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Introduction

This book is intended to assist Christians, pastors, and churches to think 
rightly about the nature of spiritual warfare, as well as the concomitant 

realities of spiritual beings and occult practices. Writing a book about spiri-
tual warfare involves a number of difficulties, the greatest of which is that 
spiritual-warfare discussions often take place at the level of folk religion. In 
other words, the language of spiritual warfare, and the questions that arise 
about its shape and practice, are often generated in local conversations 
amongst church people of varying levels of study and experience. If you 
happen to mention in a church setting that you are writing a book on spiritual 
warfare, all manner of strange questions and anecdotes pop up. I’ve spoken to 
people who claim to have seen Michael the archangel, or live in houses inhab-
ited by demons. However, apparitions of spiritual beings, whether sincere or 
occult fantasy, are not principally what I think about when I think about spiri-
tual warfare. Neither is exorcism. I think principally about the war with sin.

Of course, such differences are inevitable when working with an umbrella 
term like “spiritual warfare.” It is taken for granted that “spiritual warfare” is 
a term well-understood and well-attested to by the Bible. As a result, much of 
our talk about spiritual warfare is unclear. 

Perhaps the most troubling tendency in literature on spiritual warfare, 
however, is the extent to which mere anecdote bears the brunt of the heavy 
lifting. In other words, many authors on spiritual warfare treat the biblical 
texts as if they are an addendum to what they have gleaned through expe-
rience, whether in deliverance ministry or counseling sessions. In reaction 
to some of this excess, others reject the idea of spiritual warfare wholesale. 
Many books on spiritual warfare consist almost entirely of the reporting of 
stories of personal experience, but experience is not self-interpreting. The 
best books on the subject fill out the contours of these reports with the data of 
the Scriptures, so that God’s Word becomes the interpreter of our experience.

Even still, these are difficult and weighty matters, and we often find that 
the Bible does not answer the exact questions we find ourselves asking. In 
such instances, however, we must ask why the biblical authors chose to ad-
dress other matters. Perhaps, our speculations about the spirit realm are not 
always helpful and would be better off left behind. In fact, we are told very 
early that “secret things belong to the Lord our God, but the things that are 
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revealed belong to us and to our children forever, that we may do the words of 
this law” (Deut. 29:29). We should be satisfied with what we have been given. 

In any case, the paucity of data about some of these matters in Scripture 
often has the effect of leading to an overreliance on anecdote. Likewise, this leads 
to another difficulty: Often we find ourselves so desperate for an answer to a 
question of curiosity that we will “find” answers in texts that simply have nothing 
to do with the question. Typically, authors accomplish this by allegorizing, spiri-
tualizing, or by word association. However, these techniques are generally dis-
respectful to the intentions of the authors, since they erode any sense in which 
the meaning of what the author wrote is determined by the text and not our own 
questions of curiosity. To say that the text is “for us” does not mean that it is for us 
to do what we will; it is to say that what the author wrote is what we need to hear.

These worries lead to two extreme responses to spiritual warfare. One is 
an incredible worry about the dark powers, and an over-suspicion about their 
involvement in and responsibility for troubles in human life. If all the reports 
about demonic activity, satanic cults, ritual curses, and the like were true, it 
might well lead to fear. In fact, Martin Luther argued that we do not see the 
angels and demons, in part, because we would be terrified if we knew how 
active they were. But, the fact that there is so much mystery about these activi-
ties should not lead us to rely on former occultists for information about the 
demonic realm, or to an uncritical acceptance of anecdotal accounts. 

People who speak as I am doing now, however, are often accused of the 
other extreme response, which is a mere lip service to the reality of the existence 
of spiritual warfare. These extremes are not any easier to avoid simply because 
C. S. Lewis pointed them out so eloquently. Furthermore, threading a middle 
way runs the risk of being crushed by both sides. Nevertheless, I have attempted 
to lay out the middle ground in response to many of the questions posed. Again, 
the middle ground will sound to many like lip service. I will say here at the 
outset that it is not. My hesitation to buy into fantastic stories of possession and 
demonic strongholds and the like is based on my reading of Scripture. 

On the whole, a key point of this book is that most discussions about spiri-
tual warfare are not based on a robust engagement with the biblical text. At the 
same time, spiritual warfare is one of the most alluring topics for Christians. 
This combination is dangerous and has frequently produced excesses and, in 
some cases, downright silly views about the subject of angels and demons.

It’s important to note that the concept of spiritual warfare as we find it 
in churches today is a very recent invention, not much older than the 1970s. 
Because it originates in grassroots movements, the term “spiritual warfare” is 
tossed around with a familiarity and understanding that belie how confused 
much of the discussion really is. It also disguises the fact that many develop-
ments in spiritual warfare—reflected in prayer, counseling, mission, and evan-
gelistic practices—are products of the late twentieth century and not systemic 
parts of historic Christian theology or (more importantly) the biblical text. 
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Even when they pretend to rely on historical antecedents, the relationships are 
tenuous. Hence also, there are strong and significant disagreements among 
writers on spiritual warfare, even within similar interpretive traditions.

As I have suggested, my own approach to spiritual warfare is relatively 
muted. I do not deny that the enemy is pervasive and active in his assaults on 
the Christian church or on Christians individually, but I also see little reason 
from the text of Scripture to obsess over his activity. Rather, the centerpiece 
of spiritual warfare should be the gospel of Jesus Christ, because he is the 
one who “appeared . . . to destroy the works of the devil” (1 John 3:8). John 
is explicit, in the context of this comment, that sin is the true devilish mark, 
so it seems clear that the war with sin is war with the Devil in a broad sense.

Fighting against sin, however, is not principally what the phrase “spiritual 
warfare” calls to mind for most. Instead, spiritual warfare is thought to con-
cern itself primarily with combatting demons and spiritual forces of darkness. 
It is a mistake on this score, however, to attempt a thick demarcation between 
the assaults of the enemy, the temptations of sin, and the persuasions of the 
world. The Devil exercises his reign across the whole of this age (2 Cor. 4:4). 
Hence, there is little sense in combatting the Devil as if this activity were ulti-
mately separate in some way from purging sin from our lives and communi-
ties through repentance and reliance on the Spirit of God.

On the one hand, we could think of spiritual warfare in a typical way, 
namely, as combat with demons. The defense of this line of thinking comes 
from Ephesians 6, in particular verse 12: “For we do not wrestle against flesh 
and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic 
powers over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the 
heavenly places.” But notice that Paul speaks of something that is already hap-
pening, not something that we need to seek out. Neither does he recommend 
a remedy beyond wearing God’s armor and prayer. Certainly, spiritual warfare 
involves a struggle, a fight, but this is nothing more than the Christian life. To 
think of spiritual warfare primarily as active moments of intense combat with 
demons externalizes the ills of human experience and undercuts the sense in 
which the Devil’s authority is united with sin and the whole world outside of 
Christ. Certainly, if someone in fact is tormented by demons we should help 
them, but this is an extraordinary event.

On the other hand, we could think of spiritual warfare as an element of dis-
cipleship—which is to say merely that our struggle, our wrestling with cosmic 
powers, is the whole of Christian life. Of course, there are moments of great 
intensity in this struggle, but the battle is not like a traditional pitched battle, 
where the enemy is over “there” and we are over “here.” Certainly, it is instructive 
to think of the church as a kingdom outpost in hostile territory. It is a bracing 
image, and one that makes clear the importance of maintaining the doctrinal 
and moral purity of the church. But the demons and the world are not the only 
threat: There is also sin. And, sin is on the side of the demons and the world.
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Even though there are some key themes throughout, this book does not 
make a sustained argument for a particular thesis. Instead, it makes many 
points in response to many topics. First, our discussion of spiritual warfare 
should begin with a rigorous interaction with the biblical text. Our theology 
must start with what God has revealed to us in his Scriptures. Second, expe-
rience is not self-interpreting. It seems to be in our nature to enjoy stories, 
especially ones that run to the macabre or fantastic. An unfortunate trend 
in discussion about spiritual warfare is that almost no amount of biblical 
argument or theological discussion outweighs the power of one breathless 
anecdote. But, if we are serious that the Bible is sufficient for doctrine and 
practice in Christian living, then experience cannot automatically receive 
higher credence than interpretation. Our enemy is a deceiver; God’s law is 
light. Third, there are more pressing things to worry about than whether an 
angel appeared to Aunt Sally or whether those neighborhood kids are holding 
a séance. Frightening as the occult may be, it remains less fearsome than God. 
“God gave us a spirit not of fear but of power and love and self-control” (2 
Tim. 1:7). Angelology and demonology should have a place in Christian the-
ology and doctrine, but it should be proportional to their importance.

This book is divided into three sections. In Part 1, I discuss some broad intro-
ductory questions, exploring why the supernatural is so fascinating, the activity 
of angels and demons, and the various understandings of spiritual warfare. Part 
2 comprises questions related to spiritual powers; the angels; the demons; and 
the prince of demons, the Devil. Some of these questions are exegetically driven, 
whereas other questions cover various Bible doctrines. Part 3 relates to spiritual 
warfare theologically, historically, methodologically, and practically. This part 
concludes with some questions about the occult, which is often a source of fear 
or consternation in discussions of spiritual warfare. In each of these areas, my 
goal was to answer the question succinctly; and I have avoided, to the extent pos-
sible, reliance on critical apparatus such as footnotes and copious citation. The 
end of the book contains a selected bibliography for those interested in reading 
more. I am, like all authors, indebted to everything I read.

I am similarly indebted to my colleagues at Cedarville University for their 
encouragement during the writing of this project and for their sunny willing-
ness to answer my remedial questions. In particular, I’d like to acknowledge 
Jeremy Kimble (for suggesting I write this book), Joshua Kira (for mockery and 
burritos), William Marsh (for barbecue and for Luther), Jason Lee (for employ-
ment), Dan Estes (for prayer), Zachary Bowden (for forwarding phone calls 
about angels), Daniel DeWitt (for coffee and for the dinner on the boat), and 
Michael Shepherd (for torah lishma). And finally, I would like to thank Ched 
Spellman, who kept reminding me as I wrote that the devil is in the details and 
the angels are in the outfield. As much as I would like to blame others for mis-
takes in this book, it is a trope that I take credit for them myself in the introduc-
tion. Please know that they are due to my frailty and not to malice.
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INTRODUCTORY QUESTIONS
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QUESTION 1

Why Is There a Fascination with the 
Supernatural?

Many secularists argue that supernatural explanations or beliefs are linked 
with a primitive past that is unbecoming for our modern times. In the 

past, we all believed in intelligent spirits that inhabited our world from some 
other realm, with distinct powers over the elements and over the natural world; 
but it is now widely considered irrational to hold such views. They simply are not 
scientific. Rather, belief in spiritual or supernatural things is thought to be su-
perstitious. These ideas have even penetrated biblical studies. Rudolf Bultmann 
famously quipped, “It is impossible to use electric lights and the wireless and to 
avail ourselves of modern medical and surgical discoveries, and at the same time 
to believe in the New Testament world of spirits and miracles.”1 Of course, it is not 
impossible to believe in angels and electric lights—since many persons do believe 
in both—but some hold that it is inconsistent to believe in both. Nevertheless, 
it is not at all obvious how use of technology says anything at all about whether 
spirits exist. Bultmann’s point is, I think, a strong example of the tendency to 
assume that modern developments have made beliefs in angels and demons (or 
even in God) obsolete. The thought is, perhaps, that our scientific advancements, 
such as they are, have made supernatural hypotheses unnecessary.

Yet, for all our technological and scientific advancement, belief in the su-
pernatural has not dissipated among the general populace. An atheist might 
suggest that this fact is due to widespread ignorance of scientific develop-
ments or to the inertia of rapidly sinking religions. I think a more likely an-
swer is that there is something to the belief in the supernatural, and that its 
lingering presence—even after it has become “lowbrow” to believe in things 
like spirits—can be better explained by other considerations. This kind of 

1. Rudolf Bultmann, “New Testament and Mythology,” in Kerygma and Myth, ed. Hans 
Bartsch (New York: Harper & Row, 1961), 5. 
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question defies a conclusive answer because there may be many reasons that 
there is a fascination with the supernatural, but I will suggest a few contrib-
uting theological and anthropological factors.

Humans Are for God
Historically, the Christian response to this question turns on the fact that 

human beings are designed by God for a relationship with him. Hence, all 
men seek after the numinous (i.e., the spiritual or “otherworldly”), and the 
prevailing worldview of scientific naturalism does not satisfy this appetite. In 
the opening lines of his autobiography, Augustine confesses to God, “You stir 
man to take pleasure in praising you, because you have made us for yourself, 
and our heart is restless until it rests in you.”2 Augustine is reflecting on the 
fact that human beings are made in God’s image and that God is our proper 
end. In other words, God is the one—and the only one—who can fulfill our 
needs and desires. He has made us for himself and for his glory. 

At the same time, men deny the knowledge of God that is presented to 
them. Hence, all men seek to fill their desire for the numinous with something 
other than God. Men have a need for God, whether they know it or not. This 
condition leads men naturally to idolatry of various kinds (Rom. 1:18–23). 
However, the prevailing worldview in the West—scientific naturalism—holds 
that there really are no supernatural or spiritual entities. The desire for contact 
with such things is a vestigial sociobiological holdover from a more primitive 
time. Hence, man’s desire for contact with such things is a desire that cannot be 
fulfilled, according to this worldview. In fact, the desire for God or the super-
natural is a desire that we should probably outgrow. Yet, we cannot deny that 
our longing for wonder remains. For example, even the strongest naturalists 
attempt to satisfy their desire for the numinous with the wonder of scientific 
discovery. Some even go so far as to claim that religion shortcuts such discovery 
and is thus ultimately less satisfying than a scientific worldview.

Such arguments have not been successful in deterring the majority of 
people from believing in the supernatural. Studies repeatedly confirm that there 
are widespread beliefs in ghosts, paranormal activity, angels, and the afterlife. 
These beliefs are independent of commitments to specific religious doctrines, 
Christian or otherwise.3 In part, the failure of naturalism to take hold seems 
to be that its materialism—the claim that all that exists is physical stuff, mere 
particles in motion—does not satisfy our appetite for wonder and contact with 
the numinous. It seems to us too reductive to be true.

2. Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1991), 3.
3. For example, 74 percent of cultures studied in a world ethnographic research project ex-

hibited belief in spirits and demonic possession. See Erika Bourguignon, “Spirit Possession 
Belief and Social Structure,” in The Realm of the Extra-Human: Ideas and Actions, ed. A. 
Bharatic (Paris: Mouton, 1976), 19.
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Perhaps for a similar reason, Eastern worldviews are increasingly em-
bedded in the thinking of the West. There are more mundane reasons for 
these developments as well. For example, sociologists have noted a significant 
increase in the penetration of Eastern religion in the United States, due mainly 
to the success of immigrant peoples.4 An increasing religious pluralism has 
given rise to alternative worldviews that take seriously the presence of spiri-
tual realities. Furthermore, recent developments in academia, particularly in 
sociology and anthropology, have made beliefs in spiritual or supernatural 
entities less taboo than they have been in the recent past.

The Supernatural Is Exciting
Second, there seem to be no rules regarding the supernatural, which 

makes speculation free and uncontrolled. A world controlled totally by inflex-
ible laws and mechanical reactions feels stodgy and boring, whereas the realm 
of the supernatural seems both exciting and terrifying. It seems reductive to 
suppose that there are not greater forces at work than attractions between 
particles. Furthermore, we are conditioned to craft idols for ourselves because 
of our sin-natures. Hence, it is not unique to our moment in history that we 
take delight in fantastic stories about spiritual beings or preternatural occur-
rences. However, our materialistic worldview enhances the sense in which 
speculations about the supernatural serve as an escape from the doldrums of 
daily life. Since we may believe that there really are not such things as super-
natural beings or events, we feel free to craft stories about them according to 
our own preferences. So, fascination with the supernatural provides both a 
continuation of the idolatrous tendency in man and an escape from the limi-
tations of an unsatisfying worldview. These two factors seem to contribute to 
our fascination with the supernatural. Supernatural stories are exciting, and it 
is tempting to think the world is a bit more like our stories.

Not all discussion of the supernatural needs to be ominous. Much of our 
popular fiction involves some elements of magic or the supernatural, often 
with explicitly Christian themes, as in the writings of C. S. Lewis or J. R. R. 
Tolkien. The supernatural elements of these stories increase our wonder and 
invite us to consider who we are and what the numinous is really like, in com-
parison to the characters of the stories. We need to be careful, lest our caution 
about supernatural practices overturn works of fiction that make use of fairies 
and goblins to communicate a broader message.

Spiritual Beings, Including Demons, Are Real
Finally, the Devil and his angels are real, and occult speculation provides 

many lies and obstacles against the faith. There really is a world above the 
“mundane” experiences of humankind, and much of that world is interested 

4. See Diana L. Eck, A New Religious America (San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2001). 
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in directing our attention to anything other than the truth. Hence, fascina-
tion with the supernatural is plausibly a means by which the enemy can lead 
us into temptation. Of course, he wants to do this, so it is natural to think he 
would stir up unhealthy interests when the opportunity arose.

Once we understand that we are ensouled beings intended for commu-
nion with God, who is spirit (John 4:24), the longing for some supernatural 
contact—or the lingering suspicion that spirits exist—begins to make sense.

Summary
Because God made mankind to have communion with him, we are natu-

rally oriented toward spiritual realities. Unfortunately, our sin-natures lead us 
to seek replacements for God. When the prevailing scientific worldview denies 
the existence of the numinous, people search for it in fantasies and occult spec-
ulation as well as beliefs in the supernatural and a variety of religious practices.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS

1. How does focus on Christ help avoid unhealthy supernatural speculation?

2. Do you think interest in the supernatural could provide an opportunity for 
sharing the gospel?

3. What challenges might there be in discussing the supernatural?

4. Does it matter what we think about the supernatural? Why or why not?

5. How might you discuss the supernatural with unbelievers?


