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Spiritual Warfare

   Spiritual Warfare is the Christian encounter with evil supernatural powers 

led by Satan and his army of fallen angels, generally called demons or evil 

spirits. The original battle was between Satan and God, but on the level of 

the heavenlies, the war has been won decisively by God (Col. 2:15; 1John 

3:8). On earth the battles continue, but the issue is to determine not who 

will win but whether God's people will appropriate the victory won for them 

by the cross and the resurrection.

   The conflict began in the Garden of Eden as recorded in Genesis 3 and 

will continue until the fulfillment of the events predicted in Revelation 20. 

Scripture makes it clear that Satan leads the anti-God and anti-Christian 

forces as "the prince of this world" (John 12:31; 14:39; 16:11) or "the god 

of this world"(2Cor. 4:4) and as a leader of the fallen angels (Matt. 25:41). 

It is also clear, however, that although Satan gained some measure of 

control through the events in the garden, God retains ultimate sovereignty 

over his creation. God's people are assured of victory in the battle when 

they engage the enemy on the basis of faith and obedience--the conditions 

set by God in his covenant with Israel and the implications of submitting to 

God in James 4:7.

   Every battle Israel fought in the conquest of Canaan was won or lost on 

spiritual considerations. When Israel obeyed God's commands and acted on 

the basis of faith, God gave them victory no matter what the military 

situation. The battle was ultimately between God and the gods. While idols 

are treated in the Old Testament with contempt as utterly devoid of 

spiritual power (Ps. 114:4-8; Isa. 40:18-20; 44:9-20; Jer. 10:3ff), the god 

or spirit behind the idol was treated as real (cf. Deut. 32:17; Ps. 106:37; 

1Cor. 10:18-20). Yahwe was often compared to the gods (1Kings 8:23; 

1Chron. 16:25; Ps. 86:8; 96:4; 135:5). That was not a comparison with 

nothing. It was the sovereign God compared to the angles who were in 

rebellion against him.

   The battle is portrayed in the Gospels and in the rest of the New 

Testament. Paul states clearly that "our struggle is. . . against the powers 
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of this dark world and against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly 

realms"(Eph. 6:12). These are real enemies, and resistance against them will 

involve spiritual warfare. While we are assured of victory in the battle, we 

are never assured that we will not have to fight in the battle.

   The influence of the ENLIGHTENMENT and later the evolutionary 

hypotheses began a process which has resulted in the secularization of the 

Western worldview. As a result, biblical references to the role of spirit 

beings in the realm of the created world are often misinterpreted or ignored 

in dealing with the text, and many missionaries have gone to the field with 

a defective worldview, resulting in serious flaws in their approach to 

animistic belief systems.   

   At the other end of the spectrum, there is a tendency to overemphasize 

the role of spirits which produces a Christian SYNCRETISM with ANIMISM. 

People use the Bible as a good luck charm to protect one from evil spirits, 

prescribe certain words or expressions to be used in dealing with demons, 

or assume that knowing the name of a demon gives more power over it. 

People coming from animistic backgrounds also fall into syncretism, but that 

is usually because the Christians who introduce them to Christ do not help 

them understand the Christian worldview as it relates to issues of spiritual 

power.

   Much of this confusion stems from the fact that Satan's primary tactic is 

deception. That does not mean that everything a demon says is a lie. 

Deception gains its power by concealing the lie in surrounding truth. What 

is needed is discernment, not simply in responding to what a demon may 

say but in dealing with the deceiving spirits that are constantly trying to 

confuse our belief system (Rev. 12:9; 1 Tim. 4:1).

   The primary issue in deception is always truth, and Satan deceives 

especially concerning the source of power and of knowledge. God has 

provided all the power and knowledge we need to live as "more than 

conquerors" in Christ; but ever since the Garden of Eden, Satan has been 

trying to cause us not to trust God to provide the power we need and to 

doubt our ability to know God and to trust the Word of God.

   Satan uses his power to cause us to fear him. For Christians to fear 
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Satan they must first doubt the power and provision of God for victory over 

Satan. Thus he accomplishes two goals: to cause Christians to doubt God 

and to gain some measure of control over them through fear.

   But Satan will also seek to entice people--believers or unbelievers--to 

take power from him rather than from God. He comes as an angel of light 

and makes his power seem desirable. This brings one into contact with a 

long list of occult practices such as fortune telling, magic, sorcery, and 

witchcraft. Satan has enough power to produce some striking 

results--"counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders"(2Thess. 2:10). Some 

people only ask, "Does it works?" rather than "Is it from God; is it true?" 

Many people end up with a spiritual stronghold in their lives because they 

have fallen for Satan's deceptive use of power.

   Ultimately spiritual warfare is the battle for the mind. Satan knows that 

people will always live what they really believe, even if they do not live 

what they profess to believe. Since one's belief about God is foundational to 

all other beliefs, Satan will almost always begin by trying to pervert one's 

belief about the character of God. It happened in Eden. Satan said that 

God's statement about dying if people ate of the fruit was a lie and that 

God could therefore not be trusted. He also implied that God could not love 

them and withhold that beautiful, desirable fruit from them. Once they began 

to question the integrity of God, they came under Satan's control.

   It appears that Satan's great desire is to be God (Luke 4:5-7; 2Thess. 

2:3, 4). This is also seen in the Old Testament in the conflict between God 

and the gods. As noted above, the real power behind the "gods" in the Old 

Testament is Satan and his host of evil spirits. This same principle applies 

to all religious systems which set forth a god other than the Yahweh of 

Scripture. So the battle is still in process. Unfortunately, many missionaries 

have failed to help their converts make a thorough worldview change from 

an animistic view in which the spirit world is manipulable to a Christian 

view in which a sovereign God is in control. Not only can God not be 

manipulated by us, there is absolutely nothing we can do to commend 

ourselves to God. We utterly dependent on his grace as a means of dealing 

with our sin and relating to him in a daily basis. The very definition of sin 
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is dependent on one's view of the holiness and sovereignty of God. A low 

view of sin stems from a low view of God.

   Thus winning in spiritual warfare always needs to begin with a right 

view of God and with a right view of what it means to be a child of God. If 

we say that we are children of God by faith but believe that we have to 

earn our daily standing with God, we become the victims of an impossible 

situation. By grace God makes us "co-heirs with Christ"(Rom. 8:17)--a 

standing which we could never earn by our own efforts. Believing that this 

is indeed our position "in Christ" provides the only viable position from 

which to resist the enemy. The battle looks very different from the vantage 

point of the throne of God than it does from the context of the 

circumstances of our lives on earth.

   In missionary ministry this battle may well be more like a POWER 

ENCOUNTER than the battle for the mind which underlies it. Paul says that 

his call was "open their eyes, to bring them from darkness to light, and 

from the power of Satan to God"(Acts 26:18). Thus evangelism is a kind of 

power encounter, and converts need to understand clearly that they are 

moving from one realm of spiritual power to another.

   Often associated with conversion is the destruction of objects used in 

non-Christian religious practices. This is a visible renunciation of the old 

ways and old worldview, but it is also a challenge to the "gods" behind the 

objects to defend themselves if they are able.

     Missionaries may well see overt demonic activity, and they need to 

know how to minister with confidence in such a situation. Many places have 

been opened to the gospel through seeing a person set free from evil 

spirits. Spiritual practitioners in other religions may challenge Christians to 

demonstrate their power in a variety of ways. The missionary needs to be 

prepared to respond appropriately. Ultimately prayer may be the most 

important weapon in the Christian's arsenal against the enemy.

--- Timothy Warner, Evangelical Dictionary of World Missions ---
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