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Introduction

My interest in this topic did not come as a result of a series of experiences with demons, but as a result of studying the Bible.  When I began my doctoral study in Scotland in 1983, my dissertation topic was focused on the concept of power in Paul’s writings.  My intent (and prayer) was not only to find a topic that was academically justifiable, but also to work on a topic that would be edifying and have significance for the church.  My supervisor, Professor I. Howard Marshall, eventually suggested that I narrow the focus to Ephesians and Colossians because of the concentration of power language in these letters.  It wasn’t long into the process before I realized that I could not study the theme of the power of God without also studying the theme of the opposing sphere of power and the nature of the conflict between the two kingdoms.  This also led me into an in-depth look at the historical life setting of each of the letters.
  

Since then, I have had a variety of experiences relating to the demonic.  My goal has always been to evaluate and interpret these experiences in the light of Scripture.  Some of these experiences have come as a result of being involved in assimilation ministry in my local church for the past thirteen years.  People have come to Christ from a variety of backgrounds and sometimes had some special spiritual needs in the discipleship process.  

I realized a number of years ago that I needed input from others who were differently gifted than me to help in evaluating ministry cases and trends within the Christian community related to the broad topic of spiritual warfare.  I began meeting for a bi-weekly lunch with two colleagues from my university for this purpose.  They were Dr. John Kelley, a psychology professor at Rosemead School of Psychology and the Director of the Biola University Counseling Center, and Dr. Doug Hayward, a professor of Anthropology at our School of Intercultural Studies who has 20 years of mission field experience working with the Dani tribe in Irian Jaya.  The dialogue we have had over the years, and even ministry together, has been invaluable for helping to sort out some of the modern phenomena related to deliverance ministry.  Six years ago, we began offering a triple cross-listed class at the university—with Rosemead, Talbot, and School of Intercultural Studies students—called “Issues in Spiritual Warfare.”  We, in turn, have learned much from our students who have brought with them insights from many years of missionary experience, clinical experience, and understanding from non-western cultures.  

One of our concerns has been to discern what to do on the practical anvil of daily experience for the missionary, pastor, clinician, or church leader when there is a problem that does not readily fit a medical or psychological category.  For instance, how should a Christian leader intervene when a therapist refers a suicidal young lady to a pastor for prayer because she is hearing voices in her head compelling her to take her own life and the voices cannot be attributed to medical or psychological causes?  

I have already written a lengthy chapter on the topic of the Christian and demonization for my 1997 book, 3 Crucial Questions About Spiritual Warfare.
  In this paper I will explore the same theme, with the attempt to expand on certain passages and facets of the topic, and hopefully not duplicate much of the material that is already available in that book.

The Common Ground Among Many Evangelicals

It is important to begin by asserting many points of agreement within the spectrum of evangelical Christianity on the issue of demons.  First of all, and contrary to the cultural forces of modernity, we have maintained a belief that Satan and his demons are ontological and personal beings and cannot be reduced to a Jungian psychological projection of the inner self or to the language of primitive myth.  Although in saying this, I am quite aware of and concerned about the degree of influence the modern naturalistic view of the world has had on the church.  At the minimum, it has made us culturally predisposed to discount stories about the workings of the demonic.  This is something we all need to be aware of and take into account when we engage in discussion about this topic.

Most evangelicals also believe that Satan and his demons are still operative in the world opposing God’s redemptive purposes with the utmost of their abilities.  Demons tempt people to sin and need to be resisted by the power of God.  Demons also work to darken the minds of unbelievers to keep them in slavery to sin and from responding to the gospel message offering forgiveness of sins.  Most evangelicals also believe that in some cases non-believers can be inhabited by evil spirits and display possession behavior. When it comes to demon “possession” of Christians, however, most evangelicals believe that we are “possessed” by God and cannot be owned by demons.  Possession language only goes one way with respect to believers:  Christians belong to God.  Paul makes this clear in Ephesians 1:13-14: “And you also were included in Christ when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation. Having believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession (peripoi¶sis)—to the praise of his glory.”  Similarly, Peter refers to believers as “a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people possessed by God” (1 Pet 2:9).

Many evangelical teachers and scholars also share a deep concern about the proliferation of superstition, flaky teaching, and bizarre practices when it comes to spiritual warfare.  We are concerned about new forms of Christian magic and people who use exorcism as their tool for any and every kind of malady—from exorcising their cat to the sound system at church (what I call, the “when it doubt, cast it out!” methodology).  Most of us also share a concern about Christians who develop their demonology by interviewing demonic spirits and gullibly believe that whatever they say is true.  

A Continuum of Causal Influence

I would share with most evangelicals a concern for balance in understanding the nature of evil influence in the life of a believer.  The classic concept of “the world, the flesh, and the devil” is thoroughly biblical.  We cannot minimize the full force and impact of any of these influences in the struggle we face as believers in the process of sanctification.

When a young person comes and seeks counsel for a problem with lust, it is rather myopic to immediately assume the root of the problem is a demon of lust.  There is no need to jump to a demonic interpretation when one has to go no farther than the realization that every believer continues to have an inner propensity to evil.  A lustful thought can quite easily be traced to what Paul calls “the flesh” without blaming it on a pneuma porneias.  This is especially true at a time of life when hormonal changes are occuring that cannot find their proper fulfillment outside of the marriage relationship.  Of course, we also need to take into account the role and influence of friends, culture, and the environment.  Internet images, locker-room conversations, sexually-explicit movies, and inappropriate opportunities with the opposite sex ignites this fire still further.  But where is the evil one in this?  Ultimately, there is much blame to be laid at the feet of the devil for the way he has been involved in influencing and shaping trends within the culture at a macro and institutional level.  To what degree has the evil one exploited the internet to create a multi-million dollar internet porn industry, which as given anyone access to sexually explicit and perverse material with one click of the mouse?
 

I believe that the Scripture presents the potential influence of demons on believers in terms of a continuum—a very light degree of influence to a profound and deep-level of causal influence.  When we take into account everything that is said about the powers of darkness in the post-Pentecost literature of the NT, there appears to be a variety of ways and a variety of levels at which Satan and his demons work in the lives of believers.  This can range from temptation (1 Thess 3:5) to the devil “taking believers captive to do his will” (2 Tim 2:25).

And this is precisely where there is a degree of disagreement in the evangelical community.  That is, to what degree can demonic spirits work in the lives of believers?  All would agree that they can tempt, but not all agree that the level of influence can become so profound that a believer could hear voices in their heads from demons, be “inhabited” by a demon, or exhibit an altered state of consciousness through the influence of an evil spirit.  I want to make a case for the possibility of a high level of influence.

The Possibility of Demonic Inhabitation

The spatial language of “inside” and “outside” has been a major issue for some believers in accepting the possibility of a deep level of influence.  They want to insure that, for the believer, an evil spirit can only be “outside” a believer and never “inside.”  

If we can assume (as I would) that a spirit can be spatially located and that this language is not entirely metaphorical for some level of influence and control, then it is important to realize that a spirit being does not have extension.  In other words, a spirit can be located in a person, but its presence cannot be isolated to any one part of the person and could potentially occupy any number of points within the person.  Furthermore, because a spirit can have location but not extension, a spirit cannot occupy every spatial point in a person in such a manner that no other spirit can occupy space in a person.  Thus, the Gadarene demoniac could be inhabited by an entire legion of spirits—perhaps as many as 6,000.  Philosophically, there is no basis for denying a co-occupation of spirits within a person.  The only grounds for such a denial must be theological.  

It is at this point that we must turn to the Scripture for any help that we can find in answering this problem.  It is my contention that the Scripture does suggest the potentiality of a co-occupation of the body.

On the Basis of the Analogy of Indwelling Sin

In the NT anthropology, when a person enters into a relationship with the resurrected Christ, there is a mighty work of God in regenerating the person—to the extent that the believer can be called a “new creation” (2 Cor 5:17).  In spite of this, the presence of sin is still felt within the life of the believer and results in an ensuing struggle.  It is precisely this propensity to sin that Paul terms “the flesh”—a concept that I believe is co-extensive with the Jewish notion of the yetzer hara (the evil impulse).  Whereas in his pre-Christian life, Paul viewed the Torah as the solution to subduing this propensity, now as a new covenant believer he recognizes the role of the Spirit in controlling this evil influence (see Rom 8:13).  

What concerns us here is the fact of the co-existence of evil in the same body as the Spirit of God.  The flesh is still present and endeavors to have a causal influence on the thinking, willing, feeling, and decision-making capacities of the believer.  

Many theologians have referred to this as the residual impact of original sin.  There is an evil power still resident in the believer.  It is not as pervasive and irresistible as it once was, but it is still there.  The well-known Reformed scholar, W.G. T. Shedd explains this co-occupation well:

Original sin does not remain in the same manner after regeneration as it remained before; for there are two remarkable differences. In the unregenerate, it occupies all the faculties of the soul peaceably, and rules in their mind, will, and affections; but in the regenerate, it neither dwells peaceably, because grace from above is infused into them, which daily opposes this disease, and more and more expells it from every faculty of the soul; nor does it rule over them, because grace prevailing and predominating restrains it and sends it as it were under the yoke. The other difference is, that in the unregenerate it has the guilt of eternal death annexed to it; but in the regenerate it is absolved from this fruit, for the sake of Christ the mediator.

It is interesting that Shedd uses the spatial language of occupation to describe the ongoing work of original sin.  For Shedd, sanctification amounts to the progressive expulsion of this indwelling power from every faculty of the soul.

My point is this:  if we are to allow the concept of some form of evil inhering deeply in the members of our soul and bodies and influencing our mind, will, and affections, why would we restrict this to only one form of evil influence?  In other words, why affirm that “the flesh” continues as a resident form of evil with which we struggle, but an evil spirit cannot have a similar mode of access.  Unless there is some Scriptural warrant for isolating the flesh as the only continuing form of evil influence, the decision seems quite arbitrary and unwarranted. 

The Spatial Language of Ephesians 4:27

When we carefully examine the language and teaching of Paul in Ephesians 4:27, it appears that Paul is teaching that an evil spirit can be an inhabiting form of influence in the life of a believer.  In this context, Paul asserts a causal connection between harboring excessive anger over time and “giving a topos to the devil.”  

It is crucially important to recognize that topos is spatial language that occurs in a letter loaded with spatial language:  “be filled with the Spirit” (5:18); “be filled with all the fullness of God” (3:19); Jesus ascended higher than all the heavens “in order to fill the whole universe” (4:10); Paul prays that Christ may “dwell in your hearts” (3:17); and Paul describes the church as a holy temple that is “a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit” (2:22).  It would be consistent with this widespread use of spatial imagery throughout Ephesians to interpret topos spatially in 4:27. 

This is made all the more probable when one considers that when topos occurs in the NT in conjunction with a reference to a demon, it refers to the inhabiting place of the evil spirit.  Luke records Jesus as saying, “When the unclean spirit has gone out of a person, it wanders through waterless regions looking for a resting place (topos), but not finding any, it says, ‘I will return to my house from which I came’” (Luke 11:24).  A similar usage is found in the Apocalypse:  “And war broke out in heaven; Michael and his angels fought against the dragon.  The dragon and his angels fought back, but they were defeated, and there was no longer any place (topos) for them in heaven” (Rev 12:7-8).

This spatial understanding of the use topos in Ephesians 4 can be traced back as early as the Pre-Nicene Fathers.  In commenting on this verse, Origen notes,  

“And when he says, ‘Neither give place to the devil,’ he shows by that injunction that it is through certain acts, or a kind of mental slothfulness, that room is made for the devil, so that, if he once enter our heart, he will either gain possession of us, or at least will pollute the soul, if he has not obtained the entire mastery over it, by casting on us his fiery darts; and by these we are sometimes deeply wounded, and sometimes only set on fire’” (De Principiis 2.3.4).

In a similar way, Hermas uses the language of Eph 4:27 to describe the potential for the demonic inhabitation of believers:  

“So also the devil comes to all God’s servants to tempt them.  All those who are full in the faith resist him mightily, and he leaves them alone, because he finds no place (topos) where he can gain entrance.  So then he comes to those who are partially empty, and finding a place he enters them, and then he does what he wants with them, and they become enslaved to him.” (Shepherd of Hermas, Mandate 12.5)
In summary, Ephesians 4:27 holds out the potential for succumbing to demonic inhabitation on the basis of excessive anger over time.  Because the context of this passage points to a variety of vices that should be replaced with Christian virtue, it would be inappropriate to limit the susceptibility to demonic inhabitation to only the one vice of anger.  It is significant, however, that Paul warns against anger more than anything else in this context with a variety of terms (see v. 31:  “bitterness, rage, anger, and brawling”).

Ephesians 4:30 gives perspective to this demonic inhabitation and influence.  Paul affirms that the sinning believer is still the property of God through the use of the “seal” image.  But, he teaches that the Spirit of God is grieved over the sinful behavior and the topos yielded to a demonic spirit.

The Sense of the Temple Imagery

The notion of demonic inhabitation of a believer is sometimes objected to on the basis of the fact that the body of a believer “is a temple of the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor 6:19; 2 Cor 6:16).  We were bought with a price, indwelt by the Spirit; there is no harmony between Christ and Belial, between the temple of God and idols.  These texts are interpreted to mean that it is impossible for an evil spirit to co-occupy the body of a believer with the Holy Spirit of God because the presence of the Holy Spirit is already occupying the space.  Furthermore, there is also an assumption that the superior power of the Holy Spirit would immediately repel the intent and ability of any unclean Spirit to occupy the same body.  Essentially, there is a strong assumption that an evil spirit could not occupy the temple of the Lord.

This approach to the temple imagery, however, fails to take into account the nature of its usage in the OT.  Throughout the history of the Solomonic temple, many of the kings of Judah gave in to the enticements of Canaanite idolatry and went so far as to actually bring their idolatry into the temple.  This was especially noticeable in the reign of Manasseh.  According to 2 Kings 21, Manasseh “built altars to all the starry hosts” in “both courts of the temple of the Lord” (21:5; 2 Chron 33:5) and took a “carved Asherah pole” and “put it in the temple” (21:7; 2 Chron 33:7).  His son, Amon, continued the evil practices of his father.  When Josiah became king and sought to renew the covenant of the Lord (2 Kings 23), he engaged in a massive temple-cleansing project.  He removed from the temple a massive amount of idolatry that had been brought into it by his predecessors:  

· “The king ordered Hilkiah the high priest …to remove from the temple of the LORD all the articles made for Baal and Asherah and all the starry hosts” (23:4). 

· “He took the Asherah pole from the temple of the LORD to the Kidron Valley outside Jerusalem and burned it there” (23:6).

·  “He also tore down the quarters of the male shrine prostitutes, which were in the temple of the LORD and where women did weaving for Asherah” (23:7).

·  “He removed from the entrance to the temple of the LORD the horses that the kings of Judah had dedicated to the sun … Josiah then burned the chariots dedicated to the sun” (23:11).

·  “He pulled down the altars the kings of Judah had erected on the roof near the upper room of Ahaz, and the altars Manasseh had built in the two courts of the temple of the LORD” (23:12). 

·  “Furthermore, Josiah got rid of the mediums and spiritists, the household gods, the idols and all the other detestable things seen in Judah and Jerusalem” (23:24).

If Paul’s usage of temple imagery is to be informed at all by the OT background, then the answer to our question is quite clear.  The very place where God mediated his presence to the people of Israel could simultaneously be a place where idolatry was present.  And, according to the OT and Jewish understandings, wherever there is idolatry, there are demons (Deut 32:17; Ps 106:37; see also Ps 96:5 lxx).

Josiah, however, sets an inspirational example.  As part of his commitment to renew the covenant of the Lord, he purposes to engage in cleansing the temple from all of the idolatries that had been brought into the temple precincts.

This backround now enables us to provide a more accurate interpretation of the temple imagery in 2 Corinthians 6.  Paul rightly affirms that there is no harmony between the temple of God and idols or between Christ and Belial.  This does not mean, however, that idolatry and demons cannot be resident within the new covenant temple, that is, in the bodies of believers.  It means that we follow Paul’s admonition of 7:1:  “let us purify ourselves from everything that contaminates body and spirit.”  The call and obligation for believers is to remove the idolatry from their temples, not that they are immune to it.  

“Temple cleansing” then becomes a metaphor for Christian growth co-extensive with the image of “taking off the old self” and “putting to death the deeds of the flesh.”  Our obligation in becoming holy as our Father is holy is to rid ourselves of every form of idolatry that we cherish.

As Christian leaders, our job is to facilitate “temple cleansing” among the people we serve.  We are called to help believers identify the idolatry still in their lives and deal with it.  Since demons and idolatry go hand in hand, this may very well mean dealing with demonic presences.

Paul’s Ministry at Ephesus:  Acts 19

There is one narrative context describing Paul’s ministry where we may gain a slight glimpse of him healing believers who were afflicted by evil spirits.  This occurs in his ministry at Ephesus.  I have written an entire monograph describing the background of Paul’s ministry in this city, which was so strategic for the spread of the gospel throughout Asia Minor.  In this volume, I called attention to the proliferation of magical practices in the city—to such an extent that many have characterized Ephesus as a flourishing center for magical practices.  This was an apt characterization of the practices of the populace not only of the Gentiles, but also of the Jews.  In fact, an entire Jewish document representing a compilation of exorcism techniques, the Testament of Solomon, may very well have had its origin in Ephesus (or western Asia Minor).

A close reading of Luke’s narrative of Paul’s ministry in this city reveals the temptation these new believers faced in holding on to their magical practices.  After the episode involving Sceva and his sons in which a demonized man violently attacks them, Luke tells us about a massive book burning.  Fifty-thousands days’ wages worth of magical handbooks went up in flames that day.  What is surprising in this narrative is that those who brought these books to burn were not the non-Christians, but the Christians (“those who had believed”; 19:18)!   These Christians, in spite of turning to Christ and joining the fledgling Christian community, were continuing to traffic in incantations, amulets, magical rituals, and the summoning of unclean spirits.  In fact, communion with spirit entities was fundamental to the practice of magic in the Graeco-Roman period.

To illustrate what this entailed, I will cite from a Roman-era magical papyrus that is similar in form and content to the kind these Christians were continuing to use in Ephesus.  This text is a recipe for summoning a special kind of helper spirit called a paredros:

It is acknowledged that he is a god; he is an aerial spirit which you have seen.  If you give him a command, straight-way he performs the task:  

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

He will serve you suitably for whatever you have in mind, O blessed initiate of the sacred magic, and will accomplish it for you, this most powerful assistant, who is also the only lord of the air.  And the gods will agree to everything, for without him nothing happens.  Share this great mystery with no one else, but conceal it, by Helios, since you have been deemed worthy by the lord god.  (PGM  I.96-116)

It was impossible for Christians in Ephesus to continue using magical texts without having involvement with evil spirits.  To us it seems inconceivable that a genuine Christian could continue to be involved with this kind of occultism after conversion, but this is precisely what was happening in Ephesus if we are to believe Luke’s account.

Since magic involved summoning helper spirits to come and dwell with the person to provide assistance, we must ask what the process of repentance would have entailed in the initial stages of discipleship.  Most assuredly it would have involved renouncing and destroying all magical books and materials.  But it would also have involved drawing on the power of the exalted Christ to cast out these familiar spirits.

It may very well be the case that when Luke records that Paul was casting evil spirits out of people in his Ephesian ministry, this included new believers.  This supposition would be thoroughly consistent with the practice of the early church throughout the Mediterranean world in the Roman period as it is described in the Apostolic Tradition preserved by Hippolytus and in the descriptions we have in the writings of many of the pre-Nicene fathers. 

I am certainly not the first to suggest this interpretation of Acts 19:11-12.  In a homily on this passage, St. John Chrysostom recognizes that demons could continue to inhabit and afflict believers.  In an applicational portion of his message, he exhorts the following:  “From this let us study to free our neighbors, and before our neighbors, our own selves. Let us see to it, lest we have a demon: let us examine ourselves strictly.”

It has long been my contention that an understanding of this folk religion background of the converts at Ephesus helps immensely in appreciating why there is such a strong emphasis on the spiritual warfare theme in Ephesians.  The cosmic Christology of Ephesians eloquently declares Christ’s superiority to every conceivable spirit, in fact any “name that can be named” (Eph 1:21).  The realized eschatology of the letter assures these new believers that they are in a relationship of solidarity to Christ that gives them access to his power and authority.  Make no mistake; it is not an immunity to the influence and attacks of the powers of darkness.  It is an access to the resources in Christ for dealing with these unclean spirits.  Thus, Paul admonishes believers to draw on the power of God in Eph 6:10 for their struggle with the forces of evil.  The themes of this letter are perfectly suited for new belivers who have been converted out of a background in what me might call the occult.

The Pre-Nicene Church

In my 3 Crucial Questions About Spiritual Warfare, I have elaborated on the common assimilation practices of the early church immediately following the NT era.  The primary sources for our understanding of these practices come from the Apostolic Tradition (preserved by Hippolytus),
  the Apostolic Constitutions, and scattered references in the pre-Nicene fathers.

The new Christian classes lasted nearly two to three years and involved getting converts immersed in the Scripture, teaching them doctrine, admonishing them to renounce allegiances to false gods and magic, and exhorting them to get rid of vice and appropriate the virtues of Christ.  This was also the time when a Christian leaders would lay hands on them and cast out any evil spirits present in their lives.  The need for such deliverance would not be limited to a few isolated cases; nearly everyone coming to Christ came from a background of worshiping a number of false gods and practicing magic.  This is why Tertullian asks rhetorically, “What man is there to whom an evil spirit does not adhere, even at the very gates of his birth, waiting to ensnare his soul?”

This period subsequent to their confession of faith in Christ was the logical time for Christian leaders to deal with unclean spirits in the lives of these new believers.  This was done in a context of wholistic approach to discipleship that simultaneously involved an in-depth study of the Scriptures, the cultivation of a distinctively Christian lifestyle, and a socialization into the life and fellowship of the Christian community.

The Big Issue:  Who or What Is “Reigning” in the Life of a Believer?

As Paul relates in Colossians 1, becoming a Christian involves a change of dominions and the installation of a new lord.  He says that God “has rescued us from the dominion of darkness and brought us into the kingdom of the Son he loves” (Col 1:13).  While a fundamental change has taken place at the core of the new believer constituting him or her as a new creation and the property of God, there is an ongoing struggle that takes place.  According to the NT letters, the evil one continues to seek dominion in the life of the believer and strives with all his might to re-enslave the believer.

The imagery used in the NT is quite strong and suggests that the evil one plots to achieve a far deeper-level of influence than a casual temptation or attack.  Peter warns believers of the very real danger of being “devoured” by the enemy (1 Pet 4:8).  The Apostle Paul warns the Galatians about being re-enslaved in the domain of the elemental spirits (Gal 4:9).  He twice warns believers about the potential of being “captured in a trap” and being “taken captive” (2 Tim 2:25-26; Col 2:8).  In the latter two passages, because of the occultic nature of the false teaching reflected in those contexts, it is entirely possible that a number of these deceived Christians were exhibiting profound forms of demonic influence, such as altered states of consciousness associated with trance, vision, and oracular utterances.     

The greater concern than inhabitation, however, is the issue of who is Lord.  Who or what is the determining infuence in the life of a believer?  The Apostle Paul clearly conceives of the possibility that the Lord Jesus Christ may not always be the principal causal influence.  This is expressed quite clearly in Romans 6:12 where Paul says, “do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires.”  What is surprising is that Paul conceives of the real possibility of  evil even having a determining influence in the life of a believer.  His language is quite strong.  The word he uses that is here translated as “reign” is basileuom, which implies to reign as king (the cognate basileus is, in fact, the word “king”; and the cognate basileia is “kingdom”).  It is difficult to conceive of a word Paul could have used that could convey a stronger level of control than what he has chosen.

What Paul wants more than anything else is for the believers in Rome to yield their lives to Jesus as Lord and allow him to be the prime causative influence on their thoughts, plans, and actions.  He calls on them in this context to resist the power and influence of “sin.”  

This is an unusual use of the term “sin,” which is normally used with respect to a specific transgression against the revealed and holy will of God.  Here, Paul personifies sin and conceives of it as power with hideous intentions.  What exactly is he referring to here?

The most likely OT background is Genesis 4:7 where sin is personified and presented as “crouching at your door; it desires to have you, but you must master it.”  Of course, this comes in the chapter of Genesis immediately after the fall of Adam and Eve in the garden.  In that context, the original couple were enticed by the serpent, which NT writers have interpreted to be Satan (2 Cor 11:9; Rev 12:3).

  In Pauline theology, our interpretation of his concept of personified sin must include the demonic.  This was true in the teaching of the Torah and it remains true for Paul.  In his discussion of Paul’s understanding of personified hamartia in the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, Walter Grundmann asserts, “sin is here personified as a demon.  Sin has a demonic character.”
  Even the Reformed scholar, W. G. T. Shedd recognized this when he commented on Romans 6:12-14:  “The ‘strong man’ is still within the house, but a stronger than he has entered and bound the occupant, and is spoiling his goods, Matt. 12: 28, 29).”

Once again, the key issue is lordship.  Who or what is reigning in the life of a believer?  Is Christ reigning over every area of life?  Or, has some form of evil influence had an inordinate amount of influence.  In Pauline theology, this could take the form of the world, the flesh, or the devil (or, a combination of all three).

· Has the evil inclination, what Paul calls “the flesh,” exercised dominion over a particular area of one’s life?

· Has culture exerted an inordinate amount of influence on one’s thoughts, intentions, and behavior?

· Or, like the Ephesians did when they continued to practice magic after they believed, has an evil spirit exploited the person to wield a high degree of influence in the person’s life.

Conclusions

Thus far in this presentation, I have not used the word “demonization” to characterize an extreme case of demonic affliction in the life of a believer.  It is true that the word is never used in the NT to describe a case involving a believer.  Insofar as the idea of “ownership” is present in the use of the word, it would be entirely inappropriate to use for demonic influence on a believer.  If by “demonization,” we mean to convey the idea of an inhabiting spirit that is exercising a deep level of influence on a believer, it may be appropriate.  

Of course this question is also wrapped up with the issue of the degree to which the four demonic episodes in the synoptic gospels contain normative elements intended to inform our practice in ministry.  I have argued elsewhere that the gospels are manuals of discipleship written for the instruction of the church and, following appropriate hermeneutical guidelines, contain normative elements defining how we are to imitate our master, the Lord Jesus Christ, in fulfilling his call to make disciples.

What then do we do in light of the nature of demonic involvement in the life of believers?  The Apostolic response would be to “resist” the evil one and his emissaries.  But how does one resist?  This involves the full panoply of Christian disciplines designed at deepening our walk with the Savior and increasing our understanding of his work on our behalf.  It would also involve growing deeper in our awareness of the incredible vastness of the resurrection power available to us for resisting the evil one and ministering to others who are afflicted by him.  This may also involve, at times, exercising authority in Christ to issue a stern command to an afflicting spirit.

A tragic situation on the mission field has prompted one mission organization to rethink their position on the relationship of the demonic to believers.  A Wycliffe translator in Papua New Guineau assumed that his local native language consultant couldn’t possibly have a demon because the consultant was a Christian.  Nevertheless, the consultant kept complaining of a powerful voice in his head that kept telling him to pick up a hatchet and strike the missionary.  The missionary told the consultant to quit worrying that it might be an evil spirit; demons cannot possess Christians.  After some time, the consultant yielded to the demonic voice and obeyed its command, striking the missionary and killing him.  In the aftermath of this incident, the organization has spent more time and effort considering what steps should be taken when a believer manifests signs of deep-level demonic influence.

SPECIAL NOTE ON THE ACCOUNT RELATED ABOVE (UPDATED APRIL 29, 2002):  It has been brought to my attention that there are several factual inaccuracies in this paragraph that need to be corrected.  I apologize for these errors and any confusion and pain they may have caused.  

1.  Wycliffe, as an organization, has no official position on spiritual warfare and thus has not changed their policy.  It can only be said that this situation has prompted certain individuals within the organization to spend more time and effort thinking about the nature of spiritual warfare.  There are a diversity of views in the organization about spiritual warfare.

2.  There was no way of determining with any certainty whether the language helper was a Christian.  The question of his spiritual status at this time simply remains unknown.

3.  The translator did not know that the helper was hearing voices in his head.  The helper only related this after the event. The helper picked up the axe for the purpose of chopping away the voices in his head—not because a voice kept telling him to kill the missionary.

4.  The translator did not hold the view that the consultant “couldn’t possibly have a demon.”  Nor did he tell the helper to quit worrying that it might be an evil spirit.

5.  Although some missionaries in the organization believe that the source of the voices were demonic spirits (one, in particular, claims to have engaged in deliverance ministry on the helper while he was in jail), the family of the missionary believe that the helper was schizophrenic and was having auditory hallucinations.  They say that he benefitted significantly from the medication and therapy he received from a Christian psychiatrist in a psychological ward.

Regardless of the source of the voices and whether or not evil spirits were involved, this was an immense and painful tragedy.  I join in praying with the family that just as Jesus used the boy’s broken loaf to feed a multitude, that this broken life would result in the reception of God’s word into the lives of the 20,000 Nabak people.  In God’s immeasurable grace and faithfulness, the widow of the missionary was able to bring the translation of the New Testament to completion.  It was dedicated in a special service in 1998.

Some mission organizations are now incorporating deliverance ministry into their  follow-up with new believers.  Dr. Rick Love, International Director of Frontier Missions, has said in his new book, Muslims, Magic, and the Kingdom of God, that “deliverance should be a part of discipling new believers.”  He goes on to say that, “Folk Muslims who come to Christ have been immersed in the world of spirit powers, charms, and amulets.  We cannot simply ask them to repent in a general way and believe that is sufficient.”

I recently served as a co-supervisor with Judy Gundry-Volf of a thesis written by a Christian leader in Ghana for the Evangelical Theological Seminary in Croatia.  This Christian leader, Daniel Darko, wrote on the role of spiritual beings in relationship to the development of Christian ethics.  He did an outstanding job of research and received our highest commendation.  I was struck, however, by one of the implications he drew for western missionaries.  He warned potential missionaries who do not acknowledge the reality and work of evil spiritual powers “to abstain from being missionaries in Africa or India because they would not understand the people, and also could be harmed by demonic powers, especially if they minister in rural areas.”

This is not true just for Africa and India or in the Muslim world, it is also true for the United States.  As our culture moves away from a modernist worldview and pursues various forms of spiritual experience, especially through neo-pagan religions, native American religious traditions, forms of Eastern mysticism, and various other kinds of spirit-channeling experiences, the church needs to be better prepared.  A four-week new members class at our churches is not enough—although I don’t think it ever has been.  Perhaps we have much to learn from the way the early church assimilated new believers. 

I will close with one account of a situation involving a student at our university who came by my office desperately seeking help in a situation that was indeed life threatening.  I am normally very careful about sharing stories like I am about to tell you out of a concern to maintain confidentiality with a person to whom I minister.   But this student, Kirsten Haaland, decided to go public and share her story in the campus newspaper because of her desire to give glory to God for what He did for her.

Kirsten and her roommate stopped by my office on Thursday, April 13th, of last year in the early afternoon.  She was a senior at Biola, a resident assistant (RA) in the girls dorm, and was looking forward to graduation in late May.  However, she had developed a heart problem in early March that was quite serious.  She was having episodes of tachykardia, a rapid heart rate in which her heart would begin beating nearly 150 beats per minute.  When the heart beats shallow at this kind of rate, it is failing to actually pump blood through the body and the brain is deprived of oxygen.  Kirsten had two episodes where she had to be rushed to the hospital emergency room.  

She was eventually able to consult with a cardiologist who was not sure why it was happening but wanted to monitor the condition.  She was given a heart monitor that she carried with her at all times that would record every irregularity of heart beat.  She was wearing this monitor the day that she stopped by my office.

The reason Kirsten came by my office had to do with the fact that she believed there was a spiritual dimension to the problem.  Two months earlier, on Monday, February 28th, at 2:45am, she was startled out of sleep by the sensation that there was a spirit presence in her room.  She writes, “my eyes popped wide open and I was unable to move my body—all I could do was lay there and feel my heart race out of control.  I was unable to move my arms or legs.  This had never happened to me before—the pressure on my chest was unbelievable and I was alarmed, having no idea what was going on.”  The next morning, she told her roommate about the situation and about the sensation that there had been someone else in the room.  From that point on, her heart problems began.

When I met with Kirsten, I interviewed her extensively, trying to discern if there was any medical or psychological basis for her condition.  She was convinced, however, that she was under attack by a spiritual presence.  There were also other factors that seemed to point in this direction.  

Kirsten’s roommate and I then engaged in an extended and focused time of prayer for Kirsten.  At one point I instructed Kirsten to directly address the attacking spirit in the authority of Christ and order it to quit harming her in any way.  She writes, “I did so, claiming out loud that I was God’s child and God’s possession and that I was not be messed with.”  I did the same on her behalf and sternly ordered the afflicting spirit in the name of Jesus to leave her and not cause her heart to beat fast or attack her in any way.  Kirsten writes, “As I prayed, I felt what I can only describe as a shudder go from my head to my toes.”  

Her roommate and I then laid our hands on her and asked the Holy Spirit to fill her with his presence and to protect her from any further attack.

From that point on, every symptom went away.  Kirsten never experienced another episode of tachykardia.  She says, “I have not had a twinge of pain, I have not been dizzy and disoriented, and most amazing of all, my heart is beating normally.”  

 Since then, Kirsten has been anxious to give God the glory for his work—“one more to add to the countless things He has already done.”  
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