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3 Acts Lesson 3 Handout – Do you believe in Magic 

St Luke makes use of the episode of Simon the magician to show the 
difference between the genuine miracles worked by the apostles in the name 
of Jesus and with his authority, and the real or apparent wonders worked by a 
charlatan: “As in the time of Moses, so now the distinction is made between 
different kinds of prodigies. Magic was practiced, but it was easy to see the 
difference between it and genuine miracles. […] Unclean spirits, in great 
numbers, went out of possessed people, protesting as they went. This showed 
that they were being expelled. Those who practiced magic did just the 
opposite: they reinforced the bonds that bound the possessed” (St John 
Chrysostom, In Acta Apostolorum, 18, 3). 

Magic (an attempt to control occult forces) and superstition (a false 
conception about what causes things or belief/practice based on ignorance, a 
fear of the unknown, trusting in magic or chance) are symptoms of debased or 
corrupt religion. Natural religion in and of itself is a legitimate and necessary 
search for God in a desire to worship him. It is cleansed and perfected by 
supernatural revelation, whereby God seeks man out, to satisfy and heal his 
inner restlessness and raise him up and steer him in the right direction. 
Without such supernatural intervention, natural religion can easily lose its 
original impulse and become useless or even harmful. Simon’s behavior 
seems indicative of this breakdown: he believes, is baptized and follows Philip 
(v. 13) but he does not understand how true religion works (8:18–19). Still, he 
has a certain piety; he does ask the apostles to pray to the Lord for him (8:24). 
But without the help of revelation, man at best can only stumble blindly after 
God (see 17:27). The difficulty pagans had in arriving at the whole truth (in 
religion or philosophy) was something that the first Christian apologists noted: 
“Our teaching surpasses all human teaching because the fullness of the Word 
has been given to us in Christ, who was revealed body, soul and word. All the 
just and noble principles defined by philosophers and lawmakers are the traces 
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of the Word that they have been able to discern; and it is because they do not 
know the Word, who is Christ, that they so often contradict one another” (St 
Justin, Apologia, 2, 7, 3).1 

Divination is the attempt to foresee the future by occult means. The Catechism 
of the Catholic Church teaches (Par 2116-2117), “All forms of divination are 
to be rejected: recourse to Satan or demons, conjuring up the dead or other 
practices falsely supposed to “unveil” the future. Consulting horoscopes, 
astrology, palm reading, interpretation of omens and lots, the phenomena of 
clairvoyance, and recourse to mediums all conceal a desire for power over 
time, history, and, in the last analysis, other human beings, as well as a wish to 
conciliate hidden powers. They contradict the honor, respect, and loving fear 
that we owe to God alone. 

All practices of magic or sorcery, by which one attempts to tame occult 
powers, so as to place them at one’s service and have a supernatural power 
over others—even if this were for the sake of restoring their health—are 
gravely contrary to the virtue of religion. These practices are even more to be 
condemned when accompanied by the intention of harming someone, or when 
they have recourse to the intervention of demons. Wearing charms is also 
reprehensible. Spiritism often implies divination or magical practices; the 
Church for her part warns the faithful against it. Recourse to so-called 
traditional cures does not justify either the invocation of evil powers or the 
exploitation of another’s credulity.2 

 

 
1 The Navarre Bible: New Testament (pp. 481–482). (2008). Four Courts Press; Scepter 
Publishers. 

2 Catholic Church. (2000). Catechism of the Catholic Church (2nd Ed., pp. 513–514). 
United States Catholic Conference. 
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