Playing with Fire #2

“The Dangers of Divination”

selected Scriptures

Predicting the future is at present a big business around the world. According to one article, psychic services are expected to reach between $2.3 to $2.4 billion by the end of 2024, owing to the continued resurgence that the industry is seeing over the last decade. Over the past 5 years, the industry has enjoyed a year-on-year growth rate of 2%. Across the United States and European Union there are 50,000 active psychics, healers, and mediums. Their average wage is $98.08 per hour. (That’s just the average, folks!)

According to their research, 62% of American adults believe in psychics, reincarnation, or astrology. Sadly, 61% of Christians surveyed believe in one or more of these, as well. Interestingly, only 22% of atheists believe in one or more of these. Around 1 in 5 (22%) of Americans say they have consulted a fortune-teller, medium, or psychic at some point in their life. In other parts of the world the numbers are higher. In Poland, seeing a psychic, medium, or fortune-teller is extremely common. According to the Polish Ministry of Education and Science, around 50% of the nation’s population have seen a fortune-teller at some stage in their life.

Why are psychics, fortune-tellers, and astrologers so popular these days? How much of it is real and how much is fake? Is it just practicing harmless fun or is it playing with hell fire? What should be the Christian response to all this? Does the Bible have anything to say about it?

That is our mission for this evening.

The Broad Principle of Divination

In our opening message last week we introduced the concept of the occult, and broke that into three categories: divination, magic, and spiritism. While all three of these realms call upon the spirit world (i.e. demons) the end product is different with each one. Divination seeks supernatural knowledge; magic seeks supernatural power; and spiritism seeks supernatural contact with the souls of departed humans.

Magic may be defined as manipulation of supernatural powers in order to control events of nature or life circumstances. As a branch or subdivision of magic, divination is the art of deciphering and interpreting signs, which are said to reveal the future.
 As one resource puts it, “divination is related to biblical prophecy as magic is related to divine miracles.”
 In fact, the Hebrew word for divination is qasam, which means “to prophesy or soothsay.”
 One could say that divination is counterfeit prophecy, whereas magic is counterfeit miracles. In both cases, Satan delivers a corrupt copy of what God does.

Divination, often called fortune-telling, is retrieving information by using paranormal methods or by reading hidden meaning where there is no apparent meaning. Divination may require an ability that goes beyond the five senses, such as psychic powers; or it may involve a tool or system that assists in the extraction of hidden meaning from the natural world.
Psychic powers most commonly include telepathy, receiving or sending thoughts to another person; precognition, knowledge of the future; clairvoyance, the ability to see the past, present, or future; and psychometry, the ability to “read” an object by holding it, thus gaining information about the owner or past owners and history of the object.

People throughout the ancient Near East and Mediterranean region employed divination to access the domain of the gods, who they believed could communicate their will or knowledge to humans. Ancient peoples devised methods they thought could force (or at least prompt) the gods into revealing such information. Divination was seen as the means for determining divine knowledge, hidden functions of the world, outcomes of future actions, or the future itself. The Bible contains references to, and examples of, divination in Israel and surrounding nations.

The Basic Practices of Divination

Let’s move on to the basic practices of divination. Attempts to gain supernatural knowledge are divided into two categories: “inspired,” meaning divine communication using a human intermediary, through prophecy or dreams; and “deductive,” meaning divine communication through events or phenomena, either provoked situations, such as casting lots or reading animal organs, or passive, as in observation of planets and stars.

Divination dates back to the ancient world. Astrology dates back to ancient Babylonians who studied the movement of the stars, planets, and constellations and observed the correlations between these movements and events on earth. Isaiah 47:13 refers to astrologers: “All the counsel you have received has only worn you out! Let your astrologers come forward, those stargazers who make predictions month by month, let them save you from what is coming upon you.”
Ancient diviners would also “read” significance into such things as animal organs, the smoke rising from a sacrifice, the movement of oil dropped in water, or the ripples of water from stones tossed into it. Ezekiel 21:21 mentions this: “For the king of Babylon will stop at the fork in the road, at the junction of the two roads, to seek an omen: He will cast lots with arrows, he will consult his idols, he will examine the liver.”
The Bible does record that Joseph and Daniel both engaged in interpreting dreams while priests were to use the Urim and Thummim pair to determine God’s will. The Bible also records common people casting lots to determine God’s will, in Numbers 26:55–56; Jonah 1:7; and Esther 3:7, 9:24–26, to name a few without condemning the practice.
 Why was this allowed? In all of these cases God was the source of the knowledge sought.
Modern occultists seek to access secret or hidden information about the future through the use of tarot cards, astrological charts, horoscopes, and tea leaves.
 Crystal gazing, palmistry, and interpretation of dreams are also employed by psychics.

Astrology is still very popular today. This should not be confused with astronomy which is the scientific study of stars, planets, and the like. Astrology is an ancient art or pseudo-science claiming to forecast events on earth by observation of the fixed stars and of the sun, moon and planets. Astrology also claims the ability to predict human character and fate. This is done through horoscopes based on the configuration of the heavens at the person’s moment of birth.
 Some try to argue that astrology is a science, but expert Anthony Stone writes, “I shall argue that astrology is not science, but divination.”
 

The basic idea on which astrology is based—that the stars have a decisive influence on human affairs—has been rejected by serious scientists, from the German Astronomical Society, to an American commission, under the chairmanship of the astronomer Bart Box of Harvard University, and the American Society for Psychological Research, which concluded, “There is no evidence that astrology has any value whatever in revealing the past, the present or the future fate of any human being, and there is not the slightest reason for believing that social events can be predicted by astrology. Similar pronouncements have also been published by UNESCO and by many teachers, writers and scientists.”

What about crystal ball gazing? Often depicted in cartoons or seen at fairs, the practice of scrying—gazing into a crystal ball, water, or mirrors—is currently practiced by psychics today.

Cartomancy is the art of forecasting the future by the manipulation and placing of cards. The technique is simple since certain meanings are attached to certain cards. For instance, seven of hearts is a card of love, ten of hearts a fulfilled wish, while ten of spades is a lucky card. Thousands of combinations are possible with a pack of fifty-two playing cards.
 Another popular form of this is using tarot cards, illustrated with symbolic pictures with alleged hidden meanings that can be interpreted by a card reader.

Palmistry, or palm reading, is fortune-telling through the interpreting of the lines in a person’s palm.

Psychometry is a type of clairvoyance that can identify the characteristics of an individual through some object he wore or used.
 

Numerology assigns power to numbers, such as the date of your birth or converting the letters of your name to numbers, to reveal hidden meanings.

Psychic games such as the Ouija Board and the Magic Eight Ball are used for answers to questions by the participants.

Pendulums and similar devices are also used in divination. Have you ever swung a needle or pencil at the end of a thread or string over a pregnant woman’s belly or wrist to see if she was going to have a boy or girl? Although this is done at baby showers in the guise of a fun game, it is essentially divination based on the pendulum. 
Hosea 4:12 contains a reference to an early form of the pendulum: “My people consult their wooden idol, and their diviner’s wand informs them.” This method involved holding two rods upright, and while doing an incantation, letting the rods fall to the ground. The way in which the rods fell, whether forward, backward, to the right or left, had a certain meaning.
Dowsing rods, used to find water, precious metals, minerals, gems, or lost objects, are also tools of divination. Dowsing rods or sticks are sometimes called witching rods or divining rods. Though traditionally made from forked branches of a tree, they can also be pieces of wire or metal, or a small pendulum.

The I Ching is not hard to find in stores; it usually comes as a set of coins or sometimes cards marked with broken and unbroken lines. Many books offering advice on how to use the I Ching are available as well. The I Ching is also known as the Book of Changes and arises from the ancient religion of Taoism.

One of the classic forms of divination, reading tea leaves, is called tasseomancy. This term also refers to reading coffee grounds, which is often done in the area of the world where coffee is very much a part of the culture, such as in the Balkans. The tea leaf reader interprets the patterns in the leaves or grounds left in the cup after drinking. Here again, you see the divinatory idea of finding a hidden meaning in natural things.
Some omens became part of folk superstitions, such as the idea that dropping a spoon on the floor meant a guest was coming to visit, or breaking a mirror would bring seven years of bad luck. A lot of superstitions as well as the belief in luck reflect an occult way of thinking.

All of these—and even more—are marketed as "fun" or "fascinating" or "for entertainment use only.” Ouija boards have been around since the 1880s, and was regarded as an innocent parlor game unrelated to the occult until American spiritualist Pearl Curran popularized its use as a divining tool during World War I.
 One can still buy a Ouija board on Amazon, marketed as “fun” for those age 8 and up. The back cover says, “OUIJA—it’s only a game—isn’t it?” 

The answer is, “No!” It is a dangerous form of playing with fire. John Stott states,

Why are these occult practices dangerous? My answer is, they’re dangerous because they are demonic. I do not mean by that that either the devil or demons are personally involved in each of these practices. I mean, rather, that those who are involved in them are trespassing into demonic territory that is forbidden to the children of God.

The Biblical Prohibition of Divination

Let’s turn to the biblical prohibition of divination. The Bible flatly condemns some forms of divination, particularly those practiced by foreign nations. Leviticus 19:26 forbids omen interpretation and fortune telling: “Do not practice divination or sorcery.”

Several biblical passages warn against worshiping celestial bodies, such as Deuteronomy 4:19, “And when you look up to the sky and see the sun, the moon and the stars—all the heavenly array—do not be enticed into bowing down to them and worshiping things the Lord your God has apportioned to all the nations under heaven.” In 2 Kings 23:5, King Josiah removed “those who burned incense to Baal, to the sun and moon, to the constellations and to all the starry hosts.” The Lord prophesied in Jeremiah 8:2 that the bones of the idolatrous Jews “will be exposed to the sun and the moon and all the stars of the heavens, which they have loved and served and which they have followed and consulted and worshiped.” As previously mentioned, Isaiah and Ezekiel spoke against various forms of divination. How serious is this prohibition? Consider Leviticus 20:27, where fortune-tellers and clairvoyants were subject to the death penalty in Israel.

Why is God so adamantly against divination? First, divination is at least deceptive and at worst demonic. As deception, divination leads to wrong attitudes to God. It encourages a self-centered approach to life. It neglects God when it seeks to control situations. The demonic nature of astrology is less well known. Yet many astrologers claim to be helped by spirits. There are even books of astrology whose human writers testify that they were dictated by spirits. It is clear, then, that it is unsafe to become involved in the predictive processes of divination.

The Lord warns in Isaiah 47:12-15,

“Keep on, then, with your magic spells and with your many sorceries, which you have labored at since childhood. Perhaps you will succeed, perhaps you will cause terror. All the counsel you have received has only worn you out! Let your astrologers come forward, those stargazers who make predictions month by month, let them save you from what is coming upon you. Surely they are like stubble; the fire will burn them up. They cannot even save themselves from the power of the flame. Here are no coals to warm anyone; here is no fire to sit by. That is all they can do for you—these you have labored with and trafficked with since childhood. Each of them goes on in his error; there is not one that can save you.”
Divination, the art of obtaining secret knowledge, especially of the future, is a pagan counterpart of prophecy. Careful comparison of Scripture will reveal that inspirational divination is by demonic power, whereas genuine prophecy is by the Spirit of God. Seeking knowledge of the future from any source other than the God of Israel was an insult to His holy being and the revelation of Himself and His purpose for men.

The whole realm of fortune-telling carries with it an excitement and an eerie, magnetic appeal that prompts curiosity and draws us into it. Some people think that dabbling with the supernatural in this way is just a game—perhaps something to try out at a party or while on vacation. But the Lord repeatedly warns us against attempting to divine the future on the basis of astrology. There is no such thing as dabbling in or “just playing around” with the occult. This is the kind of “playing” that opens doors we do not want to open. Once we crack those doors, it is certainly not a “game” to wrestle them shut again.
 In Leviticus 20:6 the Lord says, “I will set my face against the person who turns to mediums and spiritists to prostitute himself by following them, and I will cut him off from his people.”
Consulting a psychic, in person or by phone, for fun or out of curiosity, should be avoided. As with astrology, it is tempting to start using the psychic as a way to cope and make decisions. Many have ended up relying on the psychic as a counselor to listen to their problems. Don’t take psychics lightly, or your child may believe there is nothing really wrong with consulting one.

Some people read horoscopes, play with Ouija boards, get their palms read, or receive tarot card readings for “harmless” fun. In doing so, they look to everything but God in order to know how to react to the present and prepare for the future. Believers should know that there are no shortcuts to discovering the future. Also, there is no such thing as “harmless” fortune-telling. We honor God when we place our faith and our futures in Him alone.

As Christians we should feel no need to indulge in any form of fortune telling, because the future is in God’s hands; and we are required to obey his will and spend our lives serving him in faith and love. It is no part of our commitment to try to divine what the next step might be, but to trust the Holy Spirit to guide us into all truth. In God’s mercy the future is normally hidden, and what is required of us is the faith and courage to be able to face what the coming days may hold as we witness in society for Christ.

As usual, it all comes down to “trust and obey.”
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