Some Definitions
THE reader should know the meaning of the following terms used in this booklet.
VOODOO
A magical and animistic religion practised in Africa, Haiti and elsewhere in the Caribbean, and in parts of South America. Rites include animal sacrifice, drum-beating, dancing hypnotic trances, and the handling of fire and venomous creatures.
OBI, OBEAH
Sorcery or witchcraft of ancient origin, practised today mamiy m Africa and the West Indies.
LOA
Any of a large number of gods or divine spirits invoked during voodoo rituals.
HOUNGAN
A voodoo priest.
ZOMBIE
A person presenting the appearance of having been killed by sorcery and who is subsequently revived as the slave of a voodoo priest.
POCOMANIA
A West Indian religious movement characterised by dancing and excitement (from the Kikongo language: kumina, to dance).
PYTHON
The snake god in Greek mythology. The slave girl in Acts 16:16 was promoted by her owners as the mouth​piece of this god.
A First Word to the Reader
THIS booklet is the expression of a deep conviction.
I have lived most of my life in the Caribbean, a region of the world famous for its spectacular scenery and its beautiful warm-hearted people. As a Jamaican from the time when the country first gained its independence in 1962. I know that the material world is not all there is. ! know that there is also a spiritual realm, intangible to the physical senses, but real none the less.
I share this belief with the apostle Paul; indeed I deliberately endeavour to model my convictions on his. On one occasion, he had to appear before the Jewish Council or Supreme Court, which included both Sadducees (materialist humanists who "say that there is no resurrection, neither angel, nor spirit"), and Pharisees (religious people who "confess both"). Paul was quite clear where he stood on this matter: "He cried out, 'Men and brethren. / am a Pharisee'" (Acts 23:6).
I was educated as a scientist at one of the most prestigious universities in the tropics, and for a quarter century thereafter was an educator at that same institution. My students and close friends have included such characters as a Maya priestess from Belize, Hindu holy men from Guyana, a Haitian voodoo practitioner, and a fanatical member of the Muslimeen in Trinidad. I also know many people, young and old, who reveal extraordinary powers of extra-sensory perception, telepathy, mysticism, hypnotic capabilities, and a whole range of mysterious abilities quite incapable of explanation by the 'western' science I had learned.
I know a lot of tricksters too, whose supposed powers are just pre​tence, and whose life is devoted to separating simple, gullible poor people from their hard-earned money.
I am also fully aware how deep-rooted in our people and others is belief in, and fear of, the occult, the magical, the uncanny and the seemingly unexplainable. It is all too easy for us just to laugh at people from the largely godless developed countries who say that these things do not exist, without giving the matter the serious thought which it deserves.
And then, in my part of the world, magic, voodoo, obeah, spiritism, and the like, are often deeply interwoven with politics. President Duvalier of Haiti was a houngan—a 'witch-doctor' to foreign
journalists—and in the use of this lay the source of his power. The late President Burnham of Guyana actively encouraged Afro-Caribbean animistic religion in his country. A few years ago I was a member of a Christadelphian congregation in a Jamaican village where life in general was governed by an unholy mix of politi​cal thuggery and obeah. with a few wonderful Christians bravely determined to witness to a better way.
This and much besides has confirmed me in this profound convic​tion: the way of Jesus Christ, as described in the Bible, is a far better way than any amount of dabbling in the occult.
I have seen what the true Christian faith can do for people. I have seen them transformed by the power of the gospel. I have watched a light come into their lives, banishing the darkness and the ignorance. It has given them astonishing courage and radiant confidence that the Almighty God. the God of Israel. Maker of the Heaven and earth, is greater than anything or anybody else in the world, however powerful they may seem to be.
Such men and women have been delivered from the bondage of spine-chilling fear --fear of death and of the dead, fear of darkness and all its supposed powers. They are free. If you are not yet one of them, you have the opportunity. You can be free in Jesus Christ. Read this booklet with a prayer to the God of heaven. Learn the living truths revealed in God's own revelation, the Bible, and you will find the secret of a happy, joyful, confident life of faith now—and life ever​lasting when God sends Jesus Christ to establish His Kingdom on this earth.
So let us now turn to this Bible, and see what it has to say on the question of the occult, "the hidden things of darkness" (1 Corinthians 4:5), and the light of the gospel which will drive the darkness away.
The Lesson of King Saul and the Witches
THE Bible tells us about a king of Israel called Saul. At the time he became king as a young man, the people of Israel had allowed them​selves to be trapped in the power of men and women who practised witchcraft. The ordinary people were very much afraid of them, for they used their secret arts to gain power for their own ends. If our modern experience of such things is any guide, they made sure that everyone was fearful of their magic and their supposed knowledge of the spirit world.
King Saul had a wise adviser and guide in the aged prophet Samuel. Samuel was determined to follow the law of God, and urged him to rid the land of wizards and witches, as the ancient Law of Moses had commanded (Exodus 22:18). Saul had done this, and the pure worship of the lord, the God of Israel, was re-established after many years of neglect during the time of the Judges, when "every man did that which was right in his own eyes " (Judges 21:25).
Sadly, after such a good start, Saul, like so very many human lead​ers, went badly astray. He tried to take on, without authority, the duties of a priest (1 Samuel 13:8-10), and had been rejected by God as the lawful king. When he later broke another commandment his rejection was confirmed (1 Samuel 15). Samuel then refused to advise him, and in his increasing troubles Saul was desperate to gain God's help against his enemies.
All sorts of problems came along, including an invasion of the land of Israel by the Philistines, who won battle after battle. Saul was so distraught that he fell back on the very same witchcraft he had so suc​cessfully banned, in the hope that this would bring Samuel back to him. If only he could get in touch with him, dead though he was, he might yet recover and overcome his problems. So why not find a witch or medium through whose power he could get in touch with the dead Samuel? It was a desperate step, but nothing else seemed to be left.
So that is what he did, as 1 Samuel 28 tells us in great detail. But the answer he got was not what he wanted. He had turned his back on God, and gone back to the ways of magic and sorcery; and this sealed his doom as far as God was concerned. The next day king Saul was a corpse on the battlefield of Mount Gilboa, slain by his own hand.
Saul had brought this final tragedy on himself. In turning away from God in the first place he had put himself out of reach of God's help, and his only course, sinful though it was, had seemed to be to take the fatal road of spiritism.
Many of us tend to be like king Saul. When everything is going well, we have no need for faith in witches and magic. As loyal follow​ers of the Lord Jesus Christ we have no fear of supposed 'evil spirits' or 'spirits of the dead'. We can call on God for His counsel, in His holy Scriptures and in our prayers.
But when tragedy strikes, or family and other difficulties come, or we lose our job, and everything looks grim and dark—if then our faith begins to waver, and in our desperation we turn to superstitions, old or new, then 'the spirits' are no help to us either.
If we do this we abandon faith, and reject our God. We are told over and over again in the Bible that our lives must be guided by the One living and true God, who becomes our loving heavenly Father when we are baptized into the name of His Son, and, whatever hap​pens to us by way of present troubles, will keep us in the hollow of His hand and bring us to His eternal Kingdom. It is He and He alone who can shape our destiny for good, and there is no help in the stars or the supposed spirits of dead ancestors.
Typical Powers of Sorcery
IT is foolish to suggest that sorcery is nothing, and that powers we cannot explain, such as telepathy, visions, clairvoyance, hypnotism and some even more remarkable mental feats, do not exist.
One characteristic of humanity is curiosity. We love to have an explanation for everything. Education, western education in particular, from toddler to graduate school, is based on curiosity. That is why mystery stories are always best sellers. We are especially curious about the future, and fortune-telling has always been a profitable pro​fession. Our egos tend to be hurt when we have to admit that we just do not know.
Despite much study, the fact has to be faced that no one has a fully convincing explanation of these abnormal, allegedly supernatural things. They would not appear supernatural if we understood them!
There are some people—rationalists or humanists or whatever you will—who reject with disdain any notion of the supernatural, and throw out the good, such as Divine providence, with the bad as they do so. But they always brush aside the evidence in either case. In my own life things have happened that have no possible rational or natural explanation, and I cannot offer any explanation myself.
Thus or one occasion I was injured in a motor-vehicle accident and sent to hospital. By 'coincidence', an ambulance from my home town many miles distant was in the area, and took me to the hospital there instead of to the one nearby. I was met on arrival by a Christadelphian member. She had walked five miles to the town because she knew, the very instant the accident occurred, that I had been injured. This must have been telepathy—communication at a distance—even if we do not know precisely what telepathy means, for she was in one place, and I in another too far away for normal com​munication!
As a student, I lodged with an elderly Christadelphian lady, who could tell me with uncanny accuracy at any time exactly how much money I had on my person, it was trivial, and she herself had no explanation for her peculiar ability. She said that she was just 'psychic', but that again was merely a word, not a solution to the prob​lem. Fortunately she realised that it had nothing to do with her real religious faith, which was based solidly upon the Bible. In fact, it had nothing to do with religion at all.
Undoubtedly there is in some people such a thing as 'pre​monition'—an anticipation or inner warning of things about to happen. I was indirectly involved in what at the time was the world's worst rail​way accident, the Kendal disaster in Jamaica, in which over a thou​sand people were killed or injured. It was a church excursion, and the accident happened on the return journey. The owner of a funeral par​lour, and many of his friends, refused absolutely to board the train, and sought to persuade others to return with them by bus. They were laughed at, but those that heeded this premonition survived: in the case of the owner of the funeral parlour to bury most of the victims!
Then there is the extraordinary power of some people in a hypnotic state to feel no pain or effects from fire or torture. Some years ago my family and I were in Haiti. We witnessed a ceremony which consisted mainly of dancing in honour of a loa (voodoo god), in some way regarded as being connected with the Spirit of Fire. The dance lasted perhaps an hour, and in their frenzy the dancers picked up fire with their bare hands and passed it around. An electronic instrument indi​cated that the fire was hot enough to melt metal. None of the dancers appeared in any way injured; not even their clothing was burned. Though a scientist, I can offer absolutely no explanation for this extra​ordinary event.
In my own home I have watched an acquaintance stick needles and barbed hooks into his cheeks and arms without drawing a drop of blood. In Singapore, at the annual hindu festival, this is quite commonplace, and thousands of tourists are able to watch the pro​cessions and the acts of apparent self-torture. It is not fake. It is very real.
But possession of such remarkable powers by certain religious devotees does not mean that the teachings of such people are true. In fact, the apostle Paul distinctly warns us against being deceived by such "powers and signs and lying wonders, and all deceivable-ness of unrighteousness in them that perish" (2 Thessalonians 2:9-10).
Only the Bible itself can provide sound teaching: "All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof,
for correction, for instruction in righteousness: that the man of God may be perfect, throughly furnished unto all good works" (2 Timothy 3:16-17).
A prophet of the Old Testament contrasts the folly of those who, in their anxiety, "consult mediums and spiritists, who whisper and mut​ter" (Isaiah 8:19, NIV) with the wisdom of sensible people who find true knowledge of salvation and confidence in their God, and refuse to dabble in such degrading activities: "Should not a people inquire of their God? To the law and to the testimony! If they do not speak according to this word, they have no light" (8:19-20). He calls in mock​ery to the sorcerers and those who consult them: "Keep on, then, with your magic spells and with your many sorceries, which you have laboured at since childhood. Perhaps you will succeed, perhaps you will cause terror. All the counsel you have received has only worn you out! Let your astrologers come forward, those stargazers who make predictions month by month, let them save you! Surely they are like stubble: the fire will burn them up. They cannot even save them​selves!" (47-12-14).
Communication with Animals
THE ability of some people to control, and even in some degree to communicate with, animals is well known in certain parts of the world. In a few cases, this ability is quite uncanny, and has scientists com​pletely baffled. The Bible acknowledges that such powers exist, but stresses that there are limitations, and that God's power is infinitely greater: "Like that of a cobra that has stopped its ears, that will not heed the tune of the charmer, however skilful the enchanter may be" (Psalm 58:4,5, NIV).
The ancient Egyptians were adept in the practice of magic. Archaeologists have unearthed from the sand more papyrus texts on the subject of magic than on all other topics put together. In particular, they were renowned for snake charming, and their remarkable ability to control many kinds of wild animals, such as publicly parading lions and leopards through the streets, and harnessing antelopes and ostriches to pull chariots. But the Egyptians were no match for the power of the true God. They would not have been amused at what happened the first time they pitted their powers against Him: "Aaron threw his staff down in front of Pharaoh and his officials, and it
became a snake. Pharaoh then summoned wise men and sorcerers, and the Egyptian magicians also did the same things by their secret arts: each one threw down his staff and it became a snake. But Aaron's staff swallowed up their staffs" (Exodus 7:10-12, NIV).
Snake charming is mentioned or hinted at in several other places in the Bible (Deuteronomy 18:11; Isaiah 19:3; 47:9; Jeremiah 8:17). The practice is always denounced, either directly or by implication, and never commended. It is specifically linked with witchcraft. Any skill, especially if it involves control of the more fearsome powers of nature, gives the possessor a certain prestige and advantage over others. Men and women who have some sort of special relationship with venomous or fierce creatures are often treated with awe. But the mystique of the lion-tamer, for instance, may simply be a highly devel​oped skill similar to any other (James 3:7). Fellow-feeling with animals is not magical, and does not bestow any intrinsic superiority, over other people. Indeed, a person with such powers has a heavy respon​sibility not to misuse them in the interests of false teaching, as did Jannes and Jambres, presumably Pharaoh's court magicians (2 Timothy 3:8).
Zombies
ONE of the most feared powers of the sorcerer is the ability of some Haitian voodoo priests, and their African counterparts, to turn people into zombies. Zombies are persons, often young women, who appear to have died and been buried, but shortly afterwards strangely reappear as individuals no longer possessing any will of their own. Thereafter, they are simply robot slaves carrying out the orders of the priest, usually performing menial and degrading tasks. They never become normal again.
For many centuries this ability has terrorized innocent people, fear​ful of becoming victims of the rite. Only recently has the secret become known. We know now, through research carried out by Haitian doctors, that the process is due to the secret use of powerful mind-destroying toxins (poisons) derived from creatures such as the cane-toad and the stone- or puffer-fish. These toxins can cause the victim to appear dead, even to a physician. When the person is revived a few days later, the brain is irreversibly damaged, and his or her volition is subject to the houngan (priest).
Knowledge of substances such as these does not grant any right to use them, and certainly does nothing to entitle the initiate to receive
worship or even respect. Such a misuse of knowledge is unspeakably wicked, especially if done in deliberate defiance of the law of God. Those involved, including those who pay the voodoo practitioner to destroy others of whom they are jealous, are criminals who should consider carefully whether they will be held accountable by God for their evil deeds. The Bible puts it thus: "Anyone who sins defiantly, whether native-born or alien, blasphemes the Lord, and that person must be cut off from his people. Because he has despised the word of the lord and broken His commands, that person must surely be cut off; his guilt remains on him" (Numbers 15:30-31, NIV).
One God, not Many
ALTHOUGH the Bible teaches clearly that there is a supernatural world of spirits, which it usually calls "angels" or divine messengers, it also teaches plainly that there is only One God, who is to be wor​shipped and loved with all our heart and soul and mind: "Jesus said: Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy soul, and with ail thy mind. This is the first and great commandment" (Matthew 22:37-38).
The divine spirits or angels exist to do God's will, and cannot be manipulated by any man or woman. They are not the "familiar spirits" mentioned in connection with witchcraft. And they do His bidding faithfully:
"(God) rnaketh His angels spirits, and His ministers a flame of fire".
(Psalm 104:4; Hebrews 1:7)
"Bless the lord, ye His angels, that excel in strength, that do His
commandments, hearkening unto the voice of His word. Bless ye
the lord, ail ye His hosts; ye ministers of His, that do His plea​
sure".
(Psalm 103:20-21)
Wicked divine spirits are never mentioned in the Old Testament, though the expression "evil angels" does occur in the Authorised Version on one occasion: "He cast upon them the fierceness of His anger, wrath, and indignation, and trouble, by sending evil angels among them" (Psalm 78:49). Here the reference is to God's own power being used to bring the plagues on the unrepentant Egyptians in the time of Moses. We are instructed quite specifically not to wor​ship spirits or angels (Colossians 2:18: Revelation 19:10), but to wor​ship God alone.
We need not fear any 'fallen' angelic spirits, for no such beings exist. Passages sometimes used to support the view that "the devil" is a fallen angel are Isaiah 14:12 and Ezekiel 28:12-15. But it needs only a careful reading of both chapters to show that they describe in vivid terms the ambitions and the downfall of human rulers: in the for​mer case the king of Babylon, and in the latter the prince of Tyre.
"The devil" is in fact not mentioned in the Old Testament at all, and the only four references to "devils" in the AV are plainly to false gods which ought not to be worshipped (Leviticus 17:7; Deuteronomy 32:17; 2 Chronicles 11:15; Psalm 106:37). The only 'fallen angels' mentioned in the New Testament are human ones (2 Peter 2:4; Jude 6). These passages can be understood in more than one way, but the most likely meaning relates them to Genesis 6:1-5, where the term "sons of God" clearly refers to leaders among men abusing their posi​tion to satisfy their own lusts. "God saw the wickedness of man that it was great" (6:5) says all that needs to be said. A book which is not part of the Bible, the so-called Book of Enoch, invents a fairy story about fallen angels based on this passage, but it is certainly not to be taken seriously. The words translated "angel" in both Testaments mean simply 'messenger', and are sometimes used of ordinary human messengers rather than divine angelic spirits (Luke 7:24; 9:52; Revelation 1:1,8, etc., in the New Testament; Genesis 32:3 and many other occasions in the Old).
Many exponents of voodoo and believers in witch-doctors openly invoke, and even claim to communicate with, idols, as well as dead 'holy' people. This by itself is enough to prove that such practices are to be shunned: "If a prophet, or a dreamer of dreams, giveth thee a sign or a wonder, and the sign or the wonder come to pass, whereof he spake unto thee, saying: Let us go after other gods, which thou hast not known, and let us serve them: thou shalt not hearken unto the words of that prophet, or that dreamer of dreams" (Deuteronomy 13:1-3).
The Bible declares many times that there is only one God, and the apostle Paul dismisses all false gods in the words: "As concerning therefore the eating of those things that are offered in sacrifice unto idols, we know that an idol is nothing in the world, and that there is none other God but one. For though there be that are called gods, whether in heaven or in earth (as there be gods many, and lords many), but to us there is but one God, the Father, of whom are all things, and we in Him; and one Lord Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we by Him" (1 Corinthians 8:4-6). As for consulting the dead, the Bible tells us that the dead know not anything (Ecclesiastes 9:5).
The Dead
Know not Anything
MANY of our people fear the spirits of the dead—ghosts, or 'duppies' as we call them in the Caribbean—and are afraid that such spirits will haunt and trouble them, long after the person has died. Graveyards are considered by such people to be haunted, spooky places which are to be avoided.
Those who know their Bibles have no such fears. The reason is simple. From Genesis onwards it is abundantly clear that the dead are really dead, body and soul, and cannot trouble anybody. Here are five passages, from differents parts of the Bible:
"Dust thou art, and unto dust shall thou return".        (Genesis 3:19)
"The living know that they shall die: but the dead know not any
thing . . . also their love, and their hatred, and their envy, is now
perished".
(Ecclesiastes 9:5-6)
"The grave cannot praise thee, death cannot celebrate thee: they that go down into the pit cannot hope for thy truth".
(Isaiah 38:18)
"Fear Him (God) which is able to destroy both soul and body in
hell (Gehenna, based on the name of the garbage dump of
Jerusalem)."
(Matthew 10:28)
"David (a righteous man), after he had in his own age served the
will of God, fell on sleep, and was laid unto his fathers, and saw
corruption".
(Acts 13:36)
In death, man is like the beasts. It is unflattering, but true. Man and the animals share a common physical nature. We have in common a mortal soul, a life which ends at death.
"They (animals and man) have all one breath". (Ecclesiastes 3:19)
In the case of man, who has spiritual qualities which set him in important ways apart from the beasts, death, according to Ezekiel 18 and Romans 5 and 6, is the consequence or "wages" of sin: "The soul that sinneth, it shall die" (Ezekiel 18:4); "By one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned" (Romans 5:12); "The wages of sin is death" (Romans 6:23). Death is thus our great enemy.
This Bible teaching has been emphasised at this point to show how wrong it is to claim to be able to communicate with the dead, for
since the Bible has shown that the dead really are dead this is not possible.
Necromancy, that is, pretending to communicate with the dead, is in any case sinful: it is absolutely condemned, beyond any possible doubt, throughout Scripture:
"There shall not be found among you ... a consulter with familiar
spirits, or a necromancer. For all that do these things are an abom​
ination unto the lord".
(Deuteronomy 18:10-12)
"Regard not them that have familiar spirits, neither seek after wizards, to be defiled by them: I am the lord your God."
(Leviticus 19:31)
"Why consult the dead on behalf of the living?"
(Isaiah 8:19)
"They ate the sacrifices of the dead. Thus they provoked (God) to
anger with their inventions."
(Psalm 106:28-29)
The people of God were absolutely forbidden to have anything to do with those who pretend to communicate with the dead.
Life After Death
THE Bible tells us clearly that the only person who died, but yet is now alive, is Jesus Christ: "/ am he that liveth, and was dead; and, behold, I am alive for evermore, Amen; and have the keys of hell (the grave) and of death" (Revelation 1:18).
The only hope for any of us to live after death is if God restores us to life, or resurrects our bodies from the grave at the "last day", which is the day when Jesus Christ will return in glory to the earth.
"The Lord himself shall descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trump of God: and the dead in Christ shall rise first. Then we which are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air: and so shall we ever be with the Lord."
(1 Thessalonians4:16-17)
"Behold, I shew you a mystery; we shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trump: for the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed. For this corruptible must put on incorruption, and this mortal must put on immortality."
(1 Corinthians 15:51-53)
Because Bible believers have a hope of living again after resurrec​tion, death for them is described as a sleep. The earliest Christians used this word consistently to describe loved ones who had died in Christ. True Bible believers throughout the centuries since have done the same. It expresses their confidence that their Lord has not forgot​ten them, and though they lie unconscious in death, their entire lives are known to God, and they will rise to life everlasting, which will be granted to them after they have been approved at their Lord's judge​ment seat. For this reason Jesus states quite clearly that their 'souls' have not been destroyed for ever, even though their enemies put them to death:
"Fear not them which kill the body, but are not able to kill the soul:
but rather fear him which is able to destroy both soul and body in
hell".
(Matthew 10:28)
"Many of them that sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake,
some to everlasting life, and some to shame and everlasting con​
tempt."
(Daniel 12:2)
"Marvel not at this: for the hour is coming, in the which all that are in the graves shall hear his voice, and shall come forth; they that have done good, unto the resurrection of life; and they that have done evil, unto the resurrection of damnation." (John 5:28-29)
That is, they will not be destroyed in the final sense: and they never die in this sense, for they will eventually inherit the earth (Matthew 5:5). In the meantime, they sleep in the dust of the earth, awaiting resurrection.
Among those who have lived after death, the Lord Jesus Christ is unique. He ever liveth; death hath no more dominion over him (Hebrews 7:25; Romans 6:9).
There are some other people mentioned in the Bible who died in the usual way—by illness or old age or some other cause—but came to life again. They include Moses, Samuel, and Elijah, characters from the Old Testament; and Lazarus, and Dorcas, and at least two others whose names are not given, in the New Testament, together with one larger company (Matthew 27:52-53). Such people were specifically raised from the dead, evidently in visible, bodily form, and not as dis​embodied spirits.
We are never told that these people rose to immortality. Indeed, we may reasonably assume that they died again, to await the resur​rection at the last day.
The case of Lazarus is particularly significant. After he died and was buried, Jesus, seeing the grief of Lazarus' sisters Martha and Mary, shared their sorrow and wept. The manner in which he called
him from the tomb shows that it was in that grave that the real Lazarus lay. Jesus did not call him 'down', as though from heaven, or 'up', as though from some hell, but "out" from the tomb itself:
"Jesus said, Take ye away the stone . . . Then they took away the
stone from the place where the dead was laid. And Jesus ... cried
with a loud voice, Lazarus, come forth. And he that was dead
came forth, bound hand and foot with gravedothes: and his face
was bound about with a napkin. Jesus saith unto them, Loose him,
and let him go."
(John 11:39-44)
We are not told of any conscious experiences that Lazarus may have had during the four days he lay dead: and we may reasonably presume that there were none to tell.
Saul and
the Witch of Endor
WE have already discussed to some extent king Saul's experience with the spiritist medium from Endor (pages 2-4). Here Saul in his despair sought communication with the dead prophet Samuel for advice as to how to conduct his war with the Philistines:
"Samuel was dead ... Saul had put away those that had familiar spirits, and the wizards, out of the land ... And his servants said to him, Behold, there is a woman that hath a familiar spirit at Endor... Then said the woman, Whom shall I bring up unto thee? And he said, Bring me up Samuel. (She said): An old man cometh up, cov​ered with a garment. And Samuel said to Saul, Why hast thou dis​quieted me, to bring me up? And Saul answered ... God is depart​ed from me, and answereth me no more, neither by prophets, nor by dreams: therefore I have called thee, that thou mayest make known unto me what I shall do ... (Samuel answered): The lord will also deliver Israel with thee into the hand of the Philistines: and to morrow shall thou and thy sons be with me: the lord also shall deliver the host of Israel into the hand of the Philistines."
(1 Samuel 28:3-19)
Did the witch really have the power to call Samuel down from heaven? No, she did not! Was it the 'ghost' of Samuel which was brought down from the spirit-realm? No, it was not! Samuel, we are told, although a righteous man, came up from his grave, not down from heaven. And he was not a ghost, but a bodily figure, dressed in the easily recognisable cloak or mantle of a prophet of the true God.
There is no difficulty in assuming then that God raised Samuel tem​porarily from the sleep of death in order to communicate a message from Him to king Saul.
We are not told that Saul actually saw Samuel. But there is no need in this case to go to ventriloquism and mimicry, the stock in trade of many witches and mediums, for an explanation. Saul was doomed, and it is stern but sad justice that God should use the king's recourse to a forbidden practice to raise Samuel and tell him so. And then Saul, a failure rejected by God, was to die and join the righteous Samuel in the place where all dead people lie, no doubt until the day of judgement, for God to give them their deserts as His justice and mercy dictate.
God sends Prophets, not Magicians
SAUL was right to banish witches and magicians from the land of Israel, for God had expressly forbidden the people to have anything to do with such people or such practices:
"A man or woman that hath a familiar spirit, or that is a wizard,
shall surely be put to death: they shall stone them with stones:
their blood shall be upon them."
(Leviticus 20:27)
"Ye shall not eat anything with the blood: neither shall ye use
enchantment, nor observe times. Ye shall not make any cuttings in
your flesh for the dead, nor print any marks upon you: I am the
lord."
(Leviticus 19:26,28)
"Thou shall not suffer a witch to live."
(Exodus 22:18)
All .this may seem very harsh. Why was God so opposed to the practising of occult powers, magic, and professed contact with the spirit world?
The Bible does not say in so many words that this spirit world does not exist, or that there are no supernatural powers that men and women could possibly tap or utilise for their own purposes. It just states plainly that God absolutely forbids any of His people to dabble in such things. In Israel, those who refused to accept this and contin​ued to do so were to be destroyed.
One reason for this harsh law is that the supernatural world is His world, under divine control. From time to time God chose to inspire
certain specific persons to be entrusted with special supernatural powers, among them prophets and apostles. It was through such peo​ple as these, and finally—and greatest of all—through His own Son. that He communicated His inspired revelation to mankind.
"In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days He has spoken to us by His Son, whom He appointed heir of all things, and through whom He made the universe." (Hebrews 2:1-2, NIV)
"We have the word of the prophets made more certain, and you will do well to pay attention to it, as to a light shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts. Above all. you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came about by the prophet's own interpretation. For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit."
(2 Peter 1:19-21, NIV)
So whatever may or may not exist outside our own normal under​standing, it is God's affair and not ours, and those who defy His strict instructions to leave it all alone do so at their peril, and the peril of those who consult them. God Himself chooses how and when He will give men and women such supernatural revelations, and all such things should be left in His hands.
Furthermore, man cannot be trusted to dabble with such powers, real or imagined, in his present fallen, sinful state. Especially in the Caribbean and West Africa almost all practitioners of sorcery and spiritism use their powers to control and exercise authority over others who fear them for what they might do.
Haiti, close to my own country of Jamaica, is a striking example. The late 'Papa Doc' Duvalier was a voodoo priest much revered for his occult powers. Because of this, he was greatly feared, and exer​cised enormous influence over this poor nation of six million people.
The Supernatural Powers of Jesus
YES, God was wise to forbid us to use sorcery. The powers He gave to His prophets, and above all to His Son Jesus Christ, were not sorcery. The supernatural powers that Jesus possessed were always
used so as to bring a blessing, and free people from fear, never to hold people in the grip of terror:
"Ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free. If the Son therefore shall make you free, ye shall be free indeed."
(John 8:32,36)
Jesus Christ was in no way like a witch-doctor. His powers were derived directly from His Father (John 5:19; 6:38). The story of His temptations in the wilderness (Matthew 4:1-11: Luke 4:1-12) is partic​ularly important, because it shows that Jesus resisted the urge within Him to use His supernatural powers for His own benefit and glorifica​tion. Rather He determined that these powers should only be used to deliver men and women from the bondage of sin, sickness, and sorrow.
Horoscopes and Luck
BELIEF in the weird and the magical is not by any means confined to poor and technologically backward societies. The wealthy, computer-crazy countries, with their videos and supersonic jet planes, are not really as humanistic and atheistic as they claim to be. In a recent sur​vey among Europeans, more than two-thirds stated that they had no religious faith of any kind: yet a very large proportion of these same people admitted that they avidly followed astrology, and felt their zodiac birth-signs had a significant influence on their daily lives. Astrology—linked in the Bible with witchcraft—is today a multimillion dollar industry even among the wealthy, supposedly highly educated, nations of the world.
An article published in 1991 in High Life (the in-flight journal of British Airways) has this comment: "Horoscopes are irresistible. They are the leading edge of a whole industry of prediction, star-charting, numerology and general New-Age ballyhoo which is inexorably gaining ground. There are clear indications worldwide that, in times of recession and war, shoals of people turn to astrology and prediction. President Reagan notoriously consulted astrologers before making major decisions ... You can diet by the stars, marry and divorce by them, conceive your children under favourable conjunctions of planets ..."
In contrast, this is what the Bible says about star-gazing, and those who go in for it as a guide to their lives:
"/ am the lord, who has made all things, who alone stretched out
the heavens, who spread out the earth by myself, who foils the
signs of the false prophets and makes fools of diviners, who over​
throws the learning of the wise, and turns it into nonsense, who
carries out the words of His servants and fulfils the predictions of
His messengers ..."
(Isaiah 44:24-26. NIV)
So, it we believe the Bible, let us forget about astrology!
The idea of luck' is a related one. In Bible times there was actually a supposed God of luck: its name was Gad, mentioned a few times in the Old Testament, in the clearest case showing how much God dis​approved of the concept:
"But as for you who forsake the lord and forget my holy mountain,
who spread a table for Fortune and fill bowls of mixed wine for
Destiny, I will destine you for the sword, and you will all bend down
for the slaughter; for I called but you did not answer, I spoke but
you did not listen. You did evil in my sight and chose what dis​
pleases me."
(Isaiah 65:11 -12, NIV)
Believers in a loving God do not trust their happiness to 'luck' or chance. Instead, they read and accept what Paul wrote:
"All things work together for good to them that love God. to them who are the called according to His purpose." (Romans 8:28)
This thought is repeated many times in Scripture. Trials may come, but their outcome is sure to be good. In fact, we are taught to be ready for them during this time of probation:
"We must through much tribulation enter into the kingdom of God."
(Acts 14:22)
"No man hath left house, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or moth​
er, or wife, or children, or lands, for my sake, and the gospel's, but
he shall receive an hundredfold now in this time . . . with persecu​
tions; and in the world to come eternal life."
(Mark 10:29-30)
Our Lord has clearly told us that, if we become His disciples and endure to the end, we shall be saved; in the ultimate sense, not a hair of our head will perish (Luke 21:18).
It is anxiety and insecurity which makes witchcraft and magic profitable. True believers in the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ have no need to be anxious or insecure. Their lives are in the hands and care of their loving Heavenly Father. In conditions of poverty, or prosperity too, this kind of faith may be sorely tested, but God's promise will not fail.
Claims to
Spirit Possession
IN all animistic religions such as voodoo, and also in many sects of the great monotheistic taiths, including the true faith, Christianity, claims to spirit posession, with remarkable happenings to support such claims, are common. The priest or devotee experiences a change of behaviour, with mental exhilaration, and an apparent heightened awareness of the divine. In such a state, the voice often changes in tone, and is considered to be the voice of some god or spirit which has taken charge of the person.
In the Scriptures, Moses and Isaiah both warn about giving credence to what people say when they are in this trance-like state:
"If there arise among you ... a dreamer of dreams ... whereof he spake unto thee, saying, Let us go after other gods ... thou shall not hearken unto the words of that dreamer of dreams."
(Deuteronomy 13:1-3)
"When men tell you to consult mediums and spiritists, who whisper
and mutter, should not a people inquire of their God? Why consult
the dead on behalf of the living? To the law and to the testimony! If
they do not speak according to this word, they have no light of
dawn."
(Isaiah 8:19-20, NIV)
In the Christian congregation in Corinth there were enthusiasts who claimed such Spirit-possession. Paul calls this form of religious expression "childish", and says that it is a very poor advertisement for the gospel they profess:
"If the whole church be come together into one place, and all speak with tongues, and there come in those that are unlearned, or unbelievers, will they not say that ye are mad?"
(1 Corinthians 14:23)
In some cases it is obvious that the religious devotee really is mad, actually mentally deranged. We read of a man in the Gospels who thought that he was possessed by a whole legion of evil spirits—three thousand of them! Nowadays, in some countries, he would be put in a straitjacket and locked away where he could do no harm to himself or to others. In Bible times he was considered to be possessed by demons, and if necessary forcibly isolated (Mark 5:2-17).
Jesus did not explain to His disciples that this concept was wrong. He just healed the man, and that was enough. The power His heav-
enly Father had given Him was greater than any evil power in the world, and more than adequate to cope with and cure this man 'Legion'.
Demons
THERE are at least four reasons why a Bible-believing person should refuse to believe that God wishes us to take 'demon-possession' in the New Testament (it does not appear in the Old Testament at all) as a literal medical diagnosis:
(1) 'Demon' was a word the Greeks used to describe the false gods they worshipped. Thus the men of Athens said about Paul:
"A group of Epicurean and Stoic philosophers began to dispute with him. Some of them asked, What is this babbler trying to say? Others remarked, He seems to be advocating foreign gods (the original word is daimonion, 'demon'). They said this because Paul was preaching the good news about Jesus and the resurrection."
(Acts 17:18, NIV)
The apostle Paul himself used this word to mean a heathen (1 Corinthians 10:20-21; 1 Timothy 4:1), and condemned those who taught their existence as a doctrine. Paul states clearly, "An idol is nothing in the world" (\ Corinthians 8:4).
(2) God Himself acknowledges responsibility for deafness, dumbness and blindness—all handicaps that are ascribed to 'demons' in the New Testament. He said to Moses:
"Who has made man's mouth? Who makes him dumb, or deaf, or
seeing, or blind? Is it not I, the lord?"
(Exodus 4:11)
It is hard to believe that God would ever have said such a thing if it is really demons that make men dumb, or deaf, or blind.
(3) In New Testament times, people were accustomed to speak of ill​nesses affecting the brain and nervous system as though they were caused by demon-possession. Nowadays more is known about these diseases, and some of them can be successfully treated with drugs. All cases of 'demon-possession' in the New Testament involved people who were either epileptic, mad, deaf, dumb, blind, or para​lysed. Infectious diseases like fevers and leprosy are never blamed on demon-possession in the Bible.
(4) "Beelzebub" is an expression sometimes used of the supposed chief of the demons (Matthew 12:24). But in the Old Testament Baal-zebub was a false god, a stone or wooden idol of the Canaanites
(2 Kings 1:2-16). Yet Jesus speaks of Beelzebub as if he existed! He certainly did not believe in the god Baalzebub—lord of the flies! He used language which people around him would understand.
If we look carefully at some descriptions of Jesus' miracles by the Gospel writers, for example Matthew 8:16-17, Matthew 17:14-16, and Mark 5:2-13, we will note that the language of demon-possession was just a way to describe illness. The madman 'Legion' is stated by Mark to have an unclean spirit, and yet the unclean spirits (as if there were many of them) entered the swine, two thousand in number, which rushed down a steep bank into the lake of Galilee and were drowned. Was there one spirit or were there many?
If Mark is using the idea of demon possession literally, there is confusion, even contradiction. But if Mark was only using the expres​sion, "possessed with an unclean spirit", as just another way of saying 'mentally very ill', there is no problem. In that case, "possessed with a whole legion of spirits" would simply mean, 'mentally very ill indeed'.
Furthermore, if there were numerous spirits within the madman, they all would have had to speak through one man's mouth, so it could only be on the word of the madman that any idea of a multitude was there at all! This is quite obviously a very elaborate figure of speech, which everyone present would understand, and which is only thrown into confusion if we insist on treating each 'demon' as though it was a literal, indeoendent, conscious being.
In another example:
"A man came up to (Jesus) and kneeling before him said, Lord, have mercy on my son, for he is an epileptic and he suffers terri​bly; for often he falls into the fire, and often into the water. And I brought him to your disciples, and they could not heal him"
(Matthew 17:14-16, RSV)
Matthew's plain words give us a very clear picture. The boy was ill, and needed healing. But Matthew goes on to say:
"Jesus rebuked him, and the demon came out of him, and the boy
was cured instantly."
(17:18)
This apparent confusion can be resolved only if we assume that although the boy was popularly described as having a 'demon', Matthew and the Lord Jesus really knew that he had the mysterious illness which we call epilepsy. It was a natural thing for them to move from one form of language to the other.
But why would the Gospel writers use language which describes Jesus as rebuking the 'demon', to which the 'demon' replied?
Lawyers today refer to floods, hurricanes and other natural disas​ters as 'acts of God'. But this does not mean that all lawyers believe in God. or if they do. in a God who directly causes such things! They are merely using a convenient phrase that people understand, and nowadays no-one would be misled by it.
Many Jews spoke of demon possession without even thinking of whether demons really existed. Speaking of demons was a vivid piece of picture-language to describe some very nasty types of illness. This way of describing certain kinds of illness would have sounded much more natural to them than it does to us. but we our​selves have no difficulty with lunatic' and 'moonstruck' which must originally have meant that people were believed to be affected by the full moon in their sickness.
When Jesus calmed a storm on the lake. He actually talked to it. "He rebuked the wind, and said to the sea. Peace! Be still!" (Mark 4:39). Similarly, when he cured one woman of a serious illness. "He rebuked the fever, and it left her" (Luke 4:39).
Why did Jesus talk to the wind, the sea and the fever? They were obviously not alive and able to hear what he said. The reason must be rooted in the language of the time, but, whatever it was, it cannot be that Jesus believed the wind and water and the fever to be actual living beings. And it has nothing to do with the supposed reality of the evil powers men talk about today.
It is like that with demon possession. It was in the language of the times that Jesus and His disciples sometimes spoke as if demons were real. But, whatever the reason, we can be sure that it was not because demons were living beings.
We may wonder why the Bible never gives us a rational, scientific explanation of demon or spirit possession. God in the Holy Scriptures never 'explains' in modern terms any aspects of the supernatural or the spirit-world around us: nor would it be understood, from that day to this, if He did. But why should He explain at all? The spirit-world, whatever it may comprise, is His province, and we are to leave it to Him.
"The secret things belong unto the Lord our God: but those things which are revealed belong unto us and to our children for ever."
(Deuteronomy 29:29)
We dabble in any kind of occult, magical power at our eternal peril. Those revealed things, the moral and spiritual truths revealed in the Scriptures, the gospel of the kingdom and the teaching of Jesus Christ: those are the things we ought earnestly to be taking~to heart.
God's View of Witchcraft
THE last message of Moses, in the Book of Deuteronomy, leaves us in no doubt about what God thinks of witchcraft, voodoo, and spirit-religions of all kinds, of which there were plenty in his day.
"Let no one be found among you who sacrifices his son or daugh​
ter in the fire, who practises divination or sorcery, interprets
omens, engages in witchcraft, or casts spells, or who is a medium
or spiritist, or who consults the dead. Anyone who does these
things is detestable to the lord: you must be blameless before the
lord your God."
(Deuteronomy 18:10-13)
Many years later a king of Judah called Manasseh dabbled in all kinds of unholy, idolatrous arts. He ought to have known better, since his father was one of the few worthy kings of Judah, with a great faith in God. This is God's assessment of Manasseh's activities:
"He caused h/s children to pass through the fire in the valley of the
son of Hinnom also he observed times, and used enchantments,
and used witchcraft, and dealt with a familiar spirit, and with wiz​
ards: he wrought much evil in the sight of the Lord, to provoke Him
to anger."
(2 Chronicles 33:6)
After years of this kind of behaviour Manasseh at last repented (2 Chronicles 33:12-16). Amazingly, God forgave him, though the effects on the people of his earlier wickedness could not be averted, and it spelt the ruin of his country.
Perhaps you may be thinking: Well, I do not dabble in the really evil witchcraft business, but a bit of excitement in religion is surely a good thing. It is a release for frustration, and for pent-up emotions. Is there anything the matter with that9 And what is wrong with amusing myself playing about with what the stars might be saying?
Everywhere in the Caribbean we have 'jump-up', revival, and poco-mania churches packed with hundreds of worshippers. Excitement runs high, and people clamour to 'get the Spirit'—'gifts' of tongues, prophecy, healing, miracles, and so forth. Many animistic religions go in for similar scenes of wild enthusiasm. Compare this with the story of Elijah and the prophets of Baal in the days of the Kings:
"They leaped upon the altar which was made. And they cried aloud, and cut themselves after their manner with knives and lancets, till the blood gushed out upon them." (1 Kings 18:26-28)
Yet their 'god' was silent: "There was neither voice, nor any to answer, nor any that regarded" (18:29). Contrast that with the quiet, sincere, calm, confident behaviour of Elijah, the prophet of the true and living God. No frenzy, just faith:
"Hear me, O lord, hear me, that this people may know that Thou
art the lord God, and that Thou hast turned their heart back
again."
(18:37)
The worship of the producers of this booklet seeks to return to the deep, sober reverence of Elijah, and to shun the empty, fanatical, worship of modern imitators of the devotees of Baal. When you visit our services we hope you will be impressed by the holy, dignified warmth of our fellowship, improved by the rejection of wild excite​ment, meaningless rhythm, and unspiritual 'Spirit' manifestations. We aim to avoid the peril of displeasing the Lord by imitating the participants with demons: we have to make a clear choice between real Bible-based Christianity and the wild excesses of modern heathenism.
"You cannot drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of demons too;
you cannot have a part in both the Lord's table and the table of
demons."
(1 Corinthians 10:20-22)
The Serpent Power
WHEN Paul and Silas were preaching in Philippi, an incident occurred which caused quite a stir. A slave girl was supposedly possessed by a spirit of a serpent-god, Python in the Greek (Acts 16:16, margin). She had some unexplained occult powers of a 'fortune-telling' charac​ter, which her owners were exploiting for their profit. Paul and Silas cured her, that is to say, made her quite normal mentally. The 'ser​pent-power' left her completely, and she was presumably converted.
It is possible that the same kind of possession is present in the Hebrew of 1 Samuel 28, in the account of the witch at Endor. The witch is described as having a spirit of obi—the very same primitive word which has passed into African and Caribbean speech (obeah) to describe strange, uncanny mental powers which can be exploited for evil purposes.
The serpent throughout the Bible is the symbol of sin's power, ever since the serpent tempted Eve in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 3:1 -7).
The slave girl at Philippi must have come to recognise that Paul and Silas were preaching a faith that was morally good, and that is
why she begged them day after day to remove the evil 'serpent' spirit and enable her to begin a new life after the spirit of Christ.
God's use of the serpent as the symbol of sin's power is made terrifyingly plain in the consequences which flowed from Israel's idolatry in the wilderness of Sinai.
Paul summarises the episode thus: "Let us not tempt Christ, as some of them also tempted, and were destroyed of serpents" (1 Corinthians 10:9). The actual events are described in these words:
"The people spake against God, and against Moses, Wherefore
have ye brought us up out of Egypt to die in the wilderness? for
there is no bread, neither is there any water: and our soul loatheth
this light bread. And the lord sent fiery serpents among the peo​
ple, and they bit the people: and much people of Israel died.
Therefore the people came to Moses, and said, We have sinned,
for we have spoken against the lord, and against thee: pray unto
the lord that he take away the serpents from us. And Moses
prayed for the people And the lord said unto Moses, Make thee a
fiery serpent, find set it upon a pole: and it shall come to pass, that
every one that is bitten, when he looketh upon it shall live. And
Moses made a serpent of brass, and put it upon a pole, and it
came to pass, that if a serpent had bitten any man, when he
beheld the serpent of brass, he lived."
(Numbers 21:5-9)
We shall use this episode again before we close to show the right way to look on the powers of evil, and the only way to recover from their effects.
Preaching the Gospel to Idolaters
IN New Testament times, though Jews and Christians worshipped a single God as Creator and sustainer of all things, most people, even civilised people like the Greeks and Romans, worshipped or pro​fessed to worship many gods.
Sometimes it seems that there were so many that people lost count! in Athens. Paul noticed that, just in case they had overlooked some god, an altar had been erected to an 'unknown god' (Acts 17:23). Paul acknowledged that the Athenians were very religious, or perhaps, as in our common Version, "too superstitious", but told them clearly that there is only one God, who made us all. There are no other gods or god-like immortal beings: and the infinite God cannot be
represented by the works of men's hands: "We ought not to think that the Godhead is like unto gold, or silver, or stone, graven by art and man's device" (Acts 17:29).
Even the Lord Jesus Christ, though He is to be given all honour as the Son of God, is not, as He himself tells us quite categorically, to be placed on the same level as the one uncreate God, His Father, who alone is utterly good in His own right: "If ye loved me, ye would rejoice, because I said, I go unto the Father: for my Father is greater than I" (John 14:28); "And Jesus said unto him, Why callest thou me good? there is none good but one, that is, God" (Mark 10:18).
Paul and Barnabas had already, in an earlier missionary journey, given the same message in Lycaonia, an area widely known for its idolatry and worship of spirits. The Lycaonians had actually begun to worship these disciples of the Lord as though they were gods!
"They called Barnabas, Jupiter; and Paul, Mercurius . . . Then the
priest of Jupiter. . . brought oxen and garlands unto the gates, and
would have done sacrifice with the people. Which when the apos​
tles, Barnabas and Paul, heard of, they rent their clothes, and ran
in among the people, crying out, and saying, Sirs, why do ye these
things? We also are men of like passions with you, and preach
unto you that ye should turn from these vanities unto the
living God, which made heaven, and earth, and the sea, and
all things that are therein"
(Acts 14:13-15)
Lying Wonders versus Divine Power
IT is easy for us to be overawed, and allow our lives to be controlled by so-cailed religious signs and wonders. The exercise of mysterious 'miraculous' powers has been one of the most potent measures used by powerful religious organisations to impress millions, and so retain their power and influence.
The largest religious building in the world, the Basilica of 'Our Lady of Peace' in the Ivory Coast, has been constructed with just such an object—to impress the people of Africa with the overwhelming majesty, prestige, and superiority of the Roman Catholic Church. Splendid modern structures in the United States have been construct​ed in the name of Christianity with the same objects in view, and give a foothold to some television evangelists who are giving the gospel of Christ such a bad name by their opulence and their excesses.
Even in the first century, believers were warned by the apostle Paul that a coming powerful enemy of the gospel would, before the Lord Jesus returns to the earth, use such methods:
"... whose coming is after the working of Satan with all power and signs and lying wonders, and with all deceivableness of unright​eousness in them that perish; because they received not the love of the truth, that they might be saved. And for this cause God shall send them a strong delusion, that they should believe a lie."
(2 Thessalonians 2:9-11)
However clever our fellow men and women may seem to be, we are never to follow them into evil. We must not be deceived and deluded by human displays of power, no matter how widely acclaimed, and no matter by what multitudes of people they are followed (Exodus 23:2).
The one true God, alone, has control of past, present, and future, and we must submit ourselves under His hand alone. The Holy Scriptures are His exposition of His ways and purpose to us. Let us faithfully follow their lead.
From time to time there were open clashes between the apostles of the Lord Jesus, as they preached the gospel, and various sorcerers and mountebanks. For example, there was Simon of Samaria, or Simon Magus as he is sometimes called:
"There was a certain man, called Simon, which beforetime in the
same city used sorcery, and bewitched the people of Samaria, giv​
ing out that himself was some great one: and to him they had
regard, because that of long time he had bewitched them with
sorceries."
(Acts 8:9-11)
When he saw his flock convinced by Philip the Evangelist,
"Simon himself believed also: and when he was baptized, he con​
tinued with Philip, and wondered, beholding the miracles and signs
which were done."
(8:12)
He perceived that the Spirit of Christ made people whole, and was far superior to any real or pretended powers that he might have had. But the leopard found it hard to change his spots: if only he had such powers he could regain his following and redouble his influence. He might have spared himself the trouble and the shame:
"When Simon saw that the Spirit was given at the laying on of the apostles' hands, he offered them money and said, 'Give me also this ability so that everyone on whom I lay my hands may receive the Holy Spirit'. Peter answered: 'May your money perish with you, because you thought you could buy the gift of God with money! You have no part or share in this ministry, because your heart is
not right before God. Repent of this wickedness and pray to the
Lord. Perhaps He will forgive you for having such a thought in your
heart."
(Acts 8:18-22, NIV)
Then there was Bar-Jesus (also called Elymas the Sorcerer) in Cyprus, and a group of exorcists in Ephesus (Acts 13:6-12; 19:13-20). With their occult powers, real or imagined, such people tried to obstruct and overthrow the preaching of the Christian gospel. One and all, they were put to shame, and in the case of the exorcists in Ephesus, put to flight too!
Jesus had promised real powers to His disciples, and like Moses' discomfiture of the magicians of Pharaoh in Egypt, so the apostles were enabled to triumph over the lying wonders of their opponents:
"7 give unto you power to tread on serpents and scorpions, and
over all the power of the enemy: and nothing shall by any- means
hurt you."
(Luke 10:19)
The "enemy" here is not Lucifer or Baalzebub or any other literal or imaginary demon or god, but the greatest enemy of all—Sin in all its forms, religious, imperial, or (in our day) political: above all personal within ourselves. Over that enemy Jesus won a total victory, and in that victory we can share. When He returns,
"Then shall be brought to pass the saying that is written, Death is
swallowed up in victory. O death, where is thy sting? O grave,
where is thy victory? The sting of death is sin; and the strength of
sin is the law. But thanks be to God, which giveth us the victory
through our Lord Jesus Christ."
(1 Corinthians 15:54-57)
A Great Bonfire at Ephesus
THE great battle between the forces seeking to influence human minds for good or evil is seen vividly in Acts 19. The temple of Diana in Ephesus was one of the greatest ever built. But when Paul preached the truth of Christ in the city, the influence of the temple was threatened. Powerful forces rose against him, and his life and the lives of his small band of gospel believers were in serious danger. God gave them strength to stand firm, and delivered them from all their perils:
"God, which raiseth the dead ... delivered us from so great a
death, and doth deliver: in whom we trust that He will yet deliver
us."
(2 Corinthians 1:9-10)
So the gospel triumphed over all the black arts which were practised in the temple and the city: the status and income of the voodoo and other wonder-working demoniac systems were threat​ened and, by those who believed the gospel, abandoned regardless of the cost:
"Many that believed came, and confessed, and showed their deeds. Many of them also which used curious arts brought their books together, and burned them before a/I men: and they counted the price of them, and found it fifty thousand pieces of silver."
(Acts 19:18-19)
The power of the temple of Diana fell before the meek simplicity of the gospel of Christ, and the scamp Sceva was put to flight. The fact is that the power of the big temples of Ephesus, or the Ivory Coast, or the United States, or anywhere else, or of any voodoo priest or witch on earth, is nothing before God compared to the power of one simple man with the Bible in his hand and the love of God in his heart.
"Fear not, little flock"
THE Bible warns us over and over that when it comes to faith, there is danger in size and numbers, and we are not to be impressed by the size of any movement, secular or religious:
"Enter ye in at the strait gate: for wide is the gate, and broad is the way, that ieadeth to destruction, and many there be which go in thereat: because stra/t is the gate, and narrow is the way, which Ieadeth unto life, and few there be that find it." (Matthew 7:13-14)
Jesus told His disciples that the vast Jewish temple in Jerusalem, with its golden pinnacles and thousands of priests, had been corrupt​ed by the errors and rebelliousness of its people into nothing but a useless shell (Luke 13:35; Mark 11:17). Moses in Egypt, Daniel and his friends in Babylon, Mordecai in Persia: these all faced the huge religious'systems of their day, and all that deceptive magic could bring against them. They faced them almost alone—but for the strength of God Himself. For they were not alone, because one with God is in a majority.
If you want to please God, then you must be prepared to resist fol​lowing the crowd, and be prepared to associate with the brotherhood of believers, however small and despised it may be, who hold fast to the truth of God at all costs. The present joy of true and Bible-based fellowship, and a future of endless life in the Kingdom of God on the earth will be your sure reward.
The Bible in the Window
WE cannot promise you that you will be able to match the wonder​workers of our day. or even the apostles and mighty men of God of earlier times. Ours are not now the days of "open vision" (1 Samuel 3:1), for the apostle of the Lord himself said that such signs were only for a while:
"Charity never faileth: but whether there be prophecies, they shall
fail; whether there be tongues, they shall cease: whether there be
knowledge, it shall vanish away"
(1 Corinthians 13:8)
The power of God is still at work, but in subtler ways. But if you have faith like that of Moses and the apostles, or any of those listed in Hebrews 11, you need not fear the powers of darkness, the serpent power of Sin. You can overcome by the testimony of Jesus Christ (Revelation 12:11).
I have a believing friend, a sister in the Lord. She is a woman of unconquerable faith. When she heard the true Bible teaching and decided to be baptized, her heathen partner objected, and abandoned her and all their children. A sorcerer was hired to bewitch her. She lived in a compound from which Christians were banned. She was threatened, mocked, and abused. She had one little window in her home, and she responded by putting her Bible prominently in that window.
That was fifteen years ago, and she is still rejoicing in the Truth. She is a stranger to fear. She is one of the happiest women it has ever been my blessing to meet. If you could ask her, she would tell you that her favourite passage of Scripture is:
"Who shall separate us from the love of Christ7 shall tribulation, or
distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or
sword? For I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angels,
nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to
come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able
to separate us from the love of God. which is in Christ Jesus our
Lord."
(Romans 8:35-39)
And she would add that you. too. will know true joy like her own if you are prepared to accept its message.
The Last of the Serpent
YOU will remember that when Israel was incurably bitten by fiery serpents in the wilderness, they were healed when they gazed on the bronze serpent which Moses had erected on a pole before their eyes. No doubt they all died of some other cause later, for it was only sick​ness they were healed from, not sin and death.
But the Lord Jesus Christ takes up the same story for us, and says:
"As Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, even so must the
Son of man be lifted up: that whosoever believeth in him should
not perish, but have eternal life. For God so loved the world, that
He gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him
should not perish, but have everlasting life."
(John 3:14-16)
This is how the power of the serpent is destroyed: when the Lord Jesus Christ consented to be crucified after his sinless life, he put away the power of sin for himself once and for all. He was made per​fect (Luke 13 32 Hebrews 2:10; 5:9: 7:28, NIV) by his death, all the impulses of sin being destroyed by his willing surrender to the cross.
And his victory is for all of us:
"Forasmuch then as the children are partakers of flesh and blood,
he also himself likewise took part of the same; that through death
he might destroy him that had the power of death, that is, the devil;
and deliver them who through fear of death were all their lifetime
subject to bondage."
(Hebrews 2:14-15)
Not only ought we never to give ourselves over to any form of devil or demon-worship, but we should rejoice in the fact that for us the power of the devil has been defeated by our Lord.
Moreover, He is alive for evermore and is able to keep us from ever fatally falling into the clutches of sin again:
"My little children, these things write I unto you, that ye sin not. And if any man sin, we have an advocate with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous: and he is the propitiation for our sins: and not for ours only, but also for the sins of the whole world." (1 John 2:1-2)
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