Evaluating Miracle Claims

Probe’s Michael Gleghorn demonstrates that not all miracle
claims are equal. Although genuine miracles have occurred, a
careful evaluation reveals that many claims are spurious.

This article is also available in Spanish. =]

Are They Alien Events?

I recently spoke with a Christian woman who told me of the
concern she felt for many of her family members who had
embraced the doctrines of Christian Science. As we discussed
how she might effectively communicate the gospel to those she
loved, she mentioned one of the main difficulties she faced in
getting a fair hearing. Apparently, some of her family members
had been surprisingly healed of various physical ailments. And
naturally enough, they interpreted these healings as
confirming the truth of Christian Science.

What are we, as Christians, to make of such claims? Are they
miracles? What are we to think about the many sincere people,
holding vastly different beliefs, who claim to have personally
experienced miracles? And what about many of the world’s great
religious traditions that claim support for their doctrines,
at least in part, by an appeal to the miraculous? Should we
assume that all such claims are false and that only Christian
miracle claims are true? Or might some miracles have actually
occurred outside a Judeo-Christian context? Are there any
criteria we can apply in evaluating miracle claims to help us
determine whether or not a miracle has actually occurred? And
could there be other ways of explaining such claims besides
recourse to the miraculous?

Before we attempt to answer such questions, we must first
agree on what a “miracle” is. Although various definitions
have been used in the past, we will rely on a definition given
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by Richard Purtill. “A miracle is an event brought about by
the power of God that is a temporary exception to the ordinary
course of nature for the purpose of showing that God has acted
in history.”{1} A miracle, then, requires a personal,
supernatural being who is capable of intervening in nature to
bring about an effect that would otherwise not have occurred.

If this is what miracles are, then some religions have no real
way of accounting for them. Take Christian Science for
instance. “The Christian Science view of God is impersonal and
pantheistic.”{2} In this system, “miracles” can be nothing
more than “divinely natural” events.{3} But if a true miracle
requires the intervention of a personal being who is beyond
nature, then Christian Science has no place for such events
because it does not admit the existence of such a being. As
David Clark has stated: “Pantheism has no category labeled
‘free act by a divine person.’ So miracles are as alien to all
forms of pantheism as they are to atheism.”{4} Thus, far from
demonstrating the truth of Christian Science, a genuine
miracle would actually demonstrate its falsity! While such
events may still have occurred, they can hardly be used as
evidence in support of such traditions

Are They Legendary Events?

Apollonius of Tyana was, like Jesus, a traveling first century
teacher. Like Jesus, he 1is credited with having performed a
variety of miraculous feats. He is said to have healed the
sick, cast out demons and predicted the future. He is even
said to have raised the dead!

In a fascinating passage from his biography we read the
following:

A girl had died..and the whole of Rome was
mourning..Apollonius..witnessing their grief, said: ‘Put down
the bier, for I will stay the tears that you are shedding
for this maiden’...The crowd..thought that he was about to



deliver..an oration..but merely touching her and whispering in
secret some spell over her, at once woke up the maiden from
her seeming death..”{5}

Readers familiar with the Gospel of Luke will recognize that
this story is quite similar to the account of Jesus raising
the widow’s son (Luke 7:11-17). But isn’t it inconsistent for
Christians to affirm that Jesus really did perform such a
miracle while denying the same for Apollonius? Not
necessarily.

Suppose that the story about Apollonius is merely legendary,
while the story about Jesus is truly historical. If that were
so, then it would clearly make sense for Christians to deny
that Apollonius raised someone from the dead while
simultaneously affirming that Jesus really did perform such a
feat. There are actually good reasons for believing that this
is in fact the case.

Norman Geisler draws a number of significant contrasts between
the evidence for Jesus and that for Apollonius.{6} First, the
only source we have for the life of Apollonius comes from
Philostratus. In contrast, we have numerous, independent
sources of information about the life of Jesus. These include
the four canonical gospels, many New Testament letters, and
even extra-biblical references 1in writers 1like Tacitus,
Josephus and others. Second, Philostratus wrote his biography
about 120 years after Apollonius’ death. The New Testament was
written by those who were contemporaries and/or eyewitnesses
of the life of Jesus. The point, of course, is that the
further one gets from the original events, the more likely it
is that accounts may become contaminated by later legendary
developments. Third, Philostratus was commissioned to write
his work by the wife of a Roman emperor, most likely as a
means of countering the growing influence of Christianity. He
thus had a motivation to embellish his account and make
Apollonius appear to be the equal of Jesus. The New Testament
writers, however, had no such motivation for embellishing the



life of Jesus. Finally, Philostratus admits that the girl
Apollonius allegedly raised may not have even been dead!{7}
Luke, however, is quite clear that the widow’s son was dead
when Jesus raised him.

This brief comparison reveals that not all miracle claims are
as historically well-attested as those of Jesus.

Are They Psychosomatic Events?

Amazing healings are among the most frequently cited miracle
claims. Although many of these claims may be false, many are
also true. But are they really miracles?

Some estimates indicate that up to 80 percent of disease is
stress related. While such diseases are real, and really do
afflict the body, they originate largely from negative mental
attitudes, anxiety and other unhealthy emotions. For this
reason, such diseases can often be healed through a reduction
in stress, combined with positive mental attitudes and healthy
emotions. But such healings should not be viewed as miracles
because they do not involve God'’s direct, supernatural
intervention.

If this is true, then we must carefully distinguish between
psychosomatic events and those that are truly miraculous.
Psychosomatic 1illnesses have psychological or emotional
(rather than physiological) causes. Thus, people afflicted
with such disorders may get better simply by coming to believe
that they can get better. In other words, psychosomatic
disorders can often be alleviated simply by faith—whether in
God, a priest, a doctor, a pill, or a particular method of
treatment. But there is nothing miraculous about this kind of
healing. “It happens to Buddhists, Hindus, Roman Catholics,
Protestants, and atheists. Healers claiming supernatural
powers can do it, but so can.psychiatrists by purely natural
powers..” {9} Obviously, healings of this sort cannot be used as
evidence for a particular belief system because all belief



systems can account for them.

But are there any differences between supernatural and
psychological healings that might help us decide whether or
not a particular healing was truly miraculous? Norman Geisler
lists a number of dimportant distinctions.{10} First,
supernatural healings do not require personal contact. Jesus
occasionally healed people from a distance (John 4:46-54). In
contrast, psychological healings often do require such
contact, even if this simply involves laying one’s hands on
the television while an alleged faith-healer prays. Second,
when a person is healed supernaturally there are no relapses.
But relapses are common after psychological healings. Finally,
a person can be healed of any condition by supernatural means,
including organic diseases and major birth defects. Jesus
healed a man with a withered hand (Mark 3:1-5) and restored
the sight of one born blind (John 9). In contrast, not all
conditions can be healed psychologically. Such methods are
usually effective only in treating psychosomatic illnesses.

Thus, not every claim for miraculous healing is a genuine
miracle. Only those healings that offer clear evidence of
Divine intervention can fairly be considered miracles.

Are They Deceptive Events?

It appeared to be a miracle. The young man claimed he could
see without an eye! Norman Geisler recounts an amazing
demonstration he once witnessed in a seminary chapel back in
the early 70s.{11} It involved a young man who had injured his
left eye as a child. It was later surgically removed and
replaced with a glass eye. For three years his father prayed,
asking God to restore his son’s vision. One day, his son
excitedly announced that he could see with his glass eye! His
father believed that God had worked a miracle. And apparently
he wasn’t the only one.

At the chapel service the young man’s father shared how the



physicians who had examined his son had confirmed that his
vision had been restored despite the removal of the young
man’s eye! The demonstration seemed to prove that this was
indeed the case. The young man’s glass eye was removed and his
good eye was covered with a blindfold that had been inspected
by one of the students in the audience. After various items
had been randomly collected from those in attendance, the
young man proceeded to read what was written on them! Needless
to say, all who witnessed the performance were stunned by what
appeared to be a genuine miracle. But was there another
explanation? Although he initially thought that he had
witnessed a miracle, Dr. Geisler later came to believe that he
might have been deceived. But why?

It turns out that any skilled performer of magic tricks can do
the very same thing. By applying some invisible lubricant to
the cheek before a performance begins, the magician can have
coins and clay placed over his eyes, along with a blindfold,
and still read what has been handed to him. How is this
possible? Dr. Geisler explains: “By lifting his forehead under
the bandages, a small gap is made down the bridge of his nose
through which he can seelt is not a miracle; it is magic.”{12}

Since magic can often appear miraculous, we must carefully
evaluate miracle claims for clear evidence of divine
intervention. What are some differences between miracles and
magic that may keep us from being deceived?{13}

First, miracles are of God and serve to glorify God. Magic 1is
of man and usually serves to glorify the magician. Second, no
deception is involved in miracles. When Jesus raised Lazarus
from the dead, he was really dead, and had been for four days
(John 11:39). But deception is an essential component of human
magic. Finally, a miracle fits into nature in a way that magic
does not. When Jesus healed the man born blind (John 9), He
restored the proper function of his natural eyes. By contrast,
in the story above the young man claimed to see without an eye
at all! While one is clearly of God, the other is simply odd.



Are They Demonic Events?

The Bible affirms the existence of both Satan and demons, evil
spirit beings with personal attributes who are united in their
opposition to God and His plans for the world. Although vastly
inferior to God, they still possess immense intelligence and
power. Is it possible that at least some of the apparently
miraculous phenomena reported in the world’s religions and the
occult might be due to demonic spirits?

The book of Exodus seems to indicate that the Egyptian
magicians were able to duplicate the first two plagues that
God brought upon their land (Exod. 7:22; 8:7). How should this
be explained? While some believe the magicians relied on human
trickery, {14} others think that demonic spirits may have aided
them. {15}

Although we cannot know for sure which view is correct, the
demonic hypothesis is certainly possible. Indeed, the Bible
elsewhere explicitly affirms the power of Satan and demons to
perform amazing feats. For instance, Luke tells of a slave-
girl “having a spirit of divination..who was bringing her
masters much profit by fortunetelling” (Acts 16:16).
Undoubtedly this was a demonic spirit for Luke records that
Paul cast it out “in the name of Jesus Christ” (Acts 16:18).
This enraged the girl’s masters because apparently, once the
demon had been exorcised, the girl no longer retained her
special powers (Acts 16:19).

In addition, Paul told the Thessalonians that the coming of
the end-time ruler would be in “accordance with the work of
Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs
and wonders” (2 Thess. 2:9). In Revelation 13 we read that
Satan gives his power and authority to this wicked ruler,
apparently even healing his otherwise fatal wound to the head
(Rev. 13:3). Not only this, but the ruler’s assistant is also
said to perform “great signs” (v. 13). For instance, he 1is
said to make fire come down from heaven and to give breath and



the power of speech to an image of the ruler (vv. 13-15). The
text implies that these wonders are accomplished through the
power of Satan (v. 2).

This brief survey indicates that Satan and demonic spirits can
indeed perform false signs and wonders that may initially
appear to rival even genuinely Divine miracles. The book of
Revelation tells us that the world of unregenerate humanity,
deceived by such amazing signs, proceeds to worship both Satan
and the ruler (Rev. 13:4). But how can we, as Christians, keep
from being likewise deceived? In his letter to the Ephesians,
Paul exhorts believers to put on “the full armor of God.”
Among other things, this involves taking up the shield of
faith, the helmet of salvation and the “sword of the Spirit,
which is the word of God” (see Eph. 6:10-17). If we have faith
in Christ Jesus, and if we are protected by “the full armor of
God,” we won't be easily deceived by “the schemes of the
devil” (Eph. 6:11).
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The World of the Occult : A
Christian Worldview
Perspective

Dr. Pat Zukeran explains why Christians need to be wise and
discerning concerning the occult, both recognizing its power
and danger, and not going overboard either.

This article is also available in Spanish.

Occult Overview

In a popular TV show, the heroine calls upon spirits, spells,
and magic to defeat demonic beings. In another show, teen-age
witches use their white magic to defeat evil warlocks and
spirits. Such popular shows deal with the world of the occult.
The occult has thrived since the beginning of civilization.
Throughout the 0ld and New Testaments, the prophets of God
confronted the problem of the occult.

The term occult is derived from the Latin word “occultus,”
which means to cover up, hide, or those things which are
hidden or secret. A brief definition of the occult is the
practice of attaining supernatural knowledge or powers apart
from the God of the Bible. Through these practices occultists
seek to influence the present or future circumstances, of
their lives or the lives of others.

Why is there such an interest in the occult? Experts point to
several factors. The first is disillusionment with the church
and organized religion. The second factor is curiosity. There
is an attraction to the occult that appeals to our interest in
the unseen. Many begin with “harmless” dabbling, but this can
often lead to more. Third, there is the quest for power.
People want control over the future, spirits, or over other
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individuals.

There are three primary categories of the occult world:
divination, magick, and spiritism. Divination 1is the attempt
to foretell the future and thereby shape our lives
accordingly. The divination arts include astrology, zodiac
charts, crystal balls, tarot cards, palm reading, psychics,
numerology, and horoscopes.

The second category 1is magick or paganism. Those in magick
attempt to control the present by ceremonies, charms, and
spells. The magick arts include witchcraft, white magic, black
magic, sorcery, Satanism, black mass, and witch doctors.

Then there is spiritism. Those involved in spiritism attempt
to communicate with the dead and receive information or help
from them. Spiritism involves ouija boards, sances,
necromancy, and ghosts.

The world of the occult not only brings a false message, but a
dangerous one as well. Experiences with the occult drive us
away from God and bring us into contact with the demonic
realm. Jesus said the Devil is “a liar and the father of
lies.” (John 8:44) In dealing with the demonic, you cannot
expect them to deal in truth. The Devil and his legion only
seek to “steal, kill, and destroy.” (John 10:10) For this
reason, Deuteronomy 18 labels the practices of witchcraft,
sorcery, divination, and necromancy as detestable to the Lord.
It was these practices that brought judgment on the Canaanites
and expelled them from the land. God did not want such
teachings to infiltrate any culture. The church must not only
present the danger of the occult, but the message of life and
victory found in Jesus Christ over the principalities of
darkness.

Dangers of the Occult

“What’'s wrong with joining the Vampire Club or attending a



sance?” your child may ask. For some, exposure to the occult
via fantasy games, the media, or music may lead to greater
involvement in a dangerous world.

The primary danger of the occult is that it is a path away
from God that can bring us into contact with the demonic
realm. The demonic forces seek to deceive and destroy
individuals. Therefore, contact with the demonic breeds
numerous problems.

First, cult experts and psychologists have documented the
connection between occult involvement and psychological and
emotional disorders. Participants spend numerous hours
studying, practicing, and playing games that involve conjuring
demons, sacrificing creatures in cruel rituals, controlling
sinister forces, and casting spells to disable and kill their
enemies. This can affect a person’s spiritual, mental, and
emotional state.

Second, there is the danger of spirit possession. The occult
arts often require one to empty one’s mind and invite foreign
spirits to control his or her intellect and body. For example,
in operating a ouija board, participants are asked to empty
their minds to allow other forces to guide them as they
attempt to attain messages. In other games, participants are
encouraged to call upon a spirit being to help guide them.
These techniques open the door for spirit possession.

Third, there is the danger of violence to oneself and others.
Many cases of violence and suicides are connected to the
occult. Dr. Thomas Redecki, a psychiatrist and chairman of the
National Coalition on Television Violence, has given expert
testimony at a number of murder trials that were connected to
fantasy role-playing games. He states, “I’ve found multiple
instances of attitudes, values and perceptions of reality that
were strongly influenced by an immersion in these games. When
someone spends 15 to 30 hours a week dreaming of how to go out
and kill your opponents and steal treasure, it’s not



surprising that the desire to act it out in real life
occurs.”{1}

Real cases include the famous black occultist Aleister
Crowley. He ended up in an insane asylum for six months after
attempting to conjure up the Devil. Not only that, his
children died and his wives went insane or drank themselves to
death.{2} In Florida, a group of three teenagers were charged
with bludgeoning to death the parents of a fourth girl in
their group. These teenagers were involved in the fantasy
role-playing game Vampire.{3}

There is no benefit that comes from dabbling in the occult.
God’s Word tells us to avoid the occult because it can be
addicting and harmful. Instead, Philippians 4 says to spend
our time dwelling on what is true, noble, right, pure,
admirable, and praiseworthy. What we focus on affects our
actions and outlook on life. Therefore, we should dwell on
what builds the mind, body, and spirit.

Investigating Occult Phenomena

Can seers foretell future events? Can mediums really talk to
the dead? How do you explain psychic phenomenon? Dealing with
the occult calls for a balanced approach. The biblical
worldview acknowledges both the physical and spiritual realms.
There are physical beings but also spiritual beings of good
and evil. We cannot ignore the supernatural, but we should not
be obsessed with it either. C.S. Lewis commented, “There are
two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall
about the devils. One is to disbelieve in their existence. The
other is to believe, and to feel an unhealthy interest in
them. They themselves are equally pleased by both errors and
hail a materialist or a magician with the same delight.”{4}
Lewis’ call, as well as ours, is for a balanced approach.

There are numerous claims of supernatural occurrences in the
occult world. However, not all occult phenomena should be



attributed to the supernatural. There have been cases where
people have quickly attributed unexplained events to the
demonic, only to later discover other natural explanations.
This often causes embarrassment and hurts the individual or
group’s credibility. We must be careful to investigate all
possible explanations.

Most occult phenomena are mere trickery. Techniques such as
sleight of hand, physical or mechanical deception, luck or
mathematical probability, and body reading can explain many
accounts. For example, Jewish psychic Uri Geller was believed
to have supernatural powers such as the ability to move or
bend objects from a distance with his mind. He even managed to
fool scientists with his feats. However, his alleged powers
were eventually shown to be false when magician James Randi
performed the same feats, exposing the charlatan’s tricks.

Other phenomena can be attributed to psychological factors.
For example, someone demonstrating many personalities and
speaking in different voices may have a multiple personality
disorder that should be treated with medication. Unusual
changes in personality or the fear of objects or names may be
due to some kind of chemical imbalance. One should be careful
and investigate these possibilities before concluding occult
powers at work or demon possession.

The fourth explanation can be attributed to our sin nature.
James 1:14 states, “but each one is tempted when, by his own
desire, he 1is dragged away and enticed. Then after desire has
conceived, it gives birth to sin; and sin when it is full-
grown, gives birth to death.” Too often Christians are quick
to attribute bad habits and conflicts to the demonic and fail
to take responsibility for their actions. For example,
addiction to pornography is the result of yielding to our sin
nature, not necessarily satanic activity.

Before ascribing events and difficulties to the demonic realnm,
we must first determine if it 1s consistent with demonic



activity as described in the Bible and cannot be explained
naturally. Then we can consider the possibility that it 1is
demonic.

Witnessing to Those in the Occult

What should you do if you discover a friend or child involved
in the occult? In witnessing to occultists, we must understand
that they view Christians as intolerant and mean-spirited.
They feel misunderstood, and quick condemnation often causes
the person to retreat and delve further into the occult. Many
people enter occult organizations because the church and their
peers have rejected them. So, in witnessing, we must remember
to be firm, but loving and sensitive as well.

I remember one situation at a Six Flags amusement park. While
waiting in line, two Christian men noticed a student wearing a
shirt promoting a band with clear connections to the occult.
In a very condescending manner they questioned the young boy
as to why he would wear such a shirt. “I like their music,”
was the response. To which the men rebuked him harshly. Soon a
short and heated argument ensued. The boy was left feeling
angry and condemned while the two Christian men congratulated
one another on a fine job of “witnessing.” Such incidents
unfortunately are too common. The first step in witnessing is
demonstrating gentleness and respect.

Second, do some research in the area so that you know what you
are talking about. People in the occult do not view their
activity as dangerous and consider others’ warnings as nave
and misinformed. Therefore, being able to point to specific
examples of concern goes a lot further than generalized
accusations. If you are not able to find information, sit down
and patiently listen to the person explain why and how he got
involved. As you listen, ask questions that would cause the
person to examine his beliefs. Listening always goes a long
way in any kind of witnessing.



Third, point out the danger of addiction that can be the
result of spending numerous amounts of time and money on
occult activities. 1 Corinthians 6:12 warns us not to “be
mastered by anything.” Addiction to the occult leads to
bondage, but God’s truth sets us free.

Fourth, know what the Bible says about the occult. Point out
that the nature of the Adversary is to deceive and destroy.
God’'s nature is truth and love. Dwelling on the false
teachings of the occult can distort one’s view of reality.
This message ultimately leads to ruin, while God’s truth leads
to life. Share God’'s message of love and demonstrate it in
your actions.

Finally, present the message of life, truth, and hope found in
Christ. The occult only offers a false message that brings
destruction because the force behind it is the father of lies.
The deception of the occult leads to bondage, but truth sets
you free. In engaging the world of the occult, Christians need
not be afraid for we have authority over the demonic through
Christ who triumphed over all powers and authorities by the
cross. (Colossians 1:15)

Deliverance from the Occult

If you have been dabbling in the occult or know someone who
wants to come out of it, what should you do? First, permanent
deliverance and restoration begins with a relationship with
Jesus Christ. If you have not trusted Christ, receiving Him as
your Lord and Savior is the first step. When this happens, you
are set free from the Kingdom of Darkness and are now under
the authority of the Kingdom of Light. 1 Peter 2:9 states that
it is Christ who “called you out of darkness into his
wonderful light.”

Second, recognize and confess your sin of involvement in the
occult. Then accept God’'s forgiveness by faith. 1 John 1:9
states, ‘If we confess our sin, he is faithful and just to



forgive us our sin and cleanse us from all unrighteousness.”

Third, remove all occult objects. This example was set for us
in Acts 19:19-20. Those who had come to Christ burned their
objects publicly. Having occult items around such as game
boards, cards, and statues may provide a source of temptation
to return. Removing all such objects helps avoid facing that
temptation and dealing with memories.

Fourth, break off all medium contacts and occult associations.
Spirit guides and friends in the occult will encourage you to
abandon your trust in Christ and return to participating in
the occult. One must courageously trust that Christ will
protect you from demonic retaliation and provide new friends
who will encourage you in the Lord.

Fifth, if you are finding the transition difficult, seek a
Christian counselor with knowledge in this area. Only a
Christian counselor understands that healing comes when we
deal with not only the physical, mental, and emotional aspect,
but the spiritual as well.

Sixth, join a fellowship of Christians who will pray and care
for you. Also, strive to grow in your new walk with Jesus
Christ. You have been filling your mind with the teachings of
the occult and now you must, as Paul says in Romans 12, “Be
transformed by the renewing of your mind.” This comes by
filling your mind with God’s truth and fellowshipping with
Him.

In seeking deliverance from the occult, we cannot stop
halfway. We must be committed to turning from our sin and
following Christ with all our heart. Believers must heed
Paul’s exhortation to put on the spiritual armor of God. In
Ephesians 6, Paul reminds us that, “Our battle is not against
flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the
authorities, against the powers of this dark world and the
spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.” Only



Christians who come in the authority of Christ can engage the
world of the occult and those protected by His armor can
resist the Adversary and be delivered from the occult.
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Wicca: A Biblical Critique

Dr. Michael Gleghorn examines some of the fundamental
doctrines of Wicca, offers a biblical critique of those
doctrines, and highlights the differences between Wicca and
Christianity.

=] This article is also available in Spanish.

The Goddess and the God

By some estimates, Wicca “appears to be the fastest growing
religion in America.”{1l} But what exactly is “Wicca” anyway?
One scholar writes, “The modern religion of Wicca, otherwise
known as 0ld Religion, Magick, Witchcraft, the Craft, and the
Mysteries, 1is part of the neo-pagan movement.”{2} In this
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article I hope to accomplish two things. First, I want to
outline some of the fundamental doctrines of Wicca; second, I
want to offer a biblical critique of those doctrines.

Let’s begin with Wiccan theology. Although some Wiccans are
devoted exclusively to the Goddess, most worship both the
Goddess and the God. Raven Grimassi, a Wiccan scholar, has
written, “The Source of All Things, also known as the Great
Spirit, is generally personified in Wiccan belief as a Goddess
and a God."”{3}

It’s important to point out that the Goddess and God are
merely personifications of this ultimate source of all things.
The Source itself is both “unknowable” and
“incomprehensible.”{4} It is perhaps for this reason that some
“Neo-Wiccans” have simply abandoned such personifications
altogether, choosing rather to view the gods as simply
“detached metaphysical concepts.”{5} But for those who embrace
such personifications, the Goddess has often been associated
with the moon (and has thus sometimes been called the Queen of
Heaven) .{6} She is also known in three aspects, corresponding
to the three stages of a woman’s life: Maiden, Mother, and
Crone.{7} She was alleged to have reigned “with a male consort
called The Horned 0One who was a nature god and was also
associated with the sun.”{8} Interestingly, this god was not
only viewed as the consort of the Goddess, he was also her son
as well. Each year he was born of the Goddess, became her
lover, and died-only to be reborn once more the following year
from his own seed! This was known as the Year God cycle and
was associated with the fertility of the land and the annual
cycles of seedtime and harvest.{9}

Interestingly, modern Wicca shares many similarities with the
ancient fertility religions of Canaan, religions specifically
condemned by God in the Bible.{10} For instance, the Wiccan
Goddess 1s revered by some as the Queen of Heaven, by others
as Astarte.{1l1} But in the Bible, the worship of Ishtar, the
queen of heaven, and Astarte, or Ashtoreth, is repeatedly



condemned, as is the worship of her consort, known sometimes
as Baal, sometimes as Tammuz.{12} Thus in Judges 2:11-13 we
read: “Then the sons of Israel did evil in the sight of the
Lord . . . they provoked the Lord to anger . . . they forsook
the Lord and served Baal and the Ashtoreth.” But if the only
true God rejected the ancient Canaanite religions and their
practices, would His reaction to modern Wicca likely be any
different?

The Watchers

“The Watchers 1is a concept common to most Wiccan Traditions,
although they are viewed differently by the various systems
within Wicca.”{13} Raven Grimassi describes these “Watchers”
as “an ancient race who have evolved beyond the need for
physical form.”{14} However, he 1is quick to add that,
historically, the “Watchers” have been conceived in a
diversity of ways. For instance, in the early Stellar myths
the Watchers were “gods who guarded the Heavens and the
Earth.”{15} Later, he says, “the Greeks reduced them to the
Gods of the four winds, and the Christians to principalities
of the air.”{16}

The connection, observed by Grimassi, between the Wiccan
concept of the Watchers and the Christian concept of angels
may find some validation in the Bible. In Daniel 4:13-17, the
pagan king Nebuchadnezzar relates a dream to Daniel. He tells
him that during the dream a “watcher, a holy one, descended
from heaven” and pronounced a judgment that is said to be “by

the decree of the watchers . . . a command of the holy ones
that the living may know that the Most High is ruler over
the realm of mankind.” Most conservative commentators

understand the “watchers” in this passage to be angels. One
commentator writes, “The king is probably referring to the
angels which were known to him through the Babylonian
religion.”{17} But that these beings are indeed the biblical
angels seems evident from the fact that they are acting as



messengers of the Most High God.{18}

In light of this connection between the “watchers” and angels,
it 1s interesting to note that “Rabbinic and Cabalistic lore”
made a distinction between good and evil Watchers.{19} This
distinction parallels the biblical distinction between good
and evil angels, or angels and demons. Indeed, Grimassi notes,
“In the Secret Book of Enoch, the Watchers . . . are listed as
rebellious angels who followed Sataniel in a heavenly
war.”{20} We find a similar incident recounted in Revelation
12:7-9, where we read of a heavenly war in which Michael and
his angels cast Satan and his angels from heaven to earth.

With this in mind it is interesting to note that Richard
Cavendish, in his book The Powers of Evil, “lists the Watchers
as the Fallen Angels that magicians call forth in ceremonial
magick.”{21} This remark is especially noteworthy when one
considers Grimassi’s comments concerning “the relationship
that exists between a Wiccan and the Watchers.”{22} Grimassi
points out that “every act of magick that a Wiccan performs is
observed and noted by the Watchers.”{23} Furthermore, he says,
“There is a definite link between the ‘powers’ of a Wiccan and
their rapport with the Watchers.”{24} But since the God of the
Bible clearly prohibits magic, is it likely that these
“Watchers” should be thought of as good spirits (inasmuch as
they oppose the ordinance of God)?{25}

The Art of Magick

Wiccans view magick as a genuine possibility because of
humanity’s intrinsic connection both to Deity and a
supernatural order. Raven Grimassi states: “The art of magick
is one of creation. . . . The power to create from thoughts is
linked to the divine spark within us. We create in accordance
with the divine formula that created all things.”{26}

But how is this possible? Grimassi explains, “The astral plane
is the link between the divine world and the physical.



Whatever manifests on the astral plane will eventually
manifest on the physical plane.”{27} And human thought can
manifest on the astral plane.{28} Thus, for one accomplished
in the art of Wiccan magick, the power to secure a desired
effect in the physical world is alleged to begin with the
careful creation of a thought-form on the astral plane.{29}
Grimassi continues: “Thought-forms begin to appear in the
astral material, which then become vehicles for the spirits or
deities that have been invoked (through which they will
respond to the desire of the magickal intent).”{30} If done
properly, “the magickal seeds planted in the astral plane”
will eventually bear fruit on the physical plane.{31} This is
the basic theory behind Wiccan magick. And one practitioner
has boasted, “No matter what type of coven magic is used, it
is usually effective.”{32}

Might there actually be some truth to this? Indeed, there
might. The book of Exodus tells us that the Egyptian magicians
were able to duplicate, by means of “their secret arts,” the
initial plagues God brought upon Egypt!{33} Furthermore, the
text never hints that this was done by any means other than
some genuine secret power. In light of this we might ask why
God is so opposed to the practice of magic. After all,
couldn’t such power be used for good, as well as evil? But God
specifically warned the Israelites: “There shall not be found
among Yyou anyone” who practices divination, witchcraft,
sorcery, or spiritism.{34} Why is this?

Could it be that the “secret power” of magick is due, not to
its various rituals, symbols and gestures, but rather to the
supernatural intervention of spirit beings? In Acts 16 we read
of a demon-possessed slave-girl described as “having a spirit
of divination . . . who was bringing her masters much profit
by fortunetelling.”{35} This passage clearly ties the power of
divination to demons. With this in mind, it’s interesting to
remember Grimassi’'s admission: “There 1is a definite 1link
between the ‘powers’ of a Wiccan and their rapport with the



Watchers.”{36} Wiccans view the Watchers as a race of highly
evolved spiritual beings.{37} But these beings are linked with
angels and demons in other religious literature (including the
Bible).{38} Is it possible that God prohibits magic because He
wants to protect people from involvement with demons?

The Summerland and Reincarnation

Like Christians, Wiccans do not believe that physical death is
the end of personal existence. Nevertheless, in its details
the Wiccan doctrine of the "“afterlife” differs substantially
from the biblical view. How so?

To begin, Wiccans do not accept the biblical doctrines of
heaven and hell. Rather, they believe that after physical
death, “Wiccans pass into a spirit world known as the
Summerland . . . a metaphysical astral realm of meadows,
lakes, and forests where it is always summer. It is a Pagan
paradise filled with all the lovely creatures of ancient lore,
and the gods themselves dwell there.”{39} The Summerland 1is
viewed as a place of rest and renewal for the soul before its
rebirth into the physical world. {40}

The belief in the soul’s rebirth into the physical world, also
known as reincarnation, 1is another way in which Wiccan
doctrines differ from those of biblical Christianity. Though
the doctrine of reincarnation is completely unbiblical, many
Wiccans actually believe it is taught in the Bible. Raven
Grimassi cites John 9:1-3 as evidence that even Jesus and His
disciples believed in reincarnation!{41} In this passage
Jesus’ disciples ask Him about a man born blind: “‘Rabbi, who
sinned, this man or his parents, that he should be born
blind?’ Jesus answered, ‘It was neither that this man sinned,
nor his parents; but it was in order that the works of God
might be displayed in him.'” Grimassi comments: “Jesus does
not denounce the question of this man’s existence prior to
this birth, but explains that [his blindness] had nothing to
do with his sins prior to his present life.”{42} But is this



interpretation correct? Is Jesus really affirming that this
man existed prior to his present life?

It’s important to understand both the disciples’ question, and
Jesus’ response, from within the historical context of first
century Judaism. “The Jewish theologians of that time gave two
reasons for birth defects: prenatal sin (before birth, but not
before conception) and parental sin.”{43} In other words,
first century Jewish rabbis did not believe that birth defects
resulted from bad karma in a previous incarnation! Rather,
they thought such defects arose either from the sins of the
parents being visited upon their children, or from the sin of
the child while still in the mother’s womb.{44} Although Jesus
denies that either of these causes was responsible for this
man’'s blindness, we must still bear in mind that His disciples
were asking this question from within a first century Jewish
context. We must also remember that elsewhere the New
Testament explicitly affirms, “[I]t is appointed for men to
die once and after this comes judgment.”{45} Thus, far from
affirming the Wiccan doctrine of reincarnation, the New
Testament clearly denies it.

Is Wicca Another Way to God?

Scott Cunningham claimed, “All religions have one ideal at
their core: to unite their followers with Deity. Wicca is no
different.”{46} He also wrote, “Perhaps it’s not too strong to
say that the highest form of human vanity is to assume that
your religion is the only way to Deity.”{47} But is it really
true that there are many ways to God, or is there only one?

Although it’s quite common in today’s pluralistic society to
assume that all the enduring religious traditions of mankind
are equally valid ways to God or Ultimate Reality, there are
tremendous philosophical difficulties with this belief. Since
we are here concerned with both Wicca and Christianity, let'’s
briefly compare some of the fundamental tenets of these two
religions and see what we come up with.



Wiccans appear to believe in the essential divinity of human
nature. Raven Grimassi writes, “[E]verything bears the ‘divine
spark’ of its creator.”{48} He also claims, “Souls are like
brain cells in the mind of the Divine Creator, individual
entities and yet part of the whole.”{49} Thus, there doesn’t
seem to be any clear distinction in Wicca between humanity and
Deity. This explains why the Witch Starhawk could confidently
declare, “there is nothing to be saved from . . . no God
outside the world to be feared and obeyed.”{50}

Christianity, however, maintains a firm distinction between
God and man. Man is created in God’s image, but he 1is neither
God nor a part of God. Furthermore, although man bears God's
image, his nature has been corrupted by sin, which separates
him from God. Man’s need, therefore, is to be saved from his
sins and reconciled to God. This explains the significance of
Christ for Christianity. As Peter put it, “Christ . . . died
for sins once for all . . . that He might bring us to
God."”{51} Christians believe that God dealt fully and finally
with man’s sin through the death and resurrection of His
Son.{52} Thus, contrary to Wicca, Christianity teaches that
there is something to be saved from and that there is a God
outside the world to be both feared and obeyed.

Because of their differences, the law of non-contradiction
makes it impossible for both of these religions to be true.
It’s therefore interesting to note Charlotte Allen’s
observation: “In all probability, not a single element of the
Wiccan story is true. The evidence is overwhelming that Wicca
is . . . a 1950s concoction . . . of an English civil servant
and amateur anthropologist” named Gerald Gardner.{53} But
surely such questionable historical origins cast doubt on the
truth of Wiccan religious beliefs as well. Christianity,
however, is firmly rooted in the historical reality of Jesus
of Nazareth, whose claim to be the only way to God was clearly
vindicated when God “furnished proof to all men by raising Him
from the dead.”{54}
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Harry Potter

How should wise Christian parents look at the Harry Potter
phenomenon? Chances are your kids or grandkids are clamoring
to read these incredibly best-selling books. And since only
the first of the four books (out of a planned total of seven)
is out in paperback, buying these thick hardback books
requires a considerable cash outlay as well.

There is a lot to be said in favor of these books:


https://probe.org/harry-potter/

e They are very well-written fantasy, and a pleasure to
read. Even adults enjoy reading them to children-and to
themselves. (In England, there is an edition produced
especially for adults who are embarrassed to be seen reading
a children’s book!)

e Because they are written for young boys, they captivate
the imagination of almost all children.

e They tap into the poignancy of the powerlessness of
children, which is a painful part of being young.

e They are full of real-life situations, ranging from the
embarrassing to the hurtful to the scary to the satisfying,
that real-life kids experience.

e They pit good against evil, with the good guys really
being the good guys.

* They are getting hundreds of thousands of kids excited
about reading.

But there’s one substantial difficulty with the Harry Potter
series. They make sorcery and witchcraft enticing to the
reader. And that is not consistent with a Christian worldview,
where we are called to “take every thought captive to the
obedience of Christ”{1l}. God gives us very strong and clear
commands about witchcraft: it is a sin,{2} it 1is an
abomination before God,{3} and the 0ld Testament penalty for
sorcery or witchcraft was death.{4} The proscription against
the practice of magic is continued in the New Testament.{5}

When Christians and other conservative people make this
complaint against the Harry Potter books, one often hears a
condescending dismissal about the evils of censorship. No
mention is made of the substance of the concern with
witchcraft itself, which is a reasonable one.

Fantasy vs. Real-World



Many people impatiently respond, “But it’s fantasy! It’'s only
make-believe! Nobody’s going to really believe that this stuff
is true!” But the author J.K. Rowling revealed in Newsweek
that she gets “letters from children addressed to Professor
Dumbledore [headmaster at Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and
Wizardry, the books’ setting], and it’s not a joke, begging to
be let into Hogwarts, and some of them are really sad. Because
they want it to be true so badly they’ve convinced themselves
it’'s true.”{6} She answers those letters herself.

I think it’s important to point out that there is an important
difference between the fantasy magic of the world of Harry
Potter, and the real-world magic that is condemned in the
Bible. The fact that J.K. Rowling doesn’t believe 1in
witchcraft except as presented in the centuries-old British
myths is important; she honestly isn’t hoping to draw children
into the world of the occult (from everything I have read
about her). Unfortunately, that doesn’t mean it won’t happen.
Some people are going to be more sensitive to the draw of the
occult, just as some people’s bodies are going to be more
sensitive to alcohol. The only responsible choice for both
kinds of people is complete abstinence.

Connie Neal has written a book, What’s a Christian To Do with
Harry Potter?. I really liked the way she explains the
distinction between fantasy magic and occult (real-world)
magic to kids: The magic in Harry Potter is make-believe, but
the real-world magic in our world ALL falls in the category of
“Dark Arts” magic, and those who play with it or pursue it are
making themselves vulnerable to a very real evil spirit like
Lord Voldemort. There is no such thing as everyday or good
magic. Supernatural power that doesn’t come from God is all
evil. Kids can understand those kinds of boundaries.

Some people have likened the Harry Potter books to C.S. Lewis’
The Chronicles of Narnia. While they are both fantasy
literature, one is designed to create a thirst for Jesus and
for heaven, and the other may create a thirst for power and
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manipulation. C.S. Lewis writes from a strong Christian
worldview; J.K. Rowling writes from a naturalistic worldview
that includes magic as a fact of life but excludes God. And by
making witchcraft and wizardry so appealing, Harry Potter may
be an alarmingly attractive door to the occult for some
readers.

Can Harry Potter Be OK?

Is it possible to read the Harry Potter books without
stumbling? If one’s discernment filter is well-exercised and
in place, yes. But is it wise? That depends on the
individual-and it should definitely be a decision each parent
makes for his or her own children. If we can watch The Wizard
of 0z with our kids and not conclude that the presence of a
couple of witches will send our kids into the occult, then we
can practice the same discernment about Harry Potter.

Hoping the Harry Potter phenomenon will just go away is about
as practical as wishing away Christmas. You know your child;
for some children, trying to keep them away from the books
will only tempt them to read the books on the sly. In some
cases, I believe it would be wiser for a parent or teacher to
intentionally use them as a teaching tool to help develop
children’s “discernment muscles.”

Just as we would never send children out to play in the street
alone, it's a different story when we take their hands to walk
them across the street, teaching them about safety in the
process. In the same way, I would suggest that handing a Harry
Potter book to a child to read on his own is the spiritual
equivalent of sending a child out to play in the street. Or
worse, sending her out into a minefield. However, it can be an
invaluable experience for a parent to read the book out loud,
stopping to ask questions that will help a child recognize the
spiritual counterfeits that comprise witchcraft.

For example, there are several incidents of conjuring, where



witches and wizards wave a magic wand and instantly produce
things like food for a banquet. Conjuring is a counterfeit of
the way God creates ex nihilo, out of nothing. Casting spells,
such as speaking the word “Lumos!” to make one’s magic wand
become a light source, is a counterfeit of God’'s ability to
speak things into existence.{7} Bewitching cars to make them
fly and ceilings to twinkle like the night sky 1is a
counterfeit of Christ’s ability to do miracles like walking on
water and feeding the 5,000 with five loaves and two fishes.
Harry’s invisibility cloak should be pointed out as make-
believe, but God is always and true-ly with us even though
He's invisible.

Despite the witchcraft in the Harry Potter books, there are
clear moral lessons that can be discussed. Children can
understand the painfulness of discrimination as they are
encouraged to think through the emotions of being despised
simply because one’s parents are non-magical Muggles. They can
identify the ugliness of arrogance and pride displayed by
Harry’s Muggle family and his school tormentor, Draco Malfoy.
The author has done a magnificent job of portraying the evil
of Harry’s arch-nemesis, Lord Voldemort, and children can be
encouraged to talk about what makes evil, evil. This would
provide an excellent opportunity to teach them that God has a
plan to put an end to evil forever, and He proved it by
disarming Satan at the cross.

A Final Warning

The Harry Potter books have a lot going for them, but there 1is
potential spiritual danger in the way they make witchcraft so
appealing to some people. There is not a clear-cut answer to
this question because it is a modern-day “disputable matter.”
(See 1 Cor. 8 and Romans 14.) Some people will have freedom to
read the books and see the movie without it violating their
conscience; others cannot do that. I think it’s important for
those with freedom not to boast about their freedom or look
down their noses at those who choose not to get into Harry



Potter, and it’s equally important for those who have been led
to avoid Harry Potter not to judge those who haven’t been led
that way.
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