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THE WORLDWIDE CHURCH OF GOD
(Matthew 10:5-15)

TEXT:  

SUBJECT:  Christian Cults


F.C.F:  
PROPOSITION:  
APPLICATION:

INTRODUCTION:

A.  On Sunday afternoons when I was growing up, we would sometimes turn on the television.  One of the regular programs I recall was a religious program that sought to explain odd features of the Bible.  This program made claims that I had never heard in church or Sunday School.  As I recall, one of the claims was that Jesus didn’t really die on Friday, but on Wednesday.  That put the resurrection, if you counted a full three days later, at Saturday, not Easter Sunday as I had always been taught.  The implication was that most of the churches, including my church, were mistaken and were teaching falsehood.  Another claim was that it was wrong to make crosses or wear a cross as jewelry.  “If your brother had been executed in an electric chair,” they reasoned, “would you wear a miniature electric chair as jewelry?” (I might say, “Yes, I would,” if my brother was the Son of God and by his execution he had saved all of his people from hell.)  

B.  This was my first introduction to the Worldwide Church of God, founded by Herbert W. Armstrong.  
I.  THE HISTORY OF THE WCG.


A.  Ruth Tucker likens the foundation of the Worldwide Church of God (WCG) to Mormonism founded about 100 years earlier by Joseph Smith.  Like Smith, Armstrong went into the woods to ask which of the denominations was correct, and where was the true church today.  And, like Joseph Smith, Herbert W. Armstrong demonstrated the same kind of unbridled egotism.  After his “conversion” and only a few months of person study of the Bible, Armstrong concluded that nobody else got it right, but that he alone had discovered the truth for the ages.  

B.  Herbert W. Armstrong has local roots.  He was born in Des Moines to Quaker parents in 1892.  He claims that he was an average student, but that he spent his afternoons in the library studying the great philosophers.  At the age of 16 he had a burning desire to go somewhere in his life, to become a great success.  He was convinced that advertising work was the way to make his fame and fortune.  For a time he worked in Chicago, then moved back to Iowa where he married his third cousin, Loma.


He experienced ups and downs in business, some success, only to be crushed in the Great Depression.  By the age of 30, he says he was “broken in spirit.”  He moved to the state of Oregon.  In 1926 he found himself and his family destitute, and he began to study the Bible.  His wife had been influence by a Seventh-Day Adventist woman, and demanded that they begin worshiping on Saturday.  Armstrong set out to prove from the Bible that his wife was wrong.  At this time he also studied the theory of evolution, and says he began to doubt even the existence of God.  


Eventually he rejected evolution, and also embraced Saturday worship.  At this point he says he committed his life to God.  Shortly afterward, his wife reported a vivid dream where Christ came to her, then turned into an angel, and announced that Christ was coming back soon.  Herbert Armstrong took this as a genuine call of God to be his special servant and herald of the Second Coming.  To show his arrogance, note that while Armstrong accepted this dream as a true call of God, he discounted such calls to others “99,999 out of 100,000 times.”  He declared that almost all of these visions and revelations to others were “pure imagination, some form of self-hypnosis or self-deception.”  He alone seemingly was the recipient of a true call from God.  

C.  In 1927, a year after his “conversion” Armstrong was baptized by a Seventh-Day Baptist, not SDA, minister.  And he later recalls that he was not baptized into that minister’s church but into Christ.  He then began his search for the “true church” which could only be a Seventh-Day church.  He eliminated the SDAs and the Seventh-Day Baptists and settled on the Church of God (Seventh-Day), which had its publishing headquarters in Stanberry, Missouri.  In 1928, two years after his conversion, he began preaching, and in 1931, he was ordained.  He soon had conflict with his denomination. On a minor point of doctrine, Armstrong declares that he had completely refuted their position.  They agreed he was write but refused to change their stance.  More seriously, he claims he had proved to them that the lost ten tribes of Israel settled in England and America, and that they were the true heirs of the promises of God.  The denominational officials refused to go along with him on this, which led to his disassociation with them in 1933.  He started his own ministry, The Radio Church of God, in 1934, and also began to distribute copies of his writings in mimeographed format, called The Plain Truth.  This small work continued to grow until 1946 when he launched a national and worldwide work.  

C.  As a further display of his individualism and arrogance, Armstrong rejected all other churches.  He declared that he had to leave his denomination in the early 1930s because it was thwarting his work.  “Never once, when I was working with any of these other ministers were any results apparent.  Yet never did God fail to grant good results, with people converted and baptized, when I was working alone.”  To put this into perspective, remember that Armstrong broke away from a tiny, little, unknown splinter group, and had the temerity to declare that it and every other group were completely wrong and that he alone got it right.  


“Jesus chose Paul, who was highly-educated, for spreading the gospel to the Gentiles.  He later raised up Peter Waldo, a successful businessman, to keep His truth alive during the Middle Ages.  In these last days…Jesus chose a man amply trained in the advertising and business fields to shoulder the mission—HERBERT W. ARMSTRONG.”  Elsewhere this would be called megalomania or perhaps paranoid schizophrenia with delusions of grandeur.  


“First, Jesus Christ began His earthly ministry at about age 30.  God took away my business and moved me from Chicago, started bringing me to repentance and conversion preparatory to inducing me into His ministry, when I was 30!

“Second, Jesus began the actual teaching and training of His original disciples for carrying His Gospel to the world in the year 27 A.D.  Precisely 100 time-cycles later, in 1927 A.D., He began my intensive study and training for carrying His same Gospel to all nations of today’s world….

 
“The actual ordination, or completing of the ordination and inducement of power for sending out the original disciples into the ministry occurred after 3 ½ years of intensive instruction and experience.  It was on the Day of Pentecost.  And the year was 31 A.D.  Exactly 100 time-cycles later, after 3 ½ years of intensive study and training, Christ ordained me to preach….This ordination took place at, or very near, the Day of Pentecost, 1931.”  

“Most Protestants assume…that the Protestant reformers purged out all the false doctrines and evil practices, and restored the pure faith once delivered.  But my shocking, disappointing, eye-opening discovery …revealed in stark plainness that both Catholic and Protestant teachings were in most basic points, the very opposite of the teachings of Christ, of Paul and of the original true Church.” 

II. DOCTRINAL DISTINCTIVES OF THE WCG.


A.  We have seen how these cultic groups must create some special “mark of distinction” to prove they are the only true church, that all other churches are false.  They cannot simply say, “We agree with Christian orthodoxy, because there already are numerous orthodox churches.  And then they are reduced to the hard work of “making disciples of all nations” as Christ commands.  The mark of distinction of the Mormons, for example, is the Book of Mormon and the continued revelations to Joseph Smith.  The mark of distinction of the SDAs is the special, Seventh-Day Sabbath and the secret return of Christ in 1844 to begin his “investigative judgment.”  The mark of distinction in the Jehovah’s Witnesses is its stance on the secret return of Christ in 1874 and his commissioning the JWs as his special witnesses, as well as their refusal to celebrate holidays or birthdays, to salute the flag or serve in the military, refusing blood transfusions, and (most seriously) denying the full divinity of Christ.  I have suggested that the only true “mark of distinction” apart from orthodox doctrine is the fruit of the Holy Spirit, the first of which is love.  


B.  For Armstrong, the “mark of distinction” which qualifies his group as the only true church, apart from his unbridled arrogance and egotism, is his curious and even dangerous position on doctrinal issues.  If he declares that “both Catholic and Protestant teachings were in most basic points, the very opposite of the teachings of Christ, of Paul and of the original true Church,” then he must demonstrate how his teachings are superior, or at least very different.  And so he did.


1.  Like the SDAs, Armstrong rejected Sunday worship in favor of Seventh-Day worship as a mark of distinction.  But there already were groups teaching this.  So now what?


2.  Like the JWs, Armstrong also denied the doctrine of the Trinity.  To Armstrong God the Father and God the Son were two beings in the same family of God, while the Holy Spirit was an impersonal force of God.  Those people who were saved would eventually join the God-family as Gods themselves.  

3.  Along with the weekly Sabbath, which became a test of true Christianity, Armstrong, re-instituted more Old Testament festivals and even the food laws, forbidding pork and shrimp and certain other meats.  


4.  As mentioned before, Armstrong popularized a current view that England and America (the Anglo-Saxon people) were the descendants of the ten lost tribes of Israel.  So white, Anglo-Saxons were the true heirs of Old Testament prophecies, not the Jews.  Part of the rationale for such Anglo-Israelism was to argue that “Saxons” refered to “Isaac’s sons:” “saac’s sons” = “Saxons.”  Which is linguistic nonsense.  Armstrong also claimed that the term “British” is a combination of the Hebrew for “covenant” (berith) and “man” (ish) or “berith-ish,” which Armstrong defines as “men of the covenant.”  In an issue of The Plain Truth dated June 1953, we find this startling claim:  “Herman L. Hoeh now reveals the astonishing fact that Elizabeth II actually sits on the throne of King David of ISRAEL—that she is a direct descendent, continuing David’s dynasty—the VERY THRONE on which Christ shall sit after His return…Elizabeth II was crowned ‘Queen of thy people Israel.’  Turning to the article by Hoeh, it clearly states that the throne upon which she was crowned (i.e. the “Stone of Scone,” lodged in Westminster Abbey) is really the stone which Jacob used for a pillow, which he took with him when he departed from Bethel, and which later came under the care of Jeremiah the Prophet, who took it with him to England, where it became the Coronation Stone for the British (Davidic) dynasty.” (W.P. Martin)    
 


Herbert W. Armstrong died in 1986 at the age of 93, leaving a denomination of 120,000, with an annual income of 200 million dollars, magazine circulation in the millions, and a television program that was one of the top two religious programs in the United States.  
III. A REMARKABLE TRANSFORMATION.


Why are we considering such a comparatively small and odd cult like Armstrong’s WCG?  It is only one third the size of our denomination, the PCA.  It is tiny compared to the Mormons (13 million worldwide) or the SDAs (15 million worldwide) or the JWs (6.6 million worldwide).  Even the rapidly shrinking Christian Science cult is larger than that (between 200,000-500,000 worldwide).  Why spend so much time on the WCG?  


1.  One reason is that it is yet another warning against personality worship.  Armstrong had a magnetic personality and an ego that overpowered others.  He was one of the first to combine this with slick advertising and packaging.  Today we have very popular “teachers” who are media personalities, who gain a tremendous following with a warped and truncated “Christian” message, like Joel Osteen, with reportedly 30,000 in attendance each week (that’s about a quarter of the size of the WCG at its heyday).  


2.  Another reason is that it warns us to study our Bibles carefully and learn our doctrine well.  Most of these cult leaders claim to have found the “true meaning” of the Bible.  But they treat the Bible like a bunch of unrelated words, phrases, and sentences in a fishbowl.  They pull out two or three or four from various parts of the Bible and string them together to come up with odd teachings that have no resemblance at all to the message of the Bible as an organic whole.  And these odd teachings become “the marks of distinction” which prove this church is the only true church, that all other churches are false and cannot save.  

3.  But the third reason why we are looking at the WCG is because of an astonishing development that took place after the death of its founder, Herbert W. Armstrong.  For the first time in modern history, an aberrant cult repented of its false doctrines and embrace the orthodox, biblical faith.  I’m going to simply quote from the church’s own documents, an article titled, “Transformed by Christ.”

	The New Worldwide Church of God

Jesus Christ changes lives. He can change an organization, too. This is the story of how the Lord changed the Worldwide Church of God from an unorthodox church on the fringes of Christianity, into an evangelical church that believes and teaches orthodox doctrines. The story involves both pain and joy. Thousands of members left the church. Income is less than one fourth of what it once was. But thousands of members are rejoicing with renewed zeal for their Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.

In 1986, shortly before he died, Herbert Armstrong appointed Joseph Tkach (pronounced Ta-cotch) to be his successor. Tkach had been a loyalist who supervised all the ministers. He did not have the magnetic personality that Armstrong did, and he assigned other people to present the television program and write the articles.

The church continued to grow slowly. In 1988, Tkach made minor doctrinal changes. He taught that it was permissible for members to go to doctors, take medicines, observe birthdays and wear cosmetics. He realized that many of the prophetic speculations, even though they made the television program and magazine interesting, couldn’t be proven from Scripture. 

Questions also arose about some of the things that Armstrong had written, and some of his books were withdrawn from circulation until further study could resolve the questions. Some members were troubled that the church was no longer teaching the same things that Armstrong had, and in 1989, several thousand members left to form a new church that preserved Armstrong doctrines.

In 1990, the church peaked at 133,000 in weekly attendance. More doctrinal changes were made as Tkach realized that more of Armstrong’s unusual beliefs, though sincere, were not biblical. The focus of the gospel is Jesus Christ and grace, not prophecy or the millennium. Budgetary reductions began to affect the television broadcast. More Armstrong literature was discontinued and/or edited.

In 1991, Tkach revised the church’s explanation of what it means to be born again, noting also that humans will never become Gods. He also announced a study about the modern identity of the lost ten tribes, and accepted the divinity of the Holy Spirit. Membership, attendance, and income began to decrease slowly. In 1992, income continued to decrease, and a prominent minister and a few thousand members left to form yet another church.

In 1993, the church accepted the doctrine of the Trinity. The church declared that the cross is not a pagan symbol, that it is not a sin to have illustrations of Jesus, and that Christians may vote. Such changes may seem inconsequential to most Christians, but each change was significant for WCG members because each change attacked strongly held beliefs about how we ought to express our devotion to God. Our identity was based in how we were different from others, so each change had to be explained from the Scriptures and had to explain how previous explanations were not correct.

In 1994, the television program was cancelled and employees were laid off. The church also explained to the members that true Christians can be found in other denominations. 

Many members did not accept these changes. After decades of understanding their identity as Christians in terms of Sabbath-keeping, and after making many sacrifices in order to keep the Sabbath, they could not easily accept the idea that it really didn’t matter. In 1995, hundreds of ministers and 12,000 members left to form a different denomination. Thousands more stopped attending any church, and many congregations were left with only half the members they used to have. Church income dropped another 50 percent, and hundreds of employees were laid off. Friends and families were split. It was a time of anguish and depression.

Something unexpected also happened: Many members, after struggling to understand the doctrinal change, began to experience a new sense of peace and joy through a renewed faith in Jesus Christ. Their identity was in him, not in the particular laws they kept. The Sabbath doctrine was changed in order to be more biblical; the result was that members became more spiritual. Members focused more on their relationship with Jesus Christ; they also had an increased interest in worship. Organizationally, the doctrinal changes had catastrophic results. But spiritually, they were the best thing that ever happened to the WCG.

Another major change also occurred in 1995: Joseph Tkach Sr. died after a brief battle with cancer. He designated his son, Joe, as his successor, and the board of directors honored this appointment. A few additional doctrines were changed later in 1995: The church officially rejected the doctrine that the Anglo-Saxons descended from the tribes of Israel, and the church permitted the observance of holidays such as Christmas and Easter.

Joseph Tkach Jr.

It was a tumultuous decade. Now, the Worldwide Church of God is about half the size it used to be. The television ministry, once one of the largest in America, is gone. The church’s magazine, Christian Odyssey, now goes to less than 20,000 subscribers. The number of employees at headquarters fell from 1,000 to 45. Our reduced income forced us to remove some pastors from the payroll, and lay pastors were appointed for small congregations.

Ambassador College/University closed because the church could no longer subsidize it, and its properties have been sold. The church’s properties in Pasadena were greatly underutilized and were sold in 2004. The denominational headquarters is now in Glendora, California.

Evangelical churches also re-evaluated their stance toward the WCG. One of the first friendly groups was the Haggard School of Theology at Azusa Pacific University. Fuller Theological Seminary also helped. Cult-watching groups such as the Christian Research Institute complimented the church when it accepted the doctrine of the Trinity. In 1995, more evangelicals embraced us as brothers in the faith. We cite the International Church of the Four Square Gospel in particular. We are grateful for those early gestures of reconciliation.

In 1996, Joe Tkach wrote an article apologizing to members and to all who were hurt by the church’s erroneous teachings and practices. He asked for forgiveness and cooperation. Also in 1996, Christianity Today published an article on the Worldwide Church of God —“From the Fringe to the Fold,” by Ruth Tucker. And in 1997, the church was accepted as a member of the National Association of Evangelicals. 
Our doctrinal changes took about 10 years—10 years of turmoil and tremendous reorientation. We all had to reorient ourselves, to reconsider our relationship with God. Our sharp drop in income required an immense change in organizational structure—and again, it was not easy, and it was not quick. In fact, the organizational restructuring took about as long as the doctrinal re-evaluation did. 

Every congregation was reorganized, too. Most have new pastors—often serving without pay. New ministries have developed, often with new ministry leaders. Multilevel hierarchies have been streamlined, and more members have taken active roles as churches have become involved in their local communities. Local church advisory councils are learning to work together to make plans and set budgets. It is a new start for us all. 


For further information on the history of the church, you may wish to consult one of the books listed below:

J. Michael Feazell, The Liberation of the Worldwide Church of God. Zondervan, 2001.

Joseph Tkach, Transformed by Truth. Multnomah, 1997 — this book is no longer in print, but is available on our website.
Walter Martin, Kingdom of the Cults. Bethany House, 1998, 2003. Earlier editions of this book were written before most of our doctrinal changes were made. The 1998 and 2004 editions have an appendix documenting our transition into orthodoxy. The introduction to the 1998 appendix is available at www.wcg.org/wn/98/98Apr/cult.htm.

George Mather and Larry Nichol, Rediscovering the PIain Truth. InterVarsity, 1997.

Ruth Tucker, “From the Fringe to the Fold: How the Worldwide Church of God Discovered the PIain Truth of the Gospel.” Christianity Today, July 15, 1996. This is available at http://www.wcg.org/lit/aboutus/media/fringe.htm 
 

For a chart showing our organizational roots, click here.
For a chart showing groups that have split off from us, click here.
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