Morris 1995, 646. 
27 Note also that this is consistent with John’s theology as a whole; “qualities like truth, 
life, knowledge, or even hate, untruthfulness, are not abstract realities existing on their 
own… but are always linked to and expressed by (P)persons” (van der Watt 2007, 33). 
28 So also Kelly 2006, 113. It is possible to see John 17:15 as a theological expansion on 
the similarly phrased petition in the Lord’s Prayer (Matt 6:13), suggesting that there too 
the translation “the evil one” is to be preferred. Some commentators on Matthew agree; cf. 
Hagner 1993, 151–152. 
29 van der Watt 2007, 39. 
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Further, while John operates with a two-level view of reality, his focus is 
consistently on the earthly level. Just as he speaks more of Jesus as a man 
than of God the Father, so he speaks more of human evil than of the devil. 
But John assumes the existence of the devil, just as he does not have to 
argue for God’s existence. 

Where is the ruler of this world driven out from and where is 
he driven out to? 
Speaking to his disciples Jesus says: “now the ruler of this world will be 
driven out” (12:31), but he does not say where the devil was driven out 
from, nor where he was driven out to. From the immediate context it 
would seem reasonable to assume that the ruler of the world has been 
driven out from the world; that is the only noun designating place in this 
verse. Bultmann writes: “The ruler of this world will now be thrown out 
of the domain over which he formerly held sway,”30 implying that he is 
thrown out of this world. Charlesworth believes that John’s Gospel 
teaches that “the devil is now defeated and destroyed (12:31, 16:11).”31 
And van der Watt writes: 

In judgement he [this “ruler”] is ‘cast out’ of his domain of rule at the 
moment Jesus is lifted up on the cross (12.31). This is an expression of 
complete loss of power. As a ‘cast out’ person he has no more power or in-
fluence over what is happening in this world.32  

Morris writes regarding the use of the verb phrase “driven out” (Greek: 
e0kblhqh/setai e1cw) in this verse: “it probably contains a reference to 
something like being thrown into the outer darkness of which we read in 
the Synoptic Gospels (Matt 8.12; 22.13; 25.30).”33 The verb translated 
e0kba//llw is frequently used by Mark in the sense “to cast out,” with the 
object being a demon (e.g. Mark 1:34). Curiously in John it is the ruler of 
this world that is the object of the same verb. This could be taken to sug-
gest that the devil’s expulsion from the earth should be seen as a kind of 
exorcism. It is the ultimate exorcism that the synoptic exorcisms fore-
shadowed (cf. Mark 3:22–27).  
                          
30 Bultmann 1971, 431. 
31 Charlesworth 1990, 93. 
32 van der Watt 2007, 38. 
33 Morris 1995, 531. The phrase “outer darkness” in the Greek is to& sko/toj to_ 
e0cw&teron. 
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But the larger context of John’s Gospel shows that these interpretations 
are overly optimistic. While Jesus has overcome the world, and while 
those to whom John writes have conquered the evil one in so far as they 
are in Christ (1 John 2:13), John does not teach that the devil has been 
destroyed.  

To answer where the devil is driven to, it helps to know where he was 
driven out from. Christian theologians have long taught that the devil fell 
from heaven prior to the fall of man; John’s gospel gives no support to 
this doctrine, nor, as Forsyth shows, is this taught explicitly anywhere in 
the Bible.34 John does not say anything about what the devil’s earlier posi-
tion entailed, nor how the devil achieved it. But given John’s Jewish 
background, we can assume that he was acquainted with Satan’s tradi-
tional OT role of accuser, that is, the angel of the divine council who ac-
cuses people before God (see Job 1–2, Zech 3:1–4). In Revelation it is 
explicitly stated that this had been Satan’s role (“The accuser of our breth-
ren has been cast down;” Rev 12:10). Revelation most likely does not 
have the same author as John’s Gospel, but it can serve as evidence of an 
early Christian understanding of Satan’s traditional role. I believe that 
John’s theology assumes that Satan had been a member of the heavenly 
council, and while he influenced events on earth, his home base was in 
heaven. Again, John does not try to explain how such a state of affairs 
came to be, but neither did Job or Zechariah. It might seem that this inter-
pretation is contradicted by John 3:13: “No one has ascended into heaven 
except the one who descended from heaven, the Son of Man.” But in this 
verse Jesus may be rejecting visionaries’ claims to heavenly journeys,35 
but he is not speaking of angels, of whom Satan was thought to be one, for 
they were thought to be in heaven already (cf. John 1:51). 

In John the devil is driven out through Christ’s crucifixion (John 
12:31–33). The crucifixion marks the turning point in the battle between 
the evil one and Jesus. It is the point at which Jesus is exalted to heaven, 
and the evil one is cast down from his former position of power. I suggest 
that in John’s scheme the ruler of this world is not driven out of this world 
as Jesus is exalted; rather, he is driven out of heaven and confined to this 
world through the crucifixion. There is no underworld for the devil to be 

                          
34 See Forsyth 1987. On a surface reading at least, two classic prooftexts, Isa 14 and Ezek 
28, do not refer to Satan’s fall at all, but to the downfall of an earthly ruler (the king of 
Babylon and the prince of Tyre respectively). 
35 Cf. Morris 1995, 197. 
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driven out to in John’s theology.36 Satan’s expulsion from heaven would 
not be unique to John; in the NT we see it also in Luke 10:18 and Rev 
12.37 Though this interpretation is perhaps not as optimistic as that of 
Bultmann, Charlesworth, and many other scholars, it is still good news, 
because that means the evil one is no longer in his heavenly position of 
power. He can no longer monopolize God’s attention, as was the case 
earlier, as illustrated most clearly in Job.38 In the earlier state of affairs, 
Satan seems to have been mankind’s only representative in heaven, and 
through his successful temptations and accusations he denied people ac-
cess to God. Though John teaches that the devil’s defeat is certain, it does 
not mean that those who follow Jesus can let their guard down. The 
devil’s defeat does not equal his destruction. John’s gospel gives no rea-
son to assume that he has been destroyed. 

This reading may seem too literal; is it necessary to assume that the 
ruler of this world is driven out to some other place? Schnackenburg ad-
vocates another interpretation. In John, Jesus often speaks of the eschaton 
as beginning now. For example, he says, “anyone who hears my word and 
believes him who sent me has eternal life, and does not come under judg-
ment, but has passed from death to life” (5:24). And providing a nice par-
allel for the passages studied in this paper, Jesus says that those who do 
not believe “are condemned already” (3:18). But in this Gospel Jesus also 
speaks of an end that is yet to come (cf. 5.28). Van der Watt characterizes 
Jesus’ teaching about the end in John’s Gospel as a “progressively realiz-
ing eschatology.”39 When Jesus says, “Now the ruler of this world will be 
driven out,” he might mean that the process of deposing the devil as ruler 
of this world would begin at the crucifixion, which is anticipated here. 
The ruler of this world is “judged and fundamentally stripped of his power 

                          
36 van der Watt 2007, 31.  
37 In Rev 12:9 it is clearly stated that Satan is cast down to earth. The implications of Luke 
10:18 are less clear, but it could be argued that the reason that Jesus gives his disciples 
authority “over all the power of the enemy” (10:19) is that they need it especially now that 
Satan has been confined to the earth. It is possible that the image of Satan falling to earth 
like lightning points neither to the suddenness of the fall, nor to the fact that it was appar-
ent to all, but is intended to suggest that its result was potentially destructive. These 
thoughts will be further developed in another article. 
38 Compare Beasley-Murray (1987, 214) concerning 12:31: “Satan was dethroned and the 
Son of Man enthroned over the world for which he died.” But see Leivestad (1954, 204): 
“The scene is not that of the dethronement of a usurper, but of a juridical process, in which 
the devil has lost his case.” 
39 van der Watt 2007, 74. 
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in the eschatological hour which has already begun.”40 He is no longer 
ruler over those who believe in Christ, or as Schnackenburg writes, “the 
ruler of this world is more and more driven out of his sphere of influ-
ence.”41 According to this interpretation, the ruler of this world is not cast 
out of heaven, rather Jesus is asserting that the process of casting the devil 
out of the human world has begun. We need not ask where he is driven 
away to, just as not all exorcised demons necessarily find their end in 
herds of pigs that throw themselves into lakes.  

An advantage with Schnackenburg’s interpretation is that it takes 
John’s eschatological language into account. The problem is that it ne-
glects his two-world schema, which the reader has just been reminded of, 
having just heard the Voice from heaven respond to Jesus’ prayer (12:28). 
One might wish to work out a compromise between Schnackenburg’s 
interpretation, and the interpretation I have put forth, and apply the notion 
of progressively realizing eschatology to the heavenly plane. But such a 
move would be inappropriate. Progressively realizing eschatology applies 
to the human world, not to events on the heavenly plane. As Martyn said, 
events on the heavenly plane anticipate events on the earthly plane.42 The 
final defeat of the devil on earth is guaranteed precisely because he has 
been finally defeated in heaven. For the same reason, Jesus confidently 
speaks of his crucifixion, resurrection, and parousia as a single event (e.g. 
“And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to my-
self,” John 12:32). His earthly obedience unto death is followed by his 
vindication in heaven, which in turn guarantees his ultimate victory on 
earth. Jesus’ ascension to heaven corresponds to the devil’s expulsion 
from the same place; Satan is cast out as Jesus is lifted up. 

A related problem with Schnackenburg’s interpretation is that he tends 
to define away the devil as a mythological construct, nothing more than a 
literary ploy. But as has been argued, Jesus evidently considered the evil 
one sufficiently real to warrant praying to his Father that he protect his 
disciples from him. In short, if we follow Schnackenburg’s interpretation 
of this passage, we must conclude that at this key moment of Jesus’ minis-
try, having just been publicly vindicated by God the Father, John makes 
Jesus speak to the people about a non-event involving a non-person. I find 
this quite unlikely. For these reasons, I consider my interpretation more 

                          
40 Schnackenburg 1980, 391. 
41 Schnackenburg 1980, 392. 
42 Martyn 2003, 130. 
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plausible: John sees the devil as condemned and removed from his previ-
ous position of power in heaven through Christ’s crucifixion.  

On what grounds is Satan judged? 
Jesus says that the Advocate will prove the world wrong about judgment, 
for the ruler of this world is condemned. Whereas the world had thought 
Jesus was the one condemned by God (cf. Isa 53:4), the one who was ac-
tually condemned was the world’s ruler. It follows that the ruler of this 
world is not the loyal servant of the Lord God who has to take care of the 
Lord’s dirty work, but is in fact an enemy of God.43 The most detailed 
description of the devil’s nature that John offers is the following:  

You are from your father, the devil, and you choose to do your father’s de-
sires. He was a murderer from the beginning and does not stand in the 
truth, because there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks according 
to his own nature, for he is a liar and the father of lies. (John 8:44) 

The purpose of this passage is not to give the devil’s job description, but 
to say something about Jesus’ earthly opponents. Still, it offers some in-
formation of interest. Jesus says the devil was a murderer from the begin-
ning. What does this mean? Did the devil become a murderer when he (in 
the guise of a serpent) incited Adam and Eve to break God’s command 
and thereby lose access to the tree of life? Did he become the father of lies 
when he tricked Eve into eating of the fruit (Gen 3:13) by saying she 
would not die for breaking God’s commandment (Gen 3:4)? The advan-
tage with this view is that the paradise narrative includes both the intro-
duction of mortality and the first lie in the Bible, corresponding to the 
devil’s description as a murderer from the beginning and the father of 
lies.44 If the serpent’s lie is the mother of all lies, as Tonstad puts it,45 Je-
sus defends God’s truthfulness by his vicarious death. By suffering the 
penalty for this first sin and for all other sins people have ever committed, 
Jesus showed that God spoke the truth when he said death would be the 
result of a breach of his command (Gen 2:17). The serpent’s lie was the 

                          
43 Similarly 1 John writes that the devil is a sinner (1 John 3:8), and the Son of God was 
revealed for the purpose of destroying his works. Kelly (2006, 113) resists seeing the devil 
as an enemy of God, but this view does not do John justice. 
44 This is the interpretation favored by Tonstad (2008, 200): “Here the ‘liar and father of 
lies’ points to the serpent’s dissembling and outright lie in Genesis (Gen 3:1, 4).” 
45 Tonstad 2008, 201. 
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original lie, and the false accusations brought against Jesus by the people 
at Satan’s instigation are the ultimate lie. These false accusations remind 
us of the overzealous prosecuting angel who accused another Joshua be-
fore the Lord – and was rebuked by the Lord for his actions (Zech 3:1–2). 
For the original lie, the ultimate lie, and all other lies that he instigated, 
Satan is condemned. 

By making Jesus call the devil a murderer from the beginning, John 
may perhaps be alluding to another account in Genesis, namely the devil’s 
inciting Cain to kill Abel. John 8:44 should be compared to 1 John 3:8: 
“Everyone who commits sin is a child of the devil; for the devil has been 
sinning from the beginning.” The text continues a few verses later: “We 
must not be like Cain, who was from the evil one and murdered his 
brother” (1 John 3:12). This event is also referred to in Wis 2:23–24, “for 
God created us for incorruption, and made us in the image of his own 
eternity, but through the devil’s envy (fqo/nw| de diabo/lou) death entered 
the world, and those who belong to his company experience it.” The late 
first century Christian text 1 Clement 3–4 took this quote to refer to Cain’s 
killing of Abel. According to Kelly, rabbis also identified Satan as the real 
father of Cain in Gen 4:1.46 Cain’s envy was diabolical in origin. An allu-
sion to this passage would be fitting in John 8, as the Jews that Jesus is 
criticizing had likewise turned against their brothers, of which he himself 
was one (cf. John 1:11; 6:66). 

Is it even certain that Jesus is speaking of the first time that the devil 
killed someone? Bultmann does not think so: “‘he was a murderer’ – not 
‘in the beginning,’ but ‘from the beginning’ onward (8:44), or still more 
clearly in the present tense: ‘the devil sins from the beginning on’ (1 John 
3:8 tr.).”47 In a similar vein Leivestad argues, “He is called a)nqrwpo-
kto/noj a)p' a)rxh~j not because he is identical with the angel of death, but 
because he is the source of sin, of which murder is the most horrible ex-
ample.”48 In the Johannine literature, Satan lies behind all sins. He in-
spired Adam and Eve to eat of the fruit, and Cain to murder his brother (1 
John 3:12), he inspired Jews, Jesus’ countrymen, to reject Jesus’ message 
and to seek to kill him (John 8:37, 40), he inspired Judas to betray Jesus 
(John 13:2). The crime that finally led to the devil’s condemnation is the 
betrayal, arrest, trial and execution of Jesus, the one person who had never 
turned away from the Father and had consistently kept his word (John 
                          
46 Kelly 2006, 108; see Brown 1966, 358. 
47 Bultmann 2007 [1955], 25. 
48 Leivestad 1954, 205. 
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8:55) and done his will. In guiding these events, the devil completely 
overstepped his bounds, and could justly be tried. 

Judas as the Devil 
John shows that Satan lies behind Judas’ betrayal, just as he lay behind the 
opposition of other Jews to Jesus. When Jesus says, “I will no longer talk 
much with you, for the ruler of this world is coming” (14:30), he is refer-
ring to Judas’ arrival. Judas had left the fellowship of Jesus (13:30); he 
went out “and it was night.” Shortly after saying that the ruler of the world 
was coming, Jesus says to his remaining disciples, “Rise. Let us be on our 
way” (John 14:28). But he continues talking, and the action picks up again 
in the beginning of the eighteenth chapter, when he finally departs from 
the upper room and goes with the disciples to the garden across the 
Kidron valley. Here Judas returns to the scene, and he is accompanied by 
soldiers and officials of the chief priests and Pharisees who have come to 
arrest Jesus (18:3). Mark offers an interesting parallel. Immediately before 
Judas comes with a crowd sent by the chief priest, scribes and elders to 
arrest Jesus in the garden, Jesus says to his disciples, “Get up, let us be 
going. See, my betrayer is at hand” (Mark 14:42). In both cases Jesus says 
to his disciples it’s time to get up and get going; in Mark he says his be-
trayer is coming, in John he says the ruler of the world is coming (John 
14:30). In both cases, the one who comes is Judas. The ruler of this world 
is present in Judas. Beasley-Murray writes,  

Both the language and context of [John 14:30–31] echo Mark 14:41–42, 
but with characteristic Johannine nuances. Mark speaks of the approach of 
Judas, John of the approach of “the Prince of this world,” for Judas is but 
the tool of the devil.49  

Those arresting Jesus belong to the forces of evil.50 Judas is Satan’s ser-
vant in John’s account, as has been made clear earlier in the Gospel: “The 
devil (tou~ diabo/lou) had already put it into the heart of Judas, son of 

                          
49 Beasley-Murray 1987, 263. Compare Bultmann (1971, 630): “The persecutors are al-
ready approaching; but Jesus is not referring to them, but to the power that is behind 
them.” 
50 This is also evident in Luke’s account of Jesus’ arrest, where Jesus says to those arrest-
ing him, “But this is your hour, and the power of darkness” (Luke 22:53). 
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Simon Iscariot, to betray him [i.e., Jesus]…” (John 13:2);51 “After he [Ju-
das] received the piece of bread, Satan (o( Satana~j) entered into him” 
(13:27).  

Not only does Satan enter Judas, but in John’s Gospel Judas is in fact 
identified as being in some sense the Devil himself; I refer to John 6:70 
“Did I not choose you, the Twelve? Yet one of you is a devil” (NRSV) 
(kai\ e)c u(mw~n ei[j dia/bolo__j e)stin). Most translations and commentaries 
agree on translating dia/boloj here as “a devil,” as no article is used.52 
But I suggest that it would better to translate the final phrase “one of you 
is the devil.” An argument against interpreting this as an indefinite is the 
fact that the NT does not mention a plurality of devils anywhere else; 
dia/boloj does occur in the plural in 1 Tim 3:11; 2 Tim 3:3; Tit 2:3, but 
in these passages it should be translated “slanderer,” not “devil.” Our sen-
tence is usually translated “one of you is a devil,” because no article is 
used. But even without an article, the noun may be definite. “In the New 
Testament definite nouns that precede the verb regularly lack the article” 
writes Morris,53 in reference to John 1:1, kai\ qeo_j h}n o( lo&goj, a sentence 
which is most often translated “and the Word was God,” not “and the 
Word was a god.” We have the same grammatical pattern in 1 John 2:18, 
where a)nti/xristoj is used without an article although it is clearly defi-
nite. This noun also precedes the verb.54 In support of this interpretation 
we may also refer to 2 John v. 7: “Many deceivers (pla/noi) have gone 
out into the world, those who do not confess that Jesus Christ has come in 
the flesh; any such person is the deceiver (o( pla/noj) and the antichrist (o( 
a)nti/xristoj)!” Here the noun “deceiver” follows the verb and has the 
definite article. Absence of a definite article is not sufficient grounds to 
judge that a noun is indefinite; attention must also be paid to word order.  

So in some sense, Judas is the devil himself, and it is his approach of 
which Jesus speaks.55 Through Judas, the ruler of this world is working his 
will. Pagels goes so far as to say, “Satan, like God himself, appears incar-

                          
51 This is the theologically most plausible reading of the passage. The reader is referred to 
the standard commentaries for an overview of the text-critical and exegetical difficulties in 
this verse. 
52 See for example NASB, NEB, NIV, RSV, TEV, Bibel 2000; Brown 1966, 295; 
Schnackenburg 1980, 77; Beasley-Murray 1987, 84; Morris 1995, 345; van der Watt 2007, 
39. 
53 Morris 1995, 68. 
54 a)nti/xristoj e1rxetai. 
55 Compare Sproston (1978, 309): “for the fourth evangelist the presence of Judas is syn-
onymous with the presence of the devil.” 
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nate, first in Judas Iscariot, then in the Jewish authorities as they mount 
opposition to Jesus, and finally in those John calls ‘the Jews’…”56 Pagels’ 
interpretation is intriguing, but the term “incarnate” is too strong. John 
does not describe Satan’s working through Judas in terms comparable to 
the Word becoming flesh (John 1:14). What we have here is rather Satan 
indwelling someone. His entering Judas is described in physical terms 
(John 13:27). There are similarities between how Satan works through 
Judas and accounts in other Gospels of how evil spirits enter a person and 
take control of him (cf. Mark 5:12–13, Luke 8:30–32). The crucial differ-
ence is that in the Synoptic Gospels Jesus treats the person possessed by a 
demon as a victim rather than an accomplice, while in John’s Gospel Ju-
das is clearly a willing accomplice, and therefore guilty of a sin.57 We see 
this in John 19:11, where Jesus says to Pilate: “You would have no power 
over me unless it had been given you from above; therefore the one who 
handed me over to you is guilty of a greater sin.” I take the phrase “the 
one who handed me over to you” (o( paradou/j me) to refer to Judas, 
rather than to Caiaphas, for though Caiaphas’ men handed Jesus over to 
Pilate (John 18:30), it was Judas who betrayed Jesus and set the sequence 
of events into motion. The verb that is translated “handed over” 
(paradi/dwmi) in 19:11 is used of Caiaphas’ men in 18:30, and of the 
chief priests and Jewish nation in 18:35, but Judas is repeatedly identified 
as the one who would betray Jesus (John 6:71; 12:4; 13:2 [13:11]; 13:21) 
or had betrayed him (John 18:2, 5), using the same Greek verb.58 Now if 
Jesus says Judas is guilty of a greater sin, he is clearly holding him re-
sponsible for his actions. He is not simply Satan’s instrument. It is signifi-
cant that John, in contrast to Mark and Matthew, does not mention Jesus’ 
words to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan!” (cf. Mark 8:33; Matt 16:23).59 In 
John, the only person who is called “devil” is Judas. He is the one who the 
devil had chosen to carry out his most important task.  
                          
56 Pagels 1995, 111. 
57 So Leivestad (1954, 204): “Judas is the willing instrument of the devil.” Not so 
Bultmann (1971, 482): “After the sop Satan took possession of Judas.” Many 
commentators have observed that John does not speak of Jesus’ exorcising de-
mons. Perhaps he refrained from doing this because he did not wish to confuse 
demon possession with being a willing servant of Satan. The only times posses-
sion is mentioned at all in John are when Jesus is wrongfully accused of being 
possessed (John 7:20; 8:48; 8:52; 10:20–21).  
58 See Lincoln 2000, 132–133. 
59 Bultmann 1971, 451; Schnackenburg 1980, 78; Beasley-Murray 1987, 97; Kieffer 1987, 
159. 
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Although individuals may act as Satan’s instrument, their actions are 
still foreseen by God. Nothing Judas does comes as a surprise to Jesus. 
From the beginning Jesus knows what death awaits him, and he goes to-
wards it unflinchingly (cf. John 2:19). On one reading, it may seem that 
Judas is the victim of Jesus’ own actions, as it is Jesus who gives him the 
bread whereupon the devil entered him, and it is Jesus who tells Judas to 
do what he was going to do quickly (John 13:27). But nowhere in this 
Gospel is Judas exonerated, and nowhere is it suggested that Jesus bears 
responsibility for his death. Rather, John presents the events in the way he 
does because he wants to emphasize Jesus’ knowledge of the path he will 
take, and his willingness to take that path although he knows it will lead to 
his death. As Sproston points out, Judas is referred to as the “son of perdi-
tion” (17:12) (“The one destined to be lost,” NRSV), an expression also 
found in the Essene Community Rule (1QS 9:17) and in the Damascus 
Document (CD 6:15; 13:14).60 The expression suggests that Judas’ role as 
betrayer accords with God’s plans.  

While Judas has a unique role in the passion narrative, he is in a sense 
representative of the world as a whole. Judas is identified with the ruler of 
this world because he is his willing accomplice in Jesus’ betrayal. Simi-
larly, the judgment of the ruler of this world is the judgment of the world 
itself (cf. John 12:31; 16:11), because the world as a whole had from the 
beginning let itself be seduced to do the devil’s will (cf. John 8:44). And 
like Judas, the world as a whole did not believe in Jesus (cf. John 6:64; 
16:9).  

What are the implications for the followers of Jesus? 
The fact that the ruler of the world has been condemned and cast down 
from the heavenly council does not mean the battle is over. Now he is 
confined to the earth, where he can still cause great evil – which is why 
Jesus prays to the Father to protect his disciples from the evil one (John 
17:15). 1 John also assumes that the battle with Satan goes on. Twice the 
author writes “I am writing to you, young people, because you have con-
quered the evil one” (1 John 2:13; 2:14), yet he must still warn them not to 
“love the world or the things of the world” (1 John 2:15). So while they 
have defeated Satan (perhaps in connection with being baptized in Jesus’ 

                          
60 Sproston 1978, 309. 
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name, having accepted his word and Spirit), they are still susceptible to 
his wiles.  

In these passages about the condemnation and expulsion of the ruler of 
this world, Jesus is saying the same thing as is said in apocalyptic lan-
guage in Rev 12:10–12:61 

Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God 
and the authority of his Messiah, for the accuser of our comrades has been 
thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God… Rejoice 
then, you heavens and those who dwell in them! But woe to the earth and 
the sea, for the devil has come down to you with great wrath, because he 
knows that his time is short! 

The devil is retreating, but that means that the battle is intensifying, just as 
a retreating army is often the most destructive. In John’s Gospel Satan’s 
fall is clearly connected to Christ’s crucifixion. In Revelation, the apoca-
lyptic language does not allow a certain dating of the event that lead to 
Satan’s expulsion from heaven.62 But the key point is that in both John’s 
Gospel and in Revelation, the battle against the devil continues on earth, 
though he has been defeated on the heavenly plane. 

The good news 
As the Devil is cast down from heaven to earth, Jesus’ spirit can instead 
expand Jesus’ rule. As was mentioned earlier, the Paraclete is mentioned 
only four times in John’s Gospel (14:16; 14:26; 15:26; 16:7). Two of 
these occurrences are contextually close to references to the ruler of this 
world. It is the Paraclete that will convict the world of sin for not believ-
ing and in judgment because the ruler of the world is condemned (16:11). 
When the evil one was de facto ruler of this world, his spirit dominated 
humankind. Indeed, in this Gospel Jesus teaches that all who sin are slaves 
to sin (8:34). But now that Jesus has taken his seat by the Father, he can 
send the Holy Spirit to guide those who believed in him (14:26).  

                          
61 Many commentators have noted parallels between these passages; e.g. Beasley-Murray 
1987, 213. 
62 The author speaks of a war breaking out in heaven: “Michael and his angels fought 
against the dragon. The dragon and his angels fought back, but they were defeated, and 
there was no longer any place for them in heaven. The great dragon was thrown down…” 
(Rev 12:7–9a). 
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It is through Jesus’ death on the cross, which the devil had thought 
would mean his defeat, that it becomes possible for Jesus to send his Spirit 
to his followers (John 16:7).63 Jesus had taken upon himself mankind’s 
sins that separated them from God (1 John 2:1–2) and made them slaves. 
Like the Paschal lamb took the place of the first-born Israelites and spared 
them from the angel of death (Exod 12:21–27), so Jesus took upon him-
self the penalty for the sins of all mankind, sparing all who would identify 
themselves with him from eternal death.64 When the disciples receive the 
Holy Spirit, they become children of God (John 1:13; 3:5 ff.), and receive 
the power or authority to forgive sins (John 20:22–23). Thereby they can 
free people from Satan’s hold on them, and further weaken his influence 
in this world.  

Whereas Satan was the accuser in the heavenly court, the Paraclete is 
the new defence attorney in that same heavenly court for those who have 
accepted Christ.65 The term paraclete is found as a loan word in the Ara-
maic targum of Job 16:19 and 19:25.66 In Aramaic it is used as a legal 
term, “advocate” or “defence attorney.” Job had been unjustly accused by 
his friends, and felt that God tried him without reason (Job 6:29, 9:17, 
etc.). His own hope, as he saw it, was in a heavenly intercessor; he asked 
that God would defend him before God (Job 16:19–21). As both Job and 
Zechariah illustrate, by themselves humans cannot adequately defend 
themselves against Satan’s accusations. In choosing this word “Paraclete,” 
John is saying that the Holy Spirit is that heavenly intercessor that Job 
hoped for; he is God defending humans before the divine court. He is the 
one who would counteract the accusations and temptations stemming 
from Satan. This important but very brief allusion to Job is typical of 
John, who in Hengel’s words “prefers the bare, terse clue, the use of 
metaphor or motif more than the full citation.”67 The intentional use of the 
word Paraclete also reminds the reader of Satan’s traditional role, that of 

                          
63 John describes Jesus’ moment of death by saying: “Then he bowed his head and gave up 
his spirit” (John 19:30). The Greek verb uses the corresponding root for “to give.” 
64 Compare John 1.29: “Here is the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” 
65 The term Paraclete (para/klhtoj) is variously translated “advocate,” “counselor” or 
“comforter.” In light of the parallel in Job, I find the translation “advocate” or “defence 
attorney” most fitting in John. So also Lincoln 2000, 114. 
66 Ladd 1993, 329. Job 16:19: “Even now… my witness is in heaven, and he that vouches 
for me is on high;” 19:25: “For I know that my Redeemer lives, and that at last he will 
stand upon the earth.”  
67 Hengel 1990, 31–32. 
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the heavenly accuser, and helps the reader understand the position of 
power from which Satan was cast down. 

The Paraclete is the Spirit of Jesus; in 1 John the same term is used of 
the risen Christ himself (1 John 2:1); he is the one who intercedes to God 
on behalf of those who believe in him.68 Jesus calls him “another advo-
cate” (John 14:16), implying that while he was physically with them, he 
was their advocate. Martyn writes: “The coming of the Paraclete is the 
return of Jesus to his own.”69 While Jesus is now in heaven, and has cast 
Satan down, he is also still active on earth. Jesus expects his disciples to 
continue doing his work even after he has gone to the Father, because he 
is still with them; compare John 14:12 and John 9:4–5.70 Through the 
Spirit, Jesus is still divinely present, working through his disciples – in a 
sense comparably to how the devil had worked through Judas and “the 
Jews.” 

Summary 
John uses the expression “the ruler of this world” to refer to the devil, who 
for him is an independently acting supernatural being in opposition to God 
rather than simply a personification of sin. The structure of this Gospel as 
a two-level drama, the position of these verses in the narrative as a whole, 
and their relation to Jesus’ petition that the Father protect his disciples 
from the evil one (John 17:15) support this interpretation.  

I argue that contrary to a common interpretation, these verses do not 
speak of the devil being driven out from the earth. Rather, it is from his 
heavenly position that the devil is driven out. John assumes the picture of 
Satan given in Job and Zechariah, that he was the prosecutor in the heav-
enly court. These verses about the ruler of this world speak of the chang-
ing of the guard. As a result of the crucifixion, Christ is promoted and 
Satan is demoted; the three events are closely connected in these verses 
(12:31–33; 16:7–11). Whereas Satan earlier had the role of prosecuting 
attorney in the heavenly court, those who follow Christ receive a heavenly 
defense attorney, in fulfilment of Job’s wish (Job 16:19–21). John’s use of 
the word Paraclete supports this conclusion.  

                          
68 ”We have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous” (1 John 2:1). 
69 Martyn 2003, 142. Compare Ladd (1993, 330): “It is probable that Jesus’ promise, ‘I 
will not leave you desolate, I will come to you’ (14.18) means that he will come to them in 
the Spirit.” 
70 Martyn 2003, 39. 
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The ruler of this world is condemned for having, in the person of Judas 
(John 14:30) but also through those who falsely accused Jesus of sin, con-
spired to Christ’s crucifixion. Judas is identified with the ruler of this 
world as he is his willing accomplice; in the same way the judgment of the 
ruler of this world is at the same time the judgment of the world itself.  

These verses imply that now that the devil has been cast down to earth 
he has lost his position of influence in the heavenly court over those who 
belong to Jesus. Contrary to what other commentators have claimed, how-
ever, this Gospel portrays him as still being a force to be reckoned with 
here on earth, as is made especially clear in the High priestly prayer (John 
17:15). Jesus equips his disciples to withstand the devil by praying for 
them and by sending his Spirit to guide them.  
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