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The Devil and Satan – Who or What are They?
Lesson 2
Satan in the New Testament

We have seen that the Old Testament does not teach us about a fallen evil angel called satan who tempts us and makes us suffer. We will see now that the New Testament passages that talk of satan do not teach this either.

Satan means ‘adversary’ or to ‘be against’ or ‘to oppose’. Therefore, satan can represent different things. In the Old Testament it represents God, angels or men. In the New Testament it represents;

· our sinful human nature (that works against us), 

· false believers who were against the true Christian believers 

· and also governments or groups of people that acted against the believers. 

We have to work out what satan is from the context of the passage.

We need to note something else before we go on. The word devil means ‘false accuser’ or ‘slanderer’. The word devil also represents different things and we will show that the word devil can also represent the same things as the word satan.
	SLANDER 
	means to speak falsely about someone so that people will think badly of them.

	FALSE ACCUSER
	means to say someone has said or done something wrong when they haven’t.


ROMANS
The Roman Empire ruled Israel in the time of the New Testament. The Roman authorities were an adversary to the true believers.

They falsely accused and spoke wrongly about the Christians; they persecuted them and even killed them. The Romans are therefore called a satan and a devil in the New Testament.

	Revelation 2:10
	‘Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days’. 

(talking to the church in the city of Smyrna)

	Revelation 2:13
	‘I know where you live — where satan has his throne. Yet you remain true to my name. You did not renounce your faith in me, even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to death in your city — where satan lives.

(talking to the church in the city of Pergamos)


Now we don’t really believe that the devil throws people in prison, or that he lives in Pergamos (v12) — so this is obviously not talking about a fallen angel!! But we DO know that the Romans were throwing the Christians in prison and persecuting them, and we do know from history books that in the Smyrna area there were several 10 year periods of severe persecutions against the Christians (in the reigns of Domitian AD 81-91 and Trajan AD 107-117). We also know that a Roman headquarters was based in Pergamos and so Jesus is praising this church for holding onto the faith even though they are so close to the headquarters of the Roman authorities.

Nowhere in the Bible does it say that the devil rules over the nations and controls them, but we DO read that God has power over them - read Daniel 4:32. Remember that in John 19:11, Jesus said to the Roman governor ‘you would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above’. God gives nations their power and places kings and governors in power. God put the Roman government in power over Israel.

Notice that the devil or satan is not accused of causing people to SIN in these verses — it is persecuting the Christians. But we do read of other groups of people that are making the believers sin — ‘that woman Jezebel’ (Rev 2:20), ‘people who hold to the teaching of Balaam’ (Rev 2:14), ‘people who hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans’ (Rev 2:15). These people were causing the believers to sin, not the devil.

Another verse that calls the Roman power a devil is 1 Peter 5:8.

	1 Peter 5:8
	‘Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy (AV=adversary) the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour. Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that your brothers throughout the world are undergoing the same kind of sufferings.’


Is the devil a literal lion, walking about roaring and eating Christians? Of course not, this is picture language. Just like the devil is described as a dragon and a serpent in Revelation and a man in John 6:70, the devil here is described as a lion. It is just a picture of something powerful and dangerous. In 2 Timothy 4:17 we are given a clue as to what this devil is in this passage. Paul writing to Timothy says ‘I was delivered out of the mouth of the lion’. Paul is describing his experience — he had come up against the Roman powers but God had delivered him. If we read the context of this chapter it is obvious that he is talking about the Romans (2 Timothy 3:11-13 even uses the same language but talking of evil men). Remember that at the time Paul was writing, the Emperor Nero was ruler of the Romans and was burning Christians and throwing them to the lions — this is probably why the Romans are described as a lion, devouring the Christians! The Romans were falsely accusing the Christians and therefore are called the devil.

The words ‘devil’ and ‘satan’ are used to describe the Roman persecuting power against the Christians. These words are also used to describe other things in the New Testament — let’s look at some of them now.

Jewish Satan

One major theme that runs all through the New Testament is that of the JEWISH SATAN. Think of who opposed Jesus the most in the gospels. It was the Pharisees, the Scribes and the Sadducees. They were the Jewish religious leaders who were leading the people away from God and making them follow their own traditions, the traditions of men. They were also responsible for crucifying Jesus because they were jealous of his popularity with the people. They opposed the teachings of Jesus, arguing with him and trying to make him look foolish by asking him hard questions. Jesus spoke very strongly to them telling them that what they were doing was wrong.

Who opposed the apostles in their preaching work in the book of Acts? It was the Jews, the same groups of people. Read these passages for just a few examples: Acts 9:23-24, 13:50-51, 14:5, 19, 17:5, 13, 18:12, 20:3.

Who opposed Paul in his preaching work? All the way through his letters it is the same people — the religious leaders. They are called the ‘Judaizers’. Some of these people had been baptised but were now turning away from Jesus back to the Law of Moses and the Jewish faith, trying to take the other believers with them. They are the major adversary in all of Paul’s letters (for example, Galatians, Colossians, Corinthians — these letters are FULL of encouragement to the believers to stay strong and not turn back to the law or to follow these Judaizers).

This group of people was in opposition to Jesus, the apostles and the true believers – it was a satan and many of our New Testament satan references refer to it. We will look at some of them in a moment, but first look at these passages

	John 12:31
	now is the time for judgment on this world; now the

prince of this world will be driven out’

	John 14:30
	‘‘I will not speak with you much longer; for the prince of this world is coming. He has no hold on me’

	John 16:11
	‘…the prince of this world now stands condemned’


Let’s think what these verses are talking about. It says the prince of this world is driven out, condemned and has no hold on Jesus. Notice that he is driven out NOW. This is not something that happened before the creation of the world, it is not talking about an evil angel being thrown out of heaven, or about an evil angel finally being destroyed. These chapters are at the time of the last supper, a few hours before Jesus died, so the prince of this world was being driven out NOW at the time of Jesus. The prince of this world was coming (John 14:30) — and look who came in John 18:3 - ‘So Judas came to the grove, guiding a detachment of soldiers and some officials from the chief priests and Pharisees’. When Judas got up and left the last supper meal in the upper room, Jesus knew that he didn’t have much time with his disciples because Judas would be returning to betray him. The ‘prince of this world represents the JEWISH SATAN. The Jewish satan refers to a group of people or individuals who are opposed to Jesus. So when Judas was working for the religious leaders and was against Jesus he became part of the Jewish satan.

The Jews were Israelites and the word Israel means ‘Prince with God’. This is what they could have been but they had turned away from God and become a prince of the world. They loved their own commandments and ideas more than those of God. Prince means a ruler or chief. The Israelites were being ruled by their religion which was no longer organised by God but by men. The leaders of the Jewish religion hated Jesus and this hatred had finally entered Judas when he started thinking the same way as them (read John 13:27). Judas is actually called a devil in John 6:70 — he would now act as a devil as he falsely accused Jesus.

Here are some Scriptures that talk about this Jewish satan, the Judaizers.

	2 Corinthians 4:4
	‘the god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God’


Firstly, it is important to understand that the word ‘god’ just means mighty one or something that has power. The context of this verse tells us that these chapters are talking about the Law of Moses. Read chapter 3:7-16 — it says something had ‘blinded their minds’ - what was it? It was the Law of Moses that was stopping them from seeing the truth in Jesus. Remember that the chapter divisions were put into the Bible a long time after it had been written, so these chapters are all talking about the same thing. We can see this because chapter 4:1 starts with ‘therefore’ so it is carrying on the thoughts from the last chapter. The Jewish leaders were using their false interpretation of the law to turn true believers away from Jesus. They were using their religion as a powerful way to control the people.

Now let us look at some satan passages and see how the word is used to represent the Jewish people who were refusing to accept Jesus.

	Luke 22:2-3
	‘and the chief priests and the teachers of the law were looking for some way to get rid of Jesus, for they were afraid of the people. Then Satan entered Judas, called Iscariot’


The thinking of the Pharisees had entered Judas and he agrees to work with them and to betray Jesus. Judas was responsible for his own actions and condemned for them. In Matthew 26:24 Jesus says ‘but woe to that man who betrays the Son of Man! It would be better for him if he had not been born’. Notice that Judas is called a man, the evil thoughts that led him to betray his Lord were from inside him, but they had been influenced by the hatred that the Jewish leaders had of Jesus. The satan that entered Judas was this Jewish hatred of Jesus. Judas allowed these thoughts to grow and so he sinned.

	Revelation 2:9
	I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not but are a synagogue of Satan’


A synagogue is a Jewish place of worship — there were Judaizers among the believers in Smyrna causing problems and acting as a satan. They were using the Jewish faith that they used to follow in the synagogues as opposition to the new Christian faith. They were trying to make the Christians turn to Judaism and the old Law of Moses.

	1 Thessalonians 2:18
	‘for we wanted to come to you — certainly I, Paul, did again and again — but Satan stopped us’


Look in the context to see who Paul is talking about — who had hindered Paul in his work? Chapter 2:14-16 ‘you suffered from your own countrymen who also drove us out... They displease God and are hostile to all men in their effort to keep us from speaking to the Gentiles so that they may be saved’. The satan was the Jews who were against Paul — we read about them all through the Acts and his letters. They were a satan to him, always opposing him and hindering his work.

	Romans 16:17-20
	‘the God of peace will soon crush Satan under your feet’


Again the context tells us who this is. Verse 17-20 ‘watch out for those who cause divisions and put obstacles in your way that are contrary to the teaching you have learned; keep away from them ... by smooth talk and flattery they deceive the minds of naive people’. This is exactly what the Judaizers were doing, but Paul promises the true believers that shortly God would stop this.

	2 Corinthians 12:7
	‘to keep me from becoming conceited (proud) because of these surpassingly great revelations, there was given me a thorn in my flesh, a messenger of Satan’


This thorn in the flesh, whatever it was, caused Paul to develop humility. It stopped him from becoming proud and Paul recognises therefore that it is a good thing!! Jesus tells him in verse 9 that he won’t remove this thorn because otherwise Paul would become proud. This only makes sense if we understand what satan is.

If satan is an evil angel who makes us sin, then he would be trying to make Paul proud and not trying to stop him being proud. But if we understand that our human nature can be a satan, the evil desires from the heart that are against us serving God — then it makes sense. Remember that pride comes from the heart (Mark 7:20-23).

Here is another idea — the thorn in the flesh could be the Judaizers. Read 2 Corinthians 11:23-28 - Paul had ‘been in prison ... been flogged ... been exposed to death again and again ... five times I received from the Jews forty lashes minus one.. beaten with rods... stoned  ...‘Who did all these things to him? The Jews, the Judaizers!! The whole of the second letter to the Corinthians is about these false teachers who were in the church, leading the true believers back to the Law of Moses and they were the satan to Paul. It was not an evil angel persecuting Paul, but evil men. Their constant persecution and slandering of Paul stopped him from becoming proud.

	2 Corinthians 11:13-15
	‘for satan himself masquerades as an angel of light’


Again the context explains who satan is. Verse 4 of this chapter shows us that Paul is talking about false teachers in the church, preaching a different gospel and another Jesus. Verse 13 says ‘for such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, masquerading as apostles of Christ’. These Judaizers were masquerading which means to wear masks. This means they were pretending to be true Christians but really they were deceiving the believers, Verse 15 says ‘their end will be what their actions deserve’ and Philippians 3:19 tells us this about false Christians, ‘their destiny is destruction’. 2 Corinthians 11:22 tells us that these servants of satan were Jews (Hebrews and Israelites) and we know that false brethren did secretly work in the church because there are so many passages that talk about this (read Galatians 2:4, Acts 20:24, 2 Peter 2:1). So satan here is the Judaizers pretending to be true believers.

There are some verses that use satan to mean our SINFUL NATURE or our BEHAVIOUR when it acts as an adversary against us or others,

	Matthew 16:23
	‘Jesus turned and said to Peter, Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling-block to me; you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men’


Jesus had just told the disciples that he must die, and Peter rebukes him saying that he will not die. Peter was opposing the plan of God that Jesus should die. Peter loved Jesus and wanted to help him, but he was NOT helping Jesus now — he was standing in the way of Jesus obeying God. He was acting as a satan. Look why he was a satan — ‘you do not have in mind the things of God, but the things of men’ (verse 23). He was thinking in a human way, not in a godly way and allowing his human thinking to cause him to sin.

	1 Timothy 1:20
	‘Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom I have handed over to Satan to be taught not to blaspheme’


Paul, who was writing this letter to Timothy, wanted Hymenaeus and Alexander to change their bad behaviour and repent so that they could remain in the church. He was telling Timothy to do something which was good. If satan was an evil angel who hated God then Alexander and Hymenaeus would learn to hate God even more and so wouldn’t change their bad behaviour or repent. This would be a bad thing not a good thing. So it does not mean ‘give these brothers over to the evil angel satan as punishment for their bad behaviour’ But if we understand that they were being sent out of the church and being left to their human nature, handed over to the way of life that they are enjoying, then we can see WHY Timothy would do this. Our human nature is a satan because it is against God. We are taught to ‘withdraw’ from brothers and sisters who refuse to repent so that being alone they realise the love that they had when they were part of the church — they see what they are missing and want to return. Being out of the church and feeling alone will make them realise that their behaviour is separating them from God. They will repent, change their behaviour and return to the church again. So satan here is their human nature.

	1 Corinthians 5:5
	‘hand this man over to Satan, so that the sinful nature may be destroyed and his spirit saved on the day of the Lord’


Obviously the church does not work in co-operation with an evil angel, the Corinthian church wouldn’t be able to ‘find’ satan to deliver up this man, yet they are told to do this when they are all gathered together!! But if we understand satan to just be the sinful nature of this man it makes much more sense. He had already given in to his evil desires by committing incest, so the church separated or withdrew from him. By being separated from the church he realised what he was missing and repented. We have the same idea in Luke 15:11-32 in the parable of the prodigal son. He totally gave in to his satan and spent all that he had on his desires, but that way of life eventually resulted in him repenting and turning 
back to God (also read Jeremiah 2:19). The context in Corinthians confirms this interpretation —verses 9-13 talk of ‘expel the wicked man from among you... with such a man do not even eat... not to associate with sexually immoral people.’ 2 Thessalonians 3:14 tells us that we do this ‘in order that he may feel ashamed’ and return to the church.

	Acts 5:3,4
	‘but Peter said, Ananias, how is it that Satan has so filled your heart ... what made you think of doing such a thing?’


This is just two ways of saying the same thing. In this verse, Ananias conceived the idea in his heart. If something conceives in you, it begins in you. If you conceive a child, that child does not start from outside the body and then enter the body — its very start is inside the body. Remember, the word satan just means an adversary, something against. This greedy thought was against Ananias — this thought would make him sin! Look at where this word ‘conceived’ is used again — James 1:15 ‘Then, after desire has conceived, it gives birth to sin, and sin, when it is full-grown, gives birth to death’. Satan here is our sinful evil desires.

	Acts 26:17-18
	‘I am sending you (Paul) to them to open their eyes and turn them from darkness to light, and from the power of Satan to God so that they might receive forgiveness of sins’


Paul’s mission was to preach to the Gentiles. Ephesians 4:17-1 9 tells us why the gentiles eyes were blind - ‘they are darkened in their understanding and separated from the life of God because of the ignorance that is in them, due to the hardening of their hearts. Having lost all sensitivity, they have given themselves over to the sensuality so as to indulge in every kind of impurity’. They were blind because they were ignorant of God and Paul’s mission was to go and preach to them, to teach them about God so that their eyes would be opened. The satan here is evil desires again, and we have to know God’s ways and fill our minds with God’s word to be able to fight them. If we don’t know God’s will, our flesh has power over us. Our ‘sinful mind is hostile to God’ (Romans 8.1), so we have to develop a spiritual mind.

So there are no satan verses that teach that satan is an evil fallen angel. The words describe behaviour, anyone who is against or opposing something. This may be men, angels or even God.
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