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Abstract
The present study explores in what ways the name of Jesus was invoked by Pagans, Jews, and Christians. It is 
shown that in contrast to famous worthies of the past, such as Solomon and the patriarchs, whose reputations 
grew over the centuries, the name of Jesus was invoked during his public ministry and continued for centuries 
following the Easter proclamation. Besides important texts, the artifactual evidence is also examined.
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Introduction

Since the inauguration of the largely western quest of the historical Jesus in the late 18th century, 
the demonological and exorcistic elements in the Gospels have been all too often ignored by the 
scholars of the quest.1 The Gospel passages briefly mentioned earlier were the source of embar-
rassment for many ‘rational’ thinkers in this period. Influenced by the Enlightenment, these schol-
ars searched for a Jesus largely devoid of exorcisms and miracles.

In recent years assumptions have changed, with scholars adopting a more open mind on this 
question.2 They have done so, in part, because of a wealth of data that has come to light. Amulets, 
magic bowls, magic papyri, lamellae, testimonials (literary and inscribed on stone) have made it 
increasingly difficult to set aside what is clearly a central element in the public life and activities 
of Jesus of Nazareth. The understanding of history and the role of the historian has also changed. 
Historians recognize their task in more descriptive terms, seeking to present what humans in times 
past did, said, and observed. Historians are not philosophers or scientists whose task is to try to 
explain the metaphysics or science that lies behind what the ancients think happened and attempted 
to describe.3 Attitudes have also changed because of credible, first-hand accounts of spiritual, 
supernatural events, often in developing world settings, that cannot be dismissed.

We have entered a phase of biblical scholarship and historical study that rightly recognizes that 
the essence of Jesus’ preaching and the goals of his public activities cannot be adequately under-
stood if the demonological and exorcistic elements are not taken into account.4 The purpose of the 
present essay is to probe what may be regarded as some of the most important features of these 
elements and ask what we can learn from them in Christian work around the world.
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A Survey of the New Testament Data

The writings of the New Testament are replete with references to Satan, demons, and evil spirits. 
These data will be surveyed in only cursory fashion. Special attention will be given to three pas-
sages at the end of this section.

Satan (ho satanas) occurs some three dozen times in the New Testament, almost half of these in the 
Gospels. Jesus faces Satan in the wilderness, where he is tempted (Matt 4:10; Mark 1:13).5 We are told 
that Jesus ‘was with the wild beasts; and the angels ministered to him’ (Mark 1:13). The ‘wild beasts’ 
(theria) should probably be understood as Satan’s allies, perhaps even demonic powers. Jesus is accused 
of being empowered by Satan, enabling him to cast out demons (Matt 12:26; Mark 3:23, 26; Luke 
11:18). Jesus sees Satan fall from heaven (Luke 10:18). When Peter opposes Jesus’ shocking disclosure 
of his impending suffering, he is rebuked with surprising severity: ‘Get behind me, Satan! For you are 
not on the side of God, but of men’ (Mark 8:33; Matt 16:23). Jesus defends his act of healing the woman 
with the curved spine on the Sabbath, asking: ‘And ought not this woman, a daughter of Abraham 
whom Satan bound for eighteen years, be loosed from this bond on the Sabbath day?’ (Luke 13:16).

Beelzebul (Beelzeboul) occurs seven times in the Gospels, all in reference to the accusation lev-
eled against Jesus that his remarkable success in exorcism is due to the assistance of Beelzebul, the 
‘prince of demons’ (Matt 12:24, 27; Mark 3:22; Luke 11:15, 18, 19). Jesus warns his disciples that 
if their critics ‘have called the master of the house Be-elzebul, how much more will they malign 
those of his household’ (Matt 10:25).

Devil (ho diabolos) occurs some three dozen times in the New Testament, with just under half 
appearing in the Gospels. The devil tempts Jesus (Matt 4:1, 5, 8, 11; Luke 4:2, 3, 6, 13). It is the 
devil who sows the tares in the field (Matt 13:39). It is the devil who snatches the word of the gos-
pel from the hearts of people who hear it (Luke 8:12). The wicked will be sent away ‘into the 
eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels’ (Matt 25:41). Jesus accuses his critics and those 
who plot his death that they are of their father the devil, who from the beginning was a liar and 
murderer (John 8:44). Not only does the devil put villainy into the heart of Judas Iscariot (John 
13:2), Judas is even referred to as a devil (John 6:70).

Evil One (ho poneros) occurs nine times in the New Testament, three of which appear in the 
Gospels. It is the evil one who comes and snatches away the gospel of God’s rule (Matt 13:19). The 
tares sown in the wheat field are ‘the sons of the evil one’ (Matt 13:38). Jesus prays that God pro-
tect his disciples from the evil one (John 17:15). The Lord’s Prayer may also refer to the evil one: 
‘And lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from the evil one [apo tou ponerou]’ (Matt 6:13).6

In this brief overview it is readily observed that Satan, devil, and evil one are used interchange-
ably. A few other epithets for Satan will be mentioned in passing.

Dragon (ho drakon) occurs some 13 times in Revelation. Serpent (ho ophis) occurs four times 
in Revelation (Rev 12:9, 14, 15; 20:2 [ho ophis ho archaios]).7 Related is Jesus’ promise to his 
disciples that he has given them ‘authority to tread upon serpents and scorpions [tou patein epano 
opheon kai skorpion], and over all the power of the enemy’ (Luke 10:19). Here ‘serpents’ does not 
refer to Satan, but to his subordinates. And finally, Belial/Beliar (Beliar) occurs once, in Paul’s 
rhetorical question: ‘What accord has Christ with Beliar [Beliar]? Or what has a believer in com-
mon with an unbeliever?’ (2 Cor 6:15).

By far the most frequent are the many references to demons and unclean spirits. Demon (ho 
daimon/to daimonion) occurs more than 60 times in the New Testament, most of these in the 
Gospels.8 The list grows longer when we add the verb demonized (daimonizesthai). This verb 
occurs thirteen times in the New Testament, all in the Gospels. The list grows considerably longer 
when we include the many occurrences of (unclean) spirits (ta pneumata ta akatharta).9
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148  Transformation	27(3)

From the very outset of Jesus’ public life he encounters demons and unclean spirits. In 
Capernaum’s synagogue (Mark 1:21–28; Luke 4:31–37) Jesus is confronted by an unclean spirit: 
‘What have you to do with us, Jesus of Nazareth? Have you come to destroy us? I know who you 
are, the Holy One of God’ (Mark 1:24). Jesus silences the spirit and casts it out. Jesus’ action and 
the immediacy of the results are so impressive the congregation cries out: ‘What is this? A new 
teaching! With authority he commands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him!’ (Mark 1:27). 
The evangelist’s summaries imply that exorcism was a commonplace in the ministry of Jesus: 
‘And he went throughout all Galilee, preaching in their synagogues and casting out demons’ (Mark 
1:34; cf. 1:32, 39; Matt 4:24; 8:16; Luke 8:2); ‘And whenever the unclean spirits beheld him, they 
fell down before him and cried out, “You are the Son of God”’ (Mark 3:11).

Jesus authorizes his disciples to proclaim the kingdom of God and to cast out evil spirits (Mark 
3:13–15; 6:7; Matt 10:1; Luke 9:1–2). The disciples rejoice that the ‘demons are subject’ to them 
‘in the name’ of Jesus (Luke 10:17). Nevertheless, they find that some evil spirits are too difficult 
for them (Mark 9:14–29; Matt 17:14–20; Luke 9:37–43). But they are not too difficult for Jesus 
(Mark 9:25; Matt 17:18; Luke 9:42).10

Two of the exorcisms are especially noteworthy. In one Jesus casts out a demon from a distance 
(Mark 7:24–30 ‘she went home, and found the child ... and the demon was gone’; Matt 15:21–28 
‘her daughter was healed instantly’). In the other Jesus is confronted by a man possessed of a 
‘legion’ of demons (Mark 5:1–20; Matt 8:28–34; Luke 8:26–39). The possessed man was not ordi-
nary in any way. He lives among the tombs (Mark 5:2–3), perhaps suggesting a necropolis. No one 
had been able to bind him. Nothing could restrain this man, for he wrenched apart chains and broke 
the fetters (5:3–4). This description brings to mind the mighty Samson, who could not be bound by 
anything (cf. Judg 16:7–12).11 The wretched man howls day and night and bruises himself with 
stones (Mark 5:5). His self-designation as ‘Legion, for we are many’ (5:9) would bring to mind the 
Roman legions stationed throughout the empire. The casting of this legion of demons into a nearby 
herd of swine (5:11–12) may well have brought to mind Legion X Fretensis, stationed in Israel 
throughout much of the first and second centuries, whose mascot was the boar’s head.12 The drown-
ing in the Sea of Galilee adumbrates the final fate of evil spirits, who will be cast into the abyss of 
hell (cf. Matt 12:43; T. Sol. 5:11; 11:6, for examples of demons’ fear of water). From a Jewish 
perspective, the demonized man was an example of wretchedness and uncleanness that could not 
be surpassed. Yet, after his encounter with Jesus, this man sits before Jesus (perhaps as a student?), 
clothed, and in his right man (5:15). Indeed, so restored is this man that he begs to accompany 
Jesus and take part in his ministry (5:18–20). This man, in effect, becomes Jesus’ first apostle to the 
Gentiles: ‘And he went away and began to proclaim in the Decapolis how much Jesus had done for 
him; and all people marveled’ (5:20).

Jesus’ exorcistic and healing power is such that his critics accused him of being in league with 
Satan himself: ‘He is possessed by Beelzebul, and by the prince of demons he casts out the demons’ 
(Mark 3:22; cf. Matt 9:32–34; 12:24; Luke 11:15; John 7:20 ‘You have a demon!’; 8:48, 49, 52; 
10:20, 21). Even John the Baptist, because of his asceticism, was accused of being demonized 
(Matt 11:18; Luke 7:33). A worried Herod Antipas hears of Jesus’ amazing powers, including his 
exorcisms (as the context clearly implies; cf. Mark 6:13–15), and concludes that surely it must be 
the beheaded John the Baptist come back to life (Mark 6:16).13 He fears that the very ghost (or 
demon) of John, having returned from the other side, now inhabits and empowers Jesus of 
Nazareth.14 These accusations and confused speculations were not intended to pay respect, but 
reflect the awesomeness of Jesus’ powers and how they impressed Jesus’ contemporaries. We hear 
of remarkable confession and acclaim: ‘What is this? A new teaching! With authority he com-
mands even the unclean spirits, and they obey him’ (Mark 1:28); ‘Never was anything like this seen 
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in Israel’ (Matt 9:33; cf. 22:33). Indeed, people press against Jesus attempting to touch him and by 
doing so hope to be healed (Mark 3:9–10; 5:28–29; 6:56). It is widely recognized that extraordi-
nary power has been given to Jesus: ‘Where did this man get all this? What is the wisdom given to 
him? What mighty works are wrought by his hands!’ (Mark 6:2).

Exorcism and the Reputation of Jesus Before Easter
There are three very important passages that provide insight into how Jesus as exorcist was viewed 
during his public, pre-Easter activities: (1) Mark 9:38–40; (2) Luke 11:19–20; and (3) Matt 12:41–42. 
These passages have been chosen because taken together they help us recognize the great signifi-
cance the demonological and exorcistic dimension is for understanding accurately the public teach-
ing and activities of Jesus and the reputation he acquired.

Passage	One:	Mark	9:38–40
The story in which the disciples report to Jesus the activities of the exorcist not of their following 
who casts out demons in the name of Jesus is truly remarkable and warrants attention:

38 John said to him, ‘Teacher, we saw a man casting out demons in your name, and we forbade him, because 
he was not following us.’ 39 But Jesus said, ‘Do not forbid him; for no one who does a mighty work in my 
name will be able soon after to speak evil of me. 40For he that is not against us is for us.’

The authenticity of this passage is virtually guaranteed by the improbability that early Christians 
would invent a saying of Jesus that expresses no objection to someone outside of the movement 
making use of Jesus’ name.15 The early Church’s discomfort is seen in several places. The offer of 
Simon Magus to purchase with silver the Holy Spirit, so that he too might engage in apostolic 
work, including the laying on of hands, is sternly rebuked (Acts 8:9–24). Peter says to Simon:

20 Peter said to him: ‘Your silver perish with you, because you thought you could obtain the gift of God 
with money! 21You have neither part nor lot in this matter, for your heart is not right before God. 22Repent 
therefore of this wickedness of yours, and pray to the Lord that, if possible, the intent of your heart may 
be forgiven you. 23For I see that you are in the gall of bitterness and in the bond of iniquity.’ 24And Simon 
answered, ‘Pray for me to the Lord, that nothing of what you have said may come upon me.’ (Acts 
8:20–24)

Trafficking in powers and spirits has no place in the Spirit-driven movement of Jesus. The Holy 
Spirit is not a commercial commodity. An outsider, that is, one who has not repented and come to faith 
in Messiah Jesus, God’s Son, cannot simply purchase the Holy Spirit and enjoy its healing, restorative 
power.16 It is not hard to see why the early Christian community would be uncomfortable with a pro-
fessional exorcist that makes use of the name of Jesus and yet is not one of Jesus’ followers.17

A second passage in Acts illustrates a similar principle. In this story we hear of a woman with a 
spirit of fortune-telling, a spirit that accurately recognizes who Paul and his companions are (Acts 
16:16–24). In this ‘we’ passage we have the report of an eyewitness:

16 As we were going to the place of prayer, we were met by a slave girl who had a spirit of divination and 
brought her owners much gain by fortune-telling. 17 She followed Paul and us, crying, ‘These men are ser-
vants of the Most High God, who proclaim to you the way of salvation.’ 18And this she did for many days. 
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But Paul was annoyed, and turned and said to the spirit, ‘I charge you in the name of Jesus Christ to come 
out of her.’ And it came out that very hour. (Acts 16:16–18)

The slave girl amounts to little more than an investment for her owners. Because she accurately 
describes Paul and his companions (‘These men are servants of the Most High God, who proclaim 
to you the way of salvation’) readers of Acts will assume that she truly does possess a ‘spirit of 
divination’, or, more literally, ‘a python spirit’ (pneuma puthona), a spirit often associated with the 
Greek god Apollo.18 Moreover, when Paul casts out the spirit, the girl loses her fortune-telling ability 
(manteuomene) and her owners seize Paul and Silas, dragging them before the city magistrates (Acts 
16:19–21). In short, the owners are bringing a civil action against the apostle and his colleague.

From a Christian point of view, the slave girl (or perhaps we should say the spirit prompting her) 
has said nothing wrong. What is not acceptable is that her confession is energized by a spirit that is 
estranged from the Spirit of God. Paul’s silencing the confession of the python spirit is analogous 
to Jesus’ refusal to allow evil spirits to speak (e.g. Mark 1:24–25, 34; 3:11–12). One also thinks of 
Paul’s assertion that “no one can say ‘Jesus is Lord’ except by the Holy Spirit” (1 Cor 12:3).

A third story in Acts provides a very close parallel to the story of the strange exorcist in Mark 9. 
Here we encounter professional exorcists, who become aware of the potency of Jesus’ name (Acts 
19:11–20). As professionals they acquire charms and incantations, as well as paraphernalia thought 
to possess powers that will assist in attempting to heal and cast out evil spirits. Part of the story 
reads as follows:

13 Then some of the itinerant Jewish exorcists undertook to pronounce the name of the Lord Jesus over 
those who had evil spirits, saying, ‘I adjure you by the Jesus whom Paul preaches.’ 14 Seven sons of a 
Jewish high priest named Sceva were doing this. 15 But the evil spirit answered them, ‘Jesus I know, and 
Paul I know; but who are you?’ 16 And the man in whom the evil spirit was leaped on them, mastered all of 
them, and overpowered them, so that they fled out of that house naked and wounded. (Acts 19:13–16)

This remarkable story presupposes knowledge of exorcistic techniques and assumptions. 
Ancient readers and hearers of this story would immediately assume that the seven sons of Sceva 
were among the most capable exorcists (exorkiston). This is because they are itinerant (ton perier-
chomenon), suggesting exorcism was their vocation, hence they are professionals, they are Jewish 
(and Jewish exorcists, charms, and incantations were valued in late antiquity; cf. PGM IV.3007–
27),19 they were seven in number (a propitious number), they were brothers (providing solidarity 
and mutual reinforcement), and they were sons of a ruling priest (suggesting inherited power and 
ritual). In other words, their credentials were impeccable.20 Moreover, the reference to fleeing 
naked will remind readers of their clothing. In all probability their robes were adorned with sym-
bols and letters thought to enhance power and provide protection against evil spirits. Alas, this was 
not the case.

Not only were the seven exorcists completely and shamefully defeated by the evil spirit, the 
spirit confessed its knowledge of Jesus and his apostle: ‘Jesus I know, and Paul I know; but who 
are you?’ (Acts 19:15). The implication is that the evil spirit respects both Jesus and his apostle, 
but has no regard whatsoever for the seven professional exorcists. Their defeat results in a collapse 
of confidence in magic in Ephesus, with many coming forward and confessing their practices and 
burning their books of magic (Acts 19:17–19).21 With this retreat of evil, surely understood as a 
setback for the rule of Satan, the ‘word of the Lord grew and prevailed mightily’ (Acts 19:20).22

These three passages from Acts strongly support the contention that the story in Mark 9 is no pious 
creation of the early Church. Standing in tension with the Church’s negative view of exorcistic activity 
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outside the Christian community, Jesus, disagreeing with John (a prominent apostle in the early 
Church), commands his disciples: ‘Do not forbid him; for no one who does a mighty work in my name 
will be able soon after to speak evil of me. For he that is not against us is for us’ (Mark 9:39–40).

The implications of this story are quite remarkable. In a short time Jesus has become so well 
known as an effective healer and exorcist that at least one professional exorcist invoked his name, 
much as other exorcists invoked the names of Old Testament worthies, among them especially 
Israel’s famous wise king Solomon (as we see in Eleazar, the exorcist described by Josephus, Ant. 
8.46–47, and in many magic papyri, lamellae, and bowls). To the best of my knowledge this is 
unprecedented. The legend of Solomon as master exorcist took centuries to develop. The legend of 
Apollonius of Tyana took at least one hundred years and in fact may have been exaggerated in 
response to Christian preaching and missionary activity. Legends about various Jewish holy men 
(Honi the Circle Drawer and Hanina ben Dosa, to name two of the best known) took generations 
to grow. Even here, though, no one in the Judeo-Christian tradition invoked the names of these 
respected teachers. Invoking the name of Jesus in the 2nd, 3rd, 4th, and later centuries is in some 
ways not too surprising, but the invocation of his name during his public ministry, which at the 
time could not have perdured for more than one or two years, is truly remarkable.

Passage	Two:	Luke	11:19–20
The second significant text is part of the controversy over Jesus’ effectiveness in healing and exor-
cism. It has already been noted that his contemporaries remarked favorably upon seeing works of 
power that from their experience were simply unprecedented. Others also recognized the unprec-
edented nature of Jesus’ works of power, but chose to find the source of these works not in God but 
in Satan.

Jesus replied to the charge of collusion with Satan by pointing out the lack of logic in the accusa-
tion. Why would Satan cast out Satan? If his house or kingdom is divided, then he surely is coming 
to an end (Mark 3:23–26; cf. T. Moses 10:1). Jesus’ remarkable success is possible only if the 
‘strong man’ (i.e. Satan) has been bound by one who is stronger (i.e. Jesus). When bound, the strong 
man’s goods can be plundered (Mark 3:27), that is, Jesus can rescue those taken captive by Satan.

Most of Jesus’ reply is expected, even conventional. But part of it, evidently preserved in what 
Gospel scholars usually identify as Q, is especially interesting and not easily explained as produced 
by the Christian community. Once again we encounter a saying of Jesus that stands somewhat in 
tension with Christian thinking in the years following Easter. Jesus replies to his critics:

19 And if I cast out demons by Beelzebul, by whom do your sons cast them out? Therefore they shall be 
your judges. 20 But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of God has come 
upon you. (Luke 11:19–20; cf. Matt 12:27–28)

This passage offers two strong points that support authenticity.23 The first (v. 19) is the final rebuttal 
to the charge that Jesus is empowered by Satan. If his exorcisms are evidence that he is in league with 
Satan, then can the same be said of the ‘sons’ (or disciples) of his scribal critics? The logic behind 
Jesus’ rhetorical question is consistent with his openness to the strange exorcist mentioned in Mark 
9, for Jesus is ready to acknowledge that there are those who have the power to cast out Satan. For 
reasons already advanced, the saying we see here in Luke 11:19 resists being set aside as a commu-
nity creation. What Christian would invent a saying in which Jesus, in defending himself, concedes 
that the disciples of his critics are also able to exorcise evil spirits? Jesus’ saying reflects the realities 
of early 1st-century Jewish Palestine, not the theological sensitivities of the early Church.
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The second point that supports the authenticity of the passage is seen in the unusual diction that 
Jesus has employed: ‘But if it is by the finger of God [en daktulo theou] that I cast out demons ... ’ 
(v. 20). The language is so odd that even Matthew, writing for a primarily Jewish audience, well 
versed in Scripture and synagogue, changes the saying to read: ‘But if it is by the Spirit of God [en 
pnuemati theou] that I cast out demons ... ’ (Matt 12:28). Although it is debated, most commenta-
tors regard Luke’s wording as original and Matthew’s wording as redactional.24

If Luke’s ‘by the finger of God’ is original, it almost certainly alludes to the confession of 
Pharaoh’s magicians, with respect to the works of power God performed through Moses and 
Aaron: ‘This is the finger of God’ (Exod 8:19). The magicians could imitate some of the mighty 
deeds of Moses and Aaron, but not all. They truthfully informed Pharaoh that what Moses and 
Aaron were doing could only come from God, not from magic or trickery. In later Jewish tradition 
(e.g. CD 5:17–19 ‘Belial raised up Jannes and his brother’; Exod. Rab. 9.11 [on Exod 7:22]; Tg. 
Ps.-J. Exod 7:11; cf. 2 Tim 3:8), Pharaoh’s magicians are identified as Jannes and Jambres, who 
were raised up by Satan and whose works of power were aided through witchcraft and ‘angels of 
destruction’ (i.e. demons).

The allusion to Exod 8:19 and the interpretive tradition that developed alongside it regarding the 
Satanic orientation of Pharaoh’s magicians makes Jesus’ deeds all the more impressive. If he is not 
in fact in league with Satan (as were Pharaoh’s magicians, who opposed Moses and Aaron and 
accordingly opposed Israel’s liberation), then he may rightly claim that his mighty deeds are ‘by 
the finger of God’ and by no other power.

Jesus’ claim is extraordinary. His allusion to the confession of Pharaoh’s magicians put himself 
in the company of the great Moses and his brother Aaron, through whom God performed his great-
est saving deeds, delivering Israel from the bondage of Egyptian slavery. Consistent with hints of 
wilderness typology seen elsewhere, Jesus is suggesting that through his ministry, especially seen 
in the exorcisms, God is effecting a new deliverance of Israel.

Passage	Three:	Matthew	12:41–42
Jesus makes another startling comparison in a context in which his critics demand of him a sign. In 
the Matthean context the request for a sign (12:38) follows directly after the accusation of being in 
league with Satan (12:22–37). It is probable that the requested sign should be understood in this 
context. In other words, what sign can Jesus provide that will prove that his works of power, 
including and especially his exorcisms, are truly of divine origin?

Jesus declares that an evil generation will only receive the sign of Jonah. The precise point of 
this analogy and the complicated source critical questions that attend it are not of concern here. But 
what is of interest is the subsequent points of comparison. Jesus asserts:

41 The men of Nineveh will arise at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for they repented at 
the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than Jonah is here. 42 The queen of the South will 
arise at the judgment with this generation and condemn it; for she came from the ends of the earth to hear 
the wisdom of Solomon, and behold, something greater than Solomon is here. (Matt 12:41–42)

Not only has Jesus claimed to be greater than Jonah, who survived a remarkable ordeal and went 
on to call an entire pagan city to repentance, he has claimed to be greater than Israel’s greatest 
monarch, Solomon. This comparison of course is highly significant in the present context, for in 
the time of Jesus Solomon was regarded as the greatest exorcist who ever lived. That Jesus could 
claim to be ‘something greater than Solomon’ is quite remarkable.
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Taken together, the three passages (Mark 9:38–40; Luke 11:19–20; Matt 12:41–42) that have 
been considered underscore the need to take carefully and fully into account Jesus’ exorcisms. 
His proclamation of the kingdom (or rule) of God and the retreat of the kingdom of Satan can-
not be assessed adequately if the miracles, especially the exorcisms, are put aside and either 
ignored or treated superficially. 

Exorcism and the Reputation of Jesus After Easter
The final part of this paper surveys four Pagan texts and two Jewish texts, in which the name of 
Jesus is invoked.25

No.	1:	A	Tested	Charm	against	Demons	(PGM	IV.3007–86;	late	3rd	Century)
A tested charm of Pibechis for those possessed by demons: take oil of unripe olives with the herb mastigia 
and the fruit pulp of the lotus, and boil them with colorless marjoram, while saying, ‘IOEL OS SARTHIOMI 
... Come out of ____ (add the victim’s name)’. The Phylactery: on a tin lamella write ‘IAEO ABRAOTH 
... ’ and hang it on the patient. It is terrifying to every demon, a thing he fears. After placing the patient 
opposite you, conjure as follows: ‘I conjure you by the God of the Hebrews, Jesus [horkizo se kata tou 
theou ton Hebraion Iesou], IABA IAE ABRAOTH ... who appears in fire, who is in the midst of land, 
snow, and fog ... let your angel, the implacable, descend and let him assign the demon flying around this 
form, which God formed in his holy paradise, because I pray to the holy God ... who saved his people from 
Pharaoh and brought upon Pharaoh ten plagues because of his disobedience ... I conjure [horkizo] you by 
the seal that Solomon placed on the tongue of Jeremiah ... ’ (lines 3007–41).26

Pibechis was a legendary magician from Egypt. Accordingly, appeal to such a figure immedi-
ately makes us think this incantation for the demon possessed was originally pagan. However, the 
pagan author, or editor of an older charm, knows full well that he has incorporated Jewish tradi-
tions, for in lines 3079–85 he enjoins the patient to be pure and not to eat pork, for the charm is 
‘Hebraic’ (Hebraikos).

Adolf Deissmann suspects that ‘Jesus’ (Iesous) was also a later interpolation, thus identifying 
him with the ‘God of the Hebrews’. Describing Jesus this way is consistent with a pagan origin of 
the text. Deissmann comments: ‘The name Jesu as part of the formula can hardly be ancient. It was 
probably inserted by some pagan. No Christian, still less a Jew, would have called Jesus “the god 
of the Hebrews”’.27 Deissmann is probably correct.28 In PGM XXIIb.18 we find ‘god of the 
Hebrews,’ in what is clearly a Jewish text, in this case, the pseudepigraphal Prayer of Jacob.29 The 
epithet also appears in T. Joseph 12:3, but on the lips of an Egyptian woman. But in none of these 
cases do we encounter something as heterodox and unlikely in a Jewish writing as identifying the 
‘god of the Hebrews’ with a person, be it Jesus or someone else.

No.	2:	A	Marvelous	Love	Spell	(PGM IV.296–433	+	P.	Mich.	757;	3rd/4th	Century)
A marvelous love spell that binds. Take wax (or clay) from a potter’s wheel and mold two figurines, a male 
and a female. Make the male as an armed Ares, holding in his left hand a sword, striking her in the right 
clavicular region. Make her with her arms behind her back and kneeling ... The incantation which is writ-
ten and recited is: ‘I deposit with you this binding spell, gods of the underworld, Yesemigadon and Koure 
Persephone Ereschigal and Adonis ... Hermes-Thoth of the underworld and mighty Anoubis, who holds the 
keys to the (gates) of Hades ... ’ (PGM IV.296–303, 335–341).30
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I deposit with you this binding spell, gods of the underworld, Pluto and Kore Yesemmeigadon and Koure 
Persephone Ereschigal and Adonis, who is also barbaritha, and underworld Hermes-Thoth phokensepseu 
earektathou misonktaich and mighty Anubis pseriphthat, who holds the keys to the (gates) of Hades ... 
(P.Mich. 757, lines 1–4)31

In the incantation that is to be recited (beginning with ‘I deposit’) we find mention of ‘Yesemigadon’ 
(uesemigadon) in PGM and ‘Yesemmeigadon’ (uesemmeigadon) in the Michigan Papyrus. The 
first part of this strange name, uese, may approximate a transliteration of Jesus. The entire word 
could be a slurred form of ‘Jesus the Great Lord’ (i.e. Iesous megas adon),32 or perhaps ‘Jesus the 
Megadon’.33 We find unmistakable references, often oddly spelled, to names of the Hebrew deity 
elsewhere in this charm (and in others that will be considered below). Adonai ([Greek] adonai = 
[Hebrew] ’adonai)34 and Iao Sabaoth ([Greek] iao sabaoth = [Hebrew] yahweh sebaoth) also 
appear in line 17 of the Michigan Papyrus, and similar forms of both epithets appear in line 44. A 
transliteration of Yahweh may also appear in PGM (at line 399: iaeo). The Greek transliteration 
adon occurs in LXX Jer 41:5 ( = MT 34:5 ’adon), while sabaoth occurs dozens of times in the Old 
Greek (e.g. Josh 6:17; 1 Sam 1:3, 11, 20, etc.). Approximations of these names and other names of 
various deities and demons occur in most of the charms and incantations.

The reference to mighty Anubis, ‘who holds the keys of the (gates) of Hades’ (to tas klidas 
echonti ton kat’ hadous),35 is especially interesting. The appearance of this descriptive phrase in 
close proximity to a possible mention of Jesus is suggestive, when one recalls the words spoken to 
Simon Peter: ‘I will build my church, and the gates of Hades [pulai hadou] shall not prevail against 
it. I will give you the keys [tas kleidas] of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind [deses] 
on earth shall be bound [dedemenon] in heaven’ (Matt 16:18b–19a). The promise that Peter will 
have ‘binding’ (dein) authority on earth (and in heaven) suits very well the basic purpose of charms 
and incantations in which various beings are ‘bound’. Similarly, the charm under consideration 
begins by describing itself as ‘a binding spell’ (katadesmon).36

In view of these parallels we must ask if this love spell has alluded to dominical tradition. The 
evidence is not unambiguous, of course. Nevertheless, the approximate transliteration of the name 
Jesus, along with clear transliterations of Hebrew names of the deity,37 and language that at points 
coheres with Jesus’ famous words to Peter, encourages the suggested identification of uese with 
Jesus. Accordingly, we may well have another pagan charm, in which rough allusions are made to 
Jesus and to the God of Israel.38

No.	3:	 A	Charm	to	Induce	Insomnia	(PGM	XII.376–96;	4th/5th	Century)
Take a living bat and on the right wing paint with myrrh the following figure, and on the left write the 
seven names of the god [ta z’ onomata katagrapson theou] as well as, ‘Let her, NN whom NN bore, lie 
awake until she consents’. And so release the bat again ... The names to be written on the left wing are 
these: ‘I call upon you, great god, Thathabathath Pepennabouthi Peptou Bast Jesus [Eiesous] Ouair 
Amoun ... let her, NN, lie awake through the whole night and day, until she dies, immediately, immediately; 
quickly, quickly’.39

The possessive and selfish person who paid to have this charm produced desires a woman so 
badly that he engages in magic (painting the right wing of a living bat red, drawing a figure, writing 
out the seven names of God, as well as the petition that this poor woman – not named – ‘lie away 
until she consents’). So obsessive and mean-spirited is this person that he even is willing to risk her 
death, if she does not consent.40
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Tradition held that there were ‘seven names of the God’ (though in the Hebrew Bible the count 
is somewhat higher). Note also 1 Enoch 20:7: Gabriel is identified as ‘one of the holy angels, the 
one over paradise and the dragons and cherubim; seven names of the archangels’. Most or all of 
this verse is textually uncertain.

On the ‘seven names of the god’, see T. Sol. 18:15, where a demon asserts that he is thwarted by 
names written on seven leaves of laurel. The leaves must be soaked in water and then the water 
must be sprinkled in the house. See also P.Mich. 3023a (‘Michael, Gabriel ... Phanuel’) and 3472 
(‘Michael, Gafriel, Raphael, Uriel, Suriel, Phanuel, Manuel’), which list the names of what are 
probably the seven archangels.41

The name Jesus in Hebrew in late antiquity was spelled either Yeshu‘a, a shortened form of 
Yehoshu‘a (or Joshua), or, in an even shorter form Yeshu,42 or ’Eshu (as in no. 5 below), and was 
transliterated in Greek in a variety of ways. Attested Greek forms include Iesous, Iesios, Iesouos, 
and Isouos. Accordingly, the unconventional spelling Eiesous is not remarkable.

Invoking the ‘great god, Thathabathath Pepennabouthi Peptou Bast Jesus [Eiesous] Ouair 
Amoun’, suggests that the author of the charm was a pagan, who, as in nos. 1 and 2 above, has made 
use of the name Jesus, perhaps in the sense of a magical word, along with the other magical words 
Thathabathath, etc. Of course, Christians themselves also made use of pagan elements, including 
magical terms, which may be the case here.

No.	4:	A	Magician’s	Cup	(Alexandria,	1st	century	AD?)
The magician (performs) by Christ [dia Chrestou].

One more example in which ‘Christ’ may appear in what is probably a pagan inscription 
should be mentioned. In the fall of 2008 French marine archaeologist Franck Goddio, co-founder 
of the Oxford Centre of Maritime Archaeology, announced the discovery of a ceramic cup during 
underwater exploration of the ancient city of Alexandria, Egypt.43 Goddio and his team found a 
cup on which are inscribed the words DIA CHRESTOU HO GOISTAIS, which may mean ‘the 
magician by Christ’ or ‘by Christ (performs/acts) the magician’,44 perhaps in the sense that ‘the 
magician (possesses his power) by (or through) Christ’. Goddio and Egyptologist David Fabre 
date the cup sometime between late second century BC and early first century AD. If the refer-
ence is to Jesus Christ, then it would indeed be the earliest inscriptional reference to the founder 
of Christianity.

However, there are several problems with this suggestion. Although the spelling Chrestos 
(instead of Christos) is attested in reference to Jesus Christ (e.g. PGM IV.1227–64), the early 
date of the cup is problematic. Of course, the inscription itself may post-date the cup by a century 
or more. Another problem has to do with the odd spelling HO GOISTAIS. Is this really a variant 
for ho goetes (‘magician’ or ‘enchanter’), or some other form of word that means magician? 
Klaus Hallof, of the Berlin-Brandenburg Academy, and Bert Smith, professor of classical archae-
ology and art at Oxford, have suggested that the inscription should be read OGOISTAIS, in refer-
ence to the god Ogoa, mentioned by Pausanias (c.160 AD), whose followers may have been 
called Ogoistai.45 If so, the inscription should perhaps be translated ‘Among the Ogoistai by 
Christ (or Chrestus)’.

Although the possibility that the inscription may have referred to Jesus, whose power was 
invoked by a magician, cannot be ruled out, in my view it is more likely that the reference is to 
someone named Chrestus (a common enough name), who was either a magician and/or was among 
the Ogoistai. (For another pagan charm, in which the name Jesus appears, see No. 3.)
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BGU 8319 preserves a spell in which a cup is mentioned: ‘I beg and [invoke] you today, that 
[you come] down to me on this cup [that] is in my right hand, me, [ — ], so that at the moment that 
I [give it to — ], you will make it become [for him] a cup of healing and cleansing’.46 The fragmen-
tary spell ends with the Christian cross (†). This spell and the cup to which allusion is made date 
from a time much later than the date assigned to the Goddio cup. It is not at all clear if in this case 
the cup mentioned in BGU 8319 functioned in the way we think the Goddio cup functioned.

No.	5:	Magic	Bowl	163	(5th/6th	Century)
And may they block up his lot and his fate and his stars and his star signs and his bindings and his idols. In 
the name of I-am-that-I-am YHWH Sebaoth and in the name of Jesus [beshemiah d’eshu] who conquered 
the height and the depth by his cross and in the name of his exalted father and in the name of the holy spir-
its for ever 30 and eternity. Amen amen selah. This press is true and established. (M163, lines 29b–30)47

Incantation bowls were quite popular in the 4th through 7th centuries.48 Their purpose was to 
bind or capture evil spirits. Aramaic Jewish incantation bowls often appeal to David and/or, 
especially, to Solomon. In the bowl cited above we have an unmistakable reference to Jesus, 
even though the unusual spelling for Jesus, ’eshu, is nowhere else attested. Dan Levene wonders 
if the spelling reflects Christian Syriac vocalization.49 This could be the case. Other elements, 
including the phrase ‘by his cross’ and the Trinitarian formula (‘in the name of Jesus ... in the 
name of his exalted Father and in the name of the holy spirits’), may also echo Syrian traditions 
(see Acts of Judas Thomas §39 and §123). The plural ‘holy spirits’ (ruachi’ qedishta’) may be an 
imperfectly spelled feminine (i.e. ruachiah qedishta’) and so should read ‘Holy Spirit’. Again we 
have coherence with Christian Syriac tradition, in which the Holy Spirit is regularly construed in 
the feminine.50

In my opinion most, if not all of the ‘in the name of’ material in lines 29b–30, is a later interpola-
tion. The text of this Aramaic magic bowl was originally Jewish. Either a Christian took it over or a 
Jew with syncretistic tendencies glossed the text. I find the latter more probable, for I would think a 
Christian would have taken the opportunities to gloss the text elsewhere (e.g. in lines 13, 14, and 26).

No.	6:	Magic	Bowl	155	(5th/6th	century)
This amulet shall be to heal Mahadukh 2 daughter of Neiwandukh. May she be healed from the spirit of the 
belly 3 in the name of ... YHWH holy God, 4 holy God, holy God, brave God, brave God ... who 5 sits upon 
the throne of glory by his word and by the countenance of his glory he created the heavens and completed 
the world. On account of his great name 6 may Mahadukh daughter of Neiwandukh be protected, and not 
be harmed, not in the shade, not in the sun, not in the daytime and not in the night-time ... 8 In the name of 
YHWH Sebaoth Elohim the God of Israel who dwells in a temple of fire and ice ... 12 Change your path just 
as a primal demon [changed his]. In the name of ZWKSYN ZWKSYN A’ST Christ [qristos] accept this 
rebuke and carry away the evil spirit from the belly of Mahadukh daughter of Neiwandukh. From [ ... ] 
amen amen selah. (M155 lines 1–6, 8, 12)51

Allusion to Jesus Christ in this very interesting Aramaic Jewish incantation bowl is less obvious. 
Half way through line 12 we find a word that appears to read qrystos, which then should be ren-
dered ‘Christ’. However, the reading could be qdystos, in which case we probably have the name 
of another deity (QDYSTWS).52 Even if we accept the reading ‘Christ’, it is not clear that the name 
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is being used in conscious reference to the founder of Christianity. The author of this incantation 
may have simply been familiar with the name ‘Christ’ as one of several divine and angelic names, 
or magical words, to be invoked for protection against evil spirits. On the other hand, a Jew delib-
erately inserting the name Christ, as the name of a divinity widely regarded as possessing the 
power to heal sickness and protect against evil spirits, is not hard to imagine.53

Conclusion
We find in these interesting materials a remarkable degree of syncretism. Jewish, Christian, and 
pagan elements are exploited in attempts to gain the help of heaven, whether for healing, protection 
against evil spirits or curses, or other matters. What is especially intriguing is the invocation of the 
name of Jesus by pagans and, on occasion, even by Jews – necessitating a rabbinic ruling against 
such a practice (cf. t. Hulllin 2.22). What we see in these incantations, prayers, and curses, many 
of which admittedly date to three or more centuries after the time of Jesus, is a continuation of a 
tradition that had its origins in the time of Jesus’ public activities. Long before Easter and the 
Christian movement’s proclamation of the resurrection and heavenly enthronement of its Lord and 
Master, professional healers and exorcists of all stripes had begun to invoke the name of Jesus. One 
of the elements of Jesus’ ministry that impacted his contemporaries, for which he would be remem-
bered by many succeeding generations, was his ability to heal and cast out evil spirits.54 For this 
astounding power, Jesus was well remembered. The reality of the world of spirit and the appeals to 
the name of Jesus, even by non-Christians who respect the power of his name, in late antiquity 
mirror a reality today as seen in various parts of the world. Christian studies in cultural contextual-
ization will profit from comparative analysis of these interesting phenomena.
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