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Apostles Confront Spirits, Demons and Gods 
John P. Juedes 

 
Abstract: Westerners understand the New Testament largely from a western worldview, which 
overlooks elements of the animistic worldview common in the Roman world, Africa and Asia. As a 
result, western teachers and missionaries have a weak understanding of some New Testament 
texts and are less effective in evangelizing and discipling people from animistic cultures. The 
Apostle Paul understood both worlds, but served in an animistic world, similar to African 
Traditional Religion (ATR), not a modern western world. Animism is the belief that individual 
spirits inhabit objects, places, creatures and natural phenomena, and there is no hard and fast 
distinction between the spiritual and natural world. The apostle’s work among Jews and 
intellectuals provides a model for evangelizing westerners, while his work among Greeks 
provides a model for ministry to animists. 
This essay examines stories from the book of Acts about Paul’s mission to six pagan Greek 
cities, Paphos, Lystra, Philippi, Athens, Ephesus and Caesarea. We highlight the similarities 
between first century Greco-Roman religion (GRR) and ATR so that animists can see themselves 
in the story, and so that western missionaries and teachers better understand how the apostles 
confront gods, spirits, spirit possession and divination, and are better able to serve in animistic 
cultures. The appendix offers a fictional dialogue which retells the stories as followers of African 
Traditional Religion, Chinese folk religion and other animists might see them. Fictional Christian 
story teller Kwasi tells the stories using African concepts and examples.  
 
 

Secular historians who study comparative religion try to educate animists, that is, talk them 
out of believing in the existence and power of spirits and gods. They criticize human belief in 
spirits as ignorant. This is generally not very effective in places where animists see the power of 
spirits. Westerners often classify religious practices as superstition when they don’t understand 
that animism has a complex world of gods and spirits and highly defined ways to appease them. 

In contrast, Christians who believe in the power of the spiritual world accept the presence 
and power of spirits. Instead of trying to talk animists out of their belief in spirits, they reveal the 
innate evil of the spirits and overcome it by the spiritual power of Jesus Christ. This is difficult for 
western Christians for two reasons. First, we are raised and educated in secular, naturalistic 
cultures and have a largely naturalistic (and weakly spiritual) worldview. In many ways we think 
like secular people rather than spiritual people. Second, animists need to better understand the 
natural world and learn that, for example, disease normally has natural, not spiritual causes. But 
Christians fall into a trap when they respond to animism as secular people do. 

The book of Acts records many instances in which the apostle Paul came up against 
animism. What model did the apostles give us to follow in evangelism and discipline? 

It is difficult for western Christians to understand the stories in Acts very well, because we 
read it to a great degree through the lens of naturalism, which causes us to overlook important 
elements. In this essay we try to improve our understanding of the New Testament accounts by 
teasing out the elements of the spiritual power of animism which are often overlooked, using 
African Traditional Religion (ATR) and Chinese Folk Religion (CFR) for comparison. 

Christians can have a fully or partially naturalistic world view. Liberal teachers from 
mainline denominations have a fully naturalistic world view, rejecting the miraculous both in Bible 
stories and in the modern world. Most evangelical teachers may have a partially naturalistic 
worldview, accepting the miraculous in New Testament stories, while being very skeptical of 
animistic or Christian spiritual power today, and using naturalistic reasoning more than spiritual 
power in evangelism. This halfway approach handicaps the Church, reducing it to hopping on one 
leg instead if running on two. 
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Natural, Biblical, Animist 

Biblical Christianity has a foot in both worlds. Like naturalists, Christians accept that many 
things are arbitrary and happen by chance or by human action. Like animists, Christians believe 
that invisible spiritual beings, including God, angels, Satan and demons, exist and influence or 
intervene in human affairs. The challenge is to distinguish the natural from the supernatural, and  
to use both sets of tools. 

When secular naturalists and theological liberals spirits in action, they dismiss it as odd 
psychological or sociological phenomena. They respond by educating animists in naturalism. This  
doesn't work well when the problem is spiritually caused, or when the spiritual powers are real. 

Some forthright historians implicitly acknowledge that they have no natural explanations for 
some phenomena they have observed and don’t try to explain them away. But their naturalist 
worldview appears to keep them from recognizing or admitting to spiritual or supernatural causes. 

Animists, by contrast, see natural phenomena and interpret them as spirits and deities 
causing wellbeing or misfortune. They respond by using divination to determine which spirit is 
causing trouble such as illness, and performing sacrifices, rituals and magic to appease the 
spirits. As a result they do not find or use natural means to solve natural problems (for example, 
learning economic ways to increase prosperity, or biological and medical methods of healing 
organic disease.)  

Christians face a challenge that naturalists and animists don't. We must discern whether 
the cause of the problem is natural and respond by education, or whether the cause is spiritual 
and respond with spiritual power. 

Most evangelicals and The Lutheran Church Missouri Synod take a halfway approach, 
accepting spiritual power in the Bible, while dismissing or being ignorant of it today. Experience 
with demonization stemming from ancestor worship in the Lutheran church of Madagascar has 
drawn many people toward a more biblical worldview. The Shepherds are a special class of 
disciples trained to cast evil spirits out of both animists and Christians, bringing people freedom 
from bondage and causing the church to grow. They did not learn this method from western 
church leaders who are rooted in naturalism and skeptical of spiritual power. Robert Bennett 
notes in his book I Am Not Afraid that evidence of spirit possession and deliverance “will no doubt 
cause the reader uneasiness and difficulty” (p.25). iHe apparently expected his readers (initially 
seminary faculty) to be ill-informed or highly skeptical of such things. 
  
Gods and Idols are not the Same 

Overuse of naturalist thinking and underuse of biblical thinking slants our interpretation of 
some biblical passages. For example, the first commandment is "no gods before me," (Hebrew 
elohim, Exodus 20:3-4, Deut. 5:7-8) and the second half (or the second commandment according 
to Jewish and Reformed numbering) is "no graven images" (Hebrew tamunah, “likenesses”). We 
may conflate the two, thereby losing some distinction.   

Westerners see idols primarily as fictional contrivances which are not spiritual beings and 
have no actual spiritual power, sort of like a child who draws a picture of an imaginary animal and 
talks about it as though it exists. They see them mainly as man-made statues (like gods in 
Chinese temples) which are worshipped, and extend this to other objects like money and material 
things. Old Testament prophets also said idols were powerless. But the command also says no 
"gods," that is, no spirits, deities or ancestors, even when there is no object or image to represent 
them. For example, Luther’s Small Catechism with explanation reveals its western origins as it 
focuses on objects, whether idols or material things, and doesn’t mention honoring deities, spirits 
and ancestors.  

Animists seek relationships with spirits or gods, most of which are not depicted concretely 
as idols, that is, carved or cast statues. They may see the spirits as residing in or with an object, 
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horn, animal, tree or wind, but the spirits or life forces are still distinct. Idols represent gods, but 
not all gods and spirits are represented by a graven image. The “no gods” command applies well 
to animism, in which most spirits are never depicted in statues or paintings.  

Animism was by far the most dominant religion in Moses’ day and the commandments 
likely included the prohibition of gods for this reason. When we merge “no gods” and “no idols” 
together, we lose some clarity in how to answer animism. 
 
Westernized Translations and Interpretations 

Translators interpret some NT passages with a western orientation rather than the 
animistic orientation of the Greco-Roman world. Translations use the word imposter for the Greek 
goes in 2 Tim 3:13. But the word can also be translated sorcerer, which would be consistent with 
verse 8 which mentions Jannes and Jambres who used supernatural magic to oppose Moses.ii  

We see Galatians mainly as a theological refutation of the Judaizer belief that Christians 
must be circumcised and keep the law, and miss the elements of animistic magic which first 
century coverts would have noticed. When westerners read Galatians 3:1, “who has bewitched 
you that you do not obey the truth,” we take it in the sense of being deceived by argument. But 
the Greek word baskaino means to be bewitched by a spell or charm,iii and Paul could have had 
in mind people who had been deceived by demonic power or feared curses which had been 
placed against Christian converts (curses were one of the most popular uses of magic). Paul may 
have carefully chosen his wording of Galatians 1:9 to directly combat this. While some versions 
translate this “let him be eternally condemned,” the Greek word anathema was commonly used in 
magic curses. Adolf Deissmann describes these curses and makes this link.iv The Galatians may 
have understood Paul to say “don’t be afraid of the curses of magic, be afraid of the curse of the 
One true God” (reflecting Jesus’ warning to “fear Him who can destroy both soul and body in 
hell,” Mat. 10:28). This is good advice also to modern ATR and CFR who fear that magic will be 
used against them if they follow Jesus Christ. 

Paul reminds Galatians that “when you did not know God, you were enslaved to those who 
by nature are not gods. But now that you have come to know God, or rather to be known by God, 
how can you turn back again to the weak and worthless elements of the world, whose slaves you 
want to be once more?” (4:8-9, also 4:2). Note that Paul parallels “gods” and “elements of the 
world,” perhaps because many Greco-Roman gods were identified with and were the life force of 
foundational elements of the world, such as sun, sky, river, forest, earth, femininity and fertility.  

“Elements” (Greek stoixeion) is also used in Colossians 2. While Colossians is often 
interpreted as addressing incipient Gnosticism (a religious philosophy that came into its own after 
Paul’s epistles were written), it and Galatians address animistic Greco-Roman religion very well. 
“See that no one takes you captive… according to the elemental spirits (stoixeion) of the world 
and not according to Christ. For in Him the fullness of God-ness dwells bodily, and you have been 
filled in Him, who is the head of  all rule and authority…. He disarmed the rulers and authorities 
and put them to open shame, by triumphing over them in Him.” (Col. 2:8-10, 15). First century 
readers would likely understand this to mean that Christ overcame all the elemental spirits, 
daimonion, and gods which they served (which they perceived as ruling different jurisdictions, and 
standing in ranks of authority). As an answer to animism, verse 9 emphasizes that all God-ness 
(theotēs) dwells in Christ, and no god-ness dwells in the daimonion and gods of sky, earth, nature 
and agriculture. These spirits have no god-ness in them, which is why Paul labels them as “by 
nature are not gods” (Gal. 4:8). The spirits have the nature of darkness and evil (Ephesians 6:12), 
and whatever power they may have is “weak and worthless” compared to Christ, and should not 
be confused with Godness. The emphasis here is that all God-ness dwells in Christ, more than 
that God-ness dwells in Him bodily, an answer to Gnosticism. Furthermore, when Paul mentions 
the “worship of angels” (2:18) he may be using angelos in the Greek sense of messenger gods 
such as Hermes and the gods of the underworld. 
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Only four sentences after Paul says that the new believers were “bewitched,” he implies 
that the Lord’s power had defeated gods in Galatia when he states that the Lord “supplies the 
Spirit to you and works miracles among you” (3:5). When we read NT passages in the light of the 
gods, spirits, demons and magic of the first century, the Church’s battle against unseen powers 
becomes more obvious.  

Paul later warns them that idolatry and sorcery (magic) are works of the flesh and that no 
one who does such things will inherit the kingdom of God (5:20, 21). This directly attacks GRR, in 
which magic is a central feature. 

When large numbers of people turn to the Lord, heresies and cults follow, snatching 
enthusiastic converts who lack Biblical discernment. Mormonism stole sheep during the Great 
Awakening, and cults like The Way International filched converts from the Jesus Movement in the 
1970s. Many Galatians had been set from gods and spirits which enslaved them, only to be 
drawn away from grace by the Judaizers. This left Paul with two very different obstacles to 
establishing them in the faith. 

Overuse of naturalistic thinking slants our interpretation the six stories from Acts examined 
in detail below as well. This leads to two problems. First, we have a shallow understanding of 
these passages and so are less able to use them to evangelize and disciple animistic cultures. 
Second, we are little able to confront spirits and deities in both animistic and western cultures. 
Our ministry and mission are hamstrung by being stuck too much in the natural world and too little 
in the spiritual world. 

Understanding animism and NT passages aimed at it can help Christians ease away from 
overuse of naturalist thinking back to the biblical world, in which spirits and divination are as real 
as human agency and chance falls of bones and birds - and where Christ Jesus has power to 
free people from bondage. 
  
What is a Demon? 

Western lack of understanding of spirits and deities also results in an overly narrow 
understanding of demons. In almost all cases, the Greek word daimonion is phonetically imported  
Into English as “demon,” instead of translating it into an English equivalent, just as baptizo is 
imported into English as “baptize” instead of translating it as “washing.” The result is that we have 
trouble applying it to the deities and spirits of animism.  
 In the first century, daimonion did not refer just to fallen angels or to a class of invisible 
beings which possessed people. The Gospels use “demon” and “spirit” (usually called “evil” or 
“unclean”) interchangeably, sometimes in the same sentence, indicating that “demon” is a broad 
category.  

Secular Greeks referred to their gods and spirits as daimonion from before the time of Plato, 
through centuries after Christ. Four times the NT uses the word demon to describe deities and spirits 
which affect or are honored by humans, though translations seem to struggle with it. Greeks at Aeropaus 
thought that Paul proclaimed “foreign daimonion,” which is typically translated “foreign gods” or “foreign 
divinities,” Acts 17:18. Paul called the Athenians daimonion-fearing, which is obscured by translations 
which use the word “religious” in its place, Acts 17:22.  

Paul considered serving Greco-Roman gods and spirits to be serving daimonion (1 Cor. 10:20), as 
did theologians in the early church, including Justin and Origen. Revelation 9:20 mentions that 
unrepentant people worship daimonion and idols. Paul warns of seducing spirits and doctrines of 

daimonion side by side, 1 Timothy 4:1. The NT often uses the Greek term daimonion in an animistic 
sense, as gods and spirits, which people recognize or honor in some way, even when the honor 
can't be described as worship in the strict sense. 

Luke, Paul and John all served and wrote in areas in which Greco-Roman animistic 
religion was everywhere. Festus refers to Jewish religion as “daimonion-fearing,” that is, their 
reverence for deities and spirits, Acts 25:19. The Septuagint, the Greek translation of the Old 
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Testament, used daimonion for gods of the peoples (Deut. 32:17, Psalm 106:37, Isaiah 65:3). 
Writers from Plato to Philo to Josephus used daimonion for deities. 

 Daimon is closely related to daimonion, and Arndt-Gingrich defines it as ‘divinity.” 
Revelation 16:14 says that the spirits of daimonion) perform miracles, and Babylon becomes a 
wasted dwelling place for daimonion and foul spirits, Rev 18:2.  

These verses show that the NT typically used the word daimonion in an animistic sense, 
as deities, spirits and “ancestors” that people honor in some way, and that the spirits oppress 
them. So when the apostles cast out demons, they considered it to be casting gods and spirits 
out of people (at least when they ministered in the Greek world). Understanding that demons 
closely match the spirits in animistic religions like ATR enables us to better address them. 

Paul also mentioned the “so called gods,” the “many gods and lords,” 1 Cor. 8:4-8. Paul 
does not mean that the so called gods do not exist as spiritual beings, but that people honor 
spiritual beings as though they are gods, rather than recognize that they all harm mankind. Paul 
pairs idols and daimonion in much the same way that Exodus 20:3,4, “no gods, no images” does.  

One reason Paul tells Christians not to eat food sacrificed to idols is that those who were 
raised in animism still likely believed that when they ate the food, they were taking the life force of 
the spirits into themselves, which is a belief common in ATR, CFR and Hinduism today. 

The epistles periodically warn us about spiritual powers, “we do not wrestle against flesh 
and blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the rulers of darkness of this age, 
against spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenlies” (Ephesians 6:12). Westerners tend to 
spiritualize this, picturing powers in distant spiritual realms or those which lead people into false 
teaching. But the apostles confronted them face to face, expressing their powers in vivid, even 
frightening ways people could see, touch and hear, When the apostles drove demons out of 
people, they were driving away the gods and spirits who dominated them, not just nasty fallen 
angels. 
 
Acts Demonstrates Christ’s Power over Spirits. 

Before Jesus Christ ascended, he claimed that “all authority has been given to me in 
heaven and on earth. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations” and “he who believes in me, 
the works that I will do, he will do also, and greater works than these,” (John 14:12) and “wait until 
you are endued with power” (Luke 24:29) and “you shall receive power when the Holy Spirit 
comes upon you, and you shall be my witnesses” (Acts 1:8).  

With our western emphasis on education, we may have said “wait until you know more” 
instead of “wait until you receive power.” The authority to disciple all ethnos includes displacing, 
not adding to, their gods. Jesus’ words show that he was equipping his disciples with authority to 
defeat spirits, not just to preach and teach.  

While the stories of Paul reaching Jews show that Christ is the Messiah, the stories of Paul 
reaching Gentiles show that the church fulfilled and demonstrated the authority, greater works 
and powers Christ prophesied. On the whole, the apostles use rational argument with the Jews, 
and power over spirits with the Gentiles. One might say that stories of the conversion of Jews 
were written for the western word, and stories of the conversion of the Gentiles were written for 
the African, Asian and South American animistic world. Acts was written to convert animists, and 
the epistles were written to educate them in a new biblical way of thinking and believing. 

As Christ was overpowering the gods and spirits, Paul wrote, “having disarmed 
principalities and powers, He (Christ) made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them” 
(Col. 2:15). The Gospels describe how Christ made a spectacle of them in the cross and 
resurrection, and the book of Acts records how Christ continued to make a public spectacle of the 
principalities and powers, that is, deities, daimonion, gods and spirits. 

These stories are not assorted mission highlights. Luke uses them to systematically 
demonstrate Christ’s power over gods and spirits. The gods fell one by one- Aphrodite, Apollos 



6 

 

and Helios at Paphos, Zeus at Lystra, the python at Philippi, Athena at Athens, Artemis at 
Ephesus, Aphrodite at Corinth (“truly the signs of an apostle were accomplished among you… in 
signs and wonders and mighty deeds,” 2 Cor. 12:12), and Pan and the river nymphs at 
Thessalonica (“you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God,” 1 Thess. 1:9.v 

In the apostles' eyes, gods are not just man-made ideas or sculpted images which any 
human can break. Rather, they are living deities and spirits, daimonion of the first order, who 
empower magicians, priests, diviners, mediums and sorcerers. Jesus Christ smashed libation 
cups of spirits, healed those they sickened, burned their books of spells, set free those they 
possessed, and embarrassed the goddesses. All the Greco-Roman animistic gods fell in the next 
few centuries. Many Asian, South American and African animistic gods have fallen in the modern 
age of missions since the end of the nineteenth century, and more continue to fall.  
 
How Christ Overpowered Gods and Spirits in Six Cities 

Here we focus on six cities Paul visited, including (in chronological order) Paphos, Lystra, 
Philippi, Athens, Ephesus and Caesarea. Paul served in an animistic, ATR-like religious world in 
these places, not a modern western-like world. Westerners would feel out of place in the religious 
world of first century Asia Minor, while African and Asian animists would feel at home. We 
highlight the features of Paul’s missions that relate to animism, using ATR and CFR for reference.  

The addendum following the article is a retelling of the stories of Paul’s missions as people 
with an ATR background would see them. The religious landscape of the Greco-Roman world 
closely matches that of animistic cultures like ATR, so they would notice animistic elements of the 
Greco-Roman world much more readily than westerners.  
 
Christ Blinds Apollos, Sol and Elymas at Paphos  

Acts 13:6-12 records Paul’s mission to the town of Paphos on the island of Crete: 
They met a Jewish sorcerer and false prophet named Bar-Jesus… Elymas the sorcerer (for that 
is what his name means) opposed them and tried to turn the proconsul from the faith. Then 
Saul… filled with the Holy Spirit, looked straight at Elymas and said, "You are a child of the devil 
and an enemy of everything that is right! You are full of all kinds of deceit and trickery. Will you 
never stop perverting the right ways of the Lord? Now the hand of the Lord is against you. You 
are going to be blind, and for a time you will be unable to see the light of the sun." Immediately 
mist and darkness came over him… When the proconsul saw what had happened, he believed, 
for he was amazed at the teaching about the Lord. 

Greeks said that Aphrodite was born and came out of the sea at Paphos, and that the sun 
they enjoyed was the gift of Apollos and Sol (Helios). Proconsul Sergius Paulus depended on his 
advisor Elymas for divination and magic to guide his decisions, as every Roman official did.  

To get an idea of what Elymas did, compare Simon (Acts 8:9-24). Both did magic (Greek 
word family- noun magos, verb mageuo). Simon amazed the people with apparently supernatural 
powers. Magic includes ritual, invocation of a deity, spells, and charms designed to produce erotic 
passion, love, protection, curses, death, healing, predictions and so forth. The Elder Pliny to 
transfer his disease to a donkey by whispering “a scorpion has stung me” into its ear (brown 
2.553). People requested and paid for magic directed at certain people or situations. Poets from 
Homer to Constantine’s time wrote of magic.vi 

Amulets were made of animal, plant, stone, lead or metal, and could be worn, carried or 
put in homes. They were often inscribed with spells, names of gods, and sacred symbols. They 
could be written on wood tablets called “books.” These kinds of divination and magic were 
common in Greco-Roman Religion (GRR) as it is now in ATR. This article uses “magic” in this 
first century sense, not in the modern sense of producing illusions using slight-of-hand or hidden 
means.  
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Western writers repeatedly lament that they have trouble distinguishing between magic 
and religion. But the very nature of animism is that there is no distinction. Magic always involves 
specific gods and spirits.  

Magic ceremonies included both invocation and ritual. The person summoned a god or 
spirit by name, described its benevolence, remembered its powers or acts and made requests. 
The rite often included amulets, sacrifices, potions, libations and secret writing.vii  
 
Western Misinterpretations of Elymas’ Abilities 

Many western commentators impose their secular, naturalistic worldview on the text and 
on animistic magic. Both naturalistic analysts and conservative Christian commentators who 
accept supernatural events in the NT, dismiss reports of the supernatural today. Commentators’ 

worldviews influence how they interpret the text. Paul said to Elymas, “You are a child of the 
devil and an enemy…. You are full of deceit and trickery.”  

Many commentators assume that Elymas’ “deceit and trickery” were his ability to make 
people think that supernatural events had occurred when they hadn’t.viii Modern historians who 
describe ATR likewise impose their worldview, contriving psychological and social explanations 
for apparently supernatural events. However, some forthright historians briefly note that they can 
find no naturalist explanations for some events, but do not openly accept them as supernatural, 
perhaps because their worldview excludes this possibility.ix  

The strong belief that people had in the powers of Elymas and Simon suggest that some 
potent events had occurred. Bible stories such as that of the Egyptian magicians who match 
Moses’ miracles indicate that the Bible accepts that dark forces are capable of miraculous events. 
The number of testimonies (from the Bible and secular writings) and inscriptions from the ancient 
world thanking gods for healings suggests that some supernatural events occurred. 

Many Christian missionaries and professors reflect the secular worldview which excludes 
miraculous events. As a result, they think that “deceit and trickery” indicates that Elymas used 
fake magic to deceive people. Commentators who have a Biblical and ATR worldview think that 
“deceit and trickery” refer to the result of miraculous magic, namely that Elymas’ power led people 
into error and “perverted the straight ways of the Lord.” This doesn’t mean that every one of 
Elymas’ works of magic was supernatural, just as modern ATR sorcerers may use trickery most 
or all the time. Secular worldview locks people into naturalistic interpretations of Biblical and 
current events.   

Paul does not make any effort to convince Sergius that Elymas was incapable of actual 
magic and to persuade him to be a naturalist. Instead, Paul (by God’s direction and power) 
demonstrates that God’s power is greater than Elymas’ power of magic. Today this is often 
referred to as a “power encounter.” Elymas’s other name, Bar-Jesus, also shows that his deceit 
was spiritual, because he opposed the word of Jesus Christ even though he had the same name. 
Paul echoes this when he call Elymas a “child of the devil.”  

The translation of “magic” in Acts 13:8 is challenging. In the naturalist West, “magic” (ESV) 
implies slight-of-hand skills rather than rituals and spells which induce gods to do supernatural 
things (the GRR and ATR sense), so the use of the word is misleading. Translations such as 
NKJV use “sorcery,” which has a meaning in the west closer to the Greek. However, some ATR 
may interpret this too narrowly to mean malevolent sorcerers rather than the common magic done 
by priests and diviners, which is what Greek mageuo refers to. When stories like these are used 
to disciple people in ATR, they should use local terms. 
 
Eclipsing the God of Light 

When Elymas was blinded and “unable to see the light of the sun,” he and Sergius were 
intimidated because Jesus Christ had power to black out the gods of the sun and light, Apollos 
and Sol (Helios), not just prevent him from seeing. Western readers of this article may think that 
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this link between Elymas’ blindness and Greek gods of light is a stretch. While this may or may 
not be the case, immediate skepticism is a symptom of our naturalistic worldview. God must have 
had something specific in mind when he struck Elymas with blindness rather than deafness, 
muteness, paralysis or another malady. Greek animism very readily finds meaning in such 
phenomena, from tremendous to trivial. For example, Josephus says that when Herod Agrippa’s 
visitors honored him as a god, he saw an owl, and understood it as an omen of bad news. He 
immediately felt severe pain and died five days later.x  

The people of Paphos were devoted to the goddess Aphrodite, who they said first 
emerged from the sea and landed there. Religious story impacts the culture of places, partly by 
attracting residents and visitors who believe the story and fiercely defend their religious claims.  
We see this in conflict between Jew and Muslim over Abraham's birthplace in Hebron and 
Jerusalem’s temple mount. These are battlegrounds of spiritual warfare. Spirits rise up to defend 
their turf, not just land but the hearts and minds of the people.  

Christians’ attitude today is more like Greek or Turkish tour guides than the residents of 
Athens and Ephesus. Tour guides tell the myths of Aphrodite in Paphos and Artemis in Ephesus, 
but as naturalists, they do not seek to extend the power nor defend the honor of these gods. But 
in the first century, the apostles knew they were fighting the power of these gods. As Paul wrote, 
“We wrestle not against flesh and blood but against principalities, against powers, against the 
rulers of darkness of this age” (Ephesians 6:12). He adds, “the weapons of our warfare are not 
carnal, but mighty in God for pulling down strongholds” (2 Cor. 10:4)  

When Western missionaries invade animistic strongholds, they choose to use the weapons 
of western naturalism or the weapons of the spiritual power of Jesus Christ, or both.  

 
Christ Embarrasses Zeus at Lystra, Acts 14:7-18 
 After Paul healed a crippled man at Lystra, the people yelled “the gods have come down to 
us in the likeness of men!” This extraordinary power prompted the people to think that Paul and 
Barnabas were Zeus and Hermes, and the priest of Zeus left his temple to sacrifice to them. They 
insisted that they were human and managed to stop the sacrifice. By his action, the priest of Zeus 
showed that he believed that the power of Christ exceeded that of anything he knew of Zeus. 

The fact that Paul does not use magic, divination, dreams and the like makes the healing 
outstanding, different and more powerful. This is why Lystra thought he was a god rather than a 
powerful diviner or worker of magic. Lystra readily accepted the healing as miraculous, in contrast 
from Jews who looked for any reason to deny that Jesus’ healing of the blind man (John 11) was 
miraculous. The same divide between the natural and animistic supernatural worldviews exists 
today. 
 One inscription found at Lystra in 1909 refers to the "priests of Zeus", and the other 
mentions "Hermes Most Great" and "Zeus the sun-god.”xi Some oracular sites in the Roman 
world were dedicated to Zeus. When the apostles insisted that they were not Zeus nor any gods 
at all, this threw the priest and devotees into a quandary – they had to choose between Zeus and 
Paul rather than equate them. The fact that Christ showed greater power than Zeus also implies 
that the oracles, or revelations Paul spoke were greater as well. 

Most of Lystra chose to hold on to Zeus and reject the Lord Jesus. Paul survived a terrible 
stoning and left Lystra in turmoil, but left disciples behind (14:20). Devotees of Zeus, the king of 
the gods, could not forget that Jesus Christ had far greater power than Zeus. 

The west naively sees herbal remedies as being intended to have biological effects like 
prescription medications. But even when GRR and ATR use herbal remedies for illnesses, they 
typically see the herbs as having magical, not biological effects. Following the “similarity” 
principle, they may prescribe spotted leaves for an illness which causes spots on the skin, and 
combine the treatment with rituals or charms.xii Chinese herbal remedies are often based on 
animistic thinking. This is why recipes for Chinese therapeutic teas and medicines seem strange 
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to westerners. For instance, they may include horn or other animal parts which have no biological 
effect but are thought to transfer the life force of the animal into people. 

 
Christ Defeats the Divination of the Python at Philippi, Acts 16:9, 16-19.  
 Luke writes that in Philippi a “slave girl possessed with a spirit of divination met us, who 
brought her masters much profit by fortune-telling.” Paul “said to the spirit, ‘I command you in the 
name of Jesus Christ to come out of her.’ And he came out that very hour.” 

Translations of Acts 16:16 commonly call it a “spirit of divination.” This is a good 
translation, but the Greek text actually reads “spirit of python.” Python came to be used for 
divination in general because of the Greek myth that a python protected the famous oracle / 
diviner in the cave under the temple of Apollo at Delphi. Python could also be used to mean a 
ventriloquist, perhaps because when a person is possessed by a spirit, the spirit often speaks 
through the person using a different voice. This phenomenon is seen in ATR and modern 
accounts of exorcism, as well as in NT accounts of spirits speaking through people. Interpreters 
who have a naturalistic worldview typically aren’t aware of or do not accept the reality that 
demons can speak through people using a different voice, so peg this as some kind of hysterical 
utterance. 

The python is a strong link to ATR and other indigenous religions. ATR honors the python 
as a god in temples, and priests are dedicated to the python and to other nonvenomous snakes. 
Temples to the python are found in Benin, and temples to other snakes are found in various 
cultures. The temples in Benin are serious places of worship, but also curiosities for tourists, most 
of whom don’t understand the animistic underpinning. 

While English translations commonly refer to the girl as a fortune-teller, a diviner is a more 
accurate description. The Greek text says that she did divining or uttered spells (manteuomai) 
which is broader than “fortune telling.”xiii  
 
Divination, Past and Present 

It appears that the girl functioned both as a diviner and a medium. Forms of divination are 
used in animistic and other cultures around the world. Diviners may throw shells and read how 
they land, or cut open an animal and read its liver or entrails. West African systems practiced by 
the Yoruba and other people-groups are very involved. They cast palm nuts or cowrie shells and 
read them. Each throw points to a story, song, spirit, plant or animal which the diviner interprets 
and applies to the inquirer’s need.xiv 

The classic Chinese method of divination, called the I Ching (Yi Jing), has been used since 
about 1,000 BC and is read in the West today. As one of the Five Classics, the I Ching is 
foundational to Chinese thought and religion. The method produces random numbers by casting 
coins or sticks of yarrow, which generate 64 possible hexagrams, which are interpreted by the 
reader. Many Chinese temples today use a simpler form of divination. When visitors come to the 
temples with questions, attendants cast sticks or blocks on the floor, and which sides face up (like 
“heads or tails”) show whether a god’s answer to the query is yes or no. 

The secular mind thinks that these arbitrary things have no meaning, while animism thinks 
that they are means by which spirits speak to humans. 

Many westerners use forms of divination such as Ouija boards, rods (such as “divining 
rods” that look for water or oil in the ground), pendulums, tarot cards, palm reading and the like. 
Some use them for amusement, others to find supernatural guidance. The Bible condemns every 
sort of divination because it opens people up to the powers of darkness and diverts people from 
the true God. The Old Testament especially repeatedly and emphatically condemns all forms of 
divination and mediumship.  
 
“Possessed” Is a Misleading Word 
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English translations commonly use the word “possessed” by a demon, which is inaccurate 
and misleading, because there is no Greek word for “possessed.” Texts often use the word 
demonized (the verb form of the noun demon), or “have” a demon, a demon “in” them, or even 
“in” (Greek en) demon or spirit. 

It is more accurate to think of spirits oppressing people to different degrees, with the man 
who had a Legion (Mark 5:1-20) being at the extreme end of the scale. Demons oppress many 
people in ATR and the world in many ways, only one of which we may think of as being 
completely overcome and controlled by a spirit. People lose consciousness and control of 
themselves, may harm themselves, and speak in voices not their own. When westerners imagine 
extreme “possession” as the only type of demonization, they miss the many ways and degrees of 
demonic oppression in “advanced” cultures.xv “Demonized” may be a useful term when teachers 
have opportunity to explain it, while “influenced by” or “oppressed by” a demon would be a better 
general use term than “possessed.” 

For contemporary stories of demonic oppression, divination and its consequences, and 
how to free people from demonic oppression, see books by Kurt Koch.xvi Books and videos on 
ATR also describe or picture demonic control of people.  

 
Christ Confronts Crowds of Gods and Spirits in Athens, Acts 17:22-32. 

Philosophers in Athens said that Paul was “a proclaimer of foreign gods.” When Paul 
spoke to Athenians on Areopagus, he noted that they were “very religious.” He then proclaimed 
the “unknown God” who was not just a god or spirit, but the One God of heaven and earth who 
calls all people to repent.  

Athens, like all animistic cultures, have large numbers of gods because each has narrow 
habitation, powers and jurisdiction. Images, temples and altars to gods were everywhere in all 
Roman cities, from civic buildings to homes. Rivers, forests, mountains and other natural features 
each had its god. Coins with images of over 30 Greco-Roman gods are held by collectors. 

The Romans readily accepted and incorporated the gods of other cultures. As animists 
their worldview, approach to religion, religious practices and the narrow "portfolios" of the gods 
were similar. Each culture had gods in charge of fertility, of women, of certain rivers, of hunters, of 
blacksmiths, etc. Other than the names, the gods and spirits were closely matched. Gods could 
use different names in different settings (Diana or Artemis), just as people do. 

Greeks and ATR seek to placate gods so that they send prosperity rather than misfortune. 
One can’t attend to all the gods, so humans choose gods and spirits who most directly affect their 
lives – farmers appease gods of agriculture and weather; women attend to gods of women, 
childbirth, fertility and home; towns which depend on certain rivers attend to river gods and 
nymphs, and so forth. Animism is grounded in fear that people will ignore some gods, prompting 
them to become angry and send misfortune. The altar to the unknown god attempts to cover the 
bases by placating a god who could become upset by being ignored in Athens. 

One article names 14 major deities such as Artemis, 21 primordial deities such as Apollos, 
28 Titans such as Phoebe, 32 chthonic (underworld) deities such as Hades, 61 sea deities such 
as Poseidon, 49 sky deities such as Helios, 72 rustic deities such as Dionysius, 11 agricultural 
deities such as Demeter, 11 health deities such as Asclepius, 6 sleep deities such as Hypnos, 29 
deified mortals such as Heracles, and 90 other assorted deities including Hermaphroditus. 
(Wikipedia, List of Greek Mythological Figures). In addition, there are many gods worshipped in 
specific locales. 

 The word “god” in Chinese is used for over 100 supernatural personalities, most of whom 
are departed persons. In theory and in practice, Chinese folk religion honors many more gods, 
many of whom were human ancestors. Like the Greeks, the Chinese have gods of the cosmos, 
the sky, the underworld, astrology, human occupations, war, women, fertility, family, communities, 
rivers, lakes, woods, medicine, silkworms, animals and most anything humans could encounter or 
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imagine. Like Greco-Roman and African animism, there is no clear distinction between the god 
and the physical body (animal, plant, etc) it is associated with. 

There is a long history of animism and human ingenuity in creating gods for themselves. 
As noted above, the word daimonion, or “demon” is used in the sense of a god. Athenians 

think Paul preaches foreign daimonion (17:18), and Paul observes that they fear and honor 
daimonion (17:22). The apostles understood that when they cast out demons, they were driving 
gods and spirits from people, freeing people from the bondage imposed by those gods and 
making way for the Holy Spirit to work in them. 
 
Resurrection, the “Living-Dead,” and “Hungry Ghosts” 

Paul preaches a radically different kind of religion. Above all, he preaches that there is just 
One God who created all things, has jurisdiction over all parts of the earth, cannot be pictured in 
any image, is intimately involved with details of humans, and will judge the religious and moral 
lives of all people by a resurrected Man. He also preaches repentance from all elements of 
animistic worship of gods and spirits, judgment and relationship with God. Paul selected his 
words carefully, contradicting every major aspect of the animism of GRR and ATR in just a few 
words. This is bold action in a city named after and protected by the goddess of warfare and 
wisdom, Athena. The first convert Luke singled out was one named after the volatile god of 
fertility and wine, Dionysius.  

Resurrection in itself contradicts a central belief in animism, that after death people live on 
as spirits who have a vague nonphysical existence parallel to the physical world of the living. The 
Athenians ridiculed Paul’s teaching on resurrection not just because it was strange, but because 
it violated their animistic worldview at a foundational level. Writers on African religion call 
ancestors the “living-dead” because people are dead to this world but live on in a kind of 
netherworld. Some ancestors, especially those who were chiefs or important people in this life, 
progress to become powerful spirits or gods.  

Africans and Asians fear the living-dead because they may cause misfortune if they or 
their traditions are ignored. To appease the living-dead they feed them by libations (pouring 
beverages on the ground), and by leaving food out on ancestor altars or on tables at special 
occasions. People pray to the living-dead, honor stools or objects they once used, and obey 
taboos (prohibitions), which the living-dead enforce by meting out punishments for infractions. 
Chinese buy ghost-money, then burn it in order to send it to the spirit world, where ancestors can 
use it to buy what they need. If ancestors are satisfied with the attention their descendants give 
them, they won’t hurt them. Asian “hungry ghosts” ceremonies may seem like an Eastern version 
of Halloween to westerners, but they come from respect for and fear of the living-dead common in 
Asian culture and religion.  

Literally hundreds of thousands of ancestor altars set with food for the living-dead can be 
found in cities across North America and Europe, not only in Asian neighborhoods, but possibly in 
a house down the street from you. Many large cities also have Buddhist temples anyone can visit, 
in which you can see food offerings for spirits and gods. 

When people step from animism into Christianity, they find that Christ brings power over 
death, hope in the present life, and joy in the resurrection that far exceed the best that animism 
can offer.  

 
Christ Overpowers Artemis and Spirits of Magic in Ephesus, Acts 19:8-20 

God worked miracles through Paul and drove out evil spirits. The power was so 
pronounced that Jewish exorcists used the name of the Lord Jesus in their efforts to drive out 
spirits. It is possible that these Jews used incantation to attempt to drive out spirits rather than a 
Jewish or Christian model, just as Elymas was a Jew who used magic. Deissmann includes the 
text of a later Jewish magic formula which calls on Jesu, god of the Hebrews, and many other 
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gods to drive out damimonion spirits from those who were afflicted.xvii Some of the Jewish 
diaspora, like Hebrews of Old Testament times, became as syncretistic as the Gentiles, mixing 
whatever beliefs, gods and practices appealed to them. 

The sons of Sceva, a Jewish chief priest, found that evil spirits did not leave when they 
used the Name, and wounded them. Many converts who practiced magic burned their books and 
the Word of the Lord grew mightily. 

There are close links between these events. Practitioners of magic believe that the exact 
words and rituals are critical to achieve the goal. One wrong word or detail can cause the charm 
to fail or prompt spirits to become angry and harm the very people who mean to appease and 
influence them. The Jews found that the “Lord Jesus” were not magic words, nor a greater spirit 
they could invoke in their rituals. They needed to repent, confess Jesus as Lord and believe God 
raised him from the dead, thereby having a relationship with Him. The account also shows that 
the call and word given to Jews, even priests, is not enough, because Jews must know the 
Messiah as well. So this part of the story speaks against both magic rituals of animism and 
against Judaism that rejects Jesus of Nazareth as Messiah. 

Christians today are surprised to find that modern magic and voodoo mixes the name of 
Jesus, Christian objects and Bible verses into magic (just as Elymas’ other name was Bar-Jesus). 
This is part of the deception of the enemy, not an indication that it is “white” magic that is 
consistent with Christianity. James warned that “even the demons believe” (James 2:19_. 

The fact that the story speaks of both driving out spirits and burning occult objects is very 
important because practice of the occult and magic was the main doorway through which spirits 
came into their lives to oppress them. “Magic” includes many forms of what we commonly call 
occult practices, including casting spells, divination, and other practices mentioned above. 
 
Burning Books, Tablets, Charms and Amulets 

The “books” (biblos) burned probably included few volumes of large numbers of pages like 
those we read. In the first century, books were used for records and school exercises, and were 
being developed to replace scrolls. Early books were commonly wood tablets covered with wax 
which were inscribed with words or symbols. Tablets were bound together with rings or leather 
cords. The “books” of Acts 19 were probably mostly records of spells used by sorcerers and 
diviners (on papyrus or wood), tablets inscribed with protections, and the like (see note above 
about Elymas). Magic also used cursing tablets, inscriptions written on sheets of lead known as 
tabellae defixionum.xviii F. F. Bruce notes that the term “Ephesians scripts” was used for magical 
scrolls and that famous examples are included in London, Paris and Leyden collections.xix The 
Great Magical Papyrus includes examples of written spells like those which were burned. The 
incantation noted above (note 17) also called for placing an amulet on the sufferer which was a 
little sheet of tin inscribed with part of the spell.xx 

Magic books don’t exist by themselves like books of philosophy, because they describe 
how to use methods such as potions and amulets along with incantations to achieve desired 
effects. So it is very likely that many kinds of objects related to magic were burned, including 
books, amulets, charms, ritual objects, materials for making potions, and means of divination 
(such as rods, shells which are cast, and written interpretations). These are the same types of 
objects used in ATR, CFR and other animistic religions (although illiterate cultures pass on these 
methods orally rather than in writing). There is an entire ecosystem of magic and divination, and 
all parts of it must be destroyed.  

Paul does not treat divination tools as toys or as curiosities, as do naturalists. He would not 
tolerate playing with Ouija boards as games or allow Christians to have their palms read by tarot 
cards or read their horoscopes out of curiosity. Instead, he calls people to repent of divination and 
destroy its methods. Many Western Christians view methods of divination as a game rather than 
as spiritual danger, and are often damaged spiritually and emotionally as a result. Paul calls us, 
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as he called the Ephesians, to repent of the practices and destroy its objects. Many western 
churches, Bible studies and confirmation classes would do well to have “book burnings” of these 
kinds of objects. 

The spirit spoke to these Jews, as spirits or demons spoke to Jesus Christ at times. This is 
a normal occurrence when spirits take control of people in ATR, and when Christians cast them 
out. However, Jesus and the apostles did not carry on conversations with them, but cast them out 
as soon as possible. 
 
Christ Threatens Artemis on Her Home Turf, Ephesus, Acts 19:23-41 
 Demetrius the silversmith was upset that Paul turned many people away from worship of 
Artemis to Christ Jesus, and warned citizens and his fellow craftsmen that both their trade and 
the temple of Artemis would fall into disrepute. A crowd gathered in the 25,000 seat theater and 
yelled “Great is Artemis of the Ephesians” for two hours. The city clerk reminded the crowd that 
Ephesus is the guardian of the temple, that Paul did not rob the temple, and that they could press 
charges against in court if there were grounds. 
 Ephesus was Artemis’ (Diana’s) home turf, because the temple to Artemis was one of the 
seven wonders of the ancient world and appears on coins of the period. People pay professionals 
trained in magic and divination, but they also practice every day magic. They wear amulets, place 
charms in their homes, businesses and fields, and have objects that represent or house deities. 
The marketplace surely did a big business in occult and magic objects, along with statues of 
Artemis. Marketplaces of magic objects are found in many places of the world, from well-known 
voodoo markets in Benin, West Africa to voodoo stores in New Orleans. The makers of occult 
articles were surely as angry with the Christian evangelists as the idol-makers, though they 
probably had a smaller piece of the tourist trade. 
 The account emphasizes the loss of business, but notes also that Artemis and her temple 
would be dishonored. In the Greek mind, this would displease the goddess, who would send 
misfortune on the city. So the “danger” Demetrius warns them about goes beyond loss of 
business to other misfortunes as well. Romans attributed both fortune and misfortune to the gods. 
Augustine’s City of God repeatedly criticizes this view, pointing to historical events in which the 
gods apparently rewarded bad behavior while penalizing their devotees. He and other ancient 
Romans and Christian authors noted how Roman society blamed misfortunes on Christians 
because they displeased gods by rejecting them. This belief is one reason that fear is prominent 
in animistic religion. 

Demetrius was right to worry that Artemis would be discredited as Christians increased in 
number and influence. History holds that Timothy became bishop of Ephesus, the apostle John 
and Mary the mother of Jesus settled there, and Ignatius wrote to the Ephesians around 108 AD. 
The temple fell into ruins in the second century, was pillaged by Goths in 283, and most of the 
marble pillars were taken to Constantinople and used to build Hagia Sophia. All that remains 
today are a few lonely stones in a field. Remains of churches dedicated to John (with his tomb 
under the central dome) and Mary can be seen today, and are used for worship on special 
occasions. 
 

Christ Inspires Prophets, Not Mediums and Diviners, Agabus, Acts 21:8-12. 1 Cor. 14:25-32  
 The prophet Agabus bound his hands and feet with Paul’s belt and predicted that the Jews 
would arrest Paul and turn him over to Gentile rulers for judgment. Paul instructed prophets at 
Corinth how to use their God-given gifts. He assured them that all would be given a chance to 
speak, but that they should take turns and be silent until their times to speak. 
 Since the day of Pentecost when Peter proclaimed that both men and women would be 
prophets, Christian prophets and interpreters of tongues functioned something like ATR mediums 
in that “the secrets of his heart are revealed” (14:25). But unlike ATR, they were not possessed 
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by spirits, but were in conscious control - “let the first keep silent…. prophesy one by one… spirits 
of the prophets are subject to the prophets” (14:30-32). This contrasts dramatically from mediums 
in ATR. 

Possessed people in ATR experience many sufferings. NT stories illustrate the same kinds 
of suffering that are common in ATR, including convulsions, being thrown in a fire (Mark 9:17-29), 
insanity, superhuman strength, self-harm (Mark 5:1-20), illness, and being mute or deaf (Mark 
9:25). Jesus distinguished people who were ill for biological reasons (who he healed) from those 
who were ill because of evil spirits (he cast demons out of them). It is not a case, as secularists 
believe, that Jesus incorrectly thought that all illness was due to spirits (which animists think). 
Experienced leaders who work in the area of freeing people from evil spirits and occult 
involvement take care to distinguish between physical and mental illness which have organic 
causes, from those which may be caused by evil spirits.xxi   

 
Christ Frees People from Prohibitions and Taboos, Peter’s vision, Acts 11:4-10 (10:9-17), Peter 
and Paul, Galatians 2:11-16. 
 As good Jews, the apostles grew up observing a complex system of forbidden practices 
which we know today as living kosher. When God gave Peter a vision of animals descending 
from heaven on a sheet in order to show him that people may eat all kinds of food, Peter 
protested, saying “nothing common or unclean has at any time entered my mouth” (Acts 11:8). 
 West African religion has a complex system of “taboos.” The word taboo has taken on a 
soft meaning, implying that they are casually followed, but “taboos” in ATR are strict bans and 
prohibitions. Some prohibitions apply to everyone, while others are unique to a person’s 
occupation, gender, role, personal gods or special status like that of a priest. There is much fear 
attached to taboos, because breaking them brings great trouble from gods and spirits, whether 
intentional or not. 
 The Jerusalem council (Acts 15), Jesus’ teachings, the book of Galatians and other parts 
of the NT tell God’s people to “stand fast in the freedom by which Christ has made us free, and 
do not be entangled again in the yoke of bondage” (Galatians 5:1).  
 However, people raised with prohibitions may slip back into them, as Peter did under the 
peer pressure of Christians of the “circumcision group” who still observed Jewish kosher laws. 
People raised in the taboos of animism often find it hard to break free from them, due to their 
misunderstanding of the Gospel, fear of misfortune, and pressure from loved ones who are still 
bound by taboos.  

  
This addendum retells the stories of Paul’s missions as people with an ATR background 

would see them, highlighting animistic elements of the Greco-Roman world. The dialogue uses 
terms from West African Religion, specifically voodoo as practiced in Benin, Togo, Ghana and 
southern Nigeria. This is different from American voodoo which refers to a kind of magic practiced 
in the Caribbean and south coast of the United States. Caribbean voodoo began as West African 
religion slaves brought to the New World, but was mixed with Roman Catholicism and 
popularized largely as a method of magic. After the dialogue there are notes which explain ATR 
myths and terms which are used by the speakers. 
 
Anto: follower of voodoo / ATR (male or female) 
Kwasi: Christian story teller (male or female) 
 
Anto – Greetings. How are you and your family? 
Kwasi – Greetings. They are well. How are you and your family? 
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Anto – Greetings. I am well, but my child has an illness.  We do not know who is causing her 
pain, or what spirit may be at work. 
Kwasi - I have felt the presence and powers of gods and spirits since I was young. 
Anto - Yes, haven’t we all known them, and offered libations? And went to diviners to discover the 
cause of suffering, and what medicine or ritual to use? And asked priests to offer sacrifices to 
gain the favor of spirits or gods, and reverse misfortune? 
Kwasi - But the spirits are unpredictable. Even good gods cause us suffering 
Anto – we all suffer, and search for who is causing us to suffer. 
Kwasi – I have heard stories of Christian leaders who speak to spirits. But they are not afraid, and 
they have power over the spirits! 
Anto – how can man have power over spirits and gods? They have power over us! Tell me some 
of these stories. 
Kwasi – Two great Christian leaders were Paul and Barnabas. Have you heard of them? 
Anto – I have heard of Paul and his writings. 
Kwasi – Paul visited the town of Paphos on the island of Crete. The people were devoted to the 
goddess Aphrodite, who they said first emerged from the sea and landed there. He met a village 
chief called Sergius, who wanted to hear the Word of God that Paul preached. He had an 
assistant, Elymas, a man of power, who served as his linguist, diviner, priest and sorcerer. 
Elymas did not want the chief to hear the Word of God, so he opposed Paul. 
Anto – Did he use curses? Spells? Rituals? Or charms?  
Kwasi – I am sure he did. 
Anto – did Paul pay a priest for protection rituals? 
Kwasi – No. He was filled with the Holy Spirit of the supreme God, looked straight at Elymas and 
said, “You are a child of the devil and an enemy of everything that is right! You are full of deceit 
and trickery, and you pervert the ways of the Lord.” His other name was “Son of Jesus.” The 
name shows his deceit, because he opposed the word of Jesus Christ even though he had the 
same name. 
Anto – How could Paul speak so boldly to a man of power? 
Kwasi – Paul spoke for the Lord Jesus, who has power over men and over all spirits. Paul said to 
Elymas, “Jesus Christ is against you. You will be blind, and for a time you will be unable to see 
the light of the sun." Darkness came over him immediately, and he groped about, looking for 
someone to lead him. 
Anto – I have not seen such fearless power over a sorcerer. 
Kwasi – Paul defeated all of his powers and his personal god, not just one of his curses. By doing 
this, Paul also ridiculed the sky-gods who are in charge of the sun. There are many stories like 
this one. 
Anto – please tell me another. 
 
Kwasi – Paul then traveled to Turkey to preach about Jesus Christ. He saw a lame man and said 
to him, “Stand up.” He was miraculously healed, and stood up. 
Anto – Did Paul use divination to find who caused the illness, and use the prescribed rituals or 
charms?  
Kwasi - No, Paul did not use magic to heal. The Creator worked directly through Him. 
Anto – was Paul himself a deity? 
Kwasi – the people thought he was. They used their village language and said, “The gods have 
come to us in human form.” The priest left his temple and brought bulls and wreaths, because he 
wanted to offer sacrifices to Paul. 
Anto – indeed, the priest should sacrifice in thanksgiving. He must acknowledge the god or spirit 
which healed the man. 
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Kwasi – But Paul stopped the sacrifices. He said, “Don’t do this! We are bringing you good news, 
telling you to turn away from these worthless things!” 
Anto – how could he say that sacrifices and rituals are worthless? We must thank the gods and 
spirits or they will be angry and harm us. 
Kwasi – By healing the man, Paul proved that the priest’s rituals and charms, and the gods and 
spirits he served, were nothing. He said that the supreme God gave rain, crops, food, joy, fertile 
land and every good thing. Spirits and ancestors do not. 
Anto – without spirits and gods, how could we live? 
Kwasi – Paul meant that people can go to God directly, without priests or spirits. He told them to 
serve the living God himself, not spirits and ancestors. We do not need them, and they do no 
good. 
Anto – I know many people who are Christians but who also offer libations and sacrifices to 
spirits, to thunder gods, sky gods, and many others. 
Kwasi – Paul wanted the people to see that spirits only pretend to be gods. And it does no good 
just to serve the Lord Jesus in addition to the gods. They had to choose- either serve the Lord 
Jesus Christ, or serve worthless spirits- they can’t do both. Why serve weak and deceiving spirits 
when people can serve the God of all?  
Anto – this is a powerful story. Did you say that there are many others? 
 
Kwasi – Yes, there are. While Paul was in Turkey, God gave him a vision.  In the vision, a man 
from Greece said to him, “Come over to Greece and help us.” 
Anto – didn’t the people of Greece have priests and diviners? 
Kwasi – yes, they did, including an oracle in the cave at Delphi- kind of like Dente’s cave-  who 
was known around the world. But they did not have the truth of the Lord Jesus, so they needed 
help. The god of the city was Nike, god of victory. While he was there, Paul met a woman who 
was a powerful diviner and medium.  
Anto – Tell me about her. Which god or spirit was she married to? Did a god steal her when she 
was a child? Did they describe her dance and the drum? This will tell you which spirit. 
Kwasi – we don’t know which. But she had the spirit of the python… (INTERRUPTED BY ANTO) 
Anto – of python? I have been to a temple of the python. 
Kwasi – Yes, but when they call it a “spirit of python,” they mean any spirit that possesses and 
speaks through a person. She had a spirit of divination by which she gave readings. She was a 
slave girl and earned a lot of money for her owners when the spirit spoke through her.  
Anto – did she cast bones, or palm nuts, or cowrie shells? Did she use opon Ifa or Fa or Afa or 
Eba method for divination? 
Kwasi – we don’t know. Maybe bones or beads. But for days she followed Paul and his partners 
shouting "These men are servants of the Most High God, who are telling you the way to be 
saved." Paul became very troubled. 
Anto – Why would he feel troubled? Was she riding the horse? Didn’t the spirit want people to 
hear Paul?  
Kwasi – The spirit of trickery wanted to confuse people into thinking Paul was speaking for the 
python spirit. Paul took time to understand what was happening, and waited for the right time to 
confront the spirit. 
Anto – Was Paul a fool? Men do not confront spirits. The spirits become angry and harm them.  
Kwasi – Paul looked at her and said to the spirit, "In the name of Jesus Christ I command you to 
come out of her!" The spirit left her right away. 
Anto – Why did he do that? Why would he drive out a spirit? Was the spirit violent? Did it drive 
her from her home? Did she get thrown into the fire? 
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Kwasi – Paul did not have to discern which spirit was in her or what it was doing to her. He knew 
that every spirit is evil, even when it makes them money, or reveals secrets, or does other things 
that seem to help people. 
Anto – was Paul a witch hunter? 
Kwasi – No, witch hunters try to drive out only spirits they think are bad. Paul drove out every 
spirit he ever saw. He preached that people should turn away from sinful things, and be 
reconciled to God through Jesus Christ. He commanded the spirit to leave her in the name of 
Jesus Christ. That means that Paul was speaking for the Lord Jesus, and Jesus Christ drove the 
spirit out of the girl. 
The girl was freed from bondage to the spirit. The owners of the slave girl saw that when the spirit 
left the girl, they couldn’t make money off her anymore, so they got angry. They were greedy, 
they didn’t care about the girl at all. 
Anto – why didn’t Paul just try to control the spirit? Perhaps the spirit and Paul could work side by 
side. 
Kwasi – Paul understood that the python spirit is a deceiver, not god, not father, not healer or 
ancestor. It harms people, and Jesus Christ is always opposed to them. Those who honor and 
serve Jesus Christ cannot serve spirits, too. 
Anto – I have never known Christians from the west who understood and spoke to spirits as Paul 
did. 
Kwasi – Christianity is not from the west. It is from the very ancient mid-East, where they 
understood spirits better. As Paul traveled, he constantly met people who served spirits. When he 
left that town, he went on to Athens, the most important city in Greece. 
 
Kwasi – In those days, Greece had temples and shrines everywhere- on hilltops, in homes, along 
rivers. 
Anto – and at entrances to villages and markets? At the junctions of roads? 
Kwasi – Yes, and people wore charms and talismans, and put them in their houses. They poured 
libations on the ground, and left offerings of food or drinks on an altar as they entered the market. 
They served spirits. 
Anto – Just as our people do. Did they learn these things from Africans? 
Kwasi – Perhaps. Many Europeans in the ancient world traveled to Africa, and Africans settled in 
Europe. 
Kwasi – Paul entered Athens. The town is named for its goddess, Athena, a god of war, crafts 
and weaving. She has spear, helmet, snakes and owls. 
Anto – like Ogun or Preko 
Kwasi – the river Ilisos ran through the city, and the people said the river god Achelous lived in it. 
One hilltop in Greece was well-known for temples. It was called Areopagus. One shrine read “to 
the unknown god.” 
Anto – there are many gods and spirits. No one can know all of them. 
Kwasi – Paul began to teach them about an unknown god. But he did not mean a sky god or 
water god that they never heard of. He spoke of the supreme God, who many people think is 
distant and remote and unconcerned with the world. 
Anto – we tell a story about the supreme god who once dwelled on earth. But a woman was 
tricked into throwing her dirty water upward, hitting the god. And a story of another woman who 
raised her pestle so high that it hit god in the face again and again. God was annoyed by being 
treated so badly, so left the earth for a distant place where he ignored mankind, and let spirits 
deal with them. 
Kwasi – Paul described the supreme God in a different way. He said that God is the Lord of 
heaven and earth and all things, that sky and river gods are nothing. He said, “God does not live 
in temples and is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything, because he himself 
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gives all men life and breath and everything else. From one man he made every nation of men 
that they should inhabit the whole earth; and he determined the times and the places they should 
live.” 
Anto – How could it be that God would be so concerned with mankind and this earth? 
Kwasi – Paul knew the supreme God as one who is close to us, hears our prayers, and responds. 
He called God “Father,” and said, “God did this so that men would seek him and perhaps reach 
out for him and find him, though he is not far from each one of us. For in him we live and move 
and have our being.” So God is near, not far, although no image or object or horn or charm can 
house or picture God. Then Paul called people to change. He said,  
“In the past God overlooked such ignorance, but now he commands all people everywhere to 
repent. For he has set a day when he will judge the world by Jesus Christ. He gave proof of this 
by raising him from the dead." 
Anto – this is a very different kind of God. What did the people think when they heard Paul? 
Kwasi – some laughed. Others wanted that kind of close relationship with the God of everything, 
and realized that serving spirits and gods is futile. They turned away from spirits to serve Jesus 
Christ. 
 
Anto – I did not realize that people in Europe knew so many gods. 
Kwasi – They don’t now, but they did then. Paul knew about them, too because he traveled a lot. 
He left Greece and went back to Turkey, to a town called Ephesus. The goddess of the city was 
Artemis, a hunter, and the deer was sacred to her. She was also the goddess of childbirth and 
young girls. People believed she made women sick and made them well. But Jesus Christ always 
did good to people. The miracles Christ did through Paul were far greater than anything they had 
seen. God did extraordinary miracles through Paul, so that even handkerchiefs that had touched 
him were taken to the sick, and their illnesses were cured, and spirits left them. 
Anto – I have not seen such extraordinary power over illness and spirits. 
Kwasi – Some witch doctors and witch hunters, sons of a Jew named Sceva, tried to drive out evil 
spirits using the name of the Lord Jesus. But they did not realize that the name is not magic. They 
did not love and serve Jesus Christ themselves, so they could not speak for him, and He would 
not cast out evil spirits when they used his name. The spirits attacked them and they ran away. 
People who heard of this were even more afraid, except for Paul and his companions. The 
market was full of charms and amulets, horns, skulls, bracelets, chains, and mysterious writings. 
Anto – we have these markets, too, and buy charms for us and our homes. 
Kwasi – Paul showed that the spirits, ancestors and gods have no power. So the charms and 
amulets do nothing. They pull people away from Jesus Christ and his life, truth and power. Many 
of those who believed in Him openly confessed their evil deeds. They brought their books, 
charms and spirit-objects together and burned them publicly. They were worth a huge amount of 
money. But they destroyed them instead of selling them, so no one else could be in bondage to 
them. Objects like those must be renounced and destroyed in order to find freedom from fear and 
the bondage of spirits and their taboos. 
Anto – the charms are sacred and have powerful magic. Did the spirits punish the people who 
burned them? 
Kwasi – spirits have no power over those who are protected by Jesus Christ. In fact, the word of 
the Lord spread widely and grew in power. 
Anto – I am sure this caused great trouble and disunity. Some ran away from their families, and 
the village became divided 
Kwasi – We are want unity, but families and villages only appear to be in harmony. People hide 
their differences, and many people harbor grudges and find hidden ways to get vengeance on 
others. Suspicion grows, and people become afraid that others are using magic against them. 
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People who heard the Word of Jesus found that freedom from fear and bondage to spirits is more 
important than superficial unity. And sometimes whole families followed Christ.   
Paul’s miracles proved that spirits and ancestors have no power over people and land, when 
people serve Jesus Christ and he protects them. Jesus Christ is Lord, so we do not need to use 
libations, rituals and taboos to try to gain the good will of spirits or ancestors. 
Anto – I am amazed that they would burn spirit-objects and charms, and risk upsetting their 
families and village.  
 
Kwasi – who do you think became the most angry when people listened to Jesus Christ and 
burned their charms?  
Anto – (LAUGHS) I am sure of this answer! The priests who make them, and the men who sell 
them. They lose money when people do not buy them! 
Kwasi – yes, those who made a good income from that business were angry, as well as devotees 
and wives of the goddess. They said, “This fellow Paul has led astray large numbers of people 
here in Ephesus and everywhere around here. He says that man-made gods and spirits are no 
gods at all. Our trade might lose its good name. The temple of the great goddess Artemis will be 
discredited. And the goddess herself, who is worshiped throughout the world, will be robbed of 
her divine majesty." This made everyone upset. 
Anto – I have seen people who make charms or learn divination just to become wealthy. They 
pretend to honor the gods, in order to get the village chief to support them. But I can see why the 
whole village would oppose Paul, because he broke their traditions. 
Kwasi – the mob grabbed Pauls’ companions and rushed into a huge outdoor theater, wanting to 
punish them or drive them out of the village. The crowd grew. They were furious and shouted 
"Great is Artemis of the Ephesians!" for two hours. 
Anto –  they must do this. They must drive out Paul because he threatens the well-being of the 
city. And they must convince the deity that the town is still devoted to her, so she does not send 
them misfortune. 
Kwasi - Finally a village elder calmed everyone down and told them that they could be accused of 
rioting. He told the crowd that Paul and his partners did not rob temples or do anything illegal. He 
told them to press charges in court if they felt they had a case. Everyone went home, and the 
Christians were all safe and unharmed. 
 
Anto – Those Christians were not afraid of either people or spirits. I did not know that Christian 
teachers and pastors can take authority over spirits and gods. 
Kwasi -  they are not like witch doctors and they do not have power themselves. Jesus Christ has 
authority over all gods, spirits and ancestors, and the Christians only speak for Him. Christians 
have prophets, but they serve Christ, not spirits, and are not possessed.  
Anto – Christians have prophets? 
Kwasi - Paul met some Christian prophets at Caesarea. The village gods were Nike, god of 
victory, and Tyche, goddess of fortune and prosperity, but Christians did not have anything to do 
with them. Paul stayed at the house of Philip the evangelist, who had four unmarried daughters 
who prophesied. A prophet named Agabus came. He calmly took Paul's belt, tied his own hands 
with it and said, "The Holy Spirit says, 'In this way the Jews of Jerusalem will bind the owner of 
this belt and will hand him over to a judge to be put in prison.’” 
Anto – The prophet spoke, but there were no drums and dance? Agabus and the four women 
were not possessed by a spirit?  
Kwasi – No, they served Jesus Christ, not spirits. They spoke what Christ told them to say, and 
Christians believed they were messages from God. The prophets are at peace. This is a blessing, 
because you know the hardships that people have when they are possessed by gods and spirits. 
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Anto – they are often in terror, they throw themselves into the fire, they are not aware of what 
they do. They cut themselves or harm others. They become restless, have trouble sleeping, or 
become ill. 
Kwasi – Christians and their prophets are at peace. They heard Jesus Christ say, “Come to me, 
you who are burdened, and I will give you rest.” They feel joy and freedom because they are not 
in bondage to spirits, and are not bound by the taboos and prohibitions of spirits. 
 
Anto – do you mean that Christians are not restricted in what they can eat, where they go, what 
they touch? 
Kwasi – Yes, that’s what I mean- Christians are free. The Lord Jesus gave another great 
Christian leader, Peter, a vision to tell us this. While he was praying to God the Father, he saw a 
vision of a large sheet being lowered down from heaven by its four corners. Peter said, “I looked 
into it and saw four-footed animals, wild beasts, reptiles, and birds. Then I heard a voice telling 
me, 'Get up, Peter. Kill and eat.' I replied, 'Surely not, Lord! Nothing taboo has ever entered my 
mouth.' The voice spoke from heaven a second time, 'Do not call anything impure that God has 
made clean.'” This happened three times. 
Anto – did Peter and other Christians obey this vision? 
Kwasi – Yes, because they knew that the supreme God commanded them to give up the 
prohibitions, and no spirits have more authority than Him. But some Christians who were raised 
with taboos and bans sometimes slip back into old habits. Even Peter did that once. He was 
about to eat with people who followed taboos on food. He didn’t want to upset them, so started 
the follow the bans too. Paul was there and realized that Peter believed in freedom, but was 
doing the opposite. 
Anto – I have seen Christians do that. They say they believe in Jesus and are saved, but they go 
to diviners when they have trouble, or obey their old taboos so their families do not become 
upset. 
Kwasi – That is not good. When we believe in Jesus Christ and have been freed from bondage to 
spirits, we must act in line with the truth we know. When we act in the way of the ancestors 
instead of the way of Jesus, we slip back into bondage and lead other people astray. We are 
made right in God’s eyes and are protected when we have faith in the Lord Jesus instead. 
Anto – this is a very different way of dealing with spirits than I learned as a child. Will you teach 
me more about this? 
Kwasi – I will. And you can find wisdom about how to live in freedom every day, and find unity 
with brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus, in a Christian church. 
 
NOTES and REFERENCES 
Paul served in an ATR-like religious world (animistic), not a modern western-like world. This topic 
could be expanded to include Peter in Samaria who confronted spirits and a sorcerer (Acts 8).  
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Story 3, Slave girl, Acts 16:9, 16-19. Nike appears on coins from Philippi. Dente’s cave is a Ewe 
myth. In ATR, devotees of certain gods are called “wives,” whether male or female. Certain drum 
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beats, dances, costumes, voices, personalities and languages are associated with certain spirits, 
and are used to invoke a god or show that a spirit has possessed someone. Devotees worship 
the python (and other snakes), ask for assistance such as healing, address it as “my father” 
(thinking it is an ancestor) and ask its blessing. They build shrines and temples, perform dances, 
and picture it in art. The divination systems mentioned are similar- Ifa is Yoruba, Fa is Dahomean, 
Afa is Ewe, Eba is Nupe. The method varies, but involves casting palm nuts or cowrie shells and 
reading them. Each throw points to a story, song, spirit, plant or animal which the diviner 
interprets and applies to the inquirer’s need. The Yoruba system is the most detailed, using the 
opon ifa board. Priests, mediums, diviners and medicine-men are separate classes of religious 
leaders who often undergo extensive preparation and training. 
Story 4, Athens, Acts 17:22-32. Dirty water is a myth from Benin. Pestle is also a voodoo myth. 
Ogun is Yoruba, Preko is Ashanti. Names for gods vary within each language group, even though 
it may be part of a larger people-group. Stories, myths and proverbs are common ways of 
learning traditions, taboos and practices. 
Story 5, burning divination objects, Acts 19:8-20. “Witch doctor,” like witch hunter, is used here in 
the African sense of those who drive off witches and sorcerers, or drive “bad” spirits from people, 
not in the Western sense of people who do medicine and sorcery.  
Story 6, Artemis, Acts 19:23-41. The African desire for unity with ancestors, family, land and 
village has to be dealt with, because it hinders people from accepting and practicing the Gospel. 
Story 7, Agabus, Acts 21:8-12. 1 Cor. 14:25-32 Nike and Tyche appear on coins in Caesarea. 
Story 8, Peter’s vision, Acts 11:4-10 (10:9-17). Story 9, Peter and Paul, Galatians 2:11-16. 
The Asanti name Kwasi means “seven” and Anto means that he (or she) was born after death of 
the father (literally, “it didn’t meet him”).  
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