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Introduction 

Folk religious beliefs arise among a people when the formal, institutional or high religion of a 
culture does not adequately answer the questions or meet the needs that the common ordinary 
“folk” have in everyday life.  People need systems of explanation in order to give meaning to the 
adversity and crises which they face.  They need ways to diagnose their causes, and to find ways 
to prevent or remedy them.  The Jewish people are no exception.  Where high Judaism or official 
synagogue teaching or practice did not provide protection, help, or guidance, the people turned to 
folk religious beliefs and practices— astrology, magic and occult pursuits, and using amulets and 
other means to protect from evil spirits and the Evil Eye.  That this was indeed the case in the 
traditional Jewish community is confirmed by Sharot, “The prayer services and official practices 
of Judaism did not cater to the people’s this-worldly, individual problems, goals, and fears.  The 
thaumaturgical response was the focus of the folk religion, …” (1982:43).1 

Periods of transition such as the cycle of the year (equinoxes, seasons), and the human life cycle 
(birth, initiation, marriage, death), are times of special vulnerability and anxiety.  Thus, 
superstitions and practices designed to ensure protection and a successful transition developed.  
The Jewish people, since their dispersion into the nations of the world, have perennially 
confronted hostile conditions in cultures foreign and inhospitable to them.  This anxiety about 
the protection of their children served to reinforce the traditional Jewish value of love of family 
and children. The practice of circumcision, the celebrated sign of God’s covenant with Abraham 
and his descendants, also provided opportunity for the development of much ritual and custom.  
Thus, as this article will attempt to show, there is no paucity of folk religion surrounding Jewish 
childbirth.  I will address those elements of belief and practice which have survived the 
centuries, noting only major developments and changes along the way. I will provide an 
anthropological and Biblical perspective on the topic and draw missiological conclusions 
applicable to Jewish ministry. 

Jewish Folk Religion vis-a-vis High Rabbinic Judaism 

A brief historical overview of the development of the folk religion is important to understanding 
the ethos and the context within which childbirth beliefs and customs arose.  Many of the folk 
beliefs were in conflict with the higher ethical principles and tenets of Judaism and were 
disapproved of by the rabbis.  The Torah prohibits sorcery, divination, and other occult practices. 
(Deuteronomy 18:9-14)  Nevertheless, since their attraction and popularity among the Jewish 
masses was so great, gradually the rabbis, not succeeding in opposing the practices, acquiesced and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Thaumaturgy (from the Greek words θαῦµα thaûma, meaning "miracle" or "marvel" and 
ἔργον érgon, meaning "work") is the capability of a magician or a saint to work magic or 
miracles. It is sometimes translated into English as “wonderworking.” A practitioner of 
thaumaturgy is a thaumaturge, thaumaturgist or miracle-worker. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thaumaturgy  
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permitted the practice of many customs of the Gentile peoples among whom they lived.            
Their reasoning was, “Better is it that Israel should sin unwittingly than consciously break the law” 
(Trachtenberg 1961:viii). Therefore, so as not to directly counter the biblical prohibition, the 
Talmudic and medieval Hebrew literature rarely uses the biblical terms for these practices, but 
surreptitiously euphemizes them using different names so as not to acknowledge their pagan 
source.   

Judaization of Gentile Folk Practices 

The rabbinic authorities of the Talmud (circa 500 AD) broke up the all-inclusive prohibition 
against magical practices and reclassified them into several divisions of forbidden and permitted 
magic.  A type which was permitted from the start was using “the Laws of Creation,” an oral 
collection of mystical traditions relating to the original creation of the universe, which involved 
invoking the powers of good using the mystical names of God and the angels (Trachtenberg, 
1961:191).  This was, of course, a fatal move because, as the saying goes, “Once the camel’s nose 
in inside the tent, his entire hulk can no longer be excluded.”  As Sharot says, “… masses tended to 
use the names to manipulate the supernatural in order to control events on the earth” (1982:42).   
By the medieval period, many of those magical practices and superstitions differed little from 
those of the European peoples among whom the Jewish people lived.   Thus, it was remarked in 
Sefer Hasidim2  “As the Gentiles do, so do the Jews” (Trachtenbertg 1961:x). 

One of the very few rabbis who protested was the great 12th century Jewish philosopher 
Maimonides.  He had a rationalist bent, and castigated the Talmudic rabbis for their belief in 
witchcraft and differentiated himself from the Jewish masses whom he considered fools and 
ignoramuses with whom he wanted not to do (Patai 1977:132-133).  The validity of astrology was 
taken for granted.  It was believed that each person had a star in Heaven whose history was 
coterminous with his own.  The modern, widely used Hebrew expression, “Mazel Tov” (Good 
luck, Congratulations), originated in an astrological concept   מזל , mazal, in Hebrew and in 
Aramaic means “star of fortune.”  The plural, מזלות , mazalot, in the biblical period meant 
“constellations,” or perhaps “signs of the zodiac,” and was probably a loan word from the Assyrian 
cosmology (Brown, Driver, Briggs 1983:561).  We learn from correspondence between the rabbis 
of southern France and Maimonides that “astrology is a true science ….  It is the highest stage of 
astronomy which the Jewish wise men cultivated as well as the Gentiles and to which both were 
deeply devoted differing only in details …” (Marx 1926:313).  When Maimonides objected, only 
one other Talmudic scholar agreed with him.  The difference between Jewish and non-Jewish 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2	  Sefer Hasidim – A medieval Hebrew book, representative of the practical Kabbalah, 
compiled by the Hasidei Ahkenaz movement in 12th – 13th century Germany.  It contains 
“probably the largest extant body of demonological and magical information in medieval 
Hebrew literature” (Encyclopedia Judaica Vol. 7:1379). 
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astrologies is that the former believes that, for Israel, God gives the decrees of the stars a favorable 
turn.   

The forbidden practices were designated by the special term for all pagan practices,                    
“The ways of the Amorites.”  The permitted practices were reinterpreted and endued with Jewish 
religious meaning.  The Jewish scholar Lauterbach described the process well in an article for the 
Hebrew Union College Annual (Vol. II 1925: 353-354).  There are four stages of Judaization:   

1) The rabbis oppose a practice;  

2) When the folk persist in it, they acquiesce and seek to modify the more crude elements;  

3) They ignore the superstitious elements, accepting the practice but not explaining its origin;  

4) The next generation receives the practice and, not knowing its origin, thinks it’s Jewish.  The 

practice is now accepted Jewish tradition.  In the popular mind, all is done “For the sake of 

Heaven.”  

 

The medieval rabbis reiterated the Talmudic classifications on forbidden and permitted practices, 
but actually they excluded from the forbidden magic category all those forms currently practiced 
by the Jews (Trachtenberg 1961:20).   

As an expression of the popular attitude toward magic and superstition comes from Sefer Hasidim, 
“One should not believe in superstitions, but still it is best to be heedful of them” (S. Has. B 447 as 
quoted in Trachtenberg 1961:23).  This is the essence of folk religion.  The issue is not truth, but 
pragmatism, whatever might work to avoid adversity or gain success, prosperity or protection.  
You seek to “cover all the bases” to use the modern idiom. 

Kabbalistic mysticism, which can be seen in part as a reaction to the overly intellectual and 
legalistic Talmudic rabbinic religion, had tremendous influence even on the Jewish masses and can 
be considered the dominant Jewish theology of the period 1500-1800 (Encyclopedia Judaica Vol. 
10:637).  A branch of the Kabbalah which appealed to the unscholarly was called “practical 
kabbalah.”  This was used to describe basically the whole accumulation of magical practices in the 
Jewish communities.  A number of Kabbalistic beliefs became part of folk Judaism, such as the 
transmigration of souls (derived from Hinduism through Pythagoreanism through Gnosticism); the 
belief in a special archangelic alphabet which had magic power; and an elaborate angelology and 
demonology.  These numerous transempirical beings each had a distinct name.  The angels were 
viewed as mediators between God and man.  They were believed to be “… appearing before God 
either as man’s defenders or persecutors and performing many acts on their own accord without 
special orders from God (Sharot 1982:35).  Practical Kabbalah included various forms of white 
magic, using the esoteric names to manipulate forces and beings for purposes deemed good to the 
user.  Though condemned by High Kabbalah, the practical overstepped the boundary into black 



	  	  
	  	  
6	  

magic and sorcery as well, using the names of demons, and was performed for private gain or from 
malicious or vengeful intent. 

Coming down through history, the next stage of development is the Hasidic movement which 
originated in Eastern Europe in the 18th century.  Hasidism incorporated much that was already 
part of the practical kabbalah.  Hasidism popularized and spread ideas and practices that were 
formerly found only in small circles (Sharot, 1982:142).  The celebrated founder of Hasidism, 
Israel ben Eliezer, known as the Ba’al Shem Tov, was an amulet maker and folk healer, whose 
magical use of divine names and other techniques, such as the use of herbs, was believed to work 
cures and exorcise demons.   

In the 18th century, four-fifths of the Jewish people as a whole lived in Europe.  Of them, about 
two-thirds lived in Eastern Europe.  Thus, whatever took place in the life of East European Jewry 
affected the great majority of the Jewish people (Patai1977:188).  Hasidism had broad influence 
upon the Jewish people on into the 19th century.  But the Holocaust decimated East European 
Jewry.  In Western Europe, the “Haskalah” movement (the Jewish version of the European 
Enlightenment), and later the Zionist movement, brought secular western modernity to the Jewish 
people.  Today eighty percent of Israeli Jews are secular and modern.  However, the orthodox sects 
that survive today, primarily in Israel and New York, are for the most part descendants of 
Hasidism and the Mitnagdim (their orthodox opponents), and still have much the same folk beliefs 
as in the 18th and 19th centuries, since they resist modernity and revere tradition.   

The above has described the Askenazi Jews (of European or Russian descent).  The Sephardic 
Jews (of Middle Eastern and North African descent) have an even greater degree of these folk 
beliefs and practices still current, being less westernized and having absorbed much that is in folk 
Islam, such as belief in the “Evil Eye.”  Whole communities of Moroccan and Yemenite Jews 
came to Israel in the 1950s.  Though it is true that modern Israel has a secularizing effect, people 
revert to age-old superstitions and practices, especially in times of adversity and vulnerability.  I 
have personally visited a maternity ward in a hospital in Tiberius, Israel and saw a written amulet 
glued on the wall to ward off demonic attack from a new mother and child.  

In recent years, approximately 50,000 Iranian Jews have migrated to Los Angeles as well as about 
an equal number of Israeli émigrés.  Having been uprooted and facing the adversity of cultural 
adjustment, it is certain that there is much reversion to old folk and magical practices.  As 
Malinowski has shown in a study of the Melanesians, magic dies hard.  After a century of western 
and missionary influence, the magical agricultural practices of the people were unabated (in 
Lehmann and Myers 1989:290-291).  When the need for control over the environment and its 
forces is acute, there is usually magic.   

There is a revival of the Kabbalah in Israel and in America.  I have met young Israelis who have 
dabbled in it.  A book by an American Jew, The Path of the Kabbalah (Sheinkin 1989:Paragon 
House) is indication of this.  At least three medieval Jewish magical books were reprinted in 
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Jerusalem in the 1960s and are still widely used by different Jewish ethnic groups (Encyclopedia 
Judaica Vol. 6: 1408).  All this is to say that magic is alive and well among the Jewish people.  
Within this context, let us now look at the folk beliefs and customs surrounding Jewish childbirth. 

Evil Powers Believed to Especially Prey Upon Mothers & Infants                     
in Childbirth 

Lilith - Surrounding the crisis event of birth and its vulnerability is the dominant awareness of 
the powers of evil and the need for protection from them.  A principle figure in Jewish 
demonology is Lilith, a female demon with long hair who preys on women in childbirth and their 
babies, stealing, deforming, bewitching, and killing.  The Lilith myth originated in Babylonian 
demonology, the Akkadian words lilu and lilitu are male and female demons respectively 
(Encyclopedia Judaica Vol. 11:246).  The Jews absorbed the myth during the Babylonian Exile 
and developed it and was Judaized in its historic development.  Through a false etymology, 
because it sounds like the Hebrew word for night, ל’ל, layil, she was conceived of as the demon of 
the night.  Then there were the derived plurals lilin and liliot.  These were smaller demons of 
which Lilith was the mother.  She was the personification of the nightmare and was thought to 
attack people who slept alone.  She would arouse men’s passions at night without gratifying them.  
The Talmud as this,  "R. Hanina said: One may not sleep in a house alone [in a lonely house], and 
whoever sleeps in a house alone is seized by Lilith.” (Shabbath 151b). 

 

The “Burney Relief” (named for the antiquities dealer who owned it in 1935) is one of the 
most important works of art from the Ancient Near East, Dated- 1800 B.C.                             

In the British Museum. 
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Rafael Patai (The Hebrew Goddess 3rd ed. 1990) relates that in the Sumerian poem Gilgamesh 
and the Huluppu Tree, a she-demon named Lilith built her house in the Huluppu tree on the 
banks of the Euphrates before being routed by Gilgamesh. Patai then describes the Burney 
plaque:  

"A Babylonian terra-cotta relief, roughly contemporary with the above poem, shows in what 
form Lilith was believed to appear to human eyes. She is slender, well shaped, beautiful and 
nude, with wings and owl-feet. She stands erect on two reclining lions which are turned away 
from each other and are flanked by owls. On her head she wears a cap embellished by several 
pairs of horns. In her hands she holds a ring and rod combination. Evidently this is no longer a 
lowly she-demon, but a goddess who tames wild beasts and, as shown by the owls on the reliefs, 
rules by night." http://analogicalplanet.com/Pages/ContentPages/Sidebars/BurneyRelief.html 
 
The only Biblical passage from which the myth could originate is Isaiah 34:14, describing the 
desolation and return to primordial chaos of Edom. It is the only occurrence of ל ’ל’ת, Lilith in 
the Hebrew Bible. The Israelite exiles evidently converged and conflated the Babylonian female 
demon goddess with this verse in Isaiah. 

Later translations include:  

• night-owl (Young, 1898)  
• night-spectre (Rotherham Emphasized Bible, 1902)  
• night monster (American Standard Version, 1901; New American Standard Bible, 1995)  
• vampires (Moffatt Translation, 1922)  
• night hag (Revised Standard Version, 1947)  
• Lilith (Jerusalem Bible, 1966)  
• lilith (New American Bible, 1970)  
• Lilith (The Message (Bible), Peterson, 1993)  
• night creature (NIV, 1978; NKJV, 1982; NLT, 1996)  
• nightjar (New World Translation, 1984).  
• night bird (English Standard Version, 2001)  

The modern vernacular translation by Eugene Peterson, The Message, translates the verse like 
this, 

“Wildcats and hyenas will hunt together, 
    demons and devils dance through the night. 
The night-demon Lilith, evil and rapacious, 
    will establish permanent quarters.” 

By the Middle Ages, she is believed to have been the first wife of Adam.  In midrashic legend, 
Lilith is believed to have been created from the earth like Adam; but because she believed herself 
to be his equal, she rebelled against him and, pronouncing the Ineffable Name, flew away.  At 
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Adam’s request, God sent three angels after her, named Sanvi, Sansanvi, and Samengelof.  
Finding her by the Red Sea, the angels threatened her that if she did not return, one hundred of 
her sons would die every day.  She refused to return, claiming that she was expressly created to 
harm newborn infants.  However, Lilith was made to swear that whenever she saw the names of 
those angels written in a house, she would not harm the infant.  God then created Eve out of 
Adam’s rib.  Thus, out of jealousy, Lilith hates Eve and her daughters (Schauss 1950:71-72).  

The lilin or lilim (singular lili) are dangerous creatures of Jewish folklore. According to some 
stories, they are the daughters of Lilith, Adam's first wife, by the demon Samael, often identified 
with Satan. They are demons, with their function being similar to that of a succubus. While men 
feared them for this reason, mothers feared the attack of the lilin because they were also said to 
kidnap children, as Lilith herself did.  

Upon deserting Adam and turning against God, Lilith was warned that one hundred of her 
demonic children would die daily if she did not return to God. She refused, and so it is said that 
one hundred lilin die daily.  http://www.succubus.net/wiki/Lilin  

By the time of the Babylonian Talmud was formed, we find passages like this, 

"[Expounding upon the curses of womanhood] In a Baraitha it was taught: She grows long hair 
like Lilith, sits when making water like a beast, and serves as a bolster for her husband.” ('Erubin 
100b).   

The most innovative perception of Lilith offered by the Talmud appears earlier in 'Erubin, and is 
more than likely inadvertently responsible for the fate of the Lilith myth for centuries to come:  

"R. Jeremiah b. Eleazar further stated: In all those years [130 years after his expulsion from the 
Garden of Eden] during which Adam was under the ban he begot ghosts and male demons and 
female demons [or night demons], for it is said in Scripture, And Adam lived a hundred and 
thirty years and begot a son in own likeness, after his own image, from which it follows that until 
that time he did not beget after his own image… When he saw that through him death was 
ordained as punishment he spent a hundred and thirty years in fasting, severed connection with 
his wife for a hundred and thirty years, and wore clothes of fig on his body for a hundred and 
thirty years. – That statement [of R. Jeremiah] was made in reference to the semen which he 
emitted accidentally.” (‘Erubin 18b)  

Comparing 'Erubin 18b and Shabbath 151b with the later passage from the Zohar: “She wanders 
about at night, vexing the sons of men and causing them to defile themselves (19b),” She is 
described as exuding and practicing an especially unwholesome carnality. It appears clear that 
this Talmudic passage indicates such an adverse union between Adam and Lilith. 
http://www.succubus.net/wiki/Lilith  
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The myth of Lilith was also absorbed into Medieval and Renaissance Christianity as depicted in 
the art work of the period. 

 

 

Left: Adam, Lilith, and Eve, c. 1210 AD, Base of Trumeau, left portal, West Façade, Notre 
Dame, Paris. 

Right: "Lilith" from Michelangelo's "The Temptation of Adam and Eve."A common 
iconographic depiction of the serpent of Eden in late Medieval and Renaissance art. 

 

The modern Jewish feminist magazine called “Lilth,” based in New York City, evidences the 
persistence of the myth, and of the continued activity of any actual demonic power behind the 
myth. The way women were viewed and treated during the pre-modern periods understandably 
evoked a feminist reaction and a championing of the rebel against authority, Lilith. This also 
alerts us to be aware that these folk religious beliefs and practices cannot be relegated to 
medieval times. 
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.	    

A contemporary Jewish Feminist Magazine. Its tag or subtitle is:                           
“Independent, Jewish & Frankly Feminist”  See: http://lilith.org/ 

 

The Evil Eye - Another major belief, which induced fear and for which protection must be 
found, is the “Evil Eye.”  The mystery of the eye has always fascinated humankind.  As far back 
as ancient Egypt, the eye was thought of as “the window of the soul.”  The Hebrew word for the 
pupil of the eye is,  א‘שןן ,  ishon, which means “a little man.”  This indicates the animistic 
conceptions with which the Hebrews thought of the eye.  The Bible uses the term generally as a 
metaphor for envy and greed (cf. Deuteronomy 28:54f, Proverbs 22:6; 28:22).  Jealousy and 
greed create malicious feelings toward the person who evokes these feelings.  This is naturally 
communicated through glances, glares and looks of hatred, hence the term, “Evil Eye.” It was 
believed that the evil look had power to transmit evil and harm to those upon whom it looked. 
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Through the fear of the Evil Eye, the magical belief developed that through the medium of the 
malignant look, harm will befall the intended victim (Cohen 1975:272).  The belief in the Evil 
Eye’s injurious power is asserted in the Talmud.  Several rabbis were reported to be able to 
scorch or kill with the power of their gaze (Cohen 1975:272).  With the rabbis openly believing 
in it, one can guess how ubiquitous was the belief among the folk.  An indication of how 
widespread was on the Sabbath appears in this, “the damage for which it was believed 
responsible may be gathered from the Talmudic statement, ‘Ninety-nine die from the Evil Eye as 
against one from natural causes …’” (Cohen 1975:272).  Tractate Tosefta Shabbat even records 
that the rabbis made permissive legislation for warding it off on the Sabbath.  “It is permitted to 
utter a charm against the Evil Eye, or a serpent, or a scorpion, and avert the Evil Eye on the 
Sabbath” (Cohen 1975:273). 

It is believed that some persons may have this power and unintentionally transmit it, and that it 
can be transmitted by praising the beauty, health, strength, or any other desirable quality, and 
that children and a bride and groom are especially vulnerable (it was believed that the motivation 
underlying the praising of beauty was an envy of that beauty).  The chief safeguard was to avoid 
arousing jealousy.  If the firstborn child was a daughter, it was a good omen for the males that 
are born subsequently.  This is because sons were so highly valued, and if the firstborn was a 
son, mothers who were childless or who bore only daughters, would be envious and the danger 
of the Evil Eye was incurred toward toward the son.  If the firstborn were a daughter, there 
would be less envy, since daughters were less desirable (Cohen 1975:273). 

There are three ways in which the evil powers were confronted or warded off.   The first was to 
directly fight them and put them to flight or shut them out; secondly, to bribe or propitiate them 
by offering gifts; and thirdly, to deceive or to trick them.  We will see each of these illustrated in 
the customs surrounding childbirth. 

 

Before the Birth 

Sterility is believed to be caused by demons strong enough to prevent conception, and barrenness 
is often caused by a curse.  Raphael Patai collected from Jewish informants several folk cures of 
the more crude and primitive type among Jews in less modernized countries.  So, eating apples or 
mandrakes aids conception.  Mandrakes are regarded as an aphrodisiac probably because their root 
resembles a human form, and probably by association with the story of Rachel and Leah 
bargaining with mandrakes over who would sleep with Jacob (Genesis 30:14f).   Cocks (roosters) 
were eaten to aid fertility or just having them in the vicinity was sometimes enough since they 
were associated with fertility.  Touching a pregnant woman would aid conception, crawling under 
a gestating mare (to absorb some fertility), or drinking the water in which a corpse had been 
washed (some of the departing life may transfer) are all practices based on the universal concept of 
“sympathetic magic” or, more specifically here, “contagious magic” as defined by Frazer 
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(1978:35).  It is based on the mistaken notion of natural law that things once in contact with each 
other continue to act upon each other even when physically separated, or the idea that an effect 
resembles its cause.  Thus, one imitates the effect in order to cause it. 

The woman due to give birth was closely guarded.  Men stationed in the house prayed and recited 
various Psalms believed to be effective against the demons.  There were careful not to talk about 
her sins or mention any words connoting sickness, suffering, or misfortune.  The belief was that, 
not only could Lilith and the demons attack, but that some angels are negligent and disorderly and 
make mistakes, and could mistake something that was said as an order from God and would thus 
execute it.  The Scroll of the Torah and T’fillin (phylacteries) were brought and placed on her bed 
or at least near to it.  The Torah was regarded as having inherent magical power to protect. 

During the last days before delivery, the mother-to-be would keep a knife with her.  This was not 
to ward off a human attacker.  Iron was an anti-demon agent.  Different explanations were given, 
such as demons, who were masters of the pre-metal primitive society, are antipathetic to it now 
(Trachtenberg 1961:160).  Often the key to the synagogue was placed in her hand during labor.  
Pieces of iron were kept under the bed or cradle.  The circumcision knife was often kept under the 
mother’s pillow during the Wachnacht (German – watch night), the night before the circumcision.  
This was a time of heightened danger from Lilith because it was the last night she could attack, 
since, after the circumcision, the child was safer.   

Sometimes a sword would be brought to the room.  In many of the books of magical formulae, a 
spell or incantation is called “The Sword of  _____.”   The most famous is “The Sword of Moses.”  
An example of the very common Jewish method of finding hidden names in the Bible and then 
magically employing them for magical protection or to manipulate the supernatural world is seen 
in finding the first letters of the names of four matriarchs of Israel (Bilhah, Rachel, Zilpah, Leah) 
in the Hebrew word for iron, ברזל , BaRZeL.  These are the four mothers who protect and avert 
danger.  This is from the phrase in Deuteronomy 8:9, “ … a land whose stones are iron, … .”  By 
switching one word around in the Hebrew text to “a land in which iron is her stones,” you can also 
find Sarah and Rebekah – ש ברזל, Sh BaRZeL (Encyclopedia Judaica Vol. 3:1400).   

Written and printed amulets were used to protect mother and child.  On the wall, above the bed, 
over doors and windows – in every available place they were pasted and hung.  The content of 
these was pretty much the same.  They invoked the holy names of God and various angels.  Most 
important were the names of Sanvi, Sansanavi, and Samengalof who Lilith dreads.  Many would 
say, “Adam and Eve bar Lilith.”  There would then be conjurations against the demons and the 
lilin by the power of the holy names.  
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Popular Kabbalistic Medieval Amulet to Protect the Mother and Child Against Attack by 
Lilith During Childbirth, From Sefer Raziel, Amsterdam, 1701 

 

Often there would be various magical symbols, such as circles, squares, the pentagon star, or the 
hexagon Star of David.  On some is the legend written of how Elijah once met Lilith on her way to 
kill a woman in childbirth.  Wishing to transform her into stone on the spot, he desisted only after 
she revealed to him the means by which she and her clique could be stopped – by hanging a sheet 
of paper on the wall on which all her seventeen names are enumerated.  These names would be 
written on the amulet (Schauss 1950:55). 

Various charms were employed to ease labor pain and delivery.  The woman is led around the 
table three times or over the threshold three times.  The number three is a magic number and 
occurs more often in magical texts than all others.  Then all chests, closets, and doors are opened in 
the room.  All knots, ties, and buttons in the woman’s garment are undone.  Everything that could 
be opened was opened.  This is, again, sympathetic or imitative magic where the opening of things 
was believed to have power to influence the opening of the womb (Schauss 1950:53, 66).   
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"In some maḥzorim, a horned and claw-footed devil is depicted next to a shofar blower, who 
sometimes supports his right foot on a three-legged stool in order to ward off the earthly 

influence of evil. This is in accordance with the common superstition that a three-point object 
keeps evil spirits away. The number three is a magic number.                                                                                                                        

(e.g., Budapest, Ms. A. 388, vol. 2, fol. 12v.; Paris, Bibliothèque de l'Alliance Israélite 
Universelle)." (www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/judaica/ejud_0002_0013_0_13036.html) 

 

The Child is Born 

The following customs were especially prevalent in late 19th century–early 20th century Eastern 
Europe.  When the woman was in labor, the fewer who knew, the better.  It was believed that the 
more people who knew about it, the harder the delivery (Schauss 1950:53).  Usually just the 
husband, the midwife, and a few elderly women were present.  During labor, she may be girded 
with a band of a Torah scroll brought from the synagogue.  If it is available, she may be given a 
piece left over from the Afikoman (the half matzah hidden at the start of the Passover seder).  The 
key of the synagogue is put in her hand (the key is an opener, suggesting the opening of the 
womb).  All these Jewish symbols are believed to transmit magical beneficent power. 

The child is born.  “Mazal Tov!”  The baby is bathed soon after birth.  The father and other 
relatives throw coins into the tub as an omen that the child will be rich.  The newborn is rubbed 
with salt.  This has been a practice since ancient times (cf. Ezekiel 16:4).  The Kabbalists held that 
salt drives off evil spirits, since it is the mathematical equivalent (according to numerical value of 
the Hebrew alphabet), of three YHVH’s (the Tetragrammaton) (Trachtenberg 1961:160).  To bring 
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good fortune, a scroll of the book of Leviticus is put under the head of the child, another example 
of the belief that the Torah had autonomous magical potency. 

As soon as the woman was delivered of the child, a circle was drawn on the floor of the room, 
usually around the bed.  The circle was then circumscribed with the names of angels, Adam and 
Eve, or other holy names.  The circle is an ancient and universal magical symbol.  It was believed 
that demons could not enter the magic ring.  A first century B.C. Jewish miracle worker was called 
Honi Ha Ma’aghel (The circle-drawer) because he would stand in a circle while he called rain 
down from heaven (Trachtenberg 1961:121).  This indicates that the Jews had absorbed this magic 
practice already in antiquity. 

 

The First Eight Days 

The period of eight days between the time of birth and the “Brit Mila,” or “Bris” in Ashkenazi 
pronunciation (circumcision) ceremony was a time of vulnerability and danger of attack from 
Lilith, the demons, and the Evil Eye.  They would especially seek to prevent the circumcision from 
transpiring since salvific power was accorded to the rite (cf. some Christian traditions that embrace 
baptismal regeneration, or salvation by baptism). The danger subsided immediately after 
circumcision.  Circumcision ushers the child into the community of Israel and evokes the powers 
of good.  The child was closely guarded and the mother confined to her bed, or at least to within 
the magic circle or house.  She was dressed in white because white is an anti-demon color.  
Demons like dark places. 

If the baby was a boy, a melamed (Jewish primary school teacher) came every evening with a 
quorum of ten pupils to recite the Sh’ma (“Hear O Israel:  The Lord our God; the Lord is One”).  
This helped keep demons from the room (Schauss 1950:55-56).  

Trachtenberg quotes an old source, “The essence of protection is to remain awake nights and study 
Torah” (1961:170).  This was done particularly the night before the circumcision, and came to be 
called the Wachnacht (watchnight).  There is an exact parallel to this in medieval German custom; 
only with them, it was baptism which ended the power of the evil spirits. An all-night vigil was 
kept in the house and prayers and Psalms recited by family and friends.  As many safeguards as 
possible were employed.  It was believed to be dangerous to go to sleep during that night.  In some 
parts of medieval Germany, it was believed that the soul remained outside the body during sleep 
and could easily be seized.  Some of the Jews also absorbed this belief, which is a form of “soul 
loss” as found in many shamanistic societies.   

From Talmudic times, it was customary to set a table out with varieties of food on the night before 
the circumcision.  The Rabbis condemned this because it was a Roman custom where they 
dedicating the food to the deity believed to protect children.  It was quite persistent, however.  The 
food was offered for two reasons:  one was to bribe or propitiate the spirits in hopes that they 
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would not harm the child; and two, for the child’s star to bring him luck and good fortune.  Later, 
the more pagan association was dropped and the table of food was just for the invited guest at the 
circumcision ceremony. 

The custom of setting out a chair for the prophet Elijah is an old one connected with the legend 
that God had rewarded the prophet for his zealous defense of the rite and promised him that he 
would be present at every circumcision.  This also, most probably, originated in a pagan custom of 
setting a chair out to bribe the demons, and was then Judaized into the Chair of Elijah 
(Trachtenberg 1961:171).  Elijah, the “messenger of the covenant,” was believed to be present at 
each circumcision as the guardian of the Jewish child. 

 

 

Contemporary "Chair of Elijah" used during the Brit Mila (circumcision) ceremony.                                        
The Hebrew inscription reads "This is the chair of Elijah, Remember for Good." 

 

Candles were lit in profusion during the ceremony.  This was not for light, for the ceremony was 
performed in daylight.  Here again, originally it was anti-demonic; but the rabbis Judaized it with 
the biblical symbols of light, “The commandment is a lamp and the Torah is light” (Proverbs 
6:23). 

Elderly women help bathe the child in preparation for the Brit Mila/Bris ceremony.  When all have 
gathered for the festive ceremony and all the necessary utensils are on the table, the mohel (the 
rabbi performing the operation) then signals for the child to be brought to him.  There are two large 



	  	  
	  	  

18	  

chairs, one for the sandek (like a godfather) and the other for Elijah.  The boy is passed to the 
sandek and from the sandek to the mohel.  The mohel, reciting blessings, places him on the Chair 
of Elijah and recites prayers directed to God and, sometimes, to Elijah.  The mohel then lays him 
over the knees of the sandek and performs the operation.   

Coming out of practical kabbalah tradition, we learn that sometimes the mohel would get a fiery 
colored vision of the Tetragrammaton across the face of the child during the ceremony.  He could 
then tell the fortune of the child by the hue of the fire (Encyclopedia Judaica Vol. 10:637).  Similar 
forms of fortune telling and aura reading are old and prevalent.  Aura reading by colors is 
becoming popular today in the New Age movement as I personally witnessed at the National 
Health Federation Convention in Pasadena, California in January 1990.  The difference here is the 
Jewish dimension; but it is basically the same practice, divination evoked by the human desire to 
know and control the future. 

There are some customs which illustrate the magical potency often attributed to circumcision.  
How widespread it is today, I don’t know; but in the late medieval period, the bloody foreskin was 
placed in a bowl of water and spices and those leaving the place where the circumcision was 
performed would bathe their hands and face in it (Trachtenberg 1961:170). 

When the ceremony was over, the fear of Lilith and company was over and the amulets would be 
taken down from the room of childbirth.  However, if the child was a girl, the amulets would 
remain longer since there was no limit to the time of danger from Lilith for mother and newborn. 

 

The Naming of the Child / Circumcision Ceremony 

Hebrew names since biblical times, have always had meaning associated with the character of the 
person bearing the name. The parents hoped that the child would live up to the meaning of his or 
her name.  But as superstition and magical tendencies would have it, the notions developed 
(according to some medieval Hebrew texts) that “a man’s name is his person” and “his name is his 
soul” (Trachtenberg 1961:78).  Thus, the naming of a child is very serious business. 

Before the Babylonian Exile, children were named as soon as they were born, and were not named 
after their ancestors.  After the Exile, it became customary to name a boy after his grandfather.  In 
the first centuries A.D., a girl was named immediately after birth and a boy was named at his 
circumcision.  By the medieval period, the girl was named at the fourth Sabbath after birth.  By the 
late medieval period, it was a widespread custom to name children after their deceased ancestors 
and this was observed with religious reverence (Shauss 1950:43).  But to name a child after a 
living parent or grandparent was prohibited and surrounded with superstitious fear.  It was feared 
that the soul of the name’s previous owner could be transported into the body of the infant 
(Trachtenberg 1961:78).  This belief is not prevalent today except among some of the least 
modernized orthodox Ashkenazi Jews.  The Sephardic did name children after living grandparents. 



	  	  
	  	  

19	  

Among the Jews of Yemen, if a family had lost children, they believed long life for the newborn 
was ensured by naming him after the father (Schauss 1950:44). 

Because the essential character of a person resided in his or her name, the power inheres in the 
name itself, it was a powerful force in the hands of a magician, enemy with magic powers, or a 
demon.  Thus, it was guarded and often the true name was concealed and another one used in order 
to deceive the enemy powers.  This is consistent with the thinking that to know and invoke the 
names of angels was to be able to benefit or manipulate their power.  According to Sefer Hasidim, 
when Jacob wrestled with the Angel and demanded to know his name, the Angel refused so that 
Jacob would not have power over him (Trachtenberg 1961:80). 

It was believed that some names brought good fortune and others bad, according to the heavenly 
decrees.  Thus, the lives of previous owners of a name were studied as to whether or not that 
person’s life was fortunate or not.  One would certainly not want to give an unfortunate name to a 
child because it would bring the misfortune with it.  For the same reason, a widow or widower 
should not marry a person with the same name as the deceased spouse.  Some would fear entering 
the same house as someone with the same name, since an angel executing a decree of death or 
sickness might visit the first person he encountered with the name (Trachtenberg 1961:79).  If a 
family had a child that died, the next born would be named after him, but this could bring the same 
misfortune to the brother or sister unless it was preceded by another name.  This name was usually 
Chaim (“life” in Hebrew) or Chaya for a girl.  A safeguard against the Angel of Death was to 
name a boy Ben-Tzion.  Ben means “son” in Hebrew; thus, the boy’s name was “Son of Zion.”  
The Angel of Death evidently could only identify a real name and would be confused.  To him, 
Ben-Tzion was not the name of the child, only a description implying whose son he was (Schauss 
1950:75).  Divine decrees were believed to be altered through changing a person’s name. 

To add a more auspicious name or a change of names was a safeguard against sickness.  
Sometimes, when someone was sick, the Torah Scroll was opened and the name of the first 
biblical character that caught the eye would be used as the new name (Schauss 1950:48). 

To name an infant after a strong or fierce animal was thought to frighten the demons – thus, Dov 
(Bear), Arieh (Lion), or Devorah (Bee), Zev (Wolf). 

All this suffices to demonstrate the magical and inherent or autonomous potency attributed to 
names among traditional Jewish people, less so among modern Western Jews.  It must be pointed 
out that, in the Bible, whenever the names were given or changed, it was never related to the belief 
in the magic power of names.  It was rather a symbolic message relating to the identity or the 
experience of the person.  For instance, Jacob’s wrestling with the angel and his name change to 
“Israel” expressed the experience with God he had undergone and the moral change in his life as a 
result. 
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Conclusion and Missiological Implications 

We have seen that birth, the most basic human rite of passage, has been fraught with magical 
beliefs and practices in the traditional Jewish community.  The same is true of the other rites of 
passage – initiation (Bar/Bat Mitzvah), marriage, and death.  The ultimate questions of cosmic 
history (origin, purpose, and destiny) were generally answered and accepted by the people through 
the high religion or institutions of Rabbinic Judaism.  But the needs, fears, aspirations and 
uncertainties in this world’s human experiences were not adequately addressed by formal religion.  
This vacuum was filled with animistic spiritism, thaumaturgical and magical attempts to control 
the unseen organic (personal) or mechanistic (impersonal forces) believed to affect their lives.  
Thus, a particularly Jewish folk religion developed.  Stephen Sharot pointed this out in his analysis 
of Jewish religious movements. 

Official and folk Judaism were not distinct religious systems, for they overlapped 
considerably in their assumptions and symbols.  They were divided in function, 
however, since official Judaism did not cater to man’s ubiquitous desire for 
supernatural means of control over his early environment.  (1982:44)  

The secularizing rationalistic influence of the Enlightenment had its parallel in the Jewish Haskalah.  
The Jews of Western Europe especially, and those whose worldview has been shaped by the secular 
Zionist movement in the 20th century, have abandoned much overt magical beliefs. Though much of 
the folk religion lingers underground and is a kind of default turn when people are in desperation. 
But what has and will fill the vacuum, or displace these occult and superstitious practices? 

To draw a comparison with a process in Christianity may be helpful.  Historically, the Roman 
Catholic Church absorbed the magic and folk religion of the peoples – holy water, the saints, signs 
of the cross, crucifixes, relics, and magical beliefs about the sacraments (the wafer and chalice of the 
Mass).  The Protestant Reformation rejected all this as idolatrous, but often did not provide 
functional substitutes for the people’s needs for supernatural aid and comfort.  Consequently, many 
people turned outside of the church.  Whereas before it was under the Roman Catholic canopy, after 
the Protestant Reformation it was completely outside that canopy (for Protestants).   

Judaism, like Catholicism, absorbed the magic and folk religion under its canopy.  When Talmudism 
became too scholastic and arid, Kabbalism and folk religion developed but it was always Jewish or 
Judaized.  Enlightenment, Emancipation, and Zionism, all with modernity’s materialism and 
rationalism, was a swing of the pendulum in the other direction.  Now we are seeing it swing back 
again in the revival of Kabbalah (even among Hollywood movie stars) and, though not large, a 
significant return to Orthodox Judaism by secular Israeli and Diaspora Jews.  Also, we are seeing 
many turn to the New Age movement, specifically Jewish New Age forms.  In January, 1990 I saw 
in a Los Angeles New Age newspaper, an invitation to a New Age Sabbath Eve service where the 
rabbi would be leading in forms of Jewish mystical meditation.  This has progressed unabated since 
1990. 
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For those of us called to reach Jewish people for Messiah or are in Jewish ministry in the Messianic 
Jewish movement, what should be our missional response?  

First, Critical Contextualization.  Just as Rabbinic Judaism historically Judaized the Gentile folk 
religion, so those of us in Jewish ministry today can Messianize any of the Jewish traditions that are 
most meaningful to Jewish people (and that are not unbiblical or immoral). Much of the Jewish life-
cycle rites of passage and practice of Judaism can simply be infused with Yeshua (Jesus); some must 
be critiqued in light of the New Testament. That which can be affirmed in the light of the New 
Testament should be affirmed; and that which is clearly magical should be either endued with 
messianic meaning or, if it is clearly unbiblical, discarded. Yeshua is Jewish, the Gospel is “to the 
Jew first.” The Jewishness of the Gospel of Yeshua, the promised Jewish Messiah, should be 
presented, emphasizing the Messianic fulfillment of the Hebrew Bible (Tanach).  In keeping with 
topic of this article, this means affirming the validity of the Brit Mila/Bris circumcision ceremony 
for Messianic Jews. In light of the New Testament, that there is no salvific value or merit in the rite, 
it is neither a means of grace nor does it have any magical power.  However, the ceremony 
represents faithfulness to the Abrahamic covenant extending to his descendants throughout all 
generations, and it is right to honor it as an expression of Jewish identity today. A Messianic Brit 
Mila ceremony could speak of the circumcision of the heart.  As the boy is receiving, in his flesh, the 
sign of the covenant with Abraham, prayers could be made that the boy will grow up to enter into the 
New Covenant with the House of Israel by faith in the Messiah and experience the “ … circumcision 
made without hands, in the removal of the body of the flesh by the circumcision of Christ 
(Colossians 2:11b). 

Jewish women (at least in Israel) do not identify with the North American custom of having 
baby showers a short time before birth for the mother with child.  It is customary to wait 
until after the birth to buy gifts for the baby and to bring them to the home.  I have worked 
in Israel as a pastor with young generation secular Israeli women (in the 1980s), and they 
definitely followed this practice.  They were very uneasy when ex-patriot American women 
wanted to have baby showers.  Most of the Israeli women were not aware of the origin of 
their custom, and, if asked, would not have said that it was in order to avert the Evil Eye.  
Nevertheless, the taboo has been deeply ingrained over the centuries and remains in the 
subconscious of many, or at least is a custom that seems inappropriate.  Modern Israelis 
would say that it is just not the Jewish way.  Though a relatively minor issue, a sensitively 
contextualized missionary to the Jewish people will not practice the custom of baby 
showers among them.  Rather, the circumcision celebration for a boy is the time for gifts 
and ritual.  For the birth of a girl, it has not been customary to have any ritual or 
celebration. 

Likewise, the rite, Bar/Bat Mitzvah, can be Messianized as well as the Jewish wedding and 
funeral customs, as they have been quite well by the contemporary Messianic Jewish 
movement. North American Christians should be learners from the Jewish people in 
regards to rites of passage.  North American culture is poor in its lack of an investiture rite, 
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or “coming of age” rite (though we have Protestant Confirmation ceremonies and achieving 
the Eagle Scout Award of the Boy Scouts of America).  This lack is one of the reasons for 
the contemporary adolescent identity crises, and prolonged adolescence in our society.  
Jewish death and burial customs are much more simple than American customs.  The dead 
are buried on the same day as the death occurs.  There is no embalming as in America and 
Ancient Egypt. The practice of “Sitting Sheva”  by the bereaved family for seven days after 
the funeral, when they do not work and family and friends visit and bring food, is an  
emotionally healthy way to grieve the loss before entering back into the fray of life. 

Secondly, Holy Spirit-filled and Gifted Ministry to Deal with the Demonic - In 
addition, a contextualized theology will be balanced and holistic, speaking to the human 
needs of the “middle level,” as evangelical anthropologist Paul Hiebert pointed out in his 
classic article (1982) (See second APPENDIX below for Hiebert’s “Framework for the 
Analysis of Religious Systems”).  The human needs that high, institutional Judaism did not 
meet for security and protection surrounding traditional Jewish childbirth, which groped for 
fulfillment in magic (which human needs of vulnerability and anxiety continue as part of 
the human condition), must be met through the teaching of these three truths:  

(1) The sovereignty and providence of God the Father over each individual life;  

(2) The victory of the risen Lord and Messiah Jesus over all Satanic and demonic forces 
and beings for those who trust in Him; and  

(3) The presence and resources of the Holy Spirit and His gifts (Ephesians 4:11-12, 
Romans 12:6-15, I Corinthians 12:4-11) to indwell, guide, comfort and enlighten each 
believer.  Prayer for healing in the Name of Jesus, with laying-on-of-hands by elders and 
anointing with oil, should be offered in faith (James 5:14-18), which passage also mentions 
the faith and supernatural provisions of God to his people through Elijah’s great faith. 
Referring to Elijah is always Jewish-friendly. 

Lilith or any other high level demon is certainly no match for the Holy Spirit administering 
the victory of Messiah on the cross.  The elaborate angelology and the legends of Elijah the 
prophet, which attribute superhuman magical qualities to him, are in reality a crying out for 
a personal mediator between God and the individual.  The mediatorial and ever-present 
intercessory ministry of the Lord Jesus the Messiah, the “One Mediator between God and 
humankind” (I Timothy 2:5; I John 2:1), for each believer meets this need. Prayer offered 
by Spirit-filled believers, who are submitted to Messiah’s Lordship can pray with spiritual 
authority. 

Followers of Jesus do not need amulets and objects, or magic words and names or formulas 
to safeguard them from the demons. The apostolic teaching is that “For though we walk in 
the flesh, we are not waging war according to the flesh. 4 For the weapons of our warfare 
are not of the flesh but have divine power to destroy strongholds. 5 We destroy arguments 
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and every lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and take every thought 
captive to obey Christ” (II Corinthians 10:3-5).  Also, “And they have conquered him by 
the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives 
even unto death.” (Revelation 12:11). The weapons of our spiritual warfare are trusting 
obedient faith in the Risen Lord Jesus, and the efficacy of His atoning work, and prayers of 
faith with and under His authority, guidance and the empowerment and of the Holy Spirit. 

The church or Messianic Jewish movement must be careful not foster a new Messianic or 
Christian magic, or a Protestant or Messianic folk religion, which would only parallel 
and/or reinforce Jewish folk religion and Kabbalistic practice.  This is, unfortunately, a 
tendency today in some sectors of the Church.  An over-emphasis the need to identify and 
name demons, and the need to learn the right formulas and techniques of spiritual warfare 
can easily slip into the magical.  When formula and gnosis are emphasized more than a 
submissive relationship to Jesus, the magical approach is not far off.  Americans have a 
penchant for technology and for wanting power.  Some have abused Matthew 16:19, the 
“binding” and “loosing” passage, to teach verbal warfare against demons.  The Greek 
words used for “binding” and “loosing” used in Matthew 16:19 and elsewhere are deo, and  
luo.  Under these entries in the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament it states, 
“Jesus does not give to Peter and the other apostles any power to enchant or to free by 
magic.  The customary meaning of the Rabbinic expression is equally incontestable, 
namely, to declare forbidden or permitted (italics mine), and thus to impose or remove an 
obligation, by a doctrinal decision” (Kittel 1964:60).  The “binding” and “loosing” 
terminology can become a formula.  

For believers to use the term “binding” for Satan or demons, or an authoritative “loosing” 
prayer the money they need, or otherwise trying to manipulate forces, beings, or 
circumstances on the basis of this verse, can be an abuse.  When one’s ends are not 
achieved, the tendency can be to attribute the lack of success to saying the wrong words or 
saying the words in the wrong way, and so try to manipulate the words differently.  This is 
a formulaic, incantational approach and not unlike the medieval written Jewish amulets I 
have described above.  There is a saying, “The word is not the thing”; this is true. The word 
is a symbol representing the thing. Words in themselves do not have power; it is the 
personal beings using the words that have the power, and the things to which the words 
refer that matter. 

There is a danger of becoming enamored with the demonic, and resurrecting the 
Babylonian and Jewish angelology and demonology in which we must seek to identify and 
name numerous territorial spirits in order to control them.  

According to the New Testament, demons are real and their power and presence and power 
is real in the fallen world.  When we encounter them, we must deal with them in a matter-
of-fact manner. There certainly is valid deliverance/exorcism ministry, and the spiritual gift 
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of “discerning of spirits” (I Cor.12:10) equips the church to deal with the demonic realm, 
and to cast out demons. But this ministry should not be glamorized. When Paul was 
harassed by a slave girl in Philippi who had a spirit of divination and followed him crying 
out, “These men are servants of the Most High God, and proclaim to us the way of 
salvation!” (true words, but employed wrongly in order to manipulate). Luke, the writer of 
this account, knew it was a python spirit, but Paul did not name it, he simply “turned and 
said to the spirit, ‘ I command you in the name of Jesus Christ to come out of her.” And he 
(the spirit) came out of her than very hour.” (Acts 16:16-18). 

Though the Apostle Paul did exhort and advise the Ephesians thus,  

10 Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of his might. 11 Put on the whole armor of 
God, that you may be able to stand against the schemes of the devil. 12 For we do not wrestle 
against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the authorities, against the cosmic powers 
over this present darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places. 13 Therefore 
take up the whole armor of God, that you may be able to withstand in the evil day, and having 
done all, to stand firm. 14 Stand therefore, having fastened on the belt of truth, and having put on 
the breastplate of righteousness, 15 and, as shoes for your feet, having put on the readiness given 
by the gospel of peace. 16 In all circumstances take up the shield of faith, with which you can 
extinguish all the flaming darts of the evil one; 17 and take the helmet of salvation, and the sword 
of the Spirit, which is the word of God (Ephesians 6:10-17). 

However, when he came into the demonized city of Ephesus, there is no record of his 
trying to name the principalities ruling over the city with techniques recommended in some 
modern spiritual warfare seminars.  He did not try to “bind” the spirit of the goddess, 
Artemis/Diana.  Rather, he “reasoned with the Jews" (Acts 18:19), preached the gospel, 
and taught the Scriptures for over two years (Acts 19:9-10).  There is no elaborate 
demonology or spiritual warfare manual recorded for us in the New Testament.  We have 
this account from the time of Paul’s ministry in Ephesus, 

“Then some of the itinerant Jewish exorcists undertook to invoke the name of the Lord Jesus over 
those who had evil spirits, saying, “I adjure you by the Jesus whom Paul proclaims.” 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 recognize, but who are you?” 16 And the man in whom was the evil 
spirit leaped on them, mastered all of them and overpowered them, so that they fled out of that 
house naked and wounded. 17 And this became known to all the residents of Ephesus, both Jews 
and Greeks. And fear fell upon them all, and the name of the Lord Jesus was extolled. 18 Also 
many of those who were now believers came, confessing and divulging their practices. 19 And a 
number of those who had practised magic arts brought their books together and burned them in 
the sight of all. And they counted the value of them and found it came to fifty thousand pieces of 
silver. 20 So the word of the Lord continued to increase and prevail mightily.” (Acts 19:13-20 
ESV). 
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The Jewish exorcists were plying names for power over spirits, but without the authority of 
Jesus in and the Holy Spirit.  They even used the name “Jesus” but misused it in a folk 
religious way, in order to acquire power and control, as if the name had inherent or 
autonomous magical power. It does not, it is only powerful when used under the authority 
of the Lord Jesus and in the power of the Holy Spirit, by believer whose lives are submitted 
to Him in obedient faith. 

When Paul addressed the Ephesian elders, he said that he had not withheld from them 
“anything that was profitable” and had declared to them “the whole counsel of God” (Acts 
20:20, 27).  Exorcism and deliverance ministry was definitely a part of the whole Gospel of 
the Kingdom ministry. Lives were changed and a church was established in Ephesus by the 
preaching of the gospel and by the people’s repentance and faith in that gospel.  When the 
truth of the gospel was preached in the power of the Holy Spirit, there was certainly a 
“power encounter” as people responded. Demons were cast out as needed.  But this was the 
result of the saving power of Messiah’s work on the cross, entered into by faith, not as a 
result of gnosis, formula, technique, or a magic mechanism.  

As Hiebert says, “Magic is the opposite of religion.  In magic, we are in control; in religion, 
we are in submission to God and his will. … The appeal of magic is great, for it makes us 
gods” (1989:144-145).  Here is the Apostle Paul emphasis,  

18 For the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is 
the power of God…  21 For since, in the wisdom of God, the world did not know God through 
wisdom, it pleased God through the folly of what we preach to save those who believe. 22 For 
Jews demand signs and Greeks seek wisdom, 23 but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block 
to Jews and folly to Gentiles, 24 but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the 
power of God and the wisdom of God. (I Corinthians 1:18, 21-24).  
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Jewish Amulet for Protection During Childbirth	  
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English Translation of the Hebrew in the Amulet: 

(“SHMIRA”) PROTECTION   

FOR AN INFANT, AND A WOMAN IN GIVING BIRTH. 

(On Left): For Good Luck (of Fortune) (Mazal Tov)………(On Right): For a Good Sign 

Be reviled, O Satan!                                …… ………………. Shaddai (a Name of God) 

Psalm 121 - "A Psalm of Ascent," quoted from beginning to end. 

Charm against Lilith vouched for as efficacious by several famous Rabbis:-- 

 "In the Name of YHVH the God of Israel Whose Name is great and to be feared." 

"Elijah, may his memory be blessed, was walking out one day when he came upon Lilith. He said to her, 
'Unclean one! where art thou going?' She said to him, 'I am going to the house of So and So, who is in 
child-bed; in order to cause her death and to snatch and devour her child.' He said unto her, 'Be thou 
smitten with the itch, and imprisoned by the Name of the Most Holy One, and become a silent stone.' She 
answered and said unto him, 'O my lord, let me off, and I swear, in the Name of YHVH to forsake this my 
way, and that whenever I shall see or hear any of my names I shall straightway flee. And now I will make 
known to thee my names. And whenever my names shall be mentioned I shall have no power to do evil or 
to injure. I swear to thee to reveal my names, and if they be written and suspended in the dwelling of the 
child or the confined woman I shall at once flee. 

"'These are my names: Satrìnah, Lilith, Avìtu, Amìz Raphì, Amìzû, Kakash, Odem, ’ìk, Pods, ’ìls, 
Petrota, Abro, Kema, Kalee, Bituah, Thiltho, Partashah. 

"'And whoever fixes up these my names I shall at once flee from the placard hung up in the house of the 
confined woman or the child. This is a charm, and the child as well as his mother shall never be hurt by 
me.'" 

 CABBALISTIC DIRECTION.--Rabbi Eleazar of Garmiza, the author of the Josephta, may his memory 
be blessed, says 

"As a charm against pestilence and fire, from which may YHVH protect us, let this be hung against the 
window or against (opposite to) the door and at once they will flee." Thus also Rabbi Arieh the Saint, has 
said in a MS. of his, "All this is very marvellous, as also Rabbi Eliezar Baal Shem Tore says." 

Solemn Adjuration of the Evil Eye. Picture of a hand, on the back of which is written "Shaddai" 
(Almighty) and "Adonai " (Lord)) with permutations of letters forming names of angels, etc. 
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IN THE SQUARE DIAGRAM 

  

and Eve. 
and Sarah. 

and Rebekah. 
and Leah. 

In the corners, pictures of Wailing 
Place, Machpelah, Rachel's Tomb 
and the Holy City Zion. 

Adam. 
Abraham. 

Isaac. 
Jacob. 

Lilith and all appertaining to her 
Avaunt! 

Inside, a circle containing four 
magic words formed from these 
names. 
In the next inner circle other 
magic Kabbalistic words. 

  

Seni, and Sensani & Simnaglûf 
Be present! 

Thou shalt not suffer a witch to 
live. 
To live thou shalt not suffer a 
witch. 
To live a witch thou shalt not 
suffer. 

Picture of the "Evil Eye" armed 
with claws and crab-like 
mandibles, etc., on which are other 
letters and magic words. 

  

A witch to live thou shalt not 
suffer. 
A witch thou shalt not suffer to 
live. 
Not a witch shalt thou suffer to 
live. 

  In the center the words "El 
Shaddai," i.e. "God Almighty" 
followed by six lines of 
Kabbalistic words, the last of 
which is "Keep," or "Preserve," 
i.e. "Protect." 

  

Note: A remarkable thing in this charm is the omission of the names of the four angels, 
Gabriel, Michael, Raphael, and Uriel. 

 Reference: 

file:///Users/williambjoraker/Desktop/JewishThought%20.WV.TKU/Folk-
lore%20of%20the%20Holy%20Land_%20Ideas%20and%20Superstitions_%20Translation%20of%20a%
20Jewish%20Amulet.html  
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All religious, spiritual, occult, and supernatural phenomena, as well as natural folk 
remedies and practices can be classified using this framework. The two major analogies: 
Organic (personal) and Mechanical (impersonal forces) divide the phenomena vertically. In 
the horizontal rows are three levels or zones: TOP is high cosmic belief systems. MIDDLE: 
trans-empirical realities of this world. BOTTOM: is the physical, empirical practices. 
Beliefs and practices of these zones do overlap and interact. (Hiebert & Shaw 1999:49) 
*Where in this framework would you place the beliefs and practices discussed in this article?  
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