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DEMONS AND SATAN 
 

Reading:  Matthew 8:14-34 

 

DEMONS   
The Bib le words for  ‘devi l ’  and ‘demon’ are quite d if ferent and th is is  c lear ly shown in 
modern vers ions. Unfortunate ly the Author ised Vers ion can be confusing. W e shal l  
cons ider the devi l  in the next lesson. 
 
God is a l l-powerfu l  and created a l l  th ings.  There are no invis ib le l iv ing beings cal led 
demons that cause trouble.  In some Bib le passages the word ‘demon’ refers to ido ls;  in  
others i t  refers to i l lnesses.  W e shal l  look at  both of  these and show how they are l inked.  
 

Demons as idols       
Psalm 106 ta lks about  Israel ’s  s ins and God’s  
mercy and care for  them.  The people of  Israel  
had not kept themselves separate f rom the 
nat ions around but had instead copied their  
wicked pract ices and worshipped idols .  They 
thought  that fa lse gods ru led over them and 
inf luenced their  l ives . In verses 36-38 we read 
that  Israel  sacr i f iced their  ch i ldren to ido ls.  
Not ice that these verses ta lk  about  sacr i f ic ing 
“ to  the demons”  and “ to  the idols ”.  This is  because ‘demon’  is  another way of  talk ing 
about an idol.  The demons ment ioned here were the idols of  the surrounding nat ions.  
Deuteronomy 32:17 a lso l inks demons and idols  ( fa lse gods) .  
 
1 Cor inth ians 10:18-21 again shows that  ‘demon’ is  another  word for  ‘ ido l ’ .  The 
Chr is t ians at  Cor inth worshipped the only l i v ing and true God.  Al l  o ther gods were idols ,  
here cal led demons – l i fe less objects  which people worship in va in.  
 

Demons as illnesses 
Jesus healed people wi th many d if ferent medical condi t ions. For example, he gave s ight  
to the b l ind, hear ing to the deaf  and made the lame walk . He a lso cured many people 
suf fer ing f rom mental i l lnesses,  inc luding compla ints l ike epi lepsy.  
 
In those days people knew very l i t t le about medical sc ience. They could see why a 
person wi th a swol len ank le could not  walk  proper ly,  but  there seemed to be no reason 
for  i l lnesses l ike epi lepsy,  schizophrenia and other menta l condi t ions. These i l lnesses  
a lso made the suf ferers behave strangely.  So people thought that these i l lnesses were 
caused by demons enter ing in to the suf ferers and contro l l ing their  l ives to change them. 
W hen Jesus healed such people, he is  descr ibed as cast ing out  demons (Mark  1:34,39) .  
 
The fo l lowing passage is  about  the heal ing work  of  Jesus: 

“That evening they brought to h im many who were oppressed by demons, and he 
cast out the spir i ts  with a word and healed a l l  who were s ick . This was to fu l f i l  what 
was spoken by the prophet Isaiah: ‘He took our i l lnesses and bore our d iseases ’ ”  
(Mat thew 8:16,17) .   

This passage s tates that people wi th demons came to Jesus and he cast out the spir i ts .  
I t  a lso tel ls  us that  the prophet  Isa iah prophes ied that th is would happen. But Isaiah 
ta lks about i l lnesses and d iseases, not  demons and evi l  sp ir i ts .  Demons and evil  spirits 
are a way of  talking about i l lnesses and diseases.  
 
Luke 9:42 shows that  demons and evi l  sp ir i ts  are the same, and that  they can be healed:  

“While he (Jesus)  was coming, the demon  threw him to the ground and convulsed 
h im. But  Jesus rebuked the unclean spir it  and healed the boy,  and gave h im back 
to h is  father. ”  

Psalm 106:36-38 They served their idols, 
which became a snare to them. They sacrificed 
their sons and their daughters to the demons; 
they poured out innocent blood, the blood of 
their sons and daughters, whom they sacrificed 
to the idols of Canaan … 
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Matthew 17 descr ibes the same miracle but does not ment ion a demon. Instead verse 15 
descr ibes the boy as  an epi lept ic .  The Greek word here means ‘moon s truck ’.  The 
trans lators d id not suggest that  the boy had been s truck by the moon but looked at  the 
symptoms and real ised that he was suf fer ing f rom epi lepsy. In the t ime of  Jesus people 
d id not  know that epi lepsy is  a medical condit ion. I f  Jesus had to ld them th is,  they would 
not have understood and would probably have thought h im very s trange for  suggest ing i t .  
Today,  epi lepsy is  contro l led wi th medical drugs. W hen Luke ta lks about a demon and 
unc lean spir i t  he is  us ing language that  would be understood by the people of  the t ime.   
 
Matthew 9:32,33 also uses the ideas of  the t ime to descr ibe Jesus heal ing a dumb man.  
The people thought he had a demon. I t  was not easy for  them to understand how 
someone wi th a mouth and tongue was unable to ta lk .  
 
W hen Jesus healed a b l ind and dumb person who was thought to have a demon (Mat thew 
12:22,23) ,  many people recognised h is great  power,  but  the Phar isees wickedly said that  
i t  came f rom Beelzebub,  the pr ince of  demons. Jesus showed how fool ish th is  idea was. 
 

Demons, idols and illnesses 
1 Kings 18 g ives a g l impse of  the way people worshipped fa lse gods. The idol  (demon) 
worshippers lost contro l of  the ir  ac t ions because they had worked themselves up into a 
state of  exc itement,  having spent many hours leaping and shout ing to their  false god. 1 
Kings 18:28,29 says: 

“ they cr ied a loud and cut  themselves after their  custom  w ith swords and lances, 
unt i l  the b lood gushed out  upon them. And as midday passed, they raved on”.   

A person having an epi lept ic  f i t  or  a lunat ic  might look l ike these idol worshippers . This  
may be why people wi th i l lnesses that caused strange behaviour were thought to be 
possessed by a fa lse god (demon) . 
 
Since idols ,  or  demons, have no real ex istence (1 Cor inthians 8:4) ,  the evi l  sp ir i ts  
thought to be assoc iated with them do not ex ist .  There are no evil  spirits that cause 
trouble and i l lness. 
 

Jesus spoke to lifeless things 
Because Jesus appears to speak to demons, some people th ink  they must be l iv ing 
beings. But when Peter ’s re lat ive was i l l  wi th a fever ,  Jesus spoke to the fever.  He a lso 
spoke to the wind and sea (Mark  4:39-41) and to a f ig tree (Mat thew 21:19-22).  W e know 
that  the dead cannot hear but Jesus spoke to 
Jairus ’ daughter and to Lazarus when they were 
dead. Jesus speak ing to these l i fe less th ings is  
s imilar  to h is ta lk ing to demons, which a lso have no 
l i fe.  By speak ing to these things, Jesus showed 
that he had the power  to perform the mirac le. (See 
a lso Numbers  20:8, where Moses was ins tructed by 
God to speak to a rock.)  
 

A person with a demon had a medical problem that  was not understood at  the t ime.   

 

SATAN  
‘Satan’ is  an ord inary Hebrew word that means ‘adversary’ .  In  the Old Testament i t  
appears 18 t imes as ‘satan’  whi le seven t imes i t  is  t rans lated ‘adversary’ .  An adversary 
is  someone who opposes ( tr ies to stop) a person f rom doing something. W e wi l l  look at 
some occasions where the trans lators have used the word ‘adversary’ .  These wi l l  he lp us  
to unders tand the meaning of  ‘satan’ .  
 
1.  David s tayed wi th the Phi l is t ines to escape f rom King Saul ,  the f i rs t  k ing of  Israel ,  
who was trying to k i l l  h im. W hen the Phi l is t ine commanders were prepar ing to go to 
batt le against Is rael,  they thought that David might become an adversary and f ight  
against  them. They said,    

Luke 4:38-39. Now Simon's mother-in-
law was ill with a high fever, and they 
appealed to him on her behalf. And he 
stood over her and rebuked the fever, 
and it left her ,  and immediately she 
rose and began to serve them. 
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“He (David)  shal l  not  go down wi th us to batt le,  lest in the bat t le he become an 
adversary  to us” (1 Samuel 29:4).  

The word ‘adversary’  in th is verse is  the Hebrew word ‘satan’.  This shows that a human 
being can be a satan.  It  is not the name of  a person. 
 
2. Solomon was a r ighteous k ing who loved God. However he became involved in ido l  
worship. God was angry wi th h im and sent adversar ies agains t h im. This word 
‘adversary’  in 1 Kings 11:14 is  the word ‘satan’ :   

“And the LORD ra ised up an adversary  against  Solomon,  Hadad the Edomite”.  

1 Kings 11:23-25 records that God sent a second adversary, Rezon. Both Hadad and 
Rezon acted as enemies or  ‘satans ’ by br inging trouble for  Solomon and Israel.  This 
should have made Solomon real ise h is  fool ishness and turn back to God.   
 
3.  In Numbers 22 we are told of  a prophet ca l led Balaam, who was going on a journey 
which God d id not want h im to make.  Verse 22 says: 

“But God ’s anger was k indled because he (Balaam) went ,  and the angel of the 
LORD took h is  stand in the way as h is adversary ”.   

Again the word ‘adversary’  is  ‘satan’.  God sent an angel to block  the path and oppose 
Balaam, to prevent h im cont inuing h is journey and doing wrong.  The angel ,  who was 
doing God’s  wi l l ,  was a ‘satan’  or  opposer to Balaam. The angel was a good satan!  
 
4.  Mat thew 16:23 uses the Hebrew word ‘satan’ .  Because Peter d id not want Jesus to go 
to Jerusalem to suf fer  and d ie, he tr ied to s top h im. Jesus said to h im, “Get  behind me, 
Satan” ,  because Peter  was oppos ing God’s wi l l .  Peter was trying to stop Jesus dying for  
us and was therefore a ‘satan’  to  Jesus.   

  
A satan is  an adversary,  one who is in  opposit ion, who may be good or bad. I f  someone 
stops a person f rom doing evi l ,  he is  a good satan, just  as  the angel was to Balaam. 
 
There is  no powerful  evi l  being cal led Satan.  God would never  have created such a 
wicked being to f rust rate His purpose. Jesus showed us how to unders tand the word  
‘satan’ by us ing i t  to descr ibe h is d isc ip le Peter when he made a comment which was 
opposed to God’s wi l l .  
 
 
 

 
 

We are our own worst enemies 
Our greatest adversary is  our own s infu l se l f .  W e give in to our own des ires that stop us 
fol lowing the Lord Jesus. These des ires oppose a godly way of  l i fe – they ac t as a satan 
to us . In  th is way the word ‘satan’ can be used for  our  own s infu l des ires.  This can be 
seen by comparing Acts 5 verses 3 and 4:  
 

Verse 3: “But Peter said, ‘Ananias, why has Satan 
filled your heart to lie to the Holy Spirit…’ ” 

Verse 4: “Why is it that you have contrived this 
deed in your heart? You have not lied to men but to 
God.” 

 
‘Satan’ is  used in  verse 3 to represent  Ananias ’s s inful  thoughts – h is own s infu l des ires  
were oppos ing the th ings of  God. Verse 4 c lear ly shows they were h is own thoughts , and 
not put there by an evi l  be ing. God stra ight away punished Ananias wi th death because 
of  h is  s in.  I f  a wicked being cal led Satan real ly had f i l led Ananias ’s heart  then the 
punishment  would have been unfa ir .   W e must overcome our wicked desires!  
 

Who was Lucifer?  
Isa iah 14:12-16 is  of ten quoted by people who bel ieve in a supernatura l evi l  being. By 
compar ing the ESV and the AV we see that Luc ifer  is  jus t another  name for the day s tar ,  
or  p lanet  Venus. 

Satan means ‘adversary’  or ‘one who opposes’.  Anyone can be a satan by 
opposing another person. They can stop them from doing good or evil .  
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Authorised Version of Isaiah 14:12 English Standard Version of  Isaiah 14:12 

How art thou fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of 
the morning! how art thou cut down to the ground, 
which didst weaken the nations!  

How you are fallen from heaven, O Day Star, son of 
Dawn! How you are cut down to the ground, you who 
laid the nations low! 

 
I f  you read the whole chapter you wi l l  see that ‘Luc ifer ’  refers to the k ing of  Babylon (see 
espec ial ly verses 4 and 16).  This  is  a prophecy that the arrogant  k ing of  Babylon would 
fal l  f rom power. This would be as spectacular as i f  the p lanet Venus fe l l  f rom the sky!  
Jesus uses s imilar  p ic ture language about the c i ty of  Capernaum (Matthew 11:23) .  
 
Similar ly,  Ezek ie l 28:14-16 refers to the k ing of  Tyre and not  an a l l -powerfu l evi l  be ing.  
 

Satan in the Book of Job 
Job is descr ibed as “b lameless and upr ight ,  one who feared God and turned away from 
ev i l ”  (Job 1:1).  He was a lso very wealthy.  Satan suggests to God that  Job only worships  
God because of  the b less ings he receives f rom Him. So God agrees that Job wi l l  be 
tes ted to see i f  he wi l l  remain fa ithfu l when h is b less ings are taken away.   
 
W ho was th is  Satan? I t  is  impor tant  to note that God,  not  th is Satan,  brought  the t rouble 
on Job (Job 42:11) .  Job and h is wife knew th is (Job 2:9,10; 19:21).  W e know that God 
would not work  d irec t ly wi th a supernatura l evi l  be ing (Psalm 5:4;  Habakkuk 1:13) .  
 
The term ‘satan’ only occurs  in  the f irs t  two chapters  of  Job and the f irs t  reference is :  

“Now there was a day when the sons of God came to present themselves before the 
LORD, and Satan a lso came among them” (Job 1:6).  

This verse has led some people to wrongly bel ieve that ‘satan’ here refers to a wicked 
angel,  but Lesson 28 shows that angels do not s in.  The phrase “sons of God” (somet imes 
‘chi ldren of  God’)  is  used in Scr ipture of  bel ievers (e.g.  1 John 3:2)  and “present  
themselves before the LORD”  refers to people worshipping God (Deuteronomy 31:14;  
Joshua 24:1; 1 Samuel 10:19) .  W e suggest that when one or more of  Job’s three f r iends 
came to worship God,  they could have had jealous, evi l  thoughts about Job. The term 
‘Satan’ is  used to represent these thoughts because they are opposed to Job. The three 
f r iends br ing no comfort  to Job but instead wrongly te l l  h im that his  troubles must be the 
resul t  of  his  wickedness. Signif icant ly,  there is  no ment ion of  Satan being condemned by 
God, but God is angry wi th the three f r iends at the end (Job 42:7) .  They were wicked, 
not Job. 

 

Verses to learn: Matthew  8:16,17 

That evening they brought to h im many who were oppressed by demons, and he cast out  
the spir i ts  with a word and healed al l  who were s ick . This was to fu l f i l  what was spoken 
by the prophet Isa iah: ‘He took our  i l lnesses and bore our d iseases ’.  

 

Passages to read:  Numbers 22; 1 Kings 18; Matthew 16:21-28  
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Summary 

1.  In some Bib le passages the word ‘demon’  refers to ido ls ( fa lse gods) ;  in others i t  
refers  to i l lnesses. 

2.  In Bib le t imes people wi th i l lnesses that could not be explained, part icu lar ly those 
which caused s trange behaviour  l ike menta l i l lnesses, were thought to have a  
demon. Today, we know these people were suf fer ing f rom medical condit ions that  
can of ten be helped wi th medic ines. 

3.  There are no invis ible l iv ing beings cal led demons that cause t rouble. 

4.  The word 'satan'  means ‘adversary’  or  ‘one who opposes ’.  The adversary can be 
good or evi l .  

5.  There is  no supernatura l evi l  be ing cal led satan. 


