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Note to the Reader


This book contains actual accounts of possession and other demonic activity from my case files and notes.


To maintain anonymity for the victims and their families, I have changed the names of all involved. I have also changed other details where there was a reasonable chance the victims or their families could be identified.


Exorcists often use the term “the Devil” when referring to a generic demon. This is not because there is no difference between Satan and the demons under him, but because every demonic action is done under Satan’s authority, regardless of whether Satan himself is the direct actor. Evil operates in a hierarchy. Satan sits at the top of that hierarchy and the other demons are his agents.


Exorcism is an ancient Christian practice. As an ordained Catholic priest, the theological explanations I provide in this book are grounded in the traditions common to both the Catholic and Orthodox faiths. Readers from other Christian traditions may find certain aspects unfamiliar or even contradictory to their own beliefs. I invite readers to consider the theology presented here with an open mind, knowing it is grounded in ancient Apostolic and Patristic traditions.


This book is intended for an adult audience and the topics discussed may be disturbing.


Unless otherwise noted, all Scripture references are from the Revised Standard Version.




The reason the Son of God appeared was
to destroy the works of the Devil.


—1 John 3:8
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Foreword

Throughout my priestly life, I have regularly encountered souls who, in one way or another, were afflicted by Satan and his fallen angels. I can confidently join my brother priest, Father Carlos Martins, in declaring that evil is real. Indeed, evil has not only a name but also a will—an unending drive to steal, kill, and destroy.

At the same time, I have personally experienced and witnessed in the lives of others the reality of the holy angels, including Guardian Angels. The words of daily prayers such as the Angelus, the Angele Dei, and the Prayer to Saint Michael the Archangel—

“The Angel of the Lord declared unto Mary . . .,” 

“Angel of God, my guardian dear . . . be at my side to light and guard, to rule and guide,” and 

“Saint Michael the Archangel defend us in battle”—

are not figures of speech but references to purely spiritual creatures of God who are His messengers. They assist in our struggle to resist temptation and to live faithfully in Christ, with the help of the divine grace flowing immeasurably and unceasingly from His glorious-pierced Heart into our hearts (cf. Dan. 7, 10).

It is a sad truth that many today, including many within the Church, reject such claims or turn away from them as off-putting. In recent times, a rationalist tendency has arisen that seeks to falsely reduce all reality to what is naturally explainable or to wholly emphasize a corollary of optimism about the Christian life, which takes no account of the ceaseless demonic activity led by Satan. 

Christ, on the contrary, possessed no such delusions. With stark realism, He identified Satan as “a murderer from the beginning” and “a liar and the father of lies” (John 8:44). Similarly, the Catechism of the Catholic Church and sound dogmatic theology teach us to take seriously the reality of Satan and his cohorts while having confidence in Christ’s ultimate victory over evil. 

Satan’s warfare against humanity is real and must be taken seriously. At the same time, man knows Christ’s definitive victory over Satan, which he is called to share from the moment of his baptism and to not give way to cowardly fear and discouragement. The final chapter of the story of the battle between good and evil has already been written. It is the victory of Christ. It remains for us to make the intervening chapters stories of fidelity to Christ in the daily battle—stories of always remaining in the company of Christ through prayer, worship, and the devotional life.

In confronting the preternatural strength of Satan and his demons, one must not be beguiled by the sensationalistic presentation of demonic possession found in certain contemporary productions, beginning with the 1973 film The Exorcist, which reduces all of Satan’s affliction to possession. The truth must rather guide us as it is announced in sacred Scripture and the perennial teaching and practice of the Church. A confrontation with Satan is never pleasant and has to do with the evil resulting from sin, but, at the same time, it is not terrorizing, as it is depicted in sensationalist films. If we are in the state of grace, we must always remain serene, knowing that the grace of the Holy Spirit always triumphs in the end.


With these considerations in mind, I am pleased to commend The Exorcist Files by Father Carlos Martins. Drawing upon his many years of administering healing grace to those afflicted by the Evil One, Father Martins describes how, in the various forms of demonic affliction, when Christ is invoked through prayer, He always triumphs. The struggle and suffering from the encounter with the mendacious and murderous devils are real, but Christ has forever provided the remedy that dispels their lies and thwarts their attempts to destroy. Father Martins’s book is thorough and addresses the many questions surrounding the reality of demonic activity in the world, placing diabolical possession within the context of the entire spectrum of Satan’s ploys in afflicting souls.

While his presentation of diabolical possession and exorcism is key, his descriptions of other forms of Satan’s assaults are an essential help to the many Christians who do not experience possession yet still suffer from the forces of evil—for example, through the use of the Ouija board, occult activities, and witchcraft. Every chapter of The Exorcist Files constitutes an exhortation to the purity of heart that comes to us from the Sacred Heart of Jesus seated in glory at the right hand of the Father. The sevenfold gift of the Holy Spirit, which flows from the Heart of Jesus into the human heart, cleanses man of sin and fortifies him with divine love. While no Christian should look for encounters with the Evil One, he should be working daily and tirelessly to be pure of heart and thus to be prepared to resist, with the help of divine grace, the assaults of Satan.

Because the work of Satan is deceit and disorder—in short, sin—the accounts of the affliction of souls by Satan are always ugly. While it is necessary to acknowledge and confront unpleasant realities, Father Martins never presents the ugliness as inviting or enticing but, rather, as repugnant to a pure heart, as an incentive to respect and promote the good order with which God has created the world and which He has inscribed in every human heart.

	It only remains to express deepest gratitude to Father Carlos Martins for his arduous work in presenting the reality of demonic affliction as accurately as possible, with fidelity to the perennial teaching and discipline of the Catholic Church. May his writing inspire us to recognize evil and be “fellow workers in the truth” (3 John 8), coworkers with Christ in battling evil with confidence in His victory. At the conclusion of our days on earth, as we look for the life which is come, may we be able to say with Saint Paul:

I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that Day, and not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing. (2 Timothy 4:7–9) 

May God bless you and your home! May you witness ever more heroically the mystery of divine grace that casts out demons, heals souls afflicted by evil, and fortifies and increases purity in every human heart.

Raymond Leo Cardinal Burke

May 18, 2023

Solemnity of the Ascension of Our Lord Jesus Christ






Introduction

Demonic Possession, Exorcism, and Mental Illness

One of my first encounters with the Devil occurred inside a house shortly after my ordination as a priest. A woman’s home had been destroyed by fire, so she had moved into her uncle’s house while he was deployed in Afghanistan. Before long, she began hearing voices calling her from adjacent rooms and scratching noises inside the walls. Appliances turned on and off by themselves, and objects sitting safely on a table or countertop would suddenly drop to the floor. The phenomena terrified her.

When I stepped inside the house, I felt an unmistakable tension, one I find difficult to put into words. It reminded me of playing hide-and-seek as a child when I expected my hiding place to be discovered at any moment. I had the intense feeling of being watched by something that didn’t want me there. Even the air felt like it was against me. I was being warned: Get out or else!

That feeling, however, only deepened my pity for the woman and solidified my desire to help her. As I entered the living room, the ceiling fan began spinning. At first, it did so slowly—barely moving at all. In an instant, though, it was spinning so incredibly fast that its blades were scarcely a blur. The fan’s copious wind scattered loose papers and small objects around the room. In a blink, however, the fan stopped and was perfectly still—only to begin slowly moving again a few moments later. Suddenly, it was spinning absurdly fast again, and just as suddenly, it began to spin in the other direction at the same speed.

I placed my bag on the dining room table and began to take out what I needed to make holy water. I asked the woman to fill a bowl from the tap and started the prayers when she returned. Just as I finished and began with the exorcism prayers for the house, I heard the chiming of a music box coming from upstairs.

“There!” she exclaimed. “That’s the music box!”

When requesting my help, the woman had mentioned a music box as the creepiest of all the disturbances. It was in her uncle’s bedroom and chimed randomly day and night, even though no one was winding it. She tried removing it from the house, but it wouldn’t budge from its place on the dresser. It was as if the two were fused. She had even removed the winding key to ensure that it was not somehow being wound. The music box continued to chime, nonetheless. 

I began sprinkling holy water around the home, moving upstairs after finishing the lower level. After blessing every other room, I moved into her uncle’s room and saw the music box as it was chiming away. I reached down and picked it up without any trouble, and as soon as my hands touched it, it stopped chiming. I opened the lid to look inside it. To our mutual shock, the music box held nothing. There were no parts, no chimes, no wind-up mechanism, and no place for batteries. Nor was there any evidence it ever held any of these. It was an empty wooden box. 

To borrow an overused saying, “Life is full of surprises.” I never expected to be successful the day I walked into this woman’s house, but I also never expected to be an exorcist. After I sprinkled the box with holy water, she never experienced diabolical phenomena again and lived peacefully within her uncle’s home.

I also never expected to be in ordained ministry. In fact, until my conversion from atheism during my undergraduate studies, I never expected to believe in God. But now I write this book as a Catholic priest who is also an exorcist. Within the Catholic Church, exorcism is not a ministry to which a priest normally aspires. It is a ministry he is assigned . . . and accepts with great reluctance. If a seminarian or young priest shows a significant interest in the demonic, it is generally met with concern by his superiors or bishop, and he is told to direct his attention elsewhere. The only thing as bad as giving the Devil too little attention is giving him too much.

Rightly or wrongly, a certain “mystique” surrounds this ministry. People regularly ask exorcists, “Aren’t you afraid of the Devil?” For my part, the answer is simple: no. If we fear the Devil, we have already ceded too much to him. I respect the Devil. I highly respect him. I do not, however, fear him. I fear God alone. I fear offending God; I fear abandoning His grace; I fear sinning against God. But I do not fear the Devil.

What is the difference between respecting the Devil and fearing him? An analogy might be helpful. You probably have a sharp knife in your kitchen. When you use that knife, you are careful because of what might happen if you are not. In other words, you respect the knife. Nevertheless, when you go to bed at night, as dangerous as your kitchen knife can be, you never worry about it or lose any sleep over it. If you did, you would agree that something is amiss with your mental state. 

Though it is a joy to do this work, I have never enjoyed meeting the Devil and his minions. I would have been content with my life as a priest had I never encountered a single demon. Nevertheless, I do find this ministry a blessing and immensely meaningful. Through it, I assist Jesus Christ in rescuing souls He loves, souls for whom He gave His life but who are under the torment of His enemy. What could be more fulfilling than giving Jesus what He wants?

While it is the nature of an exorcist’s job to combat demons, his primary focus is never evil, even though he may spend most of his time battling it. His primary focus is Jesus Christ, with whom he must be madly in love. This focus is crucial because it unites him to Christ and allows Christ to transform him into Himself. To borrow a term from Eastern Christianity, the exorcist’s goal is to become divinized. His ministry is effective to the extent this has occurred.

I publish this work knowing there is always a danger in doing so. Many would rather read a book about the Devil than one about Jesus Christ. The human attraction to evil is an obstacle to many a person’s growth in holiness. While in the following pages I discuss the nature and strategy of man’s ancient enemy, I have done so only to highlight the victory of the Incarnate God, whose purpose is to “make all things new” (Rev. 21:5).

Has Not Science Eliminated the Need for Exorcism?

We live in an age of contradiction. While virtually every human culture has stories of demons and demonic possession, many “scientifically minded” people dismiss the possibility of demonic activity out of hand. However, what if a person is unable to find relief from his symptoms through medical science, but experiences a cessation following exorcism? Wouldn’t sound scientific reasoning and logic dictate at least a possibility that the symptoms’ cause was, in fact, demonic? Rationality and good science demand that the existence of demons and their nefarious activity have their day in court.


Those who dismiss the possibility of demons fall victim to the demonic trap so succinctly put by the French author Charles Baudelaire, who wrote in his famous short story, “The Generous Gambler”: “La plus belle des ruses du diable est de vous persuader qu’il n’existe pas!” (“The loveliest trick of the devil is to convince you that he does not exist!”)

Sadly, many today—including Christians—falsely believe that the Gospel accounts in which Our Lord performs exorcisms are merely instances of Him curing people of a medical illness. Because the Gospel writers could not diagnose physical and mental illness, they attributed to demonic possession what is simply a medical problem.

Christianity has always believed in the importance of exorcism. Even during its fiercest persecutions, the young Church was aware that bringing souls into the Kingdom of God is, by its very act, a pillaging of the kingdom of Satan. Pope Cornelius, who reigned from 251 AD until his martyrdom two years later, left a fascinating personnel list. In his “Letter to Fabius,” the bishop of Antioch, Pope Cornelius identifies the Church of Rome as having forty-six priests, seven deacons, seven subdeacons, forty-two acolytes, and fifty-two exorcists.1 The fact that exorcists outnumbered the priests underscores the seriousness with which the early Church regarded the ancient serpent.

At the same time, the Church understands the need to distinguish between medical and spiritual illnesses. In 1583, the National Synod of Rheims decreed:

Before the priest undertakes an exorcism he ought diligently to inquire into the life of the possessed, into his condition, health, and other circumstances: and should talk them over with wise, prudent and instructed people, since the too credulous are often deceived, and melancholics, lunatics, and persons bewitched often declare themselves to be possessed and tormented by the Devil: and these people nevertheless are more in need of a doctor than an exorcist.2

In making this distinction, the Church follows the lead of the New Testament, which delineates between disease and demonic affliction in Mark 6:13: “And they cast out many demons, and anointed with oil many that were sick and healed them.” Two additional Scriptures show that the ancient world recognized the distinction too. In both examples, the scribes accuse the Lord. In one, they declare He is out of His mind because He sets aside even eating in favor of preaching (Mark 3:21). In the other, they say He must be possessed by a demon because He claims to be able to lay down His life and take it up again (John 10:20). However, after the latter accusation, bystanders defend the Lord, saying His words are not the words of a demon because demons do not cure blindness (John 10:21).

Medical and spiritual illnesses are genuine, so any exorcist of competence will assert that each must be treated by the practitioner of its respective art: the physician or the exorcist. 

Demonic Activity and Mental Illness

The presence of demonic spirits and mental illness is often not an either/or situation. It is possible to be under demonic control and be mentally ill simultaneously. Demons are predators, and—like a pack of lions on the hunt—they set their sights on those who are easiest to catch. Many who are mentally ill have scarring due to past trauma. They are often prone to forming friendships with the wrong people who can lead them into spiritually dangerous and morally sinful behavior. Mental illness can also cause severe depression, crushing all hope that a situation will improve and putting those who struggle with it at risk of being the target of demonic activity.

For their part, demons are adept at using the cover of mental illness to hide their presence. Just as an enemy will work to keep his presence secret, demons will work to blend into the conditions and circumstances of their host inconspicuously. Mental illness is often their perfect cover because family members and medical staff believe it—rather than the demonic—is the reason for the victim’s aberrant behavior.

Still, there is no innate connection between mental illness and demonic oppression. An exorcist ought to insist that—together with prayer—a sober and proper examination be undertaken to confirm whether or not the suffering is from demonic oppression. Exorcists begin with the presumption that the behavioral phenomena they observe are likely rooted in natural causes. We take it for granted that odd or demonic-looking behavior is, in all probability, caused by some illness. We employ the services of medical staff and psychological experts to understand and diagnose the source of a subject’s behavior. Thus, to assert that exorcism and science are at odds is, from my perspective, nonsense.

Modern Psychological Science and Exorcism

It’s also fair to note here that modern psychology acknowledges the phenomenon of “possession.” The American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5-TR), sometimes referred to as the “psychology bible,” regards possession as a state that lacks full explanation and is subject to cultural interpretation. While the DSM presumes such states are speculatively dissociative or psychotic in nature, and while it fails even to note Christianity’s success in liberating persons from possession states over the past two millennia, the DSM nevertheless contains fascinating and compelling remarks, among which is the following:

Possession . . . typically manifest behaviorally as if a “spirit,” supernatural being, or outside person has taken control, with the individual speaking or acting in a distinctly different manner. For example . . . an individual’s behavior may give the appearance that her identity has been replaced by [a] “ghost.”3

If possession is “not attributable to the physiological effects of a substance . . . or another medical condition”4 then it bears asking: if possession is not caused by drugs or illness, then what causes it? Here we have modern science’s hesitation to acknowledge the possibility of spiritual evil, even though it cannot deny its clinical manifestation.

Ours is an age of contradiction.

Why This Book and Why Now?

I’ve written this book to help readers keep the Devil out of their lives. The West is quickly becoming de-Christianized and is embracing paganism. This change has grave implications. Humans are spiritual beings. When someone no longer subscribes to the Christian worldview—or believes in God, for that matter—spiritual instinct still operates. It seeks satisfaction in the myriads of unhealthy pagan and occult avenues flooding Western society. The witchcraft section in many bookstores today is larger than the Christianity section. Toy stores and online retailers market Ouija boards to children. The acceptance and use of pornography has exploded, and the secular redefinition of sexuality and gender identity, aside from destabilizing society, leaves those whom they purport to benefit in an even worse state than they were before.5 The overall religious literacy of people is so poor that many do not know the danger they are subjecting themselves to when they enter a spa offering Reiki treatments, use crystals that “raise” their energy levels, or consult a medium. Indeed, many Christians are unaware that they have a foot in two incompatible kingdoms—God’s and the enemy’s.

While I hope to present an understanding of the ministry in which I have engaged for years, my ultimate goal is to give readers a new appreciation of the victory of Jesus Christ and how He has empowered His Bride, the Church, to dispense the spoils of His victory for the liberation of all who believe in Him.






one 

The Reality of the Devil

The Case of

an Odd Thursday Afternoon

Mark and Cheryl met in college and started dating after just a week of meeting. One year later, they married. They were both twenty-two years old.

Although they complemented each other well, their relationship became increasingly strained with each passing year. Both were eager for children, but for some reason, Cheryl could not get pregnant. She and Mark were tested medically, and the results always came back normal. Physiologically, doctors could find nothing wrong with them.

Cheryl became more and more depressed. She worked as a paralegal, but six years into the marriage, she could no longer focus on the details of her work. So she was fired.

Economically, the impact on the couple was minimal. As a college English professor, Mark made enough money to support his wife without her working. But he feared that, without a job, Cheryl would have more time to worry about being childless.

Mark was right. With the extra time on her hands, Cheryl did little more than worry. She was in a very dark period for a year and lived as a virtual shut-in inside their home.


Then there were new developments. 

Cheryl suddenly began to buy baby clothes. At first, Mark didn’t think much of these purchases, but eventually, they became excessive. She purchased large quantities of baby suits, bonnets, and baby blankets, along with large diaper “jumbo packs,” cans of baby formula, and infant toys. She even bought a crib and an electronic baby monitoring system.

Then, more ominously, Cheryl began to collect insects. Dead insects. She made forays outside each morning and brought whatever she found to the house. Her collection included crickets, grasshoppers, hornets, moths, and butterflies. Initially, Cheryl put them in the guest room, which she had transformed into a baby nursery, lining them up, side by side, on the window ledges, on top of the dresser, and on the baby-changing table. When she ran out of surfaces, she began putting the overflow in the rest of the house.

Mark knew his wife was psychologically fragile. He trod lightly, casually asking Cheryl about the insects. The baby stuff, in a sense, he could understand. One could see it as a form of positive thinking. Cheryl wanted to be a mom, so she readied things for a baby. Her collecting of dead insects, however, was just bizarre.

“Honey,” Mark said one night after dinner, “what are all the insects for?”

“Someone told me they would help me get pregnant,” she said.

“How?” Mark asked.

“When they die, their spirits hang around their bodies looking for a place to form new life,” she said. “Death releases life energy. I want that energy to make a baby happen inside my womb.”

“Do you believe that?” Mark asked.

“I’ll take all the help I can get,” she remarked.

“Who told you to do this?”

“A friend,” was her only response.


About two weeks later, Mark returned home from work, and as he was getting out of his car, the neighbor’s cat approached him. It was carrying a dead squirrel in its mouth, which it laid at Mark’s feet. The cat had an affinity for Mark and occasionally presented him with gifts. After petting the cat, he dropped the dead squirrel inside a trash bin next to the garage before stepping into the house. He noticed Cheryl was not home—she was doubtless collecting more insects—so he laid down for a nap.

He awoke after an hour. He could hear Cheryl preparing dinner in the kitchen. As he left their bedroom, he peeked inside the baby room. The squirrel he had discarded was on top of the changing table. 

“Cheryl!” he called out. “Why the hell is this dead squirrel inside the house?”

“He’s much bigger than an insect,” she said. “He’ll give off more life energy.”

“Cheryl,” Mark said firmly. “This has gotten out of hand. This dead thing is going to stink up the house. All of this dead stuff has to go.”

“No!” she screamed. “Nooooo! I want to get pregnant. These things are going to get me pregnant. They’re going to give me a baby.” She threw the pot with their dinner across the room. It hit the refrigerator, leaving a significant dent on the metal door, and scattered their dinner across the wall. “You leave them alone,” she screeched. “YOU LEAVE THEM ALONE!”

A shiver went up Mark’s spine. Although Cheryl screamed the words, it was not her voice that came out of her mouth. The scream sounded like that of a burly man. Deep and low, it resonated off the cupboards and wall of the kitchen. Mark had an uncle with the most resounding voice he had ever heard. Cheryl’s voice was even deeper.

Stunned, Mark got into the car and went for a drive. He was bewildered and unsure of what to do next. Cheryl had never made an outburst like this before. It was not in her personality to do so. After driving around for a while, he finally calmed down, picked up some dinner for the two of them, and headed back home. Cheryl was unwell. He planned to call their family doctor in the morning and ask him to recommend a psychiatrist.

Cheryl’s behavior became even stranger in the week following the incident in the kitchen. Mark found a dead bird on the living room windowsill. Six times, Mark heard Cheryl speaking baby talk in the nursery—not just a sentence or two, but a conversation lasting five to ten minutes, as if she were interacting with an actual baby. Cheryl made cash withdrawals from their checking account almost daily—two hundred dollars a day for five days straight. Mark noticed their credit card also had recurring ridesharing charges on it. It was not unusual for Cheryl to use the service since they had only one car, which Mark used to go to work, but she never used it this much. He wondered what was going on. After what had happened earlier in the week, however, he was afraid to confront her.

One day Mark left the house at the same time he always did. Instead of going to work, he merely parked his car farther up the street, from a vantage point where he could see his house.

After about thirty minutes, a vehicle pulled into his driveway. Cheryl got in the car, and it drove off. When the driver dropped her off at the bank, Cheryl got out and went inside. Mark could see she withdrew two hundred dollars using the app on his phone. Soon she was back in the car, and it pulled away. Mark followed.

The car headed toward downtown and stopped in front of an old house with a large sign over the front door: psychic healer. This place had been here since Mark was in his early teens. He had never seen anyone go in before now. Although it was surreal, he watched his wife do just that.


“So, a psychic has been getting my money,” he mumbled. “That’s $1,200 just this week!” Cheryl stayed inside for slightly over an hour before another car arrived in front of the house. Cheryl walked out of the psychic parlor, got in the car, and it pulled away. The car stopped at a pet store, and Cheryl went inside. Ten minutes later, she walked out, carrying a paper bag, and the rideshare drove her back home.

After watching Cheryl walk into their home, Mark parked his car on the street a short distance from the house. He remained inside and planned his conversation with Cheryl. Her hoarding of dead animals, her speaking to an imaginary baby, the idiocy of visiting a psychic, none of this made any sense to him. 

Just then, Mark thought of something else that was strange. Neither he nor Cheryl was very religious. They did, however, have a handful of religious frames and a cross hanging inside their home. The frames consisted of Scripture quotes received as wedding gifts, a picture of Jesus that had belonged to Cheryl’s parents, and a picture of a guardian angel guiding two small children across a rickety bridge that Mark had possessed since childhood. He’d noticed the pictures had disappeared about three weeks earlier. He later found them in a cardboard box inside the garage.

At the time, Mark assumed his wife was redecorating. However, she had only taken down the religious items. Maybe my wife is mad at God, he thought. Or maybe she’s losing her mind.

He entered the door that led to the kitchen, startling Cheryl with his early and unexpected entrance. It was Mark, however, who was more shocked. On top of the kitchen table were two dead bloody rats. A third one was on the counter, still in the process of dying. Blood oozed from a wound on its head, and it was twitching. Cheryl held a wooden tenderizing mallet in her hand, the end of which was splattered in blood.


“What the hell are you doing, Cheryl?” he screamed. Cheryl stood wordless. “You picked up rats at the pet store to kill them? What is the matter with you? Get those filthy things off the table.”

Mark then heard the deepest voice he had ever heard in his life come out of his wife: “You keep the %&$# away from the rats!”

The voice made the ceiling and every cupboard door in their small kitchen vibrate. Cheryl never used vulgarity. In all the years he knew her, Mark had never heard Cheryl use a crude word.

“%&$# off!” she bellowed as she took a step closer to him and raised the mallet threateningly. Her moves were confident, self-assured, and aggressive—behaviors he had never seen her exhibit before. Suddenly, Cheryl seemed significantly larger and broader than he ever remembered. Her face was not her own. She seemed to take on the appearance of man, and a bodybuilder at that.

Mark knew that it was not his wife speaking. It could not be. He was interacting with something else.

He walked back outside and got into his car. All he could think of was to drive to a Methodist church two blocks away. It was the church he and his wife occasionally—but rarely—attended. Mark was not sure he believed in God. He believed in “something” but was just not sure what. Cheryl occasionally wanted to get up attend church on Sundays. Since this was her way of asking God for a baby, he always dutifully complied.

“I don’t do Devil stuff, Mark,” the minister said to him. “Scares the wits out of me.” The minister had spent time in South America with the Peace Corps when he was a young adult. During that time, he saw many wild demonic manifestations among the superstitious indigenous communities he worked with, and the experiences left him rattled and disturbed. “You need to go to the Catholics for help with this. They’re the only ones with a handle on this kind of thing.”


Later that day, Mark called a Catholic church requesting help for his situation. The pastor referred him to me. As it turned out, Mark’s house was less than five miles from where I was on that particular Monday, helping a friend clean out his garage. I agreed to meet Mark at a nearby coffee shop later in the day. Over coffee, he gave me details about Cheryl. We decided to go to his house together so I could meet her.

A priest typically wears distinctive clothing: a black clerical shirt with a white collar and black pants. However, on this particular day, I was wearing an old T-shirt and jeans because I had been cleaning out a garage. Cheryl had no idea I was coming. She had never met me before and I was wearing ordinary clothes, so she could not have known I was a priest. 

Still, Cheryl sprang up from the couch as we walked in the front door. In a deep, booming voice, she turned to Mark and said, “Why did you bring this bastard priest here!”

“Who are you?” I asked her.

“You know who the %&$# I am.”

God Has a Plan for You. So Does the Devil.

In the first chapter of the Bible, God states His intention to create humans as the pinnacle of His creation.

Let us make man in our image, after our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth. (Genesis 1:26)

Humans are the crown jewel of God’s creation, the masterpiece that completed the divine work. After five days of creating, each assessed by God as “good,” God created man on the sixth day and that creation was declared to be “very good” (Gen. 1:31). After man, God stopped creating. Nothing more was needed.

In charging man to rule over all other creation (Gen. 2:15), God reveals that all other creation exists for the sake of humans. That explains the unique friendship we can enjoy with God. Endowed with an intellect and will, man and woman exist as an image and likeness of the Creator.

God’s love for humanity did not diminish even after Adam and Eve disobeyed God’s commandment against eating the fruit of the forbidden tree. Their sinful betrayal provoked an outpouring of love as God immediately put into place a plan for redemption (Gen. 3:15). That plan included the covenants made with Noah, Abraham, Moses, and David, as well as the ministry of the patriarchs and prophets, through whom He revealed Himself to His people. In the fourth Gospel, God reveals that rescue plan in its splendor: “For God so loved the world that He gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). Indeed, Christ’s last words on the Cross, as He endured the heights of agony, reference that plan’s completion: “It is finished” (John 19:30).

Disobedience of God was not something engineered by humans. The Devil—described in Genesis as a serpent—presented evil as goodness in a powerfully attractive manner so beguilingly attractive that it made God’s plan appear to evil (Gen. 3:6). The execution of the serpent’s plan was impressive and ingenious. God’s covenant with Adam was that Adam would till and keep the garden, and he had the freedom to eat from every tree he desired except the one forbidden to him (Gen. 2:15–17). The serpent, however, did not tempt Adam directly. He tempted Eve, who unwittingly became his agent.

Eve was created as a helpmate. She was just what Adam wanted, and he was ecstatic when he met her. “This, at last, is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gen. 2:23).


In the joy Adam expressed, the serpent spotted a potential vulnerability: a weakness for his helpmate.

The serpent then approached Eve in a manner as alluring as it was cunning: he deliberately misquoted God, something Eve felt compelled to correct.

“Did God say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree of the garden’?” And the woman said to the serpent, “We may eat of the fruit of the trees of the garden; but God said, ‘You shall not eat of the fruit of the tree which is in the midst of the garden, neither shall you touch it, lest you die.’” (Genesis 3:1–3)

As the most “subtle” creature (Gen. 3:1), the serpent approached Eve with the wrong information. When he misquoted God, she corrected him. By conversing with the serpent, though, she made herself vulnerable. Because the fruit of the tree was appealing (Gen. 3:5), she succumbed to the rest of the temptation in short order.

Adam fell just as quickly. With his sin, however, something terrible occurs. “The eyes of both were opened . . .” (Gen. 3:7). In an instant, the world became a different place. Paradise is no more, and all of creation is affected by Adam’s sin.

The destructive power of Adam’s sin cannot be overstated. Because of the Fall, we have disease, hunger, addiction, penicillin, hospitals, pandemics, winter coats, life jackets, taxes, prisons, police precincts, armies, coffins, and cemeteries. Adam’s sin confronts us constantly.

Stealthily, the serpent embezzled Adam’s covenantal lordship over creation before Adam was even aware it was at risk. He did not overpower Adam and rob him of his blessing. He used cunning. Referring to the cunning nature of the Devil, Jesus later says, “The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly” (John 10:10). The word “steal” here is the Greek klepto, which means “to thieve or steal in secret.” That is precisely what the serpent did. He managed to get Adam to surrender the birthright himself.

Jesus also says the thief comes to “kill.” In ancient times, this Greek word thuo was used in the context of religious observance to denote the sacrificing of animals. It means, “to sacrifice, give up, or surrender something dear and valuable.” In contrast, phoneuo means “murder.” Thus, when Jesus says the thief comes to kill, He does not mean murder. What the Devil does is worse. Through his wiles, he “reprograms” you so that you kill what you love. In allowing himself to be seduced by the serpent, Adam issued a death sentence to himself and the human race he later fathers.

The thief’s third tactic is that he comes to destroy. The Greek word Jesus uses is apollumi, “to ruin or obliterate.” If he cannot steal the blessing that God has imparted to you, and if he cannot get you to give it up willingly, he will seek to annihilate it so that you may not possess it.

Regarding Paradise, the serpent successfully thieved in all three senses: steal, kill, and destroy. Humanity has been paying the price ever since. These characteristics are in stark contrast to GOD, whose every action is truthful, life-giving, and abundantly creative.

The drama of human existence is thus two-fold. God plans to bless you with life and happiness. The Devil plans to rob you of that blessing and to impart his misery upon you.

Angels

Mark knew there was something wrong with his wife, Cheryl. He also knew that even though he was looking at his wife, something else was in control. Cheryl had struggled for years with depression, but something more than mere depression was afflicting her. Whatever it was, it was evil. It was the most evil thing Mark had ever experienced. So evil, that for the first time in his life, he began to believe that the Devil might be real.

The Devil is a fallen angel, and demons are those angels who perversely followed him out of Heaven. Thus, one can only understand who the Devil is, or what a demon is, by understanding what angels are.

Angels are pure spirits (souls who lack material bodies). God created and endowed them with intelligence, free will, beauty, and great power to serve Him. Angels have remarkable properties, not the least of which is their name, which denotes an activity rather than a kind of being. The word “angel” means “one who brings a message.” In the Gospel of Luke, for example, an angel brings word to Zachariah that his aged wife Elizabeth will bear a son, and identifies himself precisely as a messenger: “I am Gabriel, who stands in the presence of God; and I was sent to speak to you, and to bring you this good news” (Luke 1:19; emphasis mine).

Angels have distinct personalities. While Scripture doesn’t distinguish or call out with specificity very many angels’ names and characteristics, what it does say is fascinating.

• The angels “shouted for joy” when God created the earth (Job 38: 4–7).

• There are things angels do not know (Matt. 24:36), and they long to know them (1 Pet. 1:10–12).

• Angels dislike inquiries about their names. Scripture quotes one angel replying to the question that his name is too wonderful to share (Judg. 13:18). Another asked his inquirer, “Why?”, didn’t answer, then blessed him and left (Gen. 32:29).

• An angel in his glory is so magnificent that, if revealed, he would seem to a human to be God Himself (Rev. 22:8–9).

• If you feed a stranger, you may be feeding an angel in disguise (Heb. 13:2).

Modern culture often depicts angels as cute and fluffy-winged humanlike beings who blunder and annoy their way into our lives. A TV commercial for a cream cheese brand depicts an angel sitting languorously on a cloud, casually enjoying its product. Nothing could be further from reality. An angel is a holy and terrible reality (cf. Dan. 8:17). As agents of the Most High, angels act with God’s very power. The least of the angels can destroy the universe and everything within it in the blink of an eye. The only limit to an angel’s power is God’s will.

Angels experience existence differently than humans. Because they are pure spirits—and, therefore, immaterial—the limitations of time and space are not binding. Angels take no “time” to travel between places. In fact, they do not travel at all. Without the limitations that a body imposes, an angel is as present to you and me as he is to the deepest part of the ocean, to the peak of the highest mountain on earth, and to the farthest edge of the universe. Every physical reality is immediately present to an angel.

The way that angels process knowledge is astounding. Without a physical component, angels lack a brain that could slow them down, which means the complexity of the physical and material universe does not slow them down either. While they are not omniscient (all-knowing), what they know, they know immediately by pure intuition. 

What does this mean? Angels do not need to reason—do not need to engage in the act of drawing conclusions from premises. All knowledge that an angel possesses, and the near-infinite causal implications about that knowledge, is known instantly by intuition. When an angel learns something, he requires no time or effort to grasp its importance, meaning, ramifications, consequences, or side effects. Such abilities are dramatically different from the way humans acquire knowledge. While some of our knowledge is grasped immediately, such as when we look at a color, say blue, and immediately recognize it by the act of looking, our abstract or higher-level knowledge requires some cognitive processing. In other words, we learn through a gradual process of reasoning and analysis that takes time and effort. 

To understand the sheer power of an angel’s cognitive ability:

1. Imagine if it were possible to have every single mathematical calculation from every single textbook throughout time in front of us in one pile;

2. Add to that all the real-life mathematical computations that every individual has ever done since the beginning of time;

3. Add to that all the calculations that every computer has ever done, or ever will do, throughout all time.

An angel knows the answers for every one of these calculations. He does so, however, not because he has a super-fast processing ability (mathematical or otherwise). Angels require no process between a question and its answer. Instead, they have an intuitive and immediate connatural grasp of the correct solution, without any of the steps necessary for human intellect or for a computer. To call an angel a “supercomputer” would insult what an angel can do and how he does it. His ability is far superior to a supercomputer’s (or even to all of them combined).

Another property of the remarkable and unique manner of an angel’s cognitive ability is that he is incapable of forgetting. No matter how much time passes since an angel has learned a fact, he knows it always and it is immediately available to him.

Why do angels possess this level of intelligence? They require it to execute the work of God. The Book of Hebrews declares that angels are “ministering spirits sent forth to serve, for the sake of those who are to obtain salvation” (Heb. 1:14). Their work is accomplished so effectively that Scripture often equates their ministry with God Himself. There is a famous passage in the Torah, for example, which declares that no one can see the face of God and live (Exod. 33:20). In the Book of Judges, when an angel appears to Gideon, Gideon realizes it is an angel, and he is struck with sheer terror: “Gideon perceived that he was the angel of the Lord; and Gideon said, ‘Alas, O Lord God! For now I have seen the angel of the Lord face to face’” (Judg. 6:22). In the next verse, the angel has to assure Gideon that his life is spared: “Peace be to you; do not fear, you shall not die.”

Demons

Not all angels accepted the divine decree to serve creatures inferior to themselves. Lucifer refused to obey and convinced one-third of the angels to do the same (Rev. 12:4). How many angels did this comprise? While Scripture gives no exact figure, it states the number of angels is very significant (Dan. 7:10; Matt. 26:53; Heb. 12:22). Revelations 5:11 declares the total to be “myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands.” Regardless, Scripture’s description of the ensuing battle following Satan’s rebellion is vivid and striking.

Now war arose in Heaven, Michael and his angels fighting against the dragon; and the dragon and his angels fought, but they were defeated and there was no longer any place for them in Heaven. And the great dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world—he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him. (Rev. 12:7–9)

Notice these three things about Satan and his demons. First, they remain angels after the fall. That means, among other things, they retain the tremendous angelic power of knowing and acting. Even though a demon’s fall has left him with a wounded nature that limits some of his ability, that remaining ability, now turned against mankind, makes them formidable enemies.

Second, just as the Fall of Adam wounded human nature, the fall of the demons injured their angelic nature. The grace, beauty, elegance, exaltedness, and goodness they once possessed were replaced by effrontery, ugliness, vulgarity, crudeness, and wickedness. Demons are twisted and evil to unimaginable levels. They exist to inflict and multiply evil to prevent human salvation.

Third, given the immensity of their angelic understanding and the fact that they exist outside of time, their choice to follow God or rebel against Him is eternal and irrevocable. Their very nature makes them incapable of changing their minds.

As humans, we find this difficult to grasp. Demons hate God, despite this decision causing them great suffering because they are separated from Him. Is it not reasonable to expect one of them to eventually see the error of his ways and switch sides? That is impossible since angels do not experience “the past” or a “future.” They exist outside of time and experience an eternal, ever-present “now.” In that ever-present now, Satan and his minions are forever blaspheming with their original rebellious “NO!” against God. Their choice to rebel is not something they did in the past. It is an action they are continually doing in the present.

For the same reasons, there is no chance that a good angel will suddenly decide to join Satan and the demons. An angel’s choice is everlasting and unchanging. Jesus Christ refers to “the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels” (Matt. 25:41). If there were a chance that Satan and his demons could repent and convert, Christ would not have stated this. Demonic salvation is impossible.

Knowing that his choice entailed eternal misery, why did the Devil rebel? About this, Revelation is silent. Evil is a mystery, and there is no meaningful explanation for the Devil’s behavior.

Profile of the Devil: What Makes Satan Tick?

While the Bible says much about the Devil’s work, many find it surprising how little it says about the Devil himself. One must go to the final book of the Bible—the last one written—to read of the Devil being cast out of Heaven (Revelations 12, quoted just a few paragraphs ago). If Scripture discloses very little about Satan, it is certainly not quiet about naming him. Here is a sample of the names that identify him.

Satan (“Enemy”)—Job 1:6

Lucifer (“Morning/Day Star”)—Isa. 14:12

Devil (“Slanderer”)—Matt. 4:1

Beelzebub (“Lord of the Flies”)—2 Kings 1:2

Beelzebul (“Lord of Excrement”)—Matt. 12:24

Belial (“Worthless”)—2 Cor. 6:15

Tempter—Matt. 4:3

Father of lies—John 8:44

Murderer—John 8:44

Ruler of this world—John 14:30

Ancient serpent—Rev. 12:9

Accuser of God’s people—Rev. 12:10

Adversary—1 Pet. 5:8

The fact that all of these possess negative connotations shows the state to which Satan has reduced himself, which is very different from the glory once his. The prophet Ezekiel inadvertently describes Satan when he writes about the king of Tyre.

You were the signet of perfection, full of wisdom and perfect in beauty. You were in Eden, the garden of God; every precious stone was your covering, carnelian, topaz, and jasper, chrysolite, beryl, and onyx, sapphire, carbuncle, and emerald; and wrought in gold were your settings and your engravings. On the day that you were created, they were prepared. With an anointed guardian cherub, I placed you; you were on the holy mountain of God; in the midst of the stones of fire, you walked. You were blameless in your ways from the day you were created, until iniquity was found in you. (Ezekiel 28:12–15)

The double meaning of his words is evident to the Christian who sees in them the fallen king being compared to the angel of Paradise whose iniquity has ruined him. Though the king’s fall is great, there has never been a fall to match that of this angel. The prophet Isaiah also describes what led to Satan’s fall:

“How you are fallen from heaven, O Day Star, son of Dawn! How you are cut down to the ground, you who laid the nations low! You said in your heart, ‘I will ascend to Heaven; above the stars of God I will set my throne on high; I will sit on the mount of assembly in the far north; I will ascend above the heights of the clouds, I will make myself like the Most High.’ But you are brought down to Sheol, to the depths of the Pit. (Isaiah 14:12–15)
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