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INTRODUCTION TO THE CHRISTIAN CULTS
(Colossians 2:16-23)

TEXT:  

SUBJECT:  Christian Cults


F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  
APPLICATION:

INTRODUCTION:


A.  We are beginning tonight a series of studies on “Christian” cults.  By “Christian” cults, I do not mean that these groups should be accepted as authentically Christian and welcomed into the fellowship of believers, but only that they are unorthodox groups which claim to be “Christian,” and in many cases, the only true version of Christianity.  This message is an introductory message, and so in this introduction we will do introduction kinds of things like defining our terms, defending the reason for studying this subject, scoping out our game plan for our study, and perhaps trying to create a little interest in the subject by showing its importance and timely relevance (Republican presidential hopeful Mitt Romney is a Mormon, for example, and Mormonism is one of the larger and more rapidly-growing Christian cults).    

B.  This study is (to me) quite fascinating.  One of the reasons for this is that it deals with history and human stories.  In it we find colorful characters who were and still are able to convince the gullible, and also astonishing stories of mislaid trust and betrayal, of the ultimate loss of those who believed in and were ensnared by the empty promises of the devious and sometimes the sheer ravings of the demented.   

C.  And all of this serves a sobering warning to avoid false teaching and to pursue diligently every facet of God’s truth.  To be forewarned is to be fore-armed, so the saying goes.  Or, as the Apostle Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 12:1:  “I do not want you to be uninformed.”  So here we go.
I.  WHAT IS A CULT?


A.  The term “cult” is considered to be so pejorative and demeaning that some suggest it not be used.  Others humorously define a cult as any group whose beliefs differ from my own.  But this humorous definition does point us in the right direction.  At its heart, a cult is a group whose beliefs are so different and defective that it places itself outside the circle of orthodoxy.  To understand this better, we should distinguish between religions, denominations, sects, and cults.  

A religion is a separate, sharply-defined, self-contained, and sustained system of spiritual beliefs and practices.  Islam, for example, is a religion, as are Buddhism, Hinduism, and Christianity.  They consciously see themselves as separate and distinct:  Christians do not purport to be Buddhist, for example, and Islam is quite sure it is not the same as Hinduism.  Only theological liberalism would make such claims, but that is another subject.  This is the way that students of religion would speak:  Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism are all world religions.  Of course, biblical Christians would take exception to this and declare that there is only one true religion, the biblical faith, and that all other “religions” are but weak, man-made counterfeits.  

Each of these religions could be divided further into large subgroups, branches of the tree of each separate world religion.  Christianity could be divided between Orthodoxy, Roman Catholicism, and Protestantism.  The bough of Protestantism could be further divided into branches such as Lutheran, Reformed, and the later Anabaptists.  And yet attached to this bough are other smaller branches, some mere twigs, of what we might call sects, those groups whose beliefs differ from the established denominations, but which do not yet rule them out of the circle (or off the tree, to continue the metaphor).  


And, to be perfectly clear, I would consider the Reformed branch of the Protestant bough of the Christian tree, to be the true tree itself, and all of the rest to be in some way divergent branches away from and out of conformity with the truth.  Each of these other denominations is more or less true, but those in the reformed camp are the closest to the center (otherwise we would become something else, whatever we considered to be closer to the center, right?).  


Now the sticks and broken branches that have fallen off the tree are what we should term the cults.  They may have begun as a part of the tree, and many of them did.  But they became so aberrant and defective that they cut themselves off.  Yet they still claim to be a part of the tree, and in many cases they alone ARE the tree, and all else has fallen away.  But a cult is a group purporting to be Christian which is so defective in its beliefs and practice as to place it outside the circle of orthodox Christianity.  A cult should be understood to be not a part of the true church, but a false church teaching damnable lies.  There may be sincere Christians on their way into heaven who are in these false churches, but the church itself is no church at all.  This is the theological definition of a cult, examining its official teachings and submitting them to judgment by the standard of Scripture alone.  By this definition, Roman Catholicism and Protestant Liberalism are both “cults.”  Quoting Gordon Lewis of Denver Seminary, “A cult, then, is any religious movement which claims the backing of Christ or the Bible, but distorts the central message of Christianity 1) an additional revelation, and 2) by displacing a fundamental tenet of the faith with a secondary matter.” (quoted in Hanegraaff, Christianity in Crisis, 43)

B.  There is another way people define cults, and that is sociologically.  In the latter half of the 20th Century, sociologists began to explore new religious groups which purportedly exercised an undue and negative influence over its members.  I’m quoting Hank Hanegraaff:  “According to religion observer J. Gordon Melton, the 1970s saw the emergence of ‘secular anti-cultists’ who ‘began to speak of “destructive cults,” groups which hypnotized or brainwashed recruits, destroyed their ability to make rational judgments and turned them into slaves of the group’s leader.’  Cults of this variety are viewed as both deceptive and manipulative, with the groups’ leadership exercising control over virtually every aspect of the members’ lives.  Furthermore, converts are typically cut off from all former associations—including relatives and friends—and are expected to give their complete devotion and loyalty, and commitment to the cult. Examples of cults labeled as sociologically destructive range from the Hare Krishnas to Reverend Sun Myung Moon’s Unification Church to the Family of Love led by ‘Moses’ David Berg.” (Christianity in Crisis, 43)  


For the most part, we are going to consider cults as defined by the first definition, those groups whose doctrine is so defective as qualify as false churches.  

C.  The “Christian” cults are very different from one another, some stressing a rigorous morality, others tending toward sexual license and immorality.  And yet the cults all bear similar marks.  Anthony Hoekema cites five characteristics common to the cults. (p. 379ff)

1.  An extra-biblical source of authority.  This has been called, “The Bible in the left hand.”  Most cults are not so foolish as to dismiss the Scriptures, or they would instantly lose credibility.  But what they will do is to have some other source of authority in the left hand which will overrule the Bible in their right hand, and usually this greater authority is the writings or teachings of their leader, be it Joseph Smith, Mary Baker Eddy, or Ellen G. White.  As we consider the cults we will pay close attention their source of authority.


2.  A second feature common to the cults is the denial of justification by grace alone.  Salvation is no longer a gift of God’s free grace received by the undeserving sinner, but a reward somehow earned by the faithful in keeping the rules or achieving the requirements.  Most every Christian cult teaches that salvation must be earned by our good works and especially by following the rules of the teacher.


3.  A third distinctive is that Christ is in some way devalued.  The classic Christian understanding of God as three-in-one, a tri-unity of three persons in one God is almost always denied by the cult.  Jesus is a mere man, or the first created being, or is part God the Father and part human.  Of course this follows the previous point because if Jesus Christ is not true man and true God, then we have no Savior, and must save ourselves, even if it’s by following Jesus’ better example. 

4.  A fourth feature is the group is the exclusive community of the saved.  The cult’s teacher is usually depicted as one who has been especially appointed by God to restore the church back to it’s perfect, primitive state.  Many of the cults will teach that the church took a wrong turn right after the days of the apostles, but that God is now restoring the true church through this special group.  So only those who are a part of this special group are a part of the true church.  Which leads us to the fifth commonality.


5.  This group’s central role in eschatology, that is in the culmination of history.  God has appointed this leader or this group at the end of the age in order make up for some deficiency in the formal church.  The formation of this group, then, is God’s last act before the coming kingdom, and this group is a final “John the Baptist” issuing one last call before the end.  Its leader may be considered a re-incarnation of Christ, who is just about to be revealed and take control.  


Hopefully as we consider each group, we will assess them from each of these five criteria.  

II. WHY STUDY THE CULTS?  


So why should we study the cults? Is there anything more in this study than a mere exploration of odd groups and curious beliefs? Shouldn’t we be studying the Bible instead?  Well, of course, we will be studying the Bible as we consider what the cults claim and compare it to the Scriptures.  

A.  But what we must see is that the Bible itself warns against false teaching and the cults of the first century.  And the church is specifically commanded to prepare for and to refute the false teachings of the cults of our own day.  Earlier I read from Colossians 2:16-23.  There we find St. Paul warning the Christians in Colosse against the false teachings of cult leaders there, those who “major on the minors” and stress the unimportant matters of ceremonial food and drink, festivals and Sabbaths.  He cautions against those who teach a fascination with angels or who create unbiblical rules about undergoing severe, voluntary deprivations.  In other words, there were some cult-like groups in operation in the first century, and in every century, and we should beware them.  And the eldership of the church is especially to keep watch against these falsehoods and refute them, so says Titus 1:9-11:  “9  He (the ruling elder) must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it. 10  For there are many who are insubordinate, empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of the circumcision party. 11  They must be silenced, since they are upsetting whole families by teaching for shameful gain what they ought not to teach.”

B.  A second reason why we should study the cults is that exposing the false helps to clarify the true.  I know that it is not politically correct to suggest that someone’s deeply-held religious views are false, but if there are no false beliefs then there are no true beliefs because they contradict each other and cancel each other out.  

This is the way we have come to understand more clearly some of the most central doctrines of our faith.  So an Arius came along and taught that Jesus was merely a created being and not the co-equal and eternal Son of God.  Athanasius rose up to dispute him, to accuse him of error, and after the debate we understood more clearly the true nature of the Son of God.  Or Pelagius rose up after him and taught that we must earn our salvation by following the better example of Jesus.  Augustine stood to oppose him, and we understood more clearly from Scripture the doctrine of salvation by grace alone through faith alone on account of Christ alone.  As we study the false beliefs of these aberrant groups, we will come to understand and appreciate our biblical faith more clearly.


C.  We should also study the cults as a graphic warning against the tendency of personality worship in the church.  We are Americans, and to be Americans today is to be infatuated with personalities, with celebrities.  So we drool over the latest news about Oprah, or J-lo, or Bradjelina.  Much of this build up toward the caucuses has been the rush to create a personality or persona for the candidate, to convince us that the candidate is some kind of celebrity, worthy of our loyalty.  Most of the cults we will consider were born in the USA.  And most of them center around charming individuals who used their personal charisma to ensnare people, whether they were well-intentioned or not.  You can be grateful that your pastor has little personality.  But it is a sobering reminder that we should avoid Christian celebrityism and always focus on Christ. 


D.  A fourth reason we should study the cults is that it helps us take stock; it forces us to do some serious self-evaluation.  Anthony Hoekema begins his book on the cults with these words.  “You may have heart the expression, ‘The cults are the unpaid bills of the church.’  Though this statement does not tell the whole story, there is a great deal of truth in it.  Cults have sometimes arisen because the established churches have failed to emphasize certain important aspects of religious life, or may have neglected certain techniques.  Though one may assign many reason for the rapid growth of the cults, one reason we may be sure of:  people often find in the cults emphases and practices which they miss in the established churches.”  He does not suggest that therefore the cults are right and the churches are wrong, but he does go on to gently chide the church for a lack of commitment and zeal that one often finds in the rapidly growing cults.  And we will do the same toward the end of our study.   

So that brings us to the last of our questions:
III. HOW SHALL WE THEN STUDY?


What will be our format and schedule for this study of the Christian cults?

A.  First of all let me tell you my sources.  I have no firsthand experience with any cults, so I must lean on the expertise of others.  I find greatest help in three resources, The Four Major Cults by Anthony Hoekema, former theology professor at Calvin Seminary. There is a slightly newer work by Ruth Tucker, one of my old profs at Trinity, titled, Another Gospel:  Alternative Religions and the New Age Movement.  And there is an older work by J.K. Van Baalen called, The Chaos of Cults:  A Study in Present-Day Isms.”  And finally, there is the recognized standard in cult studies by Walter Martin, The Kingdom of the Cults.  I will be reading all of these and supplementing the study as need be.  On the main facts about each of these cults there is little disagreement or dispute.

B.  I want to say that there are simply too many cults to consider them all thoroughly.  So we will pick and choose, focusing on the larger and more established cults, but also some with local interest like the Two by Twos and a movement that is certainly not a cult, but which has some cult-like features, the Cursillo movement.  Roman Catholicism and theological liberalism are simply too large to include in a study like this.  And so, I give you the schedule in your handout.  

January 6
Introduction to Christian Cults

January 13
Ancient Christian Cults

January 20
The Fields That Foster Falsehood

January 27
Classic Cults #1:  Mormonism

February 3
Classic Cults #2:  Seventh-Day Adventism

February 10
Classic Cults #3:  Christian Science

February 17
Classic Cults #4:  Jehovah’s Witnesses

February 24
Classic Cults #5:  Two by Twos

March 2

Classic Cults #6:  Armstrongism

March 9

The Word of Faith Movement

March 23
Cursillo

March 30
Non-Christian Cults:  Moonies, New Age, 



LGATs

April 6

Dealing with the Cults

April 13

What We Can Learn from the Cults
  


So, if this meets with your approval (and even if it doesn’t) we will forge ahead.  And Lord willing, I will stay with this schedule.  
CONCLUSION


Let me conclude by apologizing ahead of time that this study will not be as complete or as in depth as I would hope it could be.  The subject is fascinating, but also timely, and of great importance as in the church distinctions become blurred and truth become blunted, its sharp corners worn down so that in the end our faith becomes smooth and shapeless, less offensive, but also less saving.  

And our focus will always be, Lord willing, the glory of God in the face of his fully divine Christ, the Lord and head of the church, and only Savior who had purchased salvation for us helpless sinners, all of which are revealed in the holy Scriptures of the inerrant and infallible Old and New Testaments, our only rule for faith and practice, the eternal Word of God written.  

____________________________________________________________________________________________


