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UNWRATHING TORAH     1 
the Destroyer  

 
 

Question: Some of this non-violent God stuff is relatively new to me, and I’m curious how 

it would relate to stories like the flood, Sodom and Gomorrah or the ten plagues of Egypt? Do 

you explain this in any of your books? 

Response: A very good question and yes, I did ‘go there’ in A More Christlike God (in the 

section titled “Unwrathing God”), but I don’t address the specific instance of Sodom and 

Gomorrah. Let’s begin generally and work our way there. 

If we start with the premise that God is only finally revealed exactly in Jesus (John 1:18, 

Hebrews 1:1-3) as perfect love seen most clearly on the Cross (1 John 4:7-21), then we will filter 

everything else through that gospel truth.  

A Christ-centered premise requires us to reread stories like the destruction of Sodom and 

Gomorrah through Jesus’ eyes. In some cases, we only need to read more carefully and the 

apparent problems dissolve. But in other cases, the stories are so incongruent with what we 

know of God through Christ that we can no longer receive the original version as face-value 

propositions that reveal God’s heart. We need to read the “wrath” of God as a metaphor for 

the destructive consequences of sin rather than direct acts of divine violence. Happily, we see 

both Jesus and Paul model this for us.  

Derek Flood demonstrates Paul’s approach beautifully in his article, “The Way of Peace 

and Grace: How Paul Wrestled with Violent Passages in the Old Testament”:  

 
Paul’s great sin, as he came to see it, had been participation in what he understood 

as religiously justified acts of violence motivated by religious zeal. Paul did not see himself 

as converting from one religion to another. Paul continued to regard himself as a Jew. His 

conversion was a conversion away from the religiously justified violence he had formally 

embraced. It was not a rejection of his faith, it was a recognition that his former embrace 

of violence in God’s name was not in fact an act of faithfulness, but a grave sin. Before his 
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conversion, Paul had read his Bible and concluded that he should commit violence in 

God’s name. After his encounter with Christ on the road to Damascus, Paul completely 

reassessed how to understand Scripture, leading him to a radically different 

understanding (therebelgod.com/Paul-n-OTviolence.pdf). 

 
Paul’s encounter with the Christ did not diminish his zeal for God or his faithfulness to 

Scripture. Rather, meeting the Risen One inverted his understanding of God, violence and how 

to read the Bible. My own experience confirms this: the Light of Christ completely transfigured 

my conception of God, undid my allegiance to redemptive violence and called me to retrieve 

the interpretive methods of the first Christians. 

Further, the Bible itself requires, invites and trains us to be faithful to Scripture by 

faithfully questioning it whenever the nature and acts of God present as unChristlike. I 

recommend Derek Flood’s book, Disarming Scripture, which unpacks the practice of faithful 

questioning and demonstrates how Paul models it in Romans and elsewhere. 

 
The Destroyer 

 
In the case of stories like Sodom and Gomorrah, the ten plagues in Egypt, or the scourge 

of serpents in the wilderness, we need to take into account the fascinating character known as 

the Destroyer. The Jewish and Christian Scriptures reveal a developing understanding of the 

Destroyer and its relationship to God, in successive and overlapping acts: 

1. God is the Destroyer: In their earliest perception, the destruction inflicted by the 

Destroyer (or ‘destroying angel’) is synonymous with the wrath of God himself. The stories 

sometimes name the Destroyer and God interchangeably.  

2. God sends the Destroyer: There’s also a progression in the Jewish text, where the 

Destroyer and God are carefully distinguished, probably to keep God’s hands clean from doing 

violence personally. Bloodshed and death-dealing are considered unholy, as David discovered 

when he asked God’s permission to build the Temple: “You have shed much blood and have 

fought many wars. You are not to build a house for my Name, because you have shed much 

blood on the earth in my sight” (1 Chron. 22:8).  
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A holy God cannot shed blood directly. But how about delegating the task? Thus, the 

Destroyer comes to be seen as God’s hitman, sent from the courts of heaven to punish 

evildoers on God’s behalf.  

3. God defends against the Destroyer: Now even if or when God sends the Destroyer, say 

against the firstborn in Egypt, God also makes provision for defense against the Destroyer: 

 
When the Lord goes through the land to strike down the Egyptians, he will see the 

blood on the top and sides of the doorframe and will pass over that doorway, and he will 

not permit the destroyer to enter your houses and strike you down” (Exod. 12:23). 

 
Well that was weird. In the space of just one verse, we get all three perspectives: God is 

the Destroyer, God will send the Destroyer and God will defend against the Destroyer. No, 

that’s not the original Trinity. It might not even reflect a coherent view. Perhaps we’re seeing 

centuries of progressive illumination in the space of three lines.   

4. God destroys the Destroyer: Still later, in Wisdom of Solomon 18 (a wonderful book in 

all Christian Bibles until the Reformation), we see Aaron as a type of the Servant-Messiah 

coming to overcome the destroyer through nonviolent intercession. That’s a dramatic 

development because it sets God against the Destroyer (also known in that passage as ‘the 

wrath’). The Destroyer, or the wrath, is an enemy—destruction personified—to be defeated. 

Paul’s epistle to the Romans makes this same claim: 

Much more then, having now been justified by His blood, we shall be saved from 

the wrath of God through Him (Rom. 5:9, emphasis in the original).  

  
I’ve stroked through “of God” because it appears in exactly zero Greek manuscripts. At 

least the NASB admits it’s their own gloss with italics. It’s inserted by most translators, 

apparently either unaware that Paul is echoing Wisdom and Judaism’s “Wrath = Destroyer” 

tradition … or that their own theological assumptions are intruding on Paul’s words and intent. 

Jesus does not save us from God—God in Christ saves us from the Wrath.      

5. Jesus and the Destroyer: By John 10:10, God himself (in the flesh) clarifies: “It is the 

thief who steals, kills and destroys. I come to bring life to the fullest.” He’s drawing a hard line of 
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opposition. When you see destruction and death-dealing, that’s the thief. That’s the 

Destroyer—not God and not God’s Servant. When you see human flourishing and life-giving, 

that’s the Lord and Breath of life.  

Note well: In John’s Gospel, Father and Son are one. The Son reveals and serves the 

Father. And the Destroyer is the enemy, not the Servant, of God. Through the Cross, the 

Destroyer is vanquished and driven out.  

To remove any final doubts, we come to the book of Revelation chapter 9. Verse 2 tells us 

that a star had fallen from heaven to earth (traditionally Satan). It opens the pit of the abyss, a 

great smoking furnace, and horrifying demonic locusts emerge from the smoke (vs. 3). And then 

we read in verse 11: 

 
“They had as king over them the angel of the Abyss, whose name in Hebrew 

is Abaddon and in Greek is Apollyon (that is, Destroyer).” 

 
Who is the fallen angelic star, the king of the demonic hoards? Whether you read this 

narrative and its characters literally, prophetically or mythologically, could we agree on this: 

God is not the destroyer.  

Satan (however you understand it) is the Destroyer. And Satan is not God’s servant or 

God’s hitman. Satan is the defeated enemy of Christ.  

 

“WRATH OF GOD” OR “WORKS OF SATAN”? 
 

I’ve asked my friend Richard Murray to give me a breather at this point. I’ve written 

extensively on “the wrath of God” in my previous books and online. But what I didn’t know until 

Richard pointed it out was how “the wrath” came to be synonymous with “Satan” in Jewish 

literature. It’s the same parallel we saw between “the wrath” and “the Destroyer” in Wisdom of 

Solomon. Instead of reproducing his hard work, I’ve asked Richard’s permission reproduce it 

here (previously published on the Clarion Journal). Here he is: 

I have believed for some time now that what we have imprudently called “the wrath of 

God” is, in reality, the unrecognized and unattributed “works of Satan.” 
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Even the Bible confuses these two concepts—”the works of Satan” and “the anger of 

God.” This is easily proven by considering the incident in which King David sinned by numbering 

Israel. This incident is first recorded in 2 Sam. 24:1, and then centuries later in 1 Chron. 21:1. In 

the earlier entry, David’s sin is caused by “the anger of God,” while in the later passage, 

“Satan’s provocation” is the cause of David’s sin. 

 
“And again, THE ANGER OF THE LORD was kindled against Israel, and he moved 

David against them to say, Go, number Israel and Judah” (2 Sam. 24:1). 

“And SATAN stood up against Israel, and provoked David to number Israel...” (1 Chr. 

21:1). 

 
The above passages describe the same event where David sinned by numbering Israel. 

Same event. Same David. Same sin. Same result: 70,000 dead Israelites, but a different cause of 

evil. The Samuel passage attributes it to the anger of the Lord while the later Chronicles 

passage attributes it to Satan. 

But I recently discovered further fascinating support for the above proposal. The Jews, 

both in their Talmudic and Post-Talmudic literature, believed that Samael (literally “the wrath 

or poison of God”) was another name for Satan. They equated “God’s wrath” with “Satan’s 

oppressions.” 

The Talmud states, “the evil Spirit, Satan, and Sama’el the Angel of Death, are the same” 

(Rabba Batra, 16a); and Samael there is also made synonymous with the biblical serpent of the 

Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. 

In The Holy Kabbalah (Arthur Edward Waite, 255), Samael is described as the “wrath of 

God.” Samael/Satan is a major archangel in Talmudic and post-Talmudic lore, a figure who is 

accuser (devil), seducer and destroyer, and has been regarded at various times as both good 

and evil: 

Satan/ Samael, the prince of demons and/or destructive angel, has had many 

incarnations in Jewish literature. In several texts, ‘Samael’ seems to be the name of the 

Angel of Death. At least once in the Zohar, he is declared the ‘shadow of death,’ a kind of 

consort to Death (I: 160b). In other texts, he is regarded as synonymous with Satan, but 
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almost as often he is treated as a separate entity (BhM 1:58-61; Ex. R. 21:7). Elsewhere, 

Samael is called ‘chief of all the satans’ (Dent. R. 11:10; III Enoch). In Midrash Konen, 

Samael is the prince of the third gate to Gehenna, the gate that opens on Jerusalem 

(2:30). 

Samael has made many earthly appearances. In Pirkei de-Rabbi Eleazer (13), he is 

described as the greatest angel in heaven, who out of jealousy over the creation of 

humanity, decided to tempt Eve. Appearing in the form of the serpent, he actually 

copulated with her (Targum Jonathan, Gen. 4:1; Zohar I: 37a). He is one candidate that 

the tradition has identified to be the angel who wrestled with Jacob (Zohar, I: 148a-b). 

Satan-like, he accused Israel of idol worship while they dwelt in Egyptian slavery (Ex. R. 

21:7). He attempted to claim the soul of Moses, who fended him off with his miraculous 

rod... He is the tempting angel from whom the Evil Inclination emanates... In later 

Chasidic thought, Samael is the organizing force of the kelipot, the garments of evil that 

enshroud the divine vine sparks contained in all things. (Rabbi Geoffrey W. Dennis, 

“Samael,” The Encyclopedia of Jewish Myth, Magic and Mysticism, Llewellyn Publications, 

2007). 

 
In the Jewish Talmud, Midrash and Dead Sea Scrolls, Satan is portrayed as being 

intimately involved in luring and misleading the Old Testament saints into destructive attitudes 

and situations. Even though Satan was not explicitly mentioned in the textual lives of these Old 

Testament saints, these later Jewish writers nonetheless perceived Satan throughout the 

subtext of their Scriptures. 

In their later Talmudic, Dead Sea Scrolls and Midrashic writings, they often flushed Satan 

out of the shadows into the open. They saw that Satan was always there embedded in the Old 

Testament texts, attempting to tempt, corrupt and even destroy Noah, Abraham, Sarah, 

Joseph, Moses and others. 

Satan is the one who lures Noah into drunkenness (Tanh. Noah 13). Satan provoked 

the Golden Calf incident (Shab. 89a). Satan lured David into a confrontation with Ishi-

benob, the brother of Goliath (Sanh. 45a). These Jewish writings portray Satan as the 

Death Angel of the Old Testament (B.B. 16a). They also cast him as the Angel of 
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Temptation, Prosecution and Destruction running “sting operations” to destroy men as he 

did in the book of Job. 

In Jubilees 17:16, concerning Abraham’s offering of Isaac, the document actually 

attributes the initiative to kill Isaac to “Prince Mastema,” a well-known name for Satan in 

Jewish lore. 

Several Jewish sages even speak in the plural of Satanim, as if ‘adversaries’ were a 

class of destructive angels... (Dennis, “Samael”) 

 
So, IF the Jews came to believe that Satan/Samael was: 

• the wrath of God 

• the angel of death 

• the Prince of demons and destructive angels 

• the Serpent in the Garden 

• the source of temptation 

• the knowledge of good and evil 

• an archangel 

• the destroyer of men 

• the greatest angel in heaven 

• the chief of all the Satans 

• the angel of the Lord who wrestled with Jacob 

• the organizing force of evil 

• the accuser 

• the seducer 

...then who are we to shrug our shoulders, wave our interpretive wand and simply say 

Satan doesn’t have and, in fact, never had legitimate relevance to the Jewish and Christian 

understanding of evil, wrath, temptation and death? 

This should give us pause. Here is why: 

If even the later Jewish scholars and writers of the Talmud, Midrash and the Dead Sea 

Scrolls ALL believed that Satan lurked within the subtext of Old Testament Scripture, then so 
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certainly should we. They had a better differentiated view of the works of God versus the works 

of Satan. 

However, they didn’t go quite far enough, for they still considered Satan an obedient 

servant angel who operated under the direct commands of God. Satan just did God’s “dirty 

work” under their view. Satan was God’s left hand of wrath, his angry voice so to speak. 

But Jesus corrected this fatal misconception. Jesus never authenticated Satan as serving 

his Abba in any way, shape or form. Jesus cast Satan down and out from heavenly belonging as 

the “murderer” and “father of lies” from “the beginning,” the one whose “lusts” we “commit” 

when we sin, sins that are “of him” (Satan). Satan is the one to whom Jesus thrice referred to as 

the rebellious “ruler (archon) of this world.” 

So, Jesus carried the evolving Jewish understanding to its final step by revealing Satan as a 

cosmic rebel totally acting “off the grid” of divine approval or cooperation. Jesus demanded the 

exegetical re-insertion of Satan into the Old Testament narrative. Until and unless we do this, 

his Abba will wrongfully be blamed for acts which are unworthy of Him. 

Satan is not God’s angry voice. Jesus is God’s only voice. And that voice has NO cruelty, 

deception, destruction, oppression, coercion, hostility or hypocrisy. That voice is Jesus. 

Jesus saw Satan fall like lightning from Heaven... 

Or, put another way, Jesus saw the attributes of Satan drop away from our heavenly 

image of God. 

When His 70 joyful disciples returned after having healed and blessed so many as they 

declared the kingdom of Heaven was now here, the people saw—for the first time—the pure, 

the unadulterated, the Satan-free, image of the heavenly Abba. 

The people SAW. 

They saw a love divine without condition, reservation or limit. 

They saw God as a rescuing healer, not a cruel afflicter. 

They saw God as a subject of our awe, not our terror. 

They saw Satan was the Old Testament oppressor, not Abba. Abba was richly in the Old 

Testament, but only as the Father of light, love and all blessing, in whom there is no darkness, 

variableness, or shadow of turning. 
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Jesus knew that wondrous day that Satan’s nature had been completely severed and 

separated from Abba’s nature. Satan’s attributes of wrath, cruelty, vengeance, oppression, and 

condemnation had forever been cut, culled away and discarded as heavenly virtues. 

Satan fell from Heaven’s image that day. And he is still falling… 

 
Unwrathing the Torah 
 

Amen. Many thanks to Richard Murray. An actual lawyer whose best evidences undoes 

the error of the juridical god. Nicely done.   

So, in hindsight, that’s quite a development over about 1500 years of theology! My 

takeaway is that Christians who read the wrath/destroyer texts of the Torah need to do so as 

Christians who’ve been gifted with Jesus Christ’s retrospective, divine understanding. We must 

reread those original stories in light of the fresh revelation of God through Christ and from his 

apostles’ perspective. Here’s a fine example: 

Paul gives his commentary on the subtlety Old Testament destruction in 1 Corinthians 

10:1-11 (NASB):  

 
10 For I do not want you to be unaware, brethren, that our fathers were all under 

the cloud and all passed through the sea; 2 and all were baptized into Moses in the cloud 

and in the sea; 3 and all ate the same spiritual food; 4 and all drank the same spiritual 

drink, for they were drinking from a spiritual rock which followed them; and the rock 

was Christ. 5 Nevertheless, with most of them God was not well-pleased; for they were 

laid low in the wilderness. 
6 Now these things happened as examples for us, so that we would not crave evil 

things as they also craved. 7 Do not be idolaters, as some of them were; as it is written, 

“The people sat down to eat and drink, and stood up to play.” 8 Nor let us act immorally, 

as some of them did, and twenty-three thousand fell in one day. 9 Nor let us try the Lord, 

as some of them did, and were destroyed by the serpents. 10 Nor grumble, as some of 

them did, and were destroyed by the destroyer. 11 Now these things happened to them as 



 

© Bradley Jersak, 2017/2021 to be published in a forthcoming title  

an example, and they were written for our instruction, upon whom the ends of the ages 

have come. 

 
What’s going on here? Paul reminds his readers of the OT stories of destruction. He tells 

us why they are preserved as Scripture: as cautionary tales, instructing us how to follow Christ 

and avoid the presumption by which we stagger into pitfalls (vs. 11).  

Notice how he tells the stories: I italicized that phrases where Paul repeatedly uses the 

passive voice (they were laid low, they were killed, they were destroyed). He deliberately 

refuses to use “God” as the subject. That is, he resists ever saying, “God laid them low/killed 

them/destroyed them.”  

In fact, even when the Destroyer is not specifically mentioned in an OT destruction text 

(vs. 10), Paul assumes that when sin invites death, the Destroyer is responsible, not God. 

Why not? Because in light of Jesus Christ, God is not the Destroyer or death-dealer. 

And although the sin was against God (vs. 5) and specifically against Christ (vs. 4, and 

maybe vs. 9), the death-dealer is specified carefully: sin killed them, the serpents killed them, 

the Destroyer killed them. 

Let’s summarize the development of the God’s relationship to the destroyer over time.   

 
Early Jewish logic: 

      1. We sin against God. 

      2. The destroyer kills us. 

      3. God is the destroyer. 

Middle Jewish logic:  

      1. We sin against God. 

      2. The destroyer kills us. 

      3. God sends the destroyer. 

Later Jewish-Christian logic: 

      1. We sin against God. 

      2. The destroyer kills us. 

      3. God rescues from the destroyer.  
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Earlier, I mentioned the tricky part: sometimes we see later rabbis redacting the earlier 

script in retrospect, so that you may get some or all of these different views showing up, even 

back to back, in the final form of the text.  

 
The Destroyer and Passover 
 

Compare these texts from Exodus 12 as an example.  

 
Earlier view:  

Exodus 12:12-13 – “I will go through the land of Egypt on that night, and will strike down 

all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, both man and beast; and against all the gods of Egypt I will 

execute judgments—I am the Lord. The blood shall be a sign for you on the houses where 

you live; and when I see the blood, I will pass over you, and no plague will befall you to 

destroy you when I strike the land of Egypt.  

Later view:  

Exodus 12:23 – “For the Lord will pass through to smite the Egyptians; and when He sees 

the blood on the lintel and on the two doorposts, the Lord will pass over the door and will not 

allow the destroyer to come in to your houses to smite you. 

 
What’s so striking here (and satisfying to see) is that the two views dramatically shift the 

meaning of “Passover.” In the first instance, “pass over” means God is doing the killing but will 

bypass the faithful Israelites and not smite them. In the second instance, “pass over” seems 

more like overshadowing with his protective presence! 

 
Sodom and Gomorrah 
 

Now to consider the razing of Sodom and Gomorrah. Regardless of what we think actually 

went down (Is it history? Is it legend?), how does the story describe their destruction? 

Earliest view 
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Genesis 19:24-25 – Then the Lord rained on Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and fire 

from the Lord out of heaven, and He overthrew those cities, and all the valley, and all the 

inhabitants of the cities, and what grew on the ground.  

Middle view 

Genesis 19:13 – For we [the angels] are about to destroy this place, because their outcry 

has become so great before the Lord that the Lord has sent us to destroy it.”  

 
We need to use the principles of John 10:10 and 1 Cor. 10:1-11 to re-hear Sodom and 

Gomorrah such that God is neither the destroyer, nor sends the destroyer, but would rather 

save from the destroyer. Why? Because that’s what the New Covenant revelation of Christ has 

revealed about God.  

There are hints it was heading there in Genesis 18:16-33 with the negotiations by 

Abraham to reduce the number of righteous in the city in order to save it. If anything, Abraham 

stopped the negotiations too early. If only he hadn’t stopped at 10 righteous people.  God 

might have done what he did for Nineveh with Jonah ... or at least the story of Jonah shows 

that it’s possible.  

That’s the trajectory we normally see once we realize God is not the Destroyer, nor sends 

the Destroyer, but rather, sends the Messiah to rescue us from the Destroyer.  

I’ll give Wisdom of Solomon 18 the penultimate word on Torah here. Excuse the old 

English but watch how Aaron the intercessor prefigures God’s Servant-Messiah, sent to 

overcome ‘the Destroyer’ and ‘the wrath’ (synonyms). 

 
21 For then the blameless man made haste, and stood forth to defend them; and 

bringing the shield of his proper ministry, even prayer, and the propitiation of incense, set 

himself against the wrath, and so brought the calamity to an end, declaring that he was 

thy servant.22 So he overcame the destroyer, not with strength of body, nor force of arms, 

but with a word subdued him that punished, alleging the oaths and covenants made with 

the fathers.  

 

Summary: Saved from “the Wrath” 
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As we continue to preach and teach the gospel message that “God is Infinite Love,” 

embodied in Christ and revealed on the Cross, it is right that we should continually challenge 

and be challenged by “the wrath of God.” That challenge requires us to keep returning to the 

Scriptures and to the Lord for greater clarity, because such great potential for error persists. We 

dare not slander God, either as a violent punisher or a spineless pushover, because such images 

serve as stumbling blocks, especially to those suffering under the consequences of their poor 

choices or those of somebody else.  

In A More Christlike God, I referred to ‘wrath’ as a biblical metaphor for the natural and 

supernatural consequences of our self-will and defiance. I lament the fact that these 

consequences often afflict others with terrible suffering. And I question whether it’s 

appropriate to think of sin’s effects as the ‘wrath of God.’ In that book, I cite the great church 

Fathers, St John Cassian and St John of Damascus, who show us that ‘wrath’ is an 

anthropomorphism for human anger, projected onto God, and which must not be literalized 

lest we commit a “monstrous blasphemy.” I showed how Paul redefines wrath as passive, as 

divine consent, as “giving us over” (Romans 1) to our choices and their consequences. And in 

Romans 5, we’ve see finally that God-in-Christ came to rescue or save us, not from God, but 

from “the wrath,”  a synonym for “the destroyer”. 

 


