
 

      
 

 
 
 

 Exorcising demons   
 

An examination of the exorcisms performed by Jesus   
 

Introduction 
 

The exorcism of demons has been recognized by most scholars to be of 

critical importance to Jesus’ mission, for it represented the inauguration of the 

kingdom; “But if I with the finger of God [i.e. by the spirit] cast out devils, no 

doubt the kingdom of God is come upon you” (Luke 11:20).  Many Christian 

denominations understand demons (or in Luke’s case devils) as supernatural 

descendants of the ‘rebellious’ angels. However, although later non-canonical 

sources make reference to ‘rebellious’ angels, the ‘Sons of God’ pericope in 

Genesis 6 offers little supporting evidence, and the OT has not developed a 

systemized demonology. [1] This article aims to come to a Biblical 

understanding of the exorcisms performed by Jesus. 

 

 

Demons in the Old Testament 
 

 

The mention of demons in the OT is a rare occurrence and sometimes 

ambiguous; these are the satyrs, sā’ îr or “hairy ones” (Lev.17: 7, 2 Chron.11: 

15; Is.13: 21; 34:14); the ŝēdîm (Deut. 32:17; Ps.106: 37); Azazel (Lev.16: 

8,10,26; cf. I Enoch 10:8) and Lilith (Is.34: 14). It is perhaps instructive to 

examine each one of these individually before drawing any conclusions.  
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śā’ îr 

The OT dictionary NIDOTTE proposes the following meaning for śā’ îr, 

nom. Satyr, goat demon, goat idol- OT sā’ îr III occurs only 4x (Lev.17: 7; 2 

Chron.11: 15; Isa.13: 21; 34:14; cf. also possibly 2 Kgs.23:28) in the OT. 

Scholars suggest that this nom. depicts some type of demon that exhibited the 

likeness of a goat and was closely associated with idolatry and the high places. 

The first appearance occurs in Lev. 17:7, which states that sacrifices for the 

“goat idols” (NIV) or “goat demons” (NASB) are strictly forbidden: “They must 

no longer offer any of their sacrifices to the goat idols to whom they prostrate 

themselves. This is to be a lasting ordinance to them and for the generations 

to come.” The context suggests that such a prohibition pertains primarily to 

the appropriate method for sacrifice, so as to avoid both the appearance and 

practice of inappropriate behavior. The remaining occurrences of this word 

simply expand on and apply this initial prohibition. 2 Chron11: 15 (cf. 2 

Kgs23:8, cj.) records the violation of this prohibition. The occurrences in Isaiah 

are somewhat ironic descriptions of judgment. In both instances Isaiah taunts 

his audience by stating that the very demons and ghosts to which they 

sacrifice will eventually remain as the only inhabitants of the land they now 

occupy. [2] 

 

ŝēd  

  

The nom. Demon (ŝēd) occurs in the pl. and only 2x (Deut.32: 17; 

Ps.106: 37). The typical translation is demons (NIV, NASB), but other nuanced 

variations exist (powerless spirit, KJV). In both instances a   ŝēd is a recipient 

of forbidden sacrifice (human or child)….Kaufman observes, “One cannot help 

but notice the paucity of references to the demonic in the OT and even where 

it occurs it is demythologized. Good and evil are in the moral not the 

metaphysical sphere.” He further explains, “When the gods of the nations are 

called shedim it is not meant that they are evil spirits, but that they are 

insubstantial shades, ‘no-gods’, with neither divine nor demonic function.” [3]  
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Azazel 

The etymology of the word has been thoroughly examined in previous 

articles, [4] to summarise: In the Leviticus Day of Atonement ritual (ch.16)  

Azazel is understood as a proper name (like Yahweh) we suggest that this was 

a late corruption – (influenced by Enochic and other apocryphal literature) 

Azazel was understood to be the leader of the rebellious angels the ‘strong 

one.’  Rabbinic literature believed that Azazel belonged to the class of “se'irim,” 

goat-like demons, jinn haunting the desert, to which the Israelites were wont 

to offer sacrifice [or possibly ’êz (goat) ’âzal (to go away, remove as in sending 

the scapegoat away)]. Biblaridion magazine suggests that Azazel is a cognate 

derivative from the root ’âzar and êl - meaning God protects.  Therefore the 

scapegoat, although sent away from the divine presence was ’âzar êl – under 

divine protection. This bears similarity with the Cain and Abel story (Abel 

killed, Cain sent away under divine protection).  It was also noted that in the 

NT the name Lazarus carries the same meaning as the one that has been 

suggested for Azazel (God helps or protects); in John 11 Jesus Christ performs 

a miracle that reverses the atonement ritual – he brings the scapegoat, Azazel 

(Lazarus), back from the unclean place where he had been expelled.  

 

Lilith 

For the other term on our list we point to the difficulties raised by James 

Orr, who remarks on the paucity of references and who observes both the 

highly poetical nature of the passages and the allusiveness of the references, 

thereby allowing the possibility of a non-mythological interpretation. [5] 

 

Conclusion 

Both śā’ îr (goat-demon) and Azazel are probably corruptions linked to 

the release of the scapegoat, into the wilderness, on the Day of Atonement 

(the first mention of śā’ îr is Leviticus 17:7, 2 after the description of the 

atonement ritual in 16). It is likely that the ritual became corrupted and 

surrounded with numerous superstitions in the same way that the cherubim 
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deteriorated into worship of the golden calf. [6] Demons in the Old Testament 

are therefore associated with a corruption of true worship or with idol worship; 

invariably they are also associated with desolate or unclean locations.  

 

Leviticus 17:7: "And they shall no more offer their sacrifices unto devils, 

[literally "hairy ones"] after whom they have gone a whoring."  
Deuteronomy 32:17:  "They sacrificed unto devils, not to God; to gods whom 

they knew not, to new gods that came newly up..."  
2 Chronicles 11:15: "And he ordained him priests for the high places, and for 

the devils, and for the [statues of] calves which he had made."  
Psalms 106:35-37: "But were mingled among the heathen, and learned their 

works. And they served their idols: which were a snare unto them. Yea, they 
sacrificed their sons and their daughters unto devils." 

 

Before examining Jesus’ exorcisms it is perhaps useful to determine the 

general pagan/Jewish understanding of demonism.  

 

 

Demons in the New Testament 
 

 

G.H. Twelftree reviews demonism in Jewish/Hellenistic  

Literature and summarizes as follows: “In Greek thought the word daimonion 

was used in a variety of ways: for a deity (Philo Vit. Mos. 1.276), a lesser deity 

(Plutarch Rom.51), a divine power or unknown supernatural force (Josephus 

J.W. 1.69), the human element in touch with the divine (Galen De Placitis 

5.6.4) and an intermediary between humans and the gods (Corp. Herm. 

XVI.18). When a demon overtook a person and caused sickness or frenzy and 

was life-threatening, it was thought necessary to expel it (J.W. 7.185). The 

demons were popularly thought to be spirits of the dead (J.W. 1.599, 607; 

6.47; Lucian Philops. 29; Pliny Nat. Hist. 18.118).” [7] 

 

 

The NT authors prefer to use the term ‘unclean spirit’ (Matt.12: 43; 

Mk1:23, 26; 3:30; 5:2,8: Lk.8:29; 9:42; 11:24) even when the term ‘devils’ 

or ‘demons’ is encountered (for Gentile audiences?), it is in association with 
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‘unclean spirits.’  [8] The constant referral to the state of being unclean has 

cultic overtones; particularly the ritual element proscribed in the cleanliness 

laws of Leviticus. The holiness codes in Leviticus regulated ritual cleanliness –

unclean animals could not be touched or eaten, unclean diseases and unclean 

bodily discharges underwent cleansing rituals and quarantine. The priest 

inspected the impure person and pronounced judgment after certain 

purification ceremonies. A. Perry notes [9] that the diagnosis of an unclean 

spirit is essentially a priestly diagnosis and that God often described the 

Jews themselves as an unclean people:  

 

Son of man, when the house of Israel dwelt in their own land, they 

defiled it by their own way and by their doings: their way was before me 

as the uncleanness of a removed woman. Wherefore I poured my fury 

upon them for the blood that they had shed upon the land, and for their 

idols wherewith they had polluted it. (Ezek.36: 17-18) 

 

God had however promised to purify them: 

 

And it shall come to pass in that day, saith the LORD of hosts, that I will 

cut off the names of the idols out of the land, and they shall no more be 

remembered: and also I will cause the prophets and the unclean spirit 

to pass out of the land. (Zech.13: 2) 

 

It is this OT background that illuminates Jesus’ exorcism of the unclean spirits: 

 

Mark 1:23-28;  

 

And there was in their synagogue a man with an unclean spirit; and he 

cried out, Saying, Let us alone; what have we to do with thee, thou 

Jesus of Nazareth? art thou come to destroy us? I know thee who thou 

art, the Holy One of God. And Jesus rebuked him, saying, Hold thy 

peace, and come out of him. And when the unclean spirit had torn him, 

and cried with a loud voice, he came out of him. And they were all 

amazed, insomuch that they questioned among themselves, saying, 

What thing is this? What new doctrine is this? For with authority 
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commandeth he even the unclean spirits, and they do obey him. And 

immediately his fame spread abroad throughout all the region round 

about Galilee. 

 

The man with the unclean spirit was therefore symbolic of the Jewish nation 

who came to present itself before the priest, Jesus Christ. It is interesting to 

note the shift in pronouns; ‘there was a man’ (singular), the man cries out, 

‘leave us alone’ (plural), Jesus says, ‘hold thy peace’ (plural) – Mark employs 

the language of total possession (leave me and my unclean spirit alone); the 

common people did not differentiate between the individual and the 

possession; they were one and the same: 

 

Others said, these are not the words of him that hath a devil. Can a 

devil open the eyes of the blind? (John 10:21) [10] 

  

The words of the demoniac are significant. He shouted out, ‘let us alone’ an 

expression that occurs only on one other occasion in Exodus 14:12; again in 

relation to the Jewish nation: 

 
Is not this the word that we did tell thee in Egypt, saying, Let us alone, 

that we may serve the Egyptians? For it had been better for us to serve 

the Egyptians, than that we should die in the wilderness. 

 
 

The land of Egypt had an elaborate cult of the dead; those who came into 

contact with the dead were unclean under Jewish law, yet they wished to 

return to the land of ‘unclean spirits’ and refused Moses’ rescue attempt. The 

demoniac accused Jesus of attempting to destroy him – ‘art thou come to 

destroy us?’ 

 
 

And ye murmured in your tents, and said, because the LORD hated us, 

he hath brought us forth out of the land of Egypt, to deliver us into the 

hand of the Amorites, to destroy us. (Deut.1: 27) 
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The LORD shall send upon thee cursing, vexation, and rebuke, in all that 

thou settest thine hand unto for to do, until thou be destroyed, and 

until thou perish quickly; because of the wickedness of thy doings, 

whereby thou hast forsaken me. (Deut.28: 20) 

 
 

The demoniac addressed Jesus as, ‘the holy one of God’ a title from the 

commemorative Exodus psalm that describes the angel of the presence who 

led the Israelites through the wilderness: 

 

Yea, they turned back and tempted God, and limited the Holy One of 

Israel. (Ps.78: 41) 

 

Jesus rebuked the demoniac with the words, ‘hold thy peace and come out 

of him’ (v.25). Once again this has a typological reference: 

 

 
The LORD shall fight for you, and ye shall hold your peace. 

 (Ex.14: 14)  [11]  

 

The unclean spirit comes out of the man after tearing him, and uttering a loud 

[Gr. great] cry (megas phone). This corresponds to the ‘great cry’ uttered by 

the Egyptians at the death of their firstborn (Ex.11: 6; 12:30). Thematically it 

also connected with the death of the widow’s son: “What have we to do 

with thee…………..art thou come……….” (Mk.4: 23) 

 

And she [the widow of Zarepheth] said unto Elijah, What have I to do 

with thee, O thou man of God? Art thou come unto me to call my sin 

to remembrance, and to slay my son? (1 Kings 17:18) 

 

Jesus had come to call the nations sin to remembrance – spiritually the Jews 

had never left Egypt; they were in bondage to sin: 

 

They answered him, We be Abraham's seed, and were never in bondage 

to any man: how sayest thou, Ye shall be made free? Jesus answered 

them, Verily, verily, I say unto you, Whosoever committeth sin is the 

servant of sin. (John 8: 33-34). 
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The demoniac asked whether Jesus had come to destroy them; this was 

similar to the Jewish accusation against Jesus; 

 

For we have heard him say, that this Jesus of Nazareth shall destroy 

this place, and shall change the customs which Moses delivered us.  

(Acts 6:14) 

 
 

The crowd reaction to Jesus’ exorcism confirms that we are dealing with an 

‘acted parable.’ The crowd expressed amazement at Jesus’ doctrine; “What 

thing is this? What new doctrine (teaching) is this?”  (Mk.1:27). They were 

amazed at the miracle, because the miracle was an expression of 

doctrine.  A. Perry presents the correspondences schematically:  
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The healing of Legion 
 

Probably the most important exorcism performed in the NT is the 

healing of Legion; before we apply the same exegetic techniques as employed 

by Perry in Mark 1:23-28 it is perhaps useful to compare the synoptic parallels: 

 

Matthew 8 Mark 5 Luke 8 

28And when he was come to the 
other side into the country of the 
Gergesenes, there met him two 
possessed with devils, coming 

out of the tombs, exceeding 
fierce, so that no man might pass 

by that way.29And, behold, they 
cried out, saying, What have we 
to do with thee, Jesus, thou Son 
of God? art thou come hither to 
torment us before the time? 
30And there was a good way off 
from them an herd of many 

swine feeding.  31So the devils 
besought him, saying, If thou 
cast us out, suffer us to go away 
into the herd of swine.32And he 
said unto them, Go. And when 
they were come out, they went 

into the herd of swine: and, 

behold, the whole herd of swine 
ran violently down a steep place 
into the sea, and perished in the 
waters. 33And they that kept 
them fled, and went their ways 
into the city, and told every 

thing, and what was befallen to 
the possessed of the devils. 
34And, behold, the whole city 
came out to meet Jesus: and 
when they saw him, they 
besought him that he would 
depart out of their coasts. 

 

1And they came over unto the 
other side of the sea, into the 
country of the Gadarenes.  2And 
when he was come out of the 

ship, immediately there met him 
out of the tombs a man with an 

unclean spirit,3Who had his 
dwelling among the tombs; and 
no man could bind him, no, not 
with chains:4Because that he had 
been often bound with fetters 
and chains, and the chains had 
been plucked asunder by him, 

and the fetters broken in pieces: 
neither could any man tame 
him.5And always, night and day, 
he was in the mountains, and in 
the tombs, crying, and cutting 
himself with stones. 6But when 

he saw Jesus afar off, he ran and 

worshipped him, 7And cried with 
a loud voice, and said, What 
have I to do with thee, Jesus, 
thou Son of the most high God? I 
adjure thee by God, that thou 
torment me not.8For he said unto 

him, Come out of the man, thou 
unclean spirit.9And he asked him, 
What is thy name? And he 
answered, saying, My name is 
Legion: for we are many.10And 
he besought him much that he 
would not send them away out of 

the country.11Now there was 
there nigh unto the mountains a 
great herd of swine feeding.12And 

all the devils besought him, 
saying, Send us into the swine, 
that we may enter into 

them. 13And forthwith Jesus gave 
them leave. And the unclean 
spirits went out, and entered into 
the swine: and the herd ran 
violently down a steep place into 
the sea, (they were about two 
thousand;) and were choked in 

the sea.  

26And they arrived at the country 
of the Gadarenes, which is over 
against Galilee. 27And when he 
went forth to land, there met him 

out of the city a certain man, 
which had devils long time, and 

ware no clothes, neither abode in 
any house, but in the tombs. 
28When he saw Jesus, he cried 
out, and fell down before him, 
and with a loud voice said, What 
have I to do with thee, Jesus, 
thou Son of God most high? I 

beseech thee, torment me 
not. 29(For he had commanded 
the unclean spirit to come out of 
the man. For oftentimes it had 
caught him: and he was kept 
bound with chains and in fetters; 

and he brake the bands, and was 

driven of the devil into the 
wilderness.) 30And Jesus asked 
him, saying, What is thy name? 
And he said, Legion: because 
many devils were entered into 
him. 31And they besought him 

that he would not command 
them to go out into the deep. 
32And there was there an herd of 
many swine feeding on the 
mountain: and they besought 
him that he would suffer them to 
enter into them. And he suffered 

them. 33Then went the devils out 
of the man, and entered into the 
swine: and the herd ran violently 

down a steep place into the lake, 
and were choked.     
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Legion is a paradigm for the nation of Israel: “And always, night and 

day, he was in the mountains, and in the tombs, crying, and cutting himself 

with stones.” (Mark 5:5) 

 

A rebellious people….which sit among the graves….and eat swine’s 

flesh (Isa.65:4) 

 
 

The “cutting with stones” is (in this context) a reference to the rite of 

circumcision –originally performed with sharpened flints (Joshua 5:2). The 

binding of the man (cf. Ps.2: 3) and the request not to be ‘sent away out of 

the country’ (Mk.5: 10) is typical of the threat of exile in Deut.28: 64-68 and 

the imprisonment and deportation of Zedekiah in chains (Jer.52: 11). 

Moreover, it has parallels with the prodigal son (although his departure was 

voluntary), who went to a far country and subsisted on pigs swill. In this 

exorcism Jesus functions in the role of the ‘fit’ or ‘timely’ man, who sends the 

scapegoat bearing the nations impurities (the goat for ‘Azazel’) into the 

wilderness during the atonement ritual (Lev.ch.16). [12] 

   

 

Jesus transferred the ‘unclean spirit’ into an ‘unclean’ animal (this in 

contrast with the ‘clean’ scapegoat). Swine were unclean animals; for a Jewish 

narrator it would be highly appropriate for ‘unclean spirits’ to inhabit them. The 

oscillation between singular and plural in the narrative denotes that the man 

represented the collective state of the nation. The man answers with the Latin 

loan word legio meaning a legion or regiment of soldiers. Preisker suggests 

that the word expresses the man’s feeling of being inhabited by a multitude of 

evil spirits. [13] Schematically we can represent the thematic connections with 

the Old Testament as follows: 
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An eschatological element is introduced into the narrative by Matthew 

with the objection of the demoniac; ‘art thou come hither to torment us 

before the time?’ as if to say, ‘you are early, it’s not time yet!’ The mention 

of the abyss (abussŏs) in Luke replaces Mark and Matthew’s reference to the 

swine drowning in the sea (thalassa). This connects the Luke narrative with the 

emergence of the beast from the abyss in the book of Revelation, who wreaks 
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vengeance on the two witnesses by murdering them; resulting in the rejoicing 

of the people because the two prophets had tormented them with their 

words. The connections with Revelation 11 can be represented schematically 

as follows: 

 

 

Jesus warned that unless the unclean spirit is replaced with the 

wholesomeness of the gospel it would re-emerge in a more virulent form 

(Lk.11: 24-36). 
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“And if they be bound in fetters, and be holden in cords of affliction; Then he 

sheweth them their work, and their transgressions that they have exceeded. 

He openeth also their ear to discipline, and commandeth that they return from 

iniquity. If they obey and serve him, they shall spend their days in prosperity, 

and their years in pleasures. But if they obey not, they shall perish by the 

sword, and they shall die without knowledge. But the hypocrites in heart heap 

up wrath: they cry not when he bindeth them. They die in youth, and their life 

is among the unclean.” 

(Job 36:8-14) 

 
 

Conclusions 
 

 

It is obvious that healing of the ‘demon possessed’ in the NT are more 

than mere exorcism’s –they are acted parables –teaching the people 

profound lessons. Have the stories undergone development or expansion?  

Possibly; do the exorcisms have a historical basis? Most certainly, Jesus had 

such a reputation as an exorcist that his name was used in imprecations by 

fellow exorcists, and there is no reason to doubt the fundamental historicity of 

the accounts.  

 

Jesus healed real people with recognized illnesses –Legion was most 

probably a schizophrenic hearing voices – but these voices articulated the 

words of the Old Testament and challenged Jesus’ authority. The grave of a 

man of the Fourteenth Legion has been discovered at Garda. [14] It has been 

suggested that the man may have had a traumatic experience in childhood 

with the soldiery which led to his insanity. He lived on the margins of society 

and probably dwelt amongst the tombs (an unclean place for the Jews) so that 

he would be left alone.  
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Does the NT (and Jesus) use the language of accommodation in 

speaking of ‘demons’?  It is possible that the common people (especially the 

Gentiles) had a different understanding of the phenomenon than that of the NT 

authors. Although the ritual of the Day of Atonement attracted corruptions and 

superstitions (in Enochic literature), both the OT and the NT associate demons 

with idolatry and specifically with ritual uncleanness and not with supernatural 

beings that operate independently from God. King Saul, for example, was 

afflicted with an evil spirit sent from God; this manifested itself as manic 

depression interrupted by fits of jealous rage (1 Sam.16: 14). 

 

 

Jesus’ exorcisms were an outward expression of the nation’s impurity. 

Jesus had the power to remove the contamination of sin –but that removal 

would only achieve permanence if the ‘unclean attitude’ was replaced with the 

Gospel (cf. the healed demoniac sitting at Jesus’ feet fully clothed), if this did 

not happen the patients condition would become much worse. This was indeed 

the case in the first century with a collective descent into insanity and rebellion 

that resulted in the nation being expelled from the land for nearly 2,000 years.  
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[6] See the Biblaridion article on the Cherubim apostasy @  

http://www.biblaridion-online.net/pdf_archive/2005q1/cherubim.pdf 

 

[7] G.H. Twelftree, Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, (Ed., J.B. Green, S. 

McKnight, I.H. Marshall, IVP, 1992), pp.163-164 

 

[8] Whereas, Mark 1:23-28 has ‘unclean spirit’ the parallel in Luke 4:33 has 

‘spirit of an unclean devil’: pneuma akathartos daimonion (cf. Rev.18: 2). 

 

[9] The following section (up to the healing of Legion) is based on the 

observations provided by A. Perry in his insightful contribution: Demons Magic 

and Medicine (Willow Publications, 1999, ISBN 0 9526192 9 6).  

 

[10] In this case they were accusing Jesus of having an unclean spirit.   

 

[11] The same phrase occurs in Zephaniah in the context of idolatry: “Hold 

thy peace at the presence of the Lord GOD: for the day of the LORD is at 

hand: for the LORD hath prepared a sacrifice, he hath bid his guests. And it 

shall come to pass in the day of the LORD's sacrifice, that I will punish the 

princes, and the king's children, and all such as are clothed with strange 

apparel” (Zeph.1:7-8). Mark (3:4) also uses the phrase to describe the Jewish 

reaction to Jesus: “And he saith unto them, ‘Is it lawful to do good on the 
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sabbath days, or to do evil? to save life, or to kill? But they held their 

peace.’ ” 

 

[12] Ibid, note 4 

 

[13] H. Preisker, TDNT IV, 68f. 

 

[14] G.A. Smith, The Historical Geography of the Holy Land, (London, 1925), 

p. 461. 

 


