
Durham E-Theses

Paul and the powers in relation to Christ's supremacy::

re-visiting the Pauline concept of supernatural powers

from an African worldview perspective.

Gatumu, Albert Kabiro wa

How to cite:

Gatumu, Albert Kabiro wa (2004) Paul and the powers in relation to Christ's supremacy:: re-visiting the

Pauline concept of supernatural powers from an African worldview perspective., Durham theses, Durham
University. Available at Durham E-Theses Online: http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/2973/

Use policy

The full-text may be used and/or reproduced, and given to third parties in any format or medium, without prior permission or
charge, for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-pro�t purposes provided that:

• a full bibliographic reference is made to the original source

• a link is made to the metadata record in Durham E-Theses

• the full-text is not changed in any way

The full-text must not be sold in any format or medium without the formal permission of the copyright holders.

Please consult the full Durham E-Theses policy for further details.

http://www.dur.ac.uk
http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/2973/
 http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/2973/ 
htt://etheses.dur.ac.uk/policies/


Academic Support O�ce, Durham University, University O�ce, Old Elvet, Durham DH1 3HP
e-mail: e-theses.admin@dur.ac.uk Tel: +44 0191 334 6107

http://etheses.dur.ac.uk

2

http://etheses.dur.ac.uk


Paul and the Powers in Relation to Christ's Supremacy: Re-visiting the Pauline 

Concept of "Supernatural Powers" from an African Worldview Perspective. 

By: Albert Kabiro wa Gatumu. 

A copyright of this thesis rests 
with the author. No quotation 
from it should be published 
without his prior written consent 
and information derived from it 
should be acknowledged. 

2 5 AUG 200~ 

Thesis submitted in the Department of Theology for the fulfilment of the 

requirement of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in the University of Durham 

May 2004. 



!DECLARATION. 

No part of this thesis has been submitted in its current form for a degree in this 

or any other university. It is entirely the work of the author. 

The copyright of the thesis rests with the author. No quotation from it should be 

published without the author's prior written consent and information derived 

from the thesis should be acknowledged. 



THESIS ABSTRACT 

The Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" underlines the supremacy of Christ 

over "supernatural powers". They were created in him, through him and for him (Col 

1: 16-20). Christ's death was not only their defeat, but also their humiliation (Col 2: 

15). Christ's resurrection and exaltation clearly speaks of his supremacy (Eph 1: 20f; 

Phil 2: 9-11 ). Christ is also supreme since "supernatural powers" cannot separate 

believers from the love of God (Rom 8: 38f) or thwart the existence of the church, 

through which the manifold wisdom of God is made known to them (Eph 3: 10). 

Paul's teachings about the "powers" in relation to Christ's supremacy do not seem to 

have had much sway in the African context. This happens due to two opposite but 

related errors: that of believing "supernatural powers" exist and allowing them to 

determine human existence and that of denying they exist. Yet the Pauline concept 

neither denies the existence of "supernatural powers" nor allows them to be given 

allegiance or worship as if they are equal to Christ. Due to these two errors, which 

also represent the missionary legacy and the African response to it, most African 

believers hold a dual religious heritage that causes pastoral problems for the African 

church. Rather than engaging the dual religious heritage, most of the studies on 

"supernatural powers" seem to have complicated it. The trend among anthropologists 

has been to deny that "supernatural powers" exists and/or to reduce them to 

psychological or social or political or religious functions. Several biblical scholars, 

who deal with "supernatural powers" from the perspective of myth, maintain that 

"supernatural powers" were marginal in Paul's thinking and irrelevant for modern 

Christians. They maintain that Paul demythologised "supernatural powers" so as to 

refer to existential realities such as sin and death or to the structures of human 

existence. As a result, most of the anthropological and biblical treatises on 

"supernatural powers" do not seem to engage the full measure of the African beliefs 

in "supernatural powers". This is largely because their interpretations of "supernatural 

powers" are shaped by the Western worldview and are mainly from a Western 

worldview perspective. But the interpretation of reality as people perceives it is 

usually shaped by their world view. For that reason, it is vital to re-visit the Pauline 

concept of "supernatural powers" from an African worldview perspective, taking into 

consideration that Paul initially spoke to a context similar to the African context with 

regard to the beliefs in, and fear of "supernatural powers". 
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Chapter 1 Introduction: Problem formulation and analysis. 

1:1 Definition of key terminology and concepts. 

It is desirable to specify the meaning of key words and concepts in a study right from the 

beginning. Communication theories unremittingly remind us that people ascribe meaning 

to messages they read or hear. It does not always follow that the ascribed meaning is the 

speaker's or the writer's intended meaning because words prompt different memories and 

experiences to different people. One cannot be sure that the intended meaning of a word 

is received exactly as it is transmitted without interference or distortion. If the intended 

meaning and the ascribed meaning do not coincide, what occurs is a breakdown of 

communication1
. Again, Turner rightly observes, 

our approach to any range of phenomena is both revealed and influenced by the names 

we bestow upon it. Serious study cannot dismiss the issue with the oftband popular 

remark, 'What is in a name'? A name may prejudice the issue by saying too much or 

fail to delineate the field concerned by being too vague2
. 

The term "supernatural powers" is not Pauline and needs some additional explanations. 

This is necessary if as Wink avers in relation to spiritual realities such as angels, spirits, 

principalities and powers3
, "the modern world threw out the reality with the words and 

now finds itself without an adequate vocabulary for the powers even more real today than 

two thousand years ago ... we have no single language for speaking of the total 

phenomena the ancients knew as 'the powers"'4 . A key consideration is that the subject 

of "supernatural powers" confronts contemporary scholars with the problem of language, 

which this study cannot claim to be capable of eliminating but which it cannot ignore. 

People can experience the same phenomenon but disagree over or interpret differently 

what it is or looks like. Therefore, it is not only possible to be familiar with the Pauline 

terms identified in this study as "supernatural powers" but also to "project them into a 

wholly different world of meanings"5 than the meaning that Paul intended and which 

1 See Caircl 1980: 40. 
2 Turner 1979: 49. 
3 See Wink 1986: 1-8. 
4 Wink 1986: 4. 
5 Wink 1984: 4. 



ancient readers were familiar with. This could also be 1mposmg our own mental 

constructs on the first century CE world6
. 

It then follows that what Wink regards as the total phenomena the ancients recognised as 

'the powers', which this study identifies as "supernatural powers", could be inexact. A 

people's religion attributes events to "supernatural powers". Must these be regarded as 

"supernatural powers"? Walsh's description of religion as "a system of beliefs and 

practices resting on the assumption that events within the world are subject to some 

supernatural power or powers, such that human needs, either physical or psychological 

can be satisfied by entering into relations with such powers"7 casts doubt on the idea that 

'the powers' are the phenomena. He argues that "supernatural powers" are personal and 

impersonal. These are not practically the same as the twelve religious institutions he 

identifies, involving a whole complex of beliefs, attitudes and practices8
. The institutions 

Walsh identifies include belief in powerful impersonal supernatural forces that pervade 

nature, belief in disembodied personal spiritual beings ranging from the gods to the 

shades of the dead, the cult of the dead and magic in its various forms9
. "Supernatural 

powers" ought not to be confused with or simply identified with the phenomena if the 

phenomena are credited to "supernatural powers" that Wink believes, "largely determine 

personal and social existence"10
. 

This study therefore uses the term "supernatural powers" as a heuristic reference to the 

personal or impersonal invisible forces outside or within human beings. These, according 

to the beliefs of the African context and the ancient world, determine human existence to 

one degree or other and can be placated or invoked for good or evil purposes. The term is 

used as a hermeneutical key to refer to the forces behind or manifested in natural events, 

influential institutions and traditions, powerful personages and states, which are not 

readily amenable to scientific analysis. It is also used as a general category for the 

Pauline terms and phrases, which will be dealt with in chapter five and probably refer to 

6 See Gunton 1988: 33. 
7 Walsh 1998: 3. 
8 Walsh 3-5. 
9 Walsh 1998:6-15. 
10 Wink 1986: 4. 

2 



the same forces. It will be seen in chapter five that the referents of the Pauline terms 

identified as "supernatural powers" could literally refer to human structures of power or 

personal spiritual beings that were thought to embody or wield extraordinary power 

within the first century CE religio-cultural and socio-political/economic milieu. Therefore 

it would be misleading and unwisely restrictive to reduce the concept of "supernatural 

powers" to a single entity or function. Yet in the context of the literary genre where these 

terms appear, as Dunn notes, "in every case what seems clearly to have been in mind 

were heavenly beings, subordinate to God and his Christ, with the potential to intervene 

between God and his creation, and hostile to his purpose and people"11
. For that reason, 

the term "supernatural powers" will be used referentially to signify the 'invisible' and 

'spiritual' forces that some people regard as the determinants of human existence. 

However, the adjective "supernatural" with regard to African religion and worldview is 

somewhat imprecise and problematic; hence it has raised a considerable debate among 

scholars. Several scholars, as a consequence of the Western dichotomy between "natural" 

and "supernatural", are of the opinion that the adjective can distort the understanding of 

African religion and worldview. According to some anthropologists, when "supernatural" 

is applied to African worldview and religion, it is ethnocentric and misleading, as many 

African people do not think of "supernatural" as separate from "natural". Some of those 

who hold this view regard the "natural" as real while the "supernatural" is unreal. Klass's 

assumption is that applying "supernatural" to a people who do not distinguish "natural" 

from "supernatural" is to be polite to nai've beliefs in non-existent beings12
. Saler argues 

that the concept of "supernatural" presupposes that the "natural" world is separate from a 

"supernatural" creator13
. But probably the merit of using "supernatural" cannot be denied 

if "supernatural" is understood as inseparable from "natural". The problem, according to 

Saler, is that some researchers use "supernatural" without defining what they mean, 

possibly to appear respectful of local beliefs that they, however, consider erroneous14
. His 

11 See Dunn 1998: 106. 
12 Klass 1995. 
13 Saler 1993:122-125. 
14 Saler 1977: 34. 
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remark, "if by "supernatural beings" we mean imaginary ones, we should say so"15
, ought 

to be taken with the approbation it deserves. 

Without a precise definition of what one intends "supernatural" to mean, what may come 

to mind are the definitions found in most dictionaries. Most conventional definitions of 

"supernatural" give an impression of that which exists outside the "natural" world. Most 

English dictionaries define "supernatural" as that which belongs to, or relates to an order 

of existence beyond the visible observable universe; that which departs from what is 

usual or normal, especially so as to appear to transcend the laws of nature. In contrast, 

"natural" is that which is in accordance with or determined by nature; not marvellous or 

supernatural16
. The problem with this understanding is that it removes the "natural" from 

the domain deserving awe and reverence by saying that the "natural" is not marvellous. It 

makes the "supernatural" and the "natural" to refer to two unrelated realms. It accepts 

that "supernatural" and "natural" represent mutually exclusive ideas, and so if an event is 

described as "natural" then it has no "supernatural" components. Similarly, if an event is 

described as "supernatural", then it defies natural description. Arguably, the problem 

arises from definitions that detach "supernatural" from "natural" and vice versa. This 

dichotomy, however, is confusing, if "supernatural" indicates that which relates to divine 

power(s) or the miraculous. This immediately gets us into a problem, such as that which 

has been given to us by various dictionaries' definitions of "supernatural" and "natural". 

Perhaps all that which relates to human existence should be defined and considered in 

two ways, that is, the "natural" perspective and the "supernatural" perspective. This is 

more useful especially when we talk of the power(s) or force(s) that allegedly determine 

human existence. It is true that the African worldview and religion, as this study will 

repeatedly show, do not dichotomise "natural" and "supernatural" as these perspectives 

work together. However, there is awareness that the power(s) or force(s) that purportedly 

determine human existence are not humans, even though they could be human in origin. 

Attaching the adjective "supernatural" to these powers is to recognise that they are more-

15 Saler 1993: 125. 
16 Webster's ninth New Collegiate Dictionary, Merriam-Webster. See also The Chambers Dictionary, 
Edinburgh: Chambers Harrap Publishers, 1998. 
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than-human powers; hence, it would be better to regard the phrase "supernatural powers" 

as interchangeable with "superhuman powers". These superhuman being(s) could be a 

single god, many gods, spirits, ancestral spirits, or other powerful beings or personages 

that rise above mundane humans. These powers or forces are not "natural", if "natural" 

could be taken to mean that which is susceptible to scientific investigation. It should be 

noted that "supernatural" has been defined as something "beyond the potential reach of 

science as opposed to the "natural" which can be understood by science"17
. As such, it 

would mean that to refer to the powers or forces that determine human existence as 

"supernatural" is to claim that no relevant scientific description can be given to them. But 

could it be that the idea of 'scientific investigation' also creates a dichotomy between the 

"natural" and the "supernatural"? We cannot disregard the laws of science in the analysis 

of any phenomena. Yet to say that an event is susceptible to 'scientific investigations' 

does not imply that scientific descriptions supply all the information on an event but it 

means that some information about an event can be gained from a scientific investigation. 

Again, to focus on a supernatural description for the powers that supposedly determine 

human existence is to look for a description that does not depend on scientific analyses. It 

is to seek an explanation from a context beyond a scientific description within which 

human existence could also be viewed18
. Consequently, this study considers the adjective 

"supernatural" useful in determining if the powers that determine human existence can be 

analysed through scientific investigations. 

While it is appropriate to describe the "natural" through a scientific analysis, is it right to 

describe the "natural" from the perspective of the "supernatural"? It will be argued that 

the manifestations of the powers that determine human existence in Africa are identified 

with natural phenomena. In that case, every natural phenomenon could be interpreted 

within a "supernatural" framework as well as a "natural" one. For example, the cause of 

rain can be described in terms of air pressure and temperature. It can also be described in 

terms of answered prayers. At any rate, events that take place in the created universe, in 

terms of the African mind-set, could be the manifestation of the free activity of divine 

power(s). In terms of Western thinking, that which is "natural" and susceptible to 

17 Vera 2003, availabie at http://www.angelfire.com/ny5/dvera!philos/supernatural.html, 22.06.04 
18 See Bube 1989:41, available at http://www.asa3.org/ASA/PSCF/1989/PSCF6-89Bube.html, 22.06.04. 
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scientific analysis could be, in terms of African thinking, viewed within "supernatural" 

perspectives. In terms of Western thinking, that which is inherently "supernatural" and 

not susceptible to scientific analysis could be, in terms of African thinking, "natural" but 

bringing out the revelation of divine power(sl9
. It then appears that the forces that 

determine human existence can be described from the perspectives of the "natural" or the 

"supernatural". They are "supernatural" since they are believed to exist outside the world 

of human habitation, violate or go beyond the physical world. They are "natural" since 

they could inhabit the material world, interact and network with natural phenomena and 

intervene in the course of natural laws. If there is no dispute in applying "natural" to 

African religion and worldview, perhaps we can apply "supernatural" in the same way we 

apply "natural". As such, the attempt to distinguish "natural" and "supernatural" could be 

vague. If used devoid of the Western dichotomy, both "natural" and "supernatural" could 

expediently make clear the dynamic intersection, interaction and networking of the spirit 

world and physical world. The adjective could be useful in the analysis of power(s) or 

force(s) that is/are usually felt to be invisible but present in our everyday physical world. 

Could this mean that the best way is to understand the phrase "supernatural powers" as 

metaphorical, bearing in mind, as we shall see in chapter six, the metaphorical "is" both 

signifies "is like" and "is not"? 

Perhaps regarding "supernatural" and "natural" as complementing each other could create 

an awareness that is not too vaguely tied to a worldview. Alternatively, "supernatural" 

could gainfully and accurately describe particular worldviews so as to understand the 

belief in spirits as ubiquitous in human existence. The belief or disbelief in "supernatural" 

can be viewed as a universal assumption or as a unique reality of a given culture. Perhaps 

"supernatural" and "natural", if they complement each other, could describe a universal 

human experience that is explained differently in different traditions. This could provide 

a bridge between the assumptions of Western and African worldviews as to their different 

perceptions of the universe. To all intents and purposes, worldviews, whether Western or 

African, simultaneously enable people to create naturalistic and supernaturalistic models 

of the world. There is a widespread cognate human tendency to build both "natural" and 

19 See Bube 1989: 109f, available at http://www.asa3.org/ASNPSCF/1989/PSCF6-89Bube.html, 22.06.04. 

6 



"supernatural" models regardless of culture20
. It seems that what is "natural" may not 

make sense without an interface with the "supernatural" and vice versa. As Lohmann 

notes, "a farmer who prays for a successful crop also plants, weed and harvests"21
• This 

analogy understands prayer from a "supernatural" perspective and planting, weeding and 

harvesting from a "natural" perspective. 

Perhaps regarding "supernatural" and "natural" as compatible could deal with the belief 

that everything that exists is part of the material world, and so no supernatural or spiritual 

realm exists independent1l2
. This is to deny a reality, which, I suppose, the African 

worldview does not deny. In chapter three, it will be argued that Africans recognise 

powerful spirits that are not human. These spirits reside in the spirit world but naturally 

permeate the physical world, making it possible for the spirit world and the material 

world to intersect, interact and network dynamically. As a result, "supernatural" is used 

not to refer to a transcendent domain separate from the natural world of human 

habitation. But it is used to refer to the powers or forces that determine human existence, 

which in the African context are not, by nature, human and subject to human limitations. 

These powers seem to isolate or go beyond natural forces and for this reason Africans do 

not deny the "supernatural" aspects of spirits, though not in Western categories that tend 

to separate the "supernatural" from the "natural". So the adjective "supernatural" is used 

to qualify the powers that determine human existence and it is intended to highlight the 

lucid fact that, according to the African worldview, these powers are preternatural, that is 

above the order of human nature. The intellect and speed of these powers, as the majority 

of Africans would agree, are far greater than the corresponding human powers. 

The use of the adjective "supernatural" with regard to the African context should not be 

disregarded with the argument that it may distort the Africans' understanding of reality 

and the universe. It is often said that the African perception of reality is "this worldly" in 

orientation. This is true if the perimeters of "this worldly" are not limited to the material 

phenomenal world of the Western discourse. The African mind-set is that "this worldly" 

20 See Boyer I 994. 
21 Lohmann 2003: 180. 
22 See the discussion on Wink's assumption that the powers do not have separate existence from the 
material in chapter six. 
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stands at the frontier of human and spiritual activity, which are in constant interaction23
. 

If "this worldly", which perhaps according to the Western mentality is the equivalent of 

the "natural" world, could encompass the "other worldly", which according to Western 

thinking is the "supernatural" world, then speaking about the "natural" or the 

"supernatural" from the African worldview perspective is to speak about the same reality. 

It is to speak about the head and the tail as two sides, which make up one coin. Citing the 

example of a farmer who gives an offering to the deceased first owner of a field and 

paying rent to the absentee landlord, Klass wonders why the former act of the farmer 

should be classified as "supernatural" and the latter as "natural" when the first owner and 

the landlord are both invisible. This distinction, he concludes, simply underlines disbelief 

in the efficacy of the offering, and it is an ethnocentric insult and a misconception of the 

farmer's worldview24
. If we are interpreting Klass rightly, it follows that in seeking a 

"natural" explanation of an event, one should not disregard or disrespect the 

"supernatural" one. Alternatively, in seeking a "supernatural" explanation, one should not 

disregard or disrespect the "natural" one. Therefore, it is not a distortion of the African 

worldview to suggest that Africans can distinguish between dealing with spirits and 

human beings. While Klass serves us well in emphasising that this distinction may not be 

salient to the believer (in our case to the African), it is possible for the Africans to 

differentiate that which is "supernatural" from that which is "natural" even though both 

occur simultaneously and mix freely. Arguably, even if traditional Africans might not 

think about the differences between the "natural" and the "supernatural", they could 

make that distinction were it relevant for their task25
. 

In view of the aforesaid, there is a possibility of speaking of "supernatural" as well as the 

"natural" in the African context in the attempt to understand physical causes and effects. 

As a matter of fact, we are dealing with modern Africa, which, as this study will show in 

chapter two, has had an interface with the Western world. This has made the African 

worldview experience some changes but which have been modified so as to fit into the 

23 See Walls 2002: 123; Okorocha 1987 
24 Klass 1995: 28-33. 
25 See Lohmann 2003: 177. 
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categories of the African primal worldview26
. Undeniably, almost every modern African 

person knows that crops do not grow by offering and prayers alone but must be tended. 

They also know that crops do not grow by tending alone without a divine intervention, an 

intervention that is not only beyond unaided human intellect. In fact, arguments against 

the use of "supernatural" with regard to the African worldview do not expose a problem 

with the adjective, rather they point to the problem caused by the definitions of "natural" 

and "supernatural". Any definition that would represent "supernatural" as contradicting 

the "natural" can prevent the concept of "supernatural" from illuminating a major source 

of religious behaviour and improving our ability to understand African religion and 

worldview. All people, including Africans, can distinguish supernaturalistic ideas from 

naturalistic ones, even if Africans may not find the distinction salient. 

However, it would be foolhardy to be simplistic in the use of "supernatural", especially 

when the secularisation of modern Western civilization has created a gulf between the 

"natural" and the "supernatural". This happens because of the modern perception that the 

physical universe is controlled by scientifically knowable and predictable laws and exists 

devoid of "supernatural" intervention. This gives the impression that the natural world is 

a profane reality, wholly separated from the sacred and the supernatural27
. This Western 

dichotomy is not found in the primal African worldview as well as in the worldviews of 

the first century CE. In the African worldview and in the worldviews of the first century 

CE, the "supernatural" lies at the centre of what is "natural" for the Western worldview. 

But since the forces that determine human existence in the African context of reception 

and the first century context of production are described in language that shows the 

superiority of the powers that determine human existence over unaided humans, it is 

probably justifiable to use "supernatural" with regards to these powers. Nevertheless, 

"supernatural" could operate within the perimeters of "natural", though moving beyond 

26 The term 'primal' does not refer to the primitive, but to a people's basic and prior thoughts and views of 
the world. The term has of late been considered as an important theological category, which conveys a 
theological meaning and if used more persistently and widely would implant a theological agenda into what 
attempts to be an empirical science. Turner 1974: 7, 1981: 7, Taylor 1976: 3f, Cox 1996: 69 and Walls 
1996: 119-139 define the term 'primal' as basic and prior, rejecting all other designations such as 
primitive, savage, animist and other depreciating terms as unacceptable and untrue to the people and 
religion they supposedly describe. But as Davies ( 1984: 2) notes, the depreciating terms like totemism and 
animism form the general vocabulary of western thought as to the evolution of religion. 
27 Paraphrased from the Encyclopaedia Britannica, Deluxe Edition, 2004 CD. 
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"natural" due to the sacrality and power bestowed upon it. But the phrase "supernatural 

powers" is problematic. As a result, it will always appear in quotation marks to show that 

it is more nuanced, that is, more than meets the eye. 

This could imply that the Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" is best understood as 

a metaphor, bearing in mind that a metaphor is referential. Caird's assertion that we have 

no other language, however inadequate it may be, beside metaphor or analogy with which 

we speak about God28 may apply to "supernatural powers". To be more precise, the 

language with which we speak of the referents of "supernatural powers" is like that of 

referring to God as father or king or husband. Therefore, in using a metaphor, human 

beings attribute character and quality to God, which is not best comprehended in literal 

anthropomorphic terms as it conveys more than what the literal term means to us. 

Likewise, the concept of "supernatural powers" is a metaphor for forces we cannot 

characterise effectively but which resist reduction to materially and anthropomorphically 

conceived spiritual beings. As mentioned above, "supernatural powers" refers to forces 

without or within human beings, or rather, to what we human beings often experience

forces that impinge upon us and push us in certain directions. These forces can be 

experienced through natural phenomena that we have no ability to control or within 

culturally inured attitudes, inherited inhibitions, spirit of greed, love of money and power, 

corruption, tribalism, anger, malice, dreams and all that. In short, these forces are 

experienced as constraints and impulses upon us, which come through, or are within our 

traditions or society, that is, the structures of human existence. Chapter six will discuss 

the problems of metaphor and also fill out the understanding of metaphor outlined above. 

The term 'African context' could remain ambiguous without further explanations because 

Africa is a vast continent with different cultural shades. It "presents pictures of diversity, 

unity and variety ... precisely because Africa has a rich and varied complexity of cultural, 

economic, political, linguistic, social and religious ideas, practices and rites"29
. However, 

'African context' refers to Africa south of the Sahara. But this does not imply that Africa 

south of the Sahara has an identical culture. It brings together rich and diverse, but related 

28 Caird 1980: 144, 174. 
29 Fashole-Luke 1978: 357. 
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cultures and worldviews30
. But as Magesa asks, "is what is seen as multiplicity to be 

considered realistically and accurately as absolute or merely as various elements and 

expressions of one reality"?31 Alternatively, can we speak of the religious worldview of 

Africa south of the Sahara in singular or in plural terms? The fact that each and every 

society in Africa has its own supreme god, nature spirits, ancestral spirits and different 

rituals and practice has led some writers to regard the African religious worldview in the 

plural rather than in the singular. N. S. Booth argues, 

Our reading and observation tum up a profusion of phenomena to which we may attach 

such labels as supreme gods, nature spirits, ancestor rituals, initiation practices, divine 

kings, secret societies, sorcerers and demons with considerable variety from one place to 

place. Perhaps we will decide that there is no such a thing as "African religion" but only 

"African religions"32
• 

This question therefore is of long standing duration and different scholars have applied 

different approaches to ie3
. 

Mbiti, in his earlier work, insisted that we should speak of African religions in the plural 

because there are many people in Africa who have different religious system of beliefs, 

ceremonies, rituals and each religion has its own leaders and religious specialists. But on 

the other hand, African philosophy is different. While religious expressions in Africa are 

concrete and observable, one cannot claim the same thing about the thinking behind them 

provided by the African worldview. Mbiti argued that the philosophy behind the religious 

expression of African people is a philosophy in the singular34
. Even so, by positing a 

philosophy and not philosophies behind all African religious expressions, was Mbiti 

indirectly admitting what he sought to explain away?35 Whereas there are variations in 

the religion and religious world view of Africa south of the Sahara, there are unmistakable 

similarities that bring out a common human tendency to assume that spirits and the spirit 

world exists. The common idea in African south of the Sahara is that spirits and the spirit 

30 See Burnett 1988: 19; Maquet 1972: 16; Magesa 1997b: 16, Taylor 1963: 19. 
31 Magesa 1997b: 24. 
32 Booth 1977: 3. 
33 See Shorter 1977: 38 -60; Ikenga-Metuh 1987: 5-10; Magesa 1997b 25-27. 
34 Mbiti 1969 1 -2. See also Ikenga-Metuh 1987: 5-10. 
35 It should be noted that Mbiti changed his view that we should speak of African religions. This is evident 
in the title of his book, Introduction to African Religion, used to teach African Traditional Religion in 
Kenyan secondary schools. 
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world exist in a hidden realm inside the world of human habitation. The belief in the 

existence of the Supreme Being, and the fact that the God of the Bible has a vernacular 

name in nearly all African society shows a mutual understanding among different African 

societies with regard to the transcendent world36
. 

There is documented evidence that would allow the generalisation of African religion and 

worldview of Africa south of the Sahara. A study conference of missionaries held at Le 

Zoute Belgium in the 1920s noted the unity of the African religion as well as a diversity 

that mark Africa geographically, linguistically and even in the physical appearance of its 

various people. But it concluded that "underlying all the divergences that mark pagan 

[sic] Negro tribes, there is a fundamental unity of belief and out look upon the world ... 

Africa is a unity - a unity in diversity. Nothing is lost, and much is gained, by trying to 

look at the new Africa as a whole"37
. The Vatican Secretariat for Non-Christians noted 

that between the African societies, in addition to apparent diversity, there are bonds of 

symmetry, of contrast and of complement. Ritual manifestations, even though different, 

are based on the same religious beliefs and proceed from a common structure38
. E. W. 

Smith is cited in G. Parrinder as having stated, 

In spite of. .. cultural diversities there is, I believe, an underlying identity in religion. I do 

not deny or minimize the differences you may find between the highly organized Yoruba 

or Baganda, with their hierarchy of gods, on the one hand, and the simple peoples, on the 

other hand. But the difference is one of emphasis and development, not of essence. There 

is sufficient identity to warrant our speaking of African religion39
. 

Sundkler regards the Haya people of Northern Tanganyika (now mainland Tanzania) as 

"representing characteristic tendencies in the traditional African milieu; at the same time 

it is clear that Papuans and Dayaks, Karens and Santals would feel themselves on familiar 

grounds in most of its [Haya society] features"40
. 

It could be logical therefore to generalise the religious worldviews in the societies in 

Africa south of the Sahara and regard it as an African religious worldview. Although the 

36 See Walls 2002: 120f. 
37 Smith 1926: 7 
JR The Roman Secretariatus Pro Non-Christianis 1968: 7. 
39 See Parrinder 1951: 4. 
40 Sundkler 1965: 184. See Sundkler's analysis with regards to the Haya society, which he considers to be 
common in many societies not only in Africa South of the Sahara, but also in Asia. 
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varieties of African culture and religion cannot be wished away, as J. V. Taylor asserts, 

there is a "basic world-view which fundamentally everywhere is the same"41
. But it 

should be said that the African worldview, which is fundamentally the same everywhere, 

refers to the popular and primal worldview, which interprets data and reality through a 

spiritual lens42
. This worldview is not uniquely African since people from other non

Western worldviews and some Western people may share its aspirations while a few 

Africans may reject it. Horton decries the besetting sin of many writers on African 

thought-systems, which he describes as the tendency to treat many features that are in 

fact widely shared and. universal as uniquely African43
. These include experiences 

attributed to "supernatural powers" supposedly affecting life for better or for worse but 

which are universal phenomena44
. The Western worldview refers to the intellectual 

worldview that interprets data through a scientific and materialistic lens. Not all Western 

people approve the intellectual worldview, while some Africans may do so. 

Other terms that require explanation are, 'the context of production', 'the context of the 

literary genre' and 'the context of reception'. The 'context of production' refers to the 

social and cultural context from which Paul's letters emerged and were read/heard for the 

first time. The 'context of reception' refers to the social and cultural context in which 

Paul's letters are received and read/heard currently. The 'context of the literary genre' 

refers to the text and the narrative in which the text appears. These are depicted as the 

contexts within which this study seeks to examine the Pauline concept of "supernatural 

powers". 

41 Taylor 1963: 19. 
42 The term "spiritual" could have a wide range of meanings and so it can be ambiguous. In this study, it 
refers to that which is not tangible and corporeal. It refers to incorporeal and immortal celestial powers 
understood to have a real existence apart from matter. So the spiritual lens implies that the majority of 
African people interpret normal behaviour and abnormal phenomena as having been caused by spiritual 
beings, which act independently or through people, especially religious specialists. 
43 Horton 1993: 2. 
44 Ribi 1987, 4: 288, 291; Kapferer 1991; Ong 1987; Bayart 1993; Janzen 1992; Crapanzano 1987: 12; 
Heintze 1970; Littlewood 1992; McCarthy 1991; Boddy 1995: 15-44; Behrend & Luig: 1999: xiii-xxii; 
Ring 1994; Diehl 1965: 135f; Caplan 1987b; 195; Ferdinando 1999: 376; Bourguignon 1965: 39-60; 1973: 
17, 359-376; Marwick 1982: 14; Morrison 1960:27. 
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1:2 The problems of the concept of religious phenomena. 

This study will refer to some religious phenomena that cause(d) people to believe in 

"supernatural powers". The term 'religious phenomena', however, needs explanation. It 

refers to observable events or manifestations that are directly apprehended by human 

senses and experienced as part of existence. This could be anything that manifests the 

sacred, ultimately indicating "supernatural values or beings"45
. But the concept of 

'religious phenomena' is problematic, as the phenomena this study typifies as 'religious' 

may not correspond exactly to what may be termed as religious. A perfect example is 

magic, which some scholars would say is not the same as religion46
. J. G. Frazer, while 

noting that in some cases magic is "tinged and alloyed to religion"47 since both assume 

the operation of spirits, sturdily advocates their total separation48
• He insists that magic is 

closer to science than to religion, regarding it as the "next of kin to science"49
. But to 

draw a dividing line between religion .and magic could be problematic. Julian Pitt-Rivers 

notes, "the two fields of activity are in fact better viewed as aspects of a single conceptual 

system offering two causes of conduct to deal with the problem of personal fate, which 

may be pursued either alternatively or simultaneously"50
. Several scholars would agree 

that magic is an integral part of religious thought and that it never exists apart from 

religion 51
. 

Magic is complicated by the fact that its definition is open-ended and elusive. Several 

scholars regard magic as an occult art or science based on superstitious folklore. Others 

regard it as a practice lacking objectivity since it cannot be constructed as a proper 

scientific term52
. As a result, magic and the related practices of witchcraft and sorcery, 

are viewed in purely sociological terms. J. G. Gager avoids using the word 'magic' 

45 Eliade 1959: 95; 1958: 1-37. 
46 See Walsh 1998: 11-13. 
47 Frazer 1926, 1: 220. 
48 Frazer 1926, I: 220-243. 
49 Frazer 1926, I: 222. 
50 Pitt-Rivers 1970: 183. 
51 See Middleton 1987: 82; Eliade 1958:23. 
52 Thorndike 1923-58, 1: 2; Segal1987: 81. 
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claiming, "magic as a definable and consistent category of human experience, simply 

does not exist"53
. But Luck considers magic as 

a technique grounded in a belief of powers located in the human soul and in the universe 

outside ourselves, a technique that aims at imposing the human will on nature or on 

human beings by using supersensual powers. Ultimately, it may be a belief in the 

unlimited power of the soul 54
. 

Magic is also the practice of communicating with, or controlling "supernatural powers" 

using ritual action so as to affect the course of present or future events. It is a technique 

by which some people seek to control and to command "supernatural powers" in order to 

gain necessary security and favourable providence. It uses symbolic imitation meant to 

guarantee the results the magician intends. It uses formulaic recitals that explain the 

desired outcome at the same time invoking gods, demons or spirit to quicken the desired 

outcome. Aune demonstrates that magic could be used for protective or apotropaic, 

aggressive and malevolent aims, or as a technique of acquiring love or power. It could 

also be used for divinatory or revelatory purposes55
. 

Scholars also identify two types of magic, white and black56
. White magic is purportedly 

beneficial to human life while black magic is supposedly detrimental. But this adds more 

ambiguity to magic, equally evident in the New Testament and in Philo. In Acts 13: 8 the 

term !J.ayoc; refers to a 'wise man' or 'magician' while in 2 Tim 3: 13 the term y6rrcEc; 

refers to cheats, impostors and charlatans, implying magic was evil. Philo identifies those 

who practised genuine magic especially kings. He also identifies adulterated magic, the 

wicked imposture pursued by quacks, cheats, buffoons and the vilest women and slaves57
. 

This means that there is acceptable and detestable magic and that magicians could be 

genuine practitioners or people of dubious character58
. It is not easy therefore to establish 

when magic is white or black as protective magic can be used destructivell9
• In sum, the 

basic rationale of magic is the need to communicate with and to manipulate "supernatural 

53 Gager 1992: 24f. 
54 Luck 1985: 3. 
55 Aune 1986: 218. 
56 Klauck 2000a: 15. 
57 Philo De Specialibus Legibus III. XVIII. I OOf. 
58 See Klauck 2000a: 48. 
59 Goody 1970: 207; Gelfand 1967: 151; Evans-Pritchard 1976: 5-7, 223-225; Wilson 1951: 97f. 
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powers" that allegedly determine human existence. It accepts the existence and reality of 

invisible spiritual powers such as gods, intermediary spirits, angels and demons60
. 

Together with magic, other religious phenomena under consideration (witchcraft, sorcery, 

divination and 'spirit-possession', and its related practices of expelling harmful spirits or 

accommodating useful spirits61
) are linked together by belief in spiritual beings that 

allegedly function as mediators, providers and protectors of those who believe in them. 

The dominant tendency is to unite belief with rituals and practices performed to exorcise 

or domesticate spirits supposedly possessing people for malign or benign purposes. These 

religious phenomena have a common factor: to induce people to believe in more-than

human powers that directly control nature and human existence62
. Spiritual power is thus 

central to the social system and spiritual sanctions eclipse everything else in human life63
. 

Notably, these phenomena have two related elements. The first is theoretical and it is 

concerned with beliefs in "supernatural powers". The second is practical and it attempts 

to appease "supernatural powers" through rituals and practices so as to avert their hostile 

influence, to cope with their pressure and to win favours from them. 

These phenomena are sometimes regarded as labels for social phenomena that radically 

differ from society to societl4
. It will be seen in chapter three that some people, mainly 

Western academics, do not read these phenomena religiously but anthropologically, or 

sociologically or psychologically. It is held that these phenomena represent diverse 

techniques people use to deal with social realities65
• Yet they seem to be more religious 

than anything else as they fuse religious thoughts, faith, ritual and practice. They not only 

express mystical power but also form an infinite source of power and sanctity66
. They are 

mutually connected by the belief in, and recognition of superior, invisible and envious 

power or powers that are soothed by means of rituals and practices. Nevertheless, these 

6° Klauck 2000b: 214. 
61 See Lewis 1996: 122-138. 
62 See Ferdinanda 1999: 28f; Lienhardt 1961: 31; Parrinder 1969: 28; Thomas 1950: 206 
63 Pitt-Rivers 1970: 184. 
64 Beidelman 1970: 351. 
65 But in the African context, socio-political/economic phenomena are viewed from a religious perspective. 
Mbiti rightly states, "for Africans the whole of existence is a religious phenomenon; man is a deeply 
religious being living in a religious universe" (Mbiti 1969: 15). 
66 Arnold 1995: 5; Lewis 1996: ix Eliade & Sullivan 1987, 6: 315. 
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religious phenomena and the powers they are attributed to are complex. They have a long 

historical evolution; hence their interpretations are diverse and intricate. This means that 

they can be and have been lived and interpreted differently by different people67
. The 

tendency has been to regard these religious phenomena "as unique, unrelated and even 

mutually exclusive"68 but Lewis's holistic approach is estimable. His study shows that to 

understand the nature of spiritual power, we need to acknowledge how these seemingly 

disparate mystical manifestations belong to a single but complex phenomenon that has a 

collective, authoritative and protective task. Such seemingly contradictory phenomena as 

spirit-possession, witchcraft, cannibalism and shamanism, usually attributed to separate 

cults and cultures, not only reveal their interconnectedness but also their link with world 

religions such as Islam and Christianity69
. It would be misleading and unwisely restrictive 

to regard these phenomena "as mutually exclusive in any given society or culture" as they 

"coexist and sometimes even blend into a hybrid entity"70
. 

This study thus refers to these phenomena as religious since they interlock so intimately 

with religion that it may be impossible to discuss one without reference to the other. At 

least the attempt to draw a distinction between them "is not always satisfactory"71
. On the 

other hand, their analysis is intricate probably because they are full of metaphors. In 

chapter six, it will be seen that metaphors are socio-cultural and context sensitive. This 

complicates their interpretation and it could also cause a referential problem with regard 

to the metaphor of "supernatural powers". It is, however, vital to explain the background, 

motivation and significance of this study. 

1:3 Background, motivation and significance of this study. 

Despite the widely held view that Christianity is growing rapidly in Africa south of the 

Sahara72
, there is a pastoral and doctrinal problem facing the African church. The factors 

credited to the rapid growth of Christianity and the pastoral and doctrinal problem form 

67 See Eliade 1958: 1-10. 
68 Lewis 1996: i, ix 
69 Lewis 1996: i. 
70 Lewis 1970: 299. 
71 Beidelman 1970: 351 
72 Mbiti 1986: 6 reveals that the annual rate of Christian growth (2. 81%) in Africa in the 1970-1980 
decade was higher than the population growth (2. 38%) in the same period. Cf. Walls 1976: 180, 1978, 
1996, 1998: 1-4, 1999: 98; Sanneh 1989; Barrett (Ed.) 1982; Mbiti 1986:2-5. 
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the background and motivation of this study. The first factor credited with this growth is 

the missionary enterprises, which, as it will be shown in chapter two, is a Pandora's box 

in relation to African beliefs in "supernatural powers". The second is the African primal 

religion and worldview that Mbiti insists has prepared the religious and spiritual ground 

for the Africans to listen to the teachings of the Bible, to reflect upon them, and in many 

cases to convert to Christianity without feeling any sense of spiritual loss but to the 

contrary thereby gaining a new outreach in their religious experience73
. Conversely, the 

requirements of African primal religion and worldview frequently undermine the Pauline 

perception of "supernatural powers" with regards to Christ's supremacy. These demands 

have been too strong to allow Christ's supremacy to take indisputable authority in the life 

of many African Christians. The third factor is simply the Bible itself, especially in its 

availability in the African languages74
. Mbiti maintains that none of the Christian agents, 

missionary or even African catechist, "can exert or has exerted as great impact upon the 

church as the Bible in the local language"75
. Even if this could be true in some areas of 

human existence, it may not be so concerning the beliefs in "supernatural powers". The 

loyalty given to "supernatural powers" purportedly because they are linked to each and 

every dimension of human life has not diminished or vanished in the African context. 

Many African people, including some Christians, perform what they regard as significant 

precautionary rituals before any public and individual event happens76
. This indicates the 

pastoral and doctrinal problem facing the African church. The recurring problem for most 

African people who turn to Christ more than anything else arises from the belief that 

"supernatural powers" inhibit or enhance human life. As Arnold observes, they struggle 

with the same issues as Christians in the days of Paul. A common issue in these different 

contexts in time and space is the belief that spirits/demons cause illness. They also make 

73 Mbiti 1986: 7. 
74 Mbiti 1986: 7-12; 1994: 27-39; Bediako 1997: 2000; Sanneh 1989; LeMarquand 2000: 75; Rabin 1972: 
115. 
75 Mbiti 1986: 28. 
76 A Kenyan legislator and a traditional healer died recently while on a mission to 'cleanse and protect' the 
home of the MP from people who may wish to plant evil spirits and guests with ill intentions against the 
MP or his family on the occasion of his homecoming party. Some Kenyans, who certainly perceive reality 
through the lens provided by the Western worldview, could not understand how and why an honourable 
member of parliament could revert to such outdated and superstitious practices. Even so, the newspaper 
that reported this incident cited another traditional healer, who implicated some Kenyan politicians as 
highly superstitious (Sunday Standard online http://www.eastandard.net 04:05:2003). 
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a curse work and crops grow weak and they cause plagues, earthquakes and natural 

disasters 77
. The chief concern for African Christians is whether to reject ancestral spirits 

when one becomes a Christian, or to be a Christian and still remain loyal to them. The 

belief that to ignore ancestral spirits would bring disaster to the society complicates the 

whole issue. The question is; do Christianity and biblical scholarship have answers to 

people who believe in the reality and existence of spirits and demons?78 There are two 

options, to deny their reality and existence and to stigmatise such beliefs, or to present 

Christ as one who is able to meet their felt needs within their cultural milieu. The latter 

option seems gainful as it allows interaction between African beliefs, fears and 

aspirations and the Pauline concept. Sadly, as Abijole maintains, biblical scholars have 

d h. . I 79 not one t IS persuas1ve y . 

The African church too has not tackled the pastoral and doctrinal problem attributable to 

"supernatural powers" as Paul does. Yet the subject of "supernatural powers" is of great 

interest in Africa. Turner's research, which collected and classified 8000 sermons 

preached in African churches, concluded that the majority of these sermons emphasised 

the power encounter between the superior power of God or Christ and the inferior power 

of "supernatural powers". These sermons derived from biblical concepts, texts and 

themes on 'power encounter' with, or 'works of power' against "supernatural powers" 

and their effects on human life80
. The interest in the supernatural, Mbiti notes, draws a 

picture of God working wonders and miracles, making the impossible to happen81
. The 

preacher's interest in the supernatural aims "to make the gospel message manifest and 

immediately applicable in a particular situation of crisis or need by means of specific 

"works of power" which demonstrate the lordship of Christ over the satanic forces of 

evil"82
. The main objective of this study is to demonstrate the lordship and supremacy of 

77 Arnold 1992b: 138; 1995: 192. 
78 Taylor 1963: 16 avers that Christ has been presented as the answer to the question a white man would 
ask, the solutions to the needs that a Western man would feel, the Saviour of the world of the European 
world view, the object of the adoration and prayer of historic Christendom. He then asks, but if Christ were 
to appear as the answer to the question that Africans are asking, what would he look like? 
79 Abijole 1988: 118. 
80 Turner 1965: 14-23. 
81 Mbiti 1986: 41, 43. Turner 1974 asserts, "many portions of the scriptures that we tend to pass over or 
i~nore are taken seriously by the Africa Christians". 
8 Wendland & Hachimaba 2000: 341. 
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Christ in a context where "supernatural powers" supposedly determine human existence. 

If the belief in "supernatural powers" threatened the faith and life of the first century CE 

church as it does in the African context, the effort to make the Pauline concept of, and the 

African beliefs in "supernatural powers" speak to each other is significant. This is largely 

because the fear of "supernatural powers" in Africa exists where freedom in Christ 

should reign. 

Another motivation is a personal desire to read the Bible with reference to the African 

worldview. Indeed, biblical interpretation must resonate with cultural issues if "religious 

ideas and meanings ... exist for living men and women who keep struggling through the 

ups and downs of their individual lives with multiple needs and interests"83
. It is therefore 

desirable to interpret the Bible with reference to a people's worldview and culture. This 

perhaps allows for a profitable interaction, wherein people would receive biblical themes 

and concepts within their own culture using cultural symbols familiar to them. In the 

history of Christianity, people have often received the Bible in situations where different 

cultures intersect and interact. It is arguably in this line of thought, Sanneh argues, that 

the success of transmitting biblical faith is grounded on the capability to translate the 

biblical message into the culture and language of people receiving it. He cites a deep link 

between translatability of the Bible and cultural self-understanding, vernacular pride, 

social awakening, religious renewal, transmission and recipiency, cross-cultural dialogue 

and reciprocity in mission84
. In that case, believers should interact with biblical texts in 

their religio-cultural and socio-political context. This must not occur without caution 

because, as Hesselgrave notes, "although the creator made provision for culture ... still 

culture is a human product. . .it is also the arena of continued divine and satanic 

intervention and penetration"85
. This may also imply that the Bible is not, culturally and 

ideologically, an innocent text86
. Though it is the word of God, it is also expressed in 

human language, culture and worldview that inevitably generate diverse interpretations. 

83 Burkert 1987:30. 
84 Sanneh 1989: lf. 
85 Hesse1grave 1991:105. Cf. Niebuhr 1951:69; Marshall1979:31; Bediako 1990:6,30. 
86 See Tracy 1987: 79; Mosa1a 1989: 30; Ukpong 2001: 191. 
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However, it is unfortunate that biblical interpretation from a cross-cultural and an African 

worldview perspective is a latecomer in African Christianity. 

The significance of this study therefore is to have the African and Pauline concepts of 

"supernatural powers" interact with each other. The working assumption is that this 

interaction could be the way forward to criticise, reaffirm, rediscover, abandon or modify 

the mind-set of African Christians as well as the African culture and worldview with 

regard to "supernatural powers". As the Lausanne Covenant noted, "the Gospel does not 

presuppose the superiority of any culture to another, but evaluates all cultures according 

to its own criteria of truth and righteousness, and insists on moral absolutes in every 

culture". However, "because man is God's creature, some of his culture is rich in beauty 

and goodness (Mt.7: 11, Gen.4: 21, 22). Because he is fallen, all of it is tainted with sin 

and some of it is demonic"87
• This equally applies to the African culture and worldview 

as some of its basic assumptions may threaten the faith and life of the African church. If 

the Pauline concept was meant to intensify the faith and life of a church that emerged 

from a context that believed in "supernatural powers" and this belief threatened the life 

and faith of this church, the concept might be the best point of entry linking the New 

Testament and the African context. 

1:4 The statement of the problem and basic assumptions. 

The aim of this study is to re-visit the Pauline concept of "supernatural powers", which 

appears in most of the epistles attributed to Paul from an African worldview perspective 

and to let it speak to the African context afresh. The purpose also forms the statement of 

the problem, that is, whether re-visiting the Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" 

from an African worldview perspective could help sort out the pastoral problem facing 

the African church. This immediately begs the question of why should the Pauline 

concept speak to the African context afresh. The assumption is that most of the African 

believers do not pay attention to Paul's central teaching as to "supernatural powers". This 

is surprising if there is an affinity between the New Testament context of production and 

the African context of reception, particularly with regard to beliefs in "supernatural 

powers". The assumption is that the Pauline concept initially addressed a situation akin to 

87 Cited in Hesselgrave 1991: 118-119. 
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that of the African context. However, Paul suggested different means of engaging the 

unseen forces that are understood to determine human existence than the one encouraged 

by the two similar contexts. So, why do the majority of Africans, who certainly read the 

Pauline concept fail to pay attention to its teaching? It is assumed that this has been 

caused by a clash between the African and Western worldviews. The clash occurred as a 

result of the missionary legacy of denying and reducing the beliefs in spirits and the 

African response to it. Another assumption is that people's knowledge and interpretation 

of reality is largely shaped by their culture and worldview. The interpreter's worldview 

and the prevailing situation inevitably shape the interpretation of the Pauline concept of 

"supernatural power"88
• Yet the previous interpretations of the Pauline concept of, and 

the African beliefs in "supernatural powers" have essentially been shaped by the Western 

worldview. The problem is that Western and African worldviews are different. The 

Western worldview is sceptical as to the existence of spirits but the African worldview is 

convinced of their existence. This implies that the previous interpretations do not meet 

the expectations of African Bible readers. This has serious implications if people are to 

find the meaning of a concept through interpretation. 

A central teaching of the Pauline concept is the supremacy of Christ over "supernatural 

powers". The assumption is that the aim of the Pauline concept was to help its original 

readers to exist as a social group. It was also intended to help them enjoy the fullness of 

life in Christ without fearing "supernatural powers". It is also assumed that there are rich 

resources from the social sciences and the African context that may help us read the 

concept for an African audience. The African worldview can allow the theme of Christ's 

supremacy to supplant the belief in spiritual beings that purportedly determine human 

existence. If these assumptions can be proved to be true, then it is vital to re-visit the 

Pauline concept from an African worldview perspective. It is significant to establish if the 

introduction of the Bible, and by extension the Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" 

88 Ntreh (1988: 248) observes, "theological and Biblical interpretations by westerners reveal that biblical 
interpretations have been likewise diverse and have been culturally determined". Similarly, Burnett (1988: 
22) notes, "our own understanding of the Bible is shaped by our particular historical and cultural context. 
Western readers, for example, are often oblivious to certain portions of the Bible merely because they are 
irrelevant to their own life experience ... On the other hand, people from primal societies would already 
find these passages particularly relevant" 
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in the African context, was clothed with the assumptions of the Western worldview and if 

owing to this, its African recipients pretend to believe its teaching while still clinging to 

traditional beliefs in "supernatural powers". It is also necessary to find out if there is an 

affinity between the African context of reception and the context of production from 

which the Pauline concept emerged. It is significant to examine what the Pauline terms 

identified as "supernatural powers" meant within the context of production and what 

message the Pauline concept conveyed to its original readers. Since most of the previous 

readings approached the Pauline concept from the perspective of myth, it is critical to 

find if myth is a useful tool in dealing with "supernatural powers". Finally, it will be 

essential to show how the Pauline concept can speak to the African context and if it can 

allow the theme of Christ's supremacy to displace the belief in, and the fear of 

"supernatural powers". 

1:5 Theoretical framework and method of this study. 

Inculturation hermeneutics, an alternative mode of interpreting the Bible in the African 

context, is the theoretical framework of this study. This method seeks to consciously and 

overtly study biblical texts in relation to indigenous socio-political/economic and religio

cultural context89
. Rather than being universal it is contextual, and rightly so, since 

biblical texts are best interpreted within a given context. It is therefore related to 

contextualisation90 and it holds two underlying principles. The first induces believers to 

internalise biblical teachings and live by them (inculturation). This allows believers to 

apply biblical teachings to their socio-political/economic and religio-cultural background, 

challenging their fears and aspirations (contextualisation)91
. The concern is to actualise 

"the theological meaning of the text in today's context so as to forge integration between 

faith and life, and to engender commitment to personal and social transformation"92
• The 

second principle seeks to attain the meaning of a text through the interaction between the 

text in its context and the interpreter in his/her context93
. The concern is not only to 

H
9 Ukpong 1994a 298 -307; 1994b: 3-15. 

90 See Kinsler 1978: 23f; Buswell III 1978: 15-17; Waliggo eta!. 1986: 8, 11-12, 32-45; Shorter 1988: xi, 
329; Obeng 1997: 30; wa Gatumu 2000: 16-19. 
91 See Cole 1998: 12. 
92 Ukpong 2000: 24. 
93 Ukpong 2000: 24f insists that the meaning of a text is formed through the interaction of the text in its 
context and the reader in his/her context. This however requires the historical critical method, but he insists 
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render the social-cultural context the subject of interpretation but also to examine the 

context in which the texts were originally written and read/heard. It thus analyses the text 

within the context of the literary genre and the context of reception. After that it 

correlates these contexts in an attempt to open up the meaning of the text. The correlation 

ofthese contexts, which West explains with epithets, 'behind the text' 'in the text', and 'in 

front of the text' 94
, is vital to the completion of the hermeneutical process95

. The 

inculturation framework and method therefore gives equal value to the three contexts and 

also to the interpreter. 

Inculturation augments the historical and literary methods that are mainly attracted to the 

world that produced the text and the text respectively. It does this by seeking to answer 

new and real life questions arising from the context of reception after reading the Bible. 

Several scholars agree that the aforesaid methods paid less interest to such questions96
. 

Inculturation uses resources from people's culture and life experience as complementary 

to conventional critical tools of biblical exegesis. It uses different methods as servants not 

as masters simultaneously or separately to further its aim97
. It is now clear that its aim is 

to facilitate communication of the biblical message within a given context, and to evolve 

a clear understanding of biblical texts and concepts so as to enhance a Christian life that 

is contextual and biblical. To realise this purpose, historical criticism is used to examine 

the context of production and social-scientific criticism is used to analyse the context of 

reception. For that reason, inculturation hermeneutics is interdisciplinary. It demands an 

intercultural hermeneutical method that is informed by the perspectives and concerns of 

ordinary readers98
. It is a new model for cross-cultural hermeneutic that makes pastoral 

concerns the heart of theology99
. Yet cross-cultural communications are simultaneously 

confusing and captivating. 

that the process to recover the meaning of a text through historical analyses and then to apply it to the 
present context are not two processes but one process of a reader who is critically aware of his/her context 
interacting with the text analysed in its context. 
94 West 1991:131-155; 1993:27-50. 
95 See Ukpong 1995: 5-13. 
96 Spange 1998: 197, 203; Dube 1997: 13; Ukpong 1995: 3; Tutu 1978: 366. 
97 Ukpong 2000: 23; 1995: 10. In 2000: 17-19, Ukpong explains five methods or approaches related to the 
inculturation model, in which elements of one approach may combine elements of another approach. 
98 See Ukpong 2000: 16f; 2001: 191. 
99 See Conn 1978: 44f. 
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1:6 The ambiguity of cross-cullturai communications. 

Rohrbaugh rightly notes that a cross-cultural reading of the Bible is inescapable since the 

Bible is a document initially written for Mediterranean readers and it presupposes cultural 

resources and a worldview open to a reader socialized in the Mediterranean world. For all 

non-Mediterranean people, reading the Bible is a cross-cultural interaction100
. Cross

cultural communication, however, could be tricky due to the regrettable tendency of 

judging another culture through the grids of one's own culture, irrespective of a culture's 

implicit and explicit prejudices101
. Biblical themes and concepts also have meaning(s) but 

the conceived 'meaning' in one culture may not correspond to the meaning in another. 

Davies convincingly exposes the problem encountered when trying to verify the meaning 

of a concept once it is realised that cultures hold different notions, social recognition and 

validation of what ideas and values are worth. He maintains that any term used cross

culturally must have general features, which admit comparison while allowing specific 

variation102
. 

The issue is how to use and to make a term viable in a cross-cultural context. This may be 

extremely elusive if people perceive and interpret reality and daily life experience in their 

world through language and patterns of communication provided by their worldview103
. It 

could also be specifically elusive if meaning is sought in relation to the external route that 

religious behaviour takes. Weber observes, "external courses of religious behavior are so 

diverse that an understanding of this behavior can only be achieved from the viewpoint of 

the subjective experience, ideas, and purposes of the individual concerned"104
. 

Interpreters too do not approach the Bible with an empty mind. They bring insights from 

their culture and worldview, which encase the interpretative task with possible bias. This, 

as Davies insists, may subject religious phenomena to a variety of "interpretations at a 

number of different levels of analysis"105
. Chances are that biblical texts would suggest 

divergent ideas to different peoples entailing diverse social consequences if the meaning 

100 Rohrbaugh 1996: 1. 
101 See Stre1an 1996: 25. 
102 Davies 1984: 63. 
103 See Kee 1980:30. 
104 Weber 1965: 1 
105 Davies 1984: 62 
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of a text depends on what the interpreter wants to know106
. This is indeed walking on a 

landmine as it seemingly portrays the hermeneutical task as parochial, constrained and 

subjective. 

Even so, cross-cultural communication could perhaps make durable connections of loose 

ends. The story of Israel in exile could serve as an illustration. During this time, Israel 

came into contact with Ancient Near East religious articulation, for example, the creation 

myths. This cross-cultural encounter of religious beliefs moved the Jews to re-work thier 

theology as the people of God, the creator of everything that is. They traced the history of 

Abraham the father of their nation to God who created the first man, Adam. The creation 

itself was perceived as having transpired through the Word and the Wisdom of God that 

were recognized as God's agent in creation107
. Therefore, as Kee notes, "the cultural 

factor that led to this development is probably the influence of the Egyptian goddess 

Maat as the divine instrument of creation and of the maintenance of order within the 

creation"108
. If this is correct, the Jewish theology of creation matured only after a cross

cultural interaction. It is not only the theology of creation that matured through a cross

cultural interaction but also other theological themes. Worth mentioning is the doctrine of 

evil and suffering within the wider context of theodicy. Kee once again notes, "it is 

almost certain under Iranian influence, however, that a real ethical dualism appears, 

according to which God's chief adversary, Satan, sets out to thwart the divine 

purpose"109
. Though it may be erroneous to stress dualism when God's power basically 

surpasses that of Satan, nevertheless, the responsibility for evil and suffering was 

associated with Satan and his host of darkness. In that case, a cross-cultural reading of the 

Bible must not be underrated because some theological themes that may be constructed 

from the Bible are basically cross-cultural. 

Generally, a cross-cultural reading of the Bible could be complicated, albeit desirable and 

inevitable as it may not only enrich the hermeneuticai discourse but also defuse the 

explosive situation. It could be "a great aid in avoiding the erection of graven images and 

106 See Wood 1993: 305; Meeks 1983:4. 
107 Ringgren 1947: 45--49; von Rad 1972: 73. 
108 Kee 1980: 35. 
109 Kee 1980: 36. 
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theological idols in the Northern hemisphere or the Southern"110
. Perhaps a cross-cultural 

approach could help interpreters to develop critical awareness of their own cultural 

milieu. This may enable them to see their own conventions as a potential stumbling 

block. Listening to what other cultures say about "supernatural powers" and critically 

assessing one's culture may lessen the problems of cross-cultural communication. This 

may inspire dependable theological, exegetical and hermeneutical debates within the 

church. A cross-cultural hermeneutics based on an inculturation framework and method 

is thus necessary in the modern world where the reading of the Pauline concept is largely 

shaped by culture and worldview. 

1:7 Scope and delimitation of this study. 

The second chapter of this study examines the history of the problem of "supernatural 

powers" in African Christianity. Assuming that the problem survives due to a collision 

between two different worldviews, the chapter will attempt to make the African and the 

Western worldview explain themselves to each other. This will include a critique of both 

worldviews, although not polarizing them or judging one as better than the other. The 

expected conclusion is that worldviews can prejudice the hermeneutical discourse. The 

third chapter will explain the background of the African context so as to be familiar with 

the context wherein the Pauline concept is being re-visited. This will be limited to beliefs, 

rituals and practices through which human beings seek to control or communicate with 

"supernatural powers" and the different readings credited to the phenomena attributed to 

"supernatural powers". The chapter will evaluate anthropological perceptions of African 

belief in "supernatural powers" and the related rituals and practices of domestication and 

exorcism of spirits, divination and magic. It will also include a critical appraisal of the 

views sanctioned by the phenomenologists of religion who insist on the postulate of 

affinity between the African worldview and the Bible. 

The fourth chapter will look at the context of production from which the Pauline concept 

of "supernatural powers" emerged. This will be limited to Jewish and Graeco-Roman 

beliefs, rituals and practices as to "supernatural powers". It will be shown that Jewish and 

Graeco-Roman beliefs differed but had points of intersection and interaction. It will also 

11° Conn 1973: 46. 
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be shown that Graeco-Roman views on "supernatural powers" were not identical. While 

the masses had fixated belief in gods, demons and spirits, the approach of the elite was 

antagonistic and agnostic. Some believed in the existence of "supernatural powers" but 

others denied they existed and that they were involved with human affairs. The fifth 

chapter will investigate the Pauline terminology and conceptual framework within its first 

century CE milieu. This will involve an exegetical treatise on terms and phrases this 

study identifies as "supernatural powers" and an investigation on what background(s) 

may have influenced Paul's understanding of "supernatural powers". Chapter six will 

assess previous interpretations that primarily favour demythologisation. It will be shown 

that the quest to demythologise is complicated by the problems of myth. It will be shown 

that even if metaphor has its own problems, it is better placed to handle the subject of 

"supernatural powers" than myth. Demythologisation therefore is unsuitable for reading 

the Pauline concept within the background of, and for the African context and ought to be 

thrown out with myth. Rather than looking at all previous interpretations, this study will 

interact with selected scholars who believe Paul was involved in demythologisation. 

Finally, the seventh chapter will conclude with an attempt to discern a theology of 

"supernatural powers" for the African church, which will be based on the findings of the 

preceding chapters. This chapter invites the African church to underline the supremacy of 

Christ and to rely on cultural resources/tools in explaining Christ's supremacy. It also 

challenges the African church to recognise other dimensions of "supernatural powers", 

specifically because of the positive implications of the metaphorical tension of the verb to 

be, discussed in chapter six. 

Scholars classify the Pauline epistles that contain the concept of "supernatural powers", 

between the disputed and undisputed, giving room for divergent views on authorship. But 

engaging that debate, important as it is, may widen the scope of this study, which time 

and space dictate against. The rationale for the study allows us to bypass the issue of 

authorship. What matters most is not the author but the concept that seems to fortify and 

intensify the life and faith of believers within the united body of Christ. We recognise the 

divergent views about authorship111 but adopt the traditional position that regards all 

111 See Synge 1951: 51-57; Coutts 1957-58: 201-207; Klijn 1967: lOlf, 208-217. 
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epistles as Pauline112
. The position of this study is that the distinction between the 

personal and impersonal may not have been the intention of Paul and his first century 

readers. The distinction may have had no clear meaning perhaps because the so-called 

impersonal and personal forces could prompt similar religious experiences, which people 

in the African context of reception and in the context of production access(ed) only by 

some sort of personification or embodiment113
. It could be that the so-called personal or 

impersonal point to the same reality. As a result, the Pauline concept most likely signifies 

the interlocking of personal and impersonal forces. The result of this interlocking is only 

discernible in tropes and figures since it may sometimes defy a sole description, spiritual 

or material. This study therefore does not wish to debate whether "supernatural powers" 

. are personal spiritual beings or impersonal material aspects of the structures of human 

existence. It will be noted, however, that the personal aspect of "supernatural powers" 

may have played a central role given that impersonal and abstract qualities could be 

personified. 

112 See Arnold 1996: 6; 1993: 240; 1995: 7 (especially the list of scholars who considers Colossians as 
penned by Paul in footnote 1 0); Fee 1994: 659-660; Martin 1972: 160-164. For a summary of the 
authorship debate on Ephesians and Colossians and accompanying bibliography, see Carson et al 1991: 
305-309, 331-334; Guthrie 1990: 496-528; 572-577. 
113 See Eliade 1958: 24. 
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Chapter 2 A collision of two woJrldviews: The history and heritage with regard to 

the problem of "supernatural powers" in the African context. 

2:1 Introduction. 

This chapter seeks to show that differences between the African and Western worldviews 

and the distinct lenses by which these worldviews perceive reality deepen the problem of 

"supernatural powers" in the African context. The early missionaries who introduced the 

Bible in Africa and the African recipients did not share a comparable worldview and they 

did not perceive reality through a similar lens. The missionaries perceived reality through 

a lens shaped by the Western intellectual worldview, which habitually denies the real 

existence of "supernatural powers". The Africans perceived reality through a lens 

produced by the African primal worldview, which typically grants "supernatural powers" 

real existence. The African not only agreed to the existence of "supernatural powers" but 

also allowed them to determine human existence. They thus gave "supernatural powers" 

a phobic allegiance, which persists despite the rapid growth of Christianity and the 

frequent use of the Bible. It will be seen that documented evidence reveals that the 

majority of African Christians covertly observe traditional beliefs, rituals and practices 

linked to "supernatural powers". Publicly, they repudiate these beliefs, rituals and 

practices so as to appear as if they are orientated to the official position of the church. 

Such Christians live between two worlds, probably due to the clash between the Western 

and African worldviews. This chapter explains and evaluates the missionary legacy and 

the African response to it, critically appraising the African and Western worldviews. 

2:2 The missionary legacy and the African response. 

i. Condemnation of African culture and worldview 

During the 19th century, several missionary movements sought to evangelise the world 

within a concise period1
. It seems that several missionaries conformed to the philosophy 

1 Samuel Ling, in his article, "An Independent, Pioneering Spirit: Christian Individualism West and East" 
(http://www2.ccim.org/-reformata/lndividualism.htm) notes, "Missionaries were the fruit of revival, 
especially those revivals in the 1830s and 1860s. They had a strong sense of personal sacrifice for the sake 
of the gospel, and an independent spirit to go where Christ had not been named". The emphasis on 
missionary enterprises abroad was certainly tied to the rising influence of Pre-millennialism among the 
missionary movements and potential missionaries. Stoesz (1992: 43) notes that the Keswick movement 
took upon a distinctly dispensational flavour by the tum of the 19th century owing to the great focus on the 
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of European enlightenment that assumed European culture was superior to other cultures. 

As a result, Western missionaries regarded African culture and worldview as inferior2
. 

Some scholars have mentioned different but somehow related factors that led to the 

assumption that the Western culture was superior to other cultures. Davies claims that 

this attitude may be traced back to Durkheim's classic work on the nature of primitive 

religion that influenced later traditions in this area. He argues that the problem is one of 

anthropological hermeneutics and the reductionism that occurs in the process of analysis 

and interpretation. He persuasively maintains that the power of systematising western 

academic traditions tends to impress itself upon the analysis of other cultures 

notwithstanding the familiar problem of ethnocentricity and the recognized need to 

understand religious notions in terms apposite to them3
. Hiebert notes that the rise of 

colonialism, the theory of cultural evolution and the triumph of science contributed to the 

belief in the superiority of Western cultures4
. Bediako convincingly illustrates that the 

Great Chain of Being and the Four Stages Theory strengthened the belief in European 

supremacy and the abasement of Africans to a lower level of existence. The Great Chain 

of Being was based on the principles of plenitude, continuity and gradation originally 

propounded by Plato and Aristotle. This theory arranged the creation hierarchically and 

so it situated the Africans between the 'white human race' and the highest species of 

animals. The Four Stage Theory alleged that all societies developed through successive 

stages based on different modes of survival. The first stage was that of hunters, then that 

of shepherds and of agriculture respectively. The fourth and most developed stage was 

that of commerce. Africans were still in the stage of hunters and slowly moving to the 

stage of shepherds5
. The Africans were regarded to be lesser than Europeans and slightly 

higher than apes. They were members of a somewhat disconnected species, more or less 

halfway between Europeans and orang-utans6
. Such unscientific ideas influenced the 

imminent return of Christ. The pre-millennia! element of Christ's imminent return gave the missionary 
movement a strong impulse to overseas missions. It was this sense of imminence that propelled the 
Keswick movement and perhaps other missionary societies to send abroad those who had responded to 
missionary call during conventions. 
2 Walls 1996: 108;Reeds 1997: 11;Mugambi 1995:19. 
3 Davies 1984: 69. 
4 Hiebert 1994: 76-80. 
5 Bediako 1997: 49-57. 
6 Parfitt 2002: 176; Roberts 1986, 5: 474; Long 1774, 2: 353-356. 
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judgement of theologians and philosophers to rate the African people as primitive and 

backward and to rate the white people as the pure and super race. This attitude is clearly 

spelt out in the works of the eminent Scottish philosopher David Hume. 

I am apt to suspect the Negroes, and in general all other species of men (for there are four 

or five different kinds) to be naturally inferior to the whites. There never was a civilised 

nation of any other complexion than white, nor even any individual eminent either in 

action or speculation. No ingenious manufactures amongst them, no arts, no sciences .... 

Such a uniform and constant difference could not happen, in so many countries and ages, 

if nature had not made an original distinction betwixt these breeds ofmen7
. 

It is not surprising therefore that the missionaries did not appreciate the African religious 

past, which they demonised. According to their judgment, such a background could not 

offer any preparatory foundation for reading the Bible and appreciating biblical faith. 

The Edinburgh 1910 World Missionary Conference, which took place during the high

colonial period in Africa, seems to have welcomed the idea that Africans stood on "a low 

stage of human development". This, as most missionaries who attended the conference 

· supposed, was an "intellectual hindrance" to Christianitl. The Conference based its 

conclusion on the reports from the missionaries and on the work of anthropologist E. B 

Tylor, who had concluded that the religion of primal societies, such as in Africa, was 

animism. Tylor wanted to understand the difference between European and animistic 

people's thoughts. Under the term 'animism', he sought to probe the doctrine of spiritual 

beings representing the core of spiritualistic as opposed to materialistic philosophy9
. The 

rationale behind his study was the evolution theory, which held that "humankind was in a 

process of development from primitive to civilised; from a belief in magic and religion to 

an understanding of science"10
. The missionaries accepted the cultural evolution theory. 

This led them to catalogue the African culture as primitive, animistic and uncivilized11
. 

As a result, the Edinburgh 1910 Missionary Conference Commission IV' s report depicted 

the so-called animistic people as "ignorant, apathetic, indolent and indifferent", who due 

to their low intellectual state had but little sense of natural causation. They were also "a 

7 Hume 1875, 1: 252. 
8 The Missionary message 1910: 13. 
9 Tylor 1871: 1, 425f. 
10 Bumett 1988:15. 
11 Hiebert 1994: 77f. 
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dark degraded company of pagans" who practised the "lowest form of heathenism"12 

based on the belief in the existence of spirits. On the strength of correspondence from 

missionaries, the report insisted that there was no religion in a belief system that was 

"simply heathenism"13
• The report also reveals that many missionaries denied the 

presence of any religious help or consolation in "animistic beliefs and rites"14
. While 

some missionaries held that "there is a modicum of truth in all religious systems", the 

general attitude was that there was no religious content in animism15
. In that case, the so

called animism was not a religious system but a set of superstitions and superstitious 

observances16
. Therefore, according to the report, several missionaries felt that they were 

bringing the Gospel to "dirty, degraded fellow-members of the human race;'. The 

Africans gave the missionaries an "outward obedience" with no respect and without 

opening their hearts to them17
. Imasogie observes that Africans could not admit the denial 

or arrogant condemnation of their worldview as a valid solution to the problem of spirits 

and the spirit world18
. 

Most of the missionaries denied "the existence of any point of contact or preparation for 

Christianity", alleging that there was no religious content in animism since it lacked a 

religious vocabulary19
. Other missionaries, who at least allowed some points of contact, 

hesitated to apply the term "preparation for Christianity" to the African culture, religion 

and worldview. In areas where they recognised some points of contact, it was concluded 

that these had no influence. Such contacts could not prepare the reception of the biblical 

message because they meant nothing to the African religious life, which was based on the 

fear of spirits20
. Commission IV acknowledged that the entire African culture, religion 

and worldview were in no way praeparatio evangelica but demonic and immorae1
. The 

correspondence of most missionaries indicated that a very low moral awareness existed in 

12 The Missionary message 1910: 14, 22, 35. 
13 The Missionary message 1910: 6. 
14 The Missionary message 1910: 10. 
15 The Missionary message 1910: 22. 
16 The Missionary message 1910: 8, 11, 16. 
17 The Missionary message 1910: 22. 
18 Imasogie 1993: 81 f. 
19 The Missionary message 1910: 24. 
20 The Missionary message 1910: 25, 27. 
21 See Ukpong 2000: 12; LeMarquand 2000: 74; Bediako 2000: 90; Gairdner 1910. 
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African religion, culture and worldview. There was no sense of sin and conscience 

seemed hardly to exise2
• Immorality was a virtue and the entire belief system was evil 

and base. Some missionaries noted a rudimentary moral sense and a dim consciousness of 

sin23
. The Conference, however, concluded that there never existed any "preparation for 

Christianity" or "religious content in Animism"24
. The idea was that African religion, 

culture and worldview represented "the religious belief of more or less backward and 

degraded people"25
. As Kenyatta notes, "as far as religion was concerned the African was 

a clean slate on which anything could be written"26
. 

The missionaries' basic aim was first to civilise the Africans so that they may be easily 

Christianised. The native world was to be reconstructed, first and foremost, in the name 

of European civilisation and then in the name of God. A. F. Walls maintains that the 

missionaries wanted the church in Africa to look like the English parish churches in 

villages called Leicester, or Gloucester, or Kent, or Sussex, or Wilberforce, or Bathurst, 

or Waterloo, or Wellington27
• The missionaries, as it seems, accepted the indispensable 

connection between civilization, commerce and Christianitl8
. This, popularly known as 

the three Cs, was the legacy of pre-colonial missionaries, and it is rightly associated with 

David Livingstone and Thomas Buxton. It was meant to counter the slave trade and 

slavery in Africa; hence, according to Livingstone, the cure of slave trade lay in 

civilisation, commerce and Christianity in that order29
• However, this, as Livingstone 

22 Cagnolo 1933: 253-257 cites Rev. P. Perlo, the earliest Consolata missionary among the Glkfiyfi people, 
who after explaining the extreme depravity of their morality and of the whole culture asked, "how could 
morals be found among this people who in their age-long abandonment have become so corrupt as to raise 
practice openly immoral to be a social institution". Perlo thus concluded "in short, every moral principle in 
which our civilization glories and which our religion commands is here, at least in practice, simply reversed 
in its terms: and that is enough to argue that whatever inference is drawn in this connection it must always 
confront us with a state of things essentially deplorable, barbarous, inhuman" So Cagnolo describes Rev. 
Perlo as one who had the opportunity of witnessing "in its crude reality the atrocious and pitiful conditions 
of the Akikuyu". But Western civilisation was the canon to judge morality. 
23 The Missionary message 1910: 12f, 23, 27. 
24 See The Missionary message 1910: 24. 
25 Gairdner 1910: 139. 
26 Kenyatta 1938: 269 
27 Walls 1996: 103. 
28 Cf. Comaroff & Comaroff 1991: 5f; Hiebert 1994: 77; Walls 1996: 106 
29 Livingstone, as Sundkler notes, favoured the indirect method of "spreading better principles" than by the 
direct seeking after conversion. His aim was to fuse "Commerce and Christianity". In his own words, he 
stated that the duties of the missionary "are not so contracted as those whose ideal is a dumpty sort of man 
with a Bible under his arm" and proposed that "if we can introduce a system of free labour into Africa, it 
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believed, could only happen if Britain colonised Africa. However, Livingstone's well

intentioned call for colonialism as an antidote to the horrors of slavery paved the way for 

colonialism and the era of the colonial missionary represented by the 1910 Edinburgh 

Missionary Conference30
. 

The missionaries of the high-colonial era (1900s-1960s) took over the noble pre-colonial 

missionaries' three Cs approach in their effort to convert Africans to Christianity. During 

this time, the missionaries worked alongside the colonial officials. As A. F. Walls notes, 

"the missions, irrespective of their national origin, became part of the colonial state ... 

When power manifestly lay with Whites, there was little point in distinguishing one set of 

White people from another"31
. The missionaries' assumption that their nationality was 

crucial in relation to the colonial government was, in fact, a very negative appraisal of 

their status. This made them change their position regarding secular affairs and as the 

missionaries tended to conform to the demands of colonial officials, Africans recognised 

the domination by Europeans as synonymous with the spread of the Gospel. Commenting 

on the relations of C.M.S missionaries with the Kaguru people of Tanzania, Beidelman 

notes, 

Many C.M.S. missionaries of this period (1891-1961) assumed that their nationality was 

a crucial issue for them; but, ironically, this very negative appraisal of their status proved 

more significant. .. The C.M.S. had to follow the secularizing trends, despite misgivings 

that these might betray the ideals associated with the previous years of heroic 

evangelism32
. 

will exercise a decisive influence on slavery the world over" (cited in Sundkler 1965: 151). Buxton 1839-
40: 511 proposed the way to strangle the slave trade was by the development of agriculture. For that reason, 
the missionary and schoolmaster, the plough and the spade were to go together so that agriculture would 
flourish, consequently opening the avenues for legitimate commerce and civilisation, which would advance 
as the natural effect and Christianity would operate as the proximate cause of this happy change. But it 
should not be assumed the three Cs was the favourite of all and sundry during the pre-colonial era. In 1897, 
Rev. Isaac Taylor announced to a British audience that Christianity had failed not only to civilise the 
"savage, barbarous Africans", but also commerce had extended "drunkenness and vice and the degradation 
of the [African] people" (cited in Prasch 1989: 51. See also Jessica Powers, 2000 Christianity vs. Islam: A 
19'11 Century Debate available at http://www.islamfortoday.com/africadebate.htm, 22.06.04 ). 
30 See http://www. bbc.co. uk/worldscrvice/africalfeatures/storyofafrica/8chapter4, 22/06/04. 
31 Walls 2002: 103. Walls' observation could be validated by a saying, which the Glkfiyfi of Kenya coined 
during the colonial era with regard to the Roman Catholic missionary priests and the Colonial officials. The 
saying goes, "gfitiri Mfithfingfi na Mfibiia (literally translated to mean, there is no difference between a 
Roman Catholic missionary priest and a Colonial Administrator). 
32 Bcidelmann 1982: 72. 
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Even so, it would be a distortion of facts to claim that all missionaries during the colonial 

period agreed that Christianity, commerce and civilisation were inseparable. It has been 

noted above that even during the pre-colonial missionary era, not all and sundry saw the 

three Cs as relevant to the spread of Christianit/3
. Some missionaries saw their main task 

as preaching, teaching and conversion, though they found their hours and days taken up 

by tending gardens that supplied them with food and taking care of the sick that came to 

the door34
. That some missionaries saw their main task as preaching the Gospel so as to 

convert Africans implies that not all missionaries regarded commerce and civilisation as 

the guide to Christianity. In fact, missionaries during the colonial era were divided over 

the issue of evangelism and social responsibility. Beidelman observes, 

The most observant missionaries recognized serious dangers in the growing endorsement 

of social services ... Their fears were rooted in questions about the relations between the 

missions and other aspects of society. Some missionaries saw the church as properly 

concerned with spiritual matters; others observed that all social life, from religion to 

agriculture is of one piece ... but many C.M.S thought that religion should exclude many 

other aspects of everyday life ... The C.M.S opposed development of "non-religious" 

services, however practical or humanitarian, if they did not directly bear on evangelism35
. 

Similarly, Loram noted the difficulties the missionaries faced in relation to the three Cs, 

though they could not avoid it. "How difficult this is every experienced missionary can 

tell. To attempt to co-operate with an evil-living official or with a rapacious trading 

company is indeed hard, and yet there is no other way to achieve the adjustment 

prescribed by such authorities"36
. Some missionaries were thus suspicious of anything, 

commerce and civilisation included, that could distract their efforts from evangelism. As 

evangelicals, the C.M.S missionaries were profoundly suspicious of all materialistic and 

secular influence from the colonial government and business37
. But this created a 

problem while trying to avoid another because for Africans, there was nothing material or 

secular, according to missionary definitions, as everything was perceived through the 

spiritual lens. 

33 See footnote 29 above. 
34 See "A New Generation of Missionaries" in African Christianity: A History of the Christian Church in 
Africa, available at http://www .bethel.edu/ -letnie/ AfricanChristianity/SSA -ColoniaiProtestanls.html, 
23.06.04. 
35 Seidelman 1982: 119. See also Morris 1911: 129-136. 
36 Loram 1923: 159. 
37 Seidelman 1982: 121-123. 
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According to Bengt Sundkler, Christian missions during the colonial era appeared largely 

to be a religious accompaniment of the political, economical and cultural expansion of 

the West. Nevertheless, the missionaries knew they had been sent for the sake of the 

kingdom, which is not of this world. But the land of birth-England, Scotland, Holland, 

Germany, France, America and Scandinavia-had inevitably left its traces upon them. 

They took with them many of their countries' ideals to the mission field38
. As a result, 

even if converting Africans to Christianity was the missionaries' principal aim, it could 

not happen until the Africans were removed from their long-established ethical and moral 

values and belief systems39
. This was to conform them to Victorian Christian morality 

and civilisation, which could not occur without Western education. It seems that Buxton 

and Livingstone's concept of three Cs was taken beyond what it was originally intended 

to accomplish. Commenting on a chapter about Africans, "The Civilising Work of 

Missions among the Child-Race of the Empire" in a missionary publication, Our 

Empire's Debt to Missions" of 1924, Walls notes, 

The implication is clear: child races needed a firm, patient tutor. Nothing could indicate 

how far both missions and missionary language had travelled since the days of Buxton 

and Livingstone. Much as they believed in what they called "civilisation", that generation 

never saw Africans as children"40 

The African people, having been degraded to an inferior status, and subsequently having 

been regarded as children, were projected as tabula rasa; an empty mind that needed 

imprinting and improvement using Western education. The missionary founded church 

was surely nurtured and conditioned in such a mind-set. John Pobee observes that all the 

historical churches implemented the doctrine of tabula rasa, that is, there is nothing in 

the non-Christian culture on which Christian missionaries can build. Every aspect of 

traditional non-Christian culture had to be destroyed before Christianity could build up 41
. 

Now the problem is that African 

Churches have tended to avoid the question and have presented the Gospel as though it 

was concerned with an entirely different compartment of life, unrelated to traditional 

religious piety. As a result many of our people are uncertain about how Jesus of the 

38 Sundkler 1965: 121. 
39 Cf. Ukpong 2000: 12. 
40 Walls 2002: 98. 
41 Pobee 1982: 168-172. 
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church's preaching saves them from the terrors and fears, which they explain in their 

traditional worldview42
. 

This has left several African Christians betwixt and between, simultaneously clinging to 

both the Christian faith and traditional religiosity. The problem is that such Christians, by 

deed if not by word, regard Christ as unable to redeem them from the phenomena 

attributed to "supernatural powers". One sad result of this is that the African church has 

not earnestly developed her own identity and she has frequently been burdened with 

pastoral problems, especially those linked with beliefs, rituals and practices as to 

"supernatural powers"43
• 

As Hiebert comments, missionaries do not enter cultural vacuums since they go to people 

who have their own customs, beliefs and practices about "supernatural powers". But the 

missionaries believed that the phenomena attributed to "supernatural powers" were 

primitive. When the Africans spoke of the fear of evil spirits, the missionaries denied 

their existence and failed to claim Christ's power over them.44
• Consequently, many 

Africans regarded Christ as powerless in meeting their daily needs and/or developed a 

dual religious heritage45
. They perhaps assumed that Christ had little or nothing to say to 

their deepest concerns and was only partially relevant to the fundamental issues of life. 

The Africans held that in denying the existence of "supernatural powers" the religious 

conscience of Christianity had no place for them. At first, these assumptions hindered 

conversion since the Bible was regarded as a tool for spreading European interests and 

42 Bediako I 990: I 2. 
43 Mbiti I 976: 8 notes that traditional theology is embarrassingly impotent in the face of human questions 
in the churches of Africa, Latin America, parts of Asia and the South Pacific. He laments that theologians 
are incapacitated by European education from dealing with "supernatural powers". 
44 Hiebert 1994: 75, I 97. Nevertheless, not all missionaries who failed to proclaim the supremacy of Christ 
over "supernatural powers" in Africa. A pre-colonial missionary in Uganda, Alexander. M. Mackay had a 
fervent zeal to convince the Baganda king Mutesa and his chiefs to break down their superstitions and 
receive the word of God as their guide. He writes, "I had my Bible in my hand, and had carefully 
considered how I might show from the scriptures the evil of dealing with familiar spirits (Mackay 1878: 
147). Responding to Kabaka (the royal title of Baganda kings) Mutesa's explanation that lubare was the 
spirit that preserved the remains of the ancestors and the guardian of that spirit was Mukasa (the name of 
the person who was regarded as the spirit-medium or diviner) Mackay said that spirits or mediums do not 
exist and those who said they possessed familiar spirits were only liars (Mackay 1878: 149). In 1914, E. 
Price preached at the very centre of M'Bona shrine about the great sacrifice of Christ for the world and 
God's love for mankind. (Price I 916: 82. See Schoffeleers I 975: 14-26). 
45 Kraft 1995:35. 

38 



Christianity as a white man's religion46
. The Bible was regarded as an imperialist tool 

meant to deprive them of their culture and land47
• The Africans' encounter with the Bible 

is retold with the words, "when the white man came to our country he had the Bible and 

we had the land. The white man said, 'let us pray'. After the prayer, the white man had 

the land and we had the Bible"48
. The implication of this saying is that the Bible now 

belongs to Africans, though this is debatable. 

The Africans' response to the biblical message as missionaries preached it was gradual 

and multifaceted. It began with complete resistance, even if there were a few cases of 

acceptance. As Smith notes, the indigenous religion and customs gave little immediate 

prospect of positive response to Christian preaching. The Africans were prepared to 

accept the worth of the Gospel but they also rejected a message that cut across their way 

of life so severely. Their imprecise attitude to the Gospel and their evasion of its demands 

arose from the nature of those demands, which the missionaries propagated with the call 

to break with traditional clan and family ties. Many would have liked to acknowledge the 

teaching of the missionaries but the claims of ancestral spirits and the duties and fidelity 

to them were too strong49
. Afterwards, the Africans accepted the Gospel but the response 

of the majority was betwixt and between. As will be shown below, one foot was in the 

traditional way of life while the other was in the new way of life the missionaries were 

introducinl0
. It then appears that there was little success in deterring African converts 

from regressing to traditional ways of dealing with what they experienced and interpreted 

as pressure, constraints and assaults attributed to "supernatural powers"51
. 

46 Smith 1966: 86; Hiebert 1994: 76; The Missionary message 1910: 12, 17. 
47 See Sugirtharajah 2001: 105. 
48 Mofokeng 1988: 34. Cf. Sundkler 1948: 33. I remember these words being used by school children to 
ridicule us, we who followed the 'church of the white man' (meaning the Anglican church - which the 
colonists and settlers, i.e. European farmers who had occupied the African land attended) as opposed to 
them, who followed the church of the African (meaning the African Independent Church- which supported 
the Kenya land and freedom fighters, aka Mau Mau. 
49 Smith 1966: 47, 92, 10. 
50 See Peires 1979: 51-61; 1989; Saunders, C [ed.) 1979; Smith 1966; Howell 1997; Hodgson 1985; 
Donavans 1978; Debrunner 1967; Chidester 1992; Halcomb 1998; Attwel1984; Ashley 1981, 1998; Addo
Fening 1997 
51 See LeMarquand 2000: 75. 
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Nowadays at the popular level, many Africans continue to deal with concerns of life in 

the traditional ways52
. The fear of spirits is felt across the continent. The missionary 

founded churches officially censure beliefs, rituals and practices linked to "supernatural 

powers". Nonetheless, Christianity in Africa is increasingly nuanced as some Christians 

read the Bible and worship in indigenous ways53
. They respond to problems they attribute 

to "supernatural powers" using a framework that reveals continuity with the traditional 

mindset54
. These African Christians respond to Western Christianity by separating 

themselves from the missionary founded churches55
. There are a variety of religious 

groups56
, which claim to be restoring what the Western form of Christianity has lost, that 

is, the power of the Holy Spirit57
. These groups regard the Western form of Christianity 

as academic and book centred, lacking the power to deal with the real issues of life. They 

purportedly depend on the power of the Holy Spirit to deal with the problems and fears 

they attribute to "supernatural powers"58
• Nevertheless, these groups are flawed since 

some of their leaders behave like traditional witch hunters and diviners59
, creating untold 

fear among their followers. This sadly motivates the followers to give more loyalty to the 

leaders than to Christ60
. The Bible, as Ndung'u notes, is used as a religio-magical power 

that frightens and even wipes out spirits, making it difficulty to discern the symbolism 

and the reality the Bible stands for61
. These groups also overstress the spirit world and 

allocate superfluous importance to angels in worship62
. There is also a tendency to see a 

particular group as the one protecting people from evil "supernatural powers" but which 

in the final analysis appears to be promoting demonic activities63
. 

52 Ferdinanda 1999: 3 
53 See Burnett 1988: 236; The Missionary message 1910: 17. 
54 See Howell1997: 166--189. 
55 See Sundkler 1961: 168-179. 
56 See Barrett 1968. 
57 See Ndung'u 2000: 241, 245. 
58 Burnett 1988: 232-243. 
59 SeeMbiti 1969: 168. 
60 See Howell 1997: 174. 
61 Ndung'u 2000: 243f. 
62 See Abogunrin 1986; Owanikin 1987; Walls 2002: 126. 
63 Howell 1997: 175-179. Daily Nation on the web, http://www.nationaudio.com 30:01:2002 reported the 
investigations of Kenyan Police in relation to an allegation that the leader of "The Will of God" sect was 
detaining people illegally for faith healing. Another sect expelled two pastors accusing them of introducing 
'devil worship in the church, misleading the members and plunging the church into problems' (Daily 
Nation on the Web, hllp://www.nationaudio.com 8:02:2002). 

40 



The African context has witnessed major diversities in the expression of Christian faith64
. 

However, the missionary legacy perseveres65 because the missionaries neglected an area, 

which Hiebert calls the "excluded middle"66
• As Burnett insists, missionaries underlined 

philosophical religion on one level and technology on the other, disregarding the daily 

application of religion67
• Unfortunately, as Lesslie Newbigin asserts, Western Christian 

mission grew to become one of the greatest secularising forces in history68
. Even so, the 

Africans became more and more interested in education offered by Christian missions as 

a means of learning how to deal with the power of the Europeans. The problem is that, 

even with such as opportunity, Christian missions did not to delve deeply enough to 

constitute a real threat to the spirit cults69
. As a result, some Africans, by deed if not by 

word, regard missionary Christianity as "an impotent religion"70 without power to tackle 

the belief in "supernatural powers". There is therefore a far-reaching discontent with the 

missionaries' perception of "supernatural powers" among the majority of the so-called 

third world Christians 71
. 

However, the missionaries were children of their own age. It would be nai·ve to deny that 

they significantly contributed, and readily sacrificed their lives towards the development 

of African nations. Rather than passing any value judgement on the activities of Western 

missionaries, we are simply stating the facts of experience72
. But their faults that persist 

in modern Africa are not negligible and trivial. In our own era, Thomas Jonsson, referred 

to as 'missionary, pastor, Bible teacher, author and motivational speaker', who has 

founded churches and Bible schools in modern Africa believes, "the African people have 

lived in darkness in many areas, especially in the truths of the Word of God". They thus 

lack God's blessings since they have "lived in hunger and poverty and believed that this 

has been their destiny, and if you are living in a poor country, you are doomed". He 

claims, "God wants to prosper his people, not only the Europeans or the Americans but 

64 See Ndung'u 2000: 236. 
65 See Caplan 1995: 92, 95f; Ganusah 2000: 278, 282. 
66 Hiebert 1982: 335-347. 
67 Burnett 1988: 218. 
68 Newbigin 1966: 18. Cf. Burnett 1988: 116f; Miller 1973:99-107. 
69 Schoffeleers 1975: 21. 
70 Adamo 2000: 339. 
71 O'Brien 1984: 130; Benson 1980: 58 f. 
72 See Kibicho 1978: 357. 
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God wants to prosper all his people, including the poorest nation in Africa'm. This shows 

that the African church still feels the missionary impact, although no longer under the 

control of missionaries. It also shows the extent with which some missionaries may have 

had an extremist view of God and of the Bible. As Parratt insists, European missionaries 

penetrated Africa with a fundamentalist view of the Bible. Such an approach is still 

characteristic of African Christians and it hinders biblical studies on the continent. It 

imposes upon the Bible an artificial viewpoint instead of allowing the Bible to speak for 

itself'4 . 

It seems that the missionaries erred since they stressed discontinuity between Christianity 

and African cultures and religion to such an extent that they excluded the aspects of 

continuity. They condemned African religious beliefs and practices without a proper 

evaluation and substituted Western cultural and religious practices with Christianity. This 

made it impossible for a person to be a faithful Christian and remain genuinely African. 

The missionaries thus "failed to perceive the new in the old and the old in the new. They 

failed to see authentic inspiration in African Religion and its importance for humanity's 

search for God"75
. The real tragedy was the imposition of western cultural trappings that 

were erroneously equated with Christianity. Nevertheless, the missionaries' pioneering 

work is a significant landmark in the history of African Christianity. They certainly made 

significant contribution towards the development not only of the African church but also 

of the African nations. As Walls observes, "In fact, the missions had an important place 

in the colonial state, for they provided a high proportion of education and medical 

infrastructure. The missions were thus major agents in producing in Africa the organs of 

modern states, with literacy, technology and technological based communications"76
• 

This, to all intents and purposes, was a one of the missionaries' positive achievement in 

addition to the translation of the Bible into African vernacular languages, to which we 

now turn. 

73 Jonsson 1998: 2. 
74 Parratt 1995: 62f. 
75 Magesa !997b: 21. See also Fashole-Luke 1978: 357 
76 Walls 2002: 103. 
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ii. The translation of the Bible. 

The African Christians' knowledge of the Bible, though imparted rather selectively, was 

mainly derived from missionaries. The missionaries pioneered the translation of the Bible 

into African languages77
. This brought a new phase of accepting Christianity. But during 

the translation process, the missionary translators left out some African words that were a 

direct equivalent of a biblical word, so that the Bible may not appear to be backing the 

alleged demonic nature of African culture and worldview78
. According to the British and 

Foreign Bible Society Report, Bible translator H. C. Withey alleged that a South Western 

African Bantu language had "a full vocabulary for vices, but a limited one for virtue"79
. 

He reported, "Not only the heathen, but the speech of the heathen, must be Christianized. 

Their language itself needs to be born again. Their very words have to be converted from 

foul meanings and base use and baptized into a Christian sense, before those words can 

convey the great truths and ideas of the Bible"80
• Indeed, there was a correlation between 

missionaries' theology, attitude to culture and its choice of terms for biblical translation. 

Yet Western education imparted by missionaries hoping it would give African converts 

the full measure of civilisation, enabled them to read the Bible for themselves81
. Ukpong 

notes that when the Scriptures were translated into African languages, African Christians, 

now able to read for themselves, gained a deeper awareness of a different Jesus than the 

Jesus taught by their churches. They met a Jesus who confronted spiritual powers and 

cast out demons that impeded human life and caused cosmic chaos. They encountered a 

Jesus who healed the sick and who proclaimed release to the captives and liberty to the 

oppressed82
. African Christians now could see that the texts certainly mentioned the devil 

(the god of this world) and the powers of darkness (demons, principalities, powers, world 

rulers of this present darkness, spiritual hosts of wickedness in the heavenly places and 

evil spirits). 

77 See Howell 1997: 189-192; Bediako 1994: 246. 
78 See Karanja 1999: 134f; Sugirlharajah 2001: 58 f. 
79 The Word among the Nations 1909: 13. 
80 The Word among the Nations 1909: 14. 
81 Smith 1966: 56; Howell1997: 189-192. 
82 Ukpong 1995: 3. 
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The translation of the Scriptures thus enabled the Africans to see and hear an affirmation 

of their own cultural, social and religious life in the pages of the Bible. In reading the 

Bible, now available in their own languages, the Africans recognized God was speaking 

to them using their own language and in their cultural milieu83
. This then was the end of 

an era wherein the message of the Bible was imparted selectively84
• The African 

Christians could now identify what the missionaries had wrongly condemned as 

incompatible with the Bible, among which was the reality and existence of "supernatural 

powers"85
. This raised questions on the relationship between people, Jesus Christ and evil 

"supernatural powers". The problem is that the missionaries answered these questions 

with laughable answers. The missionary-founded churches, more often than not, answer 

these questions lamentabll6
. Adamo rightly captures the scenario. The missionaries and 

later the missionary-trained African church leaders made African Christians throw away 

cultural paraphernalia and techniques of protecting and liberating themselves from evil 

powers. They only left them with the Bible but without teaching them how to use it to 

protect themselves from evil spirits87
• So, in reality, even if the Bible has had a dynamic 

impact on African Christianity as the basic source of theologl8
, biblical scholarship has 

not tackled thoroughly the pastoral problem caused by belief in "supernatural powers"89
. 

African Christians may be piously convinced that Christ is the Lord of all creation. But 

are they convinced Christ is the all-powerful Lord of their day-to-day life where they 

encounter the pervasive influence of "supernatural powers" understood to be the forces 

behind human existence? As Imasogie notes, an authentic Saviour must be capable of 

83 Walls 1996: 1lf. 
84 See Karanja 1999: 141; Mbiti 1986: 27; Barrett 1968: 127-134. 
85 See Mbiti 1986: 30; Barrett 1968. 
86 Cf. Walls 2002: 127, "As for missionary influence, missionary Christianity was largely disabled from 
giving clear guidelines on the mater of ancestors, since there was no precise equivalent in Western 
experience either of ancestors or the family and kinship system to which the ancestors belonged. The more 
protestant strands of missionary teaching tended simply to proscribe any form of ancestral cult as 
inconsistent with the sole worship of God; the more Catholic ones offered. reinterpretations of ancestor 
veneration in terms of the Latin Christian doctrine of the communion of the saints. But neither of these 
procedures could abolish, absorb, or fully re-place the religious consciousness from which ancestor cult 
arose". 
87 Adamo 2000: 336. 
88 See Appiah-Kubi & Torres 1979: 192f. 
89 See Ukpong 2000: 24. 
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destroying the cause of fear and anxiety of African Christians, since no religion can be 

applicable to a people if it neglects any area of their total experience, as they perceive it90
. 

iii. African Christians and "supernatural powers". 

The great majority in the African context, including Christians, believe that spiritual and 

material aspects of creation interlock and work together to influencing human existence. 

The popular conviction is that "supernatural powers" shape institutions and that human 

beings sometimes respond to them consciously and at times unconsciously. This happens 

despite the fact that African Christians have had an age-old historical link with the Bible, 

which portrays "supernatural powers" as real but weak in comparison to God and Christ. 

Beliefs and fears allied to, and the obsessive loyalty given to spirits still dominate the 

African way of life91
• It seems that, in real life and to a certain degree, African Christians 

satirize the theory of several African scholars that the Bible commands a central place in 

the life of African Christians and that it is the pillar of their faith 92
. Yet, these scholars 

definitely put the Bible right at the heart of African culture, where it is read, listened to 

and even discussed so as to speak to the African Christian way of life. But the question is, 

to what extent is the Bible at the heart of African culture when it comes to the subject of 

"supernatural powers"? In fact, several African Christians fail to adhere to the teachings 

of the Bible, and specifically to the Pauline teachings on the subject. They prefer 

traditional ways of dealing with issues threatening and upsetting life, which they assign to 

"supernatural powers". Research has persuasively shown that many African Christians 

are customarily devoted to intermediary spirits as recognised by their culture and 

world view. 

Howell reveals a dual religious bequest at the heart of the Kasena Christians of Northern 

Ghana. As her study reveals, "in times of crisis and illness some Christians would seek 

90 Imasogie 1993: 81f. 
91 The cremation of the wife of a former Anglican Church of Kenya Archbishop the Most Rev. Manasseh 
Kuria triggered a wave of controversy since many retain sentimental and emotional ties with the spirits of 
the dead. A University of Nairobi Institute of African Studies lecturer opposed cremation saying that the 
spirit of the dead would not simply accept it. He insisted that the African burial ceremony was important 
for it prepared the body's journey to the spirit world after death. Cremation would destroy the human spirit 
since there is a physical and spiritual life. It would affect the resurrection of the dead and it is a taboo to 
cremate an African person. (Daily nation on the web, http://www.nationaudio.com 101

h July 2002). 
92 Sibeko & Haddad 1997: 85; Masenya 1997: 55; Nthamburi & Waruta 1997: 51 Obeng 1997: 8; Mbiti 
1994: 38 
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help by means of divination and participate in traditional sacrifice and ritual as well as 

requesting prayer or mass". Citing a Kasena priest, Father Augustine Kazaresam, Howell 

reveals that the Kasena people "are Christians on Sundays and for the rest of the week 

they are 'real' Kasena" because God's Spirit had "not permeated the Christians' daily 

life"93
. Congdon shows that 69.6 per cent of Zulu Christians believe in ancestral spirits, 

which accompany, protect and bring them good fortune. His research concludes, 

fewer professing Christians affirmed the deity of Christ than (those who) expressed 

dependence upon the ancestral spirits for problems connected with daily living ... Where 

formalized Christianity has proved powerless, African church members have resorted to 

nativistic religion in seeking to meet felt needs ... A resurgence of cultic magical arts and 

witchcraft in Black Townships has been associated with the desire for protection from 

crime and violence 94
• 

DomNwachukwu notes that the Igbo embrace the white man's God recognising him as 

their traditional God Chukwu. But they still retain allegiance to, and fear of, traditional 

deities through whom they communicate with their Supreme Being Chukwu in daily life. 

The Igbo believe that the white man's God is not authoritative enough to deal with issues 

emanating from the spirit world. Igbo Christians often return to the traditional deities and 

ancestors so as to contact Chukwu, who competently deals with spirits and demons that 

are part of their daily experiences95
• 

Magesa notes that the belief in spirits continues to exert a more profound influence over 

African spirituality than many Christian leaders and Western or 'Westernised academics' 

care to admit. He notes that one of the widespread complaints among Christian leaders 

concerns the "duality" of African Christians' way of life. African Christians do not 

always adhere to religious and ritual demands that are formulated and expressed by the 

leaders of their churches. Many times they do not exactly demonstrate the inculcated and 

expected response their leaders await, because they seek comfort in their own religious 

symbol systems and rituals, which church leaders explicitly condemn96
. Similarly, 

Shorter notes that African Christians disown little of their former non-Christian outlook 

at baptism. They are asked to repudiate some traditional practices that have been rightly 

93 Howell 1997: 1. 
94 Congdon 1985: 297f. See also Van Rheenem 1993: 171. 
95 DomNwachukwu 1990: 71-72. 
96 Magesa 1997b: 18-20. 
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or wrongly damned by the church but they are not asked to recant a religious philosophy. 

They therefore return to the banned practices on occasion with remarkable simplicity. 

Conversion to Christianity is for African Christians a sheer gain, an "extra" for which 

they have opted. It is an "overlay" on their original religious culture. Apart from the 

official criticism of African Traditional Religion, Christianity has had little impact on the 

same in the way of serious judgements of value97
. Tutu rightly recapitulates the state of 

affairs with regard to African Christians. 

The African Christian has suffered from a form of religious schizophrenia. With part of 

himself he has been compelled to pay lip service to Christianity as understood, expressed 

and preached by the white man. But with an ever greater part of himself, a part he has 

often been ashamed to acknowledge openly and which he has struggled to repress, he has 

felt his Africanness was being violated. The white man's largely cerebral religion was 

hardly touching the depths of his African soul; he was being redeemed from sins he did 

not believe he had committed; he was being given answers, and often splendid answers to 

questions he had not asked98
• 

The available evidence therefore suggests that the majority of African Christians operate 

within two belief systems that are closed to each other and only superficially modified by 

the other. As Nurnberger insists, many Africans faithfully attend church on Sundays but 

at night they will be in secret vigils where magic rites are performed, or where an 

"independent" prophet offers healing powers99
• The waning of the traditional beliefs in 

"supernatural powers" among African Christians is only on what Scott calls the 'public 

transcript', while it continues to operate on the 'hidden transcript' 100
. The belief in 

"supernatural powers" has incessantly perpetuated doctrinal and pastoral concerns in the 

97 Shorter 197 Sb: 7. 
98 Tutu 1978: 366. 
99 NUrnberger 1974: 195 
100 The 'hidden transcript' "represents a critique of power spoken behind the back of the dominant" (Scott 
1990:xii) and is the discourse including speech act and a whole range of other practices that subordinate 
groups create in response to their ordeal of domination. So 'the hidden transcript' is a self-disclosure that 
power relations normally exclude from the official transcript. The 'public transcript' refers to actions that 
are openly avowed to the other party in the power relations. It is a "way of describing the open interaction 
between subordinates and those who dominate" (Scott 1990:2. Cf. his footnote 1). Thus Scott opens his 
study with an Ethiopian proverb, 'when the great lord passes the wise peasant bows deeply and silently 
farts' to show the relationship between, the 'hidden transcript' and the 'public transcript', and between 
domination and resistance. 
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African church, which Ferdinanda adeptly explicates101
. But it seems that this occurs due 

to a clash between two different worldviews. The "popular Christianity" is predominantly 

influenced by the primal African worldview's imagination and perception of reality. The 

"official Christianity" originates from a theology influenced by the Western intellectual 

worldview102
. The official reading of the Bible is also inclined to the Western intellectual 

worldview that repeatedly regards African belief in spirits as figments of a human mind 

influenced by a primitive worldview. Yet as Ricoeur observes, "never, in fact, does the 

interpreter get near to what his text says unless he lives in the aura of the meaning he is 
. . . f ,103 mqumng a ter . 

2:3 A critical appraisal of the African and Western worldviews. 

i. A need for dialogue. 

So far, it is clear that the African and Western worldviews perceive and interpret reality 

differently. The missionaries explained what the African experienced as pressure and 

constraint attributed to "supernatural powers" as superstitious animistic beliefs. This 

happened precisely because the missionaries and the Africans were reared in different 

social worlds. Also, contemporary African and Western scholars come from different 

socio-cultural backgrounds. When two persons, as Berger and Luckrnann note104
, arrive 

at their meeting place from social worlds that have been historically produced in isolation 

from each other, their interaction occurs in a situation that has not been institutionally 

defined for both. Each person first observes the activities of the other, assigning a motive 

to them. When these activities occur again, the observant typifies the motives as regular, 

saying to himself, 'Aha there he goes again'. At some stage in their interactions, these 

typifications will be expressed in specific patterns of conduct. Each person will begin to 

play roles vis-a-vis each other and each will inwardly receive the reiterated roles of the 

other and make them the models for his/her own role-playing. The consequence is that 

each will take the role of the other and 'Aha there he goes again' becomes 'there we go 

101 Ferdinanda 1999: i 
102 "Official Christianity" refers to the teaching sanctioned by church leaders while "popular Christianity" 
refers to daily life and faith of ordinary Christians, which negates the official teaching. 
103 Ricoeur 1967: 351. 
104 Berger & Ludemann 1967: 74-77. 
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again' 105
. Berger and Luclcmann argue, ''This relieves both individuals of a considerable 

amount of tension... Each action of one is no longer a source of astonishment and 

potential danger to the other"106
. The two individuals successfully construct a 

background, which serves their separate actions and mutual interaction. It is this social 

interaction that is disseminated to the third party, for instance children. Yet the 

interaction between the two individuals produces the institutional world known very well 

to the two. As the institutional world thickens and hardens for them and for their 

offspring, what was 'there we go again' becomes 'this is how these things are done'. "A 

world so regarded attains a firmness in consciousness; it becomes real and in an ever 

more massive way and it can no longer be changed so readily"107
. 

Something akin to this may be said with regard to the African and Western readers of the 

Bible who have been nurtured in social worlds that have been historically produced in 

isolation from each other. They have watched each other perform for a long time and 

'Aha, there he goes again' has become exhausting and nauseating. They would rather 

now be saying, 'there we go again' and then 'this is how these things are done'. This will 

most likely remove the source of astonishment and potential danger hitherto seen in the 

other. It can also help to critique the African and Western worldviews, as there is no pure 

and absolute worldview in itself as to the meaning of a subject or concept. This dialogue 

may help Bible readers to recognise their long-held views as a potential obstacle to other 

genuine interpretations. 

ii. Understanding worldviews. 

Arguably, deep-level assumptions, values and commitments that worldviews generate 

and are held dearly by a society are learned for the most part unconsciously108
. However, 

a worldview may act back and affect the interpretation and meaning of phenomena109
. 

Yet it may be exacting to understand a worldview although it can be analysed by 

describing themes and counter themes within a culture that tend to control human 

105 Berger & Ludemann 1967: 74 
106 Berger & Ludemann 1967: 74f. 
107 Berger & Ludemann 1967: 77. 
108 Sapir 1949: 546; Hiebert 1994: 204. 
109 Cobble 1988: 33. 
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behaviour and to arouse activity as approved by society110
. Naturally, worldviews provide 

central governing sets of values and basic assumptions by which people perceive and 

interpret reality. They influence the ways with which people engage with the themes of 

life, implying that they explain the ways with which people deal with challenges that 

threaten the achievement of basic and felt needs. Worldviews give the time and space 

framework of why and how incidents occur and the lens for perceiving, interpreting and 

evaluating empirical events and life experiences. The frames and structures of defining 

reality are constructed on the basis of a worldview. For that reason, a key consideration is 

that the interpretation of the phenomena attributed to "supernatural powers" is shaped by 

worldviews. The Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" has, however, been to a large 

extent, studied from a Western worldview's perspective111
. The same applies to 

anthropological studies on the African belief in "supernatural powers". The problem is 

that African and Western worldviews are different and "differences in worldviews 

present great difficulty in communication"112
. It is relevant therefore to critically appraise 

the African and Western worldviews so as to appreciate why people inclined to these 

worldviews may interpret an agreed set of phenomena differently. 

a. The African worldview. 

That many changes have occurred in the African worldview is not concealed. In most 

cases, these changes are received and modified to fit into the framework of the primal 

African world view. Several scholars agree that the capacity of the Africans to borrow, re

work and integrate alien ideas has given traditional knowledge tremendous durability in 

the face of immense changes that the modern era has brought to the African scene. In that 

case, some of the common features of the traditional African conceptual world plainly 

persist in the thinking of most Africans even after modern schooling. The primal 

worldview has not been entirely changed, neither has it vanished since its thoughts still 

occupy the Africans mind-set. Where changes seem to appear, it is only at the surface, 

affecting only the material side of life while traditional concepts form the background of 

110 See Kraft, M 1995: 20-23; Redfield 1953: 85; Geertz 1968: 302f; O'Donovan 1996: 3; Hiebert 1985: 
85; Kraft, C 1989: 20; wa Gatumu 2000: 9f. 
111 Ukpong 2000: 11. 
112 Kraft 1995: 23. 
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perceived realit/13
• Christian converts too do not change their worldview as a result of 

conversion114
. They persistently continue to "share the beliefs of their ancestors in an 

ontology of invisible beings"115
• If truth be told, belief in ghosts perseveres in modern 

Africa despite the influx of modern technology and scientific knowledge116
. 

A key feature of the African worldview is the lack of separation between the sacred and 

the secular, the spiritual and the material since they are regarded as aspects of the same 

reality117
. The spiritual lens not only forms the framework through which African people 

conceive reality but also explains everything that relates to human life. Every happening, 

including human behaviour however mundane it may appear, is seen through a spiritual 

lens118
. The popular belief is that exterior and alien supernatural forces stand behind 

whatever happens to humankind in history and in their structures of existence119
. Strange 

and unrestrained behaviour of wild or domestic animals is allegedly spirit-influenced. 

According to the Gikfiyfi of Kenya, when a carnivorous animal eats sacrificial meat 

[despite the fact that carnivorous animals eat meat], it means that spirits have accepted 

the sacrifice and so sent one of them in the form of an animal to consume the sacrifice120
. 

According to the Ewe of West Africa, whenever a domestic animal behaves strangely, it 

is killed in order to drive away the evil spirit riding on it121
. The same is also extended to 

natural disasters. If natural phenomena cause destruction of human life and property, it is 

held that a certain spirit has possessed the elements of nature associated with that natural 

phenomenon. Spirits are perceived as personal but without a material body. They are 

conceived as shadows, which exist within or without the material reality. These spirits 

113 See Ferdinanda 1999: 2; Appiah 1992: 103; Magesa 1997b: 20; Mbiti 1969: xi; Parrinder 1969: 26. 
114 Bediako 1997: 16, esp. fn15, 65; Ukpong 1999: 105; Redfield 1960: 337-388; 1953: 26-83; Magesa 
1997b: 18; Okwuosa 1977:26. 
115 Appiah 1992: 134. 
1 16 See Sunday Nation, 1116/2000: 16 wherein a leading Kenyan Sociology Professor and a one time head 
of the civil service and secretary to the cabinet, Prof. Phillip Mbithi disclosed how he battled with a ghost 
and as he said, this was an episode that changed his life completely. Prof. David Ndeetei, a leading Kenyan 
Psychiatrist also insists, "medical science had no explanation for the ghosts, but it was recognised globally 
that they appear to people and interfere with their lives" (Daily Nation 2417/2000) 
117 See Turner 1977: 32; Ferdinanda 1999:18, 27; Turner 1977: 32; Magesa 1997b: 74; Karanja 1999: 38; 
Mbiti 1969: 3, 75 1971: 129, 133; Nyamiti 1973: 21; Hofmann 1901: 24; Idowu 1975: 4; Temples 1959:65, 
1 00; Shorter & Onyancha 1997: 26. 
118 Taylor 1976: 117; Mbiti 1970: 118; Manaoukian I 1950: 94; Giles 1987; Field 1937: 4f. 
119 Barrett 1968: 120; Moreau 1990: x. 
120 Leakey 1977, 3: 1102 
121 Avotri 2000: 323. 
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can occupy animate and inanimate beings, material and non-material objects122
. For that 

reason, specific and sanctified objects and animals representing the spirits must be 

respected to avoid rampant diseases123
. The universe and its natural features have a life of 

their own, a personality, will and life forces 124
. This is the premise on which Africans 

interpret the world as a divine creation125
. The awe and reverence given to the material 

reality is a moral requirement since the world is the manifestation of God, His power and 

benevolence. The big rock where people go to sacrifice is not just a big rock but it reveals 

and contains God's presence and so is a personification of some supernatural quality of 

the Divine126
. This applies to anything that inspires awe, yet these elements are in no way 

God but creatures that have a spirit in them because they exist by the will and through the 

power of the Supreme Being127
. Some scholars agree that this feature of the African 

worldview is valuable for the upkeep of the environment, which encompasses a life 

. I f h . lt2s support system cruc1a or uman surv1va . 

Another feature of the African worldview is that whatever emerges suddenly and which 

appears not to have roots in the known spirits is attributed to a new spirit or spirits129
. In 

agreement with Eliade, "everything unusual, unique, new, perfect, or monstrous at once 

becomes imbued with magico-religious power and an object of veneration or fear 

according to the circumstances"130
. The introduction of Western education engendered 

the recognition of a spirit that was only accessible to the Europeans. Western education 

and technology were thereby explained as coming from "the spirits of Europeans". Many 

Africans went to school to learn how these spirits could cause a piece of paper to speak 

and to produce some effects. It always happened that when European missionaries or 

colonists sent their African servants with a letter to another European, an action would 

122 Mbiti 1969: 3ff, 1971: 137; Idowu 1975:4. 
123 Magesa 1997b: 161. 
124 Codrington 1891: 119; Temple 1945: 31 ;Burnett 1988:26. 
125 Wilson 1946: 31-61; Lesko 1991: 89-122. 
126 See Kibicho's (1978: 372) observation that the traditional Glkfiyfi people understood Mount Kirinyaga, 
aka Mount Kenya, as God's main temporary abode when he came down on his regular inspection tours and 
so they regarded it as a mountain of mystery and holiness. 
127 See Magesa 1997b: 61, 73; Shorter 1973: 54, 1977: 61-78; Nyamiti: n.d.: 66; Burnett 1988: 35. 
128 Magesa 1997b: 71-76; Wangiri 1999; wa Gatumu 2000: 34, 4~8. 66. 
129 Mbiti 1969:77. Cf. Behrend & Luig 1999: xiii; Colson 1969; Luig 1993; Rouch 1978: 1010; Ribi 1987: 
291. 
130 Eliade 1958: 13. 
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follow after reading the letter131
. This was seen as a mystery coming from the spirit world 

that only the Europeans had power to control. To gain that power, the urge to know about 

"the spirits of European" through Western education taught in mission schools increased. 

This happened because the African worldview is experimentative and adaptive. As a 

matter of fact, the African worldview can gain new "supernatural powers" that ease life 

and get rid of "supernatural powers", which may prove ineffectual. While divinities can 

be acquired and/or dropped should they prove inept, ancestral spirits are irreplaceable132
. 

Western education, technology and science have increased and/or decreased the number 

of spirits in many African societies. 

Another key feature of the African worldview is that benevolent or malevolent actions of 

human leaders are seen through a spiritual lens. There is an age-old belief that a rapport 

exists between priesthood/chieftainship and the spirit world. Many African societies 

regard kings/chiefs and priests as God's special agents and representative in ruling 

people133
• When political leaders act for the welfare of the community, benevolent spirits 

control them and so they should be respected and honoured. Conversely, when political 

leaders act contrary to the welfare of the society, they are under the influence of 

malevolent spirits. If a person convinces his/her followers or ethnic group that he/she is 

under the guidance of benevolent spirits to resist a malevolent political regime he/she 

easily gains approval134
• This may be dangerous, since within the same community, there 

may be some people benefiting from the regime, who deem it to be under the control of 

benign spirits. It is even more dangerous because the criteria for judging the welfare of a 

nation can be ethnically oriented135
• It is plain that imperialism placed different ethnic 

131 See Jomo Kenyatta's (the first president of independent Kenya) autobiography on his boyhood cited in 
Walls 2002: 103. 
132 See Bediako 2000: 90. Cf. Mbiti 1969: 77. 
133 Mbiti 1970: 122; Willis 1999: 42, 63, 68. 
134 See Behrend 1999: 20-33. 
135 Allegations made by the Kenyan press of night meetings and tribal caucuses that were taking place in 
relation to the process of reviewing the Kenyan constitution are indicative. The constitutional review was at 
a critical stage. Delegates had gathered at the Bomas of Kenya for the National Constitutional Conference 
from May 2003. The Kenyan press alleged that a whirlwind of ethnic and regional secret night meetings 
were taking place in what was seen as a heightened tension to control the National Constitutional 
Conference. It was alleged that political factions and individual politicians had increasingly withdrawn to 
their region and ethnic groupings in the fight for constitutional advantage and to map out strategies of 
inserting tribal and regional agenda into the Kenyan constitution. These allegations indicate serious 
weakness in the African worldview, which can replace national interest with tribal, regional and sectarian 
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groups in one geographical area, identifying them as a nation. Most African societies 

believe that evil spirits are alien, while benevolent spirits are familiar136
. An ethnic group 

that a political leader does not belong to may thus consider his/her actions as malevolent, 

while the ethnic group that he/she comes from and which, purportedly or actually, 

benefits from his/her leadership may consider his/her actions as benevolent. Perhaps this 

partly explains the cause of civil wars and political/economic instability in some African 

states. Even so, the African worldview regards the source of socio-political/economic 

power, health and success in spiritual terms. It is widely accepted that the royalty and the 

subjects as well as the priesthood and the worshippers all consult good spirits as 

intermediaries so that they may get help from the Supreme Being137
. 

Finally, the African worldview identifies some people that have special powers to control 

spirits but not the Supreme Being. It is believed that such persons have the ability to 

bring the spirits and the spirit world closer or to drive it far away. In view of this, evil and 

suffering is finally attached to a wrongdoer, who is a human person. It is people who are 

evil specifically because they entertain bad intentions, utter bad words and engage in 

wrong deeds. Such evil persons are perceived as incarnations of evil spirits since they 

behave in an anti-life manner and frustrate the flowering of life and life-energies138
. It 

then follows that misfortunes causing imbalances and disharmony in the universe do not 

just happen. Since the world ought to be stable, well-balanced and good, there is always 

somebody responsible for misfortunes. If the physical and spiritual worlds are to co-exist 

for the benefits of human beings, the preset equilibrium must be maintained at whatever 

cost through rituals and practices139
, which are explained in chapter three. 

Nevertheless, the African worldview's way of interpreting reality is not entirely innocent. 

The modern socio-political/economic and religio-cultural milieu does not allow the belief 

that "supernatural powers" are liable for all that happens in the physical world. There are 

incidents for which human beings are directly responsible and for which blame cannot be 

interest (see The Sunday Standard Online Edition, http://www.eastandard.net on 11th May 2003 and Sunday 
Nation on the Web, http://nationaudio.com on 11 1

h May 2003). 
136 Lewis 1996: 80, 122; The Missionary Message 1910: 7. 
137 Mbiti 1970: 117; Roscoe II 1912 [2"d Edn. 1966]: 154; Lugira 1969: 30. 
138 Magesa 1997b: 150. 
139 Bjerke 1981: 114-122; Mages a 1997b: 160-164. 
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attributed to "supernatural powers". It is not helpful to blame "supernatural powers" or to 

conclude it to be an act of God if accidents occur that could have been prevented if 

people had acted responsibly and complied with the necessary safety measures. Failing to 

see human responsibility in incidents that are hostile to human life is as good as abusing 

the African worldview, which holds that spirits act according to human conduct. Persons 

whose responsibility is to repair the railway and who fail to repair it knowing very well it 

needs repair must be held responsible for any train related accident. Drivers who 

deliberately overload and drive unroadworthy vehicles and policemen who allow these 

vehicles to pass police checks due to corruption, only to cause an accident later, must be 

answerable for the accident. It could be confusing and clumsy if everything is credited to 

"supernatural powers", which require being soothed through sacrifices so that they may 

not go berserk and make people mad140
. Chances are that people will fail somehow. 

Although such failures could cause evil and suffering, attributing this to "supernatural 

powers" renders people helpless . 

All together, the African worldview recognises that good spirits cause good governance 

d"b;d spirits cause bad governance. Malevolent spirits cause accidents, death, drought, 

famine and all natural phenomena inimical to human life. Good spirits cause good crops, 

good harvest, healing, successful business and family existence. Socio-political/economic 

power, success, health and wealth, all have roots in spiritual power141
. The decline or 

misuse of spiritual power is a sign of "broken relationship and consequently of disturbed 

harmony and peace in the community"142
. There is a great need of spirits and the power 

they impart in daily life. The major concern of most African people is why and how they 

should interact with spirits and the spirit world143
. Since the spiritual permeates and 

influences the physical and material reality, people need increased strength to survive in a 

world full of spirit activities. Nonetheless, the contact between Africa and the West 

140 A Glkfiyfi maxim wisely says, 'ngoma iturikaga cia thlnjlruo', which literally means, spirits become 
naughty if they are continually soothed through sacrifices. So rather than sacrificing to the chthonic powers, 
the Glkfiyfi people symbolically fought them in order to expel them from their midst (see chapter 3, page 
79). 
141 See Pitt-Rivers 1970: 185. 
142 Magesa 1997b: 164. 
143 See Ferdinando 1999: 18-131; Willis 1999; Lewis 1989: 49f, 1996; Beattie 1964: 44-62; Middleton 
1969; Tippet 1970: 169ff; Fortes 1987: 115ff; Parrinder 1974: 119-120; Booth 1977: 168f; Turner 1967: 
361; Whyte 1991: 170f; Akinnaso 1995: 248-250; Magesa 1997b: 20, 56; Mbiti 1969, 1971: 133. 
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during the historical eras of the slave trade, missionary enterprises and colonialism 

somewhat modified the African worldview. Western education, medicine and technology 

have also modified the African worldview's basic assumptions. This, as noted above, has 

sadly left some African Christians with a dual religious heritage. Most Africans do not 

fully accept the views of the Western worldview that are inconsistent with the way they 

conceive human situations as their worldview enables them144
. 

b. The Western Worldview. 

The Western worldview that pays little attention to spiritual reality is experiencing 

changes. Some scholars have noted a growing discontent with its basic assumptions145
• 

There is an emerging paradigm shift in the way some Western people view reality and 

especially the perception of "supernatural powers". Some phenomena are recognised as 

manifestations of more than human powers, though only demonic in the sense of the evil 

and suffering they cause in human history. Several episodes may appear demonic albeit 

not· caused by personal demonic powers. As Imasogie notes, "supernatural powers" are 

held to be symbols without ontological content or as illusions and imaginations of a 

primitive age under the influence of an obsolete worldview146
. This is clear in the words 

of Walter Wink. 

We moderns cannot bring ourselves by any feat of will or imagination to believe in the 

real existence of these mythological entities that traditionally have been lumped under the 

general category 'principalities and powers' ... When we read the ancient accounts of 

encounters with these Powers, we can only regard them as hallucinations, since they have 

no real physical referent. Hence we cannot take seriously their own description of these 

encounters-as long as our very categories of thought are dictated by the myth of 

materialism 147
. 

This seemingly spiritual view does not replace the materialistic explanations of events. 

Although some events are viewed through a spiritual lens, the theoretical framework is 

still material. The Western worldview, however, has not always provided a dependable 

144 Appiah 1992: 135. 
145 Kraft 1995: x, 8, 33; Schaeffer 1968; Guinness 1973; Burnett 1988: 17; Cobble 1988: 32. 
146 Imasogie 1993: 52. 
147 Wink 1984: 4 
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framework with which to explain reality to some Western people. Burnett insists that it 

'has never been an intellectually satisfying worldview' 148
. 

Perhaps what Burnett is referring to could be the 'Western intellectual worldview', which 

tends to use scientific rationalization as a lens to perceive and interpret reality. Its main 

feature is to separate the spiritual and the material; hence it works with a dichotomy 

between the sacred and the secular, the spiritual and the material. Presumably, this is the 

reason behind the categorisation, compartmentalisation and quantification of the affairs 

of human life149
• There are institutions, time and space that cater for diverse areas of life. 

Religious institutions cater for spiritual issues and this is only in places of worship and on 

set days and times. Educational institutions like schools, colleges and universities cater 

for the educational and intellectual aspects of life, and this is only during term time. 

Medical centres are responsible for the issues affecting human health. There are other 

institutions that promote agriculture and technology for economic pursuit. The problem is 

that human existence is not seen as a combination of physical, intellectual, social and 

spiritual aspects. Though the Western worldview recognises an area of human existence 

that needs spiritual attention, it separates all other areas of life, which an individual fully 

controls, from the spiritual. It is generally held that commitment to science enables 

people to control the material universe. There is little recognition that the spiritual 

interlocks with the material for good or evil intentions. As a result, the belief that spirits 

have a place in the universe is marginalised and deemed to be of little relevance in daily 

life. The idea that people receive protection and providence from spiritual beings has no 

weight since these could be gained through material means now under human control. 

This implies that nature can be conquered, improved, or demolished and rebuilt in a 

better way, but which is however impossible150
. The worse results could be global 

warming, climate change such as El Nino! La Nina phenomenon and the destruction of the 

ozone layer. 

148 Burnett 1988: 16. Cf. Guinness 1973; Arnold 1992b: 13-15 
149 See Cobble 1988: 25-39. 
15° Cf. Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.87. 
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The Western worldview allows people to use rules set by science to judge religious 

phenomena such as belief in miracles and spirits as mythical. Whatever cannot be 

verified scientifically, for example the phenomena attributed to "supernatural powers", 

are said to be in conflict with the civilized world. Citing several eminent philosophers 

and theologians, Os Guinness traces the historical cause and the observable results of this 

thinking in Western culture convincingly. He notes that the Reformation period (16th -1 ih 

century) recognized that occultism and witchcraft were real but stressed they were wrong. 

181
h century European rationalism scorned them as non-existent and held that witchcraft 

was simply meaningless151
. Thus Hughes, writing in 1965 could declare that witchcraft is 

dying rapidly in the American way of life and as a cult belief in Europe. He regarded 

witchcraft as a degenerate form of a primitive fertility belief containing the most archaic 

instructive wisdom, which is over in the West152
. Since then, the growing interest in the 

Harry Potter books and films and the Halloween festival in the modern Western world 

make the dismissal of occult beliefs suspect. Guinness contends, "now it is in the West 

and among the young and avant-garde that we are seeing an unmistakeable resurgence in 

the belief and practice of the occult, ranging from the harmless to the horrifying"153
. 

There is a renaissance of belief in ghosts and the practice of astrology in the West, 

notwithstanding the unrelenting adherence to the philosophy of materialism. Several 

scholars agree that there is vibrant occultism in the West that cannot be relegated in time 

or distance, though some academics would want to consign it to the ridiculous. Some 

people turn first to the horoscope page in the newspaper while others get involved with 

spiritism, witchcraft and new religious movements154
. The Western world is on the verge 

of a new age that is bringing a paradigm shift of worldview. This is detaching the West 

from the fundamental assumptions of the Enlightenment155
. 

Even so, anti-supernaturalistic prejudice typifies the Western intellectual community and 

perhaps some common people as well. Guinness's observation thirty years ago about the 

supernatural or the occult world is perhaps relevant even at present. 

151 Guinness 1973: 280. 
152 Hughes 1965:210-217. 
153 Guinness 1973: 279. 
154 See Guinness 1973: 278; Burnett 1988: 57,77: Daniel1959: 310; Arnold 1992b: 48, 182. 
155 See Kling 1988. 
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There is still a patronising disregard for, if not outright disbelief in, any such talk. 

Probably it would still be virtually impossible to publish an article expressing belief in 

the reality of this world in any respectable journal of psychiatry in Britain or United 

States, dominated heavily as they are by a naturalistic framework156
. 

Perhaps this explains why some scholars regard the Western church as having failed to 

practise a theology of the spiritual and to give sufficient or serious attention to the topic 

of "supernatural powers"157
. According to Guinness, 

This is not atypical nor is it surprising, for even in much theology, where one would 

expect to find a measure of belief, there is little acknowledgement of the supernatural, 

either positive or negative. The writings of Paul Tillich or Reinhold Niebuhr may use the 

word demonic, but not to refer to an objective demonic world. The word demonic is 

rather used as a symbol of man's bias toward evil. That a man like Archbishop William 

Temple should actually have believed in a personal devil was regarded as extraordinary 

in so prestigious an archbishop and so profound a scholar158
• 

The Western church prefers an academic, materialistic theology. This, as Burnett argues, 

probably fails to meet the spiritual aspirations of people159
. 

Guinness also notes that scepticism towards the supernatural in liberal theology and the 

rise of Higher Criticism added to a persistent infiltration of secularised philosophy into 

Christian theology. 

One constant sign of this has been the exorcism of any lingering supernatural ideas. The 

old and new quest for the historical Jesus and the movement to demythologize the gospel 

have both foundered on the intrinsic impossibility of dividing the human from the 

supernatural... In a period when liberal theology appeared to speak for intelligent 

Christianity, it looked as if Christianity as a whole had succumbed to naturalism 

disguised by semantic symbolism. Christianity (no longer affirming the occult as real but 

wrong) lost its balanced position between the sceptics who denied it all and those who 

accepted it completely160
• 

Likewise, Soskice observes that if biblical imagery is lifeless to the modem person (and it 

is not obvious that this is so), this is more likely the legacy of historical criticism, of the 

search for the historical Jesus and the effort by both conservatives and liberals to salvage 

156 Guinness 1973: 278. 
157 Kraft M 1995: x; Arnold 1992b: 11. 
158 Guinness 1973: 279. 
159 Burnett 1988: 197. 
160 Guinness 1973: 280f. 
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Jesus' exact words and acts from the dross of allusion and interpretation with which the 

Gospel writers delimited them. "It is the legacy of a literalism which equates religious 

truth with historical facts, whatever these might be"161
. Even though the Pauline concept 

of "supernatural powers" is metaphorical, as it will be seen in chapter six, Paul neither 

reduces spiritual beings to the structures of human existence and/or existential realities 

nor denies their existence. Actually, most people in his time believed that spiritual beings 

exist. The question is whether Paul simply took over this belief for himself, or referred to 

"supernatural powers", which impinged upon, and pushed people in certain directions, 

because they were so common so as to address the fears and biases of his readers while 

he operated with a more complex view of the powers. This will be dealt with elsewhere 

in this study. 

The Western worldview is especially reflected in the Western church in its emphasis on 

doctrine and a persuasive rationalistic approach to theolog/62
. Christ is represented on 

the basis of rational argument and not by the Gospels' testimony of his power in the lives 

of people who were sick as a result of possession by demons and evil spirits. The war 

against demons and evil spirits, which according to the perceptions of the Gospel writers 

appeared naturally as part of Christ's ministry, is entirely consigned to the miraculous, far 

from ordinary events. This, as Ferdinanda notes, occurs because Western scholarship is 

"dominated by anti-supernaturalistic rationalism in which 'spirits' have no place except 

as constructions of the human mind"163
. Attention given to the material and physical 

world surpasses that given to the spirit world. Faith in human knowledge and science to 

resolve the concerns of life pushes the belief that spiritual powers are involved with 

human existence to the periphery. Apparently, this mind-set may give rise to pastoral and 

doctrinal problems, among which may be not only the relegation of "supernatural 

powers" but also of God to a comfortable out-of-the-way place. As some scholars note, it 

may be possible to include God's power together with that of "supernatural powers" and 

to regard God's power as irrelevant in human life164
. It may also engender a mind-set that 

161 Soskice 1985: 160. 
162 See Kraft 1995: 32f. 
163 Ferdinando 1999: 70. Cf. Wink 1984: 3f. 
164 Hiebert 1982, Kraft, C 1989: 198-200; Kraft, M 1995: 31. 
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seeks the intervention of the divine only in time of crisis and in events that are beyond 

human understanding and control. 

A critical and besetting feature of the Western worldview is the assumption that scientific 

theories give an accurate description of the world. Rationalism and empirical evidence 

are regarded as the ideal means to explain the world and human life165
. The great strides 

that science has made in its analysis of nature, most of which pours scorn on religious 

assumptions, justifies the diminishing acceptance of spiritual beings and miracles in the 

modern world. It is assumed that the material perception of the universe is superior to the 

spiritual perception. Nevertheless, the assumption that scientific theories rightly elucidate 

reality is disputed. The position of Lausanne Continuation Committee is indicative. 

We wish to affirm, therefore, against the mechanistic myth on which the typical Western 

world view rests, the reality of demonic intelligences which are concerned by all means, 

overt and covert, to discredit Jesus Christ and keep people from coming to him166
. 

"The reality of demonic intelligence" cannot be explained by way of science. Relying on 

science to judge religious issues is like judging handball with football rules. J. B. Russell 

notes that the trend to dismiss and disprove the existence of "supernatural powers" as 

archaic arises from the error that allows science to judge issues unrelated to ie67
• Arnold 

notes, "If spirits do not have tangible physical existence, modern science does not have 

the tools for verifying or denying their real existence. This makes the question of their 

existence depend not on scientific observation, but upon revelation, world view and 

human experience"168
. 

The inevitable conclusion is that working from the perspective of the Western worldview, 

missionaries and/or theologians may not grasp some of the African worldview's major 

questions with regard to "supernatural powers". Perhaps as Mulago avers, it is imperative 

to set aside the dualistic dialect, which characterises the Western thought, whereby the 

exaltation of man would entail the rejection of God, in order to effectively speak to the 

165 See Hiebert 1994: 197. 
166 The Willowbank Report 1978: 21. 
167 Russell 1986: 21. 
168 Arnold 1992b: 178. 
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majority of African Christians. This is crucial since the African worldview takes God and 

people as its two basic realities and vital centres169
• 

c. Can the African and Western Worldviews meet? 

The distinguished poet Rudyard Kipling once said, "Oh, East is East and West is West, 

and never the twain shall meet, Till Earth and Sky stand presently at God's great 

Judgement Seat"170
• Looking at the obvious and remarkable differences between the 

African and the Western worldview one would justify Kipling's famed line. The 

difference between the two worldviews has created a cultural gap concerning the 

perception and interpretation of reality, and especially of the phenomena attributed to 

"supernatural powers". The African worldview regards everything in the created order as 

living and related to the other such that what affects one affects the other. The Western 

worldview regards some aspects of the creation as lifeless objects that act upon each 

other like parts of a greater mechanical system, which can be controlled by human power. 

The African worldview is persuaded by the spiritual approach to life but the Western 

worldview is slanted to the material approach. The spiritual viewpoint endows the 

African worldview with the lens to perceive and interpret daily experiences but the 

material perspective provides the Western worldview with the lens for understanding 

experiences. Unlike the African worldview, the Western worldview in most cases does 

not recognise any other power that has absolute control of human life and environment 

apart from human beings. There is little faith in, and reliance on the spiritual dimension 

for decision-making, problem analysis, for gaining protection, wealth and health. The 

Western worldview does not recognise the possibility of persons placating or invoking 

"supernatural powers" for good ·or evil intentions. The African worldview explains the 

cause of evil and suffering in personal terms. Somebody/something always causes evil 

and suffering, not by choice but by either being manipulated or being under the influence 

of "supernatural powers". The difference between African and Western worldviews is 

that they have unrelated thoughts as to the nature of humankind and the universe. These 

intensely shape the way people aligned to each worldview conceive and interpret human 

169 Mulago's 1980: 166. 
170Rudyard Kipling "The Ballad of East and West" in Kipling, Rudyard 1919 Rudyard Kipling's Verses: 
Inclusive Edition 1885-1918, Vol. I (London: Hodder & Stoughton) page 308, 313. 
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situations. Different views as to the created order result in different approaches to issues, 

for example, how to treat illness, how to make the land produce, how to be safe and 

secure, how to get promotion or win an election, how to relate to each other and so on. 

This leads to the conclusion that the interpretation of the Pauline concept of "supernatural 

powers" is certainly shaped by the worldview that the interpreter embraces. Yet by now, 

it is clear that worldviews have identifiable flaws that may undermine the reading of the 

Pauline concept of "supernatural powers". The good thing, however, is that African and 

Western worldviews are no longer strangers, especially in the modern period. Christianity 

as propagated by Western missionaries came with many scientific exploits. Africa's 

encounter with the West is often explained by three Cs (Civilisation, Commerce and 

Christianity) advocated by the missionaries. As such, there is no doubt that some Western 

worldview's values have permeated the Africans' way of life in the form of Western 

civilisation, commerce and Christianity. Not that the three Cs did not agree with the 

African mentality, since as Beidelman notes, "nearly or heathen accepted" a religious 

truth expressed in the view of some missionaries that "all social life, from religion to 

agriculture, is of one piece"171
. In fact, the Africans did not dichotomise life and so the 

three Cs did not contradict their mentality and way of life. However, the problem is that 

the three Cs did not make the best of the Africans' conception of reality. Africans were 

expected to conform to the Western worldview's conception of reality. They first needed 

to be civilised or rather, to abide by the Victorian Christian morality before they could be 

Christianised172
. This altered some values enshrined in the African worldview, a process 

Christianity and Western education devotedly and firmly guided. This, however, did not 

annul the basic assumptions of the African worldview, though it produced a people 

between two worlds, one part yielding to some values of the African worldview and 

another accepting some values of the Western worldview. 

It has already been said that the spiritual view of the universe has not entirely vanished 

from the Western worldview. The quest for supernatural help is on the rise in the West 

especially through the quasi-religious New Age Movement and the Pentecostalism and 

171 Beidelman 1982: 119. 
172 See Sugirtharajah 2001: 63f. 
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charismatic movement that are now familiar in the Western church. A BBC 1 TV show 

televised a conversation between supporters of spiritual healers and scientifically trained 

doctors173
• During the one hour telecast, it was plain that there are increasing numbers of 

Western people who turn to spiritual healing. Some people held that spiritual healing 

works, while others said it never works and regarded it as a deception that should not be 

allowed to happen since it has no scientific verification. Nevertheless, it could be that 

spiritualistic healing meetings draw large crowds in some Western nations174
. A BBC 2 

TV documentary revealed that every diocese in England employs at least one exorcist to 

assist families to reclaim their homes and expel the evil that they feel surrounds them175
• 

Hiebert admits that the Indo-European cosmic myth176 dominates contemporary Western 

thought and it is the basis for Western detective stories, murder mysteries and science 

fiction. He maintains that the myth is evident in television programmes like Superman, 

Spiderman, Super Chicken, and most Western cartoons. The myth is also re-enacted in 

star war movies, dramatised in video games, and taught by the New Age Movemene77
. 

Yet the intellectual Western worldview tends to remove people from their world and 

environment, wherein spiritual reality is fixed. It tends to regard human ingenuity and 

technical progress as the only direct response to the needs of human continued existence 

and as the replacement of the spiritual dimension of reality178
• 

Nonetheless, the Western and the African worldviews are experiencing a transformation 

that may enable each worldview to adapt the strength and assumptions of the other. This 

implies that worldviews can be modified, even though they tend to conserve old ways 

and are resistant to change. Exposure to new information, living in a different society, 

and experiences that persuade a person to re-evaluate previously held concepts and values 

facilitate change of one's worldview's basic assumptions if not the framework. This, 

173 The programme 'Kilroy' was on air on Tuesday, 151
h January 2002. 

174 Anthropologist and author Roy Willis (1999: 8) claims to have discovered he was a spirit healer during 
his research on "alternative healing". In his healing practices, he alleges to have "noted a success rate of 
around eighty-five percent - with patients suffering from a wide range of afflictions, most of which had 
rroved recalcitrant to treatment by orthodox medicine". Cf. Burnett 1988: 192. 
75 The documentary 'The Exorcist' was broadcasted on 161

h January 2002. 
176 Several scholars admit that the Indo-European myth conceives of a cosmic spiritual war between good 
and evil and that this myth has spread from Asia to Europe (Cf. Hiebert 1994: 204-208; Larson [ et al. Eds.] 
1974; Puhvel [Ed.] 1970). 
177 Hiebert 1994: 207f. 
178 Cf. Mumford 1964,2: 36f; Cobble 1988: 23f. 
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most likely, has happened to many Western and African people. There is therefore a 

tension in the attempt to combine the secular and material perception of reality and the 

spiritual conception of reality both in the West and in Africa. Several scholars have 

admitted that their work exhibits a change of their basic assumptions that they had long 

acquired from their worldview179
. All this therefore seems to have turned Kipling's 

famous line upside down. East is no longer the east and west is no longer the west and the 

twain have now met. They have had an interaction and each worldview has lost a portion 

of what could have made it remain east or west. All the same, Kipling's line continued, 

"but there is neither East nor West, Border, nor Breed, nor Birth, When two strong men 

stand face to face, tho' they come from the ends of the earth"180
. Having been nurtured in 

social worlds that have been historically shaped in isolation from each other, Western and 

African scholars now stand face to face and perhaps they should communicate with each 

other. This may radically open new channels, possibilities and opportunities for saying, 

'this is how things are done' and lessening the possible apprehension and mistrust among 

them. 

What this means is that even if the culture in which people live deeply influences them to 

construe human situations differently, this will not lead to criticism but to dialogue. In 

this dialogue, each worldview will be informed of its weakness. The African and Western 

worldviews certainly have key weak spots in relation to "supernatural powers". The most 

obvious for the Western worldview is the denial that "supernatural powers" exist. And for 

the African worldview, it is the infatuated allegiance given to "supernatural powers". 

Putting too much emphasis on the responsibility of spirits in all human actions is as risky 

as denying they exist. This may create a danger of reading the Pauline concept to fit into 

the thought pattern and basic assumptions of the African worldview. It may also create a 

Christianised form of spiritism, if people fail to admit responsibility for their actions but 

instead blame "supernatural powers". Spiritism allows spirits to dominate reality; hence 

people must battle to appease them to survive. This may prompt a denial of a Christ

centred life as the Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" teaches. Commenting on the 

Western worldview, Burnett insists that it explains "supernatural powers" from a closed 

179 See Wink 1984: 4f; O'Brien 1984: 130; Arnold 1992b: 210. 
18° Kipling 1919, 1: 308, 314. 
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universe. He notes that this could be the basis for the out-and-out denial of miraculous 

phenomena181
. Emphasising the material lens for perceiving reality and disregarding the 

spiritual reduces the spiritual dimension of the so-called 'secular'. Secularised scientific 

progress presumably has spiritual nuances inasmuch as it shapes the essence of what it 

means to be human182
. Using science to reject the notions that spirits can influence and 

are involved with human events also creates a danger of moulding the Pauline concept of 

"supernatural powers" to fit into the thought pattern and the basic assumptions of the 

Western worldview. This causes the danger of reducing reality into materialistic and 

scientific explanations. This may finally lead believers to defy a Christ-centred life as the 

Pauline concept teaches. 

It is therefore relevant to take C. S. Lewis's caution on board. 

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 excessive interest 

in them. They themselves are equally pleased by both errors and hail a materialist or a 

magician with the same delight183
. 

It is necessary therefore that the African and Western worldview should speak to each 

other. This would augment the African worldview that attributes accountability largely to 

spirits, leaving people powerless. It would also supplement the Western materialistic 

worldview that largely denies that "supernatural powers" exist independently. Perhaps 

the dialogue between the two worldviews could help people not to fall into the two equal 

and opposite errors noted by Lewis. The dialogue may also enable people to naturally 

realise that the physical and the spiritual are two sides of the same coin184
. Viewed from 

this perspective, the two worldviews could enhance the formulation of a contextual 

theology of "supernatural powers", whose main theme is that of Christ's supremacy over 

the created order, which includes spirits and the spirit world. 

181 Burnett 1988: 33. 
182 Cobble 1988: 3. 
183 Lewis 1942: ix. 
184 Dunn 1977: 291 suggests that perhaps reality after all consists of a sort of intermeshil)g of physical, 
psychical and spiritual forces. 
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2:4. Conclusion. 

We can conclude that neither the African worldview nor the Western worldview treats 

"supernatural powers" as the Pauline concept does. Unlike the Western worldview, Paul 

takes "supernatural powers" seriously as his letters has many references to them. It will 

be seen in chapter five that God's power in and through Christ is superior to that of 

"supernatural powers" since they were created and exist through and by Christ, and also 

Christ conquered and shamed the powers of darkness on the cross. The Bible also takes 

people and the natural world seriously. It holds them liable for their actions, even if such 

actions could be under the influence of spiritual beings, since they have a will and can 

make a choice to either obey or disobe/85
. The Bible not only focuses its attention on 

"supernatural powers" but also on human history and people's relationship with God. The 

African worldview stands in close proximity to the biblical worldview but the Bible does 

not validate the absolute power that the African worldview gives to spirits though it 

validates their existence. As Guinness notes, the Bible affirms the reality of the occult but 

rebuts its validity. He also notes, "within the Christian framework there is not so much a 

natural and supernatural world, as if natural were the real and the supernatural the less 

real; rather there is a seen and the unseen, and both have equal reality"186
. On the other 

hand, the Western scientific and intellectual worldview directly contradicts the first 

century CE worldview and the biblical worldview187
. Burnett, having noted the dangers 

that may be posed by the Western worldview to Christianity, says there is need to engage 

the Bible afresh so as to determine how to make Christ relevant within the experiences of 

primal people. The challenge for Western Bible students is "to formulate a more 

meaningful worldview than the one which is an adaption of the secular worldview"188
. To 

do this, we may need a situation where the African, Western and biblical worldviews can 

interact. But the claim that the first century CE is closer to non-Western world views than 

to the Western worldview leads us to chapters three and four, which looks at the belief in 

"supernatural powers" in the African context and in the first century CE context 

respectively. 

185 Cf. Sirach 15: 11-20. 
186 Guinness 1973: 283. 
187 Arnold 1992b: 150. 
188 Burnett 1988: 33. 
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Chapter 3 The African context of reception: Analysing the diverse perceptions of 

religious phenomena prompting beliefs in "supernatural powers". 

3: 1 Introduction. 

As noted in chapter two, many Africans believe the universe is made of the spiritual and 

the material that interlock as one reality. Humans and non-humans reside in the material 

world, purportedly controlled by "supernatural powers". The material is not separate and 

autonomous but is linked to the spiritual1
. As in Aristotle, animate and inanimate things, 

visible and invisible creations influence each other. Whatever affects one equally affects 

the other2
. A central idea is that "supernatural powers" either boost or inhibit human life 

hence many African people ascribe maximum causation to the spirit world3
. There are 

several survival tactics with which many African people manage both life-heartening and 

life-threatening powers. The purpose of this chapter is to identify the African context of 

reception in which the Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" is often read. It will be 

noted that there are diverse perceptions, which probably reveal how elusive the reading of 

beliefs, rituals and practices as to "supernatural powers" could be. This chapter will first 

explain Africans' perception and categorisation of "supernatural powers" and their 

techniques of communicating with, and controlling them. Then it will assess the views of 

anthropologists and comparative religionists and reflect on the alleged postulate of 

affinity between the biblical and African worlds and ideas. 

3:2. Africans' perceptions of "supernatural powers". 

i. "Supernatural powers" as the cause of human existence. 

As one would expect, the reality and existence of "supernatural powers" is a controversial 

issue. But as we have seen in chapter two, there is "an almost universal acknowledgement 

of the reality of the spirit and the spiritual realm"4 in Africa. Many Africans link the 

belief in "supernatural powers" with human existence in a complex world. The common 

idea is that nothing occurs without some "supernatural powers" behind it and whatever 

1 Dzobo 1982: 331. 
2 Aristotle Historia Animalium, Bks. 7-10. 
3 Abijole 1988: 127; Ngulube 1989: 23f, Wendland 1992: 209-243; Moreau 1990: x. 
4 Moreau 1990: 102. 
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happens in human existence is determined in the spirit world5
. Individuals therefore must 

have a relationship that is sustained by observing religious, moral and ethical guidelines 

allegedly formulated in the spirit world. These are also communicated to people through 

ancestral spirits6
• This relationship enables people to sort out challenges attributable to 

"supernatural powers", which affect their felt need to survive. Beliefs in "supernatural 

powers" cause great value for the fullness of life that goes with the desire to control the 

life-destroying and life-denying powers. Several rituals and practices are performed so as 

to control, negotiate, coerce or manipulate the powers. These represent the search for an 

extraordinary power that purportedly enables people to remove malicious and destructive 

intentions from and within their milieu. They represent the urge to protect life and events 

from falling into evil machinations and destructive aims. Belief in "supernatural powers" 

and corresponding responses thus occur in specific and concrete life situations'. Many 

modern Africans would agree that human existence derives from a mysterious but active 

power, which Codrington referred to as mana. This power, as he says, belongs to some 

people but usually to the souls of the dead and all spirits. People possess mana only 

because they receive it from higher beings8
. Many Africans reach out for "supernatural 

powers" so as to achieve the human basic and felt need of existence9
. 

ii. Hierarchical structures and categories of "supernatural powers". 

In agreement with the hierarchical structure of the African world, most Africans believe 

"supernatural powers" are hierarchically structured. The lowest structure includes lifeless 

creation at the base. Next are the animate non-human creation and then human beings. 

This lower structure is the arena where "supernatural powers" exercise their influence. 

Ancestral spirits are closer to people. They are the link between the lowest and highest 

structures and occupy the middle structure. The higher structure consists of spirits who 

are slightly above the ancestors but lower than God who takes the highest position10
. The 

Gikfiyfi of Kenya regard their Supreme Being, Ngai, as the only God, who cannot be 

5 Adamo 2000: 338; Taylor 1976:117. 
6 SeeMagesa 1997b: 72; Young 1992: 107; Burnett 1988: 61; Beattie 1967:257. 
7 SeeAsimpi 1996: 37; Assimeng 1989: 168. 
8 Codrington 1891: 118-121. 
9 See Kraft M 1990, 1995: 12 -19; Magesa 1997b: 62f; Malinowski 1931: 75; Westermann 1937: 84; Smith 
1950:29 
10 See Forde 1954: 211, 222; Kraft 1995: 77; Mbiti 1971: 138. 
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confused with anything else either in the underworld, in the waters, on earth, or in the 

air11
. God allows the spirits to supervise the everyday affairs of humankind12

. The spirits 

manifest God's power, wrath and other attributes as his messengers and agents. They 

personify God in nature, in the earth, cultivatable land, forests, mountains, rocks, rivers, 

seas and lakes, in weather, air, wind and hailstorm13
. The spirits are held to be present in 

all natural phenomena and features, in all human events and in every human contentment 

or restlessness14
. They are the mediators between God and people15 and are perceived as 

active beings that are either disincarnate persons or powers residing in natural phenomena 

which impinge human life in one way or the other16
. 

The spirits exist only through the wiii of God who is their creator, the spiritual ruler and 

governor of the universe. As a result, some scholars have argued for monotheism in most 

African societies17
. In contrast, as King notes, some anthropologists and "old-fashioned 

comparative religionists" tag African belief as polytheistic due to the belief in spirits. 

Spirits are, however, not equal to the Supreme Being18
. God is the undisputed leader, and 

as Mbiti notes, 90 per cent of prayers are addressed directly to Him and about 10 percent 

addressed to Him through "supernatural powers"19
. People only turn to God if lesser 

spirits fail to grant their wishes and this seems to somehow separate them from the 

suggested monotheism20
• If the Supreme Being is ultimate, far above other "supernatural 

powers", it seems that the African belief system is henotheistic. In this belief system, the 

Supreme Being is surrounded by subordinate spiritual beings that work for him. 

11 Cagnolo 1933: 26-28; Wanjohi 1997: 10; Kibicho 1978: 382; Shorter 1975: 10. 
12 See King 1986: 9; Kraft 1995: 77; Burnett 1988: 36f; ldowu 1962: 202,204. 
13 Rouch 1954: 60; King 1986: 9; Mbiti 1970: 122; Dundas 1924:109,112, 115ff, 122; Idowu 1962:55-
106. The Daily nation on the web http://www.nationaudio.com 4th October 2002 reported, "Kipsigis believe 
that lightning is God's punishment for people who do evil things". This was after some people were struck 
dead by lightening and therefore there was need to appease the spirits by cleansing the living members of 
the family. 
14 Mbiti 1970: 117; Roscoe 1912 [2"d Edn. 1966]: 90ff, 246ff; Roscoe 1923: 21ff; Roscoe 1924: 104f; 
Bradbury 1957: 53f. 
15 Mbiti 1969 75; 1970: 121-123. 
16 Magesa 1997b: 41; Zuesse, 1979; Hagan 1988: 152. 
17 King 1986: 8, 9; Idowu 1962: 38, 202, 204; Forde II 1954: 211, 222; Kraft 1995: 77; Mbiti 1970: 121-
123; 1971:49, 138; 1975: 3-13; Shorter 1975: 10-13; Bujo 1992: 18, Wanjohi 1997: 10; wa Gatumu 2000: 
53, esp. footnote 38; Burnett 1988: 35f. 
18 King 1986: 9. See also Idowu 1962: 202-204 
19 Mbiti 1975: 3-13. 
20 See Burnett 1988: 37; Taylor 1963: 80. 
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The hierarchical structure of "supernatural powers" implies that they belong to different 

categories. But as the progenitor and the power behind their existence, the Supreme 

Being does not fit into any of these categories21 and so is not among "supernatural 

powers". 

a. The ancestral spirits. 

The Africans generally assume that people ontologically lose their humanness to gain the 

life of spirits22
• The departed ancestors or the 'living-dead' "are the benevolent ancestral 

spirits who are the link between the living and the Supreme Being"23
• They purportedly 

bestow blessings, fertility, health, prosperity, guard their kinsmen from misfortunes and 

ensure continuity of the past and the present in the family life of their loved ones24
. They 

teach medicine-men and diviners, either in dreams or in spiritual trips in the heavens, 

how to make preventive and curative medicines from recommended herbs and leaves, 

bark or roots of a tree25
. They validate political and religious structures by accepting or 

rejecting leaders. They are liable for the welfare of their progeny on earth. They allegedly 

maintain a friendly relationship between humans and "supernatural powers" and also 

teach the living persons about the moral and ethical issues that must be observed so as to 

maintain and defend this relationship26
. They also maintain law and order in the society; 

hence they are viewed as the police force of the community. They protect the community 

and give it information concerning the intrigues of their enemies, and rightly so, they are 

the intelligence and military forces that protect their society from external invasions. If 

things go wrong within the clan or community they are liable ostensibly because they 

have failed to give proper instructions. The living members of the community are also 

blamed for neglecting the ancestors' command27
. It is also held that ancestral spirits are 

perilous and threatening if their instructions are not followed and kept. They thus protect 

when obeyed and cause trouble when disobeyed28
. Their protective function is only 

21 Idowu 1962: 38; King 1986: 8. 
22 Mbiti 1969: 3; Tempels 1959: 65, 100. 
23 Healey & Sybertz 1996: 211. 
24 Ferdinanda 1999: 43; Barrett 1968: 120; Magesa 1997b: 41. 
25 See Lewis 1996: 108, Hamer 1980; Eliade 1951: 434; Willis 1999: 151-154, 166. 
26 Magesa 1997b: 4lf, 52-56. 
27 See Mages a 1997b: 41; Ferdinanda 1999: 34. 
28 See Nyamiti 1984: 15-17; Kuukure 1985: 67; Magesa 1997b: 5lf; Ferdinanda 1999: 43, 48. 
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guaranteed when not neglected and if neglected, they could be hostile and callous. It is 

human faults that invite what may seem as crueltl9
. This seeming cruelty is to enhance 

discipline among the family or clan members. It is to uphold the traditional morality and 

to implant the most cherished values and ideas among their nearest and dearest, therefore 

a benevolent act. They are thus respected yet feared, wanted yet unwanted30
. 

b. Spirits that were originally human but not ancestral spirits. 

This category has two divisions. The first one includes spirits of the dead, who unlike the 

ancestral spirits, have passed out of the memory of the living. Unlike the ancestral spirits, 

these spirits cannot visit the family but they can assume any shape they want. They make 

people anxious when too close or when too far from the material world. Preferably, they 

should not attract remoteness or intimacy. When far-off, most Africans hold that they 

distress people. When near, they interfere with human life, causing madness, possessing 

and frightening people due to their regular appearances. When these spirits are in their 

right place, they are benign but when the equilibrium is unstable they are malevolent31
. 

The second division consists of the spirits of children who died without proper initiation 

or adults who departed without children of their own. Also included are the spirits of 

people who upon death did not receive proper burial, either because wild animals mauled 

them, or they drowned in rivers, or they were social outcasts such as witches or sorcerers. 

These spirits are always restless, troubling people who failed to give them proper buriae2
. 

They are earthbound, readily available, angry, ruthless and violent. Witches make use of 

them to bring harm to people who allegedly despised them. 

c. Non-human spirits that are spirits from the beginning. 

The third category consists of non-human spirits whose existence has never been 

anything else but spirits. Like the spirits in the second category, they occupy either the 

29 Moila 1989: 141. 
30 See Mbiti 1969: 84. 
31 See Mbiti 1971: 133. 
32 The Daily Nation on the Web http://www.nationaudio.com (41

h July 2002) reported of a Kenyan 
elder/pastor giving evidence in a court of law against a woman who wanted to bury her doctor husband 
outside their ancestral land. The elder/pastor told the court that according to their culture burial outside the 
ancestral land would make the spirit of the dead linger in the land and haunt the community. The Semites, 
and especially the Babylonians, as well as the Graeco-Roman world had similar beliefs (Oesterley & 
Robinson 1930: 108-110; Luck 1985: 165; Dodds 1973: 206). 
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earth or the air. Those who dwell on earth are referred to as the "spirits of the below" (or 

spirits of the earth) and those who dwell in the air as the "spirits of the above" (or the 

spirits of the air)33
. Spirits of below inhabit forests, trees, rivers, mountains, seas, rocks, 

other natural features, insects, animals (wildlife and domestic), birds, amphibians and 

reptiles. In every hunting expedition, proper rituals are performed to appease these spirits 

and specifically the spirit inhabiting the killed animal being addressed as brother34
. The 

spirits inhabiting the air are linked with thunder, lightening, sun, rain and other natural 

occurrences beyond human control. But the spirits inhabiting the earth and those dwelling 

in the air have an interface with human beings. Those believed to dwell in the air are in 

practice linked with earthly phenomena and events. "Just as the spirits of the below, they 

can also posses people, either permanently or temporarily. When this happens, the 

possessed may have special powers, particularly "priestly" powers to sacrifice, to divine 

or to prophesy"35
. The spirits of the air are generally held to be more powerful than the 

spirits of the below, which are sometimes identified with the clan and can play the same 

role as ancestral spirits, that is, to protect and punish the clan members. As Magesa 

asserts, "they thus render the reality in which they are believed to dwell worthy of great 

respect by the clan and not to be harmed by it in any way"36
. 

These spirits, as the Gikfiyfi people believe, are merciless and they live in the underworld. 

They say, 'arfa me thf nf a kfunuhu nikio tukayagfra Ngai' (those [spirits] that are in the 

underworld are malicious that is why we cry to God)37
• Common to these spirits, whether 

in the underworld, earth or air, is that they can assume a human form even if they are not 

flesh and blood. They have abstract bodies like shadows; hence they can possess material 

or non-material reality and disturb people, as they are evie8
. When neglected they cause 

mischief to draw attention to their existence thereby receiving sacrifices and offerings. 

Strangely enough, it is held that these spirits can defy human beings as well as God, yet 

33 See Evans-Pritchard 1956: 28-105. 
34 Turner 1977: 30. Cf. Philo De Decalogo XIV.64, "for all created things are brothers to one another, 
inasmuch as they are created; since the Father of them all is one, the Creator of the universe". 
35 Magesa 1997b: 56. 
36 Magesa 1997b: 57. 
37 Leakey 1977, 3: 1104. 
38 Mbiti 1969, 1971: 133; Magesa 1997b: 56. 
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God does not punish or reward them for their activities39
• As these spirits inhabit nature, 

they are also referred to as spirits of nature, which are irritated by any environmental 

abuse. Ecological abuse is considered extremely hazardous since these spirits can cause 

nature to withdraw its life-supporting ingredients, thus denying human beings the fullness 

of life. 

Altogether, spirits are benevolent or malevolent. They often seize people for good or for 

evil40 but they are judged good or evil in as far as they assist or trouble human life. Good 

spirits specifically exist to protect people, to curb epidemics, to heal sickness, to assist 

women in childbirth, to detect and punish thieves and to help in general public needs. 

Evil spirits not only kill people and steal cattle but also treat people without respect41
. 

The cause of evil and suffering is thus attributed to them. Unlike the benevolent spirits, 

malevolent spirits are generally opposed to people's welfare. They are diffused in nature, 

always ready to wreak havoc. Malevolent spirits are human in origin and always alien, as 

they do not belong to the society they attack42
. Like the evil eyed people43

, malevolent 

spirits have anger, envy, sensuality, violence and passion44
. They can attack people at 

random without any reason but their attack can be initiated by human error. Nevertheless, 

people can enter into relationship with the benevolent spirits and so share in their powers 

and blessings. This relationship is the basis for the protection and security people receive 

from benevolent spirits, which remain obliging as long as humankind nurtures a genial 

relationship with them and with the rest of the non-human creation45
• It is thus held that 

spirits exercise absolute sway over human existence, shaping the perception of evil and 

39 Mbiti 1970: 138; Hobley 1910: 89. 
40 Willis 1999:123. 
41 Forde & Jones 1950: 25; Busia 1954: 119ff; Lystad 1958: 163f; Lienhardt 1961: 81ff; Mbiti 1970: 117-
121, 1971; King 1986: 9; Cory 1959: 59; Turner 1977: 31; Healey & Sybertz 1996: 211; P'Bitek 1970: 62; 
Leakey 1977, 3: 1104; Willis 1999: 114, 123; Sharp 1999: 6; Ferdinanda 1999: 49f; Lewis 1989: 66 
Schebester 1936: 246ff; Roscoe 1912 [2"d Edn. 1966]: 246; Roscoe 1924: 104f; Manaoukian 1950: 94; 
Field 1937: 4f; Taylor 1976: 117; Rouch 1954: 60; Cerulli 1956: 32, 114, 129f. 
42 Mbiti 1970, 1971; Sharp 1999: 6; Lewis 1996: xi, 58,80, 82, 122; 1991: 69-71; Lindblom 1920: 229-
240. 
43 The evil eye is perceived as a powerful force, which is a significant factor in the understanding of 
causality. The evil eyed people cause sickness and bring harm to a person or his/her property just by a mere 
look. So evil eyed people are generally perceived as dissenters who are jealous of normalcy. They hurt or 
destroy good people or their precious property because of envy and jealousy, which is projected through the 
';le. 

See Ferdinanda 1999: 49f; Lewis 1989: 66 
45 Turner 1977: 31; Bujo 1992: 22; Magesa 1997b: 50-75. 
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suffering. Regrettably, this creates fear and insecurit/6
, making many Africans careful 

not to provoke their wrath. They believe they can communicate with these spirits through 

spirit-possessed mediums so as to maintain and restore the relationship47
. But the 

relationship with benign spirits enabling people to resist evil spirits is somewhat difficult 

to find and maintain, and so, rituals and practices, to which we now turn, are the order of 

the day. 

3:3. Rituals and practices used to control "supernatural powers". 

Rituals and practices play a leading role in the African context. They uphold the expected 

equilibrium, avert disaster, restore harmony and ensure that people are in good health and 

wealth48
• They give people channels for communicating with, resisting and dominating 

evil "supernatural powers". But a faulty relationship hinders communication and ruins the 

equilibrium, rendering the powers uncontrollable. Such a situation, so they say, provokes 

benign "supernatural powers" to withdraw their protection, leaving people open to the 

aggression of evil powers49
• These rituals and practices, which include magic, witchcraft 

and sorcery, divination, exorcism and domestication of spirits, are often concluded in 

sacrifices. 

i. Magic, witchcraft and sorcery. 

The observations on the ambiguity of magic in chapter one apply to African magic, the 

practice by which people threatened by witchcraft and sorcery get protection. Witches 

and sorcerers are inverted characters and are associated with incest and cannibalism50
. 

Witchcraft and sorcery are anti-social practices that are barricaded and/or neutralized via 

46 Ferdinanda 1999: I. 
47 See de Heusch 1971: 270; Mbiti 1971: 135f; Lewis 1996: 109. Cf. Dodd 1973: 204; Iamblichus, On the 
mysteries of Egypt 3.5. 
48 Ferdinanda 1999: 37; King 1970: 57. 
49 Willis 1996:114. 
50 Middleton 1987: 248; Beidelman 1963: 67, Lewis 1996: 92-95; Ferdinanda 1999: 86f, 101. However, 
several African societies distinguish witches and sorcerers. Unlike the sorcerers, witches do not use any 
rituals or incantations or material objects, e.g. human hair, nails or human waste to cause harm to their 
victims. The witch can cause harm just by looking at a person, hence a witch may be described as one with 
an evil eye (Evans-Pritchard 1976: 1; Winter 1963: 279f; Beattie 1963: 29f; Harwood 1970: 57ff, 64ff; 
Crawford 1967: 40; Reynolds 1963: 14ff; Krigie & Krigie 1943: 250; Huntingford 1963: 175f). However, 
both are connected with punitive spirits. But while these spirits possess witches, the sorcerer manipulates 
them. But both can use spirit familiars like animals to cause harm or mischief to human beings. So as 
Ferdinanda observes, "the distinction cannot be pressed" (1999: 106) and "must be applied with flexibility" 
since in some African cultures "witches are believed also to act like sorcerers" (1999: I 03). 
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magic. But there are two different types of magic. That which protects and counters 

witchcraft and sorcery is good, acceptable and esteemed by the society. 

It is chiefly the specialists, and particularly the medicine-man, diviner and rainmaker who 

use the knowledge and manipulation of this mystical power for the welfare of their 

community. It is used in the treatment of diseases, in counteracting misfortunes, and in 

warding off or diluting or destroying evil 'power' or witchcraft"51 

The practitioners of good magic are beneficial to their community, having the ability to 

use herbs and other concoctions to ward off evil spirits and evil power. They are not like 

witches and sorcerers who practise and use evil magic to control evil spirits, thereby 

causing havoc in people's lives. Evil magic involves belief in, and use of evil power to 

harm people and their property and is unacceptable. 

Evil magic is based on, or derives from fear, suspicion, jealous, ignorance or false 

accusation, which goes on in African villages. People fear to leave around their hair, 

nails, clothes or other articles with which they are normally in direct contact in case their 

'enemies' will use them and work evil against them52
. 

It is in evil magic that we find sorcery and witchcraft at work, in addition to other related 

practices, such as casting the evil eye on children or property. 

Medicine-men and diviners can only counteract evil magic if they have more powers than 

the sorcerer or the witch. As they are supposedly under the direction of benevolent spirits, 

they usually have more power than witches and sorcerers. They use this power to 

summon evil spirits, persuading them to talk and reveal the witch who sent them to 

terrorise their victims53
. As Mbiti observes, "the principle or logic at work here is ttlat the 

good use of this power will counteract the evil use, and this keeps the user relatively safe, 

so long as his 'medicine' is more powerful than that of his enemy"54
• Even if diviners or 

medicine-men are famous for their protective role and the ability to cure both somatic and 

psychotic disorders55
, they may become agents of destruction and death and so dangerous 

and counterproductive56
. As a result, they are not only admired and respected but also 

51 Mbiti 1969: 198. 
52 Mbiti 1969: 199f. 
53 Willis 1999: 131 f. 
54 Mbiti 1969: 201. 
55 Echard 1991: 69. 
56 Berglund 1989: 290. 
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feared and suspected57
. Generally, they cause harm and kill those who seek their services 

with evil intention. Altogether, good magic, even if it causes harm to the offending party, 

is socially approved as a means of protection and self-defence58
. It is an offensive and 

defensive practice that arises from the human need for survival, safety, security and 

protection. It offers channels and the power to communicate to, and relate with the spirits. 

ii. Divination. 

Divination is the means by which causes and remedies of misfortunes are identified. It 

also helps in identifying malevolent witches, sorcerers and spirits. As Zahan observes, the 

diviner "holds the code which allows the decipherment of the various messages intended 

for man, the society in which he lives, and all else related to his destiny"59
. Numerous 

techniques are used for divination, and so they may vary from one society to another60
. 

Divination provides the means to cope with misfortunes, looking backwards for causes 

and forward for remedial measures. The diviner's duty is to establish the cause of his/her 

client's misery and .to locate the point at which the equilibrium could have been disturbed 

to his/her client's disadvantage61
. As specialized knowledge and/or a way of knowing, 

divination "uses extraordinary powers of communication to reveal occult realities"62
. It is 

also a social yardstick for human-to-human relations and the relationship between the 

individual and society at large. It inspects human relations with the cosmological order, 

including the seen and unseen reality. The specialized knowledge of divination is not 

only needed in social life but also in political life. It is central and continues to hold 

influence in many modern African societies63
. Politicians competing for political offices 

reportedly consult diviners to win elections or election petitions in law courts64
. 

Divination therefore helps people to identify with what is beneficial to the fullness of life 

and the acquisition of class and status in society. Those who own the secret knowledge of 

57 Ferdinando 1999: 104. 
58 Goody 1970: 207; Gelfand 1967: 151; Evans-Pritchard 1976:5-7, 223-225; Wilson 1951: 97f. 
59 Zahan 1979: 81 
60 The Bunyoro of Uganda use mechanical devices, augury and spirit familiars, while the popular /fa 
divination of West Africa repeatedly manipulates palm nuts (See. Beattie 1964: 44-62; Middleton 1969: 
220-232; Tippet 1970: 169ff; Fortes 1987: 115ff; Parrinder 1974: 119-120; Booth 1977: 168£). 
61 Ferdinando 1999: 40; Turner 1967: 361; Whyte 1991: 170f. 
62 Akinnaso 1995: 236. 
63 Ferdinando 1999: 39. 
64 Akinnaso 1995: 248-250; Magesa 1997b: 20. 
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divination hold authority that is not arbitrary as it is attached to the results of their 

predictions65
• Nevertheless, their power is only recognized if it boosts communication 

with good spirits, giving people ways and means of dominating and resisting evil spirits. 

It is also held that the diviner's knowledge accumulated in his/her career enables him/her 

to control other people. However, this knowledge is derived from "supernatural powers" 

that allegedly 'catch' a person, inflicting a strange ailment. Such "supernatural powers" 

must be identified then the 'caught' person undergoes a rigorous training, which 'opens' 

him/her up to the secret knowledge of divination. This training also enables the person to 

know what kind of treatment or sacrifice is appropriate for each divinatory prediction66
. 

Training does not invalidate the supernatural and transcendental source of the diviner's 

knowledge. This supernatural and transcendental source of power is accessible through 

religious affiliation. The danger is that a diviner can change his/her religious affiliation so 

as to tap the power given by another religion that their former religion could not give67
• 

The royalty, the priesthood and the populace equally consider divination essential68
. It 

precedes all actions and functions, which people fear or believe to have destructive or 

constructive impact on their social life. It predicts and explains if certain undertakings 

should be tried for the common good of human life. So it is not only a way of prediction 

and explanation, but also a means of controlling life-threatening events and experiences. 

It is a problem-solving ritual and an inoculation against threatening disaster attributable 

to human ad hoc acts that supposedly irritate benevolent "supernatural powers", making 

them withdraw their protection. 

iii. Accommodation and expulsion of possessing spirits. 

It is believed that spirits can possess both animate and inanimate creation for good or evil 

intentions. A possessed person is described as one 'having' or 'caught by' spirits69
• The 

possessing spirits are revealed by name via rituals such as drumming and dancing, which 

65 Akinnaso 1995: 254. 
66 Rattray 1963; Hagan 1988: 149; Akinnaso 1992; 1995: 240-143. 
67 See Akinnaso 1995: 253 Lijadu 1972 [1908]; Peel1990: 352,365. Cf. Acts 8: 14-25 
68 Mbiti 1970: 117; Roscoe 1912 [2nd Edn. 1966]: 154; Lugira 1969: 30; Willis 1999:42-71. 
69 See Howell1997: 175 Lienhardt 1982: 92. 
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are meant to induce a state of trance70
• A specialist purportedly 'caught by' a benign spirit 

determines if the victim has been 'caught by', or 'has' benign or malign spirits 71
. If spirits 

are identified as useful, especially in healing, they are retained or accommodated72
• This 

is to establish a lasting relationship between the 'seizing' spirit and the 'seized' person, 

who finally becomes overpoweringly useful in societal affairs. Such a person becomes a 

spirit healer, or a diviner or a shaman73
. He/she could become an advisor of the royalty 

that is, the king or the chief or ruling class 74
• Accommodation entails retaining supportive 

benevolent spirits, for instance, the spirits that can heal. 

Evil spirits 'seize' animate or inanimate creation with destructive intentions. They cause 

all manner of troubles, threatening human existence. Such sprits are not accepted. They 

must be exorcised and subsequently cast either in a hole or into deep waters so as to 

retain normal life for an individual, family, clan or society75
. The Gik:Uyu used to perform 

a symbolic battle to expel these despicable and unwanted spirits. At the sound of the 

battle horn, as Ikenga-Metuh reveals, 

the entire village rushes out with clubs and sticks and starts to beat down the bushes of 

both sides of the paths that lead to the stream in the attempt to drive the evil spirits down 

the stream. At the stream, the war horn is sounded again, and the people throw their 

sticks into the stream and shout victoriously simultaneously: "Evil spirits and your illness 

we have crushed you. We now sink you in the river. Let the water drive you far away 

from us. You will go forever and never return again76
• 

Exorcism thus entails the forced removal of invading and unsupportive malevolent 

spirits. 

Altogether, the aforesaid rituals and practices have a common factor. They are designed 

to contribute to people's welfare in maintaining or enhancing a sympathetic status quo. 

They seek to pursue and to maintain harmony in a multifaceted and multidimensional 

cosmos. They are also meant to keep "supernatural powers" in their right place for the 

70 Willis 1999: 78-82; 78-123. 
71 Willis 1999: 17,92-115, 171-173. 
72 Lewis 1996: 122-138. 
73 Lewis 1989: 49-50; Willis 1999: 92-115. 
74 Sharp 1999: 6, 13; Willis 1999: 53, 63. 
75 Willis 1999:131f. 
76 Ikenga-Metuh 1987: 75. 
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benefit of human life, which is the centre of operation. Attaining the fullness of life is the 

desired goal, the ultimate value and concern. When necessary, sacrifices, which not only 

pacify the spirits but also give people assurance that their relationship with "supernatural 

powers" is impeccably and appropriately secure77
, are offered to maintain or restore the 

propitious status quo. It is generally held that sacrifices are the most effective measures 

for heartening disturbed spirits. However, they are offered after a successful divination so 

as to ensure promised blessing if the prediction is positive and also to avert evil if the 

prediction is negative. This ensures a solid link between the horizontal (human to human) 

and vertical (divine to human) poles of cosmological order. 

Indisputably, Africans interpret the same data that the anthropologists work on and give 

differing views. Many African societies believe in spirits that are accessible, spirits that 

can expedite or inhibit human existence. The spirits' all-pervasive power is required for 

success, guidance, giving order to the universe and meeting crises such as illness, 

accidents, barrenness and draught. A good relationship with spirits and the spirit world 

implies that people can access the help and the power of spirits and the spirit world 

whenever they are in need. As spirits may appear to human beings in various forms of 

manifestations, such as animals, old people and tiny babies, great care must be taken for 

no one knows the form they may assume while visiting. They are therefore feared and 

revered; yet this is injurious to Christianity because fear triumphs where the freedom in 

Christ should reign. 

3:4. Anthropological interpretations of African beliefs. 

Several anthropologists have examined beliefs, rituals and practices about "supernatural 

powers" in the African context, but their views differ considerabl/8
. In fact, discussions 

of the phenomena prompting belief in "supernatural powers" are noticeably multifaceted. 

This, as the functional approach adopted by most anthropologists would persuasively 

show, adds vital, didactic and imaginative penetration in understanding these phenomena. 

77 Akinnaso 1995: 240; Zuesse 1979: 125; Magesa 1997b: 183-188. 
78 See Evans-Pritchard 1937; Debrunner 1959; Middleton & Winter (Eds.)l963; Bloomhill 1962; Douglas 
1967: 72-80, 1973; Douglas (Ed.) 1970; Lewis 1985, 1989, 1986 [1996 2"d Edn.]; Beattie 1964: 44-62, 
1969a, 1969b: 159-170; Beattie & Middleton (Eds.) 1969; Beidelman 1963; Br¢gger 1975: 285-290; 
Colson 1969: 69-103; Crapanzano 1987; Crapanzano & Garrison (eds.) 1977; Crawford, J. R 1967; Favret
Saada 1980; Mair 1969; Marwick 1952: 120-135, 215-233,1982; Reynolds 1963; Willis 1999. 
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The functional approach shows how individuals and society use beliefs in "supernatural 

powers" to explain events and experiences in their situation. The approach underlines 

human ability to build symbolic mediums of perceiving and interpreting the meaning of 

life79
. This improves orderliness of personal and communal life. Even so, anthropological 

views have apparent flaws. As Mary Douglas insists, "any kind of illustrative material is 

intensely difficult to find for exactly the same reason: no reports are exhaustive; none can 

avoid bias; there is an enormous subjective element of selection in any ethnographic 

observation"80
. Below are some of the popular anthropological perceptions. 

i. Spiritual powers are illusions. 

Some modern anthropologists regard "supernatural powers" as illusions. The tendency is 

to deny their existence and that they influence daily life81
. Evans-Pritchard's magisterial 

work on witchcraft among the Azande has largely been used to confirm this supposed 

illusion. The idea is that whatever is not perceptible to the five senses does not exist and 

that modern people should not explain unstable actions as possession82
. Since belief in 

demonic activity negates the scientific perception of reality, it should be rejected83
• 

Ferdinanda comments, "Western scholarship ... tends to accept neither traditional African 

notions of the spirit world, nor traditional African interpretations of "spirit-possession"84
. 

Several anthropologists caricature African belief in "supernatural powers" as a comic 

strip and the creation of the human mind, hence as a mental pathology. J. Br¢gger 

assertively insists, "There is a fairly general agreement among anthropologists that spirits 

do not exist"85
. But as Willis rightly notes, 

although these theories have undoubtedly contributed much to our understanding of the 

forms taken by 'spirit-possession' in modem Mrica and in other parts of the non-Western 

79 Lambek 1981; Boddy 1989; Sharp 1993; Kapferer 1983; Giles 1987, 1989b, 1999: 142. 
80 Douglas 1973: 131. 
81 Kraft 1995: 31. 
82 Willis 1999: 43 suggests that Evans-Pritchard rejects the reality of the Azande worldview on the basis of 
an enlightenment informed cosmology, that whatever is not perceptible to the senses does not exist. So for 
Evans-Pritchard, the belief in spirits is mysticism; hence 'mystical notions attribute to phenomena supra
sensible qualities which, or part of which, are not derived from observation or cannot be logically inferred 
from, and which they do not possess" (1937: 12). 
83 Wilson 1975: 292. 
84 Ferdinanda 1999: 84. 
85 Br~gger 1975:287. See also Bourguignon 1976:14; Singleton M, 1978:477; van Binsbergen 1991:336. 

81 



------------------------------------------------------ - - -

world, they have also had the effect of diverting attention from the subjective content or 

experience of 'spirit' agencl6
• 

Lewis also observes that while several anthropologists consider witchcraft as all delusion 

and fantasy, others believe in "spirit-possession"87
• It is not unanimously held that belief 

in "supernatural powers" signify illusions88
• Farvet-Saada avoided this view in her study 

of occult action in rural France insisting, "the aim of my book .. .is to take magic force 

seriously, and not to be content to describe it as a logical error, or someone else's 

belief'89
. 

However, maintaining that whatever cannot be perceived through the five senses does not 

exist is delicate. As Dow contends, unless we say that only what is verified empirically 

exists (in which case God does not), there is no way of disapproving the existence of 

"supernatural powers". The assertion that the present day perception of how things are 

positively rules out demonic perception is indeed reductionism, and to assume that all 

possible data can be handled in terms of science and its categories is untenable90
. Perhaps 

the societies that believe in spirits do so because they are realities of thought and 

experience for them91
. Kwame Appiah rightly points out that anthropologists who deny 

the existence of spirits ignore the beliefs and intention of the people who invite them to 

heal and protect. What these people say is that they believe spirits exist and can grant 

f h 
. 92 avour to t etr requests . 

ii. Belief in spirits symbolizes lack of scientific knowledge. 

According to Mair, belief in spirits represents lack of scientific knowledge. Central to this 

assumption is that witchcraft is acknowledged in societies lacking scientific knowledge93
. 

Furthermore, witchcraft begins from a mistaken premise even though it explains evil and 

suffering. But witchcraft and other related beliefs are common in the modern era and are 

regarded as a resistance to technology and consumer culture. They are the means by 

86 Willis 1999:116. 
87 Lewis 1996: 46. 
88 Stoller & Olkes 1987; Turner 1992; 1993: 11. 
89 Farvet-Saada 1980: 195. 
90 Dow 1980: 202,203. See Smart 1973: 138-147. 
91 Firth 1964: 247f; 1967: 296; Langley 1980:226. 
92 Appiah 1992: 110-115. 
93 Cf. Scott 1990: 141. 
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which spirit mediums and other specialists demonstrate their authority, reaffirming the 

society's existing traditions94
. Spirit mediums therefore "construct the present by pitting 

the spectre of modernity against the constantly recreated tradition anchored in a mythical 

past"95
. Consequently, modernity and tradition intersect and interact with each other, 

making scientific knowledge and mythical knowledge cohabit96
. Even though Mair's 

intellectual analysis has a certain level of credibility, it is rambling. One of its false 

implications is the assumption that witchcraft can disappear just because of increased 

scientific knowledge. This is unlikely as science and witchcraft work on different levels 

and with different assumptions. What happens is that scientific knowledge explains how 

things happen while witchcraft and other related beliefs explain why things happen97
. 

Mbiti asserts that Africans are not satisfied with the scientific explanation that a mosquito 

carrying malaria parasite causes a person to suffer death. The answer sought is why the 

mosquito stung that particular person and not any other person. The most satisfying 

answer is that someone sent the mosquito or performed evil magic against the person 

infected with malaria. "This is not a scientific answer, but it is the reality for the majority 

of the African people"98
. As such, scientific knowledge does not eliminate theories of 

witchcraft and spirit attacks, as it does not offer an alternative explanation but one of an 

incomparable kind99
. The intellectual approach is therefore faced with difficulties for it 

fails to explain why in some modern societies "from Africa to the South Seas and from 

Asia to America"100
, which are surely open to scientific knowledge, people explain 

misfortunes by means of witchcraft. 

iii. Belief in spirits is an expression of psychological disorders. 

This view depends on modern medical science, psychology and psychiatry. "Spirit

possessed" people are purportedly mentally sick, deviants or maladjusted. Consequently, 

"spirit-possession" is any altered or unusual state of consciousness and allied behaviour 

that some people misunderstand as influence of alien spirits, demons or deities. But it is 

94 Masquelier 1999: 34-49, esp.43, 1992; Weiss 1992: 548. 
95 Masquelier 1999: 46. 
96 Behrend & Luig 1999: xiii-xiv. 
97 Magesa 1997b: 174; Parrinder 1958: 193. Omoyajowo 1983: 323. 
98 Mbiti: 1969: 200. See Gluckman 1955: 85. 
99 King 1970: 57; McVeigh 1974: 164; Whisson 1964: 289-290; Winter 1963: 289. 
100 Marwick 1982: 14. See also Ferdinando 1999: 376; Bourguignon 1973: 17; 359-376. 
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rightly the projection of the repressed self and a technique of dealing with innate feelings 

of inferiority, fear, bravery, hatred and/or love101
. Some anthropologists controvert this 

view, consequently minimizing the assumption that "spirit-possession" is a symptom of 

mental disorder or of a maladjusted person102
• This view having been destabilized, some 

anthropologists regard "spirit-possession" as the 'abnormal states of consciousness' 103 

"which a normal, healthy person could achieve, given the appropriate stimuli"104
. Other 

anthropologists view "spirit-possession" cathartically and therapeutically, maintaining it 

purges out internalised feelings and cures unrelenting health problems105
. The possessed 

people are thus regarded as a 'therapy-managing group' 106
. But de Sousa explains that 

"spirit-possession" in some societies is non-pathological even if in other societies it could 

heal and calm individuals. Among the Bijag6s, de Souza notes, "spirit-possession" is a 

collective non-pathological forum for creating future ancestors and regulating societal 

life. It also restores concord, allegedly broken by death, between gods and human beings, 

the forest and the village107
. Lewis also maintains that the psychiatric and psychoanalytic 

theories 

only solve part of the problem. They leave out...those possession religions which 

enshrine morality and where to a large extent the office of shaman is filled ascriptively by 

candidates who, far from being drawn from the margins of society, are from a perfectly 

respectable background 108
• 

Lewis also notes that modern psychology and psychoanalysis have contributed to the 

decline of the formerly widespread interest in "spirit-possession". He argues that no one 

would question, "that many of the medical symptoms associated with spiritualism in our 

own past and in traditional societies are now treated on the psychoanalyst's couch ... 

Certainly in the functional approach to psychiatric medicine so widely adopted today we 

have an interpretation of psychosomatic disorders"109
• He adds that his comparison of 

101 Crapanzano 1987: 12-16. 
102 Beattie & Middleton 1969: xxiii-xxiv; Eliade 1989: 26f; Nadel 1946: 36; Goodman 1972: xvii, xxi. 
103 Ludwig 1968: 69,70-75. Cf. Sargant 1959: 92f; Walker 1972: 10; Holm 1982: 13 
104 Ferdinando 1999:72. See Walker 1972: 16-19,33f; Goodman: 1972:76. 
105 Messing 1958: 285; Rouget 1980: 494; Boddy 1989; Colleyn 1999: 76; Echard 1991: 169; Kenyon 
1999: 8. 
106 Janzen 1978. 
107 de Sousa 1999: 81-87. 
108 Lewis 1971: 202f. 
109 Lewis 1996: 72. 
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spirit affliction and modern psychotherapy does not mean that all psychological illness is 

a response to deprivation. 

The parallel seems best restricted to the incidence and treatment of the neurotic disorders, 

and particularly to psychosomatic and hysterical afflictions. Whatever other types of 

malady may be associated with tribal spirit-possession cults, these stand out as the most 

widely reported symptoms associated with peripheral possession ... It is therefore in this 

field of mental disorder that we should seek correlations between these afflictions and 

deprivation uo. 

Lewis also finds the psychological analysis confusing. He deems it nai"ve to place great 

reliance on the scanty information regarding psychosomatic disorders and hysterical 

reactions on one hand and social class on the other. He also regards it as nai"ve to accept 

the parallel he makes between spirit afflictions and deprivation without reservation111
. He 

consequently concludes, 

I do not believe that social phenomena such as spirit-possession can be explained in terms 

of psychiatric illness or the malfunctioning of the individual psyches. My approach to the 

topic (which is no more "psychological" ... ) assumes that all significant social behavior 

has an affective (i.e., "psychological") dimension. It is not possible to seek to understand 

spirit-possession in particular, any more than religion in general, without recognising and 

acknowledging this112
. 

He comments elsewhere, "All social phenomena which exist in the minds of men have a 

psychological dimension. This psychological dimension is particularly marked in the case 

of ideology generally and with those assumptions and beliefs which are invoked to make 

sense of the universe and to come to terms with affliction and stress"113
. He eventually 

regards "spirit-possession" as the result of social deprivation and frustrations (see below). 

Yet again, Obeyesekere shows the reciprocity between personal-psychological dimension 

of the symbol and its public, culturally sanctioned role. He asserts that symbols, which 

are linked with the "spirit-possession", are "generated primarily out of the unconscious; 

once generated it exists on the public level as a cultural symbol"114
• Thus individual and 

personal psychological and socio-cultural aspects of the human self intersect and interact 

110 Lewis 1996: 73. 
111 Lewis 1996: 73. 
112 Lewis 1996: 74. 
113 Lewis 1989: 11. 
114 Obeyesekere 1981: 37. 
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to determine what is real for a people. He positively shows that the usual anthropological 

and psychoanalytical distinction between personal and cultural symbols is inadequate and 

naive. In fact, the mental and social framework within which the urge to control spirits 

lies is psychologically and culturally organised. As a result, psychological and socio

cultural dimensions mutually complement each other, so they need not be separated. It 

seems that to consider the psychological dimension as the only explanation of "spirit

possession" invites untenable confusion. While "spirit-possession" may share similar 

characteristics with psychological defects, it does not necessarily mean that they are one 

and the same thing. Rightly stated, "sickness does not reveal the calling of a person and 

ritual does not transform mental disorder into religious office"115
. 

iv. Belief in spirit is an expression of socio-cultural identity. 

Several anthropologists regard belief in spirits as a socially and culturally determined 

phenomenon. It is controversial whether societies most open to spirit cults are those with 

complex and rigid, or less complex and less rigid, cultures. Bourguignon maintains that 

societies that have a complex and rigid culture approve "spirit-possession". He maintains 

that "spirit-possession" provides the society with a channel for innovation that would be 

otherwise unavailable, thus giving people a great degree of elbowroom116
. Conversely, 

Mary Douglas argues that the Dinka, whose culture is less rigid and complex, welcome 

"spirit-possession" while the Nuer, whose culture is more rigid and complex consider it 

perilous117
• She holds that "spirit-possession" allows loosely structured societies to have 

an integrated socio-political organisation and group cohesion. The general agreement is 

that the roles of the spirit cult are to construct, strengthen and reproduce social and 

individual identity. This in tum produces skills for a larger social formation118 that guides 

people to local cultural knowledge and collective identity119
. As such, "spirit-possession" 

represents the origin of a society, which the possessing spirits defend by limiting external 

pressure. The possessing spirits assist people to accrue and implement new ideas, objects 

115 Colleyn 1999: 74. 
116 Bourguignon 1973: 17-23. 
117 Douglas 1973: 119-130. 
118 Appadurai 1993: 7. 
119 Luig 1999: 137; Sharp 1999: 6. 

86 



and methods for collective and private empowerment120
. According to Echard, the value 

of spirits is sociological, historical and political and very rarely psychological. The spirits 

rekindle socio-historical realities, that is, how the society was constituted and the main 

events that brought about major changes121
. Consequently, spirit cults meet people where 

they are, offering "meaningful explanations for the social problems of the time"122
. The 

idea is that beliefs in spirits relate directly to the socio-cultural conditions123
. 

v. Deprivation and marginalisation causes "spirit-possession". 

A widespread perception among anthropologists is that "spirit-possession" is caused by 

deprivation and marginalisation. Lewis supports this view in his reaction to Bourguignon 

(1976) and Mary Douglas (1970). He notes that Bourguignon regards trance as 'an 

altered state of consciousness', while Douglas considers possession as a 'cultural specific 

theory of trance and illness'. But Lewis maintains that these theories are limited. There is 

"no compelling evidence to suggest that these [trances and possession] necessarily 

indicate cultures or civilisations with different infrastructures or at different levels of 

evolutionary complexity"124
. According to Lewis, there are two types of spirit-possession 

cults. One deals with ancestral spirits of the community, which upholds traditional social 

morality. The other deals with peripheral spirits that have nothing to do with morality for 

they come from outside the society. These spirits are capricious, affecting mainly women 

and estranged males. Nevertheless, possession by peripheral spirits is a political protest of 

the politically and socially sidelined. He insists, "possession works to help the interest of 

the weak and downtrodden who have otherwise few effective means to press their claims 

for attention and respect"125
. It is "the shrill voice of protest directed against other more 

fortunate members of the society"126
• It occurs due to 'deprivation and frustrations' of the 

120 Luig 1999: 137. 
121 Echard 1991: 70. Cf. Willis 1999:42-77. 
122 Luig 1999: 137. 
123 Lewis 1996: 112. 
124 Lewis 1989: 9. 
125 Lewis 1989:28. Cf. Scott 1990: 140-142. 
126 Lewis 1971: 203. 
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sidelined127
. It is "a compensation of their exclusion and lack of authority in other 

spheres"128
. 

Several anthropologists, just like Lewis, regard "spirit-possession" as a marginal response 

of the weak and the powerless129
, and so it is a 'bargain from weakness' 130

. It is a means 

of voicing minority, disfavoured and likely risky opinion and simultaneously avoiding the 

danger of being chastised. The possessing spirit is blamed for any utterances or actions 

coming from the possessed person. "Spirit-possession" is thus related to historical crises 

and it is recognised as a 'safety valve' that enables the subordinates to assert themselves 

temporarily without being blamed for their actions131
. Thus even if "spirit-possession" in 

women is seen as evidence of their subordinate status in contrast to men132
, it is also the 

means by which they assert themselves over men. These subordinate women can thereby 

claim that they have spirits as their spouses, which are superior and more powerful than 

their human male spouses in ordinary life. This offers women new (though temporary and 

indirect) forms of leverage with the more powerful male133
. In that case, belief in spirit is 

not only an expression of deprivation and frustrations, but also a technique of protesting 

against social exclusion134
. It is an empowering device that grants alternative techniques 

of dealing with the issues considered to be outside the control and discourse of the 

dominant group135
. The heretofore marginalised gain individual identity, autonomy and 

power. 

127 Lewis 1996: 53. 
128 Lewis 1996:48. Also see Shack 1971: 33ff; Walker 1972: 79f; 84f; 164-168. 
129 Monfouga-Nicolas 1972; Echard 1989; Messing 1958; Boddy 1989; Stoller 1989; Rouch 1948, 1954, 
1972. 
130 Gomm 1975. Cf. Lewis 1971, 1996. 
131 See Sharp 1999: 4. 
132 Otner 1974; Reiter 1975; Rosaldo & Lamphere 1974. 
133 Kendall 1988; Brown 1991: 248, 306ff; Lewis eta! 1991: 3; Crapanzano 1983; Boddy 1989; Kenyon 
1999: 89-108; Wafer 1991: 2-3; Lewis 1996:48. 
134 Cf. Wend! 1999: 111; Crapanzano 1973. 
135 Scott's study, Domination and the arts of resistance, powerfully illustrates this point. The powerless 
feign respect while the powerful assert control carefully and cleverly. He offers an incisive discussion of 
the respectful and non-vengeful public discourse of the powerless and the powerful that he refers to as the 
'public transcript' and the mockery and vengeful discourse they display backstage that he refers to as the 
'hidden transcript' ( 1990:xii) He reveals how the subordinate develop a large arsenal of techniques that 
help to shield their identity while promoting open criticism, threats and attacks to the powerful. Among 
these techniques is "spirit possession", which gives a free rein to dangerous expressions that may summon 
hostility from the powerful ( 1990:2. See his footnote I). 
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But the Lewisian deprivation theory is contentious and some anthropologists are opposed 

to it. Mary Douglas argues that the deprivation theory "is unable to deal with the many 

cases of people who are obviously and consciously deprived, and yet do not react in the 

predicted way"136
. The explanation of suffering and deprivation as precursors of "spirit

possession", she maintains, does not cover the throng of well-to-do women who so often 

dominate "spirit-possession" movements137
. Kenyon notes that possessed people neither 

regard themselves as a 'depressed category', 'depraved' or 'frustrated', nor do they try to 

exert any type of mystical pressure on either spirits or humans. They do not see anyone, 

either male or female, spirit or human as their superior. They do not feel that they have 

limited resources at their disposal. However, Kenyon concedes that "spirit-possession" is 

complex, though it is an empowering occasion for many women. It fortifies female power 

and control in the wider social world138
. Thus the belief in spirits is seen as the expression 

of women culture, a gender-specific form of interaction and communication in order to 

overcome women's sickness and suffering139
. 

Sharp disputes the notion that "spirit-possession" gives women temporary and indirect 

power. He states that spirit marriages in Madagascar where he did his field research 

operate as a permanent as opposed to temporary form of empowermene40
. The view that 

women and men of low status bid for attention via "spirit-possession" is not unanimously 

convincing. As Colleyn recognises, 

spirit-possession cannot be seen as an oblique strategy or weapon against humiliation. 

Mediumship is restricted to men of powerful lineages and seldom used to insinuate 

grievances. Mediums do not belong to the categories of persons who are most readily 

prone to possession in the epidemiological trends deployed by I. M. Lewis in his 

comparative study ( 1996)"141
• 

Similarly, Wendl's study challenges the view that belief in "supernatural powers" attracts 

the marginalised and the socially deprived. He reveals that in the Tchamba cult amongst 

the Mina of Togo, "it is the descendants of the former slave masters who are afflicted by 

136 Douglas 1973: 117. 
137 Douglas 1973: 113. 
138 Kenyon 1999: 100. 
139 Luig 1992: 112, 113-115, Kenyon 1999: 120. 
140 Sharp 1993: 182ff. Cf. de Souza 1999: 87 
141 Colleyn 1999: 73. 
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the spirits of their former slaves"142
. Wendl notes that belief in spirits does not belong 

either to the socially or economically marginalised or depressed section of the society. 

Such beliefs are distributed over diverse and reputable professional groups. He contends 

that his case study "may thus be considered, in some respect, to be even an antithesis to 

Lewisian deprivation theory"143
. 

On the basis of available evidence, it could be complex to assume that "spirit-possession" 

is marginal and only occurs among the marginal and deprived people. Apparently, it is 

not marginal but a central cultural phenomenon144 and not only an experience of the 

deprived but also of the affluent too. It is widespread despite one's religious affiliation, 

level of education or cosmopolitan experience145
. It could be tricky therefore to only link 

"spirit-possession" with women, subordinate or deviant groups and lower class members 

of a stratified society. It may be unrealistic to explain "spirit-possession" as an expression 

of, and a compensatory technique for marginality, which provides a therapeutic outlet for 

psychological frustrations. In fact, the idea that "spirit-possession" is an expertise to 

command attention, to redress grievances, to gain material benefits and an alternative to 

gaining some measure of status and power146 are inadequate explanations about beliefs in 

spirits147
. Yet this does not rule out the probability that such ideas might, at least, offer 

somewhat relevant explanations in some cases. 

vi. Beliefs in spirits are symbolic cultural texts. 

As Giles notes, several studies regard possession "as a culturally-constructed symbolic 

medium that must be related to the wider society and its system of meaning"148
. She 

writes, 

spirit-possession provides an ideal for the creation of cultural texts. It creates powerful 

metaphorical dramas that are enacted in human form but attributed to the spirit world. 

The human actors are not actors in the conventional sense but a stage-the human body 

142 Wend! 1999: 111. 
143 Wend! 1999: 111. 
144 See Giles 1987; Parrinder 1969: 26. 
145 Sharp 1999: Sf. Magesa 1997b: 20. 
146 Kennedy 1967; Ferchiou 1972; Crapanzano 1973: Lewis 1966, 1971, 1989, 1986 [1996]. 
147 Luig 1999; Lambek 1981: 69. 
148 Giles 1999: 142. Also see Larnbek 1981; Kapferer 1983; Giles 1987, 1989b Boddy 1989; Sharp 1993. 
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becomes a vehicle for the spirits to communicate with and interact with the human 

world149
. 

Several scholars agree that the human actors often occupy a structural position, which 

renders them culturally suitable to become vehicles for the spirits150
. To be involved with 

spirits is a valuable social function, rather than an indication of social deprivation. It is an 

"integral part of the whole culture" rather than the isolated "subculture"151
. 

Beliefs in spirits function as a symbolic system of conveying meaning and as an 

embodiment of cultural constructed texts of communication. These texts enable the 

formulation of other cognitive models that would counter the dominant models within the 

societ/52 and they are 'written' and 'read' by the societies concerned153
. They are the 

stories that a society tells about itself and the language used is exceedingly symbolic. 

Perhaps the symbolic language reflects ordinarily vague metaphysical aspects of society, 

which are restructured into symbolic drama form. It guards the views of society, which 

counter bureaucratic ideological statements without requiring public credirl54
. As a result, 

the texts could have different levels of meaning, which allow different personal 

interpretations. The text can be interpreted in terms of personal lives of the people 

involved in spirit-possession. This does not deny the specific interpersonal relations 

between the individual psyche and societal expectations155
. It could also be that cultural 

texts are self-reflective commentary on the socio-cultural structures that focus more on 

social relations than the wider system of cultural meaning. So belief in spirits delivers a 

message that is often identified as the dialectical expression of basic societal, cultural or 

cosmic paradoxes156
. Thus possession is the basis for the symbolic expression of cultural 

identity and historical consciousness. This cultural identity and historical consciousness 

are situated at the very heart of the belief in spirits157
. In this case, "spirit-possession" 

does not belong to a periphery cult but it is central to human existence. It is "the central 

149 Giles 1999:143. 
150 Nicholas 1972; Lambek 1981; Kapferer 1983; Giles 1987. 
151 Lambek 1981: 63. 
152 Ardener 1972: 135-158 
153 Geertz 1972: 1-37. 
154 Giles 1999: 142f. 
155 Giles 1999: 143. 
156 Lambek 1981; Kapferer 1983; Boddy 1989. 
157 Giles 1999: 142-164. 
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institution of local culture that defines collective identity"158
• It is not merely an 

experience of the disenfranchised as it epitomises the place of people in the society. 

vii. Beliefs in spirits are the basis of religious and moral values. 

From this view, "spirit-possession" and witchcraft accusations are perceived as a means 

of restoring social harmony. Sargant believes that "spirit-possession" sanctions socially 

approved behaviour, because the possessed dancers enact the character of their gods. 

"Spirit-possession" is regarded as the means of establishing order and moral values in the 

societ/59
. According to Echard, "spirit-possession" is the management of the unseen 

world where dialogue between the worshipper and the spirits take place. The spirits 

express themselves through the human bodies they are possessing. At this time, the spirits 

answer requests, give advice, make remarks and voice their own demands that form the 

framework of the community's moral structure and religious values160
. Hagan holds that 

"spirit-possession" illuminates and enables the person to reach the desired end of the 

religious quest to experience the divine. This enlarges the unseen world by revealing 

unknown divinities and creating new and relevant relationships between the visible and 

invisible. "Spirit-possession" thus regulates and renews the basis of social order. Trance 

is the means by which people justify their loyalty to particular spirits and establishes the 

importance of paying reverence to such spirits161
. "Spirit-possession" also precludes or 

purges disruptive forces in society, especially in situations of social change and distress. 

It assists individuals to make decisions that assist them to stick to their role and status in 

society. It assures religious certainty in a state of institutional and emotional confusion 

and uncertainties. It gives positive direction and support in situations where change is 

needed and transforms a situation of ''negative liminality into one of positive 

I. . 1. ,162 tmma tty . 

158 Sharp 1999:6. 
159 Zuesse 1979. 
160 Echard 1991:69 
161 Hagan 1988: 149. 
162 Hagan 1988:152. 
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Zahan recognises the religious significance of the motif of witchcraft accusations163
, for 

example the association of witches and sorcerers with the night. She reveals that beliefs 

in sorcery and witchcraft are accurately understood within the total structures of people's 

religious traditions164
. Witchcraft is associated with the perversion of the good, moral and 

ethical165
. The general belief is that victims of witchcraft are somehow responsible if they 

have departed from the expected moral codes. As a result, witchcraft may be perceived as 

a divine means of punishing people who exhibit anti-social traits166
. While witchcraft 

disturbs the established order and causes chaos, it also enhances the understanding of 

morality and ethics167
. Order requires people to observe all sexual and other taboos of the 

community so as to avoid being accused as a witch, the representative of amoral and anti

social behaviour such as incest and sodomy. Witchcraft accusations enhance morality in 

offering the society tools to check untamed desire and the destruction of life. People are 

often required to conduct their lives religiously and morally, observing acceptable social 

norms that witchcraft negates. Religious tradition duty-binds a moral person to suppress 

destructive emotions such as hatred, anger, pride, envy and lust. The emphasis is on 

showing love, care and concern and sharing with other people. These are the best ways to 

suppress destructive emotions. Therefore, witchcraft accusation warns members of the 

society against known and imagined anti-social behaviours168
. It vetoes fraudulent deeds, 

ultimately increasing social solidarity and conformit/69
. It not only explains and 

confirms social definitions170
, but also categorises moral and religious dynamics of 

society. It is a means through which a society ascertains and enforces its moral code. 

viii. Belief in spirits is a way of political/economic protest. 

Some anthropologists regard "spirit-possession" as a technique for limiting or tolerating 

change attributed to colonialism, European military power and occupation, dictatorship 

163 Witchcraft accusations is a technical anthropological term, which describes forces either human or non
human, which frustrate human beings' attempt to realise the abundant life, as demonic or using demonic 
"supernatural powers" (Cf. Horrell 1999:29, 33). 
164 Zahan 1979: 93-98. 
165 Magesa 1997b: 69, 165-174. 
166 Zuesse 1971. 
167 Magesa 1997b: 167, 171. 
168 Wilson 1951: 104; Marwick 1952: 123f, 228; Beidelman 1963: 96f; Haule 1969: 96f; Green 1983: 15-
17; Magesa 1997b: 171. 
169 Beattie 1963: 52; Haule 1966: 99, Magesa 1997b: 172. 
170 Douglas (ed.) 1970: xxv. 
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and authoritarian regimes171
. Considering the escalating interest in power and political 

agency, "spirit-possession" is regarded as a political/economic reaction to evils ingrained 

in the society but voiced in safer religious voices and skill172
. According to this view, 

"spirit-possession" does not represent archaic forms of traditionalism that arise in times 

of deprivation and hopelessness173
. It rather signifies a keen awareness of existing power 

structures and hegemonic forces. It is an expression of "symbolic discontent"174
, which 

operates as an indirect and safer form of political protest, a "veiled, safer outlet"175
• This 

protest reveals spiritual authority and therefore reasserts the power of the masses, thus 

destabilizing larger hegemonic forces176
. The great majority use "spirit-possession" for 

revolutionary and recalcitrant actions177
. "Spirit-possession" in this sense conveys an 

urge to speak out satisfying national, political and economic needs. This opposes the 

widely held view that "all possession cults divert the worshipper from practical actions 

by transforming social realities into the realm of imaginary"178
. "Spirit-possession" is 

therefore not a story of the marginalised and the powerless seeking temporary voice. 

Mediums do not represent an oblique attempt to control but a vital force in times of 

deliberate social and economic transformation. They are the true guardians of sacred 

space who manage and control the means of production where capitalism prevails179
. 

ix. Reactions to the anthropological interpretations. 

The different anthropological interpretations cited above expose the dilemma involved in 

analysing beliefs in "supernatural powers". However, they certainly give a wider scope of 

understanding the intrinsic worth or futility of such beliefs in relation to human existence. 

Taken separately, each perception could be somewhat reductionist if spirit cults, as Fritz 

Kramer avers, have several functions. As such, they perform not only one role but also a 

whole range of different and numerous functions simultaneously, which can cancel each 

171 Beattie and Middleton 1969: xxviii-xxix; Barrington-Ward 1978: 459ff; Noble 1961: 52; Beattie 1969: 
161; Colson 1969: 83-85. 
172 Ong 1987, 1988; Morsy 1978; Boddy 1989; Scott 1990: 140f. 
173 Apter 1992; Comaroff 1985; Comaroff & Comaroff 1991; Nash 1979; Tausig 1977, 1987; Sharp 1999: 
13f. 
174 Pred & Watts 1992. 
175 Scott 1990: 141. 
176 Lan 1985; Sharp 1999: 13. 
177 Echard 1991: 71; Behrend: 1999:20-33. 
178 Echard 1991:71. 
179 Sharp 1999: 5-14; 1993; Lan 1989; Masquelier 1999: 34; Willis 1999:42-77. 
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other. Spirit cults thus serve as therapy, as entertainment, as social criticism, as art, as 

means to differentiate oneself from one's society, and sometimes even as a form of 

performative ethnograph/80
. Neither do anthropological views clarify if "supernatural 

powers" transcend nature. A clear but puzzling "residue remains, for which there is as yet 

no psychological explanation, and which continues to leave the question open as to 

whether certain happenings transcend nature"181
. Twelftree believes that psychologists 

are still faced with this unexplained residue in the interpretation of their fieldwork. While 

it does not pay to deny the medical, rational and psychological accounts regarding the 

unexplained residue, the question of demonic influence remains open. Even if diseases 

have a natural or regular depiction the demonic need not be ruled out182
. Anthropological 

views may have credibility but the problem, viewed from the perspective of African 

worldview and religion is that "psychologising the phenomena too much robs it of its 

essential theological character"183
. Explaining possession in terms of social function, 

personal advantage or neurophysiology, "does not necessarily invalidate other possible, 

including mystical, explanations of the experience"184
. 

The general editor of Churchman Vol. 94, 3 (1980) noted a general consensus among the 

contributors that illness can have a spiritual dimension, so healing should incorporate 

such a dimension185
. Dunn and Twelftree specifically note that mental illness can have a 

spiritual cause; so effective treatment must take seriously and operate at all different 

levels or dimensions of illness. They regard it as equally foolish to treat a spiritually 

rooted malady as a mere physical or mental illness as well as to treat an illness that may 

be mainly mental as a case of demon possession186
. "Spirit-possession" must not be 

reduced to anthropological or psychological experiences187
. In fact, a religious experience 

has clear autonomy to develop its own models, causes and experiences188
. This fittingly 

18° Kramer 1987: 233. See Wend! 1999: 120. 
181 Oesterreich 1930: 378. 
182 Twelftree 1985: 156. 
183 Magesa1997b: 173f.SeealsoHarris 1957: 1046-1066;Shorter1970: 110-126 
184 Ferdinanda 1999: 85. 
185 Williams 1980: 198. 
186 Dunn & Twe1ftree 1980: 233. 
187 Dunn & Twelftree 1980: 222f. 
188 Smart 1973: 138-147. 
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applies to "spirit-possession", a complex religious experience that cannot be pegged to a 

single dimension. 

It cannot be denied that some anthropologists reduce belief in "supernatural powers" to 

the roles such beliefs play. There is a notable hermeneutical problem as to the belief in, 

and concept of "supernatural powers", which is widened by the modern worldview. The 

anthropological theories that have been formulated at different historical eras somehow 

enlarge the problem189
. As noted above, some of these theories regard "spirit-possession" 

as an antediluvian and pre-scientific diagnosis of a condition that can be otherwise 

explained. But as Borg insists, 

whatever the modem explanation might be and however much psychological or social 

factors might be involved, it must be stressed that Jesus and his contemporaries (along 

with people in most cultures) thought that people could be possessed or inhabited by a 

spirit or spirits from another plane. Their world view took for granted the actual existence 

of such powers190
. 

The problem is that, in assessing religious beliefs of other cultures, it is natural to start 

from one's own. Regrettably, this contributes to unabated bias and a tendency to deny the 

experiences of those who believe in spirits. This bias can be minimised or better still 

avoided if scholars take seriously what those involved say about themselves. As Klauck 

points out, it is vital to pay heed to what people of a specific cultural sphere at a given 

point in time understood under the headings of religion, faith, piety and the experience of 

the divine, where they recognised the working of numinous powers and where they saw a 

transcendence that went beyond interworldly horizons191
. Perhaps as Kwame Appiah 

argues, "it is precisely the absence of ... our alien, alternative point of view in traditional 

culture that makes it reasonable to adopt the 'traditional' worldview. The evidence that 

spirits exist is obvious: priests go into trance, people get better after application of 

spiritual remedy, people die regularly from the action of inimical spirits"192
. 

Equally, the African perception too, somehow magnifies the problem. It is therefore vital 

not to neglect anthropological, sociological and psychological perceptions in interpreting 

189 Wend) 1999: 119. 
190 Borg 1987: 63f. 
191 Klauck 2000b: 8f. 
192 Appiah 1992: 118. 
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beliefs in "supernatural powers". There are cases where social, political, economic and 

psychological factors come into play. Concurring with Klauck, a solitary concentration 

on a particular culture's religious beliefs cannot be recommended since it lacks objective 

criterion for description. The approaches from the outside (anthropological etc) and from 

the inside (people's beliefs) provide ample parameters to work with193
. The problem is 

that there is no criterion for judging whether it is the spiritual or the social, political, 

economic and psychological at work. Reality can be perceived differently depending on 

the perspective from which it is approached194
. It must be admitted, though, that spiritual, 

social, political, economic and psychological dimensions of human life are interlinked 

and interrelated. Behavioural traits attributable to one dimension may be influenced by, 

or may influence other dimensions. But Western anthropologists, like the Africans, seem 

to favour just one dimension, probably due to their backgrounds and prejudices, which 

influence their reading of the available data. The data, according to some anthropologists, 

show that beliefs in "supernatural powers" are marginal while to others the same data 

point to its centrality. The same data lead Africans to perceive the significance of the 

spirits and to belief that they determine their existence. Gunton is probably right that "the 

language of possession by demonic forces ... is used to express the helplessness of human 

agents in the face of psychological, social and cosmic forces in various combinations"195
• 

This may imply that, as this study often insists, "supernatural powers" and the structures 

of human existence interlock and network to cause evil and distress in human life. 

3:5. The views of comparative religionists and African theologians. 

i. Traditional beliefs as the basis of the postulate of affinity. 

The views of W. R. Smith that religion does not start with a tabula rasa and that a new 

scheme of faith can only deliver if it appeals to the religious instincts and susceptibilities 

that already exist196 significantly influenced comparative religionists. It is supposed that 

converts to the major religions of the world do not jettison their traditional beliefs197
• 

193 Klauck 2000b: 9. 
194 Dow 1980: 203. 
195 Gunton 1988:70. 
196 W. Robertson Smith 1889 Lectures on the Religion of the Semites (London: Adam Charles & Black) 
197 Burnett 1988: 10; Bediako 1997: 16, 57,65 esp. note 15; Ukpong 1999: 105; Olowola 1993: 7; Noss & 
Noss 1994: 41. 
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Devotion to life-long held beliefs arguably continue to provide converts with a style of 

thinking, which helps them to describe the actual state of affairs as disclosed by their 

world198
. Within this style of thinking, lies the belief in God and lesser "supernatural 

powers" whose mysteries are imperceptible to unaided human intellect. Some 'common 

threads' supply essential motive power that leads humanity away from the physical and 

mechanical view of the universe to the spiritual and ethical dimension. Therefore the 

primal worldview forms the most basic and decisive religious forms, which represent a 

people's shared religious heritage199
. Consequently, comparative religionists and African 

theologians give the African primal worldview positive attention, regarding it as a valid 

tool for imparting relevant contextual theology and hermeneutics. In this way, African 

culture and worldview are not only praeparatio evangelica, but also "indispensable 

resources in the interpretation of the gospel message and in the development of African 

Christianity"200
• It is believed that African culture and worldview can make considerable 

contributions to the universal community of faith. 

The most penetrative work suggesting the postulate of affinity between the Bible and 

African worldview is perhaps Turner's analysis of primal religions201
. Turner reveals that 

"supernatural powers", which populate the world people live in, can affect and sway 

human existence. People, Turner states, "can enter into relationship with this benevolent 

spirit world and so share in its powers and blessings and receive protection from evil 

forces by these more-than-human helpers"202
• He also notes, "across the primal world 

there seems to be a longing for the true life of man that is not yet achieved and that can 

only come from the gods .. .the transcendent source of true life and practical salvation"203
. 

There is also the eschatological hope in which human beings not only share the life and 

power of spirits in this world but also beyond death. Death is not the end since the 

departed ancestors are still part of the living family, being united in affection and in 

mutual obligation. This makes life to be full of hope since the living and the dead will 

198 Cox 1992: 15. 
199 Bediako 1997: 28, 348. 
200 Ukpong 2000: 19 (words in italics are his own emphasis). 
201 Turner 1977: 27-37. 
202 Turner 1977: 31. 
203 Turner 1977: 3lf. 
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reunite and receive the immortality of "supernatural powers"204
. Turner's analysis finally 

conceives the physical as the vehicle for 'spiritual' power and that people live in a 

sacramental universe where there is no dichotomy between the physical and the spiritual. 

This happens due to the belief that the physical realm is patterned on the mode of the 

spiritual world. Thus all things are connected with human existence in a world regarded 

as a microcosm of the macrocosm205
• Turner's analysis, as he insists, could be used for 

understanding other kinds of religion besides the primal and will be found readily 

applicable to the Christian tradition206
. He grants a positive rapport between primal 

religions and Christianity, noting that history reveals that the expansion of Christianity 

mainly and rapidly occurs in places where people still hold to primal religious systems207
. 

Turner's analysis and what has been said above about the African view of "supernatural 

powers" have a lot in common. This may have moved several comparative religionists to 

identify "surprising parallels between religious practices of the primal societies and some 

practices described in the Bible"208
• They recognise a postulate of affinity between 

African belief in "supernatural powers" and biblical supernaturalism209
• As in the New 

Testament, the African worldview presupposes an obvious presence and real existence of 

unseen spirits that intrude into the world and interact with people210
• For that reason, the 

African worldview could be ·an important asset in expounding the Bible. According to 

Waliggo, the depth of the Bible cannot be clearly understood without considering the 

African worldview211
• The African worldview is considered as helpful to one seeking to 

relate biblical supernaturalism to a modern social and religious framework. Bediako 

notes, "The spiritual universe of African primal world does offer valid perspectives for 

articulating Christian theological commitment"212
. 

204 Turner 1977: 32. See Mbiti 1969: 83; Magesa 1997b: 58. Wanjohi 1997: 184. 
205 Turner 1977: 32. 
206 Turner 1977:32. 
207 Turner 1977:37. 
208 Burnett 1988: 21. 
209 Ferdinando 1996: 104, 304; Bediako 1997: 362, 370f; Quarshie 2000: 23. 
210 Parratt 1984: 90; Onwu 1985: 149;Nebechukwu 1995: 18. 
211 Waliggo 1986: 20. 
212 Bediako 1995: 95. 
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ii. Reflecting on the Postulate of affinity. 

The postulate of affinity between African and biblical supernaturalism seems too obvious 

to be denied213
. Ferdinanda notes that the African belief is closer to the biblical paradigm 

than Western rationalistic scepticism214
. Most Africans still live in the world of the New 

Testament, where belief in demons and a host of invisible "supernatural powers" was 

potent and real. They live in a world similar to that of the Gospels, in which Jesus' 

ministry was, to a great extent, that of deliverance and restoration of life and health after 

what was perceived as violent attacks from demonic and evil "supernatural powers"215
• It 

seems as if there is no conflict between biblical and African belief as to the reality and 

existence of "supernatural powers"216
. A Jesus who confronted evil spirits and demons in 

the Gospel would probably fit in the African thought world. A Jesus emptied of all the 

supernatural contained in the Gospels would be meaningless in the African contexr217
. 

Many African believers certainly feel at home with a Jesus who is victorious over the 

spiritual realm and in particular the evil forces. African believers certainly require a Jesus 

who is above every rule and authority due to their keen awareness of forces and powers at 

work in the world, threatening the interests of life and harmony. They would therefore 

require a Jesus who is a powerful protector both in the physical and spiritual universe218
• 

So in biblical terms, as Ferdinanda maintains, the African belief in spirits or occult attack 

should not be simply dismissed219
• 

Even so, the postulate of affinity does not mean a one-to-one correspondence between the 

Pauline concept of, and the African belief in "supernatural powers". This could be a 

serious misunderstanding since the Pauline concept takes a radically different approach to 

issues that arose in the context of production. More often than not, it challenges and seeks 

to change cultural beliefs of the people it addressed. To regard the African worldview and 

213 But building on the postulate of affinity to interpret biblical texts may have serious weaknessess. A 
major weakness may occur if one fails to draw hermeneutical and theological conclusions that emerge from 
the text. Another weakness may arise if this approach fails to show concern with issues that need a critical 
a~praisal in the African context because of their apologetic and polemic nature. See Ukpong 2000: 14. 
2 4 Ferdinanda 1999: 5. 
215 Avotri 2000: 317. 
216 Pobee 1996: 166; Quarshie 2000: 23; Onwu 1985: 149; Nebechukwu 1995: 18. 
217 Abogunrin 1987: 31. 
218 Bediako 2000b: 22. 
219 Ferdinanda 1999: 5. 
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the Bible as identical may lead to the danger of 'parallelomania' 220
, which arises when a 

superficial analysis of two institutions in two different cultures in terms of time and space 

suggests that they resemble each other221
. Even though there is considerable similarity 

between the African worldview and the Bible as to "supernatural powers", there is a 

disparity and they are by no means identical. The definitive and actual response of the 

Pauline concept is unreservedly opposed to the traditional African response. In fact, the 

Pauline concept underlines Christ's supremacy while the African worldview (as also the 

Graeco-Roman worldview in the context of production) allows "supernatural powers" to 

vie for supremacy. The Pauline concept clearly shows that Christ does not share or 

compete for supremacy with any visible or invisible "supernatural powers". If there is 

any affinity, it is not with the biblical view but with the contexts of production and 

reception. As Paul contradicts the idea that "supernatural powers" were the determining 

factors of human existence in the context of production, his concept does the same in the 

African context of reception. 

However, the Pauline concept certainly used linguistic and religio-cultural symbols of the 

environment that produced the Bible so as to effectively communicate to its readers. 

Some of those religio-cultural symbols stand in close proximity with the African world of 

ideas. The biblical writers' world and the modern African world are, however, detached 

historically and geographically. This seems to make it reasonable for one to regard the 

postulate of affinity as inappropriate222
. If we take the belief in "supernatural powers" as 

an example, it will be noted that it echoes the human felt need for continued existence in 

the first century CE and also in the African context. There is therefore a degree of 

existential if not elemental affinity. It must not be assumed that the Graeco-Roman 

"supernatural powers" had one-to-one likeness with "supernatural powers" of the African 

context. If, as we shall see in chapter four, Jewish and Graeco-Roman views of 

"supernatural powers" differed and yet they belonged to the same era, why must it be that 

22° Kee 1977: 176 warns against the perils of parallelomania, which he understands to be the fallacy of 
assuming that because features of the New Testament resemble phenomena of the Graeco-Roman world in 
certain formal ways, identical functions are intended. Parallelomania, he maintains, raises aloft slogans and 
attractive banners, to which many may rally, but it contributes little if anything to the twin task of exegesis 
and historical reconstruction. 
221 See Tidball1983: 21. 
222 See Isaac 1964: 95. 
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"supernatural powers" in the African context have similar elements with "supernatural 

powers" in the Graeco-Roman context of production? Yet the postulate of affinity may 

not be cavalierly dismissed if it only seeks existential and not elemental affinities. Dow 

rightly notes the link between description of present-day alleged demonic phenomena, as 

encountered in the present-day practice of exorcism and the practice of exorcism in the 

New Testament. He contends that there is prima facie evidence indicating that we are 

dealing with the same kind of behavioural realitl23
• But even if the existential postulate 

of affinity may imply continuity between the African worldview and the New Testament, 

the New Testament offers radical newness to the African worldview224
. On the whole 

what the African context needs, however, is not denial or fearful preoccupation with 

"supernatural powers". It needs the proclamation of Christ the redeemer, who is above 

every rule and authority. As Kwame Appiah notes, there are theories that can explain the 

belief in spirits better while not asking people to assume their beliefs are false, for they 

can always make many sensible moves in defence of their beliefs225
• African Christians 

need theories that can persuade them to accept the inferiority of "supernatural powers" 

and the supremacy of Christ. 

It is regrettable that the existential postulate of affinity has never been fully grasped. As 

noted in chapter two, the missionaries did not appreciate or even recognize the existential 

affinity. Where the missionaries appreciated it, they erroneously equated lesser and evil 

"supernatural powers" with God226
. The missionaries' critics have equally not grasped the 

existential affinity, confusing it with elemental affinity. The problem is that the African 

situation is regarded as indistinguishable from the Bible. The danger of 'parallelomania' 

continues unabated without considering the fact that the biblical views do not abet fixated 

belief in "supernatural powers". The postulate of affinity must be handled cautiously if 

cross-cultural phenomena could be understood, misunderstood or even not understood at 

223 Dow 1980: 199f. 
224 LeMarquand 2000: 74. 
225 Appiah 1992: 118. 
226 Okot P'Bitek 1970: 62 shows how the missionaries translated the Acholi 'Rubanga' as the Creator God, 
while for the Acholi Rubanga was the malevolent spirit that caused tuberculosis of the spine. Also among 
the GikOyO 'ngoma' was translated as the evil spirit. However, ngoma only means spirit, which needs to be 
qualified with the adjective 'good' or 'evil'. 

102 



al1227
• But the context of production conceived powers that threatened human existence 

just as in the African context of reception. And if the Pauline concept was meant to 

engage the belief in "supernatural powers" in the context of production, it should perhaps 

engage the belief in "supernatural powers" in the context of reception. This could make 

the cross-cultural approach useful in the interpretation of "supernatural powers"228
• At 

any rate, the subject of "supernatural powers" is an important point of contact between 

Africa and the New Testament. 

3:6 Conclusion. 

There is a clear polarisation concerning the belief in "supernatural powers" in the African 

context. Many Africans hold that the powers operate in every unusual manifestation. 

There is also a tendency to deny or to be sceptical about the existence of "supernatural 

powers". Anthropologists cite varied reasons why people believe in spirits and the 

different functions these beliefs play in society. This, however, makes the subject of 

"supernatural powers" in the African context of reception more complex. It also means 

that the concept that African and biblical worlds could easily speak to each other needs to 

be appraised. As Klauck argues, beliefs and narratives have a character specific to an 

individual culture and there are expected differences from one culture to another. Yet 

religious beliefs and narratives function as modes for boosting communication about vital 

issues of human existence229
• If the Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" can boost 

communication about the crucial questions of human existence, this is the point at which 

the concept should speak to the African belief in "supernatural powers". Anthropological 

interpretations may supplement efforts to let the Pauline concept and the African context 

speak to each other. This is tied to the idea that anthropology, sociology, psychology, 

philosophy and other inter-cultural disciplines are vital in actualising the meaning of a 

. l'" . . 230 text or a concept m a concrete 11e situatiOn . 

Yet anthropological views sometimes reduce beliefs in "supernatural powers" into the 

roles they play. They also fail to recognise the value of the belief as people treat it in their 

227 Malina 1986: 12, 1981: 1 f. 
228 Malina 1986: 12. 
229 Klauck 2000b: 8. 
230 wa Gatumu 2000: 111f; Ukpong 1995: 11-12. Cf. Mudge 1980: 2; Ricoeur 1966. 
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religious practice. They seem not to acknowledge the perception of many Africans that 

"supernatural powers" are entities, which operate as ends in themselves. Conversely, the 

African spirit world is not without its own problems. Bediako's observation is certainly 

instructive. 

The spiritual universe of the African primal religions is not without hiatus. It is not a neat 

hierarchy of divine beings and spirit-forces held in unitary harmony. The African primal 

world can be conceived of as a universe of distributed power, perhaps even of fragmented 

power; it is as much a universe of conflict as the rest of the fallen world. It is a world not 

of one centre, God, but many centres, and the recognition of unity and multiplicity of the 

Transcendent in the African world also reveals a deep ambivalence. It is this ambivalence 

to which a creative Christian engagement must answer and do so in terms of the primal 

imagination itself231
. 

This complicates the subject of "supernatural powers" in the African context but must not 

deter reading the Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" so as to engage the primal 

imaginations of African believers. Though this is the subject matter of the final chapter, it 

behoves us to delve into the context of production to identify the nature of the world from 

which the Pauline concept emerged. This is the world, which this chapter argues has an 

affinity with the African context of reception. The next chapter attempts to corroborate 

this claim. 

231 Bediako 2000b: 91. 
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Chapter 4l The context of pmdUJ.ction: A criticaD appraisan of tlbte fnrst cenhuy CE 

belief nn "sUJ.pernatumn powers". 

4l:]. Introduction 

This chapter examines how the first century CE Jewish and Graeco-Roman populace 

envisaged "supernatural powers". Several scholars agree that the majority believed in 

"supernatural powers" that populated the earth, the heavens and the underworld and that 

the fear of these powers was widespread1
. Several rituals and practices such as magic, 

divination and astrology were performed so as to pacify "supernatural powers" and 

receive favours from them. Analysing the first century CE beliefs in "supernatural 

powers" can be an intricate and elusive task. Most of the literature that outlined popular 

beliefs in "supernatural powers" vanished. As Cumont notes, it is regrettable that there 

was such a great shipwreck of ancient literature about the spirit world2
. Nonetheless, 

sources pre-dating and post-dating the first century CE provide some data to work with. 

These include the apocalyptic literature and the Dead Sea scrolls and the scripts of the 

elite of that time, who, as this chapter will show, were satirically sceptical of Graeco

Roman popular beliefs, rituals and practices. Also included are the magical papyri, which 

even if penned before or after the first century CE3
, were presumably known in oral form 

before and after they were written down. 

It also appears that the first century CE milieu was multicultural and multi-religious, so 

communication was inevitably cross-cultural and inter-religious. This, however, may 

have been intricate as Jewish and Graeco-Roman worldviews were notably at variance. 

Their religious, social, and ethical stance was diametrically opposed4
• The Graeco

Roman idea of "supernatural powers" sharply contrasted Jewish and Christian notions of 

the same5
. Judaism itself had a radical multiplicity of sects. The Pharisees and Sadducees 

differed in regards to the belief in spiritual beings like angels6
. We cannot therefore 

1 Reese 1992,2: 140; Arnold 1992b: 19, 22; Shafer 1991. 
2 Cumont 1931: 10f. See also Betz 1986: xli; Suetonius Augustus 31.1; Acts 19: 19. 
3 Arnold 1992b: 22. 
4 See Chilton 2000: 603; Collins 1986: 8. 
5 Aune 2000: 918f. 
6 Josephus J.W. 2.20.3 §§ 564-565; 4.4.1§§ 224-225; 2.13.4-6 §§ 648-655; 2.8.14 § 165; Ant. 13. 171f; 
18.4.3 §§ 90-95; 20.1.1-2 §§ 6-14; Klauck 2000a: 48f. 
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assume that Jewish beliefs and practices were homogeneous or that their faith was 

undiluted7
. The Graeco-Roman world too was not monolithic since ideas of gods were 

not similar8
. The Greek gods could be as fallible as human beings while the Roman 

deities could be impersonal and remote9
. Therefore their religion, as some scholars show, 

was complex. At times it could be primitive and superstitious and at times earnest and 

contemplative10
. Christianity too, as Meeks notes . "even in its earliest decades, was 

already a complex of movements in several directions"11
. It could be that the knowledge 

and interpretation of "supernatural powers" differed from place to place12
• It is also 

possible that Judaism and Hellenism varied from place to place13
, though there were 

points that united each of them14
. It is also possible that Jews and Graeco-Romans 

understood each other's beliefs "since they shared many of the same terms and 

concepts"15 as to "supernatural powers". Altogether, it seems that in the first century CE, 

there may have been conflicting beliefs even within the same group of people. 

4:2. Jewish perceptions of "supernatural powers". 

Jewish beliefs in "supernatural powers" witnessed a steady historical development that 

enabled them to handle problems they faced despite their belief that they were God's 

portion and inheritance. Some Jews performed forbidden practices, for instance magic, 

witchcraft, sorcery, divination and astrology. This section will investigate the historical 

development of Jewish perceptions of "supernatural powers" from the Old Testament era 

into the Second Temple era. The idea is to help us establish, especially in chapter five, 

whether the Jewish perceptions in both eras influenced the thinking of Paul and his first 

century CE audience. For this reason, it is critical to ask, what was the dominant Jewish 

attitude as to beliefs, rituals and practices with regard to "supernatural powers"? 

7 See 1Macc 1: 14f; Josephus Ant. 12.5.1 §§ 240--241; Meeks 1983: 32-50; Klauck 2000a: 48f; Chilton 
2000: 610-612. 
8 Aune 2000: 921. 
9 Walsh 1997: xxiii. 
1° Croy 2000: 930; Nilsson 1940: 3f. 
11 Meeks 1983: 32. 
12 Cicero De Natura Deorum 1.81-84. 
13 Wilson 2000: 478; Barclay 1996: 4-9; 19-399; Smith 1980: 19f; Meeks 1983: 32-39. 
14 Aune 2000: 918; Barclay 1996: 26f, 271,305,415-443. 
15 Arnold 1992b: 27. 
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i. Jewish beliefs. 

a. The heavenly court. 

Undeniably, Jews believed in Yahweh's supreme control and authority that dominated 

every sphere of human life. It is therefore tempting to characterise the Jewish people as 

monotheistic. Yet looking at Jewish literature, we are confronted with the possibility of 

the henotheistic belief among the Jews. This is well attested in the first commandment, 

'You shall have no other gods before me' 16
. This implies that the Jews knew other 

"supernatural powers", which did not have the same level of existence as Yahweh since 

they functioned by Yahweh's edict. Like angels, they belonged to a heavenly court, over 

which Yahweh presided. A few Jewish texts identify the members of this court as C'H';l!;$~ 

'l~ ('The Sons of God') or C'f.1i'"1i? ('holy ones')17. Satan too was privy to this heavenly 

court and appears as one who accomplished God's purpose (Job 1-3). In the Second 

Temple era, Satan was however associated with the fallen angels, evil spirits and demons 

as their leader. Genesis 6: 1--4 is often used to account for the prehistoric nature of the 

angelic fall. The fall was caused by the pride and desire of a senior angel to be exalted at 

the level of God. This finally corrupted the angelic order placed under this angel18
. These, 

according to some apocalyptic texts, are the sons of God who, due to lust, entered into a 

marriage relationship with the daughters of men. This marriage relationship defiled the 

angels such that they could not do their God-given duties-to instruct people on 

righteousness. On the contrary, these corrupted angels taught the women they married 

abominable practices that were forbidden among the Jews for instance astrology, magic 

and sorcery. Their gigantic progeny were responsible for the escalation of aggression in 

the world19
. Due to the fall and having been 'hurled out of the height', it could be 

tellingly possible that in the Second Temple period, the fallen angels and their leader 

ceased to belong to the heavenly coure0
, though their leader could complain to God on 

their behalf1
. 

16 Exd. 20: 3; Dt. 5: 7. 
17 Dt 33: 2f; Job 5: 1; 15: 5; Ps 68: 17; 89: 5-8; Zech 14: 5. Cf. Morrison 1960: 18; Ferdinanda 1999: 140f. 
18 2 En 29: 4-5. 
19 1 En 6: 1-8: 4; 69: 1-12; Jub. 4: 15; 5: 1-11. See Bamberger 1952:17; Russell 1964: 249f; Davidson 
1992: 41. 
20 2 En 29: 5; Jub. 5: 6, 10; L.A.E 12: 1; 16: lf; 1 En 10: 4-6. Cf. Jude 6. 
21 Jub. 10: 6-8. 
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----------------------- -- --

b. The Angel of nations 

The Jews also believed in special angels who supervised other nations. Deuteronomy 32: 

8f apportioned the nations to C'~'?~;:t 'J_:jl, while Israel was Yahweh's portion and heritage. 

However, the fate of the angel was both archetypal and symbolic of what happened to the 

nations they presided over. They were responsible for the rule and dispensation of justice 

among the nation and so the agents of God's will. Thus when they failed to ensure that 

justice was properly dispensed, God could charge and punish them with death like mortal 

human beings22
. The Jews held these angels responsible for the evils attributable to the 

nations23
. This continued into the Second Temple period but with some developments. As 

in the past, but now tracing this tradition to Abraham, the nations were under the rule of 

celestial beings like angels while the Jewish nation was still God's portion24
• This 

tradition is preserved in Philo, who recognises the Most High as having "divided the 

nations, dispersed the sons of Adam, and fixed the boundaries of the nations according to 

the numbers of the angels of God. And the portion of the Lord was his people Jacob, the 

limitation of the inheritance of Israel"25
. The angels appointed to rule the nations led 

these nations astray, deterring them from following the Lord and making these nations to 

be against the Jews, God's own chosen people26
• By intentionally exceeding the limit 

God had set for them, the angels of nations were evil and defiant as opposed to the good 

angels who assisted the Jews27
• Thus the threats posed to Israel by the pagan nations were 

interpreted as the work of the angels, having stirred the kings of these nations to unrese8
. 

Yet the suffering experienced by the Jews, which was attributable to the nations, was 

seen as God's verdict against wayward Jews29
• Then again, the Jews equated their 

22 Ps. 82: 1-7. 
23 See Dan10: 10-13, where the prince of the kingdom of Persia opposed God's messenger to Daniel but 
Michael, one of the chief priest, came and helped this messenger. 
24 Testament of Naphtali 8-9, esp 9: 4; Russell 1964: 244ff. 
25 Philo De Posteritate Caini xxv.89. The same tradition is also preserved in the rabbinic writings. 
Deuteronomy Rabbah 2: 34, a Midrash interpreting Song of Solomon 3: 24, which likens the election of 
Israel to the reception of a king and his entourage. While some citizens chose the king's officials as 
y

6
atrons, I~rael, th_e s~artest of all, settles for nothing less than the King. 
Jub. 15.30-32,48.9-19. 

27 1QM 13: 9-13; 17: 5-8; 1QS 3: 20-25; Testament of Levi 5:3-6. 
28 1 En 56: 5-6. 
29 Kee 1986: 22 
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neighbours' gods with the angels of nations. This was probably the basis of the polemic 

against angel worship in the rabbinic texts, linking it with idolatry30
. 

c. Evil spirits and demons. 

The Jews also believed in evil spirits and demons that were able to possess people and 

cause distress. A well-known evil spirit in Mesopotamia n'S'', is documented in Jewish 

non-canonical texts and in some Aramaic incantations31
. It is also mentioned in Is. 34:14 

(translated by the RSV 'Night Hag') as a demon that will inhabit Edom after God's stern 

judgment32
. God's bleak judgment shall contribute to the fading of Babylon's glory, 

making it to be haunted by 'goat spirits' and other animal demons33
. The Jews believed 

demons existed in animal form ('theriomorphic demons') or in human form 

('anthropomorphic demons') or a form between the animal and human form34
• They 

could have strongly linked wild animals with evil spirits and demons35
, which, however, 

were totally under God's control. He sanctioned their evil performance so as to achieve 

his purpose. Several Old Testament texts indicate that evil spirits (:=t,Y,-01i) and lying 

spirits (iptp 01i), which could inspire chaotic deeds and false prophecy, came from 

God36
. 

During the Second Temple era, the Jews believed in a complex world, which had varied 

orders of demons37
• A section of the Jewish people could have believed that demons 

caused evil and suffering as well as teaching unrighteousness on earth38
. Their leader 

Beliar or Mastema or Abaddon or Melchiresha or Beelzebub39 was also the satanic figure 

that preached apostasy and waged active war in the present age, though he would be 

30 See Mek. Rabbi Ishmael, Bahodef 6 to Exd. 20: 4-5; t. Hul. 2: 18; b. Hul. 40a; y. Ber. 9: 13a-b; b. Sanh. 
38b; Exodus Rabbah. 32: 4 cited in Stuckenbruck 2000: 29-31, esp. p 30. 
31 Targum Pseudo-Jonathan on Num 6: 24-26 cited in Watts 1987: 13 
32 Watts 1987: 13f; Aune 1986: 536; Gordon 1951: 310. 
33 Isaiah 13: 21. 
34 Oesterley & Robinson 1930: 110-121. 
35 Arnold 1992b: 57. 
36 1 Sam 16: 14-23; 18: 10; 19: 9; Jdg. 9: 22-25; 1 Kgs. 22 1-28. 
37 4Q 510 1: 5; 4Q511 10: 1-2; 11 Qll 2: 3--4. See also Alexander 1999: 336. 
38 See lEn 6: 1-10: 1-22; 11QT 26: 3-13 (Cf. Lev. 16: 7-10). 
39 Jub. 10: 8; lQM 13:11; 1QS 1: 16--28; 1QM 1:4-5, 13-16; 11QPs" 19: 15; 4Q280 1 2, 4Q560 1:1; 
11Q11 4:10 and 4QBer!! 10 ii 7. 
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defeated in the final war40
• The demons, like their leader, sought to overthrow the sons of 

light. They personified antipathy towards God and caused physical suffering, sickness 

and death41
. In that case, it may have been a Jewish belief that Beliar and his demons had 

substantial power over people and the material world42
. According to the Martyrdom and 

Ascension of Isaiah Beliar was the independent agent who influenced king Manasseh to 

lead the Jewish nation to a reign of terror and evil. 

And Manasseh abandoned the service of the Lord of his father, and he served Satan and 

his angels, and his powers. And he turned his father's house, which had been in the 

presence of Hezekiah, away from the words of wisdom and the service of the Lord. 

Manasseh turned them away so that they served Beliar; for the angel of iniquity who 

rules this world is Beliar, whose name is Matanbukus. And he rejoiced over Jerusalem 

because of Manasseh, and he strengthened him in causing apostasy, and the iniquity that 

was disseminated in Jerusalem ... Sorcery and magic, augury and divination, fornication 

and adultery, and the persecution of the righteous increased ... 43
. 

This interpretation suggests that several Jews believed "supernatural powers" could use 

high-ranking persons, "to create a reign of terror and evil"44 in the structures of human 

existence. It also implies that several Jews believed the structures of human existence had 

close link with demonic influences. 

The demons were identified with the progeny of the union between the 'sons of God' and 

'daughters of men' recorded in Gen 6: 1-445
• It was believed that demons originated from 

fallen angels, who are referred to as fathers of demons as well as being demons 

themselves46
• The association of demons with corrupted angels may suggest that a section 

of Jewish people believed demons could cause impurity and pollution. This was perhaps 

one of the reasons why purification rites took a central place among the Qumran society. 

These rites were meant to defend the holy fellowship and holy space from the incursions 

of impure demons47
• The Qumran society probably envisaged itself as being engaged in a 

desperate struggle against Mastema and his minions. It defended itself with a spiritual 

4° CD 23: 2-3; 1QH and 4Q286; 1QM 13: 11; 14: 9; 17: 4-9. 
41 Josephus Antiquities 8:46f; Assumption ofMoses; Vermes 1973:61 
42 The Martyrdom of Isaiah 2: 4; Jub 12: 20f. 
43 The Martyrdom and Ascension of Isaiah 2.2-5. 
44 Arnold l992b: 203. 
45 lEn 15: 11-16: 1. 
46 Jub. 10: 5. 
47 Alexander 1999: 348. 
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action consisting of prayers and incantations to exorcise demons48
. Some Jews also 

believed that demons caused problems to human existence but this was not their own 

doing. It was a God-given task even if God does not like the spirit of darkness epitomised 

by the demons49
• God could use evil spirits to protect his chosen people50 and He alone 

had the power to control and to remove demons from the face of humanitl1
. Demons 

will thus continue destroying people unchallenged "until the great judgment, in which the 

great aeon will be completed"52
. Altogether, many Jews held that God's power is superior 

to that of Mastema and his minions. Mastema and his minions have a function in the 

divine economy given that evil people are given to their power to be punished53
. This 

perhaps developed due to Jews' experiences of suffering and tyranny from alien nations, 

intensifying the need of a theodicl4
. 

It then appears that the majority of the Jewish people, from the Old Testament era 

through to the first century CE, believed in the existence of a plethora of evil spirits and 

demons55
• Yet this was through a historical development through which the belief in evil 

spirits and demons gained some nuanced shades. In fact, the interaction between the Jews 

and their Ancient Near East neighbours added to the Jews' perception of "supernatural 

powers". Besides, several Jews accepted some of their neighbours' beliefs and practices 

despite having been overtly forbidden to offer sacrifice to the goat demon/idol (Lev. 17: 

7). They thus stirred Yahweh to jealousy when having mingled with the Gentiles, they 

learned their works and sacrificed their children to demons (C''")tJJ') that were not gods but 

analogous to the idols of Canaan56
. The LXX translation of Ps. 96: 5 outlines this Jewish 

view, which regarded the pagan gods as demonic. While the Hebrew text suggests that all 

the gods of the nations are idols, the LXX text suggests that they are demons. It is likely 

that the LXX, which was of course translated by Greek speaking Jews, reflects the Jewish 

48 4Q510; 4Q511, which Alexander (1997 318-337, esp. 321) argues presents a special liturgy recited by 
the Maskil as the spiritual mentor to and guardian of the community to keep the demons at bay. 
49 lQS 3: 15-26. 
50 1 Qap Gen8 r. 20: 8-32. See also 4Q2138 Levi. 
51 Jub. 10: 6-8. 
52 1 En 15: 11-16: 1. 
53 Alexander 1999: 342. 
54 Ferdinanda 1999: 176; Aune 1979: 920; Russell 1964: 237ff. 
55 Arnold 1992b: 55f. 
56 Ps.106:37;Dt.32: 16f 
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belief that pagan gods had a close link with the demonic realm57
. Could it be that there is 

a close link between Jewish belief in demons, evil spirits and magic? Oesterley & 

Robinson note, "The supernatural agencies which were supposed to be controlled by 

magical rites were really believed to exist"58
. Drawing from Rabbi Huna's exegesis of Ps. 

91: 7, 'every one among us has a thousand demons on his left hand and ten thousands on 

his right', Penney & Wise aver that magic offered a tangible material defence against 

invisible demons59
• 

ii. Jewish rituals and practices. 

a. Magic and divination 

As noted in chapter one, magic is a controversial subject. In Jewish circles, there was a 

considerable overlap between magic and divination, the art of discerning the future60
• To 

what extent were the Jews involved in magic and divination? Belief in, and practice of 

magic and divination certainly thrived in the Ancient Near East and they may have been a 

great attraction to some Jewish people61
. The mention of magic and divination in the Old 

Testament implies that some Jews were accustomed to them. Even so, the Old Testament 

gives intense emphasis to Yahweh's supremacy over magicians and diviners who sought 

to control "supernatural powers"62
. The Jews were strictly and explicitly forbidden to 

consult magicians and diviners by the legal and prophetic texts63
. At the same time, the 

Old Testament does not describe magic and divination in detail. Rather, it contains details 

of sins committed by key Jewish powerful personalities and the penalty thereafter due to 

getting involved in these practices64
. Rather than isolating the Jews from these practices, 

the prohibition and condemnation demonstrate that some Jews participated in the same. 

Altogether, magicians and diviners had some power65 but this was lower than Yahweh's 

57 See 1 Cor. 10: 19-21. 
58 Oesterley & Robinson 1930: 71. 
59 Penney & Wise 1994: 627. 
60 Arnold 1992b: 2lf; Alexander 1987: 342; Schafer; Alexander & Swartz 1997; Klauck 2000a: 14-19,47-
52,65-70, 97-102; 2000b: 213f. 
61 Oesterley & Robinson 1930: 72; Scurlock 1992: 464--468. 
62 In Gen 41: 1-8; Exd. 7-9; Dan. 1: 20; 2: 1-49 the wise men, sorcerers and magicians could not cope with 
Yahweh's power. See Ferdinanda 1999: 172. 
63 Lev 19:26-28; Dt. 18:10-14; Isa 2-3, esp. 2: 6; Jer. 14:4,27: 9; Ezek 13:17-18, 23; Mal3:1-5. 
64 Dt. 18: 10-12; !Sam 28; 2Chr. 33: 1-13; 2Kgs. 17: 7-23; 21: 9-15. See. Segal 1977; Ferdinanda 1999: 
158, 160 
65 Oesterley & Robinson 1930: 71. 
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exalted power and sovereign control66
• God alone shaped the destiny of Jewish people 

and so no magical practices could thwart the divine intention67
. 

Though it seems that divination by the oracle of the lot was acceptable during the Second 

Temple Period 68
, it also seems that the Jews relegated magic and some specific forms of 

divination to the dominion of Beliar69
. Yet some Jews may have practised magic, which 

Blau criticises as a superstitious mania that was not part of true Judaism. He notes that 

the Babylonian exile stirred the Jews to hang on to the mania of demons and spirits, 

making them practise magic against the clear wording of the law and vocal prohibition 

ensuing from it70
• Blau's criticism may have been based on the trend that separates magic 

and divinatory phenomena from religion. Time and space do not allow us to analyse 

Blau's criticism fully but one of its implications is that some Jews in Palestine and in the 

Diaspora during the Second Temple period practised magic. As Brashear states, "the 

repute of Jewish magicians exceeded even that of Egyptian sorcerers'm. Several scholars 

agree that some magical papyri may have been created by the Jews72
, and probably attest 

to Jewish magical skill. PGM IV 3007-3086 is a case in point, wherein demons are 

conjured by "the God of the Hebrews" and it concludes with an advice to its users, "keep 

yourself pure, for this charm is Hebraic and is preserved among pure men". It also 

mentions leading Jewish personalities, the exodus and other events in the history of 

Israel. Commenting on Jewish magical texts, Alexander avers that they were an indicator 

of the spiritual atmosphere in which a large section of the populace lived, rich and poor, 

educated and ignorant73
• 

There is also considerable evidence supporting Jewish involvement in magical practices 

in the pseudepigrapha and apocalyptic literature, Qumran texts and Josephus74
. A notable 

66 Wisdom of Solomon 17:7 
67 Kee 1986:18. 
68 1QS 5: 3; 6: 16-22; 9: 7; 4Q164 1, 5; 4Q176 frg 16: 3; 4Q181 frg 1: 5. 
69 See Lange 1997: 397-433, esp. 411. 
70 Blau 1898: 19. See Lange 1997: 378; Arnold 1992b: 71-74; Alexander 1987: 342; Goodenough 1953: 
153-295. 
71 Brashear 1995: 3426 cited in Arnold 2000: 668. 
72 See Alexander 1987: 357-359; Arnold 2000: 668. 
73 Alexander 1987: 342. 
74 Jub. 8: 3; 10: 12-4; 11: 8; 12: 6-21; Tob. 6: 6-7, 16-17; 8: 2f; 4Ql97 4i 12-13; 4Q197 4ii 14-15; 
Josephus J. W. 2.8.136; Ant. 8.2.5. 
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example is the Testament of Solomon, which records how Solomon directed demons to 

build the temple using magical skills. Another example could be the incantations found in 

4Q560 and in the Book of the Watchers (4QEna_e)75
. Alexander insists that the prayers in 

4Q560 said to keep the demons at bay were apotropaic in character and took the form of 

magical rituals76
• Penney and Wise maintain that these incantations and adjurations must 

be seen as early witness of Jewish magic77
. The Book of the Watchers records how 'the 

chiefs of the chiefs of tens' taught the women they married sorcery and magical skills and 

how to undo magic78
• Though the Qumran society may have used magic to deal with 

maladies allegedly caused by demons, it is not very clear whether this practice played a 

central role in their healing ministry79
. Divination by the oracle of the lot was, however, 

used for administrative purposes such as admitting new members into the society, making 

decisions and was probably part of the priestly tradition80
. Even so, the Scrolls disconnect 

divination by the oracle of the lot from auguries and they heavily condemn necromancy 

as part of divination81
. Magic and divination were therefore resolutely disapproved and 

persistently deplored by Jewish religious authorities. 

Magic and divination flourished among the Jews82
. Some of the pious Jews who fought 

against the governor of Idumea seem to have used protective magical charms. The 

soldiers who survived found sacred tokens of the idols of Jamnia, which the law forbids 

the Jews to wear under the tunic of dead soldiers83
. Archaeological discovery of magical 

papyri, amulets, tablets, incantations and bowls almost certainly reveal Jewish interest in 

magic84
. Jewish celebrities like Moses and Solomon were really famous for their magical 

skills85
, perhaps in the sense of what Philo knew as genuine magic86

. Thomas was 

75 Penney & Wise 1994: 628; Lange 1997: 386, 414; Naveh 1998: 252-261. 
76 Alexander 1999: 345. 
77 Penney & Wise 1994: 628. 
78 lEnoch 6: 1-8: 3; 4Q 201-202; 
79 Alexander 1999:348; Lange 1997:408. 
80 1QS 6: 16, 18, 21-22; 1QS 5: 3, 9: 7; 1QSa 1: 16; 
81 4Q270, frg 2 col. I; 4Q271: 18f. See Lange 1997:410 
82 See Alexander 1987: 342; Barclay 1996: 121. 
83 2 Mace. 12: 32-45, esp. v 40. 
84 Barclay 1996: 119f; Trebilco 1991: 24, 214 n. 32. For a perfect illustration concerning the continuation 
of Jewish magical tradition, see Margalioth's publication of Sepher Ha-Razim translated by Morgan 1983; 
Josephus Ant 8.45-48; 20.142; Juvenal, Satire 6. 542-548; Celsus, apud, Origen Contra Celsum 1.26; Acts 
13: 6-12; 19: 11-17. 
85 Gager 1972: 134-161; Simon 1986: 339-368. 
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depicted as a righteous magician since he performed deeds of mercy and healings without 

taking any fee87
. Klauck insists that Judaism was "far from being utterly immune to the 

adoption of magical practices, and even without any activity on the part of the Jews, the 

Hebrew and Aramaic divine names were widely employed among non-Jews as a well

tried magical instrument"88
. Probably as Lange states, "magic and divination were not 

perceived as independent entities but were an integral part of Jewish belief and 

thought"89
• Perhaps as indicated by Arnold, nothing reflects the Jewish popular belief in 

demons, spirits and the powers of evils more than the Jewish involvement in magic, 

contrary to the official Jewish restrictions against the practice90
• 

b. Astrology. 

Astrology is the practice of observing celestial phenomena for the purpose of predicting 

human events. It is based on the belief that heavenly bodies are linked by a kind of 

universal sympathy91
. Like magic and divination, the prophetic tradition urged the Jews 

not to take notice of the unbridled worship of heavenly hosts92
• Isaiah predicted the grief 

of the enchantments, the sorcerers, the astrologers, the stargazers and the monthly 

prognosticators by the power of the flame93
• The Deuteronomist outlawed the idolatrous 

worship of the luminaries and participating in it was on pain of death94
. Despite this 

warning, the worship of the luminaries was rife, probably having begun in the reign of 

Manasseh95
. Perhaps it was during the Babylonian exile that the Jews were influenced to 

believe that stars affected human existence. Even if some Jews may have worshipped the 

luminaries, the clear wording against it may have made them conscious that the practice 

was heathen and idolatrous. 

86 Philo De Specialibus Legibus 3.xxviii.1 00. 
87 The Acts of Thomas 20. 
88 Klauck 2000b: 213. 
89 Lange 1997:408. Cf. VanderKam 1984:75. 
90 Arnold 1992b: 71. 
91 Croy 2000: 930. 
92 See Jer. 10:2 and especially Jer. 44: 15-19 where the Jews ascribe the national disaster that befell them to 
the failure to give the queen of heaven the honour and worship she requires, a view that Jeremiah contested 
(44:20-23) declaring that the national disaster was a result of the Jews' worship of the queen of heaven. 
93 Isa. 47:12-15. 
94 Dt.4: 19;Dt.l7:3-5. 
95 2Kgs. 21:5. 
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It also seems that the Qumran Jews accepted an identifiable type of astrology. Altogether, 

4Q186 and 4Q561 illustrate that the Qumran Jews practised astrology to determine if the 

candidates likely to join them had more darkness than light96
. Davidson suggests that it is 

not clear to what extent the Qumran texts represent the general astrological beliefs and 

practices of the Qumran society97
• Conversely, Charlesworth recognises that it would be 

wrong to assume that astrology was an unacceptable idea at Qumran98
• The evidence in 

some apocalyptic texts, which the Qumran Jews may have been aware of, indicates an 

existing belief that angels governed the stars and the four physical elements (wind, air, 

earth and fire) and other aspects of creation99
• However, celestial rulers such as Mastema 

were not always under God's control100
. Yet God elected angels to watch against evil 

activity and to reinstate orderly working, instructions and commandments for cosmic 

stability101
. It could be that some Jews were interested in astrology, albeit with a critical 

slant102
. They believed that the heavenly watchers, the offspring of the "sons of God" and 

"daughters of men", taught astrological, magical and divinatory skills103
. Their opposition 

to the worship of the luminaries was an explicit opposition to astrology as practised by 

pagans and 'unorthodox' Jews. 

The effect of Babylonian astrology was felt during Second Temple Judaism104
, though 

the Qumran Jews may have followed what they considered as the orthodox approach to 

the luminaries105
. Jewish astrology focused on calendrical matters, devoid of the belief 

that the luminaries influenced human destiny. The course of the luminaries followed 

fixed laws, which could not lead to predictions of the future106
. Yet the Treatise of 

Shem's narration about the beginnings of the year and the events that would happen, 

contrasts this position107
. Its contention that things occurred according to the sign of the 

96 Lange 1997: 390. 
97 Davidson 1992: 16lf, Cf. footnote 1 
98 Charlesworth 1987:939. 
99 lEn 43: 3; 60: 11-25; 72:1; 75: 1-3; 80: 1, 6; Jub. 2:2, 8: 3; 2En 16: 7. See Davidson 1992: 92-94 
100 Jub. 48: 9, 12. 
101 2 En 4: lf; 19: 1-3. 
102 Jub.8: 3; 1 En 8: 3; 33: 3; 72: 1; 74: 2; 75: 3f; 78: 10; 79:2, 6; 80: 1-8; 82: 7; Wis. 13: 2f. 
103 lEn 8: 3; Jub. 8: 1--4; 11: 7-8. 
104 Russe111964: 19; Hengel1974, 1: 238; Davidson 1992: 84. 
105 See Jub12: 17-20; lEn 72-82; Albani 1999: 316-318; Davidson 1992: 83, 87. 
106 lEn 74: 2f; 75: 1-3; 78: 9; 79: 2; Neugebauer 1985: 395; VanderKam 1984: 103; Davidson 1992: 86. 
107 Charlesworth 1987: 937f; 1983: 474f. 
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zodiac in which the year began contradicts Jewish paramount belief in God's sovereignty, 

providence and protection108
. In contrast, the book of Jubilees (albeit not written against 

the Treatise of Shem) rejects the belief that zodiac determined yearly rainfall109
. In 

relating the movement of the luminaries and linking the lunar with the solar calendar, 

!Enoch 72-75 perhaps explains Jewish thoughts as to the true calendar. Eventually, 

Jewish interest in astrology could have been an effort to gather evidence so as to reveal 

the sinful pedigree astrology conveyed. 

4:3 Graeco-Roman perceptions of "supernatural powers". 

Graeco-Roman culture and religion were inseparable. 

The religio of the Roman surrounded his entire daily life and his every act with casuistry 

of sacred law ... The Roman priestly list (indigitamenta) contained an almost infinite 

number of gods, particularized and specialized. Every act and indeed every specific 

element of an act stood under the influence of special numina (spirits). It was therefore 

the part of discretion for· one engaged in an important activity to invoke and 

honor. .. various ambiguous gods (incerti) whose jurisdiction was uncertain ... The Roman 

interest in keeping the numina satisfied had the effect of producing a conceptual analysis 

of all individual actions into their components, each being assigned to the jurisdiction of 

a particular numen whose special protection it enjoyed110
• 

Weber's treatise, however, is an analysis of the role of religion in social change and the 

connection of religious institutions and practices to other aspects of social structures. It is 

mainly an evolutionary reading of the relations between religion, society and culture and 

how they impact on each other. His analysis does show however that the Graeco-Romans 

believed in a host of "supernatural powers". It also suggests that they performed several 

rituals and practices so as to enjoy favour and protection from spirits or gods. 

i. Graeco-Roman beliefs. 

The populace believed that "supernatural powers" could be anti-human or pro-human. 

They not only went berserk and made human beings mad, but also they could be sensible 

and give humanity peace of mind. Many Graeco-Romans feared and venerated them. 

This in most case mingled superstitious and religious beliefs; though drawing a dividing 

108 TrShem 1:1-12: 9. 
109 Cf. TrShem 5:1 with Jub 12:4, 16-18. 
110 Weber 1965: llf. 

117 



line between what was religious and superstitious at that time can be intricate. The Greek 

word 6ELot6aq.LoVEO't'Epouc;; translated 'religious' can also be translated 'superstitious' 111
. 

Klauck notes that the word can imply a range from the pious fears of gods to crass 

superstition112
. He argues that the altar of the unknown god in Acts 17: 23 aimed to 

embrace many divine names. This minimised the fear of neglecting one god since to 

overlook a god would make it react in anger and punish the people113
. For the most part, 

the masses believed in "supernatural powers" such as gods and goddesses, demons, 

spirits and ghosts of dead heroes some of whom were reliable and benevolent but others 

unreliable and malevolent. The masses sought a fixed relationship with "supernatural 

powers" in order to conciliate them. 

a. Graeco-Roman gods and goddesses. 

The Graeco-Romans believed in the existence of many gods and goddesses. Unlike the 

Jews who gave Yahweh supremacy in all areas of life, each god or goddess seems to have 

been supreme only in a specific area of human life. Perhaps the invention of gods was 

inevitable due to the habitual divinisation and personification of abstract moral values 

and human innate feelings. Dike (Greek for justice or judicial punishment) was divinised 

and personified as Zeus' daughter and goddess of justice or revenge. Peitho (Greek for 

the art of persuasion) was personified and divinised as the goddess of persuasion114
. 

Other abstract and impersonal qualities such as faith, virtue, justice, concord, honour, 

wealth, safety, freedom, victory, discipline, providence, prudence, desire, pleasure and 

sexual joy could be deified and awarded a public shrine115
. The Graeco-Romans could 

also divinise innate human feelings and emotions, regarding them as gods or goddesses. 

However, human innate feelings and emotions were not in reality gods or goddesses, 

though the inexplicable nature by which they seized individuals, leading them to act was 

111 See Acts 17: 22; 25: 19. 
112 See Klauck 2000a: 81; 1997: 111-126 for detailed discussions on cSELaLcScn~ov(a and 6ELOL6txL~ovwv. 
Nevertheless, Cicero makes a distinction between religion and superstitions. In De Natura Deorum 2.72, 
superstitious persons were those who spent all their days praying and sacrificing in the hope of having their 
children survive them, while the religious persons were those who scrupulously rehearsed and studied 
afresh all the ritual involved in divine worship. So 'the word "superstitious" described something deficient, 
and "religious" something praiseworthy'. 
113 Klauck 2000a: 82f. 
114 Klauck 2000b: 28. 
115 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.58, 61; Walsh 1997: xxiv. 
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reason enough to divinise them. Human innate feelings and emotions became mysterious 

powers that controlled human conduct116
. It is therefore not surprising that human beings 

divinised and gave life to the intuitive feelings and emotions such as love and desire for 

love, pangs of guilt and lust of war. It may have been normal to identify Love with the 

goddess Aphrodite and probably to identify Strife with Ares117
. These human feelings 

and emotions, now having been made strange and alien, could sway people to commit 

acts of indescribable terror. 

The Graeco-Roman worldview therefore not only exemplified the belief in gods but also 

outlined a variety of gods and the central role they played in human life118
. For instance, 

Artemis not only influenced religious life but also civic and ·economic institutions. Her 

cult was an indispensable economic pillar in the cultural structures and life of Asia and a 

key factor in the lives of the people Christianity hoped to convert. Its sway extended 

beyond the religious sphere into the whole Asian life and culture119
. Challenging the cult 

of Artemis was an enormous threat to the economic and religious structures of human 

existence. The riot in Acts 19: 23-41 is indicative. The silversmiths, who depended on 

the cult for the sale of their merchandise, realized they could lose their clients. What 

ensued was a riot based on the argument that Paul's preaching not only jeopardised their 

business, but also despised the temple of the great goddess and destroyed all her 

splendour120
. Paul in Acts 16: 16-24 is reported as having exorcised a spirit from a 

female slave that enabled her to prophesy for her masters' financial gain. The masters, 

aiming to boost their profit and having noticed the loss they were to incur, accused Paul 

and Silas before the rulers. The charge sheet read, "These men being Jews, exceedingly 

trouble our city; and they teach customs which are not lawful for us being Romans, to 

receive or observe" (Acts 16:20f). Paul and Silas were apparently not charged because of 

teaching different customs but because of shattering the slave girl owners' hope to gain 

116 See Dickinson 1986: 6. 
117 Forbes 2002 note 5. 
118 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.63-69; Klauck 2000b: 29. 
119 See Oster 1976: 34; Arnold 1989: 20f; 1992b: 208 
120 Pausanias Description of Greece 4.31.4; Xenophon Ephesius Ephesiaca 1.2.3; Xenophon Anabasis 
5.3.4, verify Demetrius' claim that Artemis (Diana) of Ephesus was worshipped by all Asia and the world 
(Acts 19: 27). See MacMullen 1974: 22; Oster 1976: 24-44; esp. p 43; Arnold 1989: 20f. 
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--------------------------------------------------------------------

economic security (Acts 16: 19). We can thus conclude that gods and goddesses were 

directly linked to religious and economic structures of human existence. 

Plutarch, whose attitude towards the gods is not sui generis but represented the spirit of 

the age121
, insists that gods were antithetical122

. One god created everything good while 

another created everything evil and ruled the cosmos. The gods did not have equal power 

since primacy belonged to the better of them, though to destroy the evil power was 

completely impossible123
• At the same time, the great majority believed and worshipped 

gods who by their own providence cared for individuals and cities124
. The gods were also 

adored for their ability to heal the sick, having been induced through magic, divination or 

astrology. Human desire and felt need for bodily health and fear of illness, pain and death 

were key motivating factors for human conduct and identification with gods/goddesses. 

The gods and divinised heroes who promised healing captured the attention of people125 

who held that the gods communicated their intent to heal through dreams and visions126
. 

What was ideal for the one seeking healing was to avoid lack of faith, mockery and 

scepticism. Equally vital was the person's belief in the healing power that resided within 

the human person127
. The masses held that gods could use gifted people to heal the sick. 

Apollonius of Tyana (c 4-96 CE) is an ideal representative of such people. He allegedly 

spent some time in the sanctuary of Asclepius128
, who had directed his first patient to him 

via a dream and whom he cured by good counsel and appropriate warning. He was a 

well-known wonder worker, who performed miracles to help the sick and the dead. He 

121 Griffiths 1970: 19; Rose 1924: 53. 
122 It should be noted that Plutarch's dualistic understanding of the divine is specifically about Egyptian 
religion. But he also noted that other people knew the Egyptian gods although not by their Egyptian names 
(De /side et Osiride 66.377d. Cf. 47.396f-48.370d; 67.377f). He held that the gods were not really different 
among peoples and despite the varying modes and addresses assigned to them, the one supreme reason and 
providence was the same everywhere and so are the powers that serve them in their respective spheres. So 
according to Greek thought, Osiris was the same as Dionysus (De /side et Osiride 13.356b). Plutarch also 
believed that several philosophers were aware of the antithetical gods (De /side et Osiride 48.370d-371 a). 
123 Plutarch De /side et Osiride 45.369b-49.371a. 
124 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.120-167; Seneca De Providentia 1.1. 
125 See Strabo Geography 8.6.15; Pausanias Graec. Descr 2.27.3. 
126 Klauck 2000b: 160-165. 
127 Klauck 2000b: 164. 
128 Asclepius was previously the mortal son of the healing god Apollo (See Homeric Hymns no.16), who 
worked as a mortal doctor among human beings. But after his death he was raised to the rank of a hero 
before finally attaining the status of a god (See Klauck 2000b: 156f). 

120 



gave magical amulets and/or recipes to exorcise demons that possessed people without 

their knowledge129
. 

This does not mean that medical science, which can be traced to Hippocratic medicine, 

was never practised. The Hippocratic texts (penned c 450--250 BCE), which deal with a 

variety of medical topics, are known for "their rejection of supernatural explanation for 

disease, and their insistence on the importance of careful observation"130
. This may have 

continued into and beyond the first century CE. Galen (129-c 210 CE), who perhaps 

followed the Hippocratic tradition faithfully, was the most influential doctor of late 

Graeco-Roman antiquity131
. It may not be easy though to draw a precise boundary 

between medicine and popular practices of healing in Graeco-Roman culture. "There was 

probably little rivalry between such places of healing and medical skills, since each had 

its own sector and knew that they depended on each other"132
. Perhaps the majority 

regarded medicine (which depended on science and philosophy) and the popular practices 

and cults of healing as mutually connected, complementing and indeed sometimes 

influencing each other133
. Even if Galen may have followed the Hippocratic tradition that 

deplored supernatural explanation of disease, he may have used dreams for diagnosis and 

also prescribed forms of treatment that were dream inspired134
. He desired to fuse the best 

work of his predecessors with his own logic and so it appears he used the Aristotelian 

idea135 that dreams were valuable in medical diagnosis136
. Cicero also linked dreams with 

healing of soldiers injured in battle137
. On the other hand, he maintained that a physician 

could diagnose sickness from the condition of the pulse, breath and many other 

symptoms138
. 

129 Flavious Philostratus, Life of Apollonius of Tyana 3.38-39; Klauck 2000b: 17lf. But Lucian depicted a 
follower of Apollonius as one who knew "his whole bag of tricks" (Lucian Alexander 5) and who became 
an expert in this particular brand of "pretentious nonsense" (Turner 1961: 223). 
130 Hankinson 2000b: 355. 
131 Hankinson 2000a: 304. 
132 Klauck 2002b: 167. 
133 Klug 1993: 7; Klauck 2000b: 156. 
134 Turner 1961: 10 
135 Hankinson 2000a: 304 
136 Aristotle Parva Naturalia 464b7f. 
137 Cicero De Divinatione 2.lxvi.137. 
138Cicero De Divinatione 2.lxx.145. 
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b. Demons and spirits. 

Demons were known in Greek religion prior to the first century CE, though the term was 

probably used to refer to supernatural beings inferior to the famed and unparalleled gods. 

During the Platonic period, daimones were intermediary beings that contacted people on 

behalf of the gods. They were spiritual beings between gods and humanit/39
, later on 

believed to enhance the visionary power of the oracles140
. According to Plutarch, when 

the oracles were in decline, it was held that the demons had departed. When they 

returned, the oracles "sound forth again like musical instruments when the artist comes 

and play them"141
. Plato classified demons as those in the heavens, in the air and in the 

human soul. Demons in the air included disembodied souls of the dead, especially dead 

heroes. Xenocrates (died about 315 BCE), adding to Platonic demonology, distinguished 

between good and evil demons with the latter haunting the air and the human world. This 

was probably for apologetic reasons so that there would be no need to blame the gods for 

evil, suffering, immoral actions, human sacrifice and dismembering of living animals. 

Demons, whose nature was now inferior, were henceforth blamed for all anti-human and 
. . I 1. . t42 antl-socta qua ttles . 

Plutarch clearly shows that demons were known in philosophical circles in and beyond 

the first century CE143
. Now regarded as evil "supernatural powers", they belonged to 

popular religion, which from the distant past linked the untamed nature, mountains and 

forest with demons, the spirits of nature and nymphs. Sometimes these could be kind, but 

in most cases cruel, angry and threatening, seizing people and making them mad144
. This 

perhaps continued into and beyond the first century CE, especially among Christians who 

recognized Greek gods as demons, allegedly because they caused evil and suffering145
, 

inspired idolatry, magic, astrology and Greek wisdom146 and haunted people, desiring to 

139 Plato Symposium 23.202.d--e. 
140 Plutarch Ser.Num. Vind. 30; De.DefOrac 10.409e-483e. 
141 Plutarch De.DefOrac. 13-15, especially 418d. 
142 Klauck 2000b: 424. See Plutarch Def Orac.13-15, especially 417b-e. 
143 Plutarch Ser.Num. Vind. 30; De defectu oraculorum 417b-415a. See Bolt 1996: 81-86. 
144 Nilsson 1940: 13, 15. 
145 Justin Martyr, 1 Apo/.5; Tatian, Orat. 16ff. 
146 Justin Martyr 1 Apol. 41, 56; Tertullian , de Spect. 9; de Test.an.2; ad. Scap. 2; de Idol. 4; Origen, 
Contra Cels. 1.60ff; 7.5ff. 
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enslave them and to lead them to error by practising deceit on them147
. Allen aptly notes 

that at that time, people were born and bred within an atmosphere of superstitious terror 

and the majority believed in demons148
. Perhaps the masses held that demons could sway 

the structures of human existence. This seems likely if, as stated by Plutarch, demons are 

spiritual beings that think intensely and produce vibrations in the air. These vibrations 

enable other spiritual beings and highly sensitive individuals to receive their thoughts as 

through antennae149
. In all, demons and spirits were rough and cruel, but magical 

amulets, verbal skills such as incantations and other precautionary techniques were 

helpful to counter their noxious effects150
. 

c. Spirits of dead heroes. 

Next to the demons, were dead heroes regarded as ghosts, and so "supernatural powers". 

These dead heroes were individuals who in their human lifetime did exceptional deeds 

and who were believed to possess mystical power after death. They were thus divinised 

upon death and they received libation at the site of their tomb151
. Mandatory funeral rites 

were performed to honour the departed ancestors and to avoid them was to invite 

disaster152
. Tombs of dead heroes were thus the centres of hero cults. The Athenians, 

notes Plutarch, venerated Theseus, the famed founder of democracy. Slaves and ordinary 

people terrified of powerful human or spiritual beings often sought refuge in Theseus' 

grave because he protected and assisted the oppressed and graciously received their 

petition during his earthly life153
. Prior to the first century CE, Nilsson notes that the dead 

heroes could also be revered as healers of diseases and helpers in the time of war. 

Venerating a dead hero by the side of his tomb was like calling him up to protect his 

family, and so the cult of the heroes related to popularly felt needs154
. 

147 Tatian Orat. 7, 14, 16ff; Justin Martyr, Dial. 41.1, 77.9f; Origen, Contra. Cels. 4.29, 5.5; de Princi. 
3.3.4. 
148 Allen 1962: 28. 
149 Plurarch De Genio Socratis. 589b. 
150 Pliny Nat. Hist. 28.5.23-29. 
151 Aune 2000: 921. 
152 Sophocles Antigone. 
153 Plutarch Thes. 35.5-36.3. 
154 Nilsson 1940: 20. 
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It seems that during the first century CE, the Graeco-Romans believed that dead heroes or 

those who died untimely changed into disembodied spirits155
. It was believed that after 

death, a person could become a hero, then a demon and finally a god. Plutarch extols 

Hesiod as the first person to have hierarchically listed four types of rational beings, 

namely, gods, demons, heroes, and humans. He also held that an ordinary person could 

be transformed to a hero, a hero to a demon and a demon to a god. It is only few demons, 

thanks to their ability, that could be purified to share in the divinit/56
. As it was possible 

for a person to become a god through the transformation stages, it was also possible for 

demons to sink back into mortal bodies and finally die157
. The boundaries between gods, 

spirits, demons and ghosts of dead heroes were somewhat porous. Just like gods and 

demons, ghosts of dead heroes could be capricious, vengeful and full of wrath and they 

could sometimes attack or punish the living158
. The spirits of the dead were restless and 

moved around like ghosts and as the personification of natural forces and powers159
. They 

could exhibit evil intentions, cause illnesses and harm people if commanded via magic160
. 

This shows the extent to which the dead were concurrently deified, feared, revered and 
. d 161 reqmre as protectors . 

Ordinary Graeco-Romans held "supernatural powers" responsible for whatever happened 

in the world and in human life. Seneca informs us that when human beings and natural 

phenomena took an out of the ordinary nature, it was a divine power that had descended 

upon the human or natural phenomena, causing the resultant deeds. He notes that a spirit 

indwells human beings, marking good and bad deeds. As the guardian of human life, the 

indwelling spirit moves in accordance with how people treat it162
. So, even if attributing 

evil and suffering and all human undertakings to "supernatural powers" could have been 

the conclusive thread that tied together whatever happened, human action determined the 

course the events would take. But the great majority always sought to be on the right side 

155 Plutarch Parallela Graeca et Romana 380a. 
156 Plutarch Def Orac. 10 
157 Plutarch Def. Orac. 17.419a-e. 
158 Nilsson 1940: 115; Plutarch Quaestiones Romanae 51.277a. 
159 Plutarch Ser. Num. Vind; Klauck 2000b: 423. 
160 Arnold 1992b: 25, Bolt 1996: 83 note 26. 
161 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.62. 
162 Seneca Epistulae Morales 41.1-5. 
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with "supernatural powers". They could not tell when "supernatural powers" could be 

reliable and benevolent, or unreliable and malevolent. It was essential therefore to 

perform several rituals and practices that enabled individuals to manage and maintain 

their links with "supernatural powers". 

ii Graeco-Roman rituals and practices. 

a. Magic and witchcraft 

It is vital to recall the discussion in chapter one that illustrates that the subject of magic 

and related practices of witchcraft and sorcery are complex. It is possible however to 

trace Graeco-Roman magic to the early age, when Greek life mainly depended on 

agriculture and the popular belief was that gods were responsible for good crops or poor 

harvest. It was supposed that the goddess Artemis loved the hills and groves and well

watered places and promoted natural fertility, which never depended on human effore63
. 

Magical rites were performed to obliterate vermin and evil powers like wind that 

endangered the vines164
. Magic was thus enduring and closest to the earth and was "the 

source of all religion from which the great gods sprang"165
. Hermes, the great god who 

guided the souls166
, was linked to magic. He was pictorially illustrated holding a magic 

rod as he permitted the souls of small winged human figures to ascend and to descend 

from the mouth of a large jar167
. The Greeks adopted He kate from Caria in Asia Minor as 

they wanted a goddess of witchcraft and a leader of ghosts168
. The magical papyri 

innately link great goddesses like Artemis, Selene, and Hekate with magic169
. Magic was 

thus linked to the belief in the existence of "supernatural powers". It was also linked to 

the belief that everything in the cosmos was caringly or callously related to human 

existence. 

Magic gave the Graeco-Romans the skills to control and communicate with "supernatural 

powers". This does not mean that magic was popular even if it flourished during the first 

163 Nilsson 1940: 17. 
164 Nilsson 1940: 28. 
165 Nilsson 1940: 21. 
166 Cumont 1960: 105. 
167 Nilsson 1940: 9. 
168 Nilsson 1940: 90, 111. 
169 See PGM IV. 2520-2620, 2622-2707, 2708-2784, 2785-2890. See also PGM LXXVIII 11 -12, which 
has a drawing of Artemis Multi-mammaea -Betz 1986: 332; Arnold 1989: 22-24; 1995: 143f 
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century CE perhaps as a result of the decay of old religions which, in modern terms, the 

state had secularised and which the Sophists attacked170
. Pliny notes how magical spells 

and medicine were used to cure diseases171 but rubbished magic172 describing it as a 

"thing detestable in itself', which "frivolous and lying as it is ... still bears some shadow 

of truth upon it"173
. During the second century CE, Lucian doubted the efficacy of magic 

and ridiculed the belief that something external and quite unconnected with internal 

causes of disease, plus a few magical words could bring about cure174
. The widely held 

belief that a foreign language could scare a swelling or drive away fever, and practices of 

magic and exorcism were only old wives tales and a pack of lies, even if the gods did 

exist175
• He poured scorn on ghosts and the beliefs that dead people's ghosts wander 

about the earth and show themselves to anyone they like. He denied that ghosts existed or 

were seen by anybody or they could be invoked through magic to heal the sick. Yet he 

respected the gods who could cure and restore people to health through proper medical 

treatmene76
. 

Nevertheless, the practice of magic was taken seriously in the first century CE177
. 

Plutarch affirms the grip with which it had held on to the masses. He notes that magicians 

instructed people possessed by demons to recite the Ephesian writings and to pronounce 

the names therein correctly178
. The magical texts contained recipes and names of 

"supernatural powers" that supposedly made charms active. Jesus' name seems to have 

been used to bind demons. A spell preserved in a magical papyrus read, "By the God of 

the Hebrews, I adjure you, Jesus, you who appear in fire, you who are in the midst of 

field and snow and mist. May your inexorable angel descend and bind fast the wandering 

demon of this creature ... "179
. Clearly, even if detestable, magic thrived in the first century 

CE. It obsessed Emperor Nero whose "greatest wish was to command the gods" and he 

170 Nilsson 1940: 115; Kraft 1995: x, 33, 39; Burnett 1988: 232 attests that religion has historically decayed 
due to secularisation and attacks, which were probably rampant during the first century CE. 
171 Pliny Nat. Hist. 28.21. 
172 Pliny Nat. Hist.30.1-20. 
173 Pliny Nat. Hist.30.6. 
174 Lucian 'The pathological liar' or 'The unbeliever' in Turner 1961: 200. 
175 Lucian 'The pathological liar' or 'The unbeliever' in Turner 1961: 201. 
176 Lucian 'The pathological liar' or 'The unbeliever' in Turner 1961: 201. 
177 Bolt 1996: 87 and his footnote 43. 
178 Plutarch Quaestiones Convivialium 7.5,4 (760E). 
179 PGM IV.3007-3027. 
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desired the magicians' capability to control and command the gods180
. Other Roman 

Emperors too had private astrologers whom they largely consulted before performing any 

task181
. Perhaps the vitriol against magic persuaded people to practise it clandestinely due 

to the fear of being ostracised and/or victimised182
. But the masses held that through 

magic, the inexplicable and inexorable "supernatural powers" could be accessed for 

personal benefit and protection183
• Luck rightly notes, "We can no longer idealize the 

Greeks and their 'artistic genius' or the Romans and their 'sober realism.' Magic and 

witchcraft, the fear of daemons and ghosts, the wish to manipulate invisible powers-all 

were very much part of the ancient world"184
. 

b. Astrology. 

F. Cumont, the eminent historian of religion, rightly narrates the irresistible triumph of 

astrology during the Graeco-Roman era185
, which originated from Mesopotamia186

, most 

likely during the era of Babylonian Empire187
. He depicted it as "this erroneous belief, so 

long universally accepted, which up to modern times has exercised an endless influence 

on the creeds and the ideas of the most diverse people"188
. He also notes, "Its starting

point was faith, faith in certain stellar divinities who exerted an influence on the 

world"189
. Plato (427-347 BCE) seems to have been aware of this faith, whose pinnacle 

was the reverence of dazzling luminaries in the heavenly places, in claiming that stars 

were gods190
. Talented astrologers, also known as mathematikoi191

, allegedly presaged 

future events by observing the location and movement of the luminaries. Nevertheless, 

astrology spread fast during the Graeco-Roman era, probably due to the Stoics' influence. 

18° Kee 1986: 6. 
181 Klauck 2000a: 51; Arnold 1992b: 32. Bar-Jesus (Eiymas) was attached to a major political figure, 
Sergius Paulus (Acts 13: 4-12). Josephus identifies a Jewish magician named Atomos who Felix, the 
Roman governor of Judea asked for help when he fell in love with Drusilla (Ant. 20, 142). But on the 
contrary, Emperor Augustus loathed magic and ordered two thousand magical books to be burnt (Suetonius 
Augustus 31.3). 
182 Betz 1986: xli. 
183 See Kee 1986:127; Ferdinando 1999:259; Grundmann cited in Arnold 1989:44; Klauck 2000b: 214. 
184 Luck 1985: xiii. 
185 Cumont 1960: 3-110. 
186 Cicero De Divinatione. 1.12; Kee & Young 1960: 19; Koester 1982: 156. 
187 Cumont 1960: xv, 3-10, 14, 17f, 38. 
188 Cumont 1960: xi. 
189 Cumont 1960: xiii. 
190 Plato, Timaeus 40 
191 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.51, 103; Cumont 1960: 63; Klauck 2000b: 234. 
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On Stoics' astrological beliefs, Cumont writes, "above the old native beliefs the doctrine 

of Stoicism in particular exercised dominion over men's mind"192
. The Stoics' astral 

divination was anchored in the concept of sympathy between macrocosm and microcosm 

and of a deterministic worldview193
• Their cosmology precisely built on two sources-the 

belief that the universe was ordered by the providence of gods and the belief that destiny 

was fated and amplified by the stars194
. They reckoned fate as the decree of stars that 

ruled the world and could not be altered in any wa/95
• 

However, the Stoics' cosmology and the popular belief of the populace were at variance. 

The masses held that fate could be altered because they looked at astrology from a 

religious rather than a logical persuasion. The Stoics and the popular astrological beliefs 

were however based on a worldview that saw the universe as an integrated unit without 

any dichotom/96
. What affected one part affected the other, so the motion of the stars 

directly affected the fate of the people on earth. This emerged from the belief that a single 

divine principle permeated all life, which was identified with Zeus, the powerful divine 

spirit that governed the mutual relationship of all life. This divine principle caused 

civility or crudity in the cosmos wherein the part could affect the whole or vice-versa197
. 

For the populace, astrology was closely linked with other forms of popular devotion to 

the gods, like magic and divination/oracles198
. The masses most likely used magic to 

invoke the assistance of astral spirits hence altering the astrological fate. It was also 

believed that the world of human habitation was considerably lower and inferior to the 

celestial world of the luminaries199
. This motivated the masses to fear stars, which 

supposedly possessed the power of gods and could afflict people just because they lived 

on earth200
• The masses not only sought protection but also redemption from the 

192 Cumont 1960: 46. 
193 Albani 1999: 282. 
194 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.73-80; Koester 1982: 149. 
195 Manilius 1.25-112, Luck 1985: 325, 340, 349. But the Epicureans opposed the Stoics doctrine of the 
necessity of fate. Gaius Velleius, the Epicurean leading light in Cicero's De Natura Deorum (1.15) asks, 
'how much respect can be accorded to this school of philosophy, which like a pack of ignorant old women 
regards all that happens as the cause of fate?' (De Natura Deorum 1.55). 
196 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.30. 
197 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.132; Arnold 1992b: 50. 
198 Cicero De Divinatione l.lvi.128. 
199 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2. 56. 
20° Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.17, 55; Kee & Young 1960:19; Koester 1982: 156f, 159. 
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luminaries201
. Considering that modern people have a space in the daily papers dealing 

with what the stars foretell, it is unsurprising that the luminaries received religious 

consecration in classical antiquitl02
. 

The luminaries were like gods and spirits that allegedly affected and influenced events in 

the human world. It was believed that stars had power over human affairs and that they 

could 'indicate' or 'cause' what could shape human destiny. The moon also regulated the 

tides of the sea and altered the day and night while the position of the sun controlled the 

rhythm of the seasons of the year203
. It seems that political leaders and the masses alike 

held that the motion and place of the luminaries directly symbolised the course of events 

on earth204
. A particular configuration of stars that came to existence at the birth of a 

person was assigned to that individual. Learning the secrets of the stars revealed if human 

fate as ordained by them would be a happy one or nor2°5
. This perhaps resulted from the 

belief that gods were apathetic and lacked spiritual vibrancy to address the basic and felt 

human needs like consolation, protection and atonement. Astrology, which was obviously 

related to magic206
, was duly used to command and control the spiritual/celestial world. It 

guaranteed the masses a blessed destiny as they struggled with hostile evil powers207
. 

Even so, astrological beliefs were not absolutely unassailable. The Academics questioned 

the Stoics' and the masses' belief that whatever happens is fated to happen and can be 

foretold by divination. Pliny refuted the belief that stars were assigned to an individual at 

birth to determine the destiny of that person and that the bright stars belonged to the rich 

while lesser stars to the poor. He did not see commonality between the sky and human 

destiny hence the widespread belief about stars controlling human destiny was the human 

201 Koester 1982: 152f. 
202 Daniel 1959:310; Arnold 1992b: 48; Klauck 2000b: 232. 
203 Cicero De Divinatione 2.34; Plotinus Enn. 2.3.1-8; Klauck 2000b: 233. 
204 Arnold 1992b: 48, 52f; Klauck 2000b: 238. Cumont 1960: 49, 53 suggests that Augustus and Tiberius 
were devotees of astrology, though they were hostile to the popular form of foreign worship. But it is not 
certain to what extent they were devoted to it since they also opposed it. Augustus in 33BCE restricted the 
future activity of astrologers and in 11BCE, he forbade the populace from consulting them in relation to a 
person's date of birth. Tiberius expelled the mathematici from Rome and Italy in 19CE, but not those who 
promised to give up their art (Suetonius Tiberius 30). So not all and not always were leaders sympathetic to 
astrology. Even so, the attacks on astrology, which had now become a world power, rejuvenated and 
strengthened it to face a new phase of its history and new struggles (Gundel & Gundel 1966: 135). 
205 Cicero De Divinatione 1.1.2. 
206 Kee & Young 1960:20; Koester 1982:159. 
207 Kee 1986:99. 
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attempt to allot great worth to themselves208
• He rejected the accounts of astrologers 

maintaining, "no one has better established the relationship between man and the stars or 

shown more clearly that our souls are particles of heavenly fire"209
• The Academics also 

doubted the integrity of the Stoics' teaching that the luminaries were divine. In Cicero's 

De Natura Deorum, an Academic asked a Stoic, "is it self-evident and universally agreed 

that the heavenly bodies are divine, when Velleius (an Epicurean) and many more besides 

refuse to grant you that they are even alive"?21° Cicero follows the traditional Academic 

doubt on astrology expressed before him especially by Carneades (2nd century BCE)211
. 

He insists that reliance should not be placed on astrologers when they profess to forecast 

the future from the setting of stars on the day of a person's birth. He castigated astrology, 

as inconceivable madness for it is not enough to call an opinion 'foolishness' when it is 

utterly devoid of reason. He also disapproved the Stoics' yielding to Chaldean astrology, 

considering it unintelligible212
• The disrespect for astrology obviously continued beyond 

the first century CE. Sextus Empiricus (c 200 CE), a sceptically-minded medical doctor, 

used empirical expertise in his polemics against astrolog/13
• Nonetheless, astrology 

quickly gained outstanding popularity among the ordinary people214 who believed the 

heavenly bodies were either representatives of, or real "supernatural powers"215
• They 

worshiped, invoked, propitiated and manipulated the luminaries and sought their favours 
. 1" . . 1 216 vta re tgtous ntua s . 

c. Divination, oracles and dreams. 

Divination is the art of interpreting symbolic messages from the gods and the means by 

which the gods enabled human beings to have foresight and knowledge of future events. 

It was an age-old practice that was known during the Homeric era217 and which probably 

208 Pliny Nat. Hist. 2.28f. 
209 Pliny Nat. Hist. 2.26.95. 
21° Cicero De Natura Deorum 3.11. 
211 Klauck 2000b: 235. 
212 Cicero De Divinatione. 2.xlii.88-xlii.91, xlv.94. 
213 Sextus Empiricus Adversus Astrologos; Adversus Mathematicos. See also Bury 1949 (Reprint 1971); 
Klauck 2000b: 235. 
214 Klauck 2000b:236f. 
215 Cicero Somn.Scipi. c.4; Pliny Nat. Hist. 2.5.13; Cumont 1960: 64-76; Arnold 1992b: 48-53. 
216 Cumont 1956: 181. 
217 Homer The Odyssey 1.231-238; 2.177-198; 10.222-229, 492; The Iliad 13.663; Cicero De Divinatione 
l.xl.89. 
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blossomed in the Graeco-Roman era218
. It is possible that first century CE divination was 

the natural progeny of Homeric polytheism, which imagined gods as enslaved by the 

decrees of fate219
. Fate allegedly caused things to happen, so nothing occurred arbitrarily 

without its efficient cause in nature220
• However, divination could prognosticate what was 

bound to happen, since by its means individuals could approach near to the very power of 

gods221
. The rationale for divination rested on the assumption that if gods exist and they 

do not reveal to people in advance what the future will be, then they do not love human 

beings, or they do not know what the future will be, or they think it not advantageous for 

human beings to know what the future will be, or finally they, though being gods, could 

not give intelligible signs of the coming future. Yet this could not be true because the 

gods loved human beings and they were their friends and benefactors222
. The centrality of 

divination was thus linked with the emphasis on the existence of gods and the necessity 

to make peace with them. The apparent belief during this period was that peace with the 

gods and the maintenance of a cordial relationship with them was the basis of temporal 

prosperity and success. It was generally held that all public and personal disasters were 

caused by the breach of the relationship between people and gods. Thus, it was critical to 

identify and rectify the reason for this breach via socially acceptable cultic practices that 

were known through divination/oracles. The measures included calming the gods through 

sacrifice and prayers and the exact fulfilment of vows and oaths. The cities too were 

purified and preserved from the hostile influences through established ritual revealed via 

divination. As Aune notes, strict attention was paid to divination by which outward signs 

of the gods were revealed223
• The Stoics were the most fervent supporters of divination. 

However, Cicero depicted them as "pitiably and distressingly superstitious and so prone 

to believe everything they heard" and insisted their "view of divination smacked too 

much of superstitions"224
. 

218 Cicero De Divinatione l.i.l. 
219 Homer Iliad 23.433; Cicero De Divinatione 2.x.25; Carcopino 1944: 144. 
22° Cicero De Divinatione l.lv.I25 -lvi.l28. 
221 Cicero De Divinatione l.i.lf; lvi.l27-130. 
222 Cicero De Divinatione l.xxxviii.82, li.l17. 
223 Aune 2000: 920f. 
224 Cicero De Divinatione 2.xli.87, xlviii.lOO. 
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The masses may have been fascinated by divination by which a good or bad omen could 

be known. They took an omen seriously as it was held that anything involuntary 

including a sneeze made up an omen that was divinely caused225
. Divination was also 

essential during military expeditions and decisions hence the army officially recognized 

sacred birds and chickens as divinatory paraphernalia226
• This was perhaps influenced by 

the Stoics' belief that some birds, which the augurs called "birds of flight" and "birds of 

utterance", were created to presage the future227
• With the help of such birds, oracles, 

prophecies and dream augurs predicted future events and revealed prophetic signs and 

portents228
. The casting of dice and the interpretation of the luminaries also helped the 

diviners to foretell the future. So divination was not only linked with magic, but also with 

astrology. Dreams were also linked with divination/oracles by which they were received 

and interpreted229
. Plutarch referred to dreams as our "oldest, most venerable oracle"230

, a 

view acknowledged by others231
. The popular belief was that the gods sent dreams and so 

they had the same rank as oracles232
. As a result, the gods were sought for divinatory and 

oracular purposes because the masses believed divination fulfilled human aspirations and 

repulsed many dangers233
. This quickened its domination in the Graeco-Roman cities234

. 

In Rome, there was an official board of diviners (augurs), whose duty was to interpret 

daily events and phenomena235
. Aune states, "Oracles and divination played an important 

role in the lives of Greeks from the archaic period until the triumph of Christianity in the 

fourth century A.D."236
. Perhaps divination was also popular among the royalty. The 

Stoics' voice in Cicero's De Divinatione attests that the royalty employed augurs and that 

225 Xenophon Anab. 3.2.8-9; Mem 4.3.12; Eq. Mag. 9.9; Symp. 4. 47f; Cicero De Divinatione l.xlv.1 02-
104. See also Croy 2000: 928. 
226 Cicero De Divinatione l.i.2; Livy Hist. 10.40.1-5; Suetonius Tiberius 2.2; Croy 2000: 928. 
227 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.160. 
228 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.163. 
229 Cicero De Divinatione l.xx.39-xxx.65. 
230 Plutarch Sept.Sap.Conv 15.159A. 
231 Aeschylus Ag. 978-981; Prom. 485f; Euripides /Ph. Taur. 1259-1268. See also Klauck 2000b: 205. 
232 Cicero De Natura Deorum 3.93, 95; De Divinatione l.xxiv.48 -xxix.60. 
233 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.163. 
234 Carcopino 1941:148, 150; Burkert 1987: 24; Betz 1990: 219; Klauck 2000b: 89. 
235 Croy 2000: 927. 
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no public business was transacted at home or abroad without first taking the auspices 

from the augurs and soothsayers237
• 

Divination was however confusing because sometimes it could be truthful and sometimes 

it misled238
• While the Academics could not scoff at the augural staff, they questioned the 

origin of divination and observed that the diviners could mislead239
• The chance that it 

could mislead probably stirred the elite to criticise it. In the Homeric period, dreams were 

regarded as false, awkward and confusing240
• Aristotle interpreted dreams physiologically 

and psychologically and stated that a god could not send them. He claimed they could be 

demonic since nature as a whole has a demonic facee41
. Cicero regarded dreams as the 

means by which people assumed many false apparitions to be true242
• He concluded that 

obscure messages through dreams were utterly inconsistent with the dignity of gods243
• If 

god was not the originator of dreams and there was no link between them and the laws of 

nature, then it followed that no reliance could be placed on them244
• Cicero also noted 

that the interpreters of dreams were erratic, and for that reason, their art was nothing but 

the means of using one's wit to cheat. As such, the Stoics' collection of dreams proved 

nothing except the shrewdness of men who employ slight inconsistencies in order to draw 

"now one inference and now another"245
. Cicero held that divination was not applicable 

where knowledge was gained through the senses and that there was no need of divination 

in matters within the domain of science and art. He maintained that when people are sick, 

it was not a prophet or a seer who was summoned but a physician. On the other hand, a 

person wishing to learn to play a harp or a flute did not take lessons from a soothsayer but 

from a musician246
. 

Cicero also differentiated diviners, philosophers and astrologers. He maintained that the 

movement of the luminaries was the work of mathematicians (astrologers), while diviners 

237 Cicero De Divination l.ii.3-5, xliii.95-97. 
238 Cicero De Divinatione l.xiv.25-lviii.l32. 
239 Cicero De Natura De arum 3 .14f. 
240 Homer Iliad 2.1-40; Odyssey 19.603-680. 
241 Aristotle Parva Naturalia 463b.13-15. 
242 Cicero De Divinatione 2.lviii.l20. 
243 Cicero De Divinatione 2.lxiv.135. 
244 Cicero De Divinatione 2.lxx.l47. 
245 Cicero De Divinatione 2.lxx.144. 
246 Cicero De Divinatione 2.iii.9f. 
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resolved the questions of what was morally right or wrong. He emphasised that the fame 

given to divination was inflated since it could not answer all questions of life. Thus issues 

of dialectic or of physics were not solved by divination since they belonged to the science 

of physics. There was no place for divination in matters perceived by the senses, so there 

was no need for it anywhere247
• There was also no need for divination if everything was 

ruled by fate and what the diviner forecast depended on chance and not on the guidance 

of the gods or divine agency248
. It was useless to believe that the crowing of a fowl and 

the flight of birds could help divination when it was the business of fowls to crow and of 

birds to fly. Likewise, to base divination on the fact that a snake coiled itself on posts was 

futile because that is what snakes naturally do. However, if it was a fish that crowed or a 

post that coiled itself to a snake, then that could call for divination through an omen249
• 

He wondered if it is not enough just to admit that some aspects of divination were based 

on a little error, little superstitions and a good deal of fraud250
. So even if Cicero belonged 

to the priestly college of augurs, he was sceptical about these practices. Still, he endorsed 

divination for reasons of political expediency and for the sake of state religion251
. 

Pliny the Elder also recognized the subjective nature of the oracular interpretations since 

the meaning of the omens largely resided in the eyes of the diviner252
• Epicurus scoffed at 

divination more than anything else, and Cicero depicted him as the only exception among 

philosophers who did not approve divination253
. Xenophanes, while backing the existence 

of gods, repudiated divination in its entiretl54
. Plutarch also rejected the usual perception 

that whenever seers or oracular priests gave answer to oracles they were speaking with a 

voice not their own. It was erroneous and "simple-minded, indeed childish to believe that 

a god himself ... enters the bodies of prophets and speaks from within them, employing 

their mouth and tongue as his instruments"255
. Lucian depicted Alexander, whom he 

regarded as a false prophet or a bogus oracle, as a charlatan who shamelessly tricked 

247 Cicero De Divinatione 2.iv.llf. 
248 Cicero De Divinatione 2. vii.l9 -viii.21, x.25f. 
249 Cicero De Divinatione 2.xvii.38-xl.84. 
25° Cicero De Divinatione. 2.xxxix.83. 
251 Cicero De Divinatione. 2.xii.28, xviii.42f. 
252 Pliny Nat. Hi st. 28.4.17. 
253 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.162; De Divinatione l.iii.5, xxxix.87. 
254 Cicero De Divinatione l.iii.5, xxxix.87. 
255 Plutarch De defectu oraculorun 9.441E. 
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people with his private oracles256
. He ridiculed oracles and concluded that hearing stories 

about oracles given by certain gods was appalling, and the only antidote for such stories 

was truth and common sense257
. The Epicureans also spoke of divination spitefully. Even 

so, this scepticism was not the general rule since the Stoics vigorously defended 

divination. But being hesitant on the proper judgment on divination could have been 

credible seeing that some Stoics, despite the fact that the Stoics by and large upheld 

divination, doubted it on some points258
. Though several philosophical schools approved 

divination, it was not to the same degree259
. Divination through the oracle was popular 

despite the negative sentiments it received. The oracle through his god communicated 

vital religious values to the populace260
. The oracles gave those oppressed by fear and 

hope what they wanted, the information about the future261
. Luck concurs that one must 

not forget soothsaying was a form of psychotherapy. It helped people who believed in a 

multiplicity of "supernatural powers" to cope with fears, and compelled them to make 

decisions when all possible ideas had been exhausted262
. 

4:4 Graeco-Rornan reservations about "supernatural powers". 

Several philosophical schools such as Stoics, Academics, Middle Platonism, Peripatetics 

and Pythagoreans included a strong religious element. They believed in the existence of 

divine providence that controlled human affairs via the agency of demons or spirits263
. On 

the other hand there were some reservations in relation to the religious phenomena 

prompting people to believe in the existence of "supernatural powers". The elite mainly 

faulted popular teachings and the beliefs in the gods these teachings propagated. This is 

well attested in Epicurus' letter to Menoikeus264
• Epicurus believed in the imperishability 

and blessedness of the gods and held that whatever was not attuned to the gods' 

imperishability and blessedness should not be attributed to the gods265
• To do this was an 

256 Lucian Alexander in Turner 1961: 221-248. 
257 Lucian 'The pathological liar or The unbeliever' in Turner 1961: 212f, 217f. 
258 Cicero De Divinatione 1.iii.7-v.8. 
259 Cicero De Divinatione 1.iii.5f, lviii.l32. 
26° Klauck 2000: 197. 
261 Lucian Alexander in Turner 1961: 224. 
262 Luck 1990: 327. 
263 Turner 1961:9. 
264 This letter is in Diogenes Laertius Vit. Phil. 10.122-135. (See. Klauck 2000b: 390). 
265 Diogenes Laertius Vit. Phil. 10.123; Cicero De Natura Deorum 1.45, 55f. 
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error that led to atheism, an error that people committed by identifying gods with 

perishable natural phenomena and experiences that terrified them. This error led them to 

partake in rituals and practices that could not impress the gods that lived outside time and 

were not involved with what happened in the material world. Epicurus held that the gods 

were wholly inactive and inattentive and even if endowed with human limbs, they could 

not make use of them266
. Sacrifices and prayers could not reach the gods because they 

were least attracted to events on earth. They experienced no trouble and they caused 

problem to nobodl67
• So popular beliefs, rituals and practices about gods were onerous 

and made life to appear shameful for encouraging undue fear of the gods268
• Naturally the 

Epicureans (and possibly the Cynics and Euhemerism) regarded the popular beliefs in 

gods as the basis of atheism269
. The Academics held that Epicurus' god had no reality, 

but was a mere likeness of realitl70
• Epicurus himself had acquired the bad name of an 

atheist and a libertine due to his teachings on the gods271
• The Epicureans thrived in the 

first century CE and they may represent a tradition that denied the popular belief that 

"supernatural powers" influenced human life. 

The Epicureans' view was perhaps a minority as the popular spirit of the age recognised 

"supernatural powers" that were not remote. The Epicureans were held to be spreading 

atheism. Plutarch, one of the best-known of the Middle Platonists, was their avowed 

opponene72
. He simultaneously scorned superstitions and atheism insisting that 

superstitious emotions could lead to atheism273
• He also claimed that superstitious beliefs 

about the gods were perpetuated through myth. He never denied the validity of myth, but 

interpreted its mysteries philosophically274
• His philosophical monotheism elevated the 

deity above the finite world and so demons were agents of gods' influence in the 

266 Cicero De Natura Deorum 3.3. 
267 Cicero De Natura Deorum 1.85; Klauck 2000a: 77; 2000b: 392f 
268 Titus Lucretius De Rerum Natura 1.62-72. 
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273 Plutarch De /side et Osiride 11.355d; 22.359d-23.260b; 66.377e-378f; De Supersitione 1.165a-b; 
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world275
• Inasmuch as myth brought the gods to the finite world, he insisted that myths 

did not happen as reported and enacted in popular belief. For that reason, myths must not 

be accepted literally but reverently and philosophically. He thus read myth as an image of 

reality, which enables the minds of people to understand trouble and suffering. He 

deemed it annoying to believe what myth says about gods as if it really happened276
• 

Plutarch therefore rejected the popular idea about gods insisting that the divine is not 

blessed through wealth and physical power, but through knowledge and intelligence277
• 

Certainly, he referred to the gods respectfully and encouraged longing for the truths about 

them. For him, this was yearning after divinity and was better than public worship such 

as sacrifices or ritual enactment, ceremonial purification, and temple service278
• He held 

that gods were not pleased by public worship but by true belief about them that helped to 

avoid superstition, no less an evil than atheism279
• 

Nevertheless, the popular belief was that the gods were made happy by public worship. It 

was the public worship and the form and experience in which piety was practised that 

generated the criticism of the popular beliefs, rituals and practices related to the gods. 

Public worship would in most cases include anointing, decorating and clothing the graven 

images of the gods with precious garments and then placing them on banqueting settees, 

setting meals before them to eae80
. Seneca attacked such practices and that of saluting 

gods in the morning, thronging the doors of the temples and that of lighting lamps on the 

Sabbath as if gods needed light. He also scorned the practice of bringing towels and 

flesh-scrapers to Jupiter and proffering mirrors to Juno. He scorned the practices by 

which people took possession of the gods so as to use them for personal ends. These, as 

he maintained, were mere ceremonies that attracted mortal ambitions, not the attention of 

the god, who can only be worshipped by those who truly know him. He insisted that the 

gods do not need human servants since they order the universe, serve people and 

maintain their existence. Seneca did not scold the veneration of gods though he criticised 

275 Plutarch De /side et Osiride 46.369d. See Zeller 1931 286. 
276 Plutarch De /side et Osiride 20.358e-359b. 
277 Plutarch De /side et Osiride 1.351d; 45.369a. 
278 Plutarch De /side et Osiride 2.351 e; 20.358e. 
279 Plutarch De /side et Osiride 11.355d. 
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the na'ive and excessive anthropomorphic images people made for gods. He summoned 

human beings to recoil from burdensome superstitions insisting that they could progress 

if they grasp the idea that god possesses all things, allots all things and bestows them 

without price. He insisted that it was the nature of the gods to do deeds of kindness and 

thereby rejected the popular notion that the gods could inflict injury, though they could 

chasten and restrain certain persons, impose penalties and sometimes punish by 

bestowing that which seems good outwardly281
• 

Seneca also maintained that while trees, forests, caves, mountains, rivers, streams of hot 

water could prove the presence of the deity, they should not be viewed on a footing of 

equality with the gods. The gods also should not be equated with people who are terrified 

in the midst of danger since the quality of the gods is too great and too lofty to resemble 

the body in which it dwells. He considered it foolish and insane to praise the qualities in a 

person, which came from without and may be passed to someone else in the next 

instance. He thereby maintained that there was no need to either lift one's hands to 

heaven or to beg the keeper of a temple to let human beings approach his idol's ear, as if 

the prayers were more likely to be heard. Secondly, there was no need for prayers since 

god is near human beings and he is with them and in them. He insisted that a holy spirit 

indwells human beings, and as they treat this spirit so does the spirit treat them282
. 

Generally, the Stoics could not figure out a god with veins and sinews and bones and who 

could eat and drink. Neither could they appreciate a god in bodily form since this would 

make a god afraid of tumbling down, of receiving blows, or be afraid of illness owing to 

physical fatigue283
. The Stoics and the Academics censured "the na'ive public-and 

philosophers similarly na'ive-who out of shallow-mindedness cannot visualise immortal 

gods without forming them in human shape"284
. The Stoics could not understand why 

splendid and useful discoveries of the natural world led people to create false and 

fictitious deities. They therefore rebuked false beliefs, confused misconceptions and 

superstitions as close to old wives' tales, which reduced gods to the level of human 

281 Seneca Epistulae Morales 95.47-50. 
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283 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.59. 
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frailties285
. Pliny also chided the search for the image and form of the divinity as a sign of 

human frailty286
. Plutarch too censured the masses for confusing gods with graven 

images, seasons and animals287
. 

The Academics faulted the attempt to dignify properties in nature, which are not personal 

deities, with the titles of gods. They regarded this as a fallacy gone too far even to assign 

destructive things like fever, bereavement and misfortune names of gods and to dedicate 

shrines for such impersonal abstractions288
• Several other so~rces reveal that the idea of a 

person representing a deity could have been offensive289
. Although most philosophical 

schools believed in the existence of gods, they could not agree on the nature of the 

gods290 hence beliefs about them were not homogeneous291
. The Academics refuted the 

Stoics' teaching that since nothing is better than the universe, then it is divine. They also 

rejected the notion that the motion of the luminaries made them divine. The Academics 

scorned the Stoics as those whose beliefs were not different from the beliefs of the 

ignorant since they deified nature and even the animal kingdom292
. So the belief that the 

universe and the heavenly bodies were divine was not the faith of all and sundrl93
. The 

Academics also denied divinity to impersonal and abstract qualities such as faith, 

righteousness, justice, order, prudence, providence, safety, unity, victory, honour, wealth, 

freedom, desire, pleasure and sexual joy. They insisted that these were either qualities 

that reside within human beings or aims to which human beings aspire294
. 

The tradition of despising the Graeco-Roman gods continued beyond the first century 

CE. Justin Martyr defended Christianity to the emperor295 insisting that Christians 

disbelieved pagan gods just like some ancient philosophers and poets did and were 

honoured. He identified Christians undergoing persecution with Socrates who regarded 

285 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.70. 
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287 Plutarch De /side et Osiride 69.378a-379d. 
288 Cicero De Natura Deorum 3.63. 
289 Diodorus Siculus bib.Hist.14.117.6; Livy Hist.5.23.5; Plutarch Cam. 7.1; Dio Cassius Hist.52.13.3. 
29° Cicero De Natura Deorum 1.14; 3.93 
291 Cicero De Natura Deorum 3.11-13, 15-19,25-28,40-50. 
292 Cicero De Natura Deorum 3.39f. 
293 Cicero De Natura Deorum 3.20-25, 51-60, 64. 
294 Cicero De Natura Deorum 3.61, 88. 
295 Justin Martyr F 1 Apology in Roberts & Donaldson 1989: 164. 
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Greek gods as demons and was sentenced to death as an atheise96
. Socrates, just like the 

others cited above could have been the fathers of this tradition, which Lucian of 

Samosata, otherwise known as the blasphemer adopted. Lucian lived and worked in the 

second century CE, but his views are highly indebted to previous writers. Lucian, it is 

said, belonged to the Second Sophistic, whose aim was no longer to express experiences 

of his time but to create literature that was a worthy continuation of previous literature297
. 

He was following a steady tradition in doubting the gods, who like human beings and 

everything else were controlled by fate298
• He argued that there was nothing to gain by 

offering prayers and sacrifices to Zeus and by honouring the gods299
. Additionally, the 

gods should not punish people even if they dishonour them and rob their temples because 

both obey the orders of fate300
• Lucian not only derided the gods, but also mocked and 

likened them to greedy flies that licked sacrificial blood and gulped smoke from the 

sacrificial meat as if it was something delicious301
• Though he believed in the existence of 

the gods, the bronze idols remained just bronze and the work of human hands, which 

could not intimidate him302
. Like Epicurus, Lucian admitted that the gods existed while 

denying that they interfere with human life. 

Altogether, during the Graeco-Roman time, "divinities assumed a double character, the 

one traditional and based on ancient beliefs, the other adventitious and inspired by 

learned theories"303
. The sober elite rejected the popular beliefs and sought to correct the 

flawed conclusion that the masses derived from the popular belief. But the insatiable 

curiosity of the masses seems to have rendered the attempts of the elite ineffective. As it 

seems, the masses valued magic, divination and astrology since they enabled them to deal 

with the spiteful "supernatural powers". 

296 Xenophon Memorabilia 1.1.1. 
297 Turner 1961: 12-14. Lucian Fishing for Phonies or Philosopher's Day Out in Turner 1961: 169f. 
298 Lucian 'Some Awkward Questions for Zeus' in Turner 1961: 137; Homer Iliad XX.336; XXIV.209-
210; Hesiod Theogony 217-219,904-906. 
299 Lucian 'Some Awkward Questions for Zeus' in Turner 1961: 139. 
300 Lucian 'Some Awkward Question to Zeus' in Turner 1961: 139-146. 
301 Lucian On Sacrifices 9. 
302 Lucian 'The pathological liar' or 'The unbeliever' in Turner 1961: 208. 
303 Cumont 1960: 15. 
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4:5 Conclusion. 

Jews and Graeco-Romans believed in "supernatural powers" but their beliefs conflicted. 

The Gentiles could not restrict their worship to only one cult and so the Jews castigated 

them as polytheistic. In contrast, the Gentiles regarded the Jews as atheist and impious 

people304
. The Jews too were not consistent with their beliefs because some of them seem 

to have been totally attracted to the Graeco-Roman way of life305
, while others, even 

though attracted, seemed to have retained their uniqueness as Jews. The latter were most 

likely and in certain respects Jewish to the core and Hellenised to the same core306
. Also, 

it would be incredibly na"ive to assume that Graeco-Roman beliefs, rituals and practices 

were solid while they were the subject of ongoing doubts and escalating discussion. 

Although Jewish and Graeco-Roman beliefs were not identical, this does not mean that 

each group was ignorant of each other's beliefs. The letter of Aristeas implies that the 

Jews and Graeco-Romans worshipped the same God under the guise of different 

names307
. But the letter also differentiates Jews and Greeks insisting that the Jews believe 

'God is one', while other people think that 'there are many gods' 308
• The Jews were 

preserved and separated from false beliefs and honoured one God who is powerful above 

the whole creation309
• 

The question as to what extent Jews and Graeco-Romans admitted or practised each 

other's beliefs is elusive. Most of the cited evidence is controversial. The inscriptions 

attesting the cult of Theos Hypsistos (the highest god) and Sabazius does not provide 

strong and convincing evidence of the origin of these cults. There is no unanimity as to 

whether these cults were Jewish or Graeco-Roman since they could have been either or 

both310
. The epitome of Valerius Maximus, which insists that the expulsion of Jews from 

Rome was connected to the cult of Sabazius Jupiter, cannot be used decisively to 

304 Philo De Spec Leg 2.165f; Josephus Ant 3.7.7. 179; 4.6.8.137f; 12.3.2.126; 19.5.3.290; Against Apion 
1.34.309; 2.6.65-67, 7 .79, 10.117. See also Barclay 1996: 432. 
305 Josephus Against Apion 1.22.161-175; 1.22.176--181. 

. 
306 Barclay 1996: 91; Geertz 1979: 164. 
307 Letter of Aristeas 15f. However, it is the Graeco-Romans who recognised the God whom the Jews 
worshipped but this does not mean the Jews recognised the validity of Graeco-Roman worship (Barclay 
1966: 143). 
308 Letter of Aristeas 134. 
309 Letter of Aristeas 139. 
310 See Arnold 1995: 31f, 7lf, 152,154f, 195, 197; Kraabel 1969: 81-93; Trebilco 1991: 127-144, and 
especially 131-133; Cumont 1906: 63-79; 1956: 64,162; Nock et al1972: 422-427. 
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establish whether the adherents of the cult were Jewish or Graeco-Roman311
. Of note, the 

designation 'the Highest God' is not only attested in the LXX, Philo and Josephus as 

Jewish, but also the predicates 'Zeus Hypsistos' or 'Theos Hypsistos' were known and 

used by Graeco-Romans312
. Therefore, Cumont's theory that Jews in Asia Minor were 

involved in a detailed syncreticism is now rendered unfounded by this evidence313
. 

Barclay maintains that the inscriptions of the Most High God bear no proof of Jewish 

syncretism314
. But they may prove that each group knew the beliefs, rituals and practices 

of each other. 

The magical papyri, as noted above include some Hebrew and Aramaic spells and sacred 

names, and could provide possible evidence of an affinity between Jewish and Graeco

Roman beliefs, rituals and practices. However, the use of the Jewish divine name, the 

appearance of Hebrew angels and reference to Jewish key personalities like Moses and 

the patriarchs in the magical papyri is not sufficient proof that Jews participated in 

Graeco-Roman magic. It is certainly not the same thing to discern whether such texts 

originated from the Jews and whether the Jews used them in their present syncretistic 

form315
. This also does not rule out the possibility that some Jews created and used 

magical texts. Juvenal the Roman satirist knew a Jewish woman who interpreted dreams 

with her spells and magic portions316
. It seems that some Jews were able to compromise 

their prestige and appeal with beliefs, rituals and practices that would provoke God317
. 

The Jews may have used spells and worn amulets containing images and names of 

311 Valerius Maximus Epitome 1.3.2f. Lane 1979: 35-38 insists that the text accounts for the expulsion of 
two distinct groups: Jews as well as worshippers of Sabazius. But this text is historically dubious since 
textual uncertainties are preserved in the two epitomes. One epitome says the Jews and the Chaldeans were 
ejected from Rome because 'they tried to transmit their sacred rites to the Romans'. The other says the 
Jews were compelled to return to their homes because they tried 'to infect Roman customs with the cult of 
Jupiter Sabazius' (Barclay 1996: 285f, 298). So it is difficult to tell if the adherents of Sabazius cults were 
Jews or pagans or both. 
312 Homer Iliad 8.22; Plutarch De /side et Osiride 51.371E; Klauck 2000a: 68. 
313 Trebilco 1991: 127 -144; Sanders 1993: 191 -196; Barclay 1996: 333f. 
314 Barclay 1996: 333f. 
315 Barclay 1996: 121. 
316 Juvenal Sat. 6.553-62. See Klauck 2000a: 49; 2000b: 241. 
317 Simon 1986: 351; Barclay 1996: 122. 
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Graeco-Roman gods and that of lao Sabaoth318
, probably a Grecised version of the 

Altogether, there is reason to believe that some Jewish and Graeco-Roman beliefs 

intersected and interacted with each other and possibly influenced each other. Probably 

neither the Jews nor the Graeco-Romans were ignorant of each other's beliefs, rituals and 

practices319
. Arnold insists that regardless of the particular worldview (with regard to 

cosmogony-that is, origins or eschatology), both Jews and Gentiles could understand 

what Paul had to say on the topic of "supernatural powers"320
• Most people in the first 

century CE agreed that there were "supernatural powers" but disagreed on how the 

"supernatural powers" are to be conceived. However, the levels at which both the Jews 

and Gentiles were assimilated or syncretistic to the other's beliefs is a subject surrounded 

by numerous ambiguities and which hitherto remains elusive and open-ended321
. 

Nonetheless, the masses believed in "supernatural powers" and considered it necessary to 

pacify them. Cicero illustrates that superstitious beliefs about "supernatural powers" were 

"widespread among the nations and had taken advantage of human weakness to cast a 

spell over the mind of almost every person"322
• Jewish and Graeco-Roman beliefs, rituals 

and practices certainly formed the background against which the Pauline concept of 

"supernatural powers" was articulated323
• Was Paul exposed to different influences or a 

fusion of influences324? This will be the subject matter of the next chapter, which seeks to 

evaluate the Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" within its first century CE 

background. 

318 PGM V.96-172. See also PGM IV.1169-1226; XIII.335-340;XX1Ia.17-27; XXIIb.1-26; XXV.1-42. 
See also Goodenough 1953,2: 291 -294; Barclay 1996: 122. 
319 Dunn 1996: 30; Josephus Against Apion 2.29.210 Philo De Praemiis et Poenis XXVI.152. 
320 Arnold 1992b: 27, 171 
321 Barclay 1996: 335. 
322 Cicero De Divinatione 2.lxxii.l48. 
323 Graystone 1959: 196,205. 
324 Cf. Carson eta! 1992: 217. 
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Chapter 5 The context of the literary genre: Evaluating the Pauline concept of 

"supernatural powers" within its first century CE milieu. 

5:1 Introduction 

What milieu gave Paul a terminological and conceptual framework as he responded to the 

belief in "supernatural powers" within the context of production? In chapter four, we 

noted that the context of production was complex. This makes it exacting to determinedly 

endorse a precise milieu, Jewish or Graeco-Roman, as the sole contributing factor to the 

terminological and conceptual framework within which Paul developed his theology of 

"supernatural powers". Most of the Pauline terms identified as "supernatural powers" 

could ambiguously refer to spiritual beings and also to earthly human rulers1
. Some of the 

sources from which we can deduce the everyday usage of these terms are often later (for 

example most of the Greek Magical Papyri) and unique (for example Philo) and so they 

may not represent the views of all and sundry. It is also possible that each specific term 

did not have a range of usage known to every one and implied in every use of the term. 

As Bauer notes, some Greek word forms could be "indistinct in meaning"2
, while others 

may have developed "new possibilities of usage"3
. It may be critical to "reckon with the 

possibility that what, for instance, Paul said, conditioned as he was by his Jewish past, 

was not always understood in the same terms by his gentile Christian hearers, who were 

also unable to dissociate themselves entirely from their previous ways of thought"4
• As 

already noted in chapter four, it is possible that both Jews and Gentiles could understand 

what Paul had to say about "supernatural powers" as most people agreed on the idea that 

they influenced human affairs. Could it be that Paul creatively fused the current Jewish 

apocalyptic and the Graeco-Roman academic and polemical depiction of popular gods? 

Was Paul using usual terms and concepts or were the terminology and concepts his own 

creation? The focal points of this chapter are exegetical and theological, which may help 

us identify the message Paul communicated to his hearers, "who may have heard these 

words before, but with different connotations and associations"5
. 

1 Wink 1984: 9f. 
2 Bauer 1957: xiv. 
3 Bauer 1957: xv. 
4 Bauer 1957: xxi. 
5 Bauer 1957: xxi. 
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5:2 An exegetical treatise. 

i. 'E(ova{at and apzovm;. 

Outside the New Testament, E~ouo(cn and &pxovtE~ not only refer to spiritual beings but 

also to human rulers6
• Philo speaks about the emperor as both divine and human in the 

fragments preserved by Antonius7
. Perhaps both terms referred to spiritual beings ruling 

the cosmos using human power or agency. Hellenistic Judaism and the Graeco-Roman 

mind-set accepted that rulers were divinely chosen and the state had its place in the 

divine cosmic order. The Graeco-Roman mind-set honoured human rulers with divine 

attributes and regarded them as divine ministers for the care and safety of humankind. 

'E~ouo(aL and &pxovtE~ could thus indicate spiritual or material entities and also signify 

the inseparable link between the spiritual and material8
. The boundary between the spirit 

and the material worlds was fluid and often loose9 so that human rulers and "supernatural 

powers" may have had as much in common as they had differences. The New Testament 

often uses E=~ouo (a in reference to the right or authorisation to use power conferred by an 

office but uses it only eight times in reference to spiritual beings. The majority of these 

references are in Paul, six times in the disputed epistles and only once in an undisputed 

epistle10
. When the New Testament uses &pxovtE~ as reference for spiritual beings, it 

usually has a modifying clause for example, 'ruler of demons', 'ruler of this world/age' 

or 'prince of the power of the air' 11
. 

There is controversy as to whether E=~ouo(aL and &pxovtE~ in Rom 13: 1-7, to whom (as 

the context of the literary genre attest) every soul should submit and pay tax, refer to 

human or spiritual rulers. Some scholars suppose a double reference, upon which the 

terms refer both to human rulers and spiritual beings12
. Other scholars maintain that the 

context of Rom 13: 1-7 does not require any spiritual interpretation since the authorities 

6 Daniel 7: 27 (LXX); 1QM 15: 2-3; Test. Levi. 3: 8; Jub. 48; 1Enoch 8: 1; 61:10; 2Enoch 20: 1; Bauer 
1957: lllf, 277f; Reid 1993b: 748 
7 Philo, Frag. Ser. C/V. 
8 Schmidt 1937: 15; Reicke 1946: 134f; Morrison 1960: 57. 
9 Morrison 1960: 99. 
1° Col1:16; 2:10,15; Eph 1:20f; 3:10; 6:1lf; lCor 15:24; I Pt 3:22. 
11 Mt. 9: 34; Jn. 12: 31; 1 Cor 2: 6 -8; Eph. 2: 2. 
12 Wink 1984: 45-47; Cullmann 1951: 139-143; 185-210; 1957: 95-114; Morrison 1960: 130. 
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to which tax is paid (v 6) are human13
. Cranfield not only attests how these terms refer to 

civil power but also acknowledges the considerable dispute among scholars as to whether 

the terms have a double reference to the civil authority and also to the powers, which 

stand behind and act through the civil authorities14
. However, the general context in most 

cases never detached religion and politics; the government derived its authority from 

spiritual beings15
. The state was categorically recognized within the sacred order and 

rulers were somehow divine. They were the earthly provisions for universal harmony, 

immediate bearers and mediators of divine power. The terms assigned to the deity that 

allegedly gave human rulers power over their subjects could be used for these rulers16
. 

There is an enticing probability of reading E~oua(a.t and lf.pxovcEc;; in Rom 13: 1-7 as 

spiritual beings even if the immediate context favours human rulers17
• Perhaps Paul 

wanted to convey a message that embraced civil power in its human aspect without 

discarding the spiritual powers that instituted it18
. Yet Rom 13: 1-7 is complicated by the 

fact that the immediate context verifies a human interpretation while the general context 

provides liberty for a reading that includes human rulers and spiritual beings. 

The literary and rhetorical context of Col 1: 16; 2: 10, 15; Eph 1: 20f; 3: 10; 6: 11f; 1Cor 

15: 24 suggests that E~oua(a.t solely refers to evil spiritual beings. Eph 1: 20 and 1Cor 15: 

24 use an Old Testament citation (Ps 110), which is often regarded as a reference to 

nations believed to have been Israel's enemies. Now the enemies of the new Israel cannot 

be pagan nations, for the reason that believers from pagan nations have been assimilated 

into the commonwealth of Israel in Christ through his blood (Eph 2: 1-22). It is probable 

that the enemies mentioned in 1Cor 15: 24, such as &.px~v. E:~oua(av and c5Uva.tJ.tv19 and 

13 Fitzmyer 1993 :666; Dunn 1988: 760. 
14 Cranfield 1979: 656. 
15 See Bauer 1957: xxii; Rom 13: 1. 
16 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.60; Origen Against Celsus 8.63; Dehn 1936: 90-109; Nilsson 1948:106, 
121; Cullmann 1951: 185-210; Morrison 1960:25, 43f, 79, 98, 103; Shafer 1991: 3; Kee 1993:51: Klauck 
2000a: 15. 
17 Dunn 1988: 763; Wink 1984: 45-47. 
18 Cranfield 1979: 659; Wink 1984: 47. 
19 The literary and rhetoric context of 1 Cor 15 deals with the resurrection of the dead and treats death as an 
enemy that will be conquered when Christ hands over the kingdom to God the Father. Just as Christ was 
raised from the dead, the dead too will be raised. However, e&vato<; is not necessarily a spiritual power like 
apx~v KO:L E~OUOLO:V KO:L OUVO:I-!LV. But like the spiritual powers identified as apx~v. E~oua(av ana OUVO:IJ.LV, 

e&vato<; will be destroyed at the eschaton (see chapter six, pages 208-211). 
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are spiritual beings that were the enemies of Christ and his church rather than the pagan 

nations. As the Davidic kingship would crush the enemies of Israel, so Christ's rule 

vanquishes the enemies of the new Israel21
• There are no conceivable "supernatural 

powers" outside the dominion of Christ, including those invoked in magical rituals and 

practices. Despite the views of Carr and Yates22
, Paul in Ephesians and Colossians (as in 

!Corinthians) seems to have been saying that E:~ouo[n:t refer to evil spiritual beings that 

Christ conquered through his death and resurrection. 

The literary and rhetorical context of 1 Cor 2: 6-8 is unclear as to whether &:pxov-rEc; refer 

to spiritual or human rulers; hence a double reference has been suggested. There is 

evidence supporting the interpretation of spiritual rulers outside the Pauline letters. Both 

the LXX and Theodotion (late second century but relying on a much earlier Greek text) 

readings of Daniel 10: 13 refer to archangel Michael as Elc; -rwv &:px6v-rwv twv 1Tpwtwv 

('one of the pre-eminent rulers'). Theodotion also uses &pxwv (singular) in reference to 

Michael in Daniel 10: 21 and 12: 1, while the LXX has &yyE'Aoc,. While the LXX uses 

otpn:nw6c; for the spiritual rulers of Persia and Greece in Daniel 10: 20f, Theodotion 

unswervingly uses &pxwv. The Masoretic text uses the Hebrew term,~ for angelic rulers. 

Perhaps the Hebrew term t:l',~ translated 'chiefs' or 'princes' or 'rulers', which could be 

positively compared with the angelic ruler/prince of light appointed for Israel's defence 

against the angel of darkness23
, may have stood behind Paul's usage of &:px6v-rwv in lCor 

2: 6-8. The context seems to necessitate the reading of &:px6v-rwv as spiritual beings. Paul 

speaks of -rwv &:px6v-rwv roD n:lwvoc, toutou who are coming to nothing (twv 

Kn:tn:pyoullEvwv) and who did not know the wisdom of God and so crucified the Lord of 

glory. The modifying clause roD n:Lwvoc, -rou-rou enables the identification of &:px6vtwv 

20 The literary/rhetorical context of Eph 1: 20-23 affirms and demonstrates the decisive power of God that 
occurs in the resurrection and exaltation of Christ. This prepares the way for the significant affirmation 
about the raising and enthronement of believers with their Lord in Eph 2: 4-7. Having been exalted at the 
right hand of God, Christ now possesses the full authority of the Father. His position is superior to every 
imaginable hostile "supernatural power" not only in the present age but also the age to come (see O'Brien 
1999: 139-152). The literary and rhetorical context of this passage seem to suggest that the power of God, 
which raised Christ from the dead and exalted him at the right hand of God is also available to believers. 
21 This was the early Christians' interpretation of Psalm 110. See Hay 1973. 
22 Carr 1981: 132; Yates 1991: 579. 
23 1QM 13: 10-12; 1QS 3:20-26. 
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with spiritual beings. If Paul knew the Danielic cosmology of angelic powers lying 

behind the nations, then it could be that he used apxovrwv to refers to spiritual beings, 

which, as the architects of the wisdom of this age, were oblivious of God's wisdom and 

plan for the ages and so crucified the Lord of glory24
. Several Jewish apocalyptic texts 

depicts &pxovm; as beings that did not know Israel were God's children since they had 

not received the revelation of all mysteries even if they were in heaven25
. Such literature 

supports the view that apxovrwv tOU atwvo<; tOUtOU refer to "supernatural powers". The 

synoptic Gospels also support this reading. Beelzebub, the alias of Satan, is described as 

the chief ruler (&pxwv) of demons26. It is possible then, that twv apxovrwv tau atwvo<; 

rourou refer to Satan and his minions who could perhaps control human behaviour and 

also the religio-cultural and socio-political/economic order27
. If we may correlate John's 

distinctive usage of the Greek word KOOj.!O<;, which refers to human society in its 

organised opposition to God and if Satan's rule extends to 6 KOOj.!o<;28
, it is certainly 

possible that apxov-rwv refer to evil spiritual beings29
• For that reason, Herod, Pilate and 

the Jewish authorities could not bear the weight of the phrase, rwv apxovrwv rou atwvo<; 

rourou30. Noticeably, Satan in 2Cor. 4: 4 is referred to as 6 8Eo<; tau atwvo<; taurou and in 

Jn. 14: 30f as '6 rou Kooj.!ou &pxwv·' and his corning appears to refer to the crucifixion. It 

seems that Satan and his minions were regarded as the real architects of Christ's death. 

However, the preference of reading apxovrwv as human rulers is surprisingly strong. The 

rulers of this age who crucified the Lord of glory were political and religious human 

leaders. An early Christian tradition held the chief priest and the rulers accountable for 

delivering Christ for judgment and subsequent crucifixion. The Jewish people and their 

leaders were ignorant in delivering Jesus to death31
. It is therefore possible that apxovrwv 

in 1 Cor 2: 6-8 refer to religious and political human leaders as the physical agents of 

24 Reid 1993b: 748. 
25 !Enoch 16: 1 -3; Jub 1: 25; Asc. /sa 8: 7. 
26 Mk. 3: 22; Mt. 9: 34; 12: 24; Lk. 11; 15. 
27 See chapter 4, pages 110 and 119f 
28 Jn. 12: 31, 16: 11; Un 5: 19; Un 2: 15. See Bauer 1957: 447f. 
29 Tertullian adv. Marc 5.6; Origen, de Prine. 3.2; Bultmann 1952, 1: 147ff; Lietzmann 1949; Delling, 
TDNT, 1: 489; Schlier 1961: 45f; Barrett 1963: 278ff. 
30 Dibelius 1909: 89. 
31 Luke 24: 20; Acts 3: 13-18. 
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Jesus' death32
. The context seemingly supports this reading, for Paul has already referred 

to the 'wise', the 'scribe', the 'powerful' and the 'well-born', whom God is bringing to 

nothing ( 1 Cor 1: 18-30). These are certainly human beings, who are the powers of this 

age (lCor 1: 20). Humanity, not demonic powers, is symbolised by 6 KOo~-to<; (lCor 1: 21) 

that &ux rf)c; oocj>(ac; did not know God. In the Johannine writings, 6 KOo~-to<; stands in 

opposition to God (lJn~ 2: 15) and so incapable of knowing God (Jn. 17: 25)33
. Perhaps it 

is human wisdom and not the spiritual beings that prevent people from knowing God's 

power and spiritual truth (I Cor 2: 5, 13). The context certainly supports a human reading 

seeing that the direct opposite in 1Cor 1-2 is not between saved human and lost angels 

but between two groups of human beings34
• 

It is possible therefore to read &:px6vrwv in 1 Cor 2: 6-8 either as spiritual beings or as 

human rulers. If &:px6vrwv include every power that was involved in Christ's death, then 

both human rulers and spiritual beings are intended. The Ascension of Isaiah and the Acts 

of Thomas depict Satan as the one who stirred people to cause Christ's death35
• The same 

tradition is preserved in Ignatius36 and according to the Nag Hammadi library (dated in 

the 4th century CE but which has materials that go back to the Second Temple period37
), 

men and angels desired to rule the universe, so they killed Jesus38
. Perhaps the early 

Christians saw the influence of spiritual beings behind human hostility that led to Christ's 

death39
. It could be that 1Cor 2: 6-8 describe how religious and political leaders and 

institutions, now under the control of spiritual powers, caused the death of Christ40
. 

'Apx6vrwv may refer to spiritual beings that worked with and through human beings, or to 

spiritual beings and human rulers who worked together to bring the death of Christ41
. To 

regard rwv &:px6vrwv rou atwvo<; rourou purely as a reference to spiritual beings or purely 

as a reference to earthly rulers is equally defective. The phrase probably represents an 

32 See Wink 1984: 41; Schniewind 1951: 104; Miller 1972: 522; Carr 1981: 119. 
33 Bauer 1957: 488. 
34 Schniewind 1951: 104-109; Wink 1984: 41. 
35 Ascension of Isaiah 9: 13-15; 10: 10-12; Acts of Thomas 32 
36 Ignatius Symr. 1; Mag. 11 Trail. 9: 1. 
37 Pearson 1984; 1992,4: 991; Freedman 1992,4: 982. 
38 Tri. Trac. 121-122. 
39 Reid 1993b: 748. 
40 Gunther 1936: 104; Wink 1984: 45. 
41 See Leivestad 1954: 106; Wendland 1946: 19; Dehn 1936: 104; Caird 1956: 16f. 
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immediate coincidence of heavenly and earthly activity when Pilate, Herod, Caiaphas and 

the Jews acted under the control of their spiritual superiors42
• In that case, human powers 

could be the unconscious agents of spiritual powers. 

ii. iJ vvdf.J€l(. 

iluva~EL<; refer to a sweeping range of powers, such as political or military forces43
. It 

could also refer to God's angelic army or host. The LXX identifies 6uva~EL<; with the 

powers of heaven, angels, stars and even gods44
• Several Second Temple texts regard 

6uva~EL<; as heavenly beings as well as human45
• Philo frequently (about 75 times) uses 

6uva~EL<; to refer to angelic and other heavenly beings, though not in the evil sense46
. He 

also uses 6uva~EL<; in various ways and in most cases idiomatically. Some of his passages 

depict 6uva~L<; as a human attribute. Others regard 6uva~EL<; as abstract and impersonal 

categories such as force (military force), strength, ability, mastery or influence, faculty, 

might, value, function, potentiality, capacity and as an attribute of number. In some texts, 

it seems that Philo's understanding of 6uva~EL<; as angelic and other heavenly beings is a 

fusion of Jewish monotheism and the Neo-Platonic idea of divine emanations47
• 

The term is also frequently used in the New Testament for miracles and in a few cases to 

denote spiritual entities and attributes. In some Pauline texts, 6uva~L<; is often used in 

reference to the power of God, Christ and the Holy Spirit. It is also used in reference to 

miracles, human ability, power or strength and the meaning or significance of words48
. 

However, in Rom 8: 38 and Eph. 1: 21 6uvaf.LEL<; conveys the idea of evil spiritual powers 

42 See Dehn 1936: 104; Schweitzer 1948: 19, Cf. 34; Cullmann 1951: 191, 196; Stewart 1951: 295f; 
Morrison 1960: 24; Wink 1984: 45. 
43 See Bauer 1957: 206f; Wink 1984: 59-61. 
44 LXX Daniel 8: 10 (for powers of heaven); LXX Ps. 103: 21 (for angels); Isa. 34: 4 (for stars); Ps. 29: 1; 
89: 5-8 (for gods). 
45 Jub. 1:29, 1 En 61: 10; 2; L.A.E25: 1; 48: 4; Test. Abr. 9, 14; 2 Enoch 20: 1-3. 
46 Philo De cher. 20, 27f, 51, 106; De sac. 59f; De post. 20, 167-169; De mig. 181, 220; Quod deus. 3, 77f, 
109, 100; De plant. 14, 129; De conf 137, 166, 17lf, 175, 182; Quis rer. 166, 170, 172, 312; De fuga. 69f; 
95, 97f, 100f; De mut. 14f, 28f; De som.l. 62, 70, 163, 185, 240; II. 254; De Abr. 121f, 125, 143, 145f; De 
vit.Mos. II. 99; 291; De spec. leg. I. 45 -49; 209, 307, 329; II. 45; De virt. 49. 
47 In De Conf 171-175 God is one, but surrounded by a number of ouvallELt;. In De Mig. 181 the whole is 
held together by chains of invisible powers that cannot be broken. 
48 Rom 1: 16, 20; 9: 17; 1 Cor 1: 18, 24; Eph 3: 20; Phil3: 10; 2 Tim 1: 8; 3: 5; I Cor 12: 28f; Gal3: 5; Cor 
4: 19; 2 Cor 1: 8; 8: 3; 1 Cor 14: 11. 
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opposed to God probably in the military sense49
. However, the literary context of Rom 8: 

38f in which ouvallELc; appears should be taken into consideration since not everything 

that is mentioned alongside ouvallELc; is necessarily evil. The literary context begins with a 

rhetorical question, Et 6 8Eoc; imf:p ~llwv, 't'Lc; Ka8' ~llWV This question is followed by loud 

and clear assertion that God is not against us and nothing, human or spiritual, good or evil 

can separate us from Christ's love (Rom 8: 31-39) In fact, neither human powers (v 35) 

nor life (whether its experiences are good or evil) nor "supernatural powers" - ouvallELc;, 

apxal., lX.yyEAOL and ou't'E 1nltwlla ou't'E p&eoc;, perhaps representing cosmic and astronomical 

powers, (vv 39f) could not stand between Christ and those he has emancipated50
• The 

powers cited here could be evil but this must be applied with caution since not everything 

mentioned here for instance, 'life', 'things present' and 'things to come', may necessarily 

refer to evil powers. Perhaps the inclusion of terms that may have evil connotation with 

others that may not, means that Paul's intention was to create an impression that nothing 

that happens in human life, now or in the future, not even that which may be allegedly 

caused by human or cosmic or astronomical powers whether good or evil could separate 

believers from the love of God in Christ Jesus51
. The context in which MvallLV appears in 

1Cor 15: 24 most likely implies that the term refers to evil spiritual beings, as it is listed 

among the enemies Christ will destroy at the end of time52
. The enemies of Christ 

certainly convey an evil connotation. Perhaps like most of the Jewish people, Paul ranked 

ouvallELc; as evil and demonic53
. The Old Testament firmly rebuked Israel for forsaking 

Yahweh to worship all the host (LXX ouvallE Lc;) and censures all the host of heaven, who 

will rot awal4
• 

iii. Kvpufr-1]r;. 

There is no evidence of pre-Christian use of KUpLOn]c;, translated as 'dominion' or 

'lordship' or ruling power55
• The term appears in Col 1: 16 (in plural- KUpLO't'TJ't'Ec;) and 

49 Reid 1993b: 749. 
5° Cf. lEn 41: 9, "surely, neither angel nor Satan (no authority or power) has the power to hinder; for there 
is a judge to all of them, he will glance, and all of them are before him, he is the judge". 
51 See Carr 1981: 112; Wink 1984: 49. 
52 See footnote 19 above. 
53 McCown 1922b: 136. 
54 2Kgs. 17: 16, Isa. 34: 4. 
55 Bauer 1957: 461 
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Eph. 1: 21 (in singular - Kup LOtT]'W~). The image supplied by Kup LOtT]~ is that of the realm 

or territory over which a KUPLO~ rules56
• KupLOtT]~ seems to have represented angelic 

power believed to have had some control over human fate57
. It is still not clear if the term 

lies behind the Slavonic term for 'dominion' as part of the heavenly army of the seventh 

heaven in 2Enoch 20: 1. It is also not clear whether the pre-Christian sources in favour of 

'dominion' used KupLOtT]~ or E~oua(a. (Col 1: 13) or ~YEIJ.Ov(a.~ (Josephus War 6.330; Lk 3: 

1) or even &pxf]~ (Dt 17: 20,-LXX)58
. The term appears in Jude 8 and 2Pt 2: 1 0 as a 

reference to 'authority' or possibly 'limit'. Later usage of the term is surrounded with 

ambiguity for while some used it to refer to heavenly beings59
, others used it in the sense 

of ruling power60
. The Hebrew term n'?WI?~ used for the dominion of Be liar in 1 QS 1: 18; 

2: 19; 1QM 14: 9; 18: 1 could possibly be linked with KUpLOtT]~. The dominion of Beliar 

could also be paralleled to tf]~ E:~oua(a.~ wu aKotou~ in Col. I: 13. Perhaps KUpLOtT]~ 

represents a sphere of spiritual influence formerly ruled by the 'gods many and lords 

many' (lCor. 8: 5). Dibelius supports continuity between KUpLOtT]~ and Paul's reference 

to the 'many lords' and the 'so-called gods' 61
. 

iv. epovot. 

Several sources outside the Pauline letters use 9p6voL as a reference to dominion or 

sovereignty, to the throne of human rulers, God, Satan and other supernatural beings62
. 

The term occurs in some Jewish texts next to other terms that refer to spiritual beings63
. It 

is also used to refer to angelic beings in several magical texts64
. PGM CI 40 gives seven 

magical names to seven thrones that were invoked in the time of need. In the New 

Testament, 9p6voL appears once (Col 1: 16) with other terms that also refer to animate, 

56 See Bauer 1957: 461. 
57 See the GNM Morphology and Barclay-Newman Greek Dictionary as represented in the Bible Works for 
Windows Copyright© 1998 BibleWorks, LLC; Foerster 1965: 1096f; Arnold 1989: 54. 
58 See also Jub. 5:6; I Enoch 82: 10, 16, 17, 20, 1QH 1, 11,19, 20, 24; lQ 34•bis; lQS 1, 2, 10; lQM 10, 
12, 13, 14, 18; 4Q 169.2, 184, 286f; lQM 1; lQpHab 2. 
59 Cyril of Jerusalem Epist. Apost. 13; Nag Hammadi Library Treat. Res. 44: 35-38. 
60 Shepherd of Hennas, Herm. Sim. 5.6.1. 
61 Dibelius 1909: 128. 
62 See Bauer 1957: 364f. 
63 Dan 7: 9 (LXX); Asc. /sa 7-8; Test. Abr 13: 10; 2 En 20: 1; Test. Lev 3: 8; Test. So/3: 5. 
63 Audollent1967, p. 65, Def. Tab 35: 37; p. 320, Def. Tab. 240: Iff. 
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------------------------------------------------ ---- -

personal and wilful spiritual beings65
• The literary context where ep6voL appears is a 

hymn celebrating Christ's supremacy and pre-existence above and before all things, 

including spiritual beings. The hymn's stress on the supremacy and pre-eminence of 

Christ seems to pre-empt the "false heretical definition of the relationship of Christ to the 

powers"66
, which Paul challenged. Other scholars insist that ep6voL and other terms listed 

here were associated with the worship of angels or worship through angels (Col 2: 18)67
, 

which Paul equally disputed. 

v. KoaJ-LOKpdropar;. 

KoolloKpchopw:; continues to puzzle scholars. It does not appear in Jewish writings until 

the Testament of Solomon68
. Wink implies that Ephesians could have influenced the use 

of KOOI-I.OKp&:ropw:; in the Testament of Solomon69
. In contrast, Conybeare holds that it 

reflects Jewish demonology and cannot be regarded as an import from Ephesians into the 

Testament of Solomon70
• Could it be that the author of Ephesians created the term? 

Alternatively, could it be that the later use of KOOI-I.OKpa'Wpa<; accurately reflects an earlier 

usage pre-dating the time of Paul? The latter seems more likely given that KOOI-I.OKpatopa<; 

was popular in magical tradition and astrology, which most likely thrived in Paul's time. 

KoolloKpatwp is used in the magical texts as a title for Serapis and various gods/spirits 

that were summoned by the supplicant for help71
. It is also found in some magical papyri 

that have some astrological elements72 and was used by Pseudo-Petosiris for planets in 

the second century BCE73
. Cumont & Canet link the term with the Roman god Mithras, 

conferring on it cosmic and astrological significance that depicted the god it was applied 

to as the master of the universe and of time74
• 

64 Reid 1993b: 749; Arnold 1995:253. 
65 Schenke 1964: 391. 
66 Dibelius 1973: 82, 90; Bomkamm 1973:123, 130f: Arnold 1995: 158f; 254. 
67 Test. Sol. 8: 2; 18: 2. 
68 Wink 1984: 85. 
69 Conybeare 1896: 6. 
70 PGM III. 35; PGM IV.166, 1599, 2198f; PGM XIII.618-640. 
71 PGM XVIIb. Iff, V. 400f. See also Cumont & Canet 1919: 313-328. 
72 Anthologies of Vettius Valens cited in Cumont & Canet 1919: 318 n 3. See also Arnold 1989: 66. 
73 Cumont and Canet 1919: 320f; Wink 1984: 85; Arnold 1989: 192 n 84; Merkelbach 1992, 4: 877f. 
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Kooj.loKpa:ropac; could thus refer to world-ruling gods or spirit beings that had parts of the 

cosmos under their control'5. It occurs only one time in the New Testament (Eph 6: 12) 

and it is obvious that KOOj.lOKp!hopac; wu oKotouc; toutou refer to evil spiritual beings. The 

phrase ta lTVEUj.liXtLKa tfjc; lTOVTlpLac; f:v to1c; ETioupav[oLc;, underlines the evil nature of these 

'world rulers' and so there is no other possible interpretation except the demonic76
. 

Therefore, KOOj.lOKpchopac;, with other terms in the passage, indicate a world engulfed by 

an invisible spiritual network of powers hostile to life77
. But the term is controversial. 

Wink avers that it represented the powerful spirit of the empire that perpetuated itself via 

a succession of rulers78
• Arnold doubts if the term was applied to the Roman emperors in 

the first century CE. He maintains that the earliest evidence for such usage is found in a 

second century CE Egyptian inscription that referred to Caracalla as KOOj.lOKpatwp79. 

vi. 'A.yydm. 

Several sources use cxyyEAOL as a referent to human or angelic messengers sent either by 

God or by humans80
. Other sources use it as a referent to evil spirits and to intermediary 

beings, now as the opposite of human beings, without indicating their relation to God81
. 

Famous angels known in Judaism appear in the magical papyri, perhaps revealing a link 

between Jewish angelology and pagan magic82. Due to the influence of magic, lXyyE'AoL 

can be linked to spiritual beings populating the underworld83 and to astral spirits assumed 

to be holding the key to cruel fate84
. The use of lXyyEAOL in Greek magical texts reveals 

the apotropaic role of angelic powers as guardians, protectors and intermediary spirits85
. 

"AyyEAOL were invoked to convey favours, prosperity, success86 and revelation to the 

74 Bauer 1957: 446. 
76 Wink 1984: 85; Arnold 1989: 65, 67f. 
77 Wink 1984: 85. 
78 Wink 1984: 85. 
79 Arnold 1989: 67, 193 note 86. 
80 Judith 1: 11; 3: 1; 1Macc: 44; 7: 10; LXX Hag 1: 13; Mal2: 7; 3: 1; Gen 32: 4, 7, Jos 7: 22; Josephus, 
Ant 14.15.11.451; Bauer 1957:7 
81 Testament of Joseph 19: 9; Testament of Asher 6: 4; !Cor 4: 9; Philo, De Gigantibus IV.16; PGM IV 
2701; Bauer 1957: 8 
82 Arnold 1995:24f; 26, 27, 29. 
83 See Bauer 1957: 7. 
84 PGM IV. 571; 1190-1205. See also PGM /. 214-216. 
85 PGM IV 1932-1954; PGM V. 96-172; PGM XXXVI. 170-176. See Arnold 1992b: 140; 1995: 20f, 31 
86 PGM IV, 3165-3167; PGM XXXVI. 35-68. 
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supplicant87
. Since some magical amulets are essentially Jewish in character, it is likely 

that Jewish magical tradition invoked angels for apotropaic intent88
• There was concord 

between some Jews and pagans if both could have invoked angelic powers for various 

reasons through magical recitals. From the perspective of magic, rxyyEAOL could thus refer 

to self-motivated spiritual beings. 

In the Pauline letters, &yyEAOL is used as a reference for spiritual beings, which could have 

an evil disposition and even go wrong thus inviting judgement. In Rom 8: 38, the context 

suggests that &yyEAOL are evil spiritual powers that could attempt to thwart God's plan. In 

1 Cor. 6: 3, &yyEAOL appear to be at fault and are subject to the judgment of believers. In 

2Cor 12: 7, the thorn in Paul's fresh was &yydoc. ~crro:vii harassing him so as to keep him 

from being too elated by the abundance of revelations. However, the more problematic 

usage of &yydoL in the Pauline letters is in Col 2: 18, which is caused by the ambiguity of 

the genitive in the phrase epllOKEL«;t 't'WV ayyEAWV. If 't'WV is an objective genitive89
, it 

means angel worship. If it is a subjective genitive90
, it refers to the angelic worship of 

God, or worship led by angels91
. Could it be that the author of Colossians intended the 

objective genitive? There may have been a cult of angels in Asia Minor and it is people 

rather than angels who performed the worship92
. Allowing for the popular belief that 

angels were powerful celestial beings who could protect or harm people, it may be that 

9pT]OKELO: 't'WV ayyEAwv refers to worship directed to angels for invoking protection93
. 

However, 9pT]aKdo: 't'WV ayyf.).wv is a crux interpretum. All in all, people were involved in 

"angelic worship" at Colossae. 

vii. ni armxEia roD KOaf.JOU 

The noun O't'OLXE'io: could refer to the letters that made up a word, whether silent or vocal, 

the basic components of learning a language (e.g. letters, syllable and words) and musical 

87 PGM I. 296-327; PGM VII. 795-845. 
88 Deissman 1927: 256-264; Knox 1938: 191-203; Goodenough 1953, 2: 191; Alexander 1987: 377; 
Arnold 1995: 63-70. 
89 As in Williams 1909: 413-438; Arnold 1995: 92f; Wolter 1993: 146f; Demaris 1994: 59-62; Dunn 1996: 
179f. 
90 As in Francis 1973: 177; Lincoln 1981: 223, note 9: Rowland 1983: 77; Dunn 1996: 180-182. 
91 Reid 1993b: 749. 
92 Arnold 1995: 32-102; DeMaris 1994: 77; Lohse 1971: 119; Schweizer 1982: 159. 
93 Arnold 1995: 70. 
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notes. It could also refer to the basics of a subject e.g. ABC, the basic 'elements' of the 

physical world e.g. earth, air, water, fire and the heavenly bodies94
. Stars were allegedly 

made of the chief and purest element, fire. It was assumed that they were visible gods, 

who by some account influenced the events and fate of human beings95
. They were also 

regarded as celestial demons or spirits inimical to humankind96
. Consequently, scholars 

read tO: otOLXE1a tou KOOf.LOU differently as (a) basic principles, (b) essential components 

"' of the universe and (c) spiritual beings. These readings have found their way into several 

Bible translations, with the RSV and NEB preferring spiritual beings and the NIV and 

NASB favouring the basic/elemental principles of the world. 

I:tOLXE1a appears three times outside the Pauline corpus. One reference indicates the basic 

teachings of Christian faith (Heb 5: 12), and two the natural substances of which the 

world is made (2Pt. 3: 10, 12). The Pauline letters uses tO: otOLXE1a four times (Gal. 4: 3; 

Gal 4: 9; Col. 2: 8, 20), three times with the qualifying genitive tou KOOf.LOU and one time 

(Gal 4: 9) without it, but which may be an abbreviated reference97
. The contentious issue 

among scholars is whether tO: otOLXE1a tou KOOf.LOU in Paul refer to basic principles or 

essential components of the universe or to spiritual beings. Several scholars regard tO: 

otOLXE1a tou KOOf.LOU as basic principles. They are of the opinion that tO: otOLXE1a tou 

KOOf.LOU refer to the basic set of religious and philosophical principles, which sent out their 

claim upon people prior to and apart from Christ, and which still threaten to supplant 

Christ98
. Several other scholars consider tO: otOLXE1a tou KOOf.Lou as a reference to the 

essential components of the world99
, which are in a mighty strife100

. The idea is that the 

four elements were in 'strife', causing imbalance that could bring deluge upon the 

94 Xenophon Memorabilia 2.1.1; Plato Theaet. 20lc; Plutarch De Liberis Educandis 16.2; Diogenes 
Laertius 7: 136, 137; 2Mac. 12: 13; Wis. 7: 17; 19: 18; 4Mac 12: 13; PGM 4.440, 1303; Philo De 
Cherubim 2.XXXV .127. See also Bauer 1957: 776; Blinzler, as cited in Arnold 1995: 162. 
95 Cicero De Natura Deorum 2. 42f; Ps -Calisthenes I: 12: 1. See also GNM Morphology and Barclay
Newman Greek Dictionary rendering of otOLXELWV in the BibleWorks for Windows Copyright © 1998 
BibleWorks, LLC. 
96 Test. Sol. 8:2; Delling TDNTVII: 670-683. 
97 Reid 1993a: 229. 
98 Moule 1957: 92; DeMaris 1992,2: 444; Longenecker 1990: 166; Bandstra 1964: 57, 70; Wink 1984:74-
78; 1986: 133f, 148f. 
99 Schweizer 1982; 1988: 456; Dunn 1998: 108; 1996: 149f. 
100 Aristotle Metaphysics II. 4 [1000] 
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world101
. So the elements of the world are not worshiped but feared, they were not deities 

or spirits but earth, water, air and fire102
. 

Most scholars insist 't'a O't'OLXEltx 't'OU KOOIJ.OU refers to spiritual beings103
, although they tag 

them differently as astral spirits, star deities, evil angels and demons, elemental spirits, 

angels of the nations or local tribal and national deities104
• Whatever the tagging, the 

reading that 't'a O't'OLXEltx 't'Ou KOOIJ.OU refers to spiritual beings is consistent. The linguistic 

context links 't'a O't'OLXEla 't'OU KOOIJ.OU with other spiritual beings such as principalities and 

powers, angels, beings that by nature are not gods and sets them in contradistinction to 

Christ. Further, the old popular belief that the luminaries were celestial divinities that 

controlled the cosmos and human destin/05 links 't'a a't'OLXEltx 't'Ou KOOIJ.OU to spiritual 

beings. The false teaching at Colossae that was according to •a O't'OLXEltx 1:ou KOOIJ.OU 

rather than to Christ probably implies a proximity of 't'a O't'OLXEltx 't'OU KOOIJ.OU to 

principalities and powers (Col. 2: 8-10), allowing a correlation of the two categories of 

"supernatural powers". The hint at spiritual discipline linked to the 'worship of angels' 

perhaps allows for a parallel between 't'a O't'OLXEltx 't'OU KOOIJ.OU and angelic powers. Paul in 

Col 2: 20 speaks of Christians having died with Christ from 't'WV O't'OLXELwv 't'OU KOOflOU, 

which by implication are linked with burdensome and ineffective regulations. In Gal 4: 3, 

't'a O't'OLXEla 't'OU KOOIJ.OU are paralleled to Jewish experiences under the law described in 

Gal 3: 23-25. In Gal 4: 8, 't'a O't'OLXEltx 't'OU KOOIJ.OU are linked to the Gentile religious past 

when they did not know God and were subjected to 'beings that by nature are no gods'. 

Apparently, there is a parallel between Col 2: 8, 20 and Gal 4: 8-10 provided by the 

polemical nature of both contexts. The contexts link 't'a O't'OLXEltx 't'Ou KOOIJ.OU with spiritual 

101 See Philo DeSpecialibus Legibus 2. XXXI. 190-192. 
102 Philo holds that the four elements had "transcendent powers" (De Aet. Mund. 107). They could be 
identified with gods or spirits and given names of deities (De Vita Contemplativa 3; De Decalogo 53). 
Wink (1984: 74) suggests that the divinisation of the elements was commonplace during the Graeco
Roman era. Cumont (1912: 34) asserts that long before the first century CE, earth, fire and water were 
worshipped as divine cosmic powers. Herodotus (1.31) and Strabo (15.3.13) also attest the worship of the 
four physical elements. Then the Pauline audience could have read trx atoLXE1a tou KOO!-LOU as spiritual 
beings (Arnold 1995: 163-183). 
103 See Arnold 1995: 159f, esp. note 4. 
104 Arnold 1995: 162, 185-193; Reid 1993a: 232; Martin 1991: 90-96; Dunn 1991: 136; 1996: 149f; 
Wrightl986: IOlf, 155f. 
105 Plato Tim. 40a, 40c, 40d, 41a; Diogenes Laertius 8.28; 6.102; PGM 39. 18-2; !Enoch 43: 1 -2; 60: 11f 
72-82; Jub. 2: 2; Test. Sol. 8: 1-4; Josephus Jewish War 5.5.4.212-5.218; Acts 7: 42f; Amos 4: 25-27 Jdg 
5: 20. See also Rochberg-Halton 1992: 504--507. 
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beings and religious rules. Perhaps this reveals the long-held belief that •a o't"OLXELa "Cou 

KOOIJ.OU could work with and through people and religious institutions. Both the law and 

paganism, distinguishable from 't"Ct O't"OLXELa mu KOOIJ.OU, allow spiritual beings that were 

local, national and tribal identities106 to impose bondage on individuals. It is thus 

unsurprisingly believable that •a O't"OLXE'La mu KOOIJ.OU are spiritual beings, which 

exploited the principles of religion to lead people and institutions astray. Paul may have 

followed the popular reading of 't"Ct O't"OLXELa "Cou KOOIJ.OU as cosmic powers107
• He may 

have relied on Graeco-Roman philosophers and Jewish apocalyptic scorn of idolatry as 

the mistaken worship of air, fire and water as gods to challenge his audience's spiritual 
• 108 Ignorance . 

viii. iJ«Lf.JUJV. 

In the New Testament, the term &a[iJ.WV could refer to malevolent demonic spirits and 

also to heathen gods109
• However, the Pauline epistles contain very few references to 

&a LIJ.WV. In 1 Tim 4: 1, Paul regards demons as the source of false teachings and in 

!Corinthians, which is discussed in a separate section below, he links demons with idol 

worship. Could it be that the association of demons with the false teachings and pagan 

religions echoes Paul's idea that Satan inspires religious deception? Again, are demons 

and "principalities and powers" interrelated? According to Ferdinanda, "the exact 

relationship between demons and powers remains unresolved in the Pauline epistles, as 

indeed is the case elsewhere in the New Testament"110
• Yet demons and "principalities 

and powers" have a similar relationship of subservience to Satan and all are under attack 

with the coming of Christ. This however requires us to consider how Paul understood 

Satan and whether he viewed "supernatural powers" as similar to the Synoptic Gospels' 

perception of demons as evil beings under the authority of Satan. 

106 Dunn 1991: 136. 
107 Philo De Aeternitate Mundi XXI.l07f; Shepherd of Hermas Herm. Vis. 3.13.3. 
108 Wis. Sol 12: 2f; DeMaris 1992, 2: 445. 
109 See Mt 7: 22; 8: 31; 9: 33f; 10: 8; 12: 24; Mk 5: 12; Lk 8: 29; Acts 17: 18; 1 Cor 10: 10, 20f; Rev. 9: 20; 
16: 14; 18: 2. 
11° Ferdinanda 1999: 266. 
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ix. I.:araviir;!t5uiflolor;. 

Wink observes that Satan is a spirit and he is evil. But this has been compromised by the 

modern worldview, which excludes spirits from rational discourse and resolutely refuses 

to accept the existence of evil, "preferring to regard it as a kind of systems breakdown 

that can be fixed with enough tinkering"111
. As a result, the idea that Satan is an evil spirit 

has almost faded away. 

Although mythologically true, the devil is intellectually indefensible and once it was 

realized the concept of the powers of evil was 'only' a representation of people's 

experience, no matter how accurate, the devil began to fade away ... With only sense 

experience and reason to go on and with no rational place for an evil cause, enlightened 

people simply dropped the devil from consideration. With direct psychic experience no 

longer admissible as evidence of his reality, the devil was as good as dead 112
• 

How do Paul in particular and the Bible in general understand Satan? In the Old 

Testament, 1~~ often refers to a human adversar/13
. But 1~~ is also used as a reference to 

a supernatural adversary. In Num 22: 22 :=110:=1~ 1~7~ is 1~~, the adversary whose purpose 

is to confront Balaam114
. In Job 1-2 and Zech 3, ltg~:J appears in the divine council to 

accuse the righteous before God but on both occasions, the accusations are dismissed. In 

1 Chr 21: 1, 1~~ opposes Israel and seduces their king to commit evil but that seems to be 

a latter development. In an earlier version of this text (2Sam 24: 1), it is the anger of the 

Lord that was kindled against Israel inciting David to count Israel and Judah. 1Chr 21: 1 

seems to be correcting 2Sam 24: 1 by avoiding the implication that God incited David to 

sin and consigning blame to 1~~0. Most scholars agree that Satan in the Old Testament is 

indeed God's servant and his function is to oppose the people115
. Von Rad regards Satan 

as "an official prosecutor" and his "task is to go through the earth and consider men"116
. 

It appears, however, that the idea of Satan as supernatural adversary "indicates a serious 

conflict between the Satan on the one hand and God and the righteous on the other"117
. In 

the book of Job, Satan is a troublemaker and the natural enemy of the upright since Job's 

111 Wink 1986: 9. 
112 Kelsey 1974: 16. 
113 See 1Sam29:4;2Sam29: 17-24; 1Kgs5: 16,20; 11: 14,23;Ps.109:6. 
114 See Kluger 1967. 
115 Caird 1956: 31 f; Kallas 1961: 48; Wink 1986: 11; Williamson 1982: 143f. 
116 von Rad 1964: 73. 
117 Ferdinanda 1999: 145. 
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righteousness is firmly affirmed118
• In fact, God allows Satan to test Job after he insists 

that Job is only righteous because God provides for him and protects him (Job 1: 7-12; 2: 

1-6). 

The New Testament does not understand 6 aarav&<; in physical t~rms as a persecutor but 

in moral terms as an accuser and tempter, albeit a supernatural adversary. Again, the New 

Testament always subjects 6 aarav&<; to divine authority. This is a precise and consistent 

development from the Old Testament references of lteif'::t. In the Pauline epistles, like the 

rest of the New Testament, 6 aarav&<; refers to a spirit also known as 6 6uxpol..o<;. There is 

no clear distinction between 6 aarav&<; and 6 6uxpol..o<; apart from their different 

etymology. ~arav&<; is Semitic for "accuser" whereas 6uxpol..o<; is Greek for "slanderer". It 

is overwhelmingly likely that both terms are used interchangeably in the Pauline epistles 

and they were so used in the New Testament period. Several other Pauline phrases are 

probably used interchangeably to refer to the one malignant spirit, generally known as 6 

aamv&<; or 6 6uxpol..o<;. These include, rov &pxovra r~<; E=~oua(a<; rou &Epo<;, and rou 

TIVEUflct't'O<; rou vuv E=vEpyouvro<; E=v ro'i<; uLo'i<; r~<; &nH9ELct<; (Eph 2: 2). Also included are 

phrases such as 6 9Eo<; rou aLwvo<; rourou (2Cor 4: 4), 6 TIELpa(wv (1Thes.3: 5) and rou 

TIOVT]pOU (Eph 6: 16; 2Thes 3: 3). 

Paul therefore depicts Satan as a supernatural being that wields considerable power and if 

rov &pxovra r~<; E=~oua(a<; rou &E=po<; (Eph 2: 2) refers to Satan, then he could be the ruler of 

"supernatural powers". It was considered, before and during the time of Paul, that the air 

was the dwelling place of evil spirits119
. If rou &E=po<; (Eph 2: 2) could be referring to the 

same sphere as w'i<; E=noupav(oL<;, (Eph 6: 12) then Satan is the ruler of "supernatural 

powers" E=v w'i<; E=noupavLOL<;. If this is possible, then E=~oua(a<; in Eph 2: 2 describes "the 

sphere of the ruler's authority rather than ... that authority itself'120
. This probably echoes 

the tradition of the Synoptic Gospels, which depict Satan as the 'ruler of demons' 121
. As a 

result, the spiritual conflict in Ephesians 6: 10-20 presupposes Satan's rule over the 

118 Day 1988: 43; Hartley 1988: 72, Bishop 1964: 147; Baldwin 1972: 113; Meyers & Meyers 1987: 184; 
Sabourin 1974: 147. 
119 See Bauer 1957: 19; Milton 1976: 83; Arnold 1989: 60f; Schnackenburg 1991: 91. 
120 Lincoln 1990: 95f. 
121 See Mk. 3: 22; Mt. 12: 24; Lk. 15. 
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heavenly realm. With "supernatural powers" listed in Eph 6: 12 as spiritual beings, could 

it be that in juxtaposing them to nh; f.!E8o6E(a.c; 't'ou 6La.p6A.ou (Eph 6: 11), the author is 

defining more closely the means by which Satan operates? As Schnackenburg states, "the 

following enumeration of the evil powers bring to view the spiritual world subordinate to 

the devil, inspired and directed by him"122
. It is legitimately credible to conclude that 

"supernatural powers" "are part of Satan's empire, the agency by which he wages war 

against the people of God"123
. For that reason, "supernatural powers" have a relationship 

with Satan, having been cited in the same context as spiritual beings engaged in similar 

activities (Eph 6: 10-20). This probably implies an identity of nature and purpose124
. So, 

did Paul regard Satan and his powers of darkness as spiritual beings that could impede 

human survival contrary to God's intentions? 

According to Paul, Satan exercises his power in the human world. The phrase 6 8Eoc; wu 

a.l.wvoc; wuwu (2Cor 4: 4) follows "the apocalyptic notion of two ages and asserts that 

Satan is the god of the present age, unbelievers being subjected to him"125
. That 6 8Eoc; 

wu a.l.wvoc; 't'ouwu blinds •a vo~f.!tx'l'a. •wv &:rr(anuv Eic; •o 1-l~ a.uyaaa.L •ov <flwnof.!ov •ou 

Eua.yyd(ou •ilc; 66~11c; 'l'OU Xpwwu, implies that the devil can prevent the liberation of 

unbelievers from his dominion typified as 'this evil age' (Gal 1: 4) and so hinder their 

transfer to the kingdom of God's Son (Col 1: 13). Some scholars agree that the phrases 

1TEpLE1TIX'l'~OIX'l'E KIX'l'Ct 'l'OV a.l.wva. 'l'OU KOOf.!OU 'l'OlJ'l'OU, KIX'l'Ct 'l'OV &pxov'l'a. •ilc; E~oua(a.c; 'l'OU aEpoc; 

and wu TIVEUf..ltx't'oc; wu vuv EVEpyouv•oc; E=v 't'o'ic; ui.o'ic; •ilc; aTIH8Eta.c; (Eph 2: 2) refer to how 

Satan directs the life of the godless126
. The exact meaning of the second phrase in Eph 2: 

2 is controversial, but it is likely that TIVEUf.!tx't'oc; parallels E~oua(a.c; hence referring to a 

spiritual sphere of influence but not to a spiritual being. Some scholars agree that Satan is 

not only 'l'OV &pxov'l'a. •ilc; E~oua(w; wu &Epoc; but also the ruler of 'l'OU TIVEUf.!tx't'oc; wu vuv 

EVEpyouv't'oc; E=v w'ic; ui.o'ic; •ilc; aTIH8E(a.c;, which is perhaps a spiritual sphere of influence 

that animates unbelieving humanity127
. 

122 Schnackenburg 1991: 273. 
123 Ferdinando 1999: 249. 
124 See Bandstra 1964: 166; Ferdinando 1999: 265. 
125 Ferdinando 1999: 250. 
126 Barth 1974a: 214; Ferdinando 1999: 250; O'Brien 1999: 158. 
127 Barth 1974a: 215; Wink 1984: 83; Lincoln 1990: 96f, Ferdinando 1999: 150. 
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In the New Testament, the term BEAuxp, which is another term for Satan128
, occurs only in 

2Cor 6: 15. It also occurs once in the LXX (Jdg 20:13), though it often occurs in some 

Qumran texts as a reference to the prince of evil129
. The sharp contrast between BEALap 

and Christ (2Cor 6: 15) and the perception of Satan as o 8EOG -rou aLwvoc; -rou-rou (2Cor 4: 

4) may prompt a conclusion that Paul was operating with a cosmological dualism. As 

Barrett argues, if the P~uline language is dualistic, it is only superficially so130
. In fact, 

Paul's thinking was clear that God is one (1 Cor 8: 6; 1 Tim 1: 17). He had no doubts on 

God's reign as believers had been delivered from Satan's control and transferred to the 

kingdom of Christ (Eph 2: 4-22; Col 1: 13; Gal 1: 4). He could not doubt God's 

sovereignty given that Satan could be used by God to accomplish His plan (1 Cor 5: 5; 2 

Cor 12: 7). The ideas that Christ conquered evil spiritual forces (Col 2: 15; Eph 1: 20) 

and Satan faces an imminent defeat (Rom 16: 20) do not seem to favour a dualistic 

worldview131
. In Paul's thinking, the role of Satan is that of a tempter, who entices 

believers so as to undermine their relationship with God and establish his own control 

over them132
. Satan is thus o nELpa(wv, who Paul feared could undermine believers' faith 

(1 Thes 3: 5). Some younger widows had been drawn from Christ by satanic incentive 

(1 Tim 5: 15). Satan could also take advantage of believers if they lacked self-control as to 

the consummation of conjugal rights (1Cor 7: 5). 

Noticeably, believers are the ones who give o 6LaPoA.oc; a chance to penetrate their moral 

life. This thinking is clear in Eph 4: 27, where believers may give the devil a chance to 

access their individual and communal life. As Bauer notes, Eph 4: 27 can be translated, 

"do not give the devil a chance to exert his influence"133
. J. A. Robinson suggests that 

1-L'llbE 6(6o-rE -ronov -rc.\3 6Lap6A.~ signify an "opportunity for the entry of an evil spirit", 

implying spirit-possession134
. The verse, however, does not explain what kind of 'chance' 

or 'foothold' or 'opportunity' the devil can gain in the life of believers. For that reason, 

128 Barrett 1973: 198. 
129 1QM 13:11; 14: 9; 17: 4-91QS 1: 16--28; 1QM 1: 4-5, 13-16; 11QPs8 19: 15; 4Q280 1 2, 4Q560 1:1; 

11Q11 4:10 and 4QBer8 10 ii 7; CD 23: 2-3; lQH; 4Q286. Cf. Jub. 10: 8; Asc.lsa 2.2-5. 
130 Barrett 1973: 197f. 
131 See Barrett 1957: 285; 1975: 803; Kiisemann 1980: 418f. 
132 See Fuller 1988. 
133 Bauer 1957: 823. 
134 Robinson 1907: 112. 
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Robinson's claim that this verse signifies the entry of an evil spirit is improbable135
. Even 

if the verse does not explain what kind of opportunity, it does suggest that the devil can 

gain access to a person's life. The Testament of Dan explains how God's people could 

give Beliar a chance to control their lives due to anger. "Anger and falsehood together are 

a double-edged evil, and work together to perturb the reason. And when the soul is 

continually perturbed, the Lord withdraws from it and Beliar rules it"136
. Although Paul 

did not say that believers could be demon-possessed and that Satan produced the anger, 

he did say that anger could give the devil a chance to cause strife within the life of an 

individual and the communitl37
• The source of this anger is to be found in the person but 

if we consider the immediate context of Eph 4: 27, it is not only anger that could give the 

devil a chance but also falsehood, stealing, evil speech, bitterness, wrath, commotion, 

slander, malice and failure to forgive. O'Brien asserts, "the temptation to do any of these, 

or for that matter, to behave in a manner that is characteristic of the 'old person' (v 22), is 

presumably the occasion of a spiritual battle which the devil is able to exploit to his own 

advantage"138
. 

Paul also regarded Satan as an architect of moral seduction, who incites people to depart 

from the truth139
. In 2Cor 11: 14f, Satan stands behind the false apostles, who seek to lead 

believers away from Christ. With the activity of the false apostles compared to the 

serpent's deception of Eve (2Cor 11: 3) could it be that Paul was establishing an essential 

identity between the activity of the false apostles, Satan and the serpent? Does this imply 

that Paul regarded Satan as the real source of the serpent's seduction as well as the 

operations of the false apostles? In 2Tim2: 25f, the conduct of those against the truth 

(-rout; avncSw:n8E!-LEVOUt;) is explained as EK tf)t; 't'OU 6uxp6A.ou. Also, 6 av8pwnor; tf)t; 

avoll(ar; (2Thes 2: 4) seems to refer to the manifestation of Satan's activity. Ridderbos 

suggests that 6 av8pwnor; tf)r; avoll(ar; will come as a 'religious seducer' but this time not 

for those inside but outside the church140
. In some way, 6 av8pwnor; tf)r; avo1-11.ar; seems to 

135 See O'Brien 1999: 341, note 289; Arnold 1992b: 128. 
136 The Testament of Dan 4: 7. 
137 See Page 1995: 188f. 
138 O'Brien 1999: 341. 
139 See Barrett 1973: 274. 
140 Ridderbos 1977: 523. 
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be replicating the manifestation of Christ at the end of the times141
. There will be the 

mxpouo(a of Christ (2Thes 2: 1) but it will not happen before the napouo(a of the rebel by 

the working of Satan E:v mion cSuvaiJEL Kal. OlliJELoLc; Kal. tEpaow lj1Euc5ouc; (2Thes 2: 9). Paul 

seems to be saying that just as Christ came as the incarnation of God, 6 &vepwnoc; tf]c; 

&voiJ(ac; is the ultimate incarnation of Satan or satanic power. Paul again avoids giving 

the impression that those who followed 6 &vepwnoc; tf]c; &voll(ac; are simply his victims. 

God allows those who are to perish to be deceived and to believe falsehood for the 

purpose of their condemnation due to their own stubbornness to believe and love the truth 

(2Thes 2: 10-12; Cf. Rom 1: 18-32). 

While it is not clear how Satan hindered Paul from visiting Thessalonica believers (1 Thes 

2: 18-though it could be through illness or opposition of civil authorit/42
), he certainly 

attributed his failure to Satan. The apparent and problematic implication here is that Satan 

might occasionally frustrate God's purpose and sometimes get the upper hand. Is this not 

to oversimplify Paul's understanding of supernatural causation? We have seen that Paul 

strongly stresses God's sovereignty, so it is improbable that he implied Satan would ever 

get an upper hand (see Rom 8: 28; 2Cor 2: 14; Eph 1: 11). Paul does not doubt that the 

activity of Satan is real but logically concludes that Satan's deeds are subject to God's 

supreme authority, thus fulfilling God's purpose. While scholars are not unanimous what 

oKoA.oljJ (2Cor 12: 7) refers to143
, it was surely recurrent and personal. Perhaps it was a 

physical ailment that caused frailty and humiliation144
. Of special significance is that 

oKoA.oljJ tfl oapd is attributed to Satan. This presumes Satan's ability to impose physical 

affliction even upon a believer. However, the use of the passive Ec56e, IJOL indicates that 

Paul did not see Satan as the ultimate cause of his affliction. It was God who had allowed 

oKoA.oljJ tfl oapd to attack Paul for the purpose of subduing any tendency to boast due to 

the abundance of revelation. Martin notes that E:Me, should be read as an example of the 

passivum divinum145
. So if Satan afflicted Paul, he did so subject to God's sovereign 

141 Best 1972: 305; Ferdinanda 1999: 254. 
142 Cf. Best 1972: 126; Marshall 1983: 86f. 
143 Cf. Hughes 1962: 447; Martin 1991: 412; Price 1980:37. 
144 See Wilkinson 1980: 114-116, 123; Price 1980: 36; Bruce 1982: 208; Betz 1979:224. 
145 Martin 1991: 412. 

164 



control and permission and the pain he imposed was meant to fulfil God's plan146
. Also, 

Paul depicts Satan as one who employs subtle techniques to attack the church and 

believers. This is overtly seen in the idea that the opponents of the Gospel were to repent 

so that they may escape EK tf]c; "CCU .Sw.p6A.ou Tio:y(.Soc;, E:(wypru.tE=voL im' o:utou Ei.c; to EKELvou 

eE:A.ru..Lo: (2Tim 2: 26). It is also clear that one who desires to be 6 h(oKoTioc; in the church 

must not be a novice and must be of good report '(va ll~ tu4>w8El.c; Elc; KPLI..LO: ElllTEOlJ tou 

6Lo:P6A.ou (1 Tim 3: 6). The expressions '(va ll~ lTAEOVEKtT}8W1..LEV imo tou aamva· ou yap 

o:utou tO: vo~llam ayvoof>llEV (2Cor 2: 11) and ulliic; otf]vo:L Tipoc; tO:c; 1..LE8o.SE(o:c; tou 6Lo:P6A.ou 

(Eph 6: 11) equally convey the idea that Satan deviously and subtly attacks the church147
. 

Did Paul regard Satan as an agent who enforces church discipline? In 1Cor 5: 1-5, the 

man having a relationship with his stepmother was to be delivered to Satan for the 

destruction of his flesh so that his spirit may be saved. The context is not very clear 

whether oA.E8poc; carries the idea of physical death or excommunication from the church. 

The flesh, as usual in Paul, does not refer to the man's physical body but to the way he 

conducted his life contrary to the life in the spirit. The flesh refers to his actions, which 

showed him to be living in a world limited only to sensual indulgence. Satan was to work 

on him Etc; oA.E8pov tf]c; oo:pKoc;, '(va to lTVEUilQ: ow8iJ E:v tiJ ~llEP~ tou Kup(ou. Here Satan 

does some good work. He augments the purpose of Christ, to save sinners148
. If this man 

is the same person mentioned in 2Cor 2: 5-11, then Satan succeeded in destroying his 

flesh, and so allowing for the salvation of his spirit immediately and not at least on 

Christ's return. To the believers who had tolerated his sin but refused to forgive and to 

receive him back, Paul cautions that failure to forgive and re-admit the repentant sinner 

would give Satan advantage over them. It seems as if Satan could gain advantage through 

the tolerating of sin and refusal to forgive. In all this, and like in Eph 4: 27, Satan is 

neither good nor evil. If the man's preferred choice had been to continue living in sin, 

Satan would have been blamed for his damnation. If the church had refused to forgive 

and receive him back, Satan would have caught them in self-righteousness. Apparently, it 

is human choice that could have made Satan good or evil. 

146 Ferdinanda 1999: 278f; Martin 1991:412. 
147 See Martin 1991: 351; Barth 1974b: 443; Hughes 1962:72 note 23. 
148 Cf. Wink 1986: 15. 
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It appears that the Satan who acts as God's instrument only perpetuates evil and suffering 

so that people can come to their senses and tum to God or avoid wicked actions. This 

makes the role of Satan ambiguous; hence Satan the servant of God could also be the 

epitome of evil. According to Wink, Satan "evolved from a trustworthy intelligence

gatherer into a virtually autonomous and invisible suzerain within a world ruled by 

God"149
. With Satan portrayed in the book of Job and in Paul as one who can cause evil 

and suffering, it is not surprising that he is epitomized as an evil spirit. In view of this, 

Satan would rather be called a chameleon for he "is never quite the same from moment to 

moment, but changes his colors according to circumstances"150
. He is revealed as the 

power of evil or as the servant of God. In every situation, evil or not, Paul saw God 

working for good to those who trust in, and belong to Him. "We know that in everything 

God works for good with those who love him who are called according to his purposes" 

(Rom 8: 28). Perhaps this thinking was always at the back of Paul's mind and so he 

depicted the devil as an agent who fulfils God's plan with regard to the elect. Therefore, 

there are two competing and mutually allied understandings of Satan. But the context is 

clear when Satan is God's servant and when evil. We cannot, therefore, explicitly say that 

Paul depicted Satan as entirely evil without any good use for God's redemptive purpose. 

But Satan could disguise himself as the angel of light (2Cor 11: 14). 

Therefore, we must not only avoid straitjacketing "Satan in rigid doctrinal categories", 

but also the "rejection of Satan altogether". This "induces blindness to the radicality of 

evil, trivializes the struggle for conscious choice, and denies the satanic underground, 

converting the conscious into a cesspool of erupting nightmares"151
. In denying Satan a 

personalitl52
, is Wink giving more weight only to the biblical view that depicts Satan as 

God's servant who acts upon us because of the choices we make? Is he undermining the 

other biblical view which depicts Satan as a powerful force that could hinder unbelievers 

from turning to God? Wink may be right to say that we do not create Satan by our 

choices since Satan is an autonomous spirit and it is only by our choice we decide which 

149 Wink 1986: 22f. 
150 Wink 1986: 30. 
151 Wink 1986: 33. 
152 Wink 1986: 33. 
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side Satan is on153
• Yet it is questionable if it is right to deny Satan a personality and to 

instead argue Satan did not begin as an idea but as an experience154
. Altogether, Paul 

distinguishes between the position of believers and that of unbelievers with regard to 

Satan's activity. Non-believers are subjected to Satan's power in a way that believers are 

not. While people are responsible for their actions whether tempted by Satan or not, there 

is an inevitability of satanic inspiration in their conduct. As such, believers must struggle 

against 6 TIOVTJp6c; as they have been promised supernatural assistance (Eph 6: 1 0-20). In 

fact, "spiritual victories and defeats are the results of the way in which everyday 

temptations are handled"155
. Nevertheless, Paul considered Satan as the great opponent of 

the Kingdom of God and the personification of evil156
. 

The above-mentioned Pauline terms and phrases probably imply that Paul did not exhaust 

the possibilities of names describing "supernatural powers". Consequently, it must not be 

construed that in using "supernatural powers" as a general term indicates that the diverse 

Pauline terms refer to similar entities.' Apx~ Kal E~oua[a are not similar to ·ret a-roLXE'ia -rou 

KOOIJ.ou. Citing Cicero, the diverse names for gods denote their differences because if the 

gods are look-alikes, there is no point of the plurality of names157
. Even so, while these 

names are varied, they also expose the activities of the devil. O'Brien consequently 

argues, "despite the variety in nomenclature, the overall picture is the same: a variety of 

evil forces under a unified head"158
. As a result, the different Pauline terms and phrases 

refer to evil spiritual powers differently understood, though they communally indicate a 

mysterious and invisible phenomenon, a single all-pervading evil spiritual force working 

in the world and operating in human thought159
. Could it be that the Pauline terms and 

phrases identified in this study as "supernatural powers" are metaphors explaining the 

working of this evil spirit, otherwise referred to as Satan or the devil? The Pauline terms 

identified as "supernatural powers" were obviously and widely used not only in Jewish 

apocalyptic, but also in the magical texts and by different Greek philosophical schools. 

153 Wink 1986: 34. 
154 Wink 1986: 10 
155 Page 1995: 189. 
156 Leivestad 1954: 85-92. 
157 De Natura Deorum 1.84. 
158 O'Brien 1984: 137. 
159 Cf. Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.19 
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From this, suspicion begins to rise as to whether Paul's terminological framework solely 

depended on Jewish apocalyptic terms, which he demythologised160
. 

x. The Pauline terminological framework. 

Rather than demythologising the apocalyptic terminology, could it be that Paul saw an 

affinity between abstract and personified divinities of Greek philosophical thought and 

personal spiritual beings mentioned in Jewish apocalyptic texts161? Forbes seems to 

answer the above question affirmatively in his two articles162
. In the first article, Forbes 

looks at the Pauline terminology and concept of the 'spirit world' within a Jewish setting. 

Paul does not deny that the world is populated by personal spiritual beings but they are 

not central to his thinking. Personified abstractions played a greater role than the personal 

demons and angels defined in the Gospels and in Acts163
. Also the paucity of references 

to angels and demons in the Pauline texts reveals too little about their role. The texts tell 

us more about what angels cannot do than what they can do. Other Pauline terms, which 

may not fully give a clear picture of the Pauline spirit world include 'devil/Satan or 

'spirit', which are used in a personal sense and/or in an impersonal sense. These terms are 

not only used in few places, but also they do not disclose the active role for 'spirits' and 

Satan in Pauline theology beyond the general-purpose role of opposition164
. Even though 

the Pauline texts exhibit belief in angels, demons, spirits and Satan, his terminology is 

largely made up of impersonal and abstract ideas, not solely influenced by Jewish pre

Christian apocalyptic. The apocalyptic writers did not present spiritual powers in abstract 

terms because they often attributed names and personality to them. The Pauline terms are 

surprisingly abstract and impersonal even where names or types of personal spirits might 

have been expected. Could it be that Paul favoured abstract terms because he belonged to 

a new wave that used abstract terminology to refer to spiritual beings165? 

In his second article, Forbes shows that the Pauline terminology has some elements of 

Greek philosophy, especially that of Philo and Plutarch's Middle Platonism. Terms like 

160 Berkhof 1962: 23; Lee 1970: 54; Becker 1980: 189-192; Wink 1984: 61f, 100; Dunn 1998: 110. 
161 Forbes 2001; 2002:51. 
162 Forbes 2001: 61 -88; 2002: 51-73. 
163 Forbes 2001: 61-63. 
164 Forbes 2001: 64-67. 
165 Forbes 2001: 67-81. 
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apx~. cSUvttf.H<; and o·mtXE1cx were standard terms, which early Greek philosophy had long 

personified for over five hundred years166
. The early Greek philosophy used O't'OtXE1cx 

widely in reference to the types of matter; apx~ in reference to matter or forces depending 

on definition; ouvtxj..i.t<; in reference to forces or potentials, and not to matter167
. The early 

Greek philosophy allegorised these terms (especially Theagenes of Rhegium, c 525 BCE) 

so as to understand Homeric mytholog/68
• According to K. Dowden, Theagenes 

regarded Homer's warring Olympians as mythical figures that actually represented the 

basic qualities of matter, that is, the hot, the wet, the dry and the cold or aspects of human 

psychology169
. During the Platonic era, use of allegory to make myths intellectually 

credible and socially useful was well-established but Plato himself doubted if allegory 

really resolved the problems of myth170
• Yet "by the first century allegory was the 

universally accepted way of dealing with the problems of ancient mythic text"171
. Philo 

was the best-known first century CE exponent of allegory172 but his "allegorical reading 

is designed to overcome some embarrassment with, or oddity in, the sacred text"173
. 

Plutarch also was inclined to allegorical reading but for him the question was not whether 

the texts were to be taken allegorically but what kind of allegory they were174
. Forbes 

insists that for the erudite first century CE reader, allegorization made it rationally 

permissible to interpret gods, demigods and heroes as mythical personifications of natural 

forces. Most people did not regard this as reductionism, but as the actual intention of 

ancient poets and mythologers. Allegory gave a more 'scientific' framework to integrate 

traditional myths and rituals and mythical personalities were abstracted into cosmic 
. . I t7s pnnctp es . 

166 See Forbes 2002: 52-55 esp. footnote 2, p. 52. 
167 Plutarch Mor. 276f, 360e, 390a, 419a, 1051c; Philo Quis rer xxx.154, lvii.281; De Aet.Mun.xxi.108f, De 
Vit.Mos.1, xxviii.l56; Albinus/Alcinous Didaskalikos 13; Diogenes Laertius 3. 73. 3, 5.33.2, 7.134, 147. 
See also Forbes 2002: 55. 
168 Forbes 2002: 55f. 
169 Dowden 1992: 40f. 
170 Plato, Republic 378d; Forbes 2002: 56. 
171 Forbes 2002: 56. 
172 See De Mig.Abr.xvi.89-93, where Philo argues for both the allegorical understanding and the literal 
practice of both the keeping of Sabbath and circumcision. 
173 Forbes 2002: 57. 
174 Plutarch Mor.20a, 360e. Also see Forbes 2002: 56f. 
175 Forbes 2002: 57f. 
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Perhaps Philo's and Plutarch's Middle Platonic metaphysics are a probable framework 

with which to understand the Pauline abstract and personified terminology. Philo was 

however aware of the ancient cosmology that conceptualised good and evil, rational and 

imperishable demons and angels, which differed only in name but not in identit/76
. 

Forbes insists that Philo's cosmology had a key element of earlier thinking and now 

under the influence of allegory, re-emerged in a new form that personalises ouva1J.Lc;177
. 

The evidence in Philo demonstrates that abstract terms like ouva~J.Lc; and cipx~ could be 

personalised to refer to spiritual beings such as angels. They could also refer to the 

faculties of body and soul, to the potentialities of matter, to God's personal power and to 

abstract and personified powers of God178
. For Plutarch Mva~J.Lc; and cipx~ were not truly 

personal, yet he deemed it appropriate to personalise them and to recognize them in 

mythological personalities179
. It appears that Mva~J.Lc; and cipx~ could be used to refer to 

nature or abstract or semi-abstract forces. The terms could be personified and named 

differently by diverse cultural traditions to refer to the variety of gods that concerned 

Plutarch. Then behind the abstract terminology were the differing names from culture to 

culture of different spiritual beings, which even if they were not truly personal, could be 

personified and identified in mythical narratives180
. This probably allows us to read the 

Pauline abstract terminology metaphorically, probably helping us to discover how 

spiritual beings work with, and through people and human institutions. 

Taken together, the evidence from early Greek Philosophy and Middle Platonism (Philo 

and Plutarch) seems to offer a possible terminological framework for Paul's thinking with 

regard to "supernatural powers". Paul's preferred abstract and personified terminology 

176 Philo De Gig.iv.16; De Conf.Ling.xxxv.176f. 
177 Forbes 2002: 58-67. 
178 Philo De Som.1, xxv.157; De Spec.Leg.1, viii.45,xii.66, lx.329; De Vit.Mos.l, i.3, xii.70; 2, xxvi.l32; De 
Plant. iv.l4, xii.46, xx.86, xxiv.l41, xxix.l25; Leg. Alleg.l, ix.22, xxx.96; 2, xxi.86; 3, x.35, xxii.73, 
xxix.88, xxxii.97,1xii.177f; De ConfLing.xxxiv.l71-175, xxxv.179; Quis rer.xli.205; De Abr.iv.26, xii.59, 
xxxix.228, xxiv.l21-xxv.l30; De Ebr.vi.22, lx.32; xxvii.106; Quod.Det.Pot.lns.Sol. xxii.81f, xxiv.89, 
xxv.92, 95; De Post. Cai. v.l4-vi.20, ix.27, xix.66, xxiv.89; De Sobr.ix.43; De Agr.v.22, xiv.63, xxi.94, 
xxxiii.167, xxxvii.162; De Op.Mun.ii.7, v.20, vi.23, xiv.46, xxiv.72; De Cher.vi.20, viii.29; De.Gig.x.47; 
Quod deus.xvii.78, 80f, xxxiv.109f, xxv.ll6; De Fuga.xii.69, xviii.94-105; De Leg.Ad.Gai.i.6; De 
Sac.xxv.59; De Mig. Abr. Xxxi.170. 
179 Plutarch De /s.et Os.25.360e; 33.364a; Mor.366c, 367b, 368d-e, 369a, b-e, 372b, 375f-376a, 377d, 
377f-378a; 425e-426b, 1014e, 1015b, 1017a; Also see Diogenes Laertius 7.147 
18° Forbes 2002: 68-71. 
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therefore does not supplant the apocalyptic terms181
• The abstract terminological parallels 

between Paul, Philo and Plutarch do not favour such an idea. This leaves the previously 

held idea that Paul demythologised the apocalyptic terms to such an extent that his use of 

them was different open to doubt. 

xi. The Pauline conceptual framework. 

In chapter four, we saw that the belief in "supernatural powers" was widespread during 

the first century CE. But what shaped the conceptual framework through which Paul read 

"supernatural powers"? Was it the satirical remarks on false gods, hateful idolatry, 

making of idols and animal worship in the Wisdom of Solomon 13: 1-16: 4? Was it the 

Graeco-Roman elitist scepticism that we saw in chapter four derided some beliefs about 

gods and behaviour exhibited in public worship? Was the Pauline conceptual framework 

tied to a particular Jewish or Graeco-Roman expression? Perhaps we can only know 

Paul's view of "supernatural powers" if we understand what shaped the conceptual 

framework with which he perceived Graeco-Roman "pagan" gods. Were they just 'beings 

that by nature were no gods', 'the so-called gods' or idols or demons? Alternatively, was 

Paul referring to the same reality, but in different ways? This is what we intend to find 

out by considering and correlating some of the undisputed Pauline texts such as, Gal4: 8; 

1Cor 8: 4-6; 10: 14-22. These could be the most useful texts as to the Pauline conceptual 

framework of "supernatural powers". 

In Galatians 4: 8, Paul tells the Galatians that when they did not know God, or rather 

when they were not known by God, they were slaves 'to beings that by nature are no 

gods'. Did Paul at that time deny the existence of pagan deities? What did he mean in 

stating that the pagan deities were beings that by nature are no gods? Paul at that time 

spoke from a Jewish perspective182
. It was a characteristic Jewish belief that they alone 

were privileged to have the knowledge of God183
. The Jews maintained that other nations 

did not know God184
, meaning that these nations had no experience of God's covenantal 

grace and they did not realise He was the only God. Consequently, they worshipped gods 

181 See Forbes 2001: 85. 
182 Dunn 1993: 224. 
183 Dt. 5: 39; 1Sam. 3: 7; Ps. 9: 10; 45: 10; Isa. 43: 10; Hos. 8: 2; Mic. 6: 5; Wis. 2: 13. 
184 Ps. 79: 6; Jer. 10: 25; Wis. Sol. 13: 1; Judith 9: 7; 2 Mace. l: 27. 
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that were 'no gods' 185, and so Gal 4: 8 is thoroughly Jewish. The term cj>uoL<; (translated 

'by nature') is not a Jewish concept but may reveal Paul's alertness to the distinction 

made within Graeco-Roman philosophy between 'gods in reality' and 'gods by human 

convention' 186
. Dunn insists that Paul was evoking a whole sweep of Greek philosophical 

(particularly Stoic) thought in its attempt to speak about the nature of reality, the true 

nature of things187
. It should be noted that according to the Stoics the gods existed, they 

were alive and endowed with reason, united with each other in concord and fellowship 

and as animate beings, with joint control over the cosmos as a single unie88
. The Stoics 

held that all except out-and-out unbelievers generally agreed that gods exist189
. So any 

argument "against the existence of gods, whether from sincerity or the sake of argument, 

is a debased and impious practice"190
. Perhaps the populace regarded the beings that for 

Paul were by nature not gods along the lines of Stoic teachings about the true gods. Could 

it be that the beings that by nature are no gods qualify to be the so-called gods thought to 

exist and were worshipped as gods though they were not191? We shall shortly try to link 

the beings that by nature are no gods with the so-called gods in 1 Cor 8: 4-6. But for 

now, suffice to say that the phrase 't'OL<; cj>uoH ll~ ouow 8E01<; cannot be used to conclude 

that Paul denied the existence of pagan "supernatural powers". The phrase also does not 

provide clear-cut answer as to whether Paul considered these gods to be non-existent or 

d 
. 192 as emomc powers . 

A key consideration, however, may be that the phrase denies those 'beings that by nature 

are no gods' the nature of the deity, even if it does not affirm or deny their existence. 

Even if Paul may have been less clear about their existence, the phrase viewed from a 

Jewish perspective, may imply that they were real beings though not gods. Alternatively, 

Paul referred to them because his hearers believed them to be gods and so worshipped 

them. Paul could have been speaking to the feelings and/or prejudices of his audience. 

185 2Chr. 13: 9; Isa. 37: 19; Jer. 2: 11; 5: 7; 16: 20; Wis. 12:27. 
186 Betz 1979: 214f. 
187 Dunn 1993: 224. 
188 Cicero DeNatura Deorum 2.78f. 
189 Cicero De Natura Deorum 3.7. 
19° Cicero De Natura Deorum 2.168. 
191 Winter 1990: 209-226, esp. 214. 
192 Burton 1921: 227f; Dunn 1993:224. 
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Paul shows himself here to be a citizen of two cultures, able to integrate two worldviews 

and to angle his argument so as to have impact on his readers193
, and his goal was to 

change the Galatians' mind194
. This may imply that Paul believed the beings that the 

Galatians Christian converts previously worshipped existed and were real but they were 

not equal to God. Perhaps he wanted the Galatians to come face to face with the ultimate 

reality of the only and real God who had now known them or whom they had now come 

to know. There is no doubt that Paul, as a Christian held that there was by nature only one 

God and Father who raised Jesus Christ. So Paul probably endorsed the reading favoured 

by Hellenistic Judaism that the pagan gods by nature did not exist as gods but as inferior 

demonic beings195
. This might become clearer if we correlate Paul's view of idols and 

demons in !Corinthians with the 'beings that by nature are no gods' but works of human 

hands. 

In lCor 8: 4-6, Paul states that 'an idol has no real existence' even if there are the 'so

called gods in heaven or on earth-as indeed there are many gods and many lords'. The 

setting of this passage must be fully understood, if we are to grasp the Pauline conceptual 

framework of "supernatural powers". A crucial starting point must be the Ancient Near 

East, where it was generally believed that idols were significant since they were living, 

feeling beings in which the deity was actually presene96
. But the Jewish official position, 

as depicted by the Old Testament, stands in striking contrast to their Ancient Near East 

neighbours. For the Jews, idols were lifeless and human-made objects. They were neither 

living, feeling beings nor the abode of the deity. The second commandment not only 

barred Jews from making graven images, but also from worshipping them197
. The Shema 

(Dt. 6: 4), which firmly reminded the Jews that they could only worship Yahweh, 

reinvigorated the second commandment. Yahweh is the One and only God who reveals 

himself through his word and nature and not via images made by human hands. Unlike 

the non-Jewish gods, Yahweh's "self-disclosure came through a revelation in words and 

the Sinai experience constituted a paradigm of God's self-disclosure to Israel; thus 

193 Dunn 1993:225. 
194 Betz 1979: 215. 
195 Betz 1979: 215. 
196 Curtis 1992,3: 377. 
197 Exd. 20: 4f; Dt. 5: 8. See also Exd. 34: 17; Lev. 19: 4; 26: 1; Dt. 4: 15-19,25. 
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images were prohibited"198
. While the second commandment prohibited the making and 

worshiping of idols, the Shema sanctioned faith in one God, who alone was worthy of 

worship. This positively distinguished the Jews from their 'pagan' neighbours and the 

polytheistic culture199
. 

That the Jews regarded the idols derisively and derogatorily is clear from the vocabulary 

used to describe them. Noticeably, the Old Testament vocabulary portrays the idols as 

entities shaped, formed and patterned by human hands. The vocabulary also depicts them 

as weak, worthless, dumb, impotent and detestable even if they are worshipped. Even so, 

the detestable idol could pollute the people participating in its worship, rendering them 

unclean before God200
. For that reason, the prophetic tradition regarded the idol as an 

abomination that could pollute the land20
\ even if they were insubstantial or worthless, 

false and the work of delusion, ineffective or empti02
• Since the first commandment 

depicts Yahweh as the unrivalled God, no image could fittingly represent Him so the 

prophetic tradition ridiculed the worship of non-existent, lifeless and impotent objects 

made by human hands203
. The song of Moses (Dt. 32: 15f) makes it clear that to worship 

strange gods was to disown God, to stir him to jealousy and provoke him to anger. For 

that reason, the prohibitions are not only directed to the elimination of idol making, but 

also to curtail the assimilation of foreign religious values to the worship of Yahweh204
. 

The idolatry of the Ancient Near East was certainly present in the Graeco-Roman world, 

since making and worshipping idols were widespread in the emperor, fertility and 

mystery cults205
. Philo in his interpretation of the second commandment elaborates the 

folly and wickedness of idol worship. He also shows the imprudence of idolaters, who 

worshipped the elements and carved images believing they were gods, while they were 

lifeless creatures unworthy even to be compared with beasts206
. With Christianity having 

198 Curtis 1992, 3: 379. 
199 Num 23: 9; Philo De Vit. Mos. l.L (50).278; Josephus Ant. 4. 114-117. See also Barclay 1996: 1-4. 
20° Curtis 1992,3: 378. 
201 Isa. 44: 19; Jer. 16: 18; Ezk. 5: 11. 
202 Jer. 10: 14f; 51: 17f; Jonah 2: 8; Ps. 31: 6. 
203 Isa.40: 18,25;42: 17;Jer.5: 17. 
204 Cf. Gutman 1961: 161-174; Curtis 1992,3:379. 
205 Stambaugh & Balch 1986: 41-46; 138-167. 
206 Philo De Decalogo xiv.65-xvi.81; xxix. 156; De Vita Contemplativa i.l-8. 

174 



--------------- --

its root in Judaism, this underscored the purging of idolatry. As such, a Christian leader 

like Paul was almost certainly influenced by the official Jewish derisive and derogatory 

attitude towards the idols. The use of images and statutes by Graeco-Roman cults thus 

represented idolatry in the eyes of Paul. It is notable that Paul regarded idol worship as 

originating from human rejection of God's self-revelation and so idolatry substitutes the 

worship of the Creator with the worship of the creature (Rom 1: 18-32). Paul therefore, 

in keeping with the Jewish perspective, asserts that idols made with human hands are no 

gods and so they do not exist as God does207
• The claim that no idol exists in the world 

and there is no God except one is thoroughly Jewish and consistent with the prophets and 

the psalmist who equally mocked the lifeless idols of the heathens208
• The claim that idols 

do not have real existence and the assertion that there is no God but one have a polemical 

thrust and are a confession of faith respectively209
• It is probable therefore that Paul's 

perception of the so-called gods echoed Wisdom of Solomon 13: 1-19, which takes to 

task those who respect the natural elements as gods and those who make idols. Even so, a 

second century CE account of Corinth that cites the deities Corinthians worshipped210
, 

may imply that Paul's audience believed that the so-called gods existed in heaven and 

earth. These could have included natural objects like stars, sun, fire, sea, or wind now 

worshipped as gods211 and the divinised human leaders for instance Julius Caesar and 

Augustus Caesar212
. Paul could not have denied these existed but affirmed they were 

wrongly understood to exist as gods. Paul here advocates the continuity of Israel's faith 

in one God into Hellenistic Christianity, laying the basis of the theological and historical 

affirmation of the Christian creed in one God213
. 

The first commandment, "You shall have no other gods before me", may imply that the 

Jews recognized the existence of other gods beside Yahweh, albeit not having the same 

existence as Yahweh. It seems that the Jews believed not so much in monotheism as to 

what is called henotheism. This is the belief in one God who is supreme over all celestial 

207 Stambaugh & Balch 1986: 149-154. 
208 Isa. 44: 9 -20; Ps. 115: 3-8. 
209 Collins 1999: 313. See also Acts 17: 24-29. 
210 See Pausanias Description of Greece 1-5; Collins 1999: 314. 
211 Wis. Sol. 13: 2-3. 
212 Collins 1999: 314. 
213 Cf. Fee 1987: 370. 

175 



beings, but which exist as mediums of his supreme power214
. For Paul, these were the so

called gods and it is worth noting that the term AfYOilEVOL translated 'so-called' is perhaps 

used here in a derogatory sense215
• Even so, the so-called gods existed and could control 

those who worshipped them. Paul may have been saying that the so-called gods existed in 

the imaginations of the worshipper and they could influence human actions216
. Perhaps 

the idols and the so-called gods (1 Cor 8: 4-6) were similar entities to the beings that by 

nature are no gods (Gal. 4: 8) and which enslaved believers. They may have the 

appearance of gods but, in the real sense, were non-existent for they were not gods and 

lords qua the One God and One Lord of Christian faith217
. Certainly for Paul any idol or 

any spiritual power, known or unknown that is theoretically equated to the one and only 

God, is a mere non-entity218
. But an idol may not be a non-entity if it is the equivalent of 

a demon. 

In 1Cor 10: 14-22, Paul advises believers to eschew the worship of idols, which are 

categorised as demons. He draws a lesson from the wilderness generation for the 

Corinthian church219
. During the first century CE, 6~[1lwv was a reference to an evil 

supernatural being that caused physical harm in all sorts of ways220
• The Jews identified 

the pagan gods with idols that were no gods22
\ which at best were characterised as 

demons222 wrongly worshiped by the apostate Jews. As noted in chapter four, while the 

Hebrew text suggests that all the gods of the nations are idols, the LXX text suggests that 

they are demons. It is possible that the Jews who translated the LXX conveyed a Jewish 

belief that pagan gods were closely linked to the demonic realm, a belief that was indeed 

widespread in the New Testament times223
• We have already seen in chapter four that the 

Second Temple Jewish literature regarded demons as the fallen angels or spirits. They 

214 Moffatt 1938: 139. See also Josephus Jewish War 5.5.218. 
215 Collins 1999:319. 
216 Betz 1979: 15; Fee 1987: 372f, 471; Matera 1992: 152. 
217 Hurtado 1988: 97-99. 
218 Moffatt 1938: 106. 
219 See Paige 1993: 210. 
220 See Mk. 5: 12; Mt. 8: 31; Lk. 8: 29; Rev. 16: 14; 18: 2. 
221 2 Chr. 13: 9; Isa 37: 19; Jer 2: 11; 5: 7; 16:20. 
222 Ps. 106: 37ff; Dt. 32: 16f; Ps. 96: 5. 
223 According to lTim 4: 1; 2; Tim 4: 3f, demons tempted people to idolatry, witchcraft, magic, war and 
other anti-social vices that could keep people away from God. 
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were usually linked with the work of Satan224
• Paul recognised the many gods and many 

lords but he probably transformed their status and classified them as demons225
• It is clear 

in 1Cor 10: 14-22 that even if idols and food offered to them is nothing, pagan sacrifices 

are offered to demons and not to God. Paul was perhaps bringing to contemporary use the 

Song of Moses, wherein to participate in the worship of demons that were not gods is to 

reject the one and only true God (Dt. 32: 15-22). As a result, to partake in the sacrifice 

offered to idols was to have communion with demons. So if we link the 'beings that by 

nature are not gods', 'the so-called gods' and 'an idol that has no real existence' with 

demons, then according to Paul, there is a devilish reality behind them. 

Robertson & Plummer suggest that if E'l-rrEp ELo(v and WOTIEP ELo(v in 1Cor 8: 5 refers to 

what really exist, the meaning will be, 'If you like to say that, because there are 

supernatural beings in abundance, as we all believe, therefore the so-called gods of the 

heathens really exist, nevertheless for us Christians, there is only one God'. Paul here 

seems to be saying that to the worshipper, the idol is an object of adoration. Yet while 

they actually worship a non-entity, ethically they are worshippers of demons ( 1 Cor 10: 

20). The thinking behind Paul may be that of Dt. 10: 17 and Ps. 136: 2f wherein Yahweh 

is God of gods and Lord of lords. This may imply that the second Elol.v refers to actual 

existence. While pagan sacrifices were offered to beings that did not exist as God does, 

there were "supernatural powers" behind the idols although not the gods depicted by the 

idols226
• Graeco-Roman pagan idols were then gods of another kind; the 'so-called gods' 

who by nature were not gods but demons227
, which were feared as they allegedly ruled 

nature (see chapter four). It follows then Paul followed his Jewish heritage that idols were 

man-made but could steer believers' loyalty away from the Lord228
• Even if idols are the 

product of human hands they are non-entities for Christians (1 Cor 8: 4-6). They represent 

malign supernatural beings that can control those who participate in their worship (1 Cor 

10: 16f). It appears that Paul is telling the Corinthians that they cannot have it both ways 

and there is no neutrality between Christian celebration and demonic rites for it is either 

224 Paige 1993: 210. 
225 Smit 2000: 75. 
226 Robertson & Plummer 1999: 167. See also Moffatt 1938: 235f; Smit 2000: 75. 
227 Duncan 1934: 133; Lightfoot 1910: 170f. 
228 Moffatt 1938: 139; Smit 2000: 77. 
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one or the other229
• The reality and existence of "supernatural powers" may have not been 

an issue for Paul. They are nothing compared to God but a reality nevertheless, as they 

exert influence over those who fellowship with them. The food offered to the idol and the 

idol itself is obviously nothing but there is something behind the idol although not what 

was believed to be there230
. Paul appears to be forbidding any kind of relationship with 

the demonic, a relationship that cannot be with a non-entity, as some scholars would wish 

to believe. In other words, Paul is saying that idols are not God but in fact demons (1 Cor 

10: 20)231 and to have alliance with them would renew the earlier bondage to 'beings that 

by nature are no gods' or the 'so-called gods', thereby depriving believers of their newly 

found freedom in Christ (Gal 4: 8-9). 

We can conclude that Paul's conceptual framework was that of a Jew with regard to 

Graeco-Roman gods232
. On the other hand, his conceptual framework could have been 

that of a Graeco-Roman philosopher. As noted in chapter four, several Graeco-Roman 

philosophers vilified popular beliefs, rituals and practices with regard to "supernatural 

powers". They censured superstitious beliefs and fears that led people to call human

made idols and mountains, trees and shapeless stones gods "although such things bear no 

resemblance to the gods than does the human form"233
• Paul may have built on the 

critique of these Graeco-Roman thinkers. Indeed Paul's conceptual framework was an 

imaginative blending of his Jewish heritage and Graeco-Roman philosophical views234
• It 

could be that Paul was creatively working with the angelology and demonology of his 

Jewish heritage and the worldview of the Graeco-Roman philosophers. In fact, Paul was 

a product of decades of intellectual interaction between Judaism and Graeco-Roman 

culture. His thinking could have been shaped by his own effort to amalgamate his Jewish 

legacy and understanding of pagan "supernatural powers" with the contemporary Graeco

Roman philosophical appraisal of the same so as to communicate his cosmological and 

229 Smit 2000: 77. 
230 Robertson & Plummer 1999: 215; Paige 1993: 210. 
231 Lockwood 2008: 344. 
232 Paige 1993: 210. 
233 Dio Chrysostom Olympian Discourse 12.60. 
234 Forbes 2002: 73. Cf. Barclay (1996: 393) who states, "by an extraordinary transference of ideology, 
Paul deracinates the most culturally conservative forms of Judaism in the Diaspora and uses them in the 
service of his largely Gentile communities". 

178 



Christological ideas235
• While Paul's terminological framework built on abstract 

personifications, his conceptual framework allowed the existence of spiritual beings, not 

the abstracts, which some scholars, as Gordon Fee notes, would wish us to believe236
. 

5:3 Theological reflections: The evidence for Christ's supremacy over 

"supernatural powers" 

i. Christ is pre-eminent, "supernatural powers" are created. 

A key Pauline text depicts Christ as the image of the unseen God and all things in heaven 

and on earth, seen or unseen, were created E=v a.utQ, eSt' a.utou and EL~ a.utov (Col 1: 16). If 

ta opa.ta Ka.t ta &6pa.ta. include the full sweep of evil spiritual powers identified as 

8p6vot, KUptOtTJtE~, &pxa.t, E=~ouo(a.t, then God created "supernatural powers" perhaps to 

serve His own purpose and will. The need for Christ to reconcile all things in heaven or 

on earth and to make peace (Col 1: 20) indicates that all is not welL It seems that some 

powers that were originally good had become hostile to God's plan, causing confusion 

among believers. Apparently, believers at Colossae erroneously regarded "supernatural 

powers" as rivals to Christ (Col 2: 8, 20) and they probably held that "supernatural 

powers" had an independent ontological existence, though not in the same sense as Paul. 

So Paul makes it clear that since the pre-existent Christ brought the powers into existence 

in his creative role (Col. 1: 16), then they are not equal to Him. Neither do they exist on 

their own because all things hold together in Christ (Col. 1: 17). The text unmistakably 

indicates that the Son of God is not part of the creation. Neither is he on the top of the 

hierarchy of "supernatural powers", as the Hellenistic culture would have alleged. This 

Christological hymn suggests that "supernatural powers" were created through him, in 

him, and for him. 

It is unmistakable that like any other creation, "supernatural powers" are subservient to 

the Creator and to the principle by which they exist, that is, Jesus Christ. These created 

"supernatural powers" must include the ones implied in the spatial image enumerated as 

OUtE uljfw~a. OUtE p&eo~ (Rom 8: 39). This image perhaps refers to the zenith and nadir of 

heavenly bodies and it embraces the full sweep of celestial powers. Consequently, outE 

235 Forbes 2001: 73, 88 
236 Fee 1987: 475. 
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uljlwf.W. outE pcfeoc;; could have been a reference to all astrological powers, seen or unseen, 

which were believed to determine and control fate and human destinl37
. The image may 

also refer to the powers that could occupy the height of heaven or the underworld-or 

any space between238
• Irrespective of the fact that "supernatural powers" aim to separate 

believers from the love of Christ, unlike Christ, they are not pre-existent. Even if they are 

invisible and spiritual, this does not mean that they are eternal since they were created. 

Although they are invisible this does not mean they are only heavenly since some earthly 

realities such as air and wind are invisible too. In fact, Col 1: 15-20 distinguishes the 

Creator and the creation, which is both material and spiritual. As Noble avers, "the word 

'invisible'... is therefore of the highest significance... since it seems to insist that 

everything that is not God, everything 'spiritual' as well as everything material. .. is to be 

placed clearly into the category of creation"239
• 

According to Phil 2: 6-11, "supernatural powers" are subservient to Jesus, who has been 

given the name above all names that every knee in heaven, on earth and under the earth 

should bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord. This assertion seems to 

include every rational being, human and spiritual, good and evil, as ultimately and 

presently submissive to Christ's rule240
• In Eph 1: 21 "supernatural powers" are linked 

with Tiavtoc;; ovollatoc;; ovolla(ollEvou. Perhaps the mention of ovolla in Phil 2: 9 and Eph 1: 

21 addressed a cultural milieu, wherein it was popularly held that successful magical 

manipulation of evil powers was to be attested or affirmed in the knowledge of the 

power's name. The phrases to ovolla to imE:p mxv ovolla (Phil 2: 9) and tmEpcfvw mio11c;; ... 

Kat Tiavtoc;; ovollatoc;; ovolla(ollEvou (Eph 1: 21) certainly stress the supremacy and 

sovereignty of Christ over every power known or unknown, real or imagined, present or 

future241
. Having been resurrected and exalted, Christ re-asserted his supremacy over 

"supernatural powers", which they already knew during his earthly life (Mk. 1: 23-25; 

237 Dunn 1988: 513; Bauer 1957: 128. 
238 Reid 1993b: 749; Arnold 1992b: 120; Long 1987, 4: 285. See also PGM IV. 2694-2704, which has 
reference to the demons of the air, of the earth and of the underworld. 
239 Noble 1996:193. 
24° Cf. Isa. 45: 23; 24: 21. 
241 Reid 1993b: 749. 
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Lk. 4: 33-25). The supremacy of Christ is well attested by the existence of all things that 

originate from Him, including "supernatural powers". 

ii. The existence and resistance of the church. 

One cannot speak of "supernatural powers" without mentioning Christ and the church. 

Even if Paul is silent on the fall of "supernatural powers", some are fallen and have 

become the enemies of Christ and the church. However, Christ's church exists amidst her 

enemies, which are not flesh and blood but "supernatural powers". According to Eph 3: 

10, it is oux -rf]c; EKKAT)OLa.c; that the manifold wisdom of God is made known to 

"supernatural powers". How does the church do this? It is not by preaching as Wink 

claims242
. Most scholars agree that Paul never intended the church to carry out any 

evangelism, social action or any other activity to "supernatural powers"243
• In all 

probability, the phrase cSLa -rf]c; EKKAT)o(a.c; signifies the existence of the church, now seen 

as a multiracial community made of Jews and Gentiles. In that case, the existence of the 

church is the means by which the manifold wisdom of God is made known to 

"supernatural powers". The church therefore does not play an active role but a passive 

one, not "in the sense of failing to resist the influence of the "powers" but in the sense 

that it does not act as a dispatched agent to proclaim the message of God's dominion to 

the "powers"244
. In fact, the passive yvwpw8t) implies that it is God himself who make his 

wisdom (through the mystery hidden in Him v.9) known to "supernatural powers". In that 

case, the church passively and visibly testifies to God's wisdom by her very existence. 

However, the powers to which the manifold wisdom of God is made known are in the 

heavenly places just like the powers hostile to the church in Eph 6: 10-20. Through her 

own existence, the church makes known the manifold wisdom of God to the enemies of 

Christ and his church. This might be seen as an encouragement to a people who lived in a 

background where "supernatural powers" were greatly feared. As Arnold contends, "the 

readers would find great encouragement in knowing that the "powers" can see that they 

have been devastatingly foiled by the emerging of the body of Christ, the church. This 

242 See Wink 1984: 93, 95-96. 
243 See O'Brien 1999: 246; Porter 1994: 149f; Arnold 1989: 63; Dibelius 1909: 161, note 1. 
244 Arnold 1989: 63. 
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would also give the readers added assurance of victory over the "powers" as they engage 

in spiritual warfare and await the consummation of the age to come"245
. 

The church not only exists amidst enemies but she also resists the same enemies through 

the power of the Lord and the strength of his might. Could it be that the language of the 

church vis-a-vis her enemies is metaphorical, having been drawn from the experiences of 

the Jewish people, so as to explain the supremacy of Christ? During the Second Temple 

era, Palestinian Judaism faced a historic but acute theological problem as to the Roman 

occupying power, which endangered the purity of the Temple and Torah as well as their 

sacred history. This, more than a socio-political problem, was a religio-cultural dilemma, 

which required a theodicy. The Qumran War Scrolls (1QM; 4QM 491-496) provide the 

apocalyptic perspective with which this doctrinal problem was voiced. The scrolls, 

perhaps being dependent on the eschatological battle in Dan 11: 40-12: 3, depicts the war 

in which the righteous Jews (referred to as the Sons of Light) are assisted by Michael and 

other angelic forces to defeat the 'sons of darkness' who are assisted by Beliar and his 

powers of darkness246
. This synthesis of the language and imagery of divine warfare with 

the traditional names of Israel's foes and the participation of angelic powers, probably 

anticipates a tradition that would, henceforth, metaphorically swap the ancient enemies of 

Israel with "supernatural powers" as the enemies of Christ and his church. This may have 

been the start of a developing tradition by which the Pauline theology of "supernatural 

powers" can be mirrored. 

Paul's conversion to Christianity definitely altered his Jewish theology, which regarded 

the nations as the enemies of Israel. The Gentiles, who once were 'far off' aliens and 

enemies (Eph. 2: 17; Col 1: 21 f) had now become the focus of God's emancipating grace. 

The Gentile nations therefore could not and cannot be the enemies and the subject of the 

Old Testament divine warfare imagery. Through the death of Christ on the cross (Gal 3: 

10-14), an opening was created for Jews and Gentiles to form the one new eschatological 

person in Christ (Eph 2: 11-22). The true enemies were no longer the Romans, but 

spiritual powers behind human authority and empires of this world. This is a worldview 

245 Arnold 1989: 64. 
246 IQM 1: 1-17. See Reid 1993b: 750. 
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that Paul and many other Jews probably shared247 and may provide the framework for 

discerning the enemies of Christ and of the church. It is clear that these foes are not flesh 

and blood but "supernatural powers" that could, according to the views of that time, 

control socio-political and religio-cultural institutions. Since Christ will finally destroy 

every rule, authority, power and death, it is plausible that O:px~. E=~ouo[cu, ouva1-w; and 

e&.va,;oc; (lCor 15: 24-26) are real enemies of Christ and the church. That these powers 

play the role of probable hinderers of the love of Christ (Rom 8: 38f) in the redemption 

drama implies they are the antagonists of Christ and the church. The hostility of 

"supernatural powers" to the church is therefore unmistakable. 

As noted above, the church's existence testifies the supremacy of Christ, who strengthens 

her to resist "supernatural powers" despite their opposition to her existence (Eph 6: 10-

20). The church resists "supernatural powers" by putting on the whole armour of God. 

The earthly resistance of the church is set against a metaphor reminiscent of the Jewish 

holy war. However, a major difference between the church's struggle and the Jewish holy 

war is that the church does not fight against flesh and blood but against intangible 

principalities, powers, world rulers of this present darkness and spiritual forces of evil E=v 

w1c; ETioupav[oLc; (Eph 6: 12). The weapons of the church are both for attacking and 

defending but the power of the militant church is "in the Lord and in the strength of his 

might". The church resists the enemy from the position of power founded on Christ's 

defeat of "supernatural powers", which also testifies to Christ's supremacy (see below). 

While the archetype of the warfare is unmistakably Jewish, the terminology and military 

paraphernalia are taken from the Graeco-Roman world. This indicates that even if the 

Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" is Jewish, it was meant to interact with the 

hearts of his Graeco-Roman audience. Is shifting domination and resistance from tangible 

nations to intangible spiritual powers an attempt to move from the known to the unknown 

by way of metaphor? This will be discussed in chapter six but now we tum to the defeat 

of "supernatural powers" as evidence of Christ's supremacy. 

247 Jub. 15: 30-32; 1 Enoch 89: 59-61; 90: 20-25, where the seventy shepherds seem to represent the 
angels of the nation. 
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iii. The defeat of "supernatural powers". 

The limited knowledge of "supernatural powers" regarding God's plan of redemption 

(1Cor 2: 6-8) contributed to their defeat. The rulers of this age could not understand 

God's wisdom so they crucified the Lord of glory expecting to frustrate God's salvific 

plan. They did know that by crucifying Christ, they were being reduced from hero to zero 

and so sealing their own fate. The verb KatapyEw used here not only means 'destroy' but 

also 'render powerless or ineffective', 'abolish', 'nullify', 'cease' and 'wipe out' 248
• It is 

most likely that Paul did not intend to convey the idea of total annihilation but that of 

destroying or depriving the ability of "supernatural powers" to work evil249
• Thus even if 

the powers may seemingly appear very active in opposing the church, their fate is fixed. 

The death and resurrection of Christ marked the start of the destruction of their ability to 

work evil as implied in 1 Cor 2: 6-8. Their ultimate destruction awaits the eschaton, 

before Christ 'hands over the Kingdom to God the Father' (1Cor 15: 24). The debate 

among scholars, however, is whether "supernatural powers" have been stripped of their 

powers and brought into the service of Christ or whether they have been utterly defeated 

or will be finally destroyed. Since the powers are still opposed to God's purpose and to 

the church, their ultimate defeat is yet to come and therefore the language of 1Cor 15: 24 

suggests their end. The context strongly suggests the utter defeat of "supernatural 

powers", with no possibility of redemption250
. 

Col 2: 15 exposes rebellious and evil "supernatural powers" that God conquered in Christ 

or by the cross. The powers were disarmed and publicly exposed in a triumphal parade. 

At the cross, Christ's death stripped from "supernatural powers" the ability they may 

have had against him and his church. For that reason, "supernatural powers" cannot exert 

their potent influence over the people whom Christ has claimed for himself. Indeed, the 

participle aTIEK<'iumf~Evoc; (translated 'disarmed') although in the middle voice, should be 

interpreted in the active voice251
• In that case, Christ did not strip from himselrZ52 but God 

248 See Danker 1979: 417; GNM Morphology and Barclay-Newman Greek Dictionary as represented in the 
BibleWorks for Windows Copyright© 1998 BibleWorks, LLC. 
249 Arnold 1992b: 163; Barrett 1968: 358. 
250 Reid 1993b: 751. 
251 It is notable that the same participle is used in the active sense in Col 3: 9. 
252 Against Carr 1981: 61. 
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stripped off the ability of "supernatural powers" through Christ or in the cross of Christ. 

Thus E=v cx\rrQ (v15) can either refer to Christ or to the cross of Christ. it follows therefore 

that God is the subject and so the accusative phrase •at; apxat; KCXL 1:a<; E=~ouo(cx<; must be 

the object of the participle aTIEK6uo&.llEVo<;253
• It was in the cross of Christ or in Christ that 

the powers were publicly exposed as weak and a disgrace or even a mockery. The aorist 

indicative verb EbEL Yll&.noEv that holds the idea of public exposure can also be translated 

as 'disgraced' or even 'mocked'. The notion of exposure in relation to the displaying and 

disgracing of demonic powers is clearly articulated in Jewish tradition254
• The triumphal 

procession, to be fair, was a celebration of Christ's victory and reign over "supernatural 

powers". 

Such a triumphal procession (9ptcxll~Euw) was common when Roman generals defeated 

the opposing forces and won a battle. The disheartened and subjugated opponent and his 

army became a public spectacle for ridicule and were paraded for all to see. Similarly, 

God put the conquered "supernatural powers" on public display, revealing their weakness 

before Christ and indicating the supremacy of Chrise55
• Yet a minority of scholars have 

rejected the conventional interpretation, to argue instead that •a<; apxa<; Kcxl. 1:a<; E=~ouo(cxt; 
are not evil powers but good angels from the throne of God who worshipped Christ in the 

celebration of his majesty256
. This interpretation is not tenable and does injustice to the 

context of Colossians, which does not portray "supernatural powers" as adoring Christ. 

The context points to the supremacy of Christ as the creator of, and the raison d'etre of 

"supernatural powers"' existence. In fact, the text and context expose 't'at; apxa<; Kcxl. 't'a<; 

E=~ouo(cx<; as spiritual beings behind the written code and its regulations, which were 

against human efforts to attain the fullness of life257
. Carr and Yates seem to ignore that 

Paul's theology resolutely upholds the supremacy of Christ over "supernatural powers". 

They overlook the idea that most of the Pauline references to &pxa<; Kcxl. E=~ouo(cx<; indicate 

evil spiritual beings. They specifically fail to notice that Eph 1: 21f elucidates Christ's 

never-ending supremacy over "supernatural powers". God, having raised Christ from the 

253 Arnold 1995: 278-280. 
254 See Ascension of Isaiah 3: 13; Acts of Peter 32[3]. 
255 Lohse 1971: 112; Arnold 1992b: 106. 
256 See Carr 198147-85; Yates 1991:573-591. 
257 Forbes 2001: 70. 
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dead, exalted and installed Him to a position of power far above all conceivable 

"supernatural powers". 

Christ's death and resurrection is not only effective for acquiring the forgiveness of sins 

but also for defeating "supernatural powers" that could impede God's redemptive plan. 

The forgiveness of sins and the defeat of -rae; apxac; Kcxl -rae; E=~oua(cxc; are closely linked, as 

it is through the forgiveness of sins that believers are transferred from the kingdom of 

darkness to the Kingdom of God (Col 1: 13). It is clear that through Christ's death and 

resurrection, the forgiveness of sins, including the wiping out of -co xnp6ypw}>ov258
, was 

accomplished. The forgiveness of sin and the wiping out of -co xnp6ypcx<flov (Col 2: 13f) 

indicates that "supernatural powers" have been disarmed (2: 15)259
• Their disarming sums 

up the thoughts in the avowal of the forgiveness of -ca 1Tcxpcx1Tn..Sj..t.cx-ccx and the annulment of 

-co XELpoypcx<flov. Does this imply that "supernatural powers" could work with and through 

sin and the legal demands to inhibit human efforts to attain the fullness of life in Christ? 

Altogether, the culmination of the forgiveness of -ca Ticxpcxmwj..t.cx-ccx, the annulment of -co 

XELpoypcx<flov and the disarming of the powers is accomplished in and through the death, 

resurrection and exaltation of Christ. 

Christ has therefore defeated "supernatural powers" (Col 2: 15), reclaiming his own from 

the kingdom of darkness (Col 1: 12-14). "Supernatural powers" are now subjected to the 

rule and authority of the exalted Christ, who is reigning as the heavenly king (Phil 2: 9; 

Col 3: 1; Eph 1: 21) and receives praise and obeisance (Phil 2: 10)260
. Yet the other side 

of Paul's theology indicates that "supernatural powers" are still opposed to Christ and his 

church (Eph 6: 1 0-18) even with the claims that they have been conquered. There is an 

anticipated victory at the end when Christ will deliver the kingdom to God the Father 

(1Cor 15: 24). So how does the claim that Christ has defeated and shamed "supernatural 

powers" make sense? Perhaps this can be explained through the typical New Testament 

tension between a "now" and a "not yet" eschatology. Between now and the eschaton the 

powers will persistently seek to undo what Christ has done. But Christ empowers his own 

258 XELpoypatflov refers to a record of one's debts. See Deissmann 1927: 332-34; 1901 247; Yates 1990 
248-259; Arnold 1995: 292f; Sappington 1991: 214-220; O'Brien 1982: 125; Pokorny 1991: 139. 
259 Sappington 1991: 211-21,221-223. 
260 Reid 1993b: 751. 
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church to boldly resist the attacks of "supernatural powers". At the end, like the kings of 

the Gentiles nations who were enemies of the Davidic kingship (cf. Ps 110), Christ's 

enemies ("supernatural powers" and death) that exercise authority and dominion in this 

age will be finally placed under Christ's feet (lCor 15: 24-28). For now, Christ reigns in 

the midst of his enemies (cf. Ps 110: 2), which include "supernatural powers", sin and 

death. Oscar Cullmann sought to solve this tension with the analogy of D-Day and VE

Day based on the events of the Second World War261
• This analogy may very well relate 

to the conflict between Christ's church and all her enemies262
. 

5:4 Conclusion. 

We can conclude that the Pauline texts recognize the existence of spiritual beings, which 

operate in a cosmic theatre. The texts suggest their domain is in 'heaven and earth', 'this 

age', and in the 'heavenlies' and the underworld263
. Nevertheless, Christ's supremacy 

permeates the three-tiered universe and so spiritual beings in the heavens, on the earth 

and in the underworld, have no sovereign status as they are subject to Chrise64
. The 

Pauline terminology and concept of "supernatural powers" do hold some common 

features. The texts noticeably introduce and explain "supernatural powers" in relation to 

Christ and the life of the church. The primary concerns of the concept are Christological 

and pastoral265
. The concept frequently uses Jewish ideas and Graeco-Roman imagery 

and paraphernalia, perhaps metaphorically, to drive the point home. The Pauline 

terminological framework somewhat differed from that of Jewish apocalyptic and Greek 

magical texts, which some exegetes believe influenced him. The Jewish conceptual 

understanding of pagan gods agrees with Paul's depiction of the same. In the same way, 

his conceptual framework agrees with some Graeco-Roman philosophers, who scorned 

Graeco-Roman gods as understood by the populace as no gods. 

It is clear as to what the Pauline terms and concept of "supernatural powers" meant to the 

author and what they communicated to the readers. Even if the terms could refer to 

261 Cullmann 1951: 139-143 
262 Arnold 1992b: 123; A.M. Hunter as cited in Beker 1980: 159. 
263 Eph. 2: 2; 3: 10; 6: 12; Phil. 2: 10. 
264 Barth & Blanke 1994: 202; Forbes 2002: 72. 
265 Ferdinanda 1999: 241. 
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human agents, in most of the Pauline texts, they refer to animate and personal spiritual 

beings inimical to Christ and his church. The concept clearly reveals that "supernatural 

powers" can work in and through other external and internal forces to keep people under 

control and in disobedience to God. These powers could exploit the flesh and the world, 

and it follows that "supernatural powers" such as 'the god of this world' (2Cor 4: 4) and 

r& otaLXE1a. rou KOOIJ.OU (Gal. 4: 3; Col 2: 8, 20) could exert tremendous sway in the socio

political and religio-cultural structures of human existence. Nonetheless, the ability of the 

powers is provisional since they are still under the control of God even if inimical to 

Christ and his church. Though they might appear powerful in this age, the church can 

withstand them and by her existence in and through Christ, let them know the manifold 

wisdom of God. Because the church exists, the powers do not have the ability to thwart 

what Christ has instituted. Christ has now immobilized their genius to deny believers the 

fullness of life. Their power will be finally destroyed in the eschaton, when Christ will 

give the kingdom to God (lCor 15: 24). Paul's message to his first century CE audience 

was that of Christ's supremacy over and against his enemies and those of the church. 

Still, it is vital to interact with some selected scholars who handle "supernatural powers" 

from the perspective of myth, claiming that Paul demythologised the Jewish apocalyptic 

and mythological terminology. 
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Chapter 6 IP'revious interpretations: Interacting with some selected scholars who 

deal with "supematural powers" from the perspective of myth. 

6:1 Introduction. 

Is myth, and by extension demythologisation, a suitable tool with which to interpret the 

Pauline concept of "supernatural powers"? This question has been motivated by the fact 

that many modern interpreters deal with the concept of "supernatural powers" from the 

perspective of myth. The dominant nineteenth century view was that myth was part of an 

antediluvian worldview, which modern people could dispense with, so as to come up 

with a message of timeless value. Little attention was paid to "supernatural powers" and 

the prevailing mind-set was that they were vestiges of ancient mythology, so insignificant 

in Paul's thinking. Otto Everling acknowledged that Paul believed in the existence of a 

multitude of devilish beings that inhabit the air under the command of Satan1 but he 

regarded them as absolutely of inferior significance in Paul's view; hence they should 

receive trifling attention2
. The idea that the New Testament's cosmology was essentially 

mythical contributed to an anti-supernaturalistic mentality, leading liberal scholars such 

as Harnack, to claim that there was no such thing as miracles3
. What Harnack did was to 

reduce the kerygma to some basic principles of religion-love of God and neighbour

which are timeless and eternal. It was thus critical to distinguish between the core of 

religion and the temporary garb with which Christianity was clothed during the New 

Testament period. As with miracles, Harnack, as O'Brien notes, regarded references to 

"supernatural powers" as part of the temporary garb that must be discarded4
. 

Dibelius, though following Everling, maintained that a world dominated by "supernatural 

forces" was central to Paul's thinking. He admitted that in Paul's view these forces were 

hostile to human existence and this was the framework within which Paul developed his 

view about human existence and the work of Christ. He insisted that the distinctiveness 

of Paul's message was his belief that Christ had conquered these powers. He therefore 

identified a special significance of "supernatural powers" in relation to eschatology and 

1 Everling 1888: 109. 
2 Everling 1888: 4. 
3 Harnack 1901, 4: 27. 
4 O'Brien 1984: 11 L. 
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Christology. He held that rejecting this significance was to jettison a part of the Pauline 

faith. He also held that with the concept of spirits and devils disappearing, the language 

and concept of "supernatural powers" was insignificant for a modem Christian5
. For that 

reason, it was critical to ascertain the real meaning of Paul's message concerning human 

existence. Evidently, the claims that "supernatural powers" were trivial in Paul's thoughts 

and irrelevant for modem people somewhat impelled an existentialist and structuralist 

interpretation of "supernatural powers". It is clear that after Dibelius the Pauline concept 

of "supernatural powers" received little or no attention and became a neglected emphasis 

in New Testament theology6
. 

Several years after the first quarter of the twentieth century, a new interest in 

"supernatural powers" in Pauline thinking began to emerge. Schlier, as cited by Berkhof, 

wondered if "we have generally neglected even to ask whether Scripture and Christian 

tradition might be thinking of definite life experiences when they speak of the devil and 

the demons"7
. Schlier interpreted "supernatural powers" not as objective realities but as 

projections of what Bultmann would latter call self-understanding. Schlier somehow 

contributed to the existentialist reading of "supernatural powers". Rudolf Bultmann, who 

reacted to the nineteenth century view that myth could be discarded so as to discern a 

message of eternal value8
, might be credited as the one who revolutionalised the study of 

"supernatural powers" in the modem era. Concerning the heavenly powers in Paul's 

theology, as Dunn notes, "this whole area of ancient belief has regularly been identified 

as a prime example of "myth," and since Bultmann it has been a prime candidate for his 

programme of demythologisation"9
. Bultmann understood "supernatural powers" as the 

expression of human inability to control their world and the future and also in terms of 

the New Testament's call for existential liberation10
. He contends that Paul was "only 

expressing a certain understanding of existence: The spirit powers represented the reality 

into which man is placed as one full of conflicts and struggle, a reality which threatens 

5 Dibelius 1909: 5. 
6 Stewart 1951: 292-301; Abijole 1988: 118-129. 
7 Berkhof 1962: 73. 
8 Bultmann 1964: 9; O'Brien 1984: 114; Thiselton 1980: 205ff; Dunn 1977:289. 
9 Dunn 1998: 110. 
10 Bultmann 1952, 1: 258f. Cf. Bautista, Garcia & Wan 1982: 37 -49, esp. 43. 

190 



and tempts"11
. Central to Bultmann's hermeneutics is his understanding of myth. In his 

opinion, myth was all-encompassing and it could not be simply discarded. With the 

Gospel suffused with myth, to discard the myth was to discard the Gospel. He regarded 

myth as the pre-scientific view of the world that modem man could no longer accept. But 

demythologisation could not simply strip the mythical worldview away. Rather, the 

message of the New Testament had to be re-appreciated and re-interpreted in modem 

terms. To demythologise therefore was not to reject the Christian Gospel but the mythic 

worldview in which it was clothed. Walter Wink, following a structuralist reading 

embraced to some extent by other scholars before him12
, maintains that Bultmann's 

demythologisation was a move in the right direction but from the wrong foundation. His 

quest, like that of Bultmann and other modem interpreters, has been to extract a relevant 

message for the modem era from the myth via "demythologisation", a programme which 

is claimed to have originated from Paul and other New Testament writers such as John. 

This chapter will focus mainly on Bultmann and Wink, who are regarded as the most 

influential twentieth century scholars with regard to the subject of "supernatural powers". 

It is important to identify how these scholars understood myth because demythologisation 

largely depends on each scholar's working definition of myth. Nevertheless, the idea of 

demythologising the myth of "supernatural powers" is a complex issue that one chapter 

cannot adequately handle, for this would require at least a monograph. The big issues are 

the definition of myth, the truth of myth and whether mythology is expendable or 

indispensable. This chapter will first look at the problems of myth, which perhaps make it 

a less useful tool than metaphor in dealing with "supernatural powers". Secondly, the 

chapter will interact with Bultmann's and Wink's handling of "supernatural powers". 

This will be followed by some key considerations about demythologisation. Thirdly, the 

chapter will look at metaphor, attempting to demonstrate that metaphor could be a more 

useful tool to deal with "supernatural powers" in Paul than myth. It will be seen that 

metaphors too have problems that may widen the referential problem of "supernatural 

powers". 

11 Bultmann 1952, 1: 259. 
12 See Sider 1980: 12; Rupp 1952: 11f; Berkhof 1962: 23; Wilder 1966: 23-30; Caird 1956: 90-110; Yoder 
1972: 137-142; Mouw 1976: 87-115. 
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6:2 lUnderst:andlhng myth and! its truth. 

i. The problem of definition 

The subject of myth and its truth are elusive, exceedingly slippery, vast and complicated. 

Different views as to what myth is and its reality presents a wide-ranging perspective of 

understanding myth and its truth13
• To do justice to the definition of myth, one, as Dunn 

notes, would require an extensive competence in such different fields such as early Greek 

literature and drama, the comparative study of religion, philosophy of history, 

anthropology and psychoanalysis14
. Caird, after scrutinizing no less than nine views and 

definitions of myth from various schools of thought15 judiciously writes, "Faced with this 

array of opinion, we shall be wise to conclude that myth has a complexity which defies 

all attempts of the foolhardy to reduce it to a single origin or function"16
. What 

complicates myth from the very beginning is the problem of definition. "There is no one 

definition of myth, no platonic form of a myth against which all actual instances can be 

measured"17
. Indeed the problem of defining myth goes back to the ancient usage of 

j..LU9o<;, which etymologically, as several sources suggests, can mean 'a word' or 'a story'. 

Of note is that in ancient Greek literature, the meaning of j..LU9o<; could vary from a "true 

story", "an account of facts" to an invented story, legend, fairly story, fable or poetic 

creation18
. It is also noteworthy that in later Greek thought, j..LU9o<; was regarded as the 

antithesis of rational thought (logos) and history19
. The understanding was that myth 

signified "what cannot really exist" and anything which is opposed to reality. This was a 

Graeco-Roman legacy that dominated Western academic thinking. Moreover, as Dunn 

demonstrates, the precise meaning of myth became a subject of vigorous debates from 

different schools of thought, resulting in three competing views. The first view is that 

myth is a story whose subject is the primeval age and whose role is to provide a basis for 

13 See Dunn 1977: 285-307; Caird 1980: 219-242. 
14 Dunn 1977: 285. 
15 See Caird 1980: 221-224 
16 Caird 1980: 223. 
17 Kirk 1970:7. 
18 See The Analytical Greek Lexicon n.d., (London: Samuel Bagster and Sons) page 273; Bauer 1957: 530f; 
Dunn 1977: 285; SUihlin in TDNT, 4 766-769; Barrett 1956-57: 345. 
19 According to Plato (The Republic 376f), even if traditional myths were false (lj!Eu6oc;) they had value in 
teaching children and they were an indispensable complement to rational thought. 
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the present world and social order in primordial times20
• The second view is that myth is 

a primitive conceptual form, the mode of conception and expression in the childhood of 

the human race, exposing the structures of primitive consciousness as yet untouched by 

modem science. Yet "the growth of myth has been checked by science, it is dying of 

weights and measures, of proportions and specimen"21
• This view is in fact foremost in 

the debate on the relevance of demythologisation as a hermeneutical solution to the New 

Testament22
• The third view portrays myth as poetry, belonging to a sphere where it is 

judged by standards other than that of its understanding of the world. It is thus a symbol 

and drama able to awaken feelings, invite thought and evoke response23
• 

The issue about the truth of myth is as controversial as the issue of what it is. Reading the 

pages of Dunn and Caird, one would find no fewer than six views on its truth. One view 

implies that myths tell something about how primitive people speculated on the natural 

and strange phenomena and how they coped with the fears of the unknown such as death 

and the afterlife. It also explains how primitive people discerned mysteries surrounding 

their experiences allegedly caused by gods, demons and spirits and how to control these 

powers by ritual of magic24
• Another view supposes that myth developed as an appendix 

to ritual performance and is closely related to social structure. Its truth is explicit in 

legitimising the cult since it takes the place of dogma. In this sense, the truth of myth lies 

in its attempt to justify a people's rights, loyalties and beliefs. These could be traced back 

to the primeval times and which hitherto continue to influence the world and human 

destiny25
• Thirdly, according to the psychoanalytic view, the truth of myth is to tell 

something about human nature. This, as in dreams, occurs through the expression of the 

subconscious, the archetypal images rising from the depths of humanity. Myth therefore 

is "the natural and indispensable intermediate stage between unconscious and conscious 

cognition"26
, the "original revelation of the preconscious psyche, and involuntary 

20 See Eliade 1964: 5. 
21 Tylor 1871 [1903, 4th Ed.]: 317. 
22 See Dunn 1977: 285, 302 note 5. 
23 See Ricoeur 1967. 
24 See Tylor 1871 (41h Ed 1903): 317; Lang 1887; Frazer 1926. 
25 See Smith 1889 17-21; Malinowski 1927:92, 100; 1931; 1946: 489f. Cf. Kirk 1970: 12-29; Pannenberg 
1973: 5ff; Dunn 1977: 287; Caird 1980: 221. 
26 Jung 1963: 343. 
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statements about unconscious psychic happenings"27
. In that case, the operative value of 

myth is in its expression of "deep-seated and permanent human needs, and at the same 

time as a means of directing the flood of emotion into socially acceptable channels"28
. 

A fourth view concerning the truth of myth originates from the idea of the uniformity of 

the structure of the mind. Anthropologist C. Levi-Strauss regards the structure of myth as 

identical with the structure of the human mind. Human thinking is a process of binary 

analysis, so myth is a model in which the binary division in society, the contradictions in 

humankind's view of the world (between village and jungle, male and female, life and 

death, earth and sky) can be resolved and overcome. The general idea is that the truth of 

myth reveals human striving to create order out of the contradictions in which people find 

themselves29
. Its truth therefore lies in its function as "an instrument for social 

manipulation and control, the means with which social movements win support by 

presenting themselves to the imagination as struggles for an eventually victorious 

cause"30
. It "carries the lines of logos organically beyond the frontiers of conceptual 

knowledge ... It arises when there is need to express something which can be expressed in 

other way"31
. Even if myth "always refers to events alleged to have taken place in time: 

before the world was created, or during its first stages ... what gives the myth an operative 

value is that the specific pattern described is everlasting; it explains the present and the 

past as well as the future"32
. Levi-Strauss maintains that the true message of myth has 

nothing to do with the context, as it is a piece of algebra about the working of human 

mind in the abstrace3
. 

Fifthly, the truth of myth is also viewed from the poetic perspective, where myth is 

regarded as the expression of a whole area of human experience and awareness of values 

and truths presented only in symbolic language. Myth, according to Tylor, shapes "those 

endless analogies between man and nature which are the soul of all poetry ... so full to us 

27 Kirk 1970: 279. 
28 Caird 1980: 223. 
29 Levi-Strauss 1963, esp. chapter 4; Kirk 1970: 42-83; Dunn 1977: 287. 
3° Caird 1980: 222, paraphrasing sociologist Georges Sorel's view of myth. 
31 Stahlin TDNT 774, cited in Dunn 1977: 286. 
32 Levi-Strauss 1958: 85. 
33 See Dunn 1977: 287. 
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of unfading life and beauty", though they "are the masterpiece of an art belonging rather 

to the past than to the present"34
• Tylor recognises the affinity between myth and poetry, 

even with his view that myth has been checked by science and it is not only dying but 

also half dead. He recognises its use of analogies, the symbolic language, which Jasper 

contends is "the cipher language of myth"35
. Myth therefore is "the poet's awareness of a 

"moreness" to life than eating, sleeping, working, loving, without wishing or attempting 

to define that "moreness" except by means of evocative images and symbols"36
. The sixth 

view, now from the perspective of comparative religion, regards myth as a distinct 

religious experience. It would seem the truth of myth is in its ability to convey the 

awareness of the numinous. Its significance, according to Ricoeur, is in its power to 

discover and to reveal the bond between people and what they consider sacred37
. As 

Rudolf Otto asserts, myth is not just a human response to what they think of as divine, 

but is itself somehow revelatory of the divine. In this sense, "stories about gods" may not 

always and simply be the expression of a primitive and unscientific age. They are mainly 

the product of religious consciousness, "the vestibule at the threshold of the real religious 

feelings, an earliest stirring of the numinous"38
. Myth is therefore an entrance to the 

innate religious experiences. But Eliade seems to be enlivening the view that religious 

experiences generated by myth belong to the so-called primitive era of human society in 

maintaining, "For all primitive mankind, it is religious experience which lays the 

foundation of the world"39
. 

It is apparent that most views on myth decisively consign myth to the so-called primitive 

era of human society. Testifying how the "which came first?" controversy in relation to 

ritual and myth may be wrongly conceived, Dunn insists that the reason for this is the fact 

that "the roots of both myth and ritual may lie in primitive man's attempts to express an 

irreducibly religious experience"40
• According to Kirk, "the primitive mentality does not 

34 Tylor 1871 (4th Ed. 1903): 317. 
35 Jasper 1964: 145. 
36 Dunn 1977: 287, 302 note 13. 
37 Ricoeur 1967: 5. 
38 Otto 1923: 126. 
39 Eliade 1960: 19, emphasis mine. 
40 Dunn 1977: 287, emphasis mine. 
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invent myths, it expresses them"41
. However, it could be problematic to relegate myth to 

the so-called primitive mentality faced with such varied views of myth especially if myth 

is indispensable. It could be even more complicated especially at this time when the 

primal worldview, which most people would agree is full of myths, is emerging as a 

significant tool facilitating the spread and reception of biblical teachings especially in the 

African context42
. Yet Dunn's view that myth is a human effort to express an irreducible 

religious experience is pertinent. It may imply that demythologisation, in its attempt to 

reduce or replace myth, could be a sort of reductionism. 

ii. The indispensability of myth. 

Jung states, "No science will ever replace myth, and a myth cannot be made out of any 

science. For it is not that God is a myth, but that myth is the revelation of a divine life in 

man. It is not we who invent myth, rather it speaks to us as a word of God"43
. Caird adds 

that it is a fallacy that science is hostile to myth since both are systems of explanation44
. 

If as Ricoeur maintains, myths are narratives about the origin and end of things, could it 

be that every human society, ancient or modem, operates in a mythical framework? 

Indeed, Ricoeur asserts that myths "are not fables but a particular way in which man 

places himself in relation to the fundamental reality, whatever it may be"45
• This 

specifically conveys the primary function of myth without judging its precision. The key 

point is that myth plays a vital role in human society for it is through it that a society 

gives an account of its origin. Myth forms a common thread that runs through all 

religions from the most primal to the most modem. It gives the indispensable motivation 

that enables people to tum away from physical and mechanical perception of the world to 

the spiritual and ethical. Myths report realities and events from the origin of the world 

that remain valid for the basis and purpose of all human activity, societal wisdom and 

41 Kirk 1970: 229, emphasis mine. 
42 Mbiti 1986: 7; 1994: 27-39; Bediako 1997, 2000; Walls 1976, 1978, 1996, 1998, 1999; Sanneh 1989; 
Barrett (Ed.) 1982; Turner 1977: 32; Cox 1996: 2; Smart 1973: 79-120 have shown how myths and rituals 
preserve a religion from generation to generation and how useful they have been in spreading Christianity 
in primal societies. 
43 Jung 1963: 373. 
44 Caird 1980: 221. 
45 Ricoeur 1970: 7. 
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knowledge. It seems then that people and all religions operate in a mythical framework, 

tell sacred stories and express aspects or meanings of the myth in rituals46
. 

This suggests that myths cannot be dismissed as ancient stories that are irrelevant to the 

modem world. It is overwhelmingly probable that myth is not only irreplaceable but also 

indispensable and so it plays a key role in human society. Wink notes, "the myth literally 

replays itself, without any awareness on the part of those who repeat it, under the guise of 

completely secular stories"47
• He also notes, "the mythic dimension-the atemporal, 

cosmic, supernatural aspect of the story ... has accompanied us from the outset.. . the 

mythic is not the residue left over and discardable after everything meaningful has been 

explained"48
. Arnold therefore may be right in observing that every society operates in a 

mythical framework and that in the West, the myths of evolution and materialism have 

replaced the creation account of Genesis49
. According to Caird, "the imagination of our 

own age has been gripped by the myth of the arrival of explorers from outer space, which 

owes its wide popularity to the fact that it decks out with the apparatus of sophisticated 

technology the ancient myth of visitants from another and better world"50
. Myth may not 

be archaic and outdated after all and it could be foundational to human thinking. 

The problem is that the advocates of demythologisation seem to evaluate myth and the 

truth it conveys from the perspective that myth is prehistoric and unscientific and that it 

carries false notions, though indispensable. It is regrettable and puzzling when the word 

'myth' is used to cover the whole range of theological language, implying that anything 

like speaking about God or spirits is mythical. In this sense, and according to Bultmann, 

myth is just an imagery to express the otherworldly in terms of this world and the divine 

in terms of human life, the other side in terms of this side51
. This view of myth, as nearly 

46 See O'Brien 1984: 116; Thiselton 1980: 289; Bediako 1997: 348; Bolle 1987, 10: 261; Ricoeur 1967: 5; 
1987, 10: 273f; Cox 1996: 62; Caird 1980: 220, 224. 
47 Wink 1992: 21. 
48 Wink 1984: 103. 
49 Arnold 1992b: 173. 
5° Caird 1980: 221. 
51 See Bultmann 1964: 16 
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all critics of Bultmann's demythologisation would agree, can reduce theology to 

silence52
. Dunn's pertinent caution should therefore be taken on board. 

It is important, however, that the problem of myth in the New Testament-that is whether 

there is myth in the New Testament and if so what the exegete does with it-should not 

be tackled on too narrow a front, but rather should be set in the wider context of the 

investigation and treatment of myth in other disciplines53
. 

Dunn adds that it is unfair to peg the understanding of myth and its truth on one level of 

definition. Quite appropriately, he notes that the failure of demythologisation is to work 

on one level of understanding myth, without realising that the New Testament myth can 

move on all levels of definition54
• This, in fact, makes demythologisation a complex issue. 

It implies that demythologising the Pauline concept of "supernatural powers", and indeed 

the entire New Testament, could be contentious, considering the problem of defining 

myth. 

iii. The problem of myth with regard to the New Testament. 

It is important to look at the problem of myth from the perspective of the New Testament. 

The inevitable question is whether there is myth in the New Testament and how it should 

be defined. In fact, the few times the word 1J.U9oc;; appear in the New Testament (all in the 

Pauline pastoral epistles except once)55
, though used in a negative sense, does not apply 

to the teachings of the New Testament but to what opposed its teachings. Generally, the 

New Testament and particularly the Pauline epistles repudiate myths as "invented and 

untrue stories". As such, if the New Testament writers were asked if they were dealing 

with myth defined as the primitive way of dealing with reality or invented and untrue 

stories, their answer would be a straightforward and definite no56
• It is clear that the New 

Testament writers did not regard what they were teaching and which they conceived as 

the right doctrine for the church as mythical in the sense of being fictitious. But as Dunn 

observes, New Testament writers rejected only one genre of myth. The question whether 

other levels of myth and mythical thinking are present in the New Testament is not posed 

or answered. He remarks, "Subsequent attempts to wrestle with myth at this deeper level 

52 Caird 1980: 217; O'Brien 1984: 116; Ferdinanda 1996: 107f. 
53 Dunn 1977: 285. 
54 Dunn 1977: 288. 
55 lTim 1: 4; 4: 7; 2Tim 4: 4; Tit 1: 14; 2Pt 1: 16. 
56 See Dunn 1977: 288. 
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reveals something of its complexity". What Dunn considers as the 'deeper level' of 

dealing with myth is "the long and respected tradition of biblical interpretation by means 

of allegorizing". He seems convinced that in turning to allegory, the allegorizers were 

expressing dissatisfaction with the obvious meaning, hence treating the biblical narrative 

as a type of myth whose literal meaning could be ignored57
• Still, it is not clear whether 

the New Testament writers knew the other genres of myth known to modern scholars. 

This leaves the claim that the process of demythologisation began with Paul and other 

New Testament writers open-ended. In turning to allegory, "is it possible to argue that 

much of the so-called 'mythological language' of the New Testament is metaphor"58? 

Here, as Ricoeur asserts, it is true that "paradoxical as it may seem, the myth, when it is 

thus demythologized through contact with scientific history and elevated to the dignity of 

a symbol, is a dimension of modern thought"59
. 

Paul did not have doubts on the Jewish view as to the existence of evil powers. As a man 

of his own time, he 

never showed any sign of doubt regarding the real existence of principalities and powers. 

He saw them as angelic beings belonging to Satan's kingdom. Their aim is to lead 

humanity away from God through direct influence of individuals as well as through 

wielding control over the world religions and various other structures of our existence60
. 

If myths relate to worldview, being the way by which a society narrates its origin, Paul 

was definitely indebted to the Old Testament accounts of creation but which he 

understood in the light of Christ as the new Adam. Yet it is impossible to categorically 

state the extent to which Paul accepted the Jewish view contained in several apocalyptic 

texts, which as noted in chapter four, read Gen 6: 1-4 as an account of the origins of 

demons. The Pauline texts do not expose Paul as embracing such views. Rather they 

show that the existence of "supernatural powers" and their onslaught against believers 

occupied his thoughts. It might be said with certainty that even if Paul may have worked 

from the perspective of myth (a story of origin and end), the details of the myth are 

neither clear nor did they appear to be important to him. If myths are indispensable and 

57 Dunn 1977: 288. 
58 O'Brien 1984: 116. 
59 Ricoeur 1967: 5. 
60 Arnold 1992b: 169. 
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Paul was operating in a mythological framework, perhaps he was not demythologising 

but recalling a myth (a story of origin and end) to metaphorically explain the means with 

which Satan works and how believers should identify with Christ so as to resist a wide 

range of "supernatural powers", which they believed could inhibit them from attaining 

the fullness of life. Therefore, the issue is whether Paul's conscious understanding is 

normative or whether modern scholars can see more clearly what Paul was referring to by 

turning to a myth or even using metaphorical terms to explain "supernatural powers". 

While the context and background within which we interact with the Pauline concept 

may enable us to see more clearly what Paul was alluding to, our interpretations should 

not be regarded as the equivalent of what he was saying. Our interpretations only seek to 

make what Paul was saying intelligible in our own contexts. It behoves us therefore to 

interact with some scholars who deal with "supernatural powers" from the perspective of 

myth, insisting that Paul himself was engaged in his own kind of demythologisation. 

6:3 The twentieth century treatment of "supernatural powers" in Paul. 

i. Rudolf Bultmann: Interpreting the myth existentially. 

We have mentioned that Bultmann regarded the New Testament cosmology as essentially 

mythical and the New Testament records as suffused with myth. He depicted myth as a 

primitive way of explaining strange, curious, surprising, or frightening phenomena and 

events by attributing their cause to "supernatural powers" such as gods or demons. Myth 

therefore expresses the knowledge that human beings are neither the masters of the world 

nor of their lives. It offers another way of speaking about gods and demons in terms of 

powers, which humankind suppose they depend on, whose favours they need and whose 

wrath they fear. Myth enables people to explain riddles and mysteries that abound in their 

world and life. Bultmann regarded a mythical cosmology as one that depicts the world as 

a three-tiered structure. The earth is at the centre, above is the heaven, which is the abode 

of God and celestial beings and below the underworld, which is hell. In this structure, the 

earth is the scene of the supernatural activities of God and his angels on one hand and of 

Satan and his minions on the other. These supernatural forces interfere with the course of 

nature and in all that people think, will and do61
. "Supernatural powers" are mythological 

61 Bultmann 1964: 1-10. 
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entities that must be demythologised for modern persons. He justified demythologisation 

as a process that partially began with Paul and radically with John; so to demythologise is 

not to discard the myth but to interpret it along existential lines62
, which was necessary 

for hermeneutics and exegesis. 

Having linked myths to the primitive and pre-scientific worldview, Bultmann suggested 

that modern scientific and technological advancement forbid belief in miracles and the 

world of spirits. It is not feasible therefore, to use electric light and the wireless and to 

take advantage of modern medical and surgical discoveries, and at the same time believe 

in the New Testament world of spirits and miracles. Discovery of the forces and laws of 

nature mandates modern people to no longer believe in spirits whether good or evil63
. 

These are mythological formulations and claims representing uncritical thinking and 

projections of human uneasiness in the cosmos64
. On the presumption that spirits are 

mythical, they should be demythologised, that is, interpreted anthropologically or 

existentially but not cosmologicalll5
. Yet, to demythologise is not to deny the Bible or 

the Christian message, but the worldview of Scriptures, which all too often is retained in 

Christian teachings and preaching. To demythologise is to deny that the message of 

Scripture and of the church is bound to an obsolete ancient worldview66
. Clinging to this 

worldview would only mean, "Accepting a view of the world in our faith and religion 

which we should deny in our every day life"67
• In that case, demythologisation eliminates 

false stumbling blocks and brings "into sharp focus the real stumbling-blocks ... "68
• 

Bultmann's idea that myths allow "supernatural powers" to intervene in the affairs of the 

world and of human life did not convince all and sundry. According to Pannenberg, every 

religious understanding of the world basically believes in divine intervention in the 

course of events. He strongly argues that the belief in demons in the New Testament era 

was part of their worldview, but it should not be regarded and identified specifically with 

62 Bultmann 1958: 18, 32, 34, 45. See also Thiselton 1980: 205ff; Dunn 1977: 295. 
63 Bultmann 1964: 5, 10. 
64 Reid 1993b: 747; O'Brien 1984: 112-115. 
65 Bultmann 1964: 10f. See MacGregor 1954: 26-27; Dunn 1977: 295. 
66 Bultmann 1958: 35f. 
67 Bultmann 1964: 10. 
68 Bultmann 1958: 35f. 
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myth69
• Similarly, Thiselton argues, "belief about supernatural intervention in the affairs 

of men .. .is not necessarily primitive or pre-scientific, as the enlightenment view of myth 

would imply"70
. So Bultmann's idea of myth, as Dunn suggests, is too all-embracing, 

confusing myth and analogy. What Bultmann regards as mythical language is in reality 

metaphorical, symbolical and analogical71
• It seems that Bultmann's demythologisation 

illustrates radical reductionism for it reduces and removes not only the activity of Satan 

and his minions but also the working of God in human life. Was Bultmann's existential 

interpretation meant to straitjacket "supernatural powers" into the assumptions of a 

modem worldview72? Bultmann seems to have been a committed Christian scholar, who 

sought to make the Gospel message relevant to his "modem man", who is not universally 

representative. Fee maintains that Bultmann's "modem man", who cannot believe in such 

realities, is the true "myth", not the gospel he set out to "demythologise'm. 

Despite its flaws, demythologisation has a relevant proposal for hermeneutics. Bultmann 

asserts that hermeneutics is not independent from the interpreters' pre-understanding or a 

prior life-relation to the subject matter of the text'4. He insists that pre-understanding 

implies not a prejudice but a way of raising questions 75
. Even so, pre-understanding could 

probably restrain interpreters, if all pre-understandings are like the computer default 

settings that might need to be altered so as to understand biblical texts in the light shed by 

the context of production76
• Individual pre-understandings specially belong to a cultural 

or theological tradition77 that may not be universally applicable. Pre-understanding is not 

only significant but also inevitable because it reveals the impossibility of having a neutral 

stance in hermeneutics. It positively elicits the significance of encounter and dialogue 

between the interpreter, the context of production, the context of the literary genre and 

the context of reception. This encounter makes the theory that interpreters can only 

69 Pannenberg 1973: 14 (n. 32), 67; Thiselton 1980: 290. 
70 Thiselton 1980: 289. 
71 Dunn 1977: 297. 
72 Thiselton 1980:283, 289; Dahl1974: 97; O'Brien 1984: 116. 
73 Fee 1987: 472. 
74 Bultmann 1955:234-261, esp. 242f; 1961 (1964): 342-351. See Stanton 1977: 60-71 and Nicholls 1979: 
40ff for a discussion on pre-understanding in relation to hermeneutics. 
75 Bultmann 1961 (1964): 346. 
76 Cf. Dunn 2003: 139-175. 
77 See Arnold 1992b: 176. 
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achieve a contextual finality in hermeneutics dependable. For that reason, Bultmann's 

crucial emphasis on pre-understanding must not be rejected due to its link with other 

assumptions delineating demythologising78
. 

ii. Walter Wink: Structuralist reading of the powers. 

a. The powers are structures in disguise. 

As mentioned above, Wink insists that Bultmann's programme of demythologisation was 

a move in the right direction but from the wrong foundation. This is because Bultmann 

defined myth as a falsifying objectification of reality and sought to discard myth through 

an existentialist interpretation. Wink maintains that had Bultmann worked with a more 

positive understanding of myth, like that of Carl Jung, Mircea Eliade, or Paul Ricoeur79
, 

his quite proper concern for making the text intelligible and existentially meaningful 

could have been achieved without sacrificing myth to the interpretation80
. Nevertheless, 

like Bultmann, Wink is approaching "supernatural powers" from the perspective of myth, 

which modem people cannot take seriously "as long as our very categories of thought are 

dictated by the myth of materialism"81
• Wink believes that he is not demythologising the 

myth but transporting it into a new key and juxtaposing the ancient myth with the 

emerging postmodem (mythic) worldview, asking how they may equally illuminate each 

other82
. He highlights the impossibility of simply discarding myth in "favour of our 

demythologized interpretation" since "all our "explanations" of myth are dispensable and 

time-bound and will soon be forgotten, but the myth lives on, fed by its continual 

interplay with the very reality it "presents"83
. For Wink, it seems that the very reality that 

the ancient myths presents, that is, evil and suffering are attributable to "supernatural 

powers" is now perpetuated by the structures of human existence. 

78 Thiselton 1977: 313. 
79 Jung (1955, 9: 8-10; 18: 648) regards myth as part of projections to the collective unconsciousness. He 
does not advocate discarding religious myths involving evil spirits since they are powerful psychological 
realities. His concept of the "shadow" as the negative side of personality is close to the idea of an evil 
power, which is collective. Eliade (1960: 19) regards myth as a religious experience for all primitive 
mankind, which lays the foundation of the world. Ricoeur regards myth as a symbol and drama, which is 
distinct from history since it narrates the founding events that occur before time but which is able to 
awaken feelings, invite thought and evoke response (1967: 5; 1987: 273f). 
80 Wink 1984: 143, note 44. 
81 Wink 1984: 4 
82 Wink 1984: 104. 
83 Wink 1984: 142f. 
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Wink therefore argues that "supernatural powers" are structures in disguise. He describes 

the powers as the intangible "inner and outer aspects of any given manifestation of 

power ... the spirituality of an institution"84
• As the inner aspect, the powers are the 

spirituality of institutions, the 'within' of corporate structure systems, the inner essence of 

outer organizations of power. As the outer aspect, the powers are the political system, 

appointed officials, the chair of an organisation, laws, and all tangible manifestations that 

power takes85
. He holds that the powers, unlike the assumptions of ancient myths, do not 

have independent spiritual existence outside the material. They are encountered primarily 

in the material or "earthly" reality of which they are the innermost essence86
. Wink 

rightly avers that the atrocities perpetuated and sanctioned by political and religious 

authorities in human history have a demonic nature and may warrant their being seen as 

demonic. He is unable, however, to imagine the demonic apart from the structures and 

people who operate them. As a result, he depicts Satan "as the actual power that congeals 

around idolatry, injustice, or inhumanity"87
. Satan is also the collective symbolization of 

evil and it is human beings who have made Satan, "the God of this world" (2Cor 4: 4)88
. 

He holds that people have been slow to identify the complex institutions and forces in the 

Domination System that has besieged them and which is as old as human life. He regards 

Satan, demons and the powers as late arrivals that entered the world but were visible after 

human societies reached a certain threshold of density, complexity, and conflict89
. Wink 

maintains that even though Paul believed in the reality of an invisible spirit world, he 

demythologised the powers such that their spiritual essence was no longer in his mind90
• 

However, as Dunn asserts, Wink "overpresses his argument" though "the main thrust of 

his interpretation needs to be taken with utmost seriousness"91
• Similarly, Rasmussen 

maintains "You are not among the living if you have no arguments of your own with the 

author, but you'll be much the poorer if you fail to join him where he excels: ... engaging 

84 Wink 1984: 5 
85 Wink 1984: 5. See also pages 10, 100f, 109, 118, 139f. 
86 Wink 1984: 104-113. 
87 Wink 1984: 105. 
88 Wink 1986: 24. 
89 Wink 1992: 39. 
90 See Wink 1984: 82-84. 
91 Dunn 1998: 110, note 42. 
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the powers and ourselves in the process"92
• Wink rightly cautions against the excessive 

use of the term 'personification', acknowledging that personification could be an illusion 

because the spirituality of an institution is something real93
. His view that myth cannot be 

dispensed with and that our explanations of myth are dispensable is significant. There is 

no doubt whatsoever that Wink unmasks how the powers of evil access human life and 

structures of human existence. His research undeniably illustrates that evil, which afflicts 

the entire society including the church, cannot be fully explained in materialistic terms. 

He persuasively unmasks the spiritual realities within and underneath the social, political, 

economic and religious crisis human beings face in daily life. He rightly emphasises that 

every economic system, state apparatus and power elite has an intrinsic spirituality, an 

inner essence, a collective culture or ethos that cannot be directly deciphered from its 

outer manifestations94
. In this way, the determinants of human existence are "more", and 

this "holds the clue to their profundity ... They are both visible and invisible, earthly and 

heavenly, spiritual and institutional". It is the spiritual aspect "that is hard for people 

inured in materialism to grasp"95
. So his discernment of the nature of structural evil in 

light of biblical evidence provides another way of grasping the problem of evil and 

suffering. Wink has greatly contributed to the way in which the church can differentiate 

and engage both the structures and spirituality of oppressive institutions. 

Even so, Wink's views are simultaneously fascinating and baffling, flaunting a potent 

bias most likely informed by the Western worldview. He confesses that he cannot believe 

in the real existence of evil spirits and whatever cannot fit into the material categories he 

labels superstitious96
. As observed, "This bias constrains him to find another explanation 

for the phenomena that Paul refers to as 'principalities and powers"'97
, which he regards 

as institutions, social systems, and political structure98
. Apparently, he applies lung's 

92 Cited in Wink 1992: iii. 
93 Wink 1984: 105, 136. 
94 Wink 1986: 4. Cf. Wink 1992: 3. 
95 Wink 1992: 3. 
96 Wink 1984: 4. 
97 Arnold 1992b: 198. 
98 Wink 1984: 5. 
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view of myth to preserve something uniquely 'spiritual to the powers' 99
. His use of 

Jung's psychological category of myth to interpret the meaning of the powers could be 

biblically and theologically unpersuasive. As Osborn observes, 

in speaking of heaven as the inwardness of creation and relating spiritual entities to 

Jungian archetypes, he tempts us to interpret the relationship between heaven and earth 

on the analogy of the relationship of mind (or soul) and body. Thus Wink's approach 

opens up the possibility of treating heaven as the world-soul. Such reading of the dual 

nature of creation owes more to Plato than Scripture. It is theologically dangerous 

because it lends our view of the world a wholeness that does not need God100
. 

And according to Moltmann, "if the earth is the body of heaven, and if heaven is the soul 

of the earth, the result is the image of the macranthropos, a self-sufficient, divine-human 

entity which revolves around itself'101
. 

Wink's structuralist reading raises several questions. Is it logical to equate "supernatural 

powers" with the manifestations of power, structures of human existence and the "inner 

spirituality" of an institution? How could it be that the 'angels of nature' are identical to 

nature itself? Why are the 'principalities and powers' similar to the inner and spiritual 

essence or gestalt of an institution or state? Why are the 'demons' identical to the psychic 

or spiritual power emanated by organisation or individuals or subaspects of the 

individuals whose energies are bent at overpowering others? Why should the 'gods' be 

the same as the archetype or ideological structures that determine reality and mirror the 

human brain? Why is Satan identical to the degree of collective refusal to choose higher 

values102? It seems as if Wink's perception of power is somewhat materialistic, which he 

paradoxically covers with a cryptic understanding of the spiritual dimension of power. 

Wink himself regards his remarks as 'cryptic' 103 a word, which according to Chambers 

Dictionary, indicates that which is 'mysteriously obscure'. 

99 According to Caird (1980: 223), Jung's psychoanalytical theory of the universe archetypes arising from 
the collective unconscious has influenced the treatment of myth as the expression of deep-seated and 
permanent human needs, and at the same time as a means of directing the flood of emotions into socially 
acceptable channels. 
100 Osborn 1996: 44. 
101 Moltmann 1985: 161. 
102 Wink 1984: 104£. 
103 Wink 1984:105. 
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Of course, the subject of "supernatural powers" is mysteriously obscure and Wink excels 

because he does not deny the reality of "supernatural powers". It does seem however, that 

Jungian archetypes may not rightly explain the link between "supernatural powers" and 

the social structures of human existence. As Osborn observes, 

the Jungian depth psychology appropriated by Wink to lend intelligibility to the notion of 

spiritual entities is not, in spite of its trappings, a theologically neutral science. On the 

contrary, Jung and his disciples are engaged in the rediscovery and appropriation of 

Gnostic and hermetic spiritualities104
. 

Jung himself is cited by Raschke as having said, "I am on the best way to deliver up the 

Christian concept of the spirit to the chaos of Gnosis again"105
• Apparently, Wink's view 

that the powers do not have an independent spiritual existence, and that spiritual and 

material reality are identical leads to some kind of Gnostic panentheism. He admits this 

view in his abridged volume of the powers106
. He attains panentheism (which he 

describes as everything in God and God in everything) through what he refers to. as the 

'integrated worldview', that is, a mixture of the ancient worldview, the spiritualistic 

worldview, the material worldview and the theological worldview107
. In accepting 

panentheism, Wink seems to have "taken a significant step towards the divinisation of the 

cosmos"108
• 

Wink regards other worldviews, from which the integrated worldview that "affirms spirit 

at the core of every created thing"109 emerges, as having dualistic proclivity. But granting 

"supernatural powers" independent existence and insisting that they can work with, and 

through the social structures of human existence does not lead into dualism. As explained 

in chapter five, Paul insists on Christ's supremacy over "supernatural powers" and that all 

things, seen or unseen, spiritual or material are under God's rule through Christ. God is 

ultimate and He alone is worthy of worship. In Paul's worldview, God is surrounded by 

lesser powers that do his bidding and are unworthy of worship. Wink accepts this as the 

framework by which Jewish people envisaged evil spirits, referring to it as a 'secure 

104 Osborn 1996: 44. 
105 Raschke 1980:145. 
106 Wink 1998: 20. 
107 Wink 1998: 13-36. 
108 Osborn 1996: 44. 
109 Wink 1998: 20. 
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henotheistic framework', which imposed itself on Israel due to institutionalised evil110
. 

Nevertheless, institutionalised evil, according to some Jewish apocalyptic texts as noted 

in chapter four, could be the visible results of "supernatural powers" working with, and 

through the visible reality. Institutionalised evil does not allow rejecting the independent 

existence of "supernatural powers". Could it be that, even in modern times, these powers 

not only work with, and through physical and material reality, but also with and through 

powerful personages to cause chaos in the structures of human existence? Russell notes 

that the devil is "a mighty person with intelligence and will whose energies are bent on 

the destruction of the cosmos and on the misery of its creatures"111
. While Wink laudably 

unmasks the spiritual reality within and underneath the structures of human existence, he 

leaves open the question whether it is right to deny "supernatural powers" independent 

existence. Nonetheless, Wink's study wields considerable influence on several scholars 

ki h f . I h' 112 wor ng on t e area o soc1a et ICS . 

b. "Supernatural powers" as death, sin, law and the flesh. 

Notably, "supernatural powers" are closely associated with other Pauline themes such as 

the world, death, sin and redemption. In fact, Paul largely uses literary personifications to 

explain the powers that distress people and push them in certain directions. He seems to 

have been operating with a more sophisticated understanding of the powers of Sin and 

Death. Some Pauline texts regard sin as an animate entity that could seize human beings 

in almost the same way as demons could. As it were, the law of sin rules the body so that 

it acts contrary to the will of God (Rom 7: 14-25). Thus the demonic nature of sin is 

revealed in the very fact that it uses what was by itself good and promised life and which 

by nature was spiritual, as a tool for trapping and destroying humanity. Death is also 

personified as a tyrannical power that holds humanity in bondage, though it is something 

alien and evil. Having entered the world through sin, it has continuously reigned as a 

cruel power over the whole creation (Rom. 5: 12ff; 8: 20ff)113
. It is still not conclusive 

110 Wink 1984:132; 1986: 109-111. 
111 Russell 1986: 30 I. 
112 Nobel 1989: 116 adopts Wink's view of the powers as the starting point for his understanding of social 
evil in the context of a theology of society. 
113 See Leivestad's (1954: 92-138) discussion on sin, law and death as powers that Christ delivers human 
being from. 
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that the law and the flesh should be viewed as powers in the same way as Sin and Death 

are114
. Dunn rightly notes, "The law as the ally of the powers of sin and death should not 

be regarded as itself a cosmic power"115
. Equally, could it be that the powers of sin and 

death should not be regarded as cosmic powers? 

Nevertheless, Wink seems to include the law and the flesh among the powers. He follows 

J. C. Beker in his discussion on Paul's view as to the powers that determine human 

life116
. Beker states that Paul interpreted the apocalyptic forces anthropologically to show 

that human situations are influenced by ontological powers of law, sin, death, and the 

flesh and not by mythological demons and angels. He claims that Paul personalised 

death, sin and flesh (Rom 5: 21; 6: 9; 1Cor 15: 26; Gal 5: 17) and gave each of these 

forceful realities a specific reign or dominion117
. Wink insists that we should follow 

Paul's lead to reinterpret the mythic language of the powers, since Paul "has already 

taken key steps towards "demythologizing" or at least depersonalising it by means of the 

categories of sin, law, the flesh, and death"118
• And even if Paul used traditional Jewish 

apocalyptic terms (lCor 15: 24-28; Rom 8: 38f; 1Cor 2: 6-8), "he prefers elsewhere to 

speak of those ontological powers that determine the human situation within the context 

of God's created order and comprise the 'field' of death, sin, law and the flesh"119
. 

Moreover, "Paul developed a quite unique manner of dealing with the determinants of 

human existence, substituting such quasi-hypostatised words as sin, law, flesh and death 

for the terms more frequently encountered in Jewish apocalyptic: Satan, Azazel, Beliar, 

evil spirit, demons"120
• Wink also argues, "The length to which Paul has already carried 

this process of demythologizing is visible especially in his treatment of wisdom and law". 

Therefore, "demythologizing" is simply withdrawing the "mythic projection of the real 

determinants of human existence out onto the cosmos and their identification as the 

actual physical, psychic, and social forces at work in us, in society, and in the 

114 See the insightful discussion on the differing views as to the flesh and law in Dunn 1998: 62-72 and 
128-161 respectively. 
115 Dunn 1998: 161. 
116 Wink 1984: 62, footnote 58. 
117 Beker 1980: 189-192. 
118 Wink 1984: 104. 
119 Wink 1984: 6lf. 
120 Wink 1984: 100. 
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universe"121
. Like Beker, he maintains that these were the powers that Christ defeated by 

his death on the cross122
. 

However, looking at a key Pauline text (Eph. 2: 1-3), the compelling nature of evil 

influence stems from the world ('the ways of this world'), the devil ('the ruler of the 

power of the air') and the flesh ('the cravings of our sinful nature ... its desires and 

thoughts')123
. It is likely that 'the ways of this world' included the whole range of societal 

and institutional behaviour and attitudes fashioned by set codes that are at odds with God. 

'The flesh' may embrace innate drives that stir people to act in deviance to God's 

righteousness. For Paul, the flesh is the stimulus of many sins linked with sexual 

promiscuity, anger, envy and other emotions124
. Nevertheless, the essential features of 

'the devil' can and should be differentiated from the world, sin and death, although all are 

hostile to God's redemptive plan for human beings and so enemies of Christ. 

"Supernatural powers" are certainly and persuasively separate powers, but which, in 

tandem with the world and the flesh, can influence human actions. As noted above, Paul 

was aware of the existing belief that the world was populated by "supernatural powers" 

inimical to human existence. Paul may have also been aware of the influential force of 

innate feelings and emotions (see chapter four), capable of altering human deeds. It is 

probable that "supernatural powers" and the innate human feelings and emotions were 

distinct and yet related forces that could hinder human efforts to attain the fullness of life. 

Death too is a power among other personified powers, which sought to separate believers 

from the love of Christ and which will be destroyed at the end125
• There is no doubt 

therefore that for Paul, the enemies that believers withstand are internal (flesh and sins 

associated with it, which at times derive from innate feelings and emotions such as lust, 

anger, malice, covetousness and fear), external (the world and all the societal and 

institutional behaviour sanctioned by laws inimical to God's plan) and supernatural (the 

devil and all his minions). Paul's theology of "the powers" is therefore balanced if 'the 

powers' that determine human existence can operate as personifications of inner feelings 

121 Wink 1984: 62f. 
122 Wink 1984: 63. See Beker 1980; 205-209. 
123

. Cf. Rom 8: 5ff; Gal 6: 8. See O'Brien 1999: 158. 
124 Ga15: 19-21; Col3: 5-10; 1 Cor 6: 9f. 
125 Rom. 8: 38f, lCor 15: 24f. 
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(human nature), impersonal institutions (structures) and personal "supernatural powers" 

(the devil and his powers of darkness). For Paul, these were different but related powers 

without and within, bearing upon us in an adverse and oppressive way. 

Yet, as noted above, Satan and his minions if given a chance could take advantage over 

individual and communal life. This may imply that "supernatural powers" can take 

advantage of the world and the flesh to sway human beings and the structures of their 

existence. As already noted, ra aroLXE1o: rou KOOjlOU worked with and through the 

structures of human existence, such as Jewish law and Gentile religion, so as to enslave 

believers and to hold non-believers in bondage. Perhaps the false teaching at Colossae 

was created and transmitted by people under the influence of "supernatural powers" (Col 

2: 8-20)126
. It seems that Jewish and Graeco-Roman structures of human existence, 

through their leaders, could give "supernatural powers" a chance to exploit Jewish law, 

pagan religion and human frailty to deny people the fullness of life. It is overwhelmingly 

probable therefore that Paul was aware of distinct but related enemies of Christ and the 

church, which Christian theology describes as the devil, the world and the flesh, and none 

can be a substitute for the other. Even if we may grant the possibility that in Paul, "rulers 

and authority" are existential realities that include law, sin and death, these "are not seen 

as merely existential, but are precisely personified and/or hypostatised, and projected out 

into the scene as opponents of Christ"127
. For Paul, 'principalities and powers' are always 

heavenly powers. Therefore, as Arnold states, "one must be cautious of seeing Paul as 

engaging in a process of demythologising his apocalyptic tradition. Though he is not 

enamoured with speculations about the demonic realm, he does maintain a firm belief in 

the reality of hostile spiritual powers"128 

Dunn also looks at the heavenly powers, which Paul envisaged as threatening believers. 

Having examined the passages wherein the heavenly powers appear, he writes, "in every 

case what seems clearly to have been in mind were heavenly beings, subordinate to God 

and his Christ, with the potential to intervene between God and his creation, and.hostile 

126 See Arnold 1995: 188f 
127 Forbes 2001: 85 
128 Arnold 1996: 68. 
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to his purpose and people"129
• He also notes that the full sequence of the common Pauline 

terms such as archai and exousiai confirms their status as supramundane powers. Again, 

angeloi (Rom 8: 38) are obviously thought of as agents of heaven or intermediaries 

between heaven and earth, and since "the assurance is that they cannot come between 

God and his people, the thought is presumably of hostile angels"130
. Commenting on the 

spatial image and reference of "height and depth" (Rom 8: 38f), which denotes the space 

below the horizons from which the stars arise, Dunn comments, "not very far is the 

thought that the heavenly bodies might influence human conduct, or at least the thought 

that the forces which influence planets and stars may also influence human destiny"131
. 

He also notes that Paul shared a common belief that there were several heavens and what 

was presumably a "common belief that the lower heavens were populated by various 

hostile powers or that the hostile heavenly powers mounted a kind of roadblock to 

prevent access to the higher heavens ... "132
. 

Dunn however regards it as puzzling that Paul says so little about the heavenly powers, 

stating that the two references in the undisputed Pauline epistles (Rom 8: 38f; lCor 15: 

24) look as if they were added almost for effect. "Suspicion begins to mount, therefore, 

that Paul himself did not have a very strong, or at least very clear, belief regarding these 

heavenly powers"133
. Nonetheless, 

that they were real powers, supraindividual, suprasocial forces, spiritual realities which 

influenced events and conducts, he had no doubts. But he never thought it of relevance to 

define these powers in any detail. .. it would seem that Paul refers to such heavenly beings 

as opposed to God's purpose, not so much because he had clear beliefs about them ... but 

because he needed terms to speak of the all too real supraindividual, suprasocial forces of 

evil which he experienced and saw at work, and because these were the terms which 

expressed widely held current beliefs134
. 

Dunn rightly argues that Paul's views "were probably largely ad hominen, with a view to 

reassuring those for whom such heavenly powers were all too real and inspired real 

129 Dunn 1998: 106. 
130 Dunn 1988: 106. 
131 Dunn 1998: 107. 
132 Dunn 1998: 108. 
133 Dunn 1998: 108f. 
134 Dunn 1988: 109. 
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fear ... It was the powers that his converts experienced and still feared which had been 

overcome and rendered ineffective"135
. 

Consequently, Dunn maintains that Paul's relative detachment from the issue, or lack of 

commitment to it as a matter of pressing urgency implies that the mythological gap is 

much narrower. 

Perhaps we have to say that Paul himself engaged in his own demythologisation at this 

point. For he did believe in spiritual powers and treated the subject with immense 

seriousness. But the spiritual powers he focused his theological and pastoral concern 

were not the "rulers and authorities" but the powers of sin and death. And these are 

existential more than ontological realities, the personifications or reifications, or, better, 

recognition of powers which were (and are) nevertheless all too real in human 
. 136 expenences . 

It would be futile to deny that Paul's theological and pastoral concerns were focused on 

the power of sin and death, especially in Romans. But also the effects that "rulers and 

authorities", which Dunn recognises as supramundane powers in Paul's thought brought 

to human life and to the church, were certainly Paul's theological and pastoral concern. It 

could be right that the real problem for Paul was sin and death and he referred to 

"supernatural powers" because his contemporaries thought in these terms. Paul may have 

not treated them as a major feature of his theology and therefore his relative disregard of 

could be seen as a kind of demythologisation. Still, this leaves open the question and 

activity of Satan, whom Paul, as we have seen in chapter five, regarded as the chief 

opponent of the Gospel. As shown above, the Pauline depiction of the powers of evil is 

well balanced. He reckons several powers that are distinct but also allied since what they 

produce links with the realities that engender, constrain and pressure within and upon 

people and human society. However, if we are interpreting Dunn rightly, he differentiates 

heavenly powers from sin and death. This is clearly identifiable in his observation that 

the heavenly powers lost any effective power they had over those who belong to Christ 

and their destiny and that the same theme is implicit in references to the particular powers 

of sin and death137
. So while Ephesians and Colossians strongly underline "supernatural 

135 Dunn 1998: 109. 
136 Dunn 1998: 110. 
137 Dunn 1998: 230. 

213 



powers", Romans prominently deal with flesh, sin, law and death. But in Galatians the 

law and 'the elemental spirits of the universe' could enslave human beings. Could it be 

that the different emphasis in these epistles emerged due to the different experiences of 

Paul's listeners, which he equally regarded as his theological and pastoral concerns? 

The idea that Paul demythologised "supernatural powers" is then open to doubt. Why 

should Paul demythologise what was perfectly intelligible to a people who regarded 

"supernatural powers" as "the effective agents of powerful effects in the world" and who 

treated them as "conscious, willing beings"138? If the Pauline "supernatural powers", 

"like those of Philo are spiritual beings created by God and immanent within the world, 

but unlike those of Philo and like the princes of the nations, they frequently act in 

defiance of God's purpose and to the enslavement of mankind"139
, then why should it be 

that "supernatural powers" are only the political, social, economic and religious 

structures of power? Seeing the differences between ancient and modern worldviews, as 

Lincoln poses in reaction to Wink's claims that he is juxtaposing the two world views so 

that they may illuminate each other with regards to the powers, 

Why not simply allow the two worldviews to be different? Why try so hard to find the 

elements of the new cosmology in the ancient cosmology ... Why not be content to claim 

that in the dialogue between ancient and postmodem worldviews the language about 

spiritual powers in the former provides a convenient tool which, in the Gospel's 

interaction with present society, enables the analysis of evil not to be materialistically 

reductionist140? 

We cannot then be sure that Paul demythologised "supernatural powers" into structures 

of human existence or into law, sin, death and the flesh. Could it be that the idea that Paul 

demythologised "supernatural powers" at least belongs to the interpreters' view and can 

only serve a contextual purpose?141 Should the idea that the New Testament cosmology is 

essentially mythical be a problem if myth is indispensable and every society operates 

within a mythical framework? It then follows that interacting with the Pauline concept of 

"supernatural powers" from the perspective of myth, and mainly that which regards myth 

as irrelevant for the modern world, continues to be problematic. 

138 Wink 1984: 3. 
139 Caird 1980: 242. 
140 Lincoln 1995b: 346f. 
141 See Lincoln 1995:345f. 
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iii. Some key considerations as to demythologisation. 

The most commendable thing about demythologisation is to make the Pauline concept of 

"supernatural powers" understandable for the Western worldview, which as we saw in 

chapter two, is sceptical as to the existence of "supernatural powers". The rule seems to 

be that a people's worldview, religio-cultural and socio-political issues arising in the 

context of reception shape the hermeneutical horizons of understanding "supernatural 

powers". Interpreters react to current situations from the perspective of the decisive 

thought system within their contexts142
• As noted, Bultmann held that to demythologise 

was not to reject the content of the Gospel but the worldview from which it emerged, 

which was at odds with and irrelevant for modem people. Dunn observes that Bultmann's 

distinction between kerygma and myth was "the heritage of German idealism"143
. 

O'Brien notes that the rise of Nazism provoked German theologians to start "reading the 

relevant Pauline text in a new way"144
. Wendland & Hachimba assert that a "rationalistic, 

secularised, anti-supernatural worldview" influences demythologisers to hermeneutically 

contextualize "supernatural powers" for the modem worldview145
. For Ferdinando, such 

contextualisations are "hermeneutical manoeuvres" that often identify "supernatural 

powers" with tangible realities in the material world146
. The result, as Imasogie notes, is 

that the on tic reality of references to demons is effectively denied in favour of a symbolic 

interpretation that demythologises the text, removing all traces of the supernatural from 

ie47
• Ferdinando rightly insists demythologisation is "exegetically anachronistic" since it 

fails "to reflect the concerns of the original authors and readers, despite the claim of some 

demythologisers to be identifying the sense which the author originally intended"148
. For 

that reason, demythologisation is a contextual hermeneutical method by which scholars 

have sought to make "supernatural powers" meaningful within a specific context. 

Following Wink's claim that modem people can no longer believe in what the ancients 

referred to as "the powers", one could say the issue is whether to accept the so-called 

142 Arnold 1992b: 195; Ferdinanda 1996: 107 
143 Dunn 1977: 299. 
144 O'Brien 1984: 112. 
145 Wendland & Hachimba 2000: 342. 
146 Ferdinanda 1996: 105. 
147 Imasogie 1993: 52 
148 Ferdinanda 1996: 108 
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mythical world view or a scientific world view. Demythologisation is clearly a corollary of 

science, in that modern people cannot believe in mythological beings due to scientific and 

technological progress. It is also an outcome of science, if as Kwame Appiah notes, "one 

powerful reaction among Christian intellectuals has been to retreat in the face of science 

into demythologization of the doctrines whose central theme ... they cannot escape"149
. 

Could it be confusing to judge religious beliefs by scientific laws? Dunn observes that the 

'law' of cause and effect is obvious in all scientific investigations and its operation can be 

easily recognized. The issue is more complicated when dealing with human relationships 

or the link between the physical world and the psyche150
. If spiritual forces contradict 

scientific laws, it does not mean that they do not indicate an existing reality, if reality can 

be psychical or spiritual as well as physical. Imposing modern assumptions so as to 

tolerate that which is deemed pre-scientific and ancient often clogs the effort to 

understand the experiences and the real life situations of ancient people151
. Arnold notes 

that the temptation to interpret biblical texts "through our own cultural lenses" could 

hinder efforts to understand the nature and magnitude of the issues facing first century 

CE Christians152
. So, scholars' attempts to develop a relevant meaning for the powers 

should not be made to appear universally decisive. It has been noted that both untrained 

and trained Bible readers in Africa and Asia have no problem with the Pauline language 

and concept of "supernatural powers". However, they are disillusioned by some Western 

commentaries that fail to accept the existence and reality of "supernatural powers" and 

their defeat in Christ153
. So, as Fee suggests, demythologisation may "isolate Western 

academics from the realities that many Third World people experience on a regular 

basis"154
, hence hindering dialogue between Western and African Bible readers, which 

we argued in chapter two is greatly needed. 

Even if there could be no other way to deal with "supernatural powers" except myth, 

demythologisation is still complex and so it may not apply to every context. Dunn notes 

149 Appiah 1992: 114. 
150 Dunn 1977: 291. 
151 See Russell 1988: 260. 
152 Arnold 1992b: 150. 
153 See O'Brien 1984: 130; Fee 1987: 472, note 49; Arnold 1992b: 176-182; Hiebert 1982: 35-37. 
154 Fee 1987: 472. 
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its complicatedness and dialectical nature as to modern conditionedness and first century 

conditionedness. He recognises the need for a continuing dialogue that must be taken up 

afresh by each believer and believing community. The dialogue should not just involve 

the interpreter's own voice and the voice of the past. Other voices should break in posing 

other questions and offering other answers. For that reason, dialogue cannot reach finality 

of form or expression because each person's question is peculiar and each generation has 

its own agenda155
. As it is critical to make biblical texts understandable, meaningful and 

relevant in every context, should we not be talking of contextualisation, the attempt to 

translate biblical themes and concepts so that they may speak to modern situations? 

Contextualisation seems to agree with the principle of 'dynamic equivalence', which, as 

The Willowbank Report states, involves changing the form in order to preserve the 

meaning. However, form and meaning go together if meaning includes what we say and 

form includes how we say ie56
. So contextualisation may be a more useful framework for 

reading the New Testament, which "presents events critical to Christian faith in language 

and concepts which are often outmoded and meaningless"157 to modern people. 

On a positive note, demythologisation compels interpreters to pay attention to their pre

understandings and assumptions as they read the text within its religio-cultural and socio

political context. It is by appreciating the context of production that we can re

contextualise the Pauline texts in the context of reception without sneaking our default 

setting into the text and the context of production. This certainly agrees with what 

Thiselton regards as the continuing dialogue with the text by which the text gradually 

corrects and reshapes the interpreter's questions and assumptions158
. So, even if the New 

Testament can be interpreted today within a particular frame of reference, which may 

differ radically from what the text initially addressed159
, this does not mean today's 

interpretation is what the text originally meant. The view that "in a changed situation the 

traditional phrases, even when recited literally, do not mean what they did at the time of 

155 Dunn 1977: 301. 
156 The Willowbank Report 1978: 8. See the NIV Bible explanation of "ten thousand talents" as "that is, 
millions of pounds" and "a hundred denarii" as "that is, a few pounds" (Mt. 18: 24, 28). This explanation is 
perfectly understandable for a person who uses pounds as his/her currency. 
157 Dunn 1977: 300. 
158 Thiselton 1980: 439; 1984: 128-133. 
159 Thiselton 1977: 308f. 
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their original formulation"160 does not allow us to say that what they may mean to us 

today is what they meant to the first century CE writer or reader. That the same word can 

be read in another time differentl/61 does not invalidate the way it was read initially. 

Although it is cmcial to interpret the New Testament so that the past becomes alive, 

illuminating our present with new possibilities for personal and social change162
, this 

does not allow us to impose our theories into the context of production. This has been a 

major flaw of biblical studies in the academy, which Wink regards as a trained inability 

to deal with the real problems of actual living persons as they unfolded in their context in 

their everyday life. The danger, as Wink puts it, is that of asking questions that are not 

"raised by the text, but those likely to win a hearing from the professional guild of 

academicians"163
. One would therefore want to ask, has it been successful to deal with the 

subject of "supernatural powers" from the perspective of myth? 

6:4 Understanding metaphor. 

i. The relationship between myth and metaphor. 

As we turn to the subject of metaphor, it is critical to realise that the relationship between 

myth and metaphor could raise a considerable debate. According to Soskice, there is "a 

terminological imprecision" that links and often confuses metaphor with myth and uses 

them as synonyms164
. She is of the opinion that "myth is all too often not distinguished in 

theological discussions from metaphor" despite that, "myth has its locus in textual or 

narrative analysis, and not on discussions of figures of speech"165
. The problem, citing 

Turbayne, is that "when things are called by the same name they are often thought to be 

the same thing or the same kind ... when things are said to be of the same kind, they often 

have some of the same properties or are alike in some respect"166
. The question for us 

therefore is whether myth and metaphor is the same thing, the same kind, whether they 

have the same property or whether they are alike in some respect. According to Caird, the 

Bible uses myth as a metaphor system for the theological interpretation of historical 

160 Pannenberg 1970: 9. 
161 Ebeling 1971: 265. 
162 Wink 1973: 2. 
163 Wink 1973:6, 10. 
164 Soskice: 1985: x, 17. 
165 Soskice 1985: 56. 
166 Turbayne 1962: 75. 
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events. So, myth is a specialised kind of metaphor and its use in the Bible is particularly 

metaphorical167
. He adds that the explanation in Col 2: 15 concerning Christ's triumph 

over cosmic powers in the cross is a mythological statement168
, but which, as will be 

argued below, could be best understood as a metaphorical statement. But Caird also 

admits that there is no purpose served "by obliterating the distinction between myth and 

metaphor in general"169
. According to other scholars, the abuse of metaphor occurs when 

metaphor is taken literally, transforming it into a myth170
. It therefore seems that there is 

a problem as to the relationship of myth and metaphor. This may create a language 

problem, making language fail to live up to its communicative role, namely, connecting 

us with images and to bring us in touch with what is remote in time and space171
. And as 

Caird observes, "if language is the indispensable vehicle of communication, it follows 

that its breakdown must bring thoughts to standstill"172
. 

It is significant, however, to make a distinction between myth and metaphor, if language 

or words can be used properly or misused especially if the referents, perhaps as intended 

by the author are not very clear. Turbayne rightly insists, "we know a thing when we 

understand it, and we understand it when we can interpret or tell what it signifies"173
. It 

will be shown below that metaphor is referential, and so it has advantage over myth. The 

use of metaphor with regard to "supernatural powers" evades the almost unavoidable 

negative implications and overtones of myth. As noted above, myth classically has been 

understood as the antithesis to history since it is non-historical. Even if one would want to 

defend the idea of myth having referentiality, myth is more amorphous and unclear than 

metaphor since metaphor, as will be shown below, takes into consideration the tension 

between sense and referent. In that case, the metaphorical "is" both signifies "is like" and 

"is not". The referentiality of myth, as we have seen above, especially in the Bultmannian 

thinking, is primitive and so a misunderstanding and misrepresentation of reality. The 

language content of metaphor takes into account analogies, similes and other figures of 

167 Caird 1980: 219. 
168 Caird 1980:212f. 
169 Caird 1980: 220. 
170 Berggren 1962,2: 238, 244; 1962, 3: 458; Turbayne 1962: 59f; Gunton 1988: 64. 
171 See Russell 1921: 203; Turbayne 1962: 92f. 
172 Caird 1980: 19. 
173 Turbayne 1962: 73. 
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speech. So, metaphor is more positive in the use of language to define reality than myth, 

which looks back to the primitive mentality. But if as Ricouer notes, myth "is not a false 

explanation but a traditional narration which relates to events that happen at the 

beginning of time and which has the purpose of providing grounds for the ritual actions 

of men today, and in general manner, establishing all form of expression and thought by 

which man understands himself in his world", then myth, like any other narrative can use 

metaphor to achieve its goal. As such, myth has "its symbolic function-that is to say, its 

power of discovering and revealing the bond between man [sic] and what he considers 

sacred"174
• Apparently, there is a complex relationship between myth and metaphor. Yet 

as will be shown below, even if metaphor has problems, to which we now tum, it is better 

placed to deal with "supernatural powers" than myth. 

ii. The problems of definition and distinction. 

The topic of metaphor, seeing that metaphors have given rise to diverse and still unsolved 

problems, would require a monograph, if justice were to be done to it. This is not because 

metaphors have been considerably and deeply analysed and are wide-ranging and ever

present in time and space. The problems are those of definition and distinction, or rather, 

how to clearly identify a metaphor. A definition useful to one discipline may be useless to 

another175
• But from its Greek origin, metaphor has the connotation of "transferring" or 

"carrying" a thing or concept across. In that case, a metaphor is a referential trope, which 

takes an object or a concept or an image and turns it into an unexpected use and 

reference. It does this by saying what cannot be simply changed into a literal description, 

or rather, what cannot be said in other ways176
. It is its unexpected use and referential 

character that stuns and provokes the reader/hearer to pay attention to the metaphor and 

its referent. Perhaps this unexpected use and referential nature is a factor that generates a 

variety of its definitions. These include a comparison between two objects, or a 

substitution of one expression for another, or the identification of one thing with another 

or the interaction of two opposed thoughts or objects where a new meaning is 

174 Ricoeur 1967: 5. 
175 See Mooij 1976: lf, 6; Berggren 1962: 237; Soskice 1985: 15-22. 
176 Soskice 1985: 63. 
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developed177
. The definition theories of companson, substitution, identification and 

interaction are not free from error or narrow limitation. They seem to fuse metaphor with 

other tropes such as simile, catachresis, chiasmus, oxymoron, metonymy, synecdoche, 

tmesis, and analogy178
• This is probably because metaphors and the aforesaid figures of 

speech 'are in each other's way'. But there is no agreement as to what kinds of linguistic 

phenomena may exactly qualify as metaphorical179
• 

Soskice explains that even if the discussion of the literal/metaphorical distinction centres 

on dead metaphor, that is, when words or phrases lose their metaphorical character and 

are used literally, there are good reasons for regarding dead metaphor as being in some 

sense still metaphor180
. The problem, if Gunton is right that "metaphors die, but may also 

be recalled to life, and over a period of time reveal a wide spectrum of movement to and 

from the metaphorical"181
, is how to draw a line between dead and living metaphors. It is 

also hard to distinguish metaphor from metonymy and metaphor from simile182
. It seems 

plausible to agree that a metaphor is "neither a kind of substitution of terms nor a matter 

of simple one-for-one comparison"183
• But this becomes complicated if tropes are in each 

other's way and are functionally the same but only different textually or in their 

grammatical form184
. This begs the question of when a comparison becomes a simile and 

when it becomes a metaphor. According to Caird, if a comparison is explicit, it is a simile 

and should be taken literally. If it is implicit, it is a metaphor, which is non-literal185
. On 

the other hand, Ricoeur notes that it is only comparable things that are compared, so it is 

tempting "to say that metaphor is a planned category mistake"186
. According to Ryle, a 

'category mistake' occurs when facts belonging to one category are presented in the 

idioms suitable to another category187
. The mistake is however valid if it obliterates the 

logical and established frontiers of language so as to expose new similarity, which would 

177 See Ricoeur 1977:3, 65-100; Soskice 1985: 38-43; Frye 1990: 111; Michael 2001: 10. 
178 Turbayne 1962: llf; Caird 1980: 133-143; Soskice 1985:43,54-66. 
179 See Mooij 1976: 8. 
180 Soskice 1985:71-83. 
181 Gunton 1988: 35. 
182 Ricoeur 1977: 179-187; 1981: 172; Soskice 1985: 7-10, 25f. 
183 Soskice 1985: 40. 
184 See Soskice 1985: 59; Ullmann 1976: 429. 
185 Caird 1980: 144. 
186 Ricoeur 1977: 197. 
187 Ryle, 1963:10. 
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have remained obscure188
. Thus comparing the incomparable is a "category mistake that 

clears the way to a new vision"189
. For that reason, metaphor overtly but through conflict 

between identity and difference, represents a process, which covertly generates semantic 

grids that fuse differences into identit/90
• 

The distinction between metaphors and other tropes must be accepted but not overstated. 

Soskice is of the view that while there may be a natural reluctance to ditch the distinction, 

there are good reasons why the distinction should be kept191
• Should this also apply to the 

distinction between metaphorical and literal statements? If Caird is correct that metaphor 

and other related tropes and the terms they use could have been intended literally, then 

the distinction between literal and metaphorical might be blurred192
. It is in fact hard to 

distinguish metaphorical attribution from the literal attribution because the same word is 

sometimes one, sometimes the other193
. Yet those who make the distinction base it on the 

truth or falsity of a metaphorical statement and its referents. The tendency is to speak of 

something being 'only metaphorically true', or in contradistinction, 'literally true'. 

Whatever cannot be translated from metaphorical into 'literal' is held to be untrue; hence 

metaphor is depicted as an irrational interaction with the world-unless it ceases to be 

metaphorical, it cannot tell the truth. The trend is to regard metaphorical statements as 

the most junior of literal statements194
. This, however, is untenable since any statement, 

literal or metaphorical, may be true or false, and its referents may be real or unreal. As 

truth or meaning can be expressed through a metaphor, it is not enough to say that what 

has been expressed is metaphorical truth or meaning, which is distinct from and inferior 

to literal truth or meaning. If literal and non-literal have very little to do with the truth or 

falsity of what we say and with the existence or non-existence of the things they refer to, 

it could be misleading to contrast literal and metaphorical in terms of the truth or falsity 

188 Ricoeur 1977: 197. 
189 Ricoeur 1977: 230. 
190 Ricoeur 1977: 198. 
191 Soskice 1985: 60-62. 
192 Caird 1980: 133-143. 
193 See Ricoeur 1977:252; Gunton 1988: 35. 
194 See Soskice 1985: 67; Gunton 1988: 30 
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of their referents195
. Yet debate on "the relation between the literal and figurative use of 

language is an academic battleground"196
. 

To apply a word figuratively to something beyond its literal meaning is at the same time 

to appeal to what is known about the literal meaning. The literal meaning does not 

disappear but plays a significant part in the interpretation of the metaphor. The rule seems 

to be that something must exist in order that something else may be identified with it. In 

that case, the postulate of existence is the foundation of identification197
. Metaphor first 

functions literally as a rule for pinpointing the object or situation and then functions 

metaphorically by indirectly designating another similar situation. As a result, and if it is 

the context that might enable one to decide what is figurative and what is not, the 

distinction between literal and metaphorical is baffling198
. Tension exists between literal 

and metaphorical, which according to Ricoeur is a tension in the relational function of the 

verb "to be", where the metaphorical "is" at once signifies both "is not" and "is like"199
. 

Consequently, "tension, contradiction, and controversion are nothing but the opposite 

side of the reconciliation in which metaphor 'makes sense"'200
. Besides, if a concept or 

object signifies the other, each retains its independent status. For that reason, resemblance 

operates between the same terms that contradiction sets. The tension is between identity 

and difference, which are opposed and yet united if the similarity is perceived despite the 

difference and contradiction201
. "Through this specific trait", says Ricoeur, "enigma lives 

on in the heart of metaphor"202
. 

The possible indistinctness of the referent of metaphor may imply that metaphor is open

ended and unintelligible. Does this go along with Ayer's claim that what is unintelligible 

cannot be described meaningfully and any attempt to describe it must be nonsense203? 

Ayer is only right if we object to reliance on non-literal speech and assume that what is 

195 See Caird 1980: 131; Soskice 1985: 70. 
196 Mudge 1980: 5. 
197 See Mooij 1976: 13; Ricoeur 1977: 217. 
198 See Ricoeur 1977: 189; Henle 1958: 183-185. 
199 Ricoeur 1977: 7, 247. 
200 Ricoeur 1977: 195. 
201 See Ricoeur 1977: 195-198. 
202 Ricoeur 1977: 196. 
203 Ayer 1971: 156. 
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not literally true does not have value. This is Ayer's assumption so he avers, "if what they 

(metaphors) are said to establish does not make sense or, on any literal interpretation, is 

obviously false, then at the very least the case for their being cognitive has not been made 

out"204
. In the light of the aforesaid, is Ayer's opinion justified? Soskice rightly contends 

that Ayer stands in an empiricist framework that leads to religious scepticism, at a time 

when the same empiricism has been shown to be bankrupt in other areas of philosophl05
. 

Ayer's opinion is puzzling if the same phrase can be said at one time literally and at 

another time metaphorically. It seems that literal and metaphorical are different ways of 

expressing the same state of affairs and not two kinds of states of affair. Concurring with 

Soskice, it is particular usages that are literal or metaphorical, and not particular facts206
. 

Saying that the metaphorical 'is' signifies both 'is like' and 'is not' is a way of alerting 

the reader/listener to the potential ambiguity of a statement. This should be expected if 

"language itself is from the outset and for the most part distorted: it means something 

other than what it says, it has a double meaning, it is equivocal"207
. But there is a problem 

if a metaphor has dual meaning, which calls for interpretation208
• Interpretation helps us 

to understand the meaning of a statement or a concept. But the hermeneutical discourse 

has problems, which get deeper if the "metaphorical use must be solely contextual, that 

is, a meaning which emerges as the unique and fleeting result of a certain contextual 

action"209
. 

iii. The problems of interpreting metaphor. 

The aforesaid problems of metaphor go beyond literary analysis if they present us "with a 

significantly new interpretative web which may affect further analyses"210
• This occurs 

due to differing theories, opinions and theoretical background. The existing definitions of 

metaphor have caused different interpretations. Moreover, the distinction between literal 

and metaphorical exists as a result of different interpretations and the different ways of 

using words in discourse. But to determine the literal sense of words is not as simple as it 

204 Ayer 1976: 5f. 
205 Soskice 1985: 97-141. 
206 Soskice 1985: 70. 
207 Ricoeur 1970: 7. 
208 Ricoeur 1970: 7-19; 1981: 169. See Caird 1980: 149 for biblical metaphors with multiple meaning. 
209 Ricoeur 1981: 169. 
210 Soskice 1985: 62. 
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might seem due to 'polysemy', the case in which words have a number of related yet 

different senses. However, the interpretative task becomes more complex if what makes a 

word literal or metaphorical depends on the contexe11
. Karin notes that metaphors are 

culturally and socially defined and that they are context-sensitive. They reflect social and 

cultural ways of understanding and self-definition212
• Lakoff and Johnson note that 

metaphors are grounded in human experience of space, time and physical objects213
• Yet 

a theoretical background given by one socio-cultural context could differ from that given 

by another socio-cultural context. Human experience could also differ from place to place 

and time to time. If metaphors aid people to organise their thinking, people operate under 

different metaphors, which express their worldview. It seems plausible to hold that a 

metaphor can only illuminate the reality of its referents to those who order their thinking 

and life through it. In that case, metaphors can only be assessed in terms of the context in 

which they are formulated and in the descriptive language and traditional beliefs of a 

specific communitl14
. This makes the interpretation of metaphor tricky yet it is within an 

interpretation that the literal sense and metaphoric sense can be distinguished and 

articulated215
. Despite this, it is critical not to neglect cultural, contextual and experiential 

aspects of metaphor, which are nevertheless valuable tools for its interpretation. 

So what do we make out of the above problems of metaphor? It seems that "metaphors 

constitute the indispensable principle for integrating diverse phenomena and perspectives 

without sacrificing their diversity"216
• The problems of metaphor make it what it is and 

these problems could be windows shedding light on it. Ricoeur is right that metaphor 

requires the polarity between sense and reference, reference and reality and reference to 

sele17
. The tension between literal and metaphorical must be preserved if it is critical to 

the meaning of a metaphor and if metaphors create and discover meanings from the clues 

211 Mooij 1976: 10; Ricoeur l977: 113, 291; 1981: 170; Soskice 1985: 83. 
212 Moser, Karin S 2000 "Metaphorical Analysis in Psychology-Method, Theory, and Fields of 
Application"[Paragraphs 5f, 15] in Forum: Qualitative Socialforschung/Forum: Qualitative Social 
research (Online Journal Vol. 1 No. 2), available al http://www.gualitative-research.netfgs-texte/2-00/2-
00moser-e.htm, 15: 11:03. 
213 Lakoff & Johnson 1980 
214 See Gunton 1988: 28; Soskice 1985: 151; Haynes, John "Metaphors and Mediation" available at 
http://www.mediate.com/arlicles/melaphor.cfm (15: 11 :03). 
215 Ricoeur 1977: 221. 
216 Berggren 1962: 237. 
217 Ricoeur 1981: 171. 
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in the literal meaning218
. Then, as Turbayne comments, "it is not necessarily a confusion 

to present items belonging to one sort in the idioms appropriate to another. If it were, we 

should have to say that the making of every myth, of every metaphor and almost every 

theory involved a confusion"219
• Yet Ricoeur is right. 

The paradox consists in the fact there is no other way to do justice to the notion of the 

metaphorical truth than to include the critical incision of the (literal) 'is not' within the 

ontological vehemence of the (metaphorical) 'is' ... In the same way that logical distance 

is preserved in metaphorical proximity, and in the same way as the impossible literal 

interpretation is not simply abolished by the metaphorical interpretation but submits to it 

while resisting, so the ontological affirmation obeys the principle of tension and the law 

of 'stereoscopic vision'. It is this tensional constitution of the verb to be that receives its 

grammatical mark in the 'to be like' of metaphor elaborated into simile, at the same time 

as the tension between same and other is marked in the relational copula220
• 

Although metaphor has problems, it is a more useful tool than myth in dealing with the 

subject of "supernatural powers". Working from the perspective of myth, scholars tend to 

dispense with the literal meaning. Metaphor may not allow this, if as noted above, it finds 

the literal meaning relevant for interpretation and if it first functions literally and then 

metaphorically to designate another similar situation. The problems of metaphor need not 

deter the quest to identify the metaphor of "supernatural powers", which is nonetheless 

complicated by its referential problem. 

iv. The referential problem of"supernatural powers". 

The question of whether the Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" is metaphorical or 

literal is not trivial. According to the concept, Christ's victory on the cross was/is against 

"supernatural powers" (Col 2: 15), to which the church makes known the manifold 

wisdom of God (Eph 3: I 0). Again, "supernatural powers" cannot separate believers from 

the love of Christ (Rom 8: 38f) and believers must resist them by being strong in the Lord 

and in the power of his might (Eph 6: 10-20). The issue here is whether the Pauline 

terms, identified in this study as "supernatural powers", are metaphorical or literal. What 

complicates the whole issue is the ambiguity and fluidity of these terms. As noted in 

chapter five, the terms could literally refer to spiritual powers or to human rulers in the 

218 Ricoeur 1975: 143; 1977: 188,221; 1977b: 46; Klem 1983: 98, 148. 
219 Turbayne 1962: 4. 
220 Ricoeur 1977: 255f. 
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first century CE. It is, however, the context that determines if the referents of a given 

term are spiritual or material. It follows that the referents of these terms could be spiritual 

or material and also the literal sense could be spiritual or material. As Caird asserts, it is 

important to note that biblical writers use metaphors derived from human and non-human 

realms221
. Does this mean that the metaphorical tension between 'is like' and 'is not' of 

"supernatural powers" could be never-ending, vast and open-ended? If "supernatural 

powers" belong to the category of metaphors that do not have "specifiable referents" and 

which are "irresolvably vague"222
, could it be difficult to exactly identify their referents? 

If the terms identified as "supernatural powers" could refer to both material and spiritual 

entities, is it not difficult to ascertain if the literal or the metaphorical is spiritual or 

material? Given the ambiguity of the terms and sometimes of the context wherein the 

terms appear, it might be safer to accept that the Pauline concept points to a reality, which 

cannot be expressed suitably in any other than metaphorical terms. For this reason, the 

concept describes the activity of different but related devilish forces that upset human 

efforts to attain the fullness of life. These forces could move in various dimensions such 

as, moral, spiritual, social, psychological or anthropological, thus influencing people and 

their structures of existence. It could be nai've therefore to reduce the referents of 

"supernatural powers" to a single predicate. It is likely that the concept of "supernatural 

powers" describes forces that upset human life but which cannot be explained except in 

tropes and figures. 

Perhaps "supernatural powers" fall under Soskice's category of confusing and radically 

irreducible metaphors. She contends that three ideas distinguish irreducible metaphors. 

The first is that irreducible metaphors are incorrigibles which are susceptible of no 

elaboration or explanation whatsoever; the second is that they can only be redescribed in 

terms of other metaphors; and the third is that they are metaphors which purport to be 

referential, but for which no ostensively identifiable referent is independently 

available223
. 

Irreducible metaphors are therefore inexplicable but if metaphors are characteristically 

extendable, an irreducible metaphor is identifiable if the sense suggests that the referred 

221 Caird 1980: 174. 
222 Soskice 1985: 124. 
223 Soskice 1985: 94. 
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reality is possible. For that reason, "to say that Jesus is the true vine suggests that life and 

growth are possible in union with him, that new branches can be grafted ... If no such 

expansion were possible, we should not identify the passage as being metaphor"224
• 

Therefore, irreducible metaphors "must be those which can only be redescribed by other 

metaphors and/or those which lack identifiable referents"225
• Given the difficulty to 

identify the referents of "supernatural powers", then, it is an extendable and irreducible 

metaphor. If Paul used metaphors drawn from the battlefield (Col 2: 15), military 

weaponry (Eph 6: 1 0-20) and that of slavery (Gal 4: 3-11 ), these could be the "other 

metaphors" that help us to identify the referents of "supernatural powers". 

The idea that Christ's death on the cross entails victory against "supernatural powers" 

may be extended to mean that believers, by being strong in the Lord and in the power of 

His might, can share in Christ's victory. Comparing or identifying God with a victorious 

Roman general could be the "other metaphor" re-describing "supernatural powers", 

bearing in mind that the metaphorical 'is' signifies both 'is like' and 'is not'. In Col 2: 15, 

Christ is compared to or identified with a Roman general who defeats and leads the 

captives in a triumphal procession. This does not warrant any conclusion to the effect that 

the metaphor and its referent have a one-to-one link. The literal triumphal procession of 

the Roman general was noticeable to the naked eye and in the streets of Roman cities, 

while Christ's metaphorical triumphal procession was hardly noticeable to the naked eye 

and was in Christ or in the cross of Christ. The idea that Christ's death on the cross was/is 

victory is indeed startling to those who know that in normal circumstances, death and 

especially crucifixion is not victory. Yet if "anyone who wants to understand a poet must 

go to the poet's country"226
, the metaphor is unmistakable given that Roman generals 

used to lead their defeated foes in a triumphal procession. The metaphor is also clear if a 

metaphor transfers a concept from one context to another and uses familiar and ordinary 

concepts to imply something unusual227
• Due to the tension between the metaphorical "is 

like" and "is not", Christ is not a Roman general, but he is like a Roman general since He 

224 Soskice 1985: 94. 
225 Soskice 1985: 94. 
226 J. W. Goethe, cited in Caird 1980: 145. 
227 Cf. Gunton 1988: 28. 
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acts like one228
. It should be recalled that comparison, identification and substitution 

could limit the understanding of metaphor, including the metaphor of "supernatural 

powers". 

However, is it hard to identify the referent of the metaphor of "supernatural powers" from 

the perspective of first century CE worldview? As noted above, several scholars identify 

the structures of human existence or law, sin and death as the referents of "supernatural 

powers". While it is true that some forces that frustrate human life are social, political, 

economic, psychic and religious, there is an invisible power(s) that goes beyond material, 

physical, psychic, sociological and psychological descriptions. This power or powers 

cannot be fittingly "described in every day empirical terms"229 devoid of celestial appeal. 

Seeing that the idea of victory and struggle (Col 2: 15; Eph 6: 10-20) implies some sort 

of person-to-person encounter, could it be that the referents of "supernatural powers" are 

animate, personal and wilful spiritual beings? In the first place, it might be crucial not to 

detach the Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" from the tradition and culture on 

which it initially stood and the experience on which it was grounded. As observed, "a 

concrete image drawn from one part of human experience of the world to a new context" 

turns out to be "the means of expressing truth about the way the world is"230
• So, could it 

be that the experience and what was/is believed to be the cause of that experience can be 

perceived metaphorically, that is, giving the alleged source of what was/is experienced 

some human qualities such as, the power, influence and control exerted by human rulers? 

If the Pauline concept initially handled experience grounded on evil and suffering, then 

according to the popular tradition of the time, evil and suffering were attributed to 

personal spiritual beings. There is an enticing probability, if based on the first century CE 

context of production and on the African context of reception that "supernatural powers" 

refer to personal and animate spiritual beings, which were/are believed to have the ability 

to upset human existence. Could it be that the first century CE world personalised 

abstract terms like sin, law, flesh and death while the African world personalises natural 

phenomena since the forces that upset human existence could only be explained through 

228 Cf. Caird 1980: 145. 
229 Gunton 1988: 65. 
230 Gunton 1988: 32. 
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metaphors drawn from human experience, hence explaining "supernatural powers" as 

personal spiritual beings? Does it follow therefore that to regard "supernatural powers" as 

personal beings is to deny they are metaphorical? Soskice asserts, 

it does not follow that such irreducibly metaphorical discourse is thereby unintelligible, 

devoid of cognitive meaning, or that it fails to be referential. And as for eliminating as 

insignificant any metaphor whose referent was unspecifiable apart from metaphor, this 

would eliminate a great part of physical theory which relies on metaphor and concomitant 

models to discuss entities and state of affairs beyond direct observation231
. 

Is it not possible to read the Pauline terms identified as "supernatural powers" as personal 

spiritual beings if the context of the literary genre allows it (see chapter five)? 

Soskice comments, "No metaphor is completely reducible to a literal equivalent without 

consequent loss of content, not even those metaphors for which one can specify an 

ostensive referent"232
• If the metaphor of "supernatural powers" is irreducible, then it 

ought to be figured out if the literal or metaphorical is the material or the spiritual. Well, 

it has already been said that it could be problematic to categorically state that the literal is 

spiritual or material or vice-versa. Yet the first century CE context of production and the 

African context of reception seem to allow the referents of "supernatural powers" to be 

personal spiritual beings. This of course is not a paradox but an affirmation of what has 

been mentioned above that metaphors are culturally and socially defined and that they are 

context-sensitive. Noting how problematic it could be to categorically state that the literal 

is spiritual or material is to recognise that the metaphor of "supernatural powers" reveals 

a networking of evil forces and the structures of human existence. As such, it could be 

illogical to speak of one without reference to the other. This is most likely clear in the 

Pauline guidance that believers must put on the whole armour of God so that they may be 

able to stand against the wiles of the devil (Eph 6: 11 ). Noteworthy is that believers must 

put away falsehood, not to sin due to anger, not to dwell on anger if they are to avoid 

giving the devil an opportunity (Eph 4: 25-32). In that case, the idea of believers fighting 

against "supernatural powers" 'in the heavenly places' and to avoid giving the devil a 

chance, metaphorically alerts them that their resistance "is not different from their daily 

231 Soskice 1985: 94. 
232 Soskice 1985: 94f. 
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struggle to live the new life of faith in the hostile environment of pagan society"233 or in 

the hostile structures of their existence. 

It is very important to steer a middle course between a naively supernaturalistic view of 

the demonic and a reductionist one, where it is construed as a way of speaking of merely 

finite or psychological influences. The Pauline concept of "supernatural powers" does not 

present us "with superhuman hypostases trotting about the world but with the 

metaphorical characterization of moral and cosmic realities which would otherwise defy 

expression"234
• This implies that the literal oppression, evil and suffering experienced 

within the socio-political/economic and religio-cultural structures of human existence go 

beyond these structures. In fact, the Pauline concept does not reduce the idea of personal 

spiritual beings. Paul's opponents could disguise themselves as servants of righteousness 

while they were the servants of Satan (2Cor 11: 13-15). His ailment was a thorn in the 

flesh and a messenger of Satan (2Cor 12: 7). The reference of &yyE')..oc,. aa:rav& could be a 

circumlocution indicating the satanic origin of Paul's OKOAOijJ TD oapd235
• This was 

certainly a Jewish view, which according to several apocalyptic texts, as noted in chapter 

four, depicted Satan as a spiritual being that could cause suffering in real life situations. 

The major problem is not that the metaphor of "supernatural powers" is vague and can 

refer to "psychological or other forces within the individual or society" or to "something 

more dualistic, an alien reality which enslaves the person or group believed to be so 

afflicted"236
• The problem is to determine whether the metaphor of "supernatural powers" 

only refers to suprahuman realities that must be demythologised, or if it is an irreducible 

metaphor, which fittingly describes suprahuman realities that upset human existence. To 

all intents and purposes, the latter option seems more reasonable than the former because 

it allows us to hold in tension both the personal and extra-personal manifestations of evil 

and suffering. It also allows us to recognise the metaphorical 'is' signifies both 'is like' 

and 'is not', thus realising that the forces that determine human existence are not just 

material or psychological or sociological or anthropological but more. However, this 

233 Caird 1980: 239. 
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"more" has complexity and obscurity, and probably indicates an independent spiritual 

existence of forces believed to cause evil and sufferinl37
• This assertion may appear as a 

resort to the language of myth, but it sounds more satisfactory than the theories that 

explain evil and suffering only in terms of human motives238
. It follows that even if those 

who were literally liable for Christ's death were human political and religious leaders 

(lCor 2: 6-8), we saw in chapter five that &:px6vrwv rou atwvo<; rourou could not have 

been Caiaphas, Herod and Pilate who were already dead. The phrase could be a 

metaphorical expression, referring to the invisible and real rulers behind the thrones of 

visible rulers239
. It must be unremittingly said that the metaphor of "supernatural powers" 

is "not reducible to a single atomistic predicate"240
. 

The referential problem of "supernatural powers" is complicated. It is theologically and 

philosophically controversial but unavoidable241
• But like any other metaphor, the 

question of the referents of "supernatural powers" has nothing to do with truth or falsity. 

The dilemma reaches its apex in the case of religious expression, especially in decoding 

the meaning of the reality to which a trope refers242
. What emerges in some rare cases is 

the fear of forfeiting the right to believe in the reality that the metaphor expresses243
. This 

fear can only be justified on two assumptions, "either that metaphor is an optional 

embroidery which adds nothing substantial to the meaning of a sense; or that metaphor 

can be used only in emotive and evocative utterances which have no true value" but 

which are absolutely ungrounded244
. As Gunton asserts, truth does not "depend upon 

whether it is expressed in literal or metaphorical terms, but upon whether language of 

whatever kind expresses human interaction with reality successfully (truthfully) or 

not"245
• Even if metaphors can be interpreted "in a purely subjective way - speaking 

primarily of our minds and our usage, not of the world outside - a more plausible 

237 Cf. Gunton 1988: 67-74. 
238 See Sutherland 1978: 223-236. 
239 See Caird 1980: 192. 
240 Soskice 1985: 95. 
241 Cf. Gunton 1988: 43-47 
242 Mudge 1980: 4.; Caird 1980: 132. 
243 Cf. Robinson 1952: 51; Mascall 1946: 112, 161 who suggests that the description of the church as "the 
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account is that it is the way by which we are enabled to speak about the real world"246
. 

Unlike myth, metaphors, biblical or otherwise, as Gunton notes, are ways of describing 

realistically what can be described only in the indirect manner of this kind of language 

but an indirect description is still a description of what is really there. New Testament 

metaphors are not just literary constructions of myths, or perspectives of the primitive 

mind. The writers mean us to understand the demonic realistically but in an appropriately 

indirect manner247
• Then, is it not right to conclude that metaphor is a more useful tool in 

dealing with the subject of "supernatural powers" than myth? 

6:6 Conclusion. 

The chief problem confronting modem scholars with regard to the Pauline concept of 

"supernatural powers" is the problem of language. The previous interpretations with a 

preference for demythologisation are indeed a worthy effort to grapple with this problem. 

It appears that the best hope of a solution is to come at the problem from the perspective 

of metaphor rather than that of myth. Perhaps this may have minimised the complications 

that arise when beliefs in "supernatural powers" are relegated to the ancient worldview 

and so considered irrelevant for modem people. If, as noted above, metaphor allows us to 

hold in tension both the personal and extra-personal manifestations of evil and suffering, 

then demythologisation, which according to Wink is the withdrawal of mythic projection 

of the real determinants of human existence out of the world so as to identify them as the 

actual physical, psychic, and social forces at work in us, in society, and in the universe, 

might not be necessary. As noted above, the causes of evil and suffering are more than 

physical, social and psychological. Wink himself allows that the determinants of human 

existence are spiritual and institutional but he recognises that the spiritual aspect is hard 

for people inured in materialism to grasp248
• Could it be that people accustomed to 

materialism find it hard to grasp the spiritual aspect since the subject is approached from 

the perspective of myth and not metaphor? 

246 Gunton 1988: 36. 
247 Gunton 1988: 65f. 
248 Wink 1992: 3. 
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To all intents and purposes, myth proves to be a less useful tool in dealing with 

"supernatural powers"; from which it follows that demythologisation goes out of the 

window with myth. But if demythologisation goes out the window with myth, is this not 

to create a hermeneutical vacuum, which may cause other problems in relation to the 

subject of "supernatural powers"? If we do away with demythologisation, what other 

theoretical framework could be relevant in dealing with the subject of "supernatural 

powers"? Perhaps turning to an inculturation framework and recognising that metaphor 

would allow us to hold in tension both the personal and extra-personal manifestations of 

evil and suffering could be the way to avoid creating a hermeneutical vacuum. Perhaps 

handling "supernatural powers" from the perspective of metaphor and turning to the 

inculturation framework could contextualise the Pauline concept in the African context. 

Contextualising the Pauline teaching about "supernatural powers" in the African context 

is an important issue that the African church cannot ignore. Could it be that the effort to 

contextualise Paul's teaching, to which we now turn in the next chapter, must be based on 

the theme of Christ's supremacy over "supernatural powers"? 
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Chapter 7 Conclusion: The African church ami "supe~rn:naturaB powe~rs" with 

regard to Christ's supremacy. 

7:1 'fowards a retrospective gDance. 

In this final chapter, it is important to have a glance in the rear-view mirror. It can be 

asserted with certainty that Paul's teachings about "supernatural powers" engaged the 

first century CE context of production where people believed in, and feared "supernatural 

powers" as people in the African context of reception do. Paul, however, unlike the 

Western worldview, does not deny the existence of "supernatural powers". Unlike the 

African worldview, Paul's teaching does not permit believers to give "supernatural 

powers" allegiance or to allow them to determine human life. Unlike the anthropological 

perceptions, the Pauline concept does not reduce beliefs in "supernatural powers" into 

social functions they purportedly play in society. Some contemporary anthropological 

and theological treatises unlike the Pauline concept do not recognise the significance of 

meeting people at the point of their beliefs and practice. While Paul may not have shared 

the popular beliefs of his first century audience, he built on these beliefs to ad hominen 

address the feelings and/or prejudices of his readers. As such, the Pauline concept 

engages its readers from the perspective of their beliefs1
. This means that Paul's teaching 

on the subject of "supernatural powers" should engage African belief in, and fear of 

"supernatural powers" from the perspective of an African worldview. 

The African spirit world is not without problems due to the multiplicity of divine beings 

and spirits that tend to supplant the supremacy of Christ. The problem is that the previous 

readings that advocate demythologising "supernatural powers" do not engaged the full 

measure of African belief in, and fear of "supernatural powers". There is need therefore 

to re-visit the Pauline concept so that it may speak to the African context afresh. Yet the 

effort to make the Pauline concept and the African belief in "supernatural powers" speak 

to each other could be complicated. This follows from the discovery that the concept of 

"supernatural powers" in the context of production and of the literary genre is not as 

straightforward as one would expect. The same applies to the African context of 

reception as a result of the different perceptions attached to the belief in "supernatural 

1 See the discussion in chapter 5, pages 171-179, esp. 172. 
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powers". Many Africans believe that spirits and the spirit world inhibit or expedite 

human existence. As noted earlier, the problem is that the African belief system creates 

fear and inspires people to give "supernatural powers" an angst-ridden religious zeal, thus 

allowing them to determine human existence. This negates Paul's teaching with regard to 

Christ supremacy over the powers and that Christ provides fullness of life. 

According to a first century CE popular belief, "supernatural powers" hindered people's 

attempt to attain the fullness of life using the structures of human existence. Even so, the 

idea that "supernatural powers" work with and through structure of human existence was 

not acceptable to every one. Some Graeco-Roman thinkers doubted and vilified the gods 

expressed in myths and repudiated the behaviour exhibited in public worship. Despite 

that, many ancient people agreed that "supernatural powers" could use, control and shape 

human life and institutions2
. The same is true for the African context. This begs the 

question of whether the African church should consider educating believers on how to 

survive in a hostile milieu purportedly dominated by the powers of darkness as an option 

for her theological and hermeneutical agenda. To all intents and purposes, this is 

inevitable if the African church is to avoid a shallow but wide growth comparable to a 

two thousand miles wide but two inches deep Ocean. The problem is that believers must 

not be conformed to this world (Rom 12: 2), yet they are subject to the governing 

authorities for there is no authority except from God (Rom 13: 1). They should not take 

their lawsuits before the unrighteous because they will not only judge the world, but also 

the angels (1 Cor 6: 1-8). They must be separated from unbelievers as there is no 

fellowship between light and darkness and there is no accord between Christ and Beliar 

(1 Cor 6: 14-18). In chapter six, it was emphasised that it would be unwisely restrictive to 

2 The human mind most likely works on a framework that interprets "supernatural powers" as having 
influence over human life and institutions. This is probably clear in Lewis's Screwtape Letters, which 
creatively envisage a demon having been assigned to every 'patient'. The demon's responsibility is to 
ensure the 'patients' attention is drawn away from anything that would lead the person to the kingdom of 
God. It is also clear in Peretti's This Present Darkness, which explains the strategy and networking of 
hostile and evil opponents who come from the realm of spirit, demons and powers. These forces rally to 
specifically gain control of a typical small American town and eventually the whole nation primarily by 
drawing people away from Christ. There is a demonic activity behind human struggles and difficulties, 
showing the likelihood of perverting institutions on account of demonic influences. C. S. Lewis shows how 
evil "supernatural powers" may influence a person's day-to-day life. Peretti describes the individual 
workings of demonic powers, but he also shows their unified collective purpose. Lewis and Peretti show 
how the powers of darkness unleash their influence both on individuals and institutions (Arnold 1992b: 
205-207). 
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reduce "supernatural powers" into a single predicate, such as, the structures of human 

existence. Equally, it would be imprudently limited to view the cause of events only from 

a spiritual dimension. The spiritual and physical reality interlocks and produces forces 

that work with and through, and the structures to influence and shape, human existence. 

This perspective may help us to interpret social realities in the African context, taking 

into consideration that for the Africans, human existence is inseparably linked to the idea 

that "supernatural powers" influence and use the structures of human existence3
. 

7:2 What can the African church do concerning "supernatural powers"? 

The above question is significant and in an attempt to answer it, this chapter proposes two 

related points that the African church should consider. The African church should also 

consider a third point that supplements the first two related points. Suffice to say that the 

two related points are based on Ferdinanda's observation, which one would indeed say is 

the final word for the African context with regards to "supernatural powers". 

The proclamation of the Gospel in the African context should take seriously the 

existential felt need of protection from spirits, just as the epistles to the Colossians and 

Ephesians responded to the somewhat similar concerns of the intended recipients. 

Accordingly the significance of Christ's death for the demonic realm should be stressed 

more than has been the case in the West, but without obscuring its primary significance in 

effecting reconciliation of sinners to God by making atonement for their sin. The context 

must be addressed but should not be allowed to control or distort the message4
. 

Several scholars agree that Paul was largely interested in the faith and life of the churches 

in the context of production5
. The churches emerged from and spread within a milieu that 

believed in the existence of "supernatural powers". This belief has persistently caused 

pastoral and doctrinal problems for the worldwide church in every phase of her 

existence6
. This is credited to what we have noted as .two opposed but related errors; to 

3 Igenoza 2000: 292. 
4 Ferdinanda 1996: 131 
5 See Morrison 1960: 18; Arnold 1992b: 126f 
6 The council of Laodicea (held at about 350 CE) took time to issue decrees prohibiting Christians and the 
clergy from getting involved in rituals and practices linked with "supernatural powers". The 35th decree 
admonished Christians not to forsake the church of God and tum to the worship of angels, thus introducing 
the cult of angels. The 36th decree forbade the higher and lower clergy from becoming magicians, 
conjurors, mathematicians, or astrologers. To be shut out from the church was the punishment of those who 
failed to adhere to the prohibitions. (See Hefele 1896; Lightfoot 1875 (1991): 69; Arnold 1995: 86). That 
the church sanctioned the hunt and persecution of witches in Europe that was eventually abolished in 1737 
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deny the reality and existence of "supernatural powers" and to believe in their existence, 

giving them unjustifiable allegiance and consequently allowing them to determine human 

existence. These errors contributed to the commencement and continuation of the pastoral 

and doctrinal problems with regard to "supernatural powers" encumbering the African 

church. How can the African church respond to the opposite but related errors? This leads 

to a reflection on the two related points the African church should consider. 

i. Underline Christ's supremacy. 

Mainly, the Pauline teaching underlines Christ's supremacy over "supernatural powers" 

and the structures of human existence, both of which may work together to threaten 

individual and social life. The teaching seeks to stabilise and shape the believers' life in 

Christ through the right doctrine. Berger and Luckmann note that the development of 

Christian theological thought occurred as a result of heretical challenges to the 'official' 

tradition7
. The "official Christianity" and "popular Christianity"8 in the African context, 

as already noted in chapter two, follow different paths in matters of faith and practice. 

"Ordinary believers" pretends to follow what their "church leaders" teaches and 

demands. Nevertheless, unity of faith and practice between "official Christianity" and 

"popular Christianity" is desirable, as it would help believers to withstand "supernatural 

powers" and receive Christ's victory as their own. What O'Brien notes in relation to the 

unity of Jews and Gentiles may, in reverse angle, apply to "church leaders" and "ordinary 

believers" in the African context. God's intention "is to bring all things together in unity 

in Christ (vv. 9-10)" but "two obstacles need to be overcome before the divine purposes 

would reach their fulfilment-the subjection of the powers (representing 'the things in 

heaven'), and the church, particularly the relationship of Jewish and Gentiles 

(representing the 'things on earth')"9
. Now the unity of Jews and Gentiles has been won 

and what emerged is a distinctive group that is neither Jew nor Gentile but believers, who 

(Guinness 1973: 280) is another pointer to the pastoral and doctrinal problems that the belief in 
"supernatural powers" has caused in the history of the church. 
7 Berger & Luclcmann 1967: 125. 
8 See page 48, footnote 102. It should be noted that "church leaders" and "theologically trained believers" 
represent "official Christianity". The "ordinary believers" and "theologically untrained believers" represent 
"popular Christianity". 
9 O'Brien 1999: 183. 
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soon after regarded themselves a 'third race' or 'new race' 10
. The unity of believers 

significantly indicates the fulfilment of God's eternal plan. The existence of the body of 

Christ, now made of Jews and Gentiles (or with regard to the African context, now made 

of "theologically trained believers" and "theologically untrained believers"), distinctively 

witnesses to "supernatural powers" in heavenly places the manifold wisdom of God (Eph 

3: 10)11
. This brings about a realisation that the unity of faith and practice between 

"theologically trained" and "theologically untrained" believers in the African context is 

vital for the life and faith of the church. For this reason, as Boff and Boff note with regard 

to liberation theology, trained theologians should have one foot in the centre of study and 

the other foot in the community of believers12
• 

Rather than condemning the practice of "popular Christianity", church leaders should 

instead emphasise the supremacy of Christ over "supernatural powers". This would bring 

"popular Christianity" into the fold of "official Christianity", forging a unity that would 

enable believers to come to terms with the fact that they have been delivered from the 

domain of darkness and transferred to the kingdom of God's Son. This deliverance and 

transference is critical in relation to believers' present life. 

Because believers are already taken unto Christ's dominion where they enjoy immunity 

from sin's tyranny and are given the assurance of the Lord's present reign as they are 

raised with him (see Col 3: 1), they need no longer suffer doubt and fear on account of 

malevolent spirit-forces. They have known emancipation from past bondage, (Col 2: 20; 

3: 3). These hostile powers were forced to release their grip as the crucified Christ 

overcame them in his hour of seeming defeat (Col 2. 15) and dereliction. How much 

more does his triumph in the resurrection prove that He is "the head of all rule and 

authority"! And the Colossians have "come to the fullness of life in him" (Col 2: 10) as 

they are risen with Him (Col 2: 13)13
. 

In view of this, believers should no longer live Ktxm ra otOLXEltx 't'OU KOOIJ.OU but Ktxra 

Xpwr6v (Col 2: 8). They should create and maintain social structures that reinforce their 

existence. 

10 See. Clement, Stromateis 6.5.41.6; Epistle to Diognetus 1. 
11 O'Brien 1999: 200f. 
12 Boff & Boff 1987: 19. See also West 199b: 44--53; wa Gatumu 2000: 98, 128. 
13 Cf. Martin 1972: 39. 
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Paul's teaching can help African believers to identify false teaching that is at variance 

with Gospel truth and would relegate the supremacy of Christ to a downward spiral14
. If 

Paul's teaching acted upon the context of production and educated believers on how to 

shape their lives despite the false teachings, it should act upon believers in the African 

context of reception, educating them about Christ's supremacy. As MacDonald asserts, 

"The symbol of the crucified and the resurrected Messiah calls for a certain life-style; it 

stands at the centre of the effort to build communities"15
. The African church must 

encourage believers to base their life and faith in Christ and to reject any other teaching 

(philosophy and empty deceits) Ka.ta t~V 1Ta.pa6oaLV 'tWV av8pW1TWV, K!X.ta ta OtOLXEL!X. tou 

Koa~ou (Col 2: 8). The supremacy of Christ is an indication that believers should no 

longer accept teachings that are contrary to what they were taught. Christ is supreme and 

they have been raised with him. Self-abasement and worship of angels and living as if 

they still belonged to the world would undermine their status in Christ. MacDonald 

rightly notes, "In stating that by dying and raising with Christ, believers had been 

delivered once and for all, the author sought to illustrate the misguided nature of their 
. . ,16 

activity . 

As mentioned in chapter five, Satan and his hosts inspire false doctrines and religious 

deception. Believers must choose either to live according to "the elemental spirits of the 

universe" or according to Christ17
• Living according to Christ is to participate in the 

power of his death and resurrection. This is to die and to be raised with Christ, to live a 

life of moral purity, devoid of fornication, impurity, passion, evil desire, covetousness 

and idolatry that marked the former life of believers. It is to put away destructive 

emotions and unethical tendencies such as anger, wrath, malice, slander and foul talk 

(Col 3:5-9) that can give the devil a chance to sway believers according to his impulses 

(Eph 4: 25-32). Believers therefore should not take part in the unfruitful works of 

darkness, but instead expose them. They should walk as wise people, making the most 

use of the time because the days are evil (Eph 5: 11-16). The "general statement with 

respect to acting wisely in the face of evil days does presuppose that caution is necessary 

14 Cf. MacDonald 1988: 17. 
15 MacDonald 1988: 72. 
16 MacDonald 1988: 152. 
17 See Lohse 1971: 130f: MacDonald 1988: 151. 
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with one's dealing with an evil world"18
. African believers must detach themselves and 

their God from the doings of unbelievers. They must understand and differentiate their 

present and former lives19
. 

The theology of "supernatural powers" in the African context brings to the forefront what 

Meeks refers to as "soteriological contrast pattern" that reminds believers "that 'once' 

their life was characterized by vices and hopelessness, but 'now' by eschatological 

security and life of virtue"20
. Paul's teaching should persuade African believers to live a 

life that does not contradict Christ's supremacy. One would thus regard the Pauline 

concept as an aide memoire to the African believers' 'then' and 'now' schema of 

conversion, which invites right actions for those transferred to the kingdom of God's Son. 

The transference of believers from the dominion of darkness to the kingdom of God's 

Son means that they now share Christ's supremacy. They have not only been made alive 

and raised up with Christ but also they have been made to sit with him in the heavenly 

places (Eph 2: Sf). They have been reconciled to God in one body through the cross of 

Christ (Eph 2: 11-22). Consequently, "along with the description of the cosmic 

reconciliation encompassed within the body of Christ", Paul's teaching describes "a kind 

of heavenly enthronement of Christ which is presently shared by the believers ... Through 

their sharing in his death and resurrection, they themselves were lifted into the realm of 

salvation"21
. In the same way God exalted Christ, He similarly exalts the joint heirs with 

Christ. The believers' source of strength, that is, God's mighty power, enables them to 

enjoy the victory gained by Christ as they withstand "supernatural powers". 

Realising the struggle is not against flesh and blood (i.e. humanity in its weakness and 

frailty22
) but against more powerful "supernatural powers" is also to acknowledge that 

believers do not resist against equals. As O'Brien notes, "the notion of going to battle 

with Satan and the powers of darkness 'may seem a frightening prospect' and indeed to 

take on such formidable foes simply with 'one's own resources would be to court 

18 MacDonald 1988: 102. 
19 Cf. Gal4: 3 -9; Eph 2: I -22; Col. l: 2lf; 2: 13f. See also Rom 6: 17 -22; 7: 5f; II: 30. 
20 Meeks 1983: 95. 
21 MacDonald 1988: 143. 
22 O'Brien 2001:466. 
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disaster'. Believers would be fatally unprotected and exposed"23
• Yet Paul's teaching is 

that by virtue of being 'in Christ', believers are spiritually strong, stable and robust to 

face the challenge of the more-than-human opponents. To be in Christ to a greater extent 

is to be endowed with superior power that however belongs to Christ24
. Believers, who 

are flesh and blood, do not take the challenge on their own strength and might. The Lord, 

by the power of his might, strengthens them. This idea agrees with the prophecies of 

Isaiah, which depict Yahweh as the Lord of hosts and as a warrior dressed up for battle. 

Believers are now being strengthened and being provided with God's own armour, worn 

before by God and his Messiah25
. This interpretation is allowed, as the imperative verb 

£:vouva.IJ.ouo8E is preferably passive26 as opposed to the middle voice advocated by some 

scholars27
. 

In putting on the whole armour of God, believers are now the vehicles of God's mighty 

power. This is understandable in a context where human beings are perceived as vehicles 

that transport the benevolence of "supernatural powers". The theology of "supernatural 

powers" in relation to Christ's supremacy ought to enable believers to recognise that they 

are the vehicles of God's mighty power so as to fittingly engage "supernatural powers" 

that work with or through structures of human existence in a spiritual warfare. African 

believers are thus on God's side and against "the god of this world" and his powers of 

darkness. Now the believers' public life, like that of military soldiers, must correspond to 

"practical obedience to commands"28
, that is, to put on God's full amour so as to become 

indispensable. Putting on God's full armour implies a living relationship with God in 

Jesus Christ. Maintaining the relationship is metaphorically the same as 'putting on the 

new nature, created after the likeness of God in true righteousness and holiness' (Eph 4: 

24). By putting on the whole armour of God, believers imitate God. O'Brien states, 

23 O'Brien 1999: 464. 
24 See Grundmann 1932: 108. 
25 Arnold 1989: 108fbelieves Eph 6: 10-20 heavily depends on Isaiah 11: 5; 40: 26; 52:1-7; 57: 19. So 
"the book of Isaiah appears to be the author's primary source for his presentation of the metaphoric 
weaponry". He also insists, "it is possible that the author was thinking of Wis 5: 17-particularly because of 
TTavoTTHa (absent from Isaiah)" (p.l09). See also Carr 1981: Ill; Wild: 1984: 287. 
26 See Schlier 1930: 289; Bauer et al 1957: 263; Lincoln 1990: 441; Arnold 1989: 107; O'Brien 1999: 460; 
GNM Morphology and Barclay-Newman Greek Dictionary as represented in the BibleWorks 4.0 for 
Windows Copyright© 1998 Bible Works, LLC. 
27 See Bruce 1984: 403; Porter 1989: 359; Neufeld 1997: 112 
28 Scott 1990: 29. 
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"some of the weapons believers are to don, namely, truth, righteousness and salvation 

suggest that we put on God himself, or at least his characteristics, and this idea is close in 

meaning to the distinctive exhortation of Ephesians 5: 1, "Be imitators of God"29
. Then, 

as Snodgrass asserts, "in the end all the armour language is a way to talk about 

identification with God and his purpose"30
. Eph 6: 10-20 give African believers hope and 

confidence that evil "supernatural powers" can be defeated31
. Believers must know that 

"their chances of success are more than possible or probable: victory will be a reality 

given their dependence upon the divine power"32
• Depending upon God's power and 

putting on His armour, believers can keep Satan from gaining advantage over them since 

they now know his designs (2Cor 2: 11). 

The African church should be aware that "supernatural powers" seek to undo what Christ 

has done. Believers are flesh and blood and not equal to "supernatural powers" as they do 

not empower themselves implies that they are not the ones being challenged. The powers 

of darkness want to undo what God has done in Christ and so the challenge is directed to 

the one who empowers believers. Several scholars agree that "supernatural powers" 

mentioned in Eph 6: 10-20 attempt to undo what God has done in Christ. G. D. Fee 

explains that this final section of the letter most likely outlines Paul's chief concern for 

his recipients. The placing of this material in the emphatic final position suggests that he 

has been purposely building the letter toward this climax all along33
. Similarly, O'Brien 

notes that the passage is 

a crucial element to which the rest of the epistle has been pointing. Here the apostle looks 

at the Christian responsibility of living in the world from a broader, that is, cosmic 

perspective. The moral issues with which he deals are not simply a matter of personal 

reference, as many within our contemporary and postmodem world contend. On the 

contrary, they are essential elements in a larger struggle between the forces of good and 

evil34
. 

29 O'Brien 1999: 463. 
30 Snodgrass 1996: 339. 
31 See Page 1995: 187; Stott 1979: 266; O'Brien 1999:464. 
32 Arnold 1989: 107. 
33 Fee 1994: 723. 
34 O'Brien 1999: 457. 
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So the passage is the conclusion of the whole Epistle, a peroratio summing up the main 

themes and prompting its readers to action35
. The epistle first shows how great is the 

purpose of God in Christ, which goes with the glory of his high calling and the standard 

of life that should ensue from it. This transpires in a life of fellowship observed by the 

community of believers, whose intimate circle is the family. Yet, the life of fellowship is 

not devoid of fierce spiritual battle. The rationale for resisting the evil one is to preserve 

what Christ has achieved through God's mighty power. The rationale for the attacks of 

the evil one and his spiritual host of wickedness is to destroy the new community God is 

building through Christ. The invisible forces intend to re-build the walls of hostility that 

Christ demolished. God has successfully thwarted the effort to undo what he has done in 

Christ. Believers must therefore come to terms with the fact that the decisive victory over 

the powers has already been won by God through Christ (Eph. 1: 19-22 cf. 4: 8). Their 

defeat is certain considering the success of God's purpose of reconciling Jews and the 

Gentiles through the death of Christ. This guarantees the existence of the church as the 

united body of Christ, victoriously moving towards its climax; to make known to the 

powers the wisdom of God (Eph. 3: 10) by means of her existence. Therefore the powers 

of darkness cannot hinder the progress of God's purpose now and in the eschaton, when 

their ultimate defeat will be achieved. Christ's defeat of the powers through his death and 

resurrection is the reason for his exaltation at a place of honour in God's right hand .. 

In view of the aforesaid, the African church should underline Christ's supremacy in her 

faith and life. The issue is what the African church should believe and teach with regard 

to "supernatural powers". The African church needs a theology of "supernatural powers" 

in relation to Christ's supremacy. But this theology must not contravene the framework 

of Christian theology, which as Noble points out, 

is the articulation of our knowledge of the Lord God who has revealed himself to us. Our 

understanding of the world or the penumbra of Christian belief, those areas which are 

controversial even among Christians, must be centred in our doctrine of the God and 

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ36
. 

35 Cf. Foulkes 1989; Stott 1979; O'Brien 1999: 457; Arnold 1989: 103, 105; Lincoln 1995: 99-114; 
Neufeld 1997: 110f; Kittredge 1998: 144f; Snodgrass 1996: 335. 
36 Noble 1996:187. 
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Consequently, the controversial subject of "supernatural powers" should be sorted out in 

line with the Christocentric faith that shapes Christian theology. This would enable the 

church to avoid a doctrine that is eccentric and out of perspective. The African church 

must therefore put "supernatural powers" in the perspective of historical faith affirmed by 

the creeds and authenticated by the Bible. 

The hermeneutical framework for interpreting "supernatural powers" must agree with the 

doctrine of creation, which states that God created all things by his word. The Pauline 

concept attests that all things, in heaven or earth, visible or invisible, were created 'in', 

'through' and 'for' Christ (Col I: 16). This includes "supernatural powers", the enemies 

of Christ and his church. On the cross, Christ's death cancelled the bond that stood 

against us with its legal demand and disarmed "supernatural powers", humiliating them 

publicly and triumphing over them (Col2:15). Due to Christ's decisive defeat and victory 

over "supernatural powers" attained at the cross once and for all, the supremacy of Christ 

dominates the visible and invisible creation. Yet the final defeat will be realised at the 

eschaton, and as Arnold rightly concludes, is assured. Until then, the church exists in a 

dangerous time and there are many battles to be fought. Satan and his minions continue to 

attack the church, hold unbelieving humanity in bondage and promote every kind of evil 

throughout the world. Believers will continue to suffer the painful effects of evil such as 

war, morally deplorable public policies, crimes, gang violence and the like, spurred on by 

the powers of darkness37
, though perpetuated by human beings. As a result, the spiritual 

warfare against "supernatural powers" continues until the final and decisive victory day. 

As the African church awaits the inauguration of this day, the important thing will be to 

propagate a Christ-centred theology of "supernatural powers" that would unite believers 

in matters of faith and practice. Of special notice is that Jews and Gentiles believers are 

now one new person because Christ has demolished the wall of hostility (Eph 2: 11-22), 

redeeming them from the dominion of darkness ruled by the prince of the power of the air 

(Col 1: 13; Eph 2: 2). ''There cannot be Greek and Jew ... but Christ is all and in all" 

because believers "have put off the old nature and put on the new nature" (Col 3: lOf). 

Believers no longer follow the course of this world as they have been reconciled to God 

37 Arnold 1992b: 123. 
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in one body through the cross (Eph 2: 1-22). While underlining the supremacy of Christ, 

the theology of "supernatural powers" taught by the African church must emphasise the 

unity of faith and practice, especially between ecclesiastical leadership and ordinary 

Christians. The unity of faith and practice between the "official Christianity" and 

"popular Christianity" in the African context is imperative for the development of a 

spontaneous theology of "supernatural powers" in relation to Christ's supremacy. 

The new life in Christ should be reflected in the households of believers in which Christ 

should be perfectly imitated (Eph 5: 21-6:1-9; Col3: 18-4: 1). 

A strong belief in Christ as the head of all things becomes reflected in the ethos where the 

subjection of individuals to the authoritative members of the household is demanded. The 

love/authority of Christ becomes a reference point according to the designs of the ethos 

of love-patriarchalism. For example, the union of man and woman becomes linked with 

the cosmic symbol of the union of Christ and the church, while traditional definitions of 

masculine and feminine roles are at the same time reinforced (Eph 5: 21-33)38
. 

The exemplary living within the Christian households is probably a prerequisite for the 

believers being strengthened in the spiritual warfare. The supremacy of Christ is thus 

unmistakable in the structures of human existence. This should create awareness to the 

believers that even as they exist in the structures of human existence, they belong to the 

kingdom of God's son. They are separated from the domain of darkness. Their devotion 

to God must be through Christ and not through intermediary "supernatural powers". 

These powers are not equal to Christ, neither can they facilitate access to the heavenly 

places, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God having been given the name above 

all names. 

The African church ought unambiguously, through her life and faith, to teach that despite 

Christ having defeated "supernatural powers" (Col 2: 15), it is vital for believers to take 

the whole armour of God to resist the attacks of the evil one. The battle is to be fought 

bearing in mind that, "neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, 

nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in creation, will be able to separate us from the 

love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord" (Rom 8:38f). With such a promise, African 

believers must not revert to the state of "once" when they were without Christ and 

38 MacDonald 1988: 145f. 
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followed the course of this world and the prince of the power of the air. They must 

always remain and operate within the state of "now", being in Christ and having been 

reconciled to God. This summons believers to be vigilant and perceptive in the spiritual 

warfare, for in so doing they accept Christ's supremacy in their faith and life. They admit 

that "supernatural powers" have no authority to take them captive, separate them from 

God or keep them in sin. This means those physical afflictions credited to "supernatural 

powers" are still under God's overriding sovereignty. As Ferdinando comments, "Christ's 

present exaltation to the right hand of God indicates that it is he who exercises that 

sovereignty... It means that Satan and his forces harm believers only by God's 

permission and within limits He defines"39
. As noted in chapter five, the African church 

therefore must not have a simplistic view on how Satan and his minions work. Yet it 

must be put into perspective that Christians are not removed from the sphere ruled by 

"the god of this world" through his minions such as "principalities and powers" in the 

heavenly places. Their being delivered from the dominion of darkness and transferred to 

the kingdom of God's Son does not remove them from physical affliction. Physical 

affliction, as it was with Paul (2Cor 12: 7), could be the way in which God achieves his 

purpose that is always for the good of believers. 

The theology of "supernatural powers" in relation to Christ's supremacy must be built on 

the framework of the historical faith affirmed by creeds and explicit in the Pauline 

concept. However, as discussed in chapter two, this was undermined by the missionary 

legacy and the African response to it. The pioneer missionaries did not take the African 

belief in "supernatural powers" seriously, so they failed to proclaim the total supremacy 

of Christ. What captured the African mentality was that the God of the missionaries was 

only active on Sunday, specifically in the church building during the one-hour service. 

This made the Christian God and His Christ appear too small and less interested in spirits 

and the spirit world. The assumption was that since Christ was only active on Sundays, 

the other days were to be lived according to the traditional way. For that reason, 

"supernatural powers" received too much attention not because there was "little 

39 Ferdinando 1999: 393f 
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conception of a supreme and reigning God" as Ferdinanda erroneously asserts40 but 

because Christ was not introduced as one who could deliver the African people from the 

powers of darkness, transferring them to God's kingdom. As Imasogie notes, 

Christians could talk of Christ's power to save from sin but not of his power to destroy 

the works of the devil and to save, to the utmost, those who are committed to him. For 

instance, the nineteenth century theologian could still quote Ephesians 6: 12, 'for we are 

not fighting against human beings, but against the wicked spiritual forces in the heavenly 

world, the rulers, authorities and cosmic powers of this dark age' but not with the same 

meaning Paul gave them when he penned those lines in Ephesians"41
• 

Similarly, Walls notes, "in the missionary period, Christianity could protect innocent 

people from terrorizing accusations of witch activity; but its power to deal with the fear 

that such activity was taking place was limited. Still less obviously was there any help for 

the person who feared that they themselves possessed witch powers ... "42
. Jesus was only 

introduced as one who saves people from sins but not from spirits and the spirit world. 

Africans could not understand some of the sins from which Christ was to save them 

because in their view the Bible did not condemn the alleged sins43
. 

Incidentally, failing to locate "supernatural powers" in proper perspective vis-a-vis Jesus 

Christ could be damaging for the theological and spiritual growth of the church. 

A Christianity which refuses to acknowledge, confront and harness these chthonic powers 

will remain vulnerable to its young people leaving the church in favour of New Age 

spirituality, to its most eminent pastors just finding themselves 'helpless' falling in love 

with married congregation members, to the atrocities of a Rwanda where many of the 

4° Ferdinanda 1996: 130. 
41 Imasogie 1993: 52. 
42 Walls 2002: 132. 
43 The missionaries regarded some Gikfiyfi practices such as polygamy and female circumcision as sin. But 
after reading 'lbuku ria Ngai' (literary translated as 'the book of God', meaning the Bible) the Gikfiyfi 
people found that most of the respected characters of the Bible had more than one wife. They also found 
that the Gikfiyfi term 'mfiiritu' (that is, a circumcised girl) used as the equivalent of the Greek term 
nap8Evoc; translated in English as 'virgin' described Mary's condition before her marriage to Joseph (See 
Kenyatta 1938: 271f; Karanja 1999: 153). Had the Bible translators done more research, they would have 
discovered that when the term 'mfiiritu' referred to a virgin, it was qualified with the verb 'gathirange', 
hence, 'mfiiritu gathirange', meaning a girl who had never known a man. However, it should be said that 
polygamy and female circumcision are no longer popular among the Gikfiyfi people. In particular, those 
who practise female circumcision do it clandestinely and if known, they become the laughing stock in their 
locality. Polygamy is also regarded as a weird practice that could impoverish the society. 
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butchers were faithful church goers, and to the paranoia which delights in uncovering 

imagined world conspiracies bent on destroying the Christian church44
• 

Equally, it is detrimental for the African church if "supernatural powers" are assigned 

decisive and absolute power, which the Pauline concept denies them. As indicated above, 

the victory of Christ over "supernatural powers" also belongs to those 'in Christ'. It must 

be proclaimed openly, in words and deeds, that the existence of the church amidst the 

challenges that Africans credit to 'these chthonic powers' illustrates that Christ's victory 

is extendable to believers. The errors of disbelieving "supernatural powers" exist and of 

believing they exist and giving them ultimate and absolute power that are common in the 

Western and African worldviews should be avoided. In fact, "supernatural powers" are 

real and they exist but the most important thing is to acknowledge that they are not 

sovereign, they do not have autonomous power and they are created just as we are. 

The African church must therefore have a theology that directs her members "to live in 

the light of Christ's victory over the powers of darkness, demonstrating confidence and 

boldness"45
. Sadly, many African believers have not satisfactorily shown the confidence 

and boldness the Pauline concept demands since they often revert to traditional practices 

to solve life-threatening problems. "The usual resort of the African Christian in crisis is 

reversion to the traditional African religious practices"46
• Church leaders might frown on 

this reversion but they frequently fail to offer an alternative. This leaves many believers 

"feeling exposed and helpless in the face of hostile forces. In such circumstances, a 

reversion to traditional approach is almost inevitable"47
• Denials and condemnation are 

laughable; as they do not meet the felt needs traditional practices sorted out. They only 

enlarge the pastoral problem since "in times of crisis professing Christians adopt 

traditional solutions in large measures because they are unaware of an adequate and 

positive biblical response". Yet, 

the solution to such ignorance lies in teaching which goes beyond condemnation and 

which deals with the traditional concerns in the light of the gospel of Christ. It was in this 

way that Paul responded to the possibly rather similar fears of the Colossians, not 

44 Cook 1996:183. 
45 O'Brien 1984:143. 
46 Imasogie 1993: 11. 
47 Ferdinanda 1999: 399. 
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denying their validity but demonstrating the absolute sufficiency of Christ to meet them 

(cf. Col2:9-10)48
• 

Perhaps the African church should use the traditional African religious practices 

to teach believers to shift their faith from "supernatural powers" to the belief that 

Christ is the one who guarantees adequate protection and the fullness of life. 

The African church must deliberately and decisively emphasise Christ's supremacy over 

"supernatural powers" and their human agents. What is required is a teaching that goes 

beyond condemnation, systematically and penetratingly handling traditional fears on 

"supernatural powers" and exposing their inferior status in comparison to Christ. This, in 

fact, is the way in which Paul responded to the fears of "supernatural powers" within the 

context of production. He did not deny their reality but underscored Christ's supremacy 

over them. In this sense, underlining the theme of Christ's supremacy is crucial so as to 

incorporate the same into the African worldview as its central pillar. This effort could 

certainly bring essential changes to the African worldview, having created a model that 

responds to traditional concerns in an authentic Christian way that is also resourcefully 

African and refreshingly biblical. Transforming the African worldview insinuates that 

believers will live out their life and faith without reverting to traditional remedies for as 

Hiebert states, the conception of the world to which people adhere shapes their decisions 

and behaviour49
. How will the church explain the supremacy of Christ in the African 

context? O'Donuhue suggests this is only feasible if Africa returns to the real roots of her 

traditional philosophy, where the vision of humanity as a joyful partner in communion 

with all that is, prevailed50
• This observation leads us to the second point that the African 

church should observe. 

ii. Use of and reliance on cultural resources/tools. 

To explain Christ's supremacy in the African context, the African church should use and 

rely on cultural resources/tools. This begs two vital questions. Does the African culture 

and worldview have appropriate and adequate resources/tools to sustain the teaching on 

Christ's supremacy? Is it possible to have a genuine theology that underlines Christ's 

48 Ferdinanda 1999: 400. 
49 Hiebert 1976: 14-16. 
50 O'Donuhue 1981: 49. 
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supremacy over "supernatural powers" and which seeks a synthesis between Christianity 

and cultural continuity? The principle is that if Paul relied on Jewish and Graeco-Roman 

cultural resource/tools to explain Christ's supremacy over "supernatural powers", this, 

then, is what the African church may be required to do. If the Bible identifies with "each 

culture as its natural destination and as a necessity of its life"51
, African culture and 

worldview should shape the teaching on the supremacy of Christ over "supernatural 

powers" for the African church. As A. F. Walls notes, "By their translation into Greek 

and use by converted Hellenistic Gentiles, the Hebrew Scriptures took on a new purpose 

and were applied within a new universe of thought. They became an authoritative 

sourcebook for Greek Christians seeking to build a coherent world view"52
. So the 

message of the Bible has ad infinitum "discovered a compatibility with indigenous 

cultures"53 receiving it. In that case, African Christians would want to build a coherent 

worldview in which Jesus is above everything and so a genuine Christus Victor over 

every spiritual rule and authority. Chapter three exposed the African intense awareness of 

forces and powers at work in the world that threatens the interest of life and harmony. 

The victory of Jesus over the spiritual realm, particularly over evil forces would perfectly 

meet the need for a powerful protector. This message is consistent with African culture 

and worldview and it would enable Christians to recognize the supremacy of Christ. 

Noticeably, the Graeco-Roman philosophical culture provided words to explain Christ's 

supremacy over "supernatural powers". If the Graeco-Roman concept of KUpLO<; was used 

for Christ through whom "supernatural powers" came into being, hence denoting Christ's 

Lordship over them, perhaps the African concept of ancestor could apply to Christ as the 

Supreme Ancestor by whom the African ancestors find their life and reason to exist. If 

"principalities and powers" were created to serve Christ the same could apply to African 

ancestral spirits. Perhaps the African healing tradition can offer a paradigm for explaining 

Christ's supremacy. In many African communities, the spiritual healer was highly exalted 

when he successfully healed the sick or the one possessed by evil spirits. Jesus is known 

to have effectively healed sick and "spirit-possessed" people. Therefore, as Bujo notes, 

51 Sanneh 1989: 69. 
52 Walls 1996: 33. 
53 Sanneh 1989: 71. Cf. Walls 1996: 7f, 40; Bediako 1995: 121. 
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"another Christological model might be derived from the African healing tradition. Jesus 

might be conceived of as 'Healer of Healers"'54
. He has not only conquered "supernatural 

powers" but also diseases/defilement the majority of Africans fear most55
. It is noticeable 

that the G1kl1yfi people identified themselves with a diviner who could heal sickness and 

whom they exceedingly exalted56
. African Christians can thus identify with Christ on the 

basis of his exaltation, which is linked to his victory over the supernatural57
. 

However, it must be stressed that Christ is not one among the ancestors and healers but 

the Lord of creation and so superior to anything created, visible or invisible. He is the 

indisputable Lord of reconciliation, who reconciles all things in heaven or earth to 

himself, making peace (Col 1: 20). Christ is above "supernatural powers" and he does not 

belong to any hierarchical structure or category of "supernatural powers" known in the 

African context58
. Likewise, Christ's Lordship is not on the same level with the 'lords 

many and gods many' of the Hellenistic religion and worldview. So even if Christ may be 

acclaimed as an Ancestor or a Healer in the African context, he is not on the same level 

with the African healers and ancestors. Just as the Colossians "received Jesus Christ as 

Lorcf' and were to continue "living in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the 

faith as (they) were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness" (Col. 2: 6-7), the African 

Christians, having "received Jesus Christ" as Ancestor and Healer must "continue to live 

in him rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as they were (or are being) 

taught, and overflowing with thankfulness". 

The Christian faith confirms belief in the 'communion of saints', which includes the 

living and the dead in Christ. Healey and Sybertz identify saints as "special Christian 

54 Bujo 1992: 85. 
55 The Gikiiyii people fear defilement, mistakes and taboos, which they believe originate from "supernatural 
powers". So they visit diviners for purification rites and as Klama Gathigira observes, "ningi tondu 
Aglkuyu nlmetigaglra mathahu muno, nlklo maathiaga kurl andu ago nlguo merwo klrla klnglnina thahu." 
[Since the Gikiiyii people feared defilement exceedingly, they went to diviners to inquire what would 
~urify defilement] (Gathigira 1933: 57). 

6 If the diviner managed to purify a defiled person, the Gikilyii people highly exalted him. As Gathigira 
informs, "maundu macio maarlka gwlkwo, nake mundu muruaru ahone, mundu mugo ucio akagathwo 
muno" [After these things (cleansing rituals), and the sick (defiled) person is healed, the medicine man is 
highly praised [exalted]. (Gathigira 1933: 58). 
57 wa Gatumu 2000: 86; Ukpong 2000: 18. 
58 See chapter three, Pp 60-65. 
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ancestors and that all the deceased people participate in the communion of saints"59
. They 

further note, "In the complex African cosmology the living dead are the benevolent 

ancestral spirits who are the link between the living and the Supreme Being"60
. As stated 

in chapter three, the ancestors' care is guaranteed by a sound relationship and practical 

obedience to their instructions. When human beings remained loyal to their inheritance, 

making the experiences of their ancestors their own, they remained in living communion 

not only with their ancestors but also with fellow humans, continually re-living the 

history of their people. When people conduct themselves according to the patterns 

established by the ancestors, they strengthen the tribe or clan as a whole and contribute to 

the well-being of each individual member61
. In fact, beliefs in spirits in the African 

context constitute a comprehensive exploration and integration of the natural and the 

spiritual. This especially revolves around the observance of distinctive moral values, 

norms and principles that are amiable to the realisation of abundant life for all and 

sundry. The observance of these distinctive moral values, norms and principles infuses 

meaning and harmony to societal life in Africa62
. Ferdinando's comments on Africans' 

concerns, "which do not recognise the moral and spiritual dimension of spirits' power but 

are preoccupied with the physical suffering they inflict"63 is unfounded. The African 

mind-set takes into account the spiritual and the moral aspect of human deeds and the 

world. "The world as a sacred abode of the life forces of God, the ancestors and diverse 

spirits is what gives human action its necessarily sacred character"64
. As such, it would 

not be a big issue for African Christians to put their loyalty to Christ as their Supreme 

Ancestor, as their worldview demands them to be spiritually and morally aligned to the 

benevolent ancestral spirits for individual and communal welfare. Indeed the African 

· context of reception has rich resources that would offer a paradigm shift in the African 

worldview, consequently sustaining the theme of Christ's supremacy over the powers of 

darkness. Faith in, and a cordial relationship with Christ would be enough to protect 

believers from malignant "supernatural powers". 

59 Healey & Sybertz 1996: 28. 
60 Healey & Sybertz 1996: 211 
61 Bujo 1992: 22 
62 Magesa 1997b,especially in pages 14, 16f, 37f, 4lf, 59-71 discusses this view persuasively arguing that 
the basis of African morality is the promotion of human life 
63 Ferdinando 1999: 393. 
64 Mages a 1997b: 59. 
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The belief in "supernatural powers" in the African context is linked to the desire for the 

abundant life. This belief is a significant cultural tool that would enable African believers 

to accept Paul's teaching that the fullness of life is found Ev XpLo't'C\) and in a community 

centred on Christ. 

It seems that when Paul uses 'i:v XpwcQ', he means both that salvation is attained 

through attachment to the Messiah- participation in his death and resurrection - and that 

salvation is to be found in the community of believers which is centred around Christ. 

The participation in the Christ event is central for Paul, but the individual must become 

part of the community of others rooted in the same experience. The expression E:v XpwtQ 

reinforces the boundaries separating the body of those who will be saved from those on 

the outside; it connects the revelation of Christ with the existence of the community of 

believers65
. 

Paul's teaching encourages believers to intersect and interact with each other amidst the 

forces that may frustrate their attempt to realise the meaning of their existence in Christ. 

These, using Berger's words, are the "forces of chaos", which "threaten" the construction 

of the meaning of their existence in this world66
. But the community of believers must 

unite as they seek to gain the fullness of life in Christ67
. As stated above, Healey and 

Sybertz identify saints as the special ancestors of the Christian community and the 

majority of African societies understand the community to include the departed ancestors 

and the living. The issue that the theology of "supernatural powers" in the African 

context must persistently handle is whether the ancestral spirits belong to the community 

of believers. This for many African people is the logical conclusion68
. 

As members of the living community, we have noted that the ancestors guarantee 

protection and providence of their loved ones in a world full of spirit activities. This 

central belief of the African worldview would help African believers to realise that life in 

65 MacDonald 1988: 74. 
66 Cf. Berger 1969: 61. 
67 Eph 2: 1-22; 3: 4-6;4: 8-16; Col3: 11; Gal3: 28. 
68 In 1994 the Anglican Church in Kenya cerebrated the 150th anniversary of its existence since the arrival 
of John Ludwig Krapf, the first CMS sponsored missionary, who arrived in Kenya in 1844. The Rt. Rev. 
David Gitari, the then bishop of ACK Diocese of Kirinyaga, electrified the congregation in acknowledging 
that people who died before baptism rightly belonged to the community of believers since they had 
demonstrated their faith in Christ by enrolling for baptism catechism classes but died before the actual 
baptism. Many people regarded this to be in agreement to the African worldview, in which the departed 
ancestors are still part of the community. 
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Christ does not remove them from the world ruled by the "god of this age" and 

dominated by "supernatural powers. It also reminds them of the necessity to live a 

different life-style from the past one when they did not know Christ. The challenge for 

the first century CE believer~ was to observe a new life in a pluralistic pagan setting. As 

Marshall argues, "It was impossible to be a Christian and live as one had formerly lived. 

The new faith led to a ne~ way of life"69
• African believers are thus expected to no 

longer live as if they belonged to the world. Their former existence has no value in 

checking the indulgences of the flesh (Col 2: 23). They must put off the old nature with 

its practices and put on a new nature renewed in the knowledge of the image of its creator 

(Col 3: 9f). Life in Christ, which is synonymous with life in the Spirit, is the new mode of 

existence that is opposed to life in the flesh (Gal 5: 16-25). Life in Christ or in the Spirit 

is the tactic to flee from the present intimidating reality attributed to "supernatural 

powers". MacDonald's observation in relation to Paul's original audience is relevant to 

Paul's audience in the African context. "In a society where demons could cause 

considerable havoc (lCor 10: 20f) and where Satan was an agent to contend with (2Cor 

2: 11 ), the body where life was lived in Spirit offered protection from destructive forces 

in the universe"70
• The new life in Christ guarantees the safety and existence of believers 

in a hostile world under the dominion of the spirit of this age. 

The spontaneous prayers and praises of Jesus by an ordinary Ghanaian Christian woman 

and traditional midwife, intensely deriving from images of her primal worldview, are 

instructive to the point being made. Fr. John Kirby has faithfully translated the prayers 

and praises, originally documented in her Akan mother tongue, into English, "to give the 

reader a good indication of their depth of Christian experience conveyed in the thought

forms of Akan world view"71
. Concerning these prayers and praises, Bediako notes that 

in the setting of ubiquitous forces and mysterious powers, a Christian who has understood 

that Jesus Christ is a living reality, can be at home, assured in faith that Jesus alone is 

Lord, Protector, Provider and Enabler. He further notes that the prayers deeply reflect a 

69 Marshall 1979:37 
70 MacDonald 1988: 82. 
71 Bediako 2000: 9 
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well-known and main feature of African primal religion72
• They recognise the struggles 

and battles of life, in which 'Jesus of the deep forest' is capable of fighting, conquering 

and leading his people to triumph. 'Jesus of the deep forest' rescues the hunter from the 

attacks of wild beasts believed to be the agents of invisible "supernatural powers" that are 

active in the natural order. Jesus fights the evil powers, reducing their leader Satan into a 

mouse; hence Christians have no fear of the devil. Jesus fights for Christians in such a 

way that by the time they reach the edge of the battle the war has already ended. The 

prayers and praises represent Jesus as the "Hero Incomparable" whose followers do not 

need a sword in battle if they go with him. The word of his mouth is the weapon that 

makes enemies tum and run. Walking with Jesus therefore rules out the possibility of 

fear, even when there is trouble and even when the devil charges like a lion. Jesus 

reverses the terrors that threaten human life and above all, the terror of death. Jesus has 

tied the terror of death to a tree so that his followers may be happy73
• 

The metaphors with which the prayers and praises describe Jesus as he manifests himself 

and discloses his power in threatening conditions and structures of human existence are 

of startling quality. These prayers and praises reveal the all-powerful Jesus performing 

marvellous deeds. They also describe Jesus as the Saviour of the poor and a dependable 

friend who ensures wholesome growth. He is the incomparable diviner and the saviour of 

all nations. As a generous provider, Jesus breaks down hindrances between people and 

transforms enemies into brothers and sisters. As a result, all classes and groups of people 

find their longings met in him74
. The titles ascribed to Jesus in these prayers were 

traditionally and presently ascribed to the Akan rulers75
. Jesus is the Chief of all chiefs, 

and as Bediako maintains, the picture here is of the Akan king, who sits on the throne of 

the ancestors, receiving the homage of all his subjects during the annual New Year 

Odwira Festival'6. Jesus the Chief of all chiefs, according to the prayers, says the chiefs 

are wise men 77
, and this preserves the social and political relationship that sustains the 

72 Bediako 2000: 9. 
73 Jesus of the Deep Forest: Prayers and Praises of Afua Kuma 1980: 7, 17-19, 30, 46. 
74 Jesus of the deep forest 1980: 5-7, 14f, 22-25, 35 -39; Bediako 2000 8-15. 
75 Bediako 2000: 14. 
76 Bediako 2000: 14. 
77 Jesus of the deep forest 1980: 25. 
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community. The ancestral and royal titles that the prayers and praise of Afua accredit to 

Jesus allows the apprehension of the all-pervasive Lordship of Jesus in the realm of 

ancestral spirits and in the human realm ruled by human kings. According to Bediako, 

"the powers of the biblical world can also be experienced here and now, even in the 

uncertainties of modem African politics"78
. 

Certainly, this unschooled Ghanaian woman had heard the stories of the Gospel read and 

preached in her own life. Yet it is the richness of the African religious past that enabled 

her to identify 'Jesus of the Gospels' with 'Jesus of the deep forest', the miracle worker 

who does the impossible and triumphs over nature. And as noted in chapter three, 

according to the African worldview, "supernatural powers" reside in natural phenomena 

and more so in the deep forest. 'Jesus of the deep forest' like 'Jesus of the Gospels' 

provides food to the hungry and water to the thirsty, delivers people from all manners of 

ailments. He grants salvation, even when strange malign creatures with superhuman 

powers (Mmoatia) and their leader (Sasabonsam) threaten the fullness of life. The 

prayers and praises show that the African context has adequate tools that the church can 

use to explain Christ's supremacy over "supernatural powers". These prayers make the 

defeat and humiliation of "supernatural powers" meaningful for the African context. 

Jesus has destroyed the power of invisible "supernatural powers" and the power of visible 

wild creatures that can suddenly attack a village. Jesus is 

The hunter gone to the deep forest. Sasabonsam, the evil spirit has troubled the hunters 

for many years. They ran in fear, leaving their guns behind. Jesus has found those guns, 

and brought them to the hunters to go and kill the elephant. Truly Jesus is the Man among 

men, the most stalwart of men. He stands firm as a rock79
• 

This celebration of Jesus is historical since evil spirits have troubled the hunters for many 

years. But Jesus has come and he is acclaimed where he was not known before. While the 

defeat of evil "supernatural powers" is a living and abiding reality it was, however, a 

definite event in the past, which now lives in the local memory80
. It is apparent the 

African primal religious experience can allow a deeper consciousness of Christ's 

78 Bediako 2000: 15. 
79 Prayers and Praises of Afua Kuma, page 19. 
80 Bediako 2000: I 0. 
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supremacy over "supernatural powers". This would undo the timid loyalty given to 

"supernatural powers" by some African Christians. As the prayers and praises insist, 

Our ancestors did not know Onyankpon, the great God. They served lesser gods and 

spirits and became tired. But for us, we have seen holy men and prophets. We have gone 

to tell the angels how Jehovah helped us reach this place. Jehovah has helped us come 

this far; with gratitude we come before Jesus, the one who gives everlasting life81
. 

Perhaps the African church should preach a message similar to the one Ignatius preferred 

for Ephesus believers. Ignatius emphasised that with the coming of Christ, all magic and 

every kind of spell were dissolved82
. In the same way, through the incarnation, death, 

resurrection and exaltation of Christ, the power of "supernatural powers" over believers 

was destroyed. Now, "supernatural powers" are the defeated enemies and believers have 

no fears as they await the eschatological glorification. Bediako notes, "One aspect of the 

relevance of the achievement of early Hellenistic Christian thought for the modern 

African context has to do with the possibility of a genuine theology which seeks a 

synthesis between Christian religious commitment and cultural continuity"83
• However, 

cultural continuity must not be understood as an attempt to compromise biblical teaching 

and demands with the cultural traits that are repugnant to the truth of the Gospel. Paul did 

not recklessly rely on the Graeco-Roman culture and worldview. This means that the 

African church/believers cannot just use the African culture and worldview uncritically84
. 

As noted in chapter two, African culture and worldview impeded the initial reception of 

biblical teachings and have continually undermined the Pauline teachings on Christ's 

supremacy over "supernatural powers". The synthesis that Bediako calls for should not 

be construed as a summons to syncretism. It is not fusing African beliefs in "supernatural 

powers" with biblical teaching so as to come up with a different message from that which 

the Pauline concept upholds. The idea is to transform culture. This does not mean to wipe 

out culture but to give it a new outlook, a new worldview. This implies the conversion of 

culture, a conversion of what is already there and which needs no substitute. 

81 Prayers and Praises of Afua Kuma, page 30. 
82 Ignatius Ephesians 19: 3. 
83 Bediako 1992: 432 
84 Cf. Walls 1999: 104; wa Gatumu 2000: 28f. 
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So, rather than being against culture and worldview, the Pauline concept would engage 

the ultimate dynamism of culture, transforming what is already there, and not imposing 

what is outside that culture and worldview. This would require a "positive commendation 

of what is good in the world as being worthy of the attention of the Christian"85
. Bediako 

rightly points out, ''The significant transforming impact of the Gospel upon the Non

Western world arises from the Non-Western response to the Gospel in its own terms and 

not in terms of Western expectations"86
. Just as the Pauline concept sought to change the 

culture and worldview encircling the Graeco-Roman context of production, it ought to 

transform the culture and worldview encasing the African context of reception. Perhaps 

the Pauline concept can only transform culture if it receives a cultural response. For that 

reason, the African church ought to rely on cultural tools, creatively and critically 

engaging with the same, so as to underline the theme of Christ's supremacy. 

iii. Come to terms with other dimensions of "supernatural powers". 

The two related points discussed above specifically relate to the African belief that places 

spirits at the core of everything that happens in human existence. This belief, as already 

mentioned, is detrimental to the life of the African church because fear of spirits prevails 

where freedom in Christ should reign. This belief, as discussed in chapter two, makes 

people appear as the-who-cannot-help-it-lot. Too much emphasis is therefore given to the 

spiritual causation of events, without considering the fact human involvement also adds 

to the causation of such events. The African church should therefore consider a third 

point: to come to terms with other dimensions of "supernatural powers". In chapter six, it 

was stated that "supernatural powers" are irreducible metaphors, which are explainable 

through other metaphors and in that sense they are also extendable. It was also noted that 

even though irreducible metaphors are inexplicable, the fact that metaphors are typically 

extendable make irreducible metaphors identifiable if the sense suggests that the referred 

reality is possible87
• However, a key observation was that the metaphor of "supernatural 

powers" could not be reduced to a single predicate. The African church should take into 

consideration the positive implications the metaphor of "supernatural powers" might 

85 Marshall 1979: 38. 
86 Bediako 1995: 174. 
87 See chapter 6, pages 227-229. 
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offer for the education of her members so as to come to terms with other dimensions of 

"supernatural powers". The use of metaphor may enable the African church to underline 

the supremacy of Christ in the structures of human existence. This, as we noted in the 

conclusion of chapter six, would be the way forward to contextualise the Pauline concept 

of "supernatural powers" in the African context. 

It is important for the African church to recognise that, as stated in chapter one, the major 

problem that confronts human beings with regard to "supernatural powers" is the problem 

of language. This has led to the recognition that people "cannot describe the reality of the 

Numinous except by imaginatively using the symbols, images and signs of their own 

existence and experience, and stretching them to the lirnit"88
. Human understanding of 

the authority and control human leaders have over their subjects has been metaphorically 

transferred or identified or substituted or interacted with the alleged authority and control 

"supernatural powers" have over human existence. As noted in chapter six, the literal 

meaning does not disappear but plays a significant part in the interpretation of the 

metaphor. Metaphor first functions literally as a rule for pinpointing the object or 

situation and then functions metaphorically by indirectly designating another similar 

situation. The rule seems to be that something must exist in order that something else 

may be identified with it. This allows metaphor to minimise the problem of language 

with regards to "supernatural powers". For this to happen, it is critical to recognise that 

the metaphorical 'is' signifies both "is like" and "is not"; hence the forces that determine 

human existence have spiritual, physical, psychological, sociological, anthropological 

and other dimensions. As noted in chapter three, the aforesaid dimensions of human life 

are interlinked and interrelated. Behavioural traits attributable to one dimension may be 

influenced by, or may sway other dimensions. These dimensions of human existence that 

are also the dimension that metaphors can take, make the understanding of the metaphor 

of "supernatural powers" more nuanced. Due to the tension between literal sense and 

metaphorical referent, people may agree on the reality and existence of "supernatural 

powers" but it is not given that they may conceive the metaphor in similar ways. For this 

reason, the African church should make an effort to educate her members that the concept 

88 Magesa 1997b: 37. 
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of "supernatural powers" does not depend on a too nai've view of spirits. Also it does not 

depend on anti-supernaturalistic view of the reality and existence of spirits. Believers 

ought to engage with all dimensions of "the powers", yet cautiously. In fact, metaphorical 

language like any other figurative language may not engage fully a people's belief 

system. However, it minimises the problem of language with regards to "supernatural 

powers". 

As already noted, the African worldview allows the perceptions of "supernatural powers" 

to revolve around human existence. The African church should realise that "supernatural 

powers" and the structures of human existence work together to impede human existence. 

Even so, the struggle for human survival is against spiritual forces that use the structures 

of human existence and powerful personage to create a reign of terror that entangles 

people in a way they cannot entangle themselves. The big issue is whether the people 

who allow themselves to "work with" or to be "used by" "supernatural forces" inimical to 

human existence should be held responsible for the suffering that befalls humanity. This 

demands an explicit and critical application of the metaphorical tension of "is like" and 

"is not". In so doing, the church will recognise the dehumanising values of the structures 

of human existence that should be credited to human and not to spirit forces. It is human 

beings, according to Eph 4: 27 who can give the devil a chance. Humans are therefore 

accountable for allowing forces outside themselves to control their life and the structures 

within which they exist. 

According to the Lewisian deprivation theorl9
, the marginalised, deprived and frustrated 

female and male are more prone to "spirit-possession"90
. In reality, this means that social 

marginalisation, deprivation and exclusion can provide an opportunity for "supernatural 

powers" to sway, control and shape human life negatively. It is not a secret that women in 

most African societies are excluded in the ownership of property. Regrettably, they form 

a minority in religious leadership, albeit constituting large numbers supporting religious 

89 See chapter three pp 7 4-77. 
9° Cf. Lewis 1996: 48-57, esp. 53, 55f; Shack 1971: 33ff; Lewis 1971; Gomm 1975; Monfouga-Nicolas 
1972; Echard 1989; Messing 1958; Boddy 1989; Stoller 1989; Rouch, 1954a; 1954b Sharp 1999: 4; Otner 
1974; Reiter 1975; Rosaldo & Lamphere 1974; Kendall1988; Brown 1991: 248, 306ff; Lewis et al1991: 
3; Crapanzano 1973; 1983; Kenyon 1999: 89-108; Wafer 1991: 2-3; Wendll999: 111. 

261 



institutions. Lewis believes this male-dominated scenario creates many cases of "spirit

possession" and causes many diseases among the marginalised women91
. He contends, 

"The role of women in "spirit-possession" is a compensation for their exclusion and lack 

of authority in other spheres"92
• The exclusion of women in the management of religio

cultural and socio-political institutions damages the development of African societies93
. If 

claims of "spirit-possession" by the less empowered people in the society is a means of 

dominating the empowered94
, this may horrendously affect development if, for instance, 

possessed women make expensive demands that their husbands struggle to meet and 

cannot resist as spirits demand them95
• "Spirit-possession" can also serve the interests of 

men by confirming that women are vulnerable to evil spirits, so they abet economic and 

social disparity96
. Either way, this is to give the devil and his host of "supernatural 

powers" a chance to sway the structures of human existence. Deprivation and frustrations 

may cause anger and other adverse emotions by which the devil and his hosts could gain 

a chance to deny people the fullness of life. 

It is not a secret that some leaders and institutions in the African context use their status 

to deny human beings what is rightly theirs. Several institutions and their human leaders 

have deprived the poor and the hungry. As an example, a newspaper reports how coffee 

farmers in Kenya lost Ksh.337 million (about £3.37 million) from 1995 to 1999 due to 

corruption97
• Another newspaper report exposed the state of hunger and food deprivation 

in Northern Kenya. "In the midst of this abject misery, there are reports of widespread 

theft of relief food by some administration officials and head teachers. The food is then 

sold in shops in Lodwar or transported back to Kitale according to the Catholic Peace and 

91 Lewis 1996: 50. 
92 Lewis 1996: 48. 
93 The findings of a New York based human rights lobby group indicates that Kenyan women are among 
the world's most discriminated against through the violation of their property rights. The devastating 
effects of the violations, says the human right's lobby group, are not only discriminatory but also fatal since 
they not only harm women and children, but also Kenya's growth (Daily Nation on the web, 
http://www.nationaudio.com 5lh March 2003). 
94 Lewis 1996: 61. 
95 Cf. Lewis 1996: 52, 54, 57f, 64. 
96 Cf. Gomm 1975: 304f. The Gtkfiyfi refer to the whirlwind as "spirits of women". Since the whirlwind 
can cause destruction of precious property, this loss may be attributed to women. As a result, women can be 
sidelined with the argument that they bring in destructive spirits. Invoking spirits therefore can be misused 
in order to justify a human attempt to cope with a social situation. 
97 Sunday Nation, "Coffee Board Lost Millions to Bosses" 21 '1 Nov.1999: 1-2. 
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Justice Commission"98
. In both illustrations, poor and hungry peasants were denied their 

right to enjoy the fullness of life. In accordance with the African world view, malevolent 

spirits inspire leaders and institutions that deny people the abundant life. But this does not 

allow us to overlook the fact that human leaders aligned to these institutions bring about a 

situation where corruption and oppression boost marginalisation, deprivation and 

frustrations of poor and hungry peasants. In such a situation, an odd desire for status in 

society by whatever means seems inevitable. The structures of human existence create a 

competitive mood only explicable in terms of Machiavellian principle, where expediency 

rather than morality rule and where the catchphrase is "survival of the fittest"99
. This is a 

situation in which "supernatural powers" create a spirit of improvising African families 

and society. Believers are summoned to avoid such situations by not giving the devil a 

chance. The African church should use this belief to alert believers that resisting a 

spiritual devil and his host of "spiritual powers" is metaphorical and so, as we saw in 

chapter six, not different from resisting the physical sources of oppression, evil and 

suffering. 

A further analysis would imply that people give the devil a chance through the ideology 

they create. These ideologies having been created somehow outlive their creators, gaining 

a somewhat divine status and autonomy. Berger and Luckmann assert that language and 

available knowledge are socially constructed, stocked within the society and largely 

shape people's perception and interpretation of reality. Reality is also based and defined 

in a socio-cultural setting, where people relate to each other through institutions. These 

institutions transmit the language and available knowledge to persons as soon as they are 

born. The habitual human activity is related to the institutionalised setting while the 

institutional norms regulate human behaviour. This happens because institutions have a 

history that precedes the history of the individual. It also occurs since individuals stand as 

part of the institution despite their attitude about the institution. Berger and Luckmann 

note that, although individuals create institutions, these institutions outlive their founders 

98 Sunday Nation "Famine in Northern Kenya: The shocking truth" 21 '1 Nov. 1999: 1. 
99 Joe Babendreier observes that Niccolo Machiaveli argued that might make right and rejected social 
justice in favour of political opportunism. Machiaveli believed success depended on being dubious and 
ruthless and the most powerful government not only gets away with deceiving its citizen and other nations 
but also survives by cunningness. (http://www.nationaudio.com Lifestyle Magazine, Sunday 04/05/2003). 
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and develop their own reality. Eventually, institutional reality shapes individuals' natural 

and reflexive attitudes. What the institution's language and available knowledge define as 

the objective truth is learned and internalised as the subjective reality that has power to 

h h . d' 'd 1100 s ape t e m 1 vt ua . 

It is imperative that the church should understand how the powers and structure of human 

existence interlock and network. The unavoidable question, especially for the African 

context is what causes institutions to outlive their founders and develop their own reality 

that shapes the individual's natural and reflexive instincts. Wink would call this the 

Domination System, which is prehistoric and traceable to what he calls the myth of 

redemptive violence. He builds upon the conflicts of the gods in the Enuma Elish, where 

Marduk gained supremacy above other gods101
. By implication, the Domination System 

has a supernatural origin. In that case, "supernatural powers" confer to an institution a 

spirituality that makes the institution outlive its founders. It follows that if "the god of 

this world" bring about a spirit of corruption, those aligned to its sphere of influence 

become corrupe02
. This perhaps explains why individuals of reputable character and 

international fame appointed to purposely eradicate corruption and other social evils in 

institutions become corrupt. They get entangled in a web of a spirituality inimical to 

human existence. This makes corruption a mysterious and alien spirituality that manifests 

the link between "the god of this world" and the structures of human existence. The same 

applies to tribalism or ethnic rivalry for political and resource control. Perhaps anti

human and anti-social conduct allied to corruption, tribalism, nepotism and other social 

evils come from "supernatural powers" behind institutions103
. Whatever these forces are, 

it seems that they act for a reality that generates its own force that sweeps individuals to 

its power. Perhaps these forces, now having their own spiritual existence, form a matrix 

that seeks to restrain human beings, a matrix that enslaves and from which people cannot 

10° Cf. Berger & Ludemann 1967: 33-85. 
101 Wink 1992: 9, 13-104; 1998: 37-62. 
102 Wink ( 1992: 15) building from Ricoeur recalls how Marduk and Era killed one of the gods imprisoned 
for siding with Tiamat and used the blood of the assassinated god to create human beings. He then asserts, 
"the implication is clear: humanity is created from the blood of a murdered god. Our very origin is 
violence. Killing is in our blood. Humanity is not the originator of evil, but merely finds evil already 
present and perpetuates it. Our origins are divine, to be sure, since we are made from a god, but from the 
blood of an assassinated god". Cf. Ricoeur 1967: 178-183. 
103 Cf. Ewing 1990: 47. 

264 



redeem themselves on their own. In tandem with Gunton, "the point is that human beings 

do in different ways appear to fall into the grip of alien forces, which leave them not only 

incapable of acting morally but also of distinguishing good and evil"104
. 

Religious institutions are also subject to the sway of "the god of this world", especially in 

leadership rivalry105
. Like any other human institution, the church can give "the god of 

this world" a chance to derail the fullness of life in Christ106
. In A. F. Walls' words, if 

"principalities and powers" work within the human system, they can also work within 

Christianity, for it is not Christianity that saves but Christ107
. "The god of this world" can 

therefore control the church's language and available knowledge and so suppress the 

understanding of God's mystery revealed in Jesus Christ through which people attain the 

fullness of life. This recognition is perhaps an inoculation to stop the church from being 

enslaved and victimised by a religious enthusiasm that outwardly has the form and sense 

of God but inwardly denying its power (2Tim 3: 5). Regrettably, such enthusiasm, if 

allowed to infiltrate the church's spirituality, may block the church's deliberate and 

preferential option of addressing social, economical, political and religious forces that are 

hostile to God's plan for human beings as revealed in Jesus Christ. The African church in 

particular must admit the possibility that "the god of this world" stands behind oppressive 

institutions that deny people the fullness of life108
• She must also admit that where people 

give "supernatural powers" a chance to control the institution's language and available 

knowledge, blame must be credited to such people. Above all, and since the struggle is 

not against flesh and blood, the African church must take Arnold's observation on board. 

"The work of the evil one moves far beyond the simple notion of tempting an individual 

104 Gunton 1988: 73. 
105 As informed by the leaders of the East African Revival Fellowship in a personal dialogue, demonic 
powers 'visit' the fellowship after every thirty years or so, causing chaotic rivalry. The fellowship 
emphasize personal testimony and commitment to Jesus Christ. Its members are drawn from mainline 
protestant churches. For an elongated period, the leaders of the fellowship, popularly known as "Team" 
were involved in a power struggle, which they believed was inspired by "supernatural powers". In June 
2000, when I was the Director of Communications and acting Administrative Secretary of ACK. Diocese of 
Kirinyaga, they sent a delegation to me for prayers and arbitration. 
106 See Cobble 1988: 39. 
107 Walls 1996: 62. 
108 Ferdinando 1999: 247-257 maintains that Satan's goal is to seduce believers so as to undermine their 
relationship with God. By so doing, he intends to re-establish his own control over human beings. 
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to sin. Satan appears to have a well-organized strategy. He aims strongly at the people 

with power and influence"109
. 

Apparently, the structures of human existence impede the fullness of life in so far as the 

people involved in running these structures are inclined towards the possibility of evil. 

This gives "supernatural powers" an opportunity to exert control over individuals and 

institutions and to keep people in bondage to legalism, social ideologies and moral 

compromises110
. The structures of human existence finally hold people hostage, pollute 

human mind and make people's attitude and deeds hostile to God's salvific purposes. The 

irony is that the structures are integral to human survival for the reason that they not only 

enslave but also liberate111
. Their liberating nature enables people to enjoy ultimate 

freedom in Christ while their enslaving nature brings about fear and terror of "the god of 

this world". Arguably, their enslaving nature results from hostile ideologies, whose 

creation is most likely influenced by "supernatural powers". People transmit these 

ideologies through and within the structures of their existence. But instead of liberating, 

the ideologies burden people with a suprahuman force as destructive as "the god of this 

world". Subsequently, the ideologies operate on the level of "supernatural powers", 

having the status of a god. Cobble demonstrates that such ideologies exist in every 

society, are present in symbols, motivations and structures of social groups. Citing 

examples from the American context, he identifies the "spirit of capitalism" and "spirit of 

competition" that have no sovereign existence without the people who create them112
. 

Nevertheless, ideologies have a concealed potential to condition and to shape life through 

individuals and institutions that create them. To attain total control, they surround human 

life, acquire spiritual value, and subordinate individuals to their authority. They become 

"invisible forces that determine human physical, psychic and social existence"113
. While 

109 Arnold 1992b: 204. 
11° Cf. White 1990: 35. 
111 Mot 1982: 15. ' 
112 Cobble 1988: 20f. 
113 Wink 1986: 4. 
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it is persuasive that an ideology cannot exist without the people who create it114
, it may 

not be credible that it is the equivalent of apocalyptic "supernatural powers". Even so, an 

ideology, which cannot exist separately without the people who create it and for whom it 

is created, somehow becomes a terror to human life. The "rulers of this age", who now 

work against God's plan are responsible for worsening ideologies that people create with 

good intentions115
. Nevertheless, these good intentions become oppressive if people who 

transmit them chose to follow the way of "the god of this world". Such people allow "the 

god of this world" or "the rulers of this age" to control the spirituality of an institution. 

The reverse angle is that "supernatural powers" use such people to control human and 

institutional life. According to Jung people have unconsciously ingested the demons of 

nature that they had overcome, consequently becoming the devil' s maisonette. Demons 

no longer inhabit rocks, woods, mountains and rivers but use human beings as a more 

dangerous dwelling place116
. This indicates the interlocking and networking of human 

leaders and "supernatural powers". It also gives a clue as to what makes human leaders 

and the ideologies that ultimately cause division and chaos in human existence absolute. 

The absolutised regimes in human history should be responsible for indefinable evil and 

suffering they cause to human existence. Such regimes could be regarded as demonic, 

though not demons in the literal sense of the word, because they are under the control of, 

and reveal the networking between "supernatural powers" and the structures of human 

existence117
. 

"Supernatural powers" work behind the scenes, making use of hostile values so as to 

control the structures of human existence and to cause oppression and marginalisation. 

But this must not be viewed with a simplistic one-dimensional naivety. If human deeds 

114 Arnold 1992b: 204 rightly insists, "just as a glove has no authority on its own to carry out a task, 
ideologies, economic systems and the like have no power apart from the people who subscribe to them and 
enforce them. A tradition ceases to be a tradition when people no longer pass it on". 
115 Nyerere created Ujarnaa philosophy to enable equitable distribution of resources among the Tanzanian 
people, but it contributed to rampant poverty among the ordinary people. Kenyatta created Harambee 
philosophy for Kenyan people to assist each other so as to fight poverty, ignorance and disease, but it 
became a source of corruption (see http://www.kentimes.com 51

h March 2003). Moi's Nyayo Philosophy 
(Nyayo means footsteps) of peace, love and unity and being concern with general welfare of others did not 
live up to its vision. The legacy of the Nyayo era includes insecurity, tribal animosity, ethnic cleansing and 
corruption. 
116 Jung 1955: 593f. 
117 Cf. Ngcokovane 1989. 
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move "supernatural powers" to act benignly or malignly, such people are responsible for 

events hostile to human existence. In fact, 't"WV &.pxonwv 't"OU a.lwvoc; 't"m)mu (1 Cor 2: 6-8) 

r.efer to spiritual powers and human rulers who were responsible for Christ's death. Early 

Christian tradition held "supernatural powers" and human political and religious leaders 

liable for Christ's death118
. What the metaphor of "supernatural powers" does to the 

African church is to open up the understanding that spiritual beings inspire evil intrigues, 

which if internalised by human leaders, make institutions and ideologies they create 

inimical to human existence119
. This generates complex institutions that have conceited 

inner logic or spirituality inimical to basic human needs and general welfare. What 

matters is the existence of the institution, as it is arguably clear in some political parties 

in Africa (and in the entire world) whose leaders condone the loss of life and property in 

order to remain in power120
• It is also clear in some religious institutions, which propagate 

beliefs injurious to human existence. Such institutions communicate to people illusions of 

peace, hope and security, which besiege life and which they cannot evade121
• 

7:3 A summing-up analysis. 

From the aforesaid it would be nai've to exonerate humans of responsibility in events 

where people equally and willingly participate in the creation of what makes human 

existence unbearable. The metaphorical "is", signifying both "is like" and "is not" rules 

out a too nai've view of spirits and allows African believers to consider other dimensions 

of power. It would be foolhardy to neglect the fact that, as noted in chapter three, 

spiritual, social, political, economic and psychological dimensions of human existence 

are interlinked and interrelated. Behavioural traits attributable to one dimension may be 

influenced by, or may sway other dimensions. The African church should therefore 

regard the metaphorical understanding of "supernatural powers" beneficial. Does Paul 

not refer to his ailment as a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan? Paul's ailment was 

118 See chapter 5, page 147-150. 
119 See Schlier 1961: 31; Wink 1984:84. 
120 Investigations by the "East African standard (http://www.eastandard.net 81

h March 2003)" revealed how 
several state corporations in Kenya deposited taxpayers' money in unclear circumstances in an insolvent 
bank. According to the investigation, the government owned institutions deposited the colossal amount as a 
result of political intrigues and manipulation so that the then ruling party might get tribal support from the 
tribe of the person who owned this bank. 
121 See Wink 1992: 96-104. 
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like a literal thorn pricking the flesh, but it was more than a thorn as it was a messenger 

of Satan. This shows different levels of metaphor, which could allow the understanding 

that human beings who frustrate human existence by denying people what is rightly theirs 

are literally human beings. Yet they can be identified or compared with malignant powers 

hostile to human existence since they misuse available resources at the expense of the 

great majority. They choose demonic values that are a setback to human life and they 

encourage falsehood and all kinds of deceit. Rather than challenging rampant corruption 

and other social vices that frustrate human existence, they condone them in word and 

deed. Rather than always acting in the interest of the public, they reject public trust to 

pursue selfish interests. By so doing, the public disapprove them, meaning that they, not 

"supernatural powers" are accountable for their conduct. The theology of "supernatural 

powers" in relation to Christ's supremacy in the African context should move believers a 

step further. Other dimensions that explain constraints and pressures that impinge upon 

us must not be neglected at the expense of the spiritual dimension. Indeed, it is 

outrageous to only emphasise a spiritual dimension with regards to healing an illness that 

obviously requires medical dimension122
. It is equally despicable to emphasise a medical 

dimension when affliction plainly requires a spiritual dimension. 

More important, the root of what makes people think and act the way they do must be 

identified so as to engage their acts of commission and/or omission. Paul's teaching 

liberates believers from the fear of, and unwarranted allegiance given to "supernatural 

powers". Paul offers encouraging evidence to the continued supreme reign of God's 

kingdom on earth and the victory over evil123
. He definitely displays Christ's supremacy 

over "supernatural powers" in a world dominated by the fear of the same. His teaching 

authenticates the reality of Christ's reign, sovereignty and subjugation of "supernatural 

powers". By accentuating the supremacy of Christ, Paul restores confidence to a people 

whose existence is eclipsed by fears and suspicions caused by erroneous beliefs in 

122 The East African Standard Newspaper (online edition available at http://www.eastandard.net 20:05: 
2004) reported an incident where a 15-year-old Kenyan boy died in Embu distict because his parents would 
not take him to hospital. The parents follow the doctrine of Kavonokia religious sect. The sect teaches its 
adherents not to go for modem medicine but only for spiritual remedy for the purpose of healing every 
sickness. 
123 Cf. Umeagudosa 1996: 35f. 
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"supernatural powers". His teaching on Christ's supremacy and victory should annul 

denials about the existence, and fearful obsessions of "supernatural powers". As Dunn 

avers, "Christ's death and resurrection mean that any and all heavenly powers have lost 

any effective power over those who belong to Christ and any effective say in their 

destiny"124
• As such, it is determinedly critical to address existential concerns of African 

Christians from the perspective of their culture and world view. 

Each culture perceives Jesus Christ through the spectacles of its own needs. Western 

cultures for example, tend to be guilt ridden and so are generally attracted to Jesus as the 

sacrifice for sin ... Another culture which focuses more on enhancing life forces because 

of fear of being overcome by evil powers will perceive that same Jesus as a long sought 

after protective shield125
. 

Probably, for a culture that seeks protection from inimical "supernatural powers", without 

redemption from these powers and without depicting Jesus as a protective shield from the 

powers of evil, there would be no salvation from sin. Yet the redemption from 

"supernatural powers" does not substitute salvation from sins. It does not undermine the 

fact that defeat of the powers culminated with forgiveness of sins (Col 2: 13-15). 

Underlining redemption from "supernatural powers" in the African context does not 

render human responsibility for their sins irrelevant as Ferdinando assumes126
. This is to 

address the existential concerns of African believers, in order that they may appreciate 

the supremacy of Christ. The theology of "supernatural powers" in relation to supremacy 

of Christ points to the rather secondary importance of Satan and his minions in human 

life. At the same time the aim of "supernatural powers" is to discontinue or compromise 

believers' relationship with God using human institutions. ''Through coordinating the 

activity of his innumerable powers, Satan attempts to permeate every aspect of life in his 

indefatigable attempts to oppose God and his kingdom"127
. As Marshall notes with regard 

to the context of production, "the only way for Christianity to spread was by 

demonstrating that the power of Jesus was superior to that of the demons"128
; the same 

could be said with regard to the African context. Certainly, the supremacy of Christ in the 

124 Dunn 1998: 230. 
125 Jacobs 1978: 24. 
126 Ferdinanda 1999: 396f. 
127 Arnold 1992b: 204. 
128 Marshall 1980: 312. 
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African context should be the top theme, which must be constantly and clearly developed 

in theological and hermeneutical agenda as well as in pastoral and preaching programmes 

of the African church. Undeniably, Ferdinanda has the final word. 

In the traditional African situation, the theme of his (Christ's) triumph over the 

supernatural powers of darkness is of special importance and therefore demands 

particular attention in order that it may be proclaimed as an integral part of the salvation 

he (Christ) came to accomplish129
• 

The supremacy of Christ must not be limited only to "supernatural powers" of darkness 

since these powers work with and through the structures of human existence. Not only 

this, "supernatural powers" operate in other dimensions that resonate with human life. All 

in all, the theology of "supernatural powers" where Christ subdues "supernatural powers" 

that upset life is what African believers have been waiting for. 

129 Ferdinanda 1999: 403. 
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