
“Evil / Deceiving Spirits” from Yahweh 

& Yahweh’s “Inciting” Human Actions

Three Important Realities Underlying Biblical Narrative

Any biblical narrative presumes that the following realities are integrated 

seamlessly with one another: 

(1) the unchanging core character and core nature of Yahweh; 

(2) Yahweh’s ultimate sovereignty over all that transpires; and  

(3) humans are responsible and culpable for their actions and for the     
       consequences of their actions.  

The interpretation of biblical texts requires that the interpreter keep each of these 

realities in view in order to understand the text rightly.     

Important Background

The word sometimes (e.g. KJV, NIV, NRSV) translated “evil” in the phrase 

“evil spirit” requires explanation. The Hebrew word translated “evil” (ַרע / ָרָעה , 

ra‘ (m) / rā‘â (f)) has a broad range of meaning. It may and does certainly refer to 

matters in the moral or ethical realm. However, it is also used in contexts where 

the meaning is “unpleasant,” “distasteful,” “contemptible, “of little worth,” “non-

beneficial,” “harmful,” “ill-disposed,” “sullen” (cf. HALOT, 1250-53). The phrase 

“evil spirit” (ּוַח ָרָעה .rûah , ר  rā‘â ) is attested seven times in the Hebrew Bible. 

Importantly, each time the source of this “evil spirit” is said to be Yahweh (1 Sam 

16:14; 19:9) or God (Jdgs 9:23; 1 Sam 16:15, 16, 23; 18:10).  

Thesis & Conclusion

As a consequence of this background, it is most likely that texts such as 

these seven listed above which on the surface might seem to infer the presence of 

something demonic may in fact be describing a human disposition which is the 

outcropping of sinful habits of the heart.  
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Such language as we witness in these seven texts is regarded as necessary in 

the monotheistic framework of ancient Israel. In such a framework, a realm for 

moral agency is created by holding the sovereignty of God and the moral freedom 

of humans in deliberate and decisive tension. Such language relates the mysterious 

truth that God uses even our sins, flaws, and bad choices as instruments of his will 

(this is Paul’s point in texts such as Rom 9-11 and 2 Thess 2:11). 

It is important, then, that these seven OT passages be studied carefully with 

the requisite three realities of narrative listed above in view. When this is done, it 

becomes clear that what is being described in each instance is the consequences of 

sin in the lives of those of whom it is said that “an evil spirit from Yahweh / God” 

came upon them.1 This phrase is code for portraying from the standpoint of God’s 

transcendence and sovereignty the consequences of humans turning away from the 

right and the good. In a theoretically monotheistic society, such language is also 

code for emphasizing  human accountability and culpability before man and 

before the one God in heaven.  

Additional Texts for Consideration

1 Kings 22:1-36

Among other things, 1 Kgs 22:1-36 is a story about the difficulties involved 

in discerning true from false prophets and the veracity of their respective 

prophecies. The interpretive problem specifically centers around 22:19-23.  In the 

presence of Ahab’s 400 prophets who counsel Ahab to proceed with war plans 

against Aram, the lone prophet of Yahweh, Micaiah, casts the dissenting vote. 

Micaiah recounts his vision of being a party to the heavenly council in which 

Yahweh solicits an agent of “enticement” / “seduction” to bring about Ahab’s 
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1Judges 9:23 departs slightly from this phraseology: “God sent an evil spirit between 

Abimelech and the lords of Shechem.”



participation and subsequent death in the battle at Ramoth-gilead. After some 

debate, one spirit presents his plan to Yahweh as requested. The spirit’s intent is to 

be a lying spirit in the mouth of all Ahab’s prophets. Yahweh approves the plan 

and commissions the spirit, with the divine promise of success.

First, unless we keep in view the three realities first mentioned at the 

beginning of this article, we will go horribly awry in interpreting this text. Second, 

we recognize that this is a most public power and authority confrontation / 

encounter between Ba‘al / Asherah and Yahweh (as with Elijah at Carmel in chp. 

18). As such, since this occasion holds much “public relations” promise for the 

name and reputation of Yahweh, there is a role for provocation, satire, irony, and 

sarcasm (as at Mt. Carmel). Third, Micaiah portrays an imaginative (and 

somewhat humorous) scene, designed to provoke Ahab and his prophets, which 

goes to the essence of false prophecy”; viz. these prophets are lying and 

attempting to deceive by their lies. Jeremiah 14:13-16 describes the essence of 

false prophets and their self-serving prophecies in a more straight-forward manner 

(without humor):

13 But I said, “Alas, Sovereign Lord! The prophets keep telling them [the people of

    Judah], 

‘You will not see the sword or suffer famine. Indeed, I will give you lasting peace 

in this place.’” 
14 Then the Lord said to me, 

“The prophets are prophesying lies in my name. I have not sent them or appointed 

them or spoken to them. They are prophesying to you false visions, divinations, 

idolatries and the delusions of their own minds. 
15 Therefore this is what the Lord says about the prophets who are prophesying in my

    name: 

“I did not send them, yet they are saying, ‘No sword or famine will touch this 

land.’ Those same prophets will perish by sword and famine. 16 And the people 

they are prophesying to will be thrown out into the streets of Jerusalem because of 

the famine and sword. There will be no one to bury them, their wives, their sons 

and their daughters. I will pour out on them the calamity they deserve.”   
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If we penetrate to the nature of the “public relations” spectacle in the court of 

Ahab, we see that Yahweh’s character is not impugned at all. From the false 

prophet Zedekiah’s radical response to Micaiah’s scenario and his own sarcastic 

remarks (22:24), we understand that Zedekiah did indeed get the “joke,” and felt 

its sting. 

2 Samuel 24:1-25

This text has a parallel at 1 Chr 21:1-22:1 (more about that below). In the 

Samuel episode it is apparent that Yahweh seeks to punish Israel for some 

undisclosed offense which has angered him. The text says that Yahweh “incited 

David against them” by saying “Go, count the people of Israel and Judah.”  This is 

another case (as in 2 Sam 11-12) of Yahweh using, as it were, a flaw in David’s 

character (in this case his own sin of relying upon his army and armaments rather 

than trusting Yahweh) to accomplish his purpose of punishing Israel. This is made 

clear by the parallel text in 1 Chr 21.

In the parallel text, we are informed in our English translations that “Satan 

stood up against Israel, and incited David to count the people of Israel” (NRSV). 

This is a most unfortunate translation because when placed in conversation with 

its earlier parallel (2 Sam 24) the reader is left to conclude that both Yahweh and 

Satan at the same time incited David to take a census of Israel and Judah. If true, 

this would cause an irresolvable theological conundrum (in spite of the mental 

gymnastics employed in an attempt to explain this in some of our Study Bibles’ 

notes). 

 There is a perfectly legitimate way to translate 1 Chr 24:1 which avoids this 

theological absurdity:

 “Now an adversary (ָׂשָטן , śāt.ān) stood against Israel and incited David to number 

Israel.”
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The presence of the noun (ָׂשָטן , śāt.ān) with the definite article (ַהָּׂשָּטן , haśśāt.ān) 

is attested only in Job 1:6-12 and 2:1-7 and at Zech 3:1-2. The presence of the 

definite article in the Job and Zechariah texts makes it clear that we are dealing 

here with a functionary (i.e. “the adversary” or “the opponent”) rather than a 

proper personal name which in Hebrew never possesses the definite article. 

 The theological conundrum aside, the absence of the definite article at 1 Chr 

21:1 makes it grammatically possible to translate  (ָׂשָטן, śāt.ān) either “Satan” or 

“adversary.”  We are aided in making a proper translational choice, however, not 

only by the parallel at 2 Sam 24:1 but also by 1 Kgs 11:14 and 23:

14 Then the Lord raised up against Solomon an adversary (ָׂשָטן , śāt.ān), Hadad the

    Edomite, from the royal line of Edom.

23 And God raised up against Solomon another adversary (ָׂשָטן, śāt.ān), Rezon son of

    Eliada, who had fled from his master, Hadadezer king of Zobah.

In these texts we have human śāt.āns (opponents or adversaries) whose personal 

names are also given to us. In the context of 1 Kgs 11, God uses these humans as 

his instruments to punish Solomon for his covenantal infidelities.  We should add 

two more examples of “human śāt.āns whose names we know. First note the 

characterization of David as a śāt.ān at 1 Sam 29:4 where the commanders of the 

Philistines object to the plan of Achish to incorporate David in the Philistine army 

as they approach Saul for battle:

4 But the Philistine commanders were angry with Achish and said, “Send the man back, 

that he may return to the place you assigned him. He must not go with us into battle, or he 

may become an adversary (śāt.ān, ָׂשָטן) to us during the fighting. How better could he 

regain his master’s favor than by taking the heads of our own men?

Finally, see David’s characterization of Abishai (brother of Joab and Asahel) as a 

śāt.ān at 2 Sam 19:21-22[22-23] when he urged the murder of Shimei.

21 Abishai son of Zeruiah answered, “Shall not Shimei be put to death for this, because he 

cursed Yahweh’s anointed.” 22 But David said, “What have I to do with you, you sons of 

Zeruiah, that you should today become an adversary (śāt.ān, ָׂשָטן) to me? Shall anyone be 

put to death in Israel this day? For do I not know that I am this day king over Israel?” 23 

The king said to Shimei, “You shall not die.” And the king gave him his oath.
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 With all this in view, we can now read 1 Chr 21:1 more intelligently. When 

David saw his political-military adversary (śāt.ān) making moves on the near 

horizon, he turned immediately to counting his own troops rather than trusting in 

God.  This confirms our interpretation of 2 Sam 24:1 given above.

1 Samuel 16:1-5

 I include a discussion of this passage because it raises the question in some 

minds as to whether or not God and Samuel are deceitful in this narrative segment. 

I do not think such an interpretation is correct.  Samuel is commissioned by 

Yahweh to go to the house of Jesse at Bethlehem and anoint one of Jesse’s sons as 

king. Samuel objects that should Saul hear of such an act, his life would be 

imperiled.  What Yahweh gives Samuel is an additional and innocuous reason to 

go to Bethlehem which also provides “cover” for Samuel. The heifer which 

Samuel takes with him to Bethlehem at Yahweh’s command is in fact sacrificed in 

the presence of the city elders, Jesse, and his sons (save one). After consecrating 

themselves, they all arrive to worship and to feast. This then provides a most 

appropriate audience for Samuel to carry out the initial command of Yahweh with 

regard to anointing one of Jesse’s sons. There is nothing in this episode which 

impugns the character of God or of Samuel.
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