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with his power
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and tell others of his love.
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Preface


I do not like to think about evil. It grieves and frightens me. I would much rather ignore it and discuss something pleasant.

I think many Christians feel the same way, especially when it comes to discussing the notion of evil spirits and Satan. Christianity Today devoted its August 20, 1990, issue to this topic (for which I contributed one of the articles). The editor commissioned artist Michael Annino with the task of creating a suitable image of the devil for the cover, an image that would strip away the devil’s disguise as “an angel of light.” Annino did a good job, perhaps too good. Many readers wrote letters to the editor complaining bitterly about the horrific figure. The managing editor of the magazine was correct in observing that this “is not a pretty subject”!

Ultimately we cannot ignore the topic. Evil imposes itself upon us and those we love. And if we want help from the Bible for dealing with the problem of evil, we must be willing to take seriously what the Bible takes seriously: the intense involvement in life of a figure named Satan and his powers of darkness. Far too long the Western church has given neither sufficient nor serious attention to this topic. My Asian and African students tell me this repeatedly. They acknowledge a tremendous debt to the Western church for rich biblical teaching that has been passed on to them, but they cannot understand why so little has been offered on this topic. For them the issue of developing an appropriate Christian perspective on spirits is a foundational concern.

The Bible does indeed have much to say on this topic, especially the letters of the apostle Paul. This book is written for those who want to explore the extent of Paul’s teaching on the evil unseen realm. Paul has far more to say on this topic than many realize. In recent years, despite the flood of popular publications dealing with “spiritual warfare,” very little has been written from a biblical-theological perspective. It is my hope that this volume may provide a helpful beginning.

Initial credit for the appearance of this book must be given to Andy Le Peau, editorial director of InterVarsity Press, for convincing me that I should work on this project now rather than later. I also want to express my deepest thanks to Dr. W. Bingham Hunter, dean of Talbot School of Theology, who encouraged me to pursue this task and did all he could to support me along the way.

During the summer of 1990, I shared some of this material with a few groups of Rumanian Christians in Transylvania. While they expressed much appreciation for what they learned, I felt myself the greater beneficiary. They helped me a great deal in clarifying my thoughts in part three, especially the discussion on “The Powers and Society.”

I owe many other people a public acknowledgment of my gratitude for their contributions to this project. Above all, I would like to thank my wife, Barbara, not only for her helpful suggestions for improving the manuscript, but also for her faithful partnership in the work of the ministry. Dr. Michael J. Wilkins gave me constant encouragement throughout the process. During the summer of 1989, as my department chairperson, he helped me clear my schedule to continue work on the manuscript. The Biola University Research Committee also supported the project with a grant. Tim Peck, my teaching assistant, carefully read a large portion of the manuscript, which resulted in numerous improvements. It remains for me to thank Dr. Joel Green, editor of Catalyst, for permission to use substantive portions of my article “‘Principalities and Powers’ in Recent Interpretation.”

Three other people were very important to this project: Dr. Robert Saucy, for the many fruitful discussions on this topic and matters pertaining to the kingdom of God; Dr. Robert Yarbrough (Wheaton College), my teaching partner in Rumania, for reading the manuscript and offering critical interaction and encouragement; and Dr. I. Howard Marshall (University of Aberdeen) for first suggesting in 1986 that I write a popular treatment on this theme.









Introduction


In 1992 Salem, Massachusetts, commemorated the 300th anniversary of the city’s infamous witch trials. More than 400 persons were accused of being witches in the inquisition. Of these, 150 were jailed, 14 women and 5 men were hung, and one supposed witch was crushed to death under several tons of rock.

Today, as visitors tour an 1845 stone church converted into Salem’s Witch Museum, the museum narrator greets them with, “Welcome to the Witch Museum. Do you believe in witches? Millions of our ancestors did.”

Many people today find it incredible that our forebears gave credence to these ideas. How could anyone possibly believe that “witches” have actual supernatural powers, that spell-casting can work, and that evil spirits wreak all kinds of terror in peoples’ lives? For most, these beliefs were rendered obsolete with the rise of the scientific age and the spread of educational opportunity for everyone.

Now, three centuries after the witch trials, no threat of a similar inquisition is looming, and I hope that that threat never will loom. But there is an upsurge of interest in witchcraft and the occult throughout the West. Note, for instance, the following advertisement that appeared in a recent tabloid:


I will cast a spell for you. I can cast a spell to make one love another, or cause a person to change his mind about a relationship, or bring two people together. I can do all these things because I have the combined powers of my mother who was a sorceress and my father, one of the most powerful warlocks who passed on his secrets to me moments before he moved on to a different world. My magical powers are beyond your imagination. I can cast a spell in your behalf regarding a relationship, your financial situation, future events, or whatever is important to you. I have the power and I use the power.1



This announcement is typical of a number of occultic advertisements that appear regularly in tabloids throughout the United States.

This burgeoning interest in the occult is not a local fad but a trend in Western society. The growing fascination in the occult of the sixties became what the eminent history of religions scholar Mircea Eliade termed an “occult explosion” in the seventies.2 He notes, “As a historian of religions, I cannot fail to be impressed by the amazing popularity of witchcraft in modern Western culture and its subcultures. . . . The contemporary interest in witchcraft is only part and parcel of a larger trend, namely the vogue of the occult and the esoteric from astrology and pseudospiritualist movements to Hermetism, alchemy, Zen, Yoga, Tantrism, and other Oriental gnoses and techniques.”3 Then came the New Age movement, a definite “explosion” in its own right during the eighties and continuing vigorously into the nineties.4 The movement received a strong impetus from the publicity it received from a number of entertainment celebrities who popularized its teachings. The religious vocabulary of the West expanded with a barrage of neologisms such as “channeling” (getting in contact with a spiritual entity), “spirit guide” (a spiritual entity who provides information), “cosmic consciousness” (the perception that all in the universe is “one”) and “astral flight” (soul travel during meditation or the night).

It is difficult to gauge the size of this growing “movement” since it is loosely organized. Its current popularity can best be seen by perusing the shelves of any bookstore. Increasing space is given to the literally thousands of New Age publications. Businesses and corporations are hosting more and more “human potential” seminars based on New Age principles.5 The New Age concept of channeling has grown increasingly popular, especially in Southern California. A Los Angeles Times poll revealed that more women in West Los Angeles are consulting channelers than psychologists or counselors.6 In a recent cover story, entitled “New Age Harmonies,” Time magazine summarized the surprisingly rapid acceptance and popularity of the movement in many sectors of Western society.7

The New Age movement is characterized by a monistic world view that has much in common with classic Hinduism. Monism is the belief that the entire universe is a living unified whole. God permeates the entire universe, and in a sense every person is a part of God. God and humanity are therefore one. What is needed, according to this view, is a change in our consciousness to heighten our level of awareness into our essential unity with the divine. The New Age movement also has a lively belief in the realm of spirits and thus practices forms of divination and magic (under the euphemism “channeling”). For this reason some evangelical analysts have described the heart of the New Age religion as occultism.8

Given this rise in occultism, expressed also in the form of the New Age movement, we need to ask if the church is alert and ready to face this fresh challenge? Is the church prepared to effectively handle the spiritual problems that will surface in ministering to people who have opened their lives to the direct and immediate influence of the realm of Satan?

There are some encouraging signs. Many evangelical seminaries and Christian colleges are offering courses in spiritual warfare (or the equivalent) and, almost invariably, these courses have turned out to be the most popular courses among the students.9 Quite a number of books and articles have also appeared, treating topics on spiritual warfare, demon possession, counseling the demonized, and the New Age movement. Regrettably, the Christian community has not been well served with material dealing with a biblical perspective on demons, principalities and powers, and the nature of the church’s conflict with the powers of evil. I hope that this book can be a helpful first installment on developing a biblical perspective on the powers of darkness.

But is this topic relevant for everyone? Certainly not everyone in the church has had contact with professing Satanists or witches, with New Age advocates, or with those deeply involved in the occult. Furthermore, this topic is rather frightening. Why spend time exploring the varied dimensions of evil, especially in terms of demons and evil spirits? Would it not be better to avoid this topic altogether and spend the time meditating on the positive aspects of our Christian life?

I believe this topic is important for all Christians because it touches us in a profound way, regardless of whether we have had any involvement in the occult. The Bible teaches not only that evil spirits exist, but also that they are actively hostile to all Christians; their perverse instigations adversely affect our day-to-day life and the lives of those around us. The Bible consequently provides us with vital information, information designed to give Christians an appropriate perspective on these malicious forces and how to deal with their activity against us.

My personal interest in this theme originated during the course of my doctoral studies. Nestled in my office high in a tower of the sixteenth-century King’s College of the University of Aberdeen (Scotland), I banged away on a keyboard, researching and writing on the biblical concept of power. I was not far into my research before I realized that it was nigh well impossible to study the power of God without studying the opposing sphere of power, the kingdom of Satan. The end result was a dissertation entitled, “The Power of God and the Powers of Evil in Ephesians,” a study of this theme in one New Testament letter.

Not only in Paul’s letter to the Ephesians, but also throughout the New Testament, Christ is portrayed in terms of a struggle with the powers of darkness. Jesus confronted the demonic in his earthly ministry, dealt a decisive blow to the kingdom of evil on the cross, continues to wage war against the hosts of Satan through the church, and will finally vanquish Satan and his forces once and for all after his Second Coming. Christ’s conflict with the powers of evil surfaces as a major theme in New Testament theology. Surprisingly, this theme has been terribly neglected in the exegetical and theological study of the New Testament. Why? I am not certain. It may be due partly to the Western post-Enlightenment world view that has interpreted the New Testament references to evil spirits as outmoded primitive myth.

The grip of our common Western world view provides yet another reason for this book. In contrast to people in Africa, Korea, China, and other parts of the non-Western world, we have grown up disbelieving in the realm of spirits, demons and angels. Most Westerners, if asked, “Do you believe in evil spirits?” would say no. This is also true of many Christians in the West, although we display some double-mindedness on the issue. Many Christians would affirm a belief in demons because they are mentioned in the Bible (and perhaps because some missionaries have come home with tales about dealing with the demonic). In actual fact, however, the spirit realm may have no more a part of a given Christian’s world view than it does of that person’s non-Christian neighbor. It is tough to break the all-pervasive influence of one’s culture. If the realm of spirits and angels is a dominant part of the biblical world view, it should thus be a dominant part of a Christian world view in our age.

In the following pages I hope to show precisely what role evil spiritual powers had in the world view of one of Christianity’s most brilliant and inspired thinkers, the apostle Paul. Comprising about one-quarter of our New Testament, Paul’s letters constitute an important source for building a Christian world view today.











Part I
First-Century
Belief in
the Powers




PAUL PREACHED THE GOSPEL AND PLANTED CHURCHES AMONG people who believed in the existence of evil spirits. This fact had an impact on how he preached the gospel and on what he taught those new Christians in his letters.

The belief in spirits crossed all religious, ethnic and geographical boundaries. The Jews, Greeks, Romans, Asians and Egyptians all believed in spirits who populated the heavens, the underworld and the earth. Many were thought to be good spirits, or gods, who were worthy of worship and could be trusted. Others caused people to tremble in fear because they were believed to be wicked and injurious. Everyone, however, agreed on one thing: The supernatural realm exercises control over everyday life and eternal destiny.

Our goal in this section will be to uncover the world view of the populace—the kind of people who were becoming Christians and to whom Paul ministered. What specifically did the average person believe about gods, spirits, demons and the like? This task is not easy. Most of the Greek and Roman literature that we have comes from the educated elite and, with the finest rhetorical craftsmanship, presents philosophical understandings of existence that are often quite removed from what common folk believed. Fortunately, some literature gives us a glimpse into the folk belief. Scholars are increasingly recognizing the value of papyri, inscriptions and archeological evidence for piecing together a picture of folk belief. We will begin by taking a look at an aspect of first-century life that many scholars believe gives us the greatest insight into the beliefs of the populace about the spirit realm—magic.











1
Magic and Divination



ONE OF THE CLEAREST WINDOWS FOR SEEING WHAT ORDINARY PEOPLE BElieved about supernatural powers in the New Testament era is the realm of magic and divination. Magical beliefs and practices were a part of all religious traditions (and even came to have a share in Christianity!).

In Western culture we have come to think of magic as harmless trickery in the context of entertainment. When we speak of magic during the period of the New Testament, however, we must realize it was not the art of illusion. Magic represented a method of manipulating good and evil spirits to lend help or bring harm. Magical formulas could be used for such things as attracting a lover or winning a chariot race. Black magic, or sorcery, involved summoning spirits to accomplish all kinds of evil deeds. Curses could be placed, competitors subdued, and enemies restrained.

These practices were widespread and reflect the common views, or “folk belief,” of the age. Magic was not something separate from organized religion. It was an important part of the official religions, though in many cases, not a sanctioned part. For example, the cult of Artemis did not have an official magician attached to the cult. Nevertheless, this goddess was invoked in magical formulas, the ornamentation on her cultic statue was interpreted magically, and magical words were even inscribed on her image. Many of the people who worshiped Artemis also practiced magic.

Scholars have learned much about Hellenistic magic in recent years. Virtually hundreds of papyrus texts have been discovered over the past century in addition to numerous magical amulets, lead curse tablets (defixiones) and a variety of other magical sources. Arthur Darby Nock, the famous classics scholar, strongly underscored the value of these sources for providing insight into the folk belief of the time. He advised his fellow scholars that “we may and must make use of the magical papyri in our attempt to reconstruct the religious attitude of the mass of mankind in the Roman world.”1

While virtually all of the magical papyri that have been discovered were found in Egypt, this does not imply that people practiced magic only in Egypt. The climate and conditions of Egypt were well suited to the preservation of papyrus materials. In fact, our papyrus fragments of the Greek New Testament were found in Egypt. Although the country was indeed famous in antiquity for being a hotbed for prolific magical activities, there is plenty of evidence that magic was practiced throughout the Mediterranean world.

Many accounts about magical practices exist in the literature of the first century. Even in our own New Testament, Luke tells us about magical activity in Palestine, Cyprus, Asia and Northern Greece, which we will discuss later. In addition, the thousands of magical amulets, gems and defixiones (lead curse tablets) uncovered by archeologists were discovered in all of the Mediterranean lands. Whereas most of the papyrus texts date from the second century A.D., the texts recorded on the more durable materials (stone, metals, etc.) date throughout the Hellenistic period (beginning c. 330 B.C.). All these texts are basically of the same character and encompass much of the same vocabulary. They are also based on the same assumptions regarding the spirit world—people and situations can be influenced by invoking the help of supernatural, powerful spirit-beings.

The supernatural nature of magic may be seen clearly by looking at the content of a few magical recipes. We will take a close look at three magical recipes that provide a good overview of the nature of magic and its close connection to the realm of spirits and demons, principalities and powers. A typical magical formula consisted of three parts:


	1. Instructions for a magical rite.


	2. A list of the proper names to invoke.


	3. A statement of the command.





A Protective Charm

The first text we will examine is a short recipe for a protective charm (or amulet) to be worn like a necklace. The purpose of this amulet was to protect the wearer from harmful or evil spirits.2

While there is no need to perform a magical rite with this charm, there are specific instructions on how the amulet is to be fashioned: “Onto lime wood write with vermilion this name. . . . Enclose it in a purple skin, hang it around your neck and wear it.”

The second part of the recipe gives a series of magical names to be written on the charm: “epokopt kopto bai baitokarakopto karakopto chilokopto bai” (in some of the texts that I cite below, such magical names will be summarized by “magical names”). Although these words are transliterated from the Greek and are unintelligible to us, they were no more intelligible to most Greek readers. They are magical words, probably the names of the spirits who are supposed to make this magical charm effective. Often magical names were invoked together with the names of known gods and goddesses, such as Hekate, Artemis, Selene, Kore, Kronos, Aphrodite and others. All of the magical texts show an incredible amount of syncretism; that is, the mixing together of various elements from different religious beliefs and practices. Any name thought to be laden with supernatural power could be invoked. Hence, one will find Greek, Egyptian, Persian, Phrygian and Roman deities all invoked in the same text.

The third part of the text contains the command that the spirit agents are being summoned to fulfill: “Guard me from every daimon of the air, on the earth and under the earth, and from every angel and phantom and ghostly visitation and enchantment.” This representative example is what is called apotropaic magic; that is, the “warding off” of demons and harmful spirits.

In the magical papyri the Greek word daimōn did not necessarily signify an evil or harmful spirit. Although in this magical recipe the term is plainly used to refer to the spirits who could inflict harm, by itself the word has no moral connotations. In the classical era before the New Testament age, the word daimōn had been used for the gods (such as Apollo, Dionysus and Hermes) and for supernatural beings regarded as somewhat lower than the gods. Increasingly it was used of the supernatural intermediaries (between the gods and humanity) and of the spirits of nature. Many regarded the daimones (plural form) who filled the air to be the disembodied souls of the dead, especially heroes. Influence from the East, especially Persian and Jewish thought, resulted in the Greek word daimōn taking on an increasingly evil connotation in its common use. Both daimōn and the related word daimonion are consistently used to refer to an evil spirit in the New Testament.3 Throughout this book the term demon will be used in reference to evil spirits and daimōn will be used in its neutral sense.

This magical text illustrates fear and dread of the spirit realm felt by the general populace. This magical recipe also illustrates the fact that people believed evil powers populated all of creation, including the air, the earth and the underworld. Magic provided a means for dealing with the fear of this reality.

Numerous accounts could be given to depict the great fear of demons among people in antiquity. It was believed these evil beings could even threaten to bring death. One ancient writer gives an account of a certain wise man, or shaman, endowed with a knowledge of the magical arts who could exhibit a certain measure of control over these hostile forces. Apollonius of Tyana became a well-known wonder worker throughout the Mediterranean world. He lived during the time of Paul, and Flavius Philostratus chronicled his life about a century later. This work is very important for giving us further insight into the folk belief of the time.

On one occasion Apollonius of Tyana encountered a woman whose sixteen-year-old son had been possessed by a demon for two years. She was aware of his possession because of her son’s altered behavior and because the demon allegedly revealed itself to the woman using the boy’s voice. The demon claimed to be the ghost of a dead person who hated women and was in love with the boy. The mother, understandably anguished over her son’s tormented condition, explained to Apollonius all the symptoms. Among other things, she observed that “the boy does not even have his own voice, but speaks in a deep, hollow tone, the way grown-up men do, and when he looks at me, his eyes don’t seem to be his own.” The mother explained to Apollonius that whenever she had tried to bring the boy to him, the demon would threaten to throw the young man into a crevice or off of a precipice and kill him. Apollonius confidently responded to the woman by supplying her with something like an amulet or a magical recipe that would prevent the demon from killing the boy.4




A Love Potion

The second text provides us with a vivid illustration of how magic involved the direct assistance of supernatural beings to perform a given request. This recipe, recorded on a papyrus scroll discovered in Egypt, reveals how a certain lovesick Theodorus attempted to gain the affection of a woman named Matrona.5 The intent of the recipe is stated simply: “Let Matrona love Theodorus for all the time of her life.” This type of “love potion” is commonly called an aphrodisiac.

There is virtually no magical rite for Theodorus to perform, but the text does presuppose that he has obtained some of her hair. The recipe is quite expansive, however, in invoking the help of the underworld gods and spirits. The formula continues:


I entrust this charm to you, underworld gods, to Pluto uessemigadon ortho baubo, to Kore, Persephoneia, Ereschigal, and to Adonis era. . . puonrth and to underworld Hermias Thoth phokentazepseu and to mighty Anubis cherichtha kanchene. . . th, keeper of the keys of the gates of Hades, and to the underworld gods and to the untimely dead, lads and lasses.



The final phrase, “to the untimely dead, lads and lasses,” lends some insight into a common interpretation of a segment of the spirit realm by the ancients. Many in the Greco-Roman world believed people who were heroes or who had suffered an untimely death became disembodied spirits after death. They would customarily take on a rather evil disposition and could bring harm to someone if commanded to do so through a curse.

The text goes on to invoke two additional goddesses (Hekate and Artemis) and uses many more magical names. It is also very clear that the conjurer expects these supernatural beings to accomplish his stated intent to make Matrona a devoted lover of Theodorus. The formula is quite explicit:


I adjure all ghosts [Greek = demonas] in this place to come to the assistance of this ghost. Raise yourself up for me from the repose that keeps you and go out into every district and every quarter and every house and every shop, and drive, spellbind Matrona. . . that she may not have intercourse vaginal, anal, or oral with anyone else, nor be able to go with any other man than Theodorus. . . and never let Matrona. . . be able to endure or be healthy or find sleep night or day without Theodorus.



In this particular case the conjurer is not exactly sure which “demon” will be compelled to perform the task. The spell continues: “Do not turn aside from hearing me, ghost [Greek = demon], whoever you are, and raise yourself up for me, for I adjure you by the lady Hekate Artemis demon damno damnolukake damnippae damnomenia damnobathira damnobathiri damnomenia dameamone, tail-swallower, night roamer.” Here it appears that the conjurer is threatening a “demon” by the goddess of the underworld, Hekate Artemis, and certain magical names. Thus, Hekate Artemis will enforce his request because she is believed to respond to these magical names and the epithets that are ascribed to her. Other magical texts even give instances of hymns to be sung to the deities, which would render them more receptive to the requests of the petitioner. In this text the implication for the “demon” is clear—there is now no choice but to respond to the request of Theodorus. The “demon” is thus manipulated by the conjurer.




A Spell to Inflict Harm

The last example is a rather horrific piece of black magic that has an elaborate rite. It is a recipe for inflicting great harm on an enemy.6 The rite is to proceed as follows:


Take a lead lamella [thin, metal plate] and inscribe with a bronze stylus the following names and the figure [depicted in the papyrus text], and after smearing it with blood from a bat, roll up the lamella in the usual fashion. Cut open a frog and put it into its stomach. After stitching it up with Anubian thread and a bronze needle, hang it up on a reed from your property by means of hairs from the tip of the tail of a black ox, at the east of the property near the rising of the sun.



Following this is an invocation of supernatural beings and the statement of the devilish command to the powers:


Supreme angels, just as this frog drips with blood and dries up, so also will the body of him [a space to insert the name of the victim] whom [a space to insert the name of the victim’s mother] bore, because I conjure you, who are in command of fire maskelli maskello.



It is important to understand that the conjurer is not invoking the good “angels” surrounding the Christian or Jewish God, Yahweh. In the Hellenistic era pagans used the term “angel” (angelos) for supernatural beings and messengers. Here the idea of a supernatural assistant or servant is what is in mind.

Various parts of this magical rite seem rather strange and nonsensical to us. Indeed, for the person who performed the rite, a rational explanation for the details may have defied explanation, but it was believed to work! There was, however, a somewhat rational basis for certain aspects of the magic rite. Magic was based partly on a system of correspondences. Animals, plants, herbs, precious stones and metals were believed to be associated with or to symbolize various gods and demons; therefore, they could be used to attract or repel the presence and influence of these supernatural beings. Moreover, the use of written symbols functioned in much the same way. The seven vowels of the Greek alphabet, for instance, were used in magical texts to represent the seven planetary deities.

These three magical texts give us a glimpse not only of the nature of magic, but also of some fundamental assumptions behind magic: Gods, spirits, angels and demons do exist; they are involved in everyday life; and, most important, they can be manipulated.

Numerous words, names and titles are used in the magical texts to refer to the wide array of spirit beings. From all religious traditions during the New Testament era, people seem to have used a broad vocabulary for the spirit realm. While much of Paul’s vocabulary for the principalities and powers can be found in the magical papyri, he was probably drawing more specifically from the vast reservoir of terminology in the demonology and angelology of first-century Judaism (see chapter four). Pagan readers would have clearly understood what Paul was talking about when he referred to principalities and powers since they shared many of the same terms and concepts with Judaism.




The Uses for Magic

Magic is often described in terms of white and black (or good and evil). Professor David Aune suggests four major ways to describe the purpose of magic in the Greco-Roman world: (1) protective or apotropaic magic (particularly against dreaded illnesses), (2) aggressive and malevolent magic, (3) love magic and magic aimed at the acquisition of power over others, and (4) magical divination or revelation.7 We have seen examples of the first three uses in the previous section, and we will discuss the fourth use in more detail below.

Amulets and charms were commonly used for protective magic. It was believed the injurious work of malevolent spirits could be repelled with an effective amulet.

Like the use of a rabbit’s foot today, amulets were also used to bring good luck. Two ancient writers relate the humorous account of an Ephesian wrestler who traveled to Olympia, Greece, to compete in the Olympic games. The wrestler attached an amulet to his ankle that had the Ephesian letters inscribed on it. These were six magical names, probably referring to six powerful supernatural beings. The Ephesian wrestler was readily defeating his opponents and advancing in the event until the referee discovered the ankle bracelet! He then lost three successive matches.8

Amulets were sometimes made out of precious stones (thought to contain special magical properties). More often, cheap and easily accessible materials were used, such as papyri, pottery pieces (ostraca), tin strips, linen and seashells. At times, the magical recipe for constructing an amulet called for a special kind of material like hyena parchment. Amulets were usually worn somewhere on the body, for instance, as a ring or a necklace. Virtually thousands of magical amulets have been found all over the Mediterranean world.

Black magic (aggressive and malevolent magic) was frequently performed using inscribed sheets of thin lead. Over 1100 of these “lead curse tablets,” or defixiones, have been discovered throughout the Mediterranean world. Together with the magical papyri and amulets, these sources constitute our most important witness for understanding the nature of magic in the Greco-Roman world.

A lead curse tablet typically consisted of a magical formula with a curse written on a leaf of lead. Usually the tablet was rolled up and pierced by a nail to symbolize the “fix” on a victim. The tablet would then be deposited in a place where it was thought to have easy contact with the underworld, such as a grave, tomb or well. This procedure would then effect the curse, which would be carried out by supernatural means against the victim. One of the curse tablets discovered in Rome is directed against a competitor in a chariot race:9


I conjure you up, holy beings and holy names; join in aiding this spell, and bind, enchant, thwart, strike, overturn, conspire against, destroy, kill, break Eucherius the charioteer, and all his horses tomorrow in the circus at Rome. May he not leave the barriers well; may he not be quick in the contest; may he not outstrip anyone; may he not make the turns well; may he not win any prizes. . . may he be broken; may he be dragged along by your power, in the morning and afternoon races. Now! Now! Quickly! Quickly!






Spirit Guides

Some people were attracted to magic because of the power it would bring to them through acquiring a spirit guide or assistant daimōn. In this type of magic a special formula was used to summon the services of a god (or daimōn). One magical text prescribes a rite in which “a daimōn comes as an assistant who will reveal everything to you clearly and will be your companion and will eat and sleep with you.”10 The spirit helper might stay with the person for a long period of time. One formula commands the spirit to “be inseparable from me from this day forth through all the time of my life.”

This mighty spirit assistant would help the person in all kinds of ways, as the following text shows:


It is acknowledged that he is a god; he is an aerial spirit which you have seen. If you give him a command, straight-way he performs the task: he sends dreams, he brings women, men without the use of magical material, he kills, he destroys, he stirs up winds from the earth, he carries gold, silver, bronze, and he gives them to you whenever the need arises. And he frees from bonds a person chained in prison, he opens doors, he causes invisibility so that no one can see you at all, he is a bringer of fire, he brings water, wine, bread. . . . He will quickly bring daimons [for a banquet], and for you he will adorn these servants with sashes. These things he does quickly. And as soon as you order him to perform a service, he will do so, and you will see him excelling on other things: He stops ships and again releases them, he stops very many evil daimons.11



The text continues by naming numerous other services the spirit would perform and then concludes with the following summary statement and imposition of secrecy:


He will serve you suitably for whatever you have in mind, O blessed initiate of the sacred magic, and will accomplish it for you, this most powerful assistant, who is also the only lord of the air. And the gods will agree to everything, for without him nothing happens. Share this great mystery with no one else, but conceal it, by Helios, since you have been deemed worthy by the lord god.



To use modern terminology, undoubtedly an initiate into this type of magic was “possessed” by the spirit. The person using this kind of magic, however, clearly believed he was receiving a good, helpful spirit and not an evil one. In fact, the recipe asserts that this spirit would drive away the evil daimones. Those who practiced magic thus believed they had to be very cautious and discerning about which spirits were evil and which were good.




Divination

There were a number of methods of divining the future in the Greco-Roman period. Some involved the use of lamps, bowls and saucers. Other methods involved the examination of the liver or the observation of strange occurrences in nature (omens), like the birth of a deformed child or the odd behavior of animals. The art of astrology also had a large part in divination.

One aspect of divination, revelatory magic, bears many similarities to the modern New Age movement’s practice of channeling.12 This form of magic involved soliciting the appearance of a divine assistant to impart information regarding the future, or virtually anything else. By using the proper formulas, a supernatural being could be forced to divulge all kinds of secretive information.

One of these spells involved a “serpent faced” god: “Invoke the great name in a time of great stress, in major and pressing crises. If not, you will blame yourself. . . . I call upon you [thirty-one magical names]. . . . Come in, lord, and reveal. The serpent-faced god will come in and answer you. When you dismiss him, make an offering of the skin of a serpent.”13 Here, presumably, the suppliant could gain wisdom and perspective in order to gain control over the crisis situation.

More than one spirit could be summoned simultaneously. The following text seems concerned to call up many powerful evil spirits. The formula reads:


I call upon you, inhabitants of Chaos and Erebos [the underworld], of the depth, of earth, watchers of heaven, of darkness, masters of things not to be seen, guardians of secrets, leaders of those beneath the earth, administrators of things which are infinite, those who wield power over earth, servants in the chasm, shudderful fighters, fearful ministers, inhabitants of dark Erebos, coercive watchers, rulers of cliffs, grievers of the heart, adverse daimons, iron-hearted ones [seven magical names are given].14



These powers are all called to “reveal concerning the matter which I am considering.” Someone would use these formulas not merely to satisfy an intense curiosity about what the future held, but also as a means of gaining some measure of control over the future. In magic, fate is something that is not unalterable. In fact, the very purpose of magic is to alter the unfolding of fate.

Revelatory magic offered insight not only into the events of the future, but about anything a person may want to know. It was a means of gaining power, influence and control.




Simon the Magician: Acts 8

In the book of Acts Luke records four separate instances involving the use of magic. In three of these instances Luke directly connects the magic with the work of Satan or his demons.

In Samaria a magician named Simon was bringing great attention to himself because of the amazing things he accomplished with his magic. So awestruck were the people of Samaria that they nicknamed him “The Great Power” (8:10).

Philip’s preaching of the gospel proved more compelling, however, and many Samaritans turned their lives to Jesus Christ, eventually even Simon. Luke paints Philip’s ministry in terms of what some missiologists would today call “a power encounter.” Although Luke does not describe it in terms of a showdown between Philip and Simon, he clearly indicates that Philip’s display of divine power is what gave him his hearing: “When the crowds heard Philip and saw the miraculous signs he did, they all paid close attention to what he said” (8:6). Philip’s miraculous signs completely overshadowed Simon’s. Philip made evil spirits come out of many people and healed numerous paralytics and cripples.

Luke simply tells us about Simon’s conversion without going into detail about whether he too had evil spirits commanded out of him. Unfortunately Simon allowed his affection for supernatural powers to take precedence over his devotion to the Lord Jesus and asked to buy the ability to impart the Holy Spirit to others. Detecting his perverse motives, Peter rebuked him in the strongest of terms, telling him to repent of his wickedness and observing that he was “full of bitterness and captive to sin” (8:23).

Some later church tradition claims Simon continued in his quest for divine power and became the originator of what would be known as Gnosticism. The second-century apocryphal book Acts of Peter vividly narrates Simon losing in a “power encounter” with the apostle Peter in Rome. After leading many astray with his heretical teaching, Simon allegedly flew in the air over the city of Rome, defying Peter. Peter prayed to the Lord, and Simon was struck down, causing his leg to break in three places.15




A Jewish Magician and False Prophet: Acts 13

Luke surprises us by introducing his readers to a Jewish magician who went by the name Bar-Jesus (son of Jesus), or Elymas (13:4-12). Actually, we will later find (chapter four) that there was widespread Jewish involvement in magic, witchcraft and sorcery. The apostle Paul encountered this magician on the island of Cyprus at the outset of his first missionary outreach. Interestingly, this sorcerer was formally attached to a major political figure on the island, the proconsul Sergius Paulus.

Luke does not elaborate on the extent of the influence Elymas wielded with Sergius Paulus. Since political officials frequently consulted astrologers and diviners for guidance, we are safe to speculate that Elymas’s influence extended to the proconsul’s governance and to the political and economic structures he was responsible for. Most important for Paul, however, was the decisive opposition the magician presented to communicate effectively the gospel to Sergius Paulus and perhaps even to the area over which he governed.

Luke presents this sorcerer as the major opposition to Paul’s mission. Paul perceived the man to be under the control of Satan himself and pointedly revealed his true character to his face: “Filled with the Holy Spirit, [he] looked straight at Elymas and said, ‘You are a child of the devil and an enemy of everything that is right! You are full of all kinds of deceit and trickery. Will you never stop perverting the right ways of the Lord?’” (13:10). Paul then took firm action against the magician. He announced that the hand of the Lord Jesus would be against him and he will be blinded. Immediately Elymas lost his sight. The “power encounter” again proved effective for the success of the gospel; the proconsul put his faith in the Lord Jesus Christ.




The Spirit of Divination: Acts 16

While Paul was in Philippi, a slave girl with a “spirit of divination” troubled Paul greatly by following him and his companions around day after day shouting, “These men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be saved.” This spirit of divination was literally a “Python spirit” (Greek = pythōn), according to Luke. By this spirit, the girl was able to predict the future. Meanwhile, some profit-seeking individuals, who later created great problems for Paul (16:16-21), exploited her and her supernatural ability.

The Python spirit was associated with the oracle at Delphi in Greece (about eighty miles northwest of Athens), where the female prophetess was called a Python. In classical mythology the Python was a serpent that guarded the Delphic oracle and was slain by the god Apollo. Throughout antiquity people came from all over the Near East to consult the oracle at Delphi for advice. It was widely believed to be the center of the earth. An opening in the ground at the site emitted a gas that the Delphic prophetess would breathe in order to receive her prophetic insight. She would then pass on the information to the person in verse form. The grateful traveler would then depart, leaving votive offerings and expensive gifts.

Many people also believed the Pythian prophetess had a god living within her belly. This belief led to her being called “a belly talker,” since she was observed talking in a deep second voice while making her predictions. In fact, some ancient literature attributes this second voice to a daimōn.

Because Paul clearly believed a demon controlled this girl, he commanded the spirit within her: “In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to come out of her!” Without any argument or hesitation, the spirit departed. Luke’s attention then shifts to the irate reaction of the girl’s owners, and this brief account is all that we know about her in Scripture.




The Burning of the Magical Books in Ephesus: Acts 19

Luke also gives us an incredible account about a situation involving magic during Paul’s ministry at Ephesus (Acts 19:13-20). It reinforces the impression that Ephesus was a center of magical practices during the first century. Luke tells us about some itinerant Jewish exorcists, who attempted to use the name of Jesus as part of their exorcism on a man troubled with an evil spirit. Tragically unsuccessful, they were physically assaulted by the demon-controlled man so that “they fled out of that house naked and wounded.” As a result, numerous people brought out their books of magical formulas and incantations and burned them. The combined value of the books was estimated by Luke to be worth as much as 50,000 days’ wages.

This account is very important for understanding the social and religious situation of the early Christian churches. Luke here gives the distinct impression that those who were burning their magical texts were already Christians. He observes, “Many of those who believed now came and openly confessed their evil deeds. A number who had practiced sorcery brought their scrolls together and burned them publicly” (19:18-19a). It underlines the temptation faced by early believers to return to their former practices, in particular, magic.




Summary

Luke is concerned to show that the gospel of the Lord Jesus and the power of God are indeed mightier than any opposition. Luke also clearly ties magical practices and divination to the work of Satan and his powers.16 In all of these instances the work of the devil through these people hindered the progress of the gospel. The power of God working through his messengers needed to confront and overcome Satanic opposition.

Each of these accounts in the book of Acts also raises issues that are relevant to understanding better what the apostle Paul has to say about principalities and powers. It helps us clarify the felt needs of the readers Paul addressed in his letters. They would naturally be filled with questions as they sought to make sense of Christianity in light of the religious and magical environment in which they lived. They would ask questions such as: How should converts from a background in the occult and spiritism live in light of their newfound faith in the Lord Jesus? What should they believe about the powers they once thought served them and the powers they feared? Were some of them still to be considered good and others evil? Where does Christ stand in relation to these spirit beings and supernatural powers? Can one still be devoted to Christ and wear an amulet for protection? How should the church respond to non-Christians involved in spiritism?

Knowing the questions that would undoubtedly have been on the minds of new believers in the first century will help the New Testament come alive when we consider the things Paul has to say about principalities and powers.












2
Greco-Roman and
Oriental Religions



TODAY WHEN TOURISTS WALK THROUGH THE REMAINS OF THE ANCIENT acropolis of Athens, a feeling of awe overwhelms the senses as they experience the grandeur and beauty of the Parthenon and the adjacent structures—the Temple of Athena Nike, the theater of Dionysus, the nearby Olympeion and the many other magnificent edifices. Nearly two millenniums ago, when Paul strolled the Athenian streets for the first time, surely an aesthetic appreciation for this center of Greek civilization gripped him as well. Luke, however, reveals that Paul was greatly distressed. Why? Because “the city was full of idols” (Acts 17:16).

Athens was certainly not the only city “full of idols.” Every city, including Tarsus, the city of Paul’s childhood, contained temples and altars dedicated to a wide assortment of deities. Although Paul wrote letters to people living in Asia, Greece and Italy, many of the same gods were worshiped in each place. More importantly, the pre-Christian religious experiences of those people converted from paganism were quite similar in many fundamental respects.

Pagans believed their gods were alive and could help them in practical ways for their earthly needs and, in many instances, bring them a blissful afterlife. The early Christians, including Paul, saw these gods as alive too, but in a different sense. They believed demons, the powers of Satan, inspired and perpetuated these pagan gods. These idols greatly distressed Paul because they represented a supernaturally inspired opposition to the gospel which Paul came to proclaim.


The Melting Pot

Over three centuries before the time of Christ, a Greek named Alexander the Great won a series of unprecedented military victories and expanded his reign eastward to include Asia Minor, Syria, Palestine, Egypt, North Africa, the Middle East and parts of India. He effectively inaugurated a world community that would forever alter the course of history. In fact, historians commonly refer to the next three centuries following his reign as the Hellenistic age.

Not only did Greek become the universal language, but Greek culture was also spread throughout these countries. The influence worked both ways, however, especially with regard to religion. Gods and goddesses worshiped in the Orient were transplanted into Greek and Roman lands. The spiritual and religious ideas from the East proved exceedingly attractive to the West.1 By the New Testament era an incredible mixture of deities were worshiped in the cities of the Mediterranean world.

Corinth is a good example.2 There is literary and archeological evidence for the worship of many of the traditional Greek deities—Apollo, Athena, Aphrodite, Dionysus, Asclepius, Demeter, Kore, Poseidon and Zeus—dating to the time of Paul’s ministry in that city. In addition, there is evidence that two originally Egyptian deities, Isis and Sarapis, had become quite popular among the Corinthians. The Asia Minor goddess known as the Great Mother received veneration in a sanctuary dedicated to her at Corinth. There was even a Jewish contingent who had erected a synagogue in the city during Paul’s life. In Corinth the Roman gods were also worshiped insofar as they were identified with many of the Greek gods. They would have been known by either their Roman or Greek names, such as the Roman god Jupiter and the Greek god Zeus.

During Paul’s ministry, syncretism was reaching new heights. Hellenistic Greeks were not compelled to render exclusive allegiance to their ancestral gods. They could now also worship Persian, Syrian, Egyptian or Asian gods. Nor did they feel obligated to worship only one god. In fact, quite the contrary was the case. Numerous gods could be worshiped, although it should be noted that there was an increasing tendency toward a belief in one supreme god, with the rest seen as less powerful gods, or daimones.




The Rise of Personal Spiritual Concern

Although the traditional Greek and Roman gods were still being worshiped, they were now viewed differently than during the classical age. Most scholars agree the old cults were fundamentally transformed during the Hellenistic age. This change was due, in part, to their spread throughout the Hellenistic world. The old gods were often reinterpreted in their new settings, which ultimately influenced how they were understood in their original settings. A traditional Greek god often was assimilated with a local deity. When the first Greeks settled in Ephesus, for instance, they apparently renamed a local female fertility goddess, calling her Artemis (or Diana, her Roman name). While these two deities may have shared the common motifs of being goddesses over childbirth, wildlife and hunting, their cultic images bear virtually no resemblance. The Greek Artemis is typically portrayed as a beautiful female figure in flowing robes, whereas the Ephesian Artemis is depicted in richly ornamented vestments standing in a rigid upright position.3

While the mythology of Homer still provided a basic framework for understanding the nature of some of the traditional Greek deities, they were increasingly perceived as less remote and more interested in the concerns of the common people. Jonathan Z. Smith explains the change of perception in this way:


Rather than a god who dwelt in his temple, the diasporic traditions evolved complicated techniques for achieving visions, epiphanies (manifestations of a god), or heavenly journeys to a transcendent god. This led to a change from concern for a religion of national prosperity to one for individual salvation, from focus on a particular ethnic group to concern for every man.4



Scholars frequently describe the Hellenistic period in terms of a rise in “personal religion.” Many accounts and testimonies abound regarding the importance of gods to individuals in their respective conditions. Conversely this period was also characterized as an age of “anxiety” because people seemed more desirous of personal communion with a deity, securing life after death, and averting the influence of fate and malevolent spirits.

During the Hellenistic period, relationship and union with a deity would most commonly occur through a ritual act described by ancient writers as initiation into the mystery of the deity. Although not all of the gods and goddesses had mysteries, the popularity of these rites grew throughout the Hellenistic age and continued to increase in Roman times. A number of the cults probably practiced these mystery initiation rites in all the cities in which Paul preached and planted churches.

Actually, what we know about the form and content of these mysteries is rather sketchy. Initiates into the mysteries were sworn to secrecy with strict penalties for violating the trust. There was no written liturgy. The mysteries were performed with an emphasis on visual symbols and ritual enactment. The priests and priestesses might even lead initiates into a visionary descent into the underworld or even a visionary ascent into heaven. Two examples of well-known mystery religions will give a clearer picture of the meaning of these rites.




The Classical Mystery: The Rape of Kore by Hades

Fourteen miles west of Athens on the road to Corinth, the city of Eleusis was situated in a fertile agricultural area. For hundreds of years before the time of Christ, mystery rites were performed annually in the city celebrating the reunion of a mother goddess with her daughter, who had been abducted for three months by Hades, god of the underworld. According to the informing myth, Demeter, the distraught mother, wandered for days and ended the search for her daughter, Kore (also known as Persephone), in the city of Eleusis. While Demeter was at Eleusis, the supreme god Zeus finally intervened and promised to reunite Kore with her mother for eight months of every year. It turns out that Zeus had also consented for Hades (the Roman god Pluto) to take Kore as his wife. This compromise was struck between the mother and the daughter’s prospective husband.5

In Eleusis mystery rites were held every year, involving a ritual enactment of many parts of this mythical drama. The “Lesser Mysteries,” held in honor of Kore, were conducted in the early spring; the “Greater Mysteries,” in honor of Demeter, were performed at the beginning of autumn. The mystery rites symbolized a happy afterlife in the other world, but they were also closely connected with raising a good corn crop in the area each year. The following two themes are very important in this respect.

First, after another deity informed Demeter (also known as the “corn maiden”) of the abduction of her daughter, Demeter caused a severe blight on the earth, which effectively twisted the arm of Zeus to intervene. This blight, induced by divine cosmic disharmony, devastated agricultural production. Part of the “Greater Mysteries” celebrate the cosmic harmony that ultimately occurred among the heavens (Zeus), the earth (Demeter) and the underworld (Hades). This harmony was essential to insure continued agricultural stability.

Second, the local interpretation of Kore’s annual journey back and forth from the underworld was thought to be related to the seed corn used in the local agriculture. Just as Kore spent four months of the year with Hades and eight months of the year with Demeter, the seed corn at Eleusis was preserved in underground silos for four months of the year and was then sown, cultivated and harvested during the rest of the year. The activities of these gods was believed to be closely intertwined with the local agricultural economy. It was therefore important to please the gods through the annual performance of these mystery rites.

It is difficult to know precisely the deeper spiritual significance given to the mystery rites at Eleusis during the time of Paul. These rites were variously interpreted according to the religious needs of every age. Although Hades was not a symbol of evil to the Greeks, he is often represented as “grim, unpitying, [and] a severe punisher of wrongdoers.”6 Possibly the mystery rites symbolized protection from the harmful influences of Hades. The desire for protection is probably why the dramatic enactment of descent to the underworld is important in connection with the Plutonion, an opening to the underworld, located next to the temple at Eleusis. It is also likely that at the height of the mystery initiation, the new devotees were the awed recipients of an epiphany of the goddess Demeter herself, who would bring them happiness and the hope of a pleasant afterlife in the underworld. Paul and all of his readers in Greece, no doubt, would have been quite familiar with this famous mystery religion.
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