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Willard M. Swartley. Jesus, Deliver Us: Evil, Exorcism, and Exousiai. Eugene, 
OR: Cascade, 2019.

Willard Swartley is one of the most significant Mennonite biblical scholars 
of the last fifty years. His main purpose in this book is to make the biblical-
theological case that Christian “deliverance ministry” (utilizing exorcistic 
practice to free individuals from the oppression of demonic powers) and 
“witness to the powers” (confronting and subverting the spiritual forces 
at work in social, political, and economic structures) are “two sides of the 
same coin” (2-3). He argues that both practices are rooted in the depiction 
of evil and God’s confrontation with it across the Testaments, culminating 
with God’s triumphant victory over all other powers through Jesus. The 
church, living in the light of Jesus’ lordship over all, is called to carry forward 
this victory. Swartley contends that confrontation with the (defeated) 
powers—both those that oppress individuals and those that seek to exert 
their destructive intent at a systemic level—is a biblically mandated, critical 
aspect of Christian praxis. Modeled upon how Jesus himself confronted his 
adversaries, such action takes the form of peacemaking.
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The book is divided into three parts. In Part 1, Swartley looks at the 
presence and diverse portrayals of evil in Scripture and how—although 
its basis (the call to trust in God) remains consistent—the response to evil 
in the OT is transformed in the NT. An analysis of the themes of evil and 
deliverance in the Psalms, Proverbs, and prophets provides a transition 
to Part 2, in which he systematically examines these themes across the 
NT canon: in Mark, Matthew, and Luke-Acts, the Pauline and Johannine 
corpora, and Hebrews and the General Epistles. 

Finally, in Part 3, Swartley examines the theology and practice of 
deliverance across church history: first, in terms of the early church’s varied 
responses to the diverse ways evil was understood to manifest itself in the 
world; then, with chapters focused on responses to “the powers” and demonic 
oppression; and last, with an exhortation to the church to embrace a “holistic 
approach to Jesus’ victory over evil” by perceiving how these practices share 
the same biblical foundation.

What is most impressive here is the formidable amount of source 
material with which Swartley engages. His lifetime of studying the 
biblical texts pays rich dividends, as he ranges widely across their breadth, 
demonstrating how evil and God’s confrontation with it are deeply woven 
into the language and narrative of the Bible. The book’s concluding chapters, 
which  uphold the centrality of the Scriptures but focus primarily on historical 
and sociological matters, are also impressive. For instance, the author’s 
examination of the central place of exorcistic/deliverance language within 
early catechetical practice powerfully sets forth the belief that to “become 
a Christian” meant stepping out from under the rule of one authority and 
transferring  allegiance to a new Lord (221-28). Much of Swartley’s passion 
for this topic is presumably due to his own experience with deliverance 
ministry, and the personal testimony he includes is powerful (e.g., 125-26, 
146-47).

However, the book’s range and diversity present a challenge, namely 
the need for a clear framework onto which to map the abundance of 
information presented. Unfortunately, Swartley rarely indicates how a given 
chapter contributes to the book’s overall purpose. Moreover, where he does 
make such references, he articulates his goals in subtly diverse ways (see, e.g., 
33, 34, 131, 298). The result is that the book reads at times as an exhaustive 
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presentation of the biblical data on a theme, without a consistent sense of 
what is being argued by means of it.

Nevertheless, the author builds a strong biblical-theological foundation 
for his emphatic exhortation to the church to take deliverance ministry more 
seriously. This includes the necessity of being more open to the possibility 
of demonic oppression in people’s lives. Commendably, he makes this case 
without minimizing the significance of mental illness and its effects, stating 
that “The ideal is for medical and spiritual healers to cooperate. Each needs 
the diagnostic abilities of the other” (264).

However, while Swartley displays admirable nuance in such an 
exhortation, in other places this seems absent, most notably when he 
directly associates demonic influence with things like heavy metal music 
and films or stories involving witchcraft/wizardry (e.g., 262-63). To imply 
that all such artistic expressions are inherently dangerous because of some 
kind of Satanic association is reductionistic; to name an epic fantasy like The 
Lord of the Rings trilogy (298 n. 52, referencing the work of Andrew Hardy 
et al.) suggests ignorance of the deeply Christian foundations of Tolkien’s 
incredible body of literature. Finally, it must also be noted that a number of 
missteps overlooked in the editorial process distract from, and even confuse, 
points the author is trying to make.

With Jesus, Deliver Us, Swartley addresses an aspect of biblical theology 
all too often overlooked in contemporary Christian discourse, conclusively 
demonstrating its presence in the Scriptures, and making a convincing case 
for its centrality to the calling placed upon those who follow the resurrected 
and exalted Lord Jesus. For anyone seeking insight into the biblical portrayal 
of evil, deliverance, and the significance of these themes for the life and 
thought of the church today, this volume will be of great value.
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