
In the Council in Heaven, Jesus offered to redeem us, saying,  

“Father, thy will be done, and the glory be thine forever” (Moses 4:2).
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Many parents, as they have labored through the process of raising a teen-
ager, may have wondered at times if Satan’s idea of destroying agency 

was such a bad idea. However, most parents have learned from experience 
that trying to control a child’s decision, even in the right direction, can often 
result in the child’s rebellion. Very few, if any, like to be forced to do some-
thing, even if it is good. Having the right to live according to our personal 
desires and to exercise our agency, even if what we choose is not wise or 
good for us, is very precious to us. We prize our moral agency so highly that 
any attempt to undermine, circumvent, manipulate, control, or eliminate it 
often leads to conflict. These battles have spanned heaven and earth and have 
included both individuals and great assemblies.

The War in Heaven

In one of the most significant of such conflicts, Lucifer “became Satan” 
(Moses 4:4). When Satan “rebelled against [God], and sought to destroy the 
agency of man” (Moses 4:3), there was “war in heaven” (Revelation 12:7). That 
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conflict led to Satan being “thrust down from the presence of God” (D&C 
76:25), for God had given “unto man his agency” (Moses 7:32) and would 
not allow it to be destroyed. Sadly, Satan was able to amass a large following 
to his cause, which resulted in the loss of “a third part of the hosts of heaven” 
(D&C 29:36; Revelation 12:4), the first casualties of an ongoing war.1

It seems baffling that Satan was so successful in enlisting “many” (Abraham 
3:28) in a cause that would lead to the loss of something as precious as agency. 
An examination of Satan and his tactics in relation to the doctrine of agency 
may reveal some possible answers as to how he could have done so. We must 
remember that even today his arguments are very convincing to some. We 
hope some of the lessons we learn will help reduce the casualty count as the 
war rages on.

The scriptures do not give much detail about what Satan proposed or 
how he promoted his ideas in the war in heaven. However, they do reveal 
significant information in regard to his motives and character, which is very 
helpful in understanding his tactics. We know that Satan was “an angel of 
God who was in authority . . . who rebelled” against God and his Son (D&C 
76:25). He desired the “honor” and “power” (D&C 29:36) of God for him-
self. He wanted not only to “exalt [his] throne above the stars of God” (Isaiah 
14:13) but also to exalt himself above all, including God (see 2 Thessalonians 
2:4).2 President Ezra Taft Benson taught that Satan’s pride created in him a 
desire not only to be honored, but “to be honored above all others. In short, 
his prideful desire was to dethrone God.”3 The Doctrine and Covenants tells 
us that Satan wanted “to take the kingdom of our God and his Christ” (D&C 
76:28). This was not just a resentful resistance to God’s authority, not just a 
strong aversion or opposition, but a desire to take over. Satan wanted to over-
throw our Father in Heaven.

It appears that Satan felt there was an opportunity to attain his desires 
when our Heavenly Father presented a plan that would result in the loss of 
some souls. The Prophet Joseph Smith taught that “Jesus said there would be 
certain souls that would not be saved; and the devil said he could save them 
all, and laid his plans before the grand council who gave their voice in favor of 
Jesus Christ. So the devil rose up in rebellion against God, and was cast down, 
with all who put up their heads for him.”4

How Agency Could Be Destroyed

The scriptures are silent in regard to how Satan proposed to “redeem all man-
kind, that one soul shall not be lost” (Moses 4:1). Yet Satan presented an 
argument that was so convincing that many preferred it over the Father’s plan. 
The scriptures tell us that Satan’s proposal would “destroy the agency of man” 
(Moses 4:3). Just how Satan’s plan would destroy agency is not explained. The 
most often taught theory is that Satan wanted to force mankind to live the 
gospel.5 However, nowhere in scripture are the words “force” or “compel” used 
in connection to Satan’s plan. In addition, the scriptures teach that Satan “per-
suadeth no man to do good, no, not one” (Moroni 7:17) and that he is “the 
father of all lies” (Moses 4:4; 2 Nephi 2:18) and has been so “from the begin-
ning” (D&C 93:25).6 To be “forced” does not seem to be very appealing, nor 
is it likely that such an argument was compelling enough to rally a large follow-
ing. As mentioned previously, most people not only resent being forced, but 
usually oppose it vigorously. Robert J. Matthews taught:

I think we often miss the major issue of the contention in premortality that eventu-
ally led to the war in heaven. We talk about it as though Satan were going to force 
everybody to obey when he said, “I will redeem all mankind, that one soul shall not 
be lost”—we interpret that as meaning that he was proposing forced obedience.

It seems strange to me that a third of all the spirits that had the potential to be 
born into this world would have favored a proposal of forced obedience. Most of us 
do not like to be forced. As I see it, the issue was not so much one of force as it was 
that Satan said he would guarantee salvation for his spirit brothers and sisters. He 
promised salvation without excellence, without effort, without hard work, without 
individual responsibility, and without obedience to righteous laws. That is the lie he 
promulgated in the pre-earth councils.7

President J. Reuben Clark Jr. suggested that Satan’s proposal may have 
involved something other than simple force. He said, “Satan’s plan required 
one of two things: Either the compulsion of the mind, the spirit, the intel-
ligence of man, or else saving men in sin.”8 This second option has some 
interesting implications, which we will examine later. Forcing people “to do 
good” may be one way to destroy agency, but it is not the only way.

To understand how Satan may have sought to destroy agency, we must 
understand what agency is and what is required in order for it to operate. 
Elder Bruce R. McConkie explained it this way:

Agency is the ability and freedom to choose good or evil. . . . Four great principles 
must be in force if there is to be agency: 1. Laws must exist, laws ordained by an 
Omnipotent power, laws which can be obeyed or disobeyed; 2. Opposites must 
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exist—good and evil, virtue and vice, right and wrong—that is, there must be oppo-
sition, one force pulling one way and another pulling the other; 3. A knowledge of 
good and evil must be had by those who are to enjoy the agency, that is, they must 
know the differences between the opposites; and 4. An unfettered power of choice 
must prevail.9

The most common conclusion seems to be that Satan’s desire was to 
eliminate point 4, the “unfettered power of choice” by forcing mankind to 

“be good.” However, agency required all four conditions to be in place. The 
removal of any of them would destroy agency. As one considers the options, 
it is difficult to imagine even those wicked spirits that made up the “third part” 
that followed Satan being amenable to being forced.

The Need for a Redeemer 

To appreciate some of the options that may have been more appealing to 
those that chose to follow Satan, let us briefly examine the heart of the gospel 
plan—the need for a redeemer. Satan sought this position, for which Christ 
had been chosen “from the beginning” (Moses 4:1). The need for a redeemer 
is abundantly spoken of in scripture. We can capsulize these teachings by 
referring to just a few scriptures.

Because of the Fall of Adam, we all need a redeemer. From the Fall, the 
natural man has become “an enemy to God” (Mosiah 3:19). When we break 
the laws of God, we sin, “for sin is the transgression of the law” (1 John 3:4). 
Because “all have sinned, and come short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23), 
we all find ourselves unfit to dwell in God’s presence, for “no unclean thing 
can enter into his kingdom” (3 Nephi 27:19) or “dwell in his presence” (Moses 
6:57). And “by reason of transgression . . . man became fallen [and] were cut 
off from the presence of the Lord. Wherefore, it must needs be an infinite 
atonement—save it should be an infinite atonement this corruption could 
not put on incorruption” (2 Nephi 9:6–7). Thus without a redeemer man 
would have become “lost forever,” and there would be “no means to reclaim 
men from this fallen state” (Alma 42:6, 12).

Our Father in Heaven’s plan required the suffering and death of a redeemer 
“who did no sin” (D&C 45:4). Obviously, Satan would not have qualified, yet 
he selfishly aspired to the glory and honor of the position, with little or no 
regard for those for whom the plan was laid. He also knew that Christ, as 
God’s “Firstborn” (D&C 93:21) would be God’s heir.10 Satan’s request of the 
Father to “send me, I will be thy son” (Moses 4:1) was just the beginning of his 

aspirations, for Satan did not want to settle for being God’s heir; he wanted 
God’s throne. 

Agency and Law

In Father Lehi’s great discourse to his son Jacob, he explained the need for a 
redeemer who “offereth himself a sacrifice for sin, to answer the ends of the 
law” (2 Nephi 2:7). He also explained that there is a “punishment which is 
affixed” (v. 10) unto the law. He then taught, “If ye shall say there is no law, 
ye shall also say there is no sin” (v. 13). In other words, if there is no law there 
is nothing forbidden, and if nothing is forbidden there can be no such thing 
as sin nor agency. “How could [there be] sin if there is no law?” asked Alma 
(Alma 42:17; see also Romans 4:15).11 If there is no sin, there is no need for 
a redeemer to offer himself a sacrifice for sin. Jacob later taught that “where 
there is no law given there is no punishment; and where there is no punish-
ment there is no condemnation” (2 Nephi 9:25).12 If Satan could destroy the 
law, he would also destroy both agency and the need for a  sinless redeemer. 

Lehi explained to Jacob that if there is no law there is no opposition, and 
if there is no opposition “man could not act for himself ” (2 Nephi 2:16), 
meaning that man could not have agency, for there are no alternatives from 
which to choose. Speaking on this subject, Elder Dallin H. Oaks said, “In 
other words, if we did not have opposition, we could not exercise our free 
agency by making choices.”13 In the Doctrine and Covenants, the Lord said, 

“And it must needs be that the devil should tempt the children of men, or they 
could not be agents unto themselves” (D&C 29:39). If there is no law there 
can be no temptation to break a law. The result would be the loss of agency.

Satan’s boast that he could “redeem all mankind, that one soul shall not 
be lost” (Moses 4:1) may have been made on the premise that there would 
be no law and therefore no sin. President Brigham Young said, “There is no 
being in all the eternities but what is governed by law. Who is it who desires 
to have liberty and no law? They who are from beneath. This is what Lucifer, 
the Son of the Morning, wanted. He wanted to save the world without law, 
to redeem the world without order.”14 If there was no law and, as a result, no 
sin, there would be nothing that would prohibit entrance into the kingdom 
of God. Satan was fabricating the impression that any conduct would be per-
mitted without any negative consequences. In essence, he was camouflaging 
the misery that would naturally follow sin.



Religious Educator  ·  vol. 11 no. 1 · 201038 The War in Heaven and Satan’s Continuing Battle for Power 39

Elder Bruce R. McConkie wrote:

When the Eternal Father announced his plan of salvation—a plan that called for 
a mortal probation for all his spirit children; a plan that required a Redeemer to 
ransom men from the coming fall; a plan that could only operate if mortal men 
had agency—when the Father announced his plan, when he chose Christ as the 
Redeemer and rejected Lucifer, then there was war in heaven. That war was a war 
of words; it was a conflict of ideologies; it was a rebellion against God and his laws. 
Lucifer sought to dethrone God, to sit himself on the divine throne, and to save all 
men without reference to their works. He sought to deny men their agency so they 
could not sin. He offered a mortal life of carnality and sensuality, of evil and crime and 
murder, following which all men would be saved. His offer was a philosophical impos-
sibility. There must needs be an opposition in all things. Unless there are opposites, 
there is nothing. There can be no light without darkness, no heat without cold, no 
virtue without vice, no good without evil, no salvation without damnation.15

The Propaganda of Satan

The proposal of a life of sin and indulgence, followed by salvation, would 
seem much more appealing than a proposal to force mankind to keep God’s 
commandments. Elder Orson Pratt taught that Satan’s proposal was one to 
save mankind in their sins, rather than saving them from their sins.16 President 
Brigham Young also taught that, “If you undertake to save all, you must save 
them in unrighteousness and corruption.”17 Doesn’t that idea sound familiar? 
The very persuasion used so successfully today by Satan may be very similar 
to the one used by him in the premortal life. “Eat, drink, and be merry, for 
tomorrow we die; and it shall be well with us” (2 Nephi 28:7). “Do this, or 
do that, and it mattereth not, for the Lord will uphold such at the last day” 
(Mormon 8:31). The tactics that Satan uses with such great success to gather 
souls to him in this life may well have been used in his first great gathering 
in the pre-earth life. President Howard W. Hunter taught that the tempta-
tions used by Satan “in leading one-third of the hosts from heaven” continue 

“to direct his miserable efforts against the children of men here on earth.”18 
History seems to indicate that Satan has very few new strategies but success-
fully uses the same old half-truths packaged a little differently for a particular 
time or setting.

Promoting the Impossible

Whatever Satan’s idea was, it was not only “evil before God” (2 Nephi 2:17) but 
indeed impossible—impossible because without law there would be more than 

chaos, confusion, and anarchy; indeed, “all things must have vanished away” 
(2 Nephi 2:13). Forcing people to live the gospel is just as impossible. First, it 
is virtually impossible to force another to choose anything.19 There is always 
another option, even if the alternative is death. Those who say, “I had to do 
it” are actually saying, “I chose to do it rather than face the consequences.”20 
Second, even a person who performs good deeds, if void of righteous intent, 

“is counted evil before God” (Moroni 7:8).21

The fact is that none of the options we have discussed that could have 
been promoted by Satan would really work. Neither compulsion nor sin are 
possible ways to save all mankind. President J. Reuben Clark Jr. said, “I ques-
tion whether the intelligence of man can be compelled. Certainly men cannot 
be saved in sin, because the laws of salvation and exaltation are founded in 
righteousness, and not in sin.”22 Yet these impossibilities did not matter to 
Satan, who “deceiveth the whole world” (Revelation 12:9). He continues 
still to deceive many into thinking they can “take happiness in sin” (Mormon 
2:13), knowing full well that “wickedness never was happiness” (Alma 41:10). 
His intent, however, is not to save mankind but rather to “bring [mankind] 
into subjection unto him” (Alma 12:6). It is consistent with his character to 
seek to deceive mankind into believing they can “enjoy the pleasures of sin 
for a season” (Hebrews 11:25), thinking “there is no harm in this, . . . and at 
last we shall be saved in the kingdom of God” (2 Nephi 28:8). To Satan, like 
others who are motivated by pride, the fact that his plan would not only fail 
to “redeem all mankind, that one soul shall not be lost” but would have the 
opposite effect—that not one soul would be saved—was irrelevant as long as 
he could obtain his desires.23

The Archetype of Pride

There are numerous examples of men like Amalickiah, who follow the model 
that Satan set up as the prototype, and who have as their only “intention to 
gain favor with” the masses, “that [they] might place [themselves] at [the] 
head and dethrone the king and take possession of the kingdom” (Alma 47:8). 
To them, it matters not whether they have to employ pretense, lies, deceit, 
fraud, murder, war, or any other means, so long as they can gain “the hearts 
of the people” and eventually obtain “the kingdom” (Alma 47:30, 35). They 

“care not for the blood of [the] people” (Alma 49:10) and become “exceed-
ingly angry” when they do not obtain their own selfish desires (Alma 49:26; 
see also Abraham 3:28).
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Those who seem to pattern their effort to gain power and control after 
Satan provide us with a basis for understanding why so many could be 
deceived into thinking that a premise that would destroy agency was desirable. 
Consider the argument espoused by Korihor that the need for a Christ was 

“a foolish and a vain hope” and “the effect of a frenzied mind” (Alma 30:13, 
16). He taught that the “foolish traditions” of the gospel of Christ “bind” the 
people to laws and ordinances, preventing them from enjoying “their rights 
and privileges” (v. 27). According to Korihor, who was both tutored and 
deceived by the devil (v. 53), those that live by the laws of God are not “a 
free people” but “are in bondage” (v. 24). The notion that the laws and ordi-
nances of God are restrictive and prevent us from enjoying true freedom has 
been used successfully by the adversary to bring souls into captivity for a very 
long time. The lie that true freedom means “freedom from all unpleasantness: 
from hardship, from discipline, from the stern voice of duty, from the pain of 
self-sacrifice”24 is a philosophy so “pleasing unto the carnal mind” that it can 
be promoted with “much success” (v. 53). If real freedom means that there are 
no restrictions whatsoever, no laws to bind us down, then “whatsoever a man 
[does is] no crime,” and it would not be necessary for an “atonement [to be] 
made for the sins of men” (v. 17).

Promoting a similar philosophy of indulgence, Nehor used the very same 
words Lucifer used in the pre-earth life when he told the people “that all man-
kind should be saved at the last day, and that they need not fear nor tremble, 
but that they might lift up their heads and rejoice; for the Lord had created 
all men, and had also redeemed all men; and, in the end, all men should have 
eternal life” (Alma 1:4; emphasis added). Such teachings are so “flattering 
unto the people” ( Jacob 7:2) that those who promote them often draw “away 
much people after [them]; even so much that they [begin] to be very power-
ful” (Alma 2:2). Their hope is to “gain the voice of the people” (Alma 2:4) and 
eventually obtain the kingdom. The Book of Mormon gives repeated exam-
ples of prideful individuals who, through their cunning and flattering words, 
lead all who will follow them through a pattern of rebellion, mutiny, and war. 
Wars thus instigated are an effort of the wicked to obtain “power and author-
ity over the people” (Alma 51:8). Nehor, Amlici, Amalickiah, and a multitude 
of others have followed this pattern, which Satan established for manipulat-
ing the minds and “the hearts of many people to do wickedly” (Alma 46:10). 
They have led men into thinking, as Cain did, “I am free” (Moses 5:33), when 
in reality they become “bound down by the chains of hell” (Alma 13:30; see 

also 2 Nephi 1:13). It seems to be a pattern of ancient date; perhaps it even 
existed from the very beginning.

Conclusion

Although information found in scripture is quite limited in regard to what 
took place in the War in Heaven, we have tried to draw on a few sources and 
examples to expand our perspective of the possibilities. Although we may not 
completely understand exactly what Satan proposed, in understanding his 
motives we can perhaps find significant lessons for our own battles with the 
adversary. For example, C. Terry Warner provided a thoughtful insight as he 
scrutinized his own “self-seeking” in his efforts to follow the Savior: 

In the way I went about my quest, I found resemblances to Lucifer’s method of wag-
ing the great war he began in heaven against his own brothers and sisters. He had 
proposed a scheme that he maintained would benefit us all, but it was really for his 
own glory. So when his self-nomination was rejected, he smarted with disappoint-
ment and resentment and set out to make anyone and everyone pay for his defeat. 
Unwilling, like many of us, to take responsibility for his sin, he sought to shift it 
elsewhere; as John beheld in vision, he “accused [his righteous brethren] before our 
God day and night” (Revelation 12:10). He spread his discontent to throngs of oth-
ers, stoked their indignation, and marshaled them into a coalition sustained by their 
shared resentment.25

Whether Satan’s plan to destroy the agency of man was a proposition to 
force righteous behavior, a scheme to allow sinful conduct without conse-
quence, or some other agency-destroying proposal we have not discussed, the 
intent and result is the same. His prideful resentment and anger caused him 
to seek “that all men might be miserable like unto himself ” (2 Nephi 2:27). 
His rebellion caused him to lose that which he wanted most—the honor and 
power of God. The sad irony is that the honor and power that Satan sought 
was available to him and all those that overcome their pride and humbly 
honor God and keep his commandments. For God has said, “If ye are faithful 
ye shall be . . . crowned with honor, and glory, and immortality, and eternal 
life” (D&C 75:5). Our Heavenly Father loves his children and “delight[s] to 
honor those who serve [him] in righteousness” (D&C 76:5). However, being 
overcome by pride, Satan rejected the plan that could have made him “equal 
with” God (D&C 88:107) because he wanted “the pleasure of being above 
the rest.”26 Having “sought that which was evil before God” (2 Nephi 2:17), 
he “kept not his first estate” (Abraham 3:28) and lost all opportunity for the 
honor and power he sought.
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As we study and ponder these things, we should hope for more inspiration 
than speculation, to the end that we might come to appreciate the goodness 
of our God and avoid the snares of the adversary. Whatever Satan’s reasons 
and methods, this much we know: “Lo, he is fallen!” (D&C 76:27). And so 
will we fall if we believe that anything proposed by Satan and his followers is 
preferable in any way to the teachings of God and his prophets. For the day 
will surely come that Satan shall be cast “into the bottomless pit, . . . that he 
should deceive the nations no more” (Revelation 20:3).  
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