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Introduction 
 
 

Lessons 9 and 10 established who Satan is: a creature of the highest angelic order who fell through pride, 

who is real and active and comprehensively hostile to God and His people, and whose names and titles in 

Scripture collectively reveal the specific character and methods of his ongoing opposition. This lesson 

turns to a question that is, in one sense, the most practically important of the entire Unit 4 series: what 

are the limits of Satan’s power? The question is important not primarily for academic reasons but for 

pastoral ones. The congregation that knows Satan is real but does not clearly understand the limits of his 

power will oscillate between two equally debilitating errors: the underestimation that produces 

complacency (“if Satan is a defeated enemy, why worry about him?”) and the overestimation that 

produces fear and paralysis (“if Satan is so powerful, how can I possibly resist him?”). Neither error 

produces the sober, alert, confident resistance that the New Testament commands. 
 

The answer the Scriptures give to the question of Satan’s limits is both simple and profound. Satan is not 

omniscient, he does not know the thoughts of the human heart or the specific plans of the sovereign God. 

He is not omnipresent, he is a finite, localized being who can only be in one place at one time. And he is 

not omnipotent, his power is real and significant, but it is bounded at every point by the permission and 

purpose of the God who governs the entire created order, including its most malevolent inhabitant. The 

incommunicable divine attributes, omniscience, omnipresence, omnipotence, that belong to God alone 

do not belong to Satan, and the practical implications of this truth for the Christian life are immense. 
 

The governing image for this lesson, and for the pastoral comfort that is the lesson’s primary goal, is drawn 

from the book of Job: the adversary on a leash. The leash is the metaphor for the divine governance of 

satanic activity: real, limiting, and held by the hand of a God whose purposes the adversary cannot 

subvert, whose permission he cannot exceed, and whose people he cannot ultimately harm. The leash 

does not make the adversary harmless; the dog on the leash can still bite those who come within its reach. 

But it does mean that the adversary’s reach is precisely defined, divinely bounded, and ultimately in the 

service of purposes that he neither determines nor understands. Luther’s image is equally vivid: Satan is 

“God’s devil”, the adversary who does not know that even his most calculated rebellion is being redirected 

by the sovereign God toward ends that serve the divine glory. 
 

The lesson concludes with the cross as the supreme demonstration of this governing principle. At Calvary, 

Satan’s apparent victory, the crucifixion of the Son of God, the elimination of the one who stood between 

Satan and the human race, was in fact his most catastrophic and irreversible defeat. The God who 

permitted the adversary’s greatest assault on His redemptive purposes used that assault as the very 

instrument of those purposes’ most decisive fulfillment. The leash was never more evident, and the God 

who held it never more clearly sovereign, than in the moment when the adversary tightened it to its limit 

and found that the limit was precisely what was needed to accomplish everything the adversary most 

feared. 

 



Faithful to the Word  |  Systematic Theology: Angelology  |  Lesson 11  |  © 2026 

Dr. Joshua Nichols faithfultotheword.com Page 3 

I.     Satan Is Not Omniscient: The Limits of His Knowledge 
 

God Alone Searches the Heart, Satan Cannot Read Your Thoughts 

One of the most practically significant truths about Satan’s limits is one of the least frequently stated in 

popular Christian teaching: Satan cannot read your mind. The omniscience that belongs to God alone, the 

perfect, complete, simultaneous knowledge of all things, including the thoughts and motivations of every 

human heart, is not possessed by Satan or by any demonic being. Scripture consistently reserves the 

searching of the human heart for God Himself: “I, the Lord, search the heart, I test the mind, even to give 

to each man according to his ways, according to the results of his deeds” (Jeremiah 17:10, NASB 1995). 

The same exclusive divine claim appears in 1 Kings 8:39, where Solomon prays that God would hear from 

heaven and forgive, “for You alone know the hearts of all the sons of men.” The “alone” of Solomon’s 

prayer is theologically decisive: it is a claim of exclusivity, not merely of superlative knowledge. God alone 

knows hearts. Satan does not. 
 

What Satan possesses instead is something impressive but radically different from omniscience: an 

extraordinarily acute ability to observe human behavior, to read outward expressions and patterns, to 

learn from long millennia of experience with the characteristic weaknesses of the human race, and to 

make highly accurate inferences about the likely interior states of the people he observes. Satan has been 

observing fallen human beings for the entirety of human history. He has watched the patterns of 

temptation, capitulation, rationalization, and relapse across every culture and every generation. He is, in 

the words of the seventeenth-century theologian Thomas Brooks, “more subtle than all the beasts of the 

field.” But his subtlety is the subtlety of a creature, vast in its accumulated experience, but not omniscient, 

not able to penetrate to the intentions of the heart that only the Spirit of God can know (cf. 1 Corinthians 

2:11). 
 

The practical pastoral implication of Satan’s non-omniscience is significant and insufficiently appreciated. 

The Christian who imagines that Satan knows every thought, every private prayer, every interior struggle, 

every secret devotion, will tend either toward a paralyzed self-consciousness in spiritual life or toward an 

outsized sense of the adversary’s surveillance and interest in his particular interior state. The truth is that 

Satan cannot read the prayers of the heart offered to the God who hears them; he cannot penetrate the 

communion of the believer’s spirit with the Holy Spirit who intercedes within (Romans 8:26–27); and he 

does not have access to the secret counsel of the sovereign God whose purposes govern his own activity. 

The believer whose prayer life is conducted in the awareness that only God hears the heart’s cries prays 

with a freedom and an intimacy that the fear of satanic omniscience would prevent. 

 

II.    Satan Is Not Omnipresent: The Limits of His Reach 
 

A Finite Being Who Can Only Be in One Place at a Time 

The second limitation of Satan’s power follows directly from his creaturely status: he is not omnipresent. 

God alone fills all things, is present everywhere simultaneously, and sustains the entire created order by 
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His immediate, continuous presence. Satan is a creature, a spiritual creature of great power and capacity, 

but a creature nonetheless, and creatures are by definition finite, bounded, and localized. Satan can be in 

only one place at one time. 
 

The evidence for Satan’s non-omnipresence is found in the description of his activity in Job 1:7, where the 

Lord asks the adversary: “From where do you come?” And Satan answered the Lord and said: “From 

roaming about on the earth and walking around on it” (NASB 1995). The adversary travels; he roams; he 

walks around. These are not the descriptions of an omnipresent being whose presence pervades the 

entirety of the created order simultaneously; they are the descriptions of a finite being who moves 

through the created order, encountering it sequentially and spatially rather than encompassing it 

comprehensively. The same truth is implied by 1 Peter 5:8, which describes the adversary as “prowling 

around like a roaring lion.” A prowling lion is a moving, localized, spatially bounded predator, not an 

omnipresent one. 
 

The implication of Satan’s non-omnipresence for most believers is both humbling and liberating. It is 

humbling because it means that most believers, most of the time, are not personally and directly targeted 

by Satan himself. The individual Christian in an ordinary week of ordinary spiritual struggle is almost 

certainly not personally attended to by the adversary, who is a finite being operating in a world of billions 

of human beings and with an enormous but still finite demonic army to extend his influence. The 

adversary’s personal attention is directed toward the most strategically significant targets, the key 

leaders, the most influential voices, the pivotal moments in the advance of the gospel. Ordinary believers 

face demonic opposition, but the opposition they face is most likely the work of Satan’s demonic servants 

rather than of Satan himself. This is liberating because it means that the believer who imagines himself to 

be the direct and persistent personal target of the adversary’s attention has almost certainly inflated both 

his own strategic significance and the adversary’s surveillance capacity. 

 

III.   Satan Is Not Omnipotent: The Limits of His Power 
 

Real, Significant, and Bounded by the Permission of the Sovereign God 

A.  The Fundamental Constraint: Divine Permission 

The third and most comprehensive limitation of Satan’s power is his non-omnipotence: his power, 

however real and significant, is bounded at every point by the sovereign permission of the God who 

governs all things. Satan can do nothing without God’s permission. He cannot cross the limits that God 

sets. He cannot harm the people God has determined to protect beyond what God’s purposes require. 

And he cannot accomplish anything that God has not permitted him to accomplish within the larger 

framework of the divine redemptive purposes. This is not a merely theoretical claim; it is the explicit 

teaching of the paradigmatic text on the limits of satanic power: the book of Job. 
 

In Job 1:12, after the adversary has challenged Job’s righteousness and proposed a test of it, God 

responds: “Behold, all that he has is in your power, only do not put forth your hand on him.” The first half 
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of the divine permission is an explicit grant: the adversary is given power over Job’s possessions and 

family. The second half is an equally explicit limit: the adversary cannot touch Job’s person. In Job 2:6, 

after Job has survived the first test and the adversary presses for a second, God responds: “Behold, he is 

in your power, only spare his life.” Again: permission with a boundary, authority with a limit. The adversary 

has real power in these passages; he exercises it with devastating effect on Job’s possessions, family, and 

health; and at every point he exercises it within limits that God’s hand has set and that God’s permission 

has defined. The adversary is real; his power is real; his leash is also real, and it is held by the sovereign 

hand of the God who permitted the test. 
 

B.  The Limits in Practice 

The doctrine that Satan operates only within divine permission has sometimes been misapplied in either 

of two directions. On one side, it has been used to suggest that God is somehow responsible for or 

complicit in the evil the adversary perpetrates within the permitted limits, a conclusion that contradicts 

James 1:13 and the entire biblical testimony to the divine goodness. On the other side, it has been used 

to minimize the genuine suffering and genuine danger that the adversary’s permitted activity produces, 

as if the permission makes the evil less real or the victim’s experience less valid. Both misapplications miss 

the point. The doctrine of divine permission does not make God the author of evil; it makes evil the tool 

of a sovereignty so comprehensive that even the adversary’s malice serves the divine purposes. And it 

does not minimize genuine suffering; it provides the theological context within which genuine suffering 

can be received without despair, the assurance that the suffering has boundaries set by a God who sees 

it, governs it, and is working within it for the ultimate good of those who love Him (Romans 8:28). 
 

“Behold, he is in your power,  only spare his life.”  Job 2:6, NASB 1995   

 

IV.    The Book of Job as the Paradigm: The Leash in Detail 
 

The Most Sustained Biblical Illustration of Satan’s Constrained Power 

A.  The Heavenly Scene and Its Theological Implications 

The prologue to Job (chapters 1–2) is the most theologically precise and pastorally significant passage in 

the entire Bible for the doctrine of the limits of satanic power. Its importance cannot be overstated: it 

provides the reader with a perspective on the relationship between Satan’s activity and divine sovereignty 

that Job himself never had, and that most suffering believers do not have, during the experience of 

suffering. This perspective is itself a pastoral gift: the reader who has absorbed the Job prologue knows 

something that equips him to interpret his own spiritual suffering with a theological seriousness that Job’s 

three friends, for all their theological language, conspicuously lacked. 
 

The structure of the Job prologue reveals several theologically crucial facts about the adversary’s 

constrained power. First, the adversary must present himself before the divine throne. He does not 

operate independently of divine governance; he operates as a creature within a divinely governed realm, 

required to account for his activities before the God whose authority he cannot escape. Second, the 
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adversary’s challenge to Job’s faith is a challenge, not a certainty. He suspects that Job’s faith is 

transactional; God knows that it is not; and the test is designed to vindicate God’s assessment of Job. The 

adversary enters the test convinced he will win; he exits it having served, without knowing it, the purpose 

of vindicating the genuineness of the faith he sought to destroy. 
 

Third, and most importantly, the adversary’s power in the test is precisely calibrated and double-bounded. 

He has power only within the limits God sets; and within those limits, the power he exercises is redirected 

by divine providence toward purposes that ultimately serve Job’s good, God’s glory, and the vindication 

of genuine faith. The suffering Job endures is real, agonizing, and humanly inexplicable. But it is not 

random, not unconstrained, and not ultimately directed toward Job’s destruction. The adversary intends 

it for Job’s spiritual collapse; God intends it for Job’s spiritual deepening and the demonstration of his 

faith. The same event has two wills behind it, the malicious will of the adversary, operating within divine 

permission, and the redemptive will of God, governing the adversary’s malice. James draws exactly this 

theological conclusion in his epistle: “You have heard of the endurance of Job and have seen the outcome 

of the Lord’s dealings, that the Lord is full of compassion and is merciful” (James 5:11, NASB 1995). 
 

B.  What Job Did Not Know 

The pastoral power of the Job prologue is located precisely in the gap between what the reader knows 

and what Job knew. The reader knows that the suffering has divine permission, divine limits, and divine 

purposes. Job did not know any of this. He experienced the suffering as naked, overwhelming, apparently 

inexplicable loss, and the theological virtue the narrative celebrates in him is the faith that held to God in 

the absence of the explanatory framework the reader has been given. This is not merely an interesting 

narrative feature; it is the theological point. The believer who suffers spiritual attack, demonic oppression, 

or the devastating effects of satanic activity in the world does not typically have access to the heavenly 

perspective the reader of Job is given. He experiences the suffering from within, without the theodicean 

framework the narrator’s perspective provides. And the faith that pleases God in those circumstances is 

precisely the faith that trusts the sovereign God even without that framework, the faith that says, with 

Job: “Though He slay me, I will hope in Him” (Job 13:15, NASB 1995). 

 

V.     Luther’s Image: Satan Is “God’s Devil” 
 

Even the Adversary’s Rebellion Unwittingly Serves the Sovereign Purposes of God 

Martin Luther’s characterization of Satan as “God’s devil” (Teufels Gott or, more precisely in Luther’s own 

usage, “Gottes Teufel”) is one of the most theologically precise and pastorally useful images in the entire 

history of Reformed and Lutheran theology. The image captures in two words what requires paragraphs 

to state in discursive theological prose: the adversary, for all his malice and intelligence and power, is 

God’s adversary, not merely in the sense that God is his opponent, but in the sense that God is his owner, 

his governor, and the One whose purposes his every activity ultimately serves, whether he knows it or 

not. 
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Luther developed this image in the context of his pastoral theology of suffering, particularly in his lectures 

on Genesis and in his response to the problem of why God permits satanic activity in the lives of His 

people. His answer, in its essence, is that the adversary is a tool in the hand of the sovereign God, a tool 

that hates the hand that wields it, that strains against the constraints of its wielding, that would do infinite 

damage if it could free itself from those constraints, but a tool nonetheless, incapable of acting beyond 

what the wielding hand permits and unable to prevent the ultimate good that the wielding hand intends. 

“God uses the devil,” Luther wrote, “to accomplish what the devil most wants to prevent.” The adversary 

who thought he was destroying Job was demonstrating Job’s faith; the adversary who thought he was 

eliminating the Son of God was accomplishing the atonement. 
 

The image is not without its theological dangers, and it must be held with care. It does not mean that God 

approves of the adversary’s malice, or that the adversary’s evil is somehow good, or that the suffering the 

adversary produces is anything other than what it is: real, painful, and the product of genuine malice. 

What it means is that the God of infinite wisdom and sovereign power is not frustrated by the adversary’s 

activity; He is not caught off guard by it; He does not scramble to respond to it. He governs it, not by 

approving it but by determining its limits, directing its outcomes, and ensuring that even the most 

destructive satanic activity serves, in the inscrutable wisdom of divine providence, the purposes of the 

God who is working all things together for the good of those who love Him (Romans 8:28). The adversary 

is God’s devil: real, dangerous, and comprehensively governed. 
 

“God uses the devil to accomplish  what the devil most wants to prevent.”  Martin Luther   

 

VI.    The Sifting of Peter: Providence and Prayer in the Face of Satanic 
Attack 
 

The Same God Who Permitted the Attack Prayed Against the Attack’s Ultimate Purpose 

Luke 22:31–32 contains one of the most remarkable and theologically rich passages in all the Gospels on 

the subject of satanic power and divine sovereignty: “Simon, Simon, behold, Satan has demanded 

permission to sift you like wheat; but I have prayed for you, that your faith may not fail; and you, when 

once you have turned again, strengthen your brothers” (NASB 1995). Several features of these two verses 

demand sustained theological attention, because together they constitute one of the clearest New 

Testament illustrations of the relationship between satanic activity, divine permission, divine intercession, 

and providential purpose. 
 

First, the adversary “demanded permission”, the Greek verb is exaitēomai, to demand by request, used 

here in the aorist indicative of middle voice, suggesting an emphatic, formal request. The adversary did 

not simply begin sifting Peter; he requested and received divine permission to do so. This is the Job 

prologue structure repeated in the New Testament: the adversary presents his challenge, the divine 

permission is granted within limits, and the test proceeds within those limits. Second, the permission was 

granted: Jesus does not say “I refused the permission” but “I have prayed for you.” The sifting will happen; 

what will not happen is what the adversary most intends, the final failure of Peter’s faith. 
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Third, and most profound: the intercessory prayer of the Son, “I have prayed for you, that your faith may 

not fail”, is not a prayer against the sifting but a prayer within the sifting. Jesus does not pray that Peter 

will be spared the experience of the adversary’s attack; He prays that the attack’s ultimate purpose, the 

destruction of Peter’s faith, will be thwarted. The sifting will happen, and it will be terrible: the three 

denials, the crowing of the rooster, the bitter weeping (Luke 22:54–62). But within and through the sifting, 

the faith prayed over by the eternal Son will survive. And the restoration of that faith, “when once you 

have turned again”, will become the basis for a strengthened ministry to others who have fallen: 

“strengthen your brothers.” The adversary’s attack on Peter’s faith becomes, within the providential 

purposes of God, the preparation for Peter’s pastoral ministry to fallen believers. God’s devil, indeed. 
 

The Christological dimension of this passage is equally significant for the church’s doctrine of spiritual 

warfare. Jesus’ intercessory prayer for Peter in Luke 22:32 anticipates and grounds the great High Priestly 

intercession of Hebrews 7:25: “Hence, also, He is able to save forever those who draw near to God through 

Him, since He always lives to make intercession for them” (NASB 1995). The same Christ who prayed for 

Peter that his faith would not fail is praying “always” for every believer who draws near to God through 

Him. The adversary may demand permission to sift; the Christ who always lives to intercede has already 

answered that demand with a prayer that no sifting can undo. 

 

VII.   The Cross: The Supreme Demonstration of the Leash 
 

Satan’s Apparent Greatest Victory Was His Most Catastrophic Defeat 

If the book of Job is the Old Testament paradigm for the doctrine of satanic power under divine constraint, 

the cross of Jesus Christ is its New Testament supreme demonstration, the event in which the leash was 

stretched to its furthest limit and revealed, in that moment, to be the very instrument through which the 

most profound and irreversible of all the adversary’s defeats was accomplished. Colossians 2:15 states 

this with extraordinary theological precision: “When He had disarmed the rulers and authorities, He made 

a public display of them, having triumphed over them through Him” (NASB 1995). The triumphal 

procession Paul’s image evokes is the Roman military triumph, in which the conquered enemy is paraded 

publicly, stripped of all armor and weapons, before the victorious general. Satan entered the cross as the 

apparent aggressor; he emerged from it publicly displayed, disarmed, and defeated. 
 

Hebrews 2:14–15 provides the complementary testimony: “Therefore, since the children share in flesh 

and blood, He Himself likewise also partook of the same, that through death He might render powerless 

him who had the power of death, that is, the devil, and might free those who through fear of death were 

subject to lifelong slavery” (NASB 1995). The means by which the adversary is rendered powerless is 

precisely the means through which he appeared to exercise his most decisive power: death. The death he 

produced in the Son of God became the instrument by which his own power of death was destroyed. He 

who had been “a murderer from the beginning” (John 8:44) encountered the One who is “the resurrection 

and the life” (John 11:25), and the murderer’s most powerful weapon, death, became the instrument of 

the murderer’s defeat. 
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The profound theological irony of the cross is not an accident; it is the expression of a divine wisdom that 

is precisely as comprehensive as the sovereignty that governs the adversary’s every move. Paul calls it 

“the wisdom of God in a mystery” (1 Corinthians 2:7, NASB 1995): “the wisdom which none of the rulers 

of this age has understood; for if they had understood it, they would not have crucified the Lord of glory” 

(2:8, NASB 1995). The adversary who orchestrated the crucifixion of the Lord of glory did not understand 

that the crucifixion was the very event by which his own power would be broken, because the wisdom 

that designed the cross is a wisdom infinitely beyond the adversary’s comprehension. He thought he was 

winning; he was, with every step toward Calvary, walking more deeply into his own defeat. The leash held. 

It always holds. And the hand that holds it is the hand that designed the cross before the foundation of 

the world. 

 

VIII.  The Pastoral Comfort: Standing in the Sovereignty of God 
 

What the Doctrine of Satan’s Limited Power Produces in the Life of the Church 

The doctrine of the limits of Satan’s power is not merely a theological correction to the error of practical 

dualism; it is a pastoral resource of the highest order. It provides the specific kind of assurance that 

enables sober, alert, confident resistance in the face of genuine spiritual danger, the assurance not that 

the danger is unreal, not that the adversary is harmless, but that the danger is bounded, the adversary is 

constrained, and the God who permits the attack is the God who has already determined its limits, prayed 

over its victims, and accomplished through one supreme instance of it the defeat that makes every 

subsequent instance ultimately futile. 
 

Four specific texts of pastoral comfort draw the practical conclusions from the doctrine this lesson has 

established. First, 1 John 4:4: “You are from God, little children, and have overcome them; because greater 

is He who is in you than he who is in the world” (NASB 1995). The comparison is not between the believer’s 

spiritual strength and the adversary’s power; it is between the One who indwells the believer and the one 

who rules the fallen world. The believer’s confidence is not self-confidence but Spirit-confidence, the 

assurance that the God who is greater than the adversary is present within the believer in the person of 

the Holy Spirit who is the guarantee of the inheritance (Ephesians 1:14). 
 

Second, James 4:7–8: “Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you. Draw near to 

God and He will draw near to you” (NASB 1995). The sequence is as theologically precise as it is practically 

instructive: submission to God first, resistance to the devil second. The resistance does not produce the 

submission; the submission enables the resistance. The believer who attempts to resist the adversary 

without submitting to the God who holds the leash is attempting to resist the leash’s pull without the 

leash’s holder. The assurance that the devil “will flee” is grounded not in the power of the resistance but 

in the power of the God to whom the believer is submitted. 
 

Third, Romans 16:20: “The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet” (NASB 1995). The promise 

draws on Genesis 3:15, the protoevangelium in which God declared the outcome of the satanic rebellion 
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from its beginning: the seed of the woman will bruise the serpent’s head. The crushing of Satan under the 

feet of the church is not an event yet to be achieved; it is the inevitable outworking of the defeat already 

accomplished at the cross, which will be finally and completely consummated at the last judgment. 

“Soon”, the Greek is en tachei, in quickness, with dispatch, carries the eschatological urgency of the New 

Testament’s awareness that the time is short and the consummation is certain. The God who holds the 

leash will cut it, and the adversary’s end is appointed. 
 

Fourth, Colossians 2:10: “in Him you have been made complete, and He is the head over all rule and 

authority” (NASB 1995). The completeness of the believer in Christ and the headship of Christ over every 

power are not two separate doctrines; they are two aspects of the same reality. The believer is complete 

in the One who is head over the adversary. The One who holds the leash is the One in whom the believer 

lives and moves and has his being. The adversary who attacks the believer attacks the one who is hidden 

in Christ, and the Christ in whom the believer is hidden is the One before whom the adversary will bow at 

the appointed time (Philippians 2:10). Stand there. That is the pastoral comfort of the doctrine of the 

limited adversary: stand there, in the One who holds the leash, and the leash will hold. 

 

“Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from you. Draw near to God and He 

will draw near to you.” 

James 4:7–8, NASB 1995 
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Theological Terms and Definitions 
 
 

Term Definition 

Omniscience The divine attribute of all-knowing: perfect, complete, and simultaneous 

knowledge of all things past, present, future, actual, and possible, including the 

thoughts and motivations of every human heart. Omniscience belongs to God 

alone (Jeremiah 17:10; 1 Kings 8:39; Psalm 139:1–4). Satan possesses extensive 

observational capacity and millennia of accumulated experience with human 

behavior, but he is not omniscient: he cannot read thoughts, cannot know the 

divine purposes, and cannot penetrate the communion between the believer’s 

spirit and the Holy Spirit. The practical implication: the believer’s interior life of 

prayer and communion with God is not accessible to the adversary. 

Omnipresence The divine attribute of being present everywhere simultaneously: God fills all 

things, is present in every location, and sustains the entire created order by His 

immediate continuous presence (Psalm 139:7–10; Jeremiah 23:24). 

Omnipresence belongs to God alone. Satan is a finite, localized creature who 

can only be in one place at one time and who must travel through the created 

order rather than encompassing it. The practical implication: most believers, 

most of the time, are not personally and directly targeted by Satan himself but 

rather face the activity of his demonic servants. 

Omnipotence The divine attribute of unlimited power: God can do all things consistent with 

His nature and purposes, and nothing is impossible for Him (Matthew 19:26; 

Job 42:2). Omnipotence belongs to God alone. Satan’s power is real and 

significant, he can produce devastating effects within divinely permitted limits, 

but it is bounded at every point by the divine permission and governance. He 

cannot exceed what God allows; he cannot harm those God has determined to 

protect; and he cannot prevent anything God has purposed to accomplish. 

Divine 
Permission 

The theological concept describing how God governs the activity of evil agents, 

Satan, fallen angels, and wicked human beings, within His sovereign providence. 

God does not cause evil or approve of it (James 1:13), but He permits specific 

evil acts within specific limits for purposes that serve His redemptive and 

doxological ends. The book of Job is the paradigmatic biblical illustration of 

divine permission: the adversary receives explicit divine permission to test Job 

within explicitly defined limits, and the suffering he produces serves the divine 

purposes of vindicating Job’s faith and magnifying God’s glory. 

Exaiteōmai Greek: to demand by formal request (Luke 22:31). The verb used to describe 

Satan’s request to sift Peter: “Satan has demanded permission to sift you like 

wheat.” The word carries the force of an emphatic, formal demand rather than 

a casual inquiry. Its use in Luke 22:31 establishes the same Job-prologue 
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Term Definition 

structure in the New Testament: the adversary requests, the permission is 

granted within limits, and the test proceeds under divine governance. The 

formal character of the demand implies the structured, legal nature of the 

relationship between the adversary and the sovereign God: even the adversary 

must operate through the framework of divine permission. 

Sifting The agricultural metaphor used in Luke 22:31 for the adversary’s intended 

assault on Peter: “Satan has demanded permission to sift you like wheat.” In 

agricultural sifting, grain is violently agitated to separate the valuable wheat 

from the worthless chaff. The adversary’s intention in sifting Peter was to 

demonstrate that Peter was chaff, that his apparent faith would not survive 

intense pressure. The divine purpose in permitting the sifting was to confirm 

that Peter was wheat, and the three denials, followed by the restoration and 

the strengthening of the brothers, are the narrative demonstration that the 

faith prayed over by the Son survived the adversary’s most severe assault. 

Proleptic Defeat The accomplished, present, objective defeat of Satan at the cross of Christ that 

anticipates and guarantees his final eschatological judgment. The defeat is 

proleptic in the sense that it was accomplished decisively (“he disarmed the 

rulers and authorities”, Colossians 2:15) before its final consummation 

(Revelation 20:10). Satan’s present activity takes place within the space 

between his proleptic defeat and his final judgment, the space he knows is 

short (Revelation 12:12), in which his fury is great precisely because his defeat 

is certain. The pastoral implication: the believer resists a defeated enemy, not 

an undefeated rival. 

Theodicy The philosophical and theological discipline that attempts to justify the 

goodness of God in the face of the reality of evil and suffering. The doctrine of 

Satan’s limited power under divine sovereignty is not a full theodicy, it does not 

resolve the problem of evil to the satisfaction of philosophical inquiry, but it 

provides the theological framework within which the Christian can receive 

suffering as bounded, purposeful, and governable by the God who permits it. 

The book of Job is the Bible’s own engagement with theodicy: it does not 

answer the abstract question of why evil exists, but it demonstrates that the 

God who permits evil is the God who governs it, limits it, and brings good out of 

it. 

High Priestly 
Intercession 

The ongoing intercessory ministry of Jesus Christ at the right hand of the Father 

on behalf of His people (Hebrews 7:25; Romans 8:34). The High Priestly 

intercession is the New Testament extension of Jesus’ specific prayer for Peter 

in Luke 22:32: “I have prayed for you, that your faith may not fail.” What Christ 

prayed for Peter specifically, He prays for every believer continuously: that the 
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Term Definition 

faith the Spirit has produced will survive every satanic assault, every period of 

sifting, every moment of pressure and failure. The adversary may demand 

permission to sift; the High Priest always lives to intercede for those who draw 

near to God through Him. 

1 John 4:4 
Principle 

The apostolic assurance that “greater is He who is in you than he who is in the 

world.” The principle establishes the basis of the believer’s confidence in 

spiritual conflict: not the believer’s own spiritual strength, experience, or 

maturity, but the presence within the believer of the Holy Spirit, who is greater 

than the adversary who rules the fallen world system. The comparison is 

asymmetric: the adversary rules the world from outside the believer; the Holy 

Spirit indwells the believer from within. The 1 John 4:4 principle is the 

experiential and spiritual expression of the same comprehensive Christological 

supremacy that Ephesians 1:21 declares at the cosmic level: Christ is “far 

above” every rule and authority and power. 
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Practical Application 
 
 

A.  For the Mind: What Must We Believe? 

We must believe, with theological precision and without qualification in either direction, that Satan is 

simultaneously real and limited: real in his malice, his intelligence, his power, and his comprehensive 

opposition to God and His people; limited in every dimension by the non-negotiable creaturely status that 

prevents him from being omniscient, omnipresent, or omnipotent. These two truths are not in tension; 

they are complementary aspects of the same biblical portrait. The adversary who is real but unlimited is 

the adversary of practical dualism, the adversary who produces fear and paralysis. The adversary who is 

limited but not real is the adversary of practical naturalism, the adversary who produces complacency. 

The adversary who is both real and limited is the adversary of biblical realism, the adversary who produces 

the specific combination of sober vigilance and settled confidence that the New Testament commands. 
 

We must also believe that divine permission and divine sovereignty over satanic activity are not 

theological abstractions but pastoral realities that bear directly on the interpretation of personal suffering, 

ministry opposition, and the experience of spiritual attack. The God who held the leash in Job’s 

experience, who prayed for Peter through the sifting, who designed the cross as the instrument of the 

adversary’s defeat, this God is the same God who is governing the specific, named, particular 

circumstances of every believer’s life, including every circumstance in which satanic activity is a factor. 

The leash is real. The hand that holds it is the hand of a loving, sovereign, purposeful Father. Stand on 

that. 
 

B.  For the Heart: What Must We Feel and Desire? 

Let the doctrine of the leash press itself upon any specific experience of satanic attack, spiritual suffering, 

or ministry opposition that you are currently carrying. The adversary has real power; what he is doing to 

you or to those you love or to the ministry you serve is genuinely damaging, genuinely painful, genuinely 

the product of real malice. Acknowledge that. Do not minimize it. But then receive the complementary 

truth: the malice is bounded, the damage is limited, and the God who permitted the attack has already 

prayed over the outcome, already determined the limit, already designed the specific form of good that 

will emerge from the specific evil that is being permitted. You are not seeing what the reader of Job sees; 

you are in Job’s position, not the narrator’s. But the narrator’s perspective is the true one, and faith is 

precisely the capacity to live from the narrator’s truth even when you can only see Job’s experience. 
 

Desire the specific quality of confident submission that James 4:7–8 describes: submission to God first, 

resistance to the devil second, and the expectation that, in that order, in that sequence, with that 

foundation, the devil will flee. Not because your resistance is powerful but because the God to whom you 

are submitted is powerful, and the adversary who demands permission to sift knows who holds the leash. 
 

C.  For the Hands: What Must We Do? 
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• Read Job 1–2 again in light of this lesson, this time focusing specifically on the limits and not 

merely the suffering. Make a list of every specific limit the text reveals: the adversary must 

present himself before God; he must receive permission; the permission is bounded with 

specific prohibitions; the prohibitions are maintained even as the test intensifies; and the 

narrative outcome confirms that the adversary’s ultimate purpose, the destruction of Job’s faith, 

was thwarted. Then compare James 5:11’s summary of the Job narrative with the narrative 

itself. How does James’ conclusion (“The Lord is full of compassion and is merciful”) illuminate 

what the reader of Job 1–2 already sees that Job himself could not see? 

• Memorize and pray Luke 22:31–32 for specific people in your congregation who are under 

intense spiritual attack. Jesus’ intercessory prayer for Peter, “I have prayed for you, that your 

faith may not fail”, is the model for the pastor’s intercession for the members under his care. 

Pray it with the same specificity and the same confidence: not a prayer against the sifting (which 

God has permitted) but a prayer within the sifting, for the preservation of the faith that the 

Spirit has produced and the Son intercedes to sustain. And pray it with the expectation of the 

restoration and strengthening that always follows genuine sifting survived: “when once you 

have turned again, strengthen your brothers.” The adversary’s attack, when survived, becomes 

the preparation for ministry. 

• Evaluate your prayer vocabulary for the spiritual conflict. Does your language about the 

adversary’s activity in your life or congregation reflect the biblical balance of real danger and 

divine sovereignty? Do you pray with the confidence of those who know the leash is real, or with 

the anxiety of those who are not sure the leash will hold? Does your intercession for suffering 

believers include the theological framework of divine permission and divine purpose that Job’s 

narrative provides, or do you pray as though the suffering is simply an obstacle to the divine 

purposes rather than a divinely permitted instrument of them? Bring your prayer vocabulary 

into alignment with the doctrine this lesson has established. 

• Preach or teach a sermon on Romans 8:28–39 as the New Testament’s comprehensive 

statement of the doctrine of this lesson. The great passage moves from the assurance that all 

things work together for good (v. 28) through the logic of election and calling and justification 

and glorification (vv. 29–30) to the rhetorical questions that build to the climax: “Who will 

separate us from the love of Christ? Will tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or 

nakedness, or peril, or sword?” (v. 35), and the answer: “In all these things we overwhelmingly 

conquer through Him who loved us” (v. 37). The adversary who produces tribulation and 

distress and persecution is present in the background of this passage; the God who governs the 

adversary is present in every verse. Preach the passage as the theological summary of the 

lesson’s doctrine. 

• Read C.S. Lewis’s The Screwtape Letters with deliberate theological attention, noting how 

Lewis consistently models the adversary’s non-omniscience in the letters. Screwtape 

consistently advises Wormwood to observe the patient’s behavior, to infer his interior states 

from external evidence, and to exploit the patterns he observes, but never to penetrate directly 

to his thoughts or to know definitively what God is doing in his life. Lewis’s demonology is not a 

systematic theology, but his imaginative instinct about the adversary’s limits is remarkably 
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consistent with the biblical teaching this lesson has expounded. Reading Screwtape in light of 

this lesson will deepen both the theological content and the pastoral imagination of the 

doctrine. 
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Study and Discussion Questions 
 
 

Opening Question 

• Before engaging the discussion questions, identify which of the three incommunicable divine 

attributes that Satan lacks, omniscience, omnipresence, or omnipotence, has been most 

practically significant for your own experience of spiritual conflict. In what specific way has the 

implicit (incorrect) assumption that Satan possesses one of these attributes shaped your 

experience of fear, anxiety, or discouragement in spiritual life? And what changes when you 

receive the correct doctrine? 

Observation Questions (What Do the Texts Say?) 

• Read Job 1:6–12 and 2:1–7 as a unit. Identify every instance of divine speech in these passages 

and every specific limit God places on the adversary’s activity. What is the structure of each 

exchange between God and the adversary (challenge, permission, limit)? Compare the limits set 

in 1:12 with the limits set in 2:6, how are they similar and how do they differ? And how does 

James 5:11’s summary (“You have seen the outcome of the Lord’s dealings”) relate to the 

narrative of the prologue? 

• Read Luke 22:31–32 carefully in context (vv. 24–34). What is the immediate setting of Jesus’ 

words about the sifting? What does the verb exaiteōmai (translated “demanded permission”) 

reveal about the relationship between the adversary and the sovereign God in this passage? 

What is the difference between what Jesus prays (“that your faith may not fail”) and what Jesus 

does not pray (against the sifting itself)? And what is the purpose Jesus assigns to the sifting’s 

aftermath: “when once you have turned again”? 

• Read Colossians 2:13–15 carefully. What is the specific mechanism by which the adversary is 

defeated at the cross, according to Paul’s description in verse 15? What does the image of the 

triumphal procession communicate about the nature and finality of the defeat? How does the 

passive voice in “having disarmed” indicate who does the disarming? And how does the defeat 

described here relate to the proleptic nature of the present spiritual conflict, the fact that the 

believer resists a defeated enemy? 

• Read 1 John 4:1–6. In what context does John make the assurance of verse 4 (“greater is He who 

is in you”)? Who is “he who is in the world” in verse 4? What is the specific comparison John is 

making, between the believer’s strength and the adversary’s strength, or between the Holy 

Spirit and the adversary? And how does the context of false spirits and false teaching (vv. 1–3) 

shape the application of the assurance in verse 4? 

• Read James 4:1–10. What is the immediate context of James’ instruction in verse 7 (“Resist the 

devil and he will flee from you”)? Why does James place “submit therefore to God” before 

“resist the devil”, what is the logical relationship between submission to God and resistance to 

the devil? What does the promise that the devil “will flee” assume about the nature of the 

resistance and the authority behind it? 
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Interpretation Questions (What Does It Mean?) 

• The lesson argues that Satan’s non-omniscience has a significant practical implication for the 

believer’s prayer life: the interior life of prayer and communion with God is not accessible to the 

adversary. How does this truth change the believer’s experience of private prayer? And how 

does it relate to the New Testament’s emphasis on the Holy Spirit’s intercession within the 

believer (Romans 8:26–27), a communion that the adversary cannot penetrate? 

• The lesson suggests that the adversary’s non-omnipresence has a humbling implication for most 

believers: they are not personally and directly targeted by Satan himself but rather face the 

activity of his demonic servants. Do you agree with this assessment? Is this distinction, between 

Satan himself and the demonic realm he commands, pastorally important? Does it change the 

nature of the spiritual conflict, or only its source? And what specific pastoral conclusions follow 

from the recognition that most ordinary spiritual opposition is demonic rather than satanic in 

the direct, personal sense? 

• The lesson identifies Luther’s image of Satan as “God’s devil” as theologically precise and 

pastorally useful while acknowledging its dangers. What are the specific theological dangers of 

this image? How do you guard against them while retaining the genuine theological insight the 

image captures? And what is the difference between saying that God “uses” the adversary’s 

malice for redemptive purposes and saying that God “approves” it? 

• The lesson draws attention to the gap in the Job narrative between what the reader knows (the 

heavenly perspective of Job 1–2) and what Job knew (the earthly experience of suffering 

without explanation). What is the theological virtue this gap is designed to produce in the 

reader, and what is the theological virtue the narrative celebrates in Job? How does the reader’s 

knowledge of the heavenly perspective function as a pastoral resource for the suffering believer 

who does not have access to it in the experience of suffering? 

• The lesson argues that the cross is the supreme demonstration of the doctrine of this lesson. In 

what sense is the crucifixion of the Son of God the clearest possible illustration of the adversary 

operating under divine constraint toward a purpose he did not understand? And how does 

Paul’s statement that the rulers of this age would not have crucified the Lord of glory if they had 

understood the wisdom of God (1 Corinthians 2:8) illuminate the relationship between divine 

sovereignty and satanic ignorance at the cross? 

Application Questions (What Does It Demand of Us?) 

• The lesson describes two pastoral errors that the doctrine of Satan’s limited power corrects: the 

underestimation that produces complacency and the overestimation that produces fear and 

paralysis. Which of these two errors is more prevalent in your specific ministry context? And 

what specific teaching from this lesson would most directly address the error that is most 

prevalent? 

• The lesson suggests that the believer who is under spiritual attack is in Job’s position rather than 

the narrator’s, experiencing the suffering without access to the heavenly perspective the 

narrator provides. In a specific circumstance of spiritual suffering or ministry opposition you are 
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currently experiencing, what would it mean to live from the narrator’s perspective rather than 

Job’s? What specific truths from Job 1–2 and from this lesson would most directly change the 

way you interpret and respond to that specific circumstance? 

• Jesus prayed for Peter not against the sifting but within the sifting, for the preservation of faith 

through it. Is there a specific believer in your pastoral care or your personal relationships who is 

being sifted right now? What would it mean to pray for that person in the way Jesus prayed for 

Peter, not primarily for the removal of the difficulty but for the preservation of faith through it, 

and with the expectation that the sifting survived will become the foundation for a 

strengthened ministry to others? 

• The lesson argues that the sequence in James 4:7–8 is theologically precise: submission to God 

first, resistance to the devil second. Evaluate your own practice of resistance in spiritual conflict. 

Does your resistance begin with submission to God, or does it begin with direct engagement 

with the adversary as the primary response? What specific form of prior submission, confession, 

prayer, alignment with God’s Word, surrender of a specific area of independence or self-

reliance, is most needed before your resistance to the adversary can be grounded in the 

authority that makes him flee? 

• This lesson concludes Unit 4 of the Angelology series. Looking back over Lessons 9, 10, and 11 

together, what is the single most practically significant truth about Satan that this unit has 

established? How has the combination of the doctrine of his fall (Lesson 9), his names and 

methods (Lesson 10), and his limits (Lesson 11) equipped you to engage the subject of the 

demonic realm in Unit 5 with the theological confidence and the pastoral sobriety that the 

subject requires? 
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Prayer Focus 
 
 

Open this lesson’s prayer time with a slow reading of Romans 8:31–39, Paul’s great doxological declaration 

of the comprehensiveness of God’s sovereignty over every adversarial power. Read it not as a familiar text 

to be scanned but as a series of rhetorical questions to be pressed against the specific circumstances of 

your own life and ministry: “If God is for us, who is against us?” Who? The adversary. The demonic realm. 

The world. The flesh. “Who will bring a charge against God’s elect? God is the one who justifies.” Who 

would bring the charge? The accuser, whose day-and-night accusations are answered by the justifying 

word of the God who holds the leash. “Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will tribulation, or 

distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?” Will the sifting? Will the suffering? 

Will the adversary’s most calculated assault? “In all these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him 

who loved us.” Read it slowly. Believe it entirely. 
 

Pray specifically for the members of your congregation who are most deeply in the experience of Job, who 

are being sifted, who are suffering in ways that appear inexplicable from within the experience, who do 

not have access to the heavenly perspective the reader of Job is given. Pray for them in the intercession 

of Luke 22:32: that their faith may not fail. Not a prayer for the removal of the difficulty, but a prayer 

within the difficulty, for the preservation of what the Spirit has produced and the Son intercedes to 

sustain. And pray with the expectation of the restoration that follows survived sifting: that when they 

have turned again, they will strengthen their brothers and sisters with the specific testimony of a faith 

that held under the adversary’s most severe assault. 
 

Give thanks for the cross as the supreme demonstration of the doctrine this lesson has taught. The God 

who holds the leash did not merely govern the adversary’s activity at Calvary; He used the adversary’s 

most malicious assault as the instrument of the most comprehensive redemptive accomplishment in the 

history of creation. The disarming of the rulers and authorities (Colossians 2:15), the destruction of the 

one who had the power of death (Hebrews 2:14), the crushing of the serpent’s head (Genesis 3:15), all of 

this was accomplished through what appeared to be the adversary’s greatest victory. Give thanks for a 

God whose sovereignty is so comprehensive that even the adversary’s triumph becomes the instrument 

of his defeat. And let that thanksgiving ground the confidence with which you receive the promise of 

Romans 16:20: “The God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet.” 
 

Pray through the four pastoral comfort texts of Section VIII with specific application to your congregation’s 

current circumstances. Pray 1 John 4:4 for those who are overwhelmed by the sense that the adversary’s 

power exceeds their own capacity to resist: “Greater is He who is in you than he who is in the world.” Pray 

James 4:7–8 for those who are attempting to resist the adversary without the prior submission to God 

that makes resistance effective: lead them to submission, and then to the resistance that is grounded in 

it. Pray Romans 16:20 for those who are weary of the conflict and need the eschatological certainty of the 

adversary’s impending end: the God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet. And pray Colossians 

2:10 as the Christological foundation of everything else: you are complete in Him who is head over every 

rule and authority. Stand there. 
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Close with a prayer of surrender: the kind of submission to God that James 4:7 places before the command 

to resist the devil. Surrender the specific area of your life or ministry in which you are most tempted to 

operate in independence from the God who holds the leash, most tempted to fight the spiritual battle on 

your own terms, with your own resources, by your own strategy. Name it. Submit it. And then, from that 

submission, resist the adversary with the confidence of those who know that the leash is real, the hand 

that holds it is the Father’s, and the outcome of the conflict is already determined at the cross, already 

pronounced in the Scripture, and soon to be consummated at the last day when the God of peace crushes 

Satan under your feet forever. 

 

“In all these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us. For I am 

convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities… nor any other created 

thing, will be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 

Romans 8:37–39, NASB 1995 

 

Key Texts:  Job 1:6–12; 2:1–7; Jeremiah 17:10; 1 Kings 8:39; Luke 22:31–34; Colossians 
2:13–15; Hebrews 2:14–15; 7:25; 1 John 4:1–6; James 4:1–10; Romans 8:28–39; 16:20; 
James 5:11 

 
 
 

Soli Deo Gloria 

To God Alone Be the Glory 
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