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Therefore, my belo .... ed brethren, be steadfast, immo\'able, alv.-ays 
abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your roil is not 
in vain in the Lord. 

1 Corinthians 15:58 
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Introduction 

I am a liberal Democrat with a foul mouth and a bad temper. I 
have spent the last fifteen years as a retc\' ision writer (Moon
lighung, HiU Street Blues) and a creative consultant (Roseanne, 
Grace Under Fire), promoting the culture of sex and violence 
corrupting the moral fabric of America .... I believe in the theory 
of evolution; I'd go to war to keep prayer out of public schools; 
and from what I've observed of American fami ly values, I 
\youldn'[ wish them on Jack the Ripper .... [Additionall}'J I don't 
believe the Bible is the "literal and inemmt Word of God." I 
think it 's a book .... Salvation. I don't mm\' what that means . 
. . . IFlrankly, the word saved makes me cringe unless it's being 
med to describe someone pulled from a burning car. Here's my 
bottom line on the whole issue: .Any god who would send Gandhi 
(or for that matter George Bums) to hell for not having accepted 
Jesus as his persona! savior is not someone I'd wam to spend a 
day with, much ie.-.s all of eternity ... . The point is, I am a pretty 
average Christian. 

Karen Hall 
television writer l 

I became a born1again believer in 1979 at the age of seventeen. 1 can 
still remember how ferventl .. · I told my friends aboU[ Christ, how . . 
shocked my parents looked when I began heading OUt the door on 
Sunday mornings "all dressed up for church," and how unabashedly 
I passed out Jesus Is [he Answer tracts to surprised strangers quietly 
munching tasty treats at my favarite neighborhood hangout-Mr. 
Donut. l also can recall how encouraging and exciting it was whenever 
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12 INTRODUCTION 

a new acquaintance said [0 me, ''I'm a Christian mo." Simply put, 
those were the good old days. 

I have since made two important discoveries. First, not everyone 
wants to hear aoout Jesus Christ. Some individuals, in fact. can be 
quite adamant when expressing themselves on this point. Second, 
~ot everyone whodaims to be a Christian really is a Christian (Matt. 
/: 15, 21 -23~ . My iarret discovery may be more obvious today than 
ever before. False believers are so common within ou r society that 
the word Christian has lost virtually all of its theologica l spec ificit;,_ 

In previous centuries, of course, iliings were different. For hun
dreds of years it was widely understood that a "Chriscian" was some
one who embraced the doctrines oud ined and defined by one or more 
of the church's creeds (statements of belief). Some of the most well 
known and popular include the Apostles' Creed in its various forms 
(.>\.0. 341, 350, 354-430, 390, 570, fifth-si-xth century), the Nicene 
Creed (A.D. 325), the Niceno-Constaminopo!imn Creed (A.D. 381), 
the Chalcedonian Creed (A.D. 45 1), and the Athanasian Creed 
(eighth- ninth century). tThese official affirmat ions of faith provided 
a.standard by which a pe~n's religious beliefs could be judged as 
either orthodox or heretical. The declarations gave a clear and con
cise expression of those doctrines, which, if confessed by an individ
ual, placed h im or her within the Christian communi[),. 

Until the 1800s such articles offaim served as fa irlv accurate stan
dards by which one cou ld determine the validity of a~other person's 
Christian profession.' But the doctrinal significance of all the creeds 
began to dramatically decrease as newly formed, non-Christian reli
gious groups started using biblical terminology "but in an entirelv dif
fe rent sense from that intended by the \\'firers of Scripture."31 . 

Consider Monnonism, also known as the Church of Jesus Christ 
ofL:acter-day Saints (LDS) , which was founded in the 1830s by Joseph 
Smith. Mormons claim to believe in both God the Father and Jesus 
Christ. Consequently, their church is often mought of as JUSt another 
Christian denomination. In reality, however, the LDS view of God 
the Father and of Jesus Christ differs .radically from that of true Chris
tianity. Unlike Christians, Mormons maintain that heavenly Father 
is a spiritually advanced man who produces spirit children via celes
tial sex With a heavenly wife. Jesus, according to LDS doctrine, is one 
of these children. He is also said co be the spirit-brother of Lucifer.4 

l i\'TRODUCTJON 13 

This practice of theological term switching is regularly used by 
non-Christians co promOte their churches, religious communes, and 
"Bible studies ." Some of these groups--usually referred to either as 
cults or new religious movement&---have been able to attract millions 
of followers. In his landmark book The Kingdom of lhe CultS, Dr. Wai
ter Manin made a very important observation regarding word usage 
by cults. 

The average non-Christian cult owes its very existence to me fact that 
it has utilized the terminology of Christi an it)' [e.g., Jesus Christ, God, 
salvation), has borrowed liberally from the Bible, almost always OUt of 
comext, and sprinkled 1[5 forma t with evangelical cliches and terms 
wherever possible or advantageous .... [T)his has been a highly suc
cessful attempt to represent their respective systems of thought as 
~Christian . "1 

Unfortunately a grO\ving number of people are starting co view non
Christian cults as legitimate forms of Christianity. Religion scholars at 
American seminaries and universities, for example, are teaching that 
it is spiritually naive and intellectually narrow-minded not to recog
nize as Christian any groupdaiming to be Christian, even if that group's 
doctrinal views bear little resemblance to historical Christianit)o:6 

Furthermore, several mainstream denominations (Episcopalians, 
Presb~, tcrians, United Methodists, ete.) are granting membership and 
ministerial credentials to persons who openly reject key biblical doc
trines such as the virgin birth, Christ 's de ity, Jesus' resurrection, and 
salvation by grace through faith. ' No one, it seems, is to be excluded 
from the Christian category if that is the category in which they wish 
to Ix included. 

It is not surprising that cults and new religious movements, under 
the guise of "Chriscianiry," are gaining converts at alarmingly rapid 
rates. It is also no surprise that a 1996 survey by the Bama Research 
Group found that eight out of ten (84 percent) persons claiming to 

be born-again believers held nonbiblical views on at least one of eight 
statements concerning key doctrines of the Christian faith . Thirry
nine percent of those surveyed agreed that "if a person is generally 
good, or does enough good things for others during their life, they 
will earn a place in heaven." Thirty percent stated that "Jesus Christ 
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was a great teacher, but he did not come back ro physical life arrer he 
was crucified." In many cases, according to this survey, "the beliefs of 
born-again Christians were not tOO different from those of non
Christian Americans."~ 

Clearly, the secular community and the Christian church are suf. 
fering from a severe lack of understanding when it comes to arrha
dox ChriHian beliefs and the wayculrs and new religious movements 
distort them. It is my hope that Defending me Faith will dispel at least 
some of this confusion in a concise, easy-to-understand fashion that 
is both thought-provoking and user-friendly. 

Persons unfamiliar with biblical doctrine and/or non·Christian 
cults should note that this book is not a technical manual on theol
ogy, nor is it a scholarly volume meant ro foster debate among high
minded academicians. It is a beginner's guide. lr should, therefore, 
provide a relatively easy path on which even the most doctrinally 
insecure Christian can safely walk while journeying toward an under
standing of the essential Christian beliefs that the cults deny. 

Un like most books on cults, Defending lhe FaiUt does not cake a 
cult~by-culr approach . Instead, the church's creeds will serve as an 
outline for our text. Each chapter explains one Christian belief, then 
goes on (0 show how that one belief is twisted by today's various cults 
and new religiOUS movements. Before diving imo doctrine, however, 
a few basics about the world of che cults mustn.rst be discussed. These 
cult basics will be me subject of part 1. 

• 

Part I 

People think that ... it's only the dregs of society who 
get iore cul~, but mat is simply not mJe: '. ' : Almost 
everybody, at somc timc, is '\ulnerable to Jommg these 
groups. 

Margaret Singer, Ph.D. 
University ofCalifom ia, Bcrkc\cy 

Christians have a worldview that is based on Scripture. 
Branch Davidiaru have this same kind of thin!:. The}' 
have a presuppositional base, a worldvicw set in their 
minds mrough which they interpret evel),ming. All the 
infonnation they receive mey put through this inter
pretational system .. .. \Vhen they start to get ~nf~rma
don that would normallr indicate, or should mdlcate, 
"\Vell, wait a minute, this is wrong, thi~ is false, some
thing's funny here," instead mey interpret it by running 
through meir processing system and figure a way OUt of 
the dilemma. They'd work it out to where they'd think, 
"No, mis is okay. This is God's doing. God \\-'Orks in mys
terious .... -ays," and then blah, blah, blah. So, this idea 
mat me .. were mindless, unthinking people is n ot [rue. 
They th~ught a \0[. They did a IQ{ of thinking,. a lot.of 
analy: ing, and a lot of data processing, but melT entire 
base, their entire world ... ·iew, their presupposit ional base 
was completely cra.."')'.1t was false . 

David Bunds 
former Branch Davidian 
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R [lear and Present Danger 

Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to re-
peat it. 

George Santayana (1 863-1952 ) 
Spanish philosopher! 

The 1990s may go down in history as the decade of cults. Consider a 
few of the newspaper headlines that appeared during this era: "4 Fed~ 
eral Agents Killed in Shootout \vi th C ult in Texas"; "Swiss Cult's 
Bizarre Last Act Leaves '\Va.x Mu.seum' of Death"; "Secretive Japa
nese Cult Linked to Germ Weapons Plan."2 

Not since the 1978 mass murder-suicide of more than nine hun
dred people at Jones(Own, Guyana, has cult awareness throughout 
the world been so high. Concerned individuals everywhere, although 
separated by distance, cultural background, and social status, are ask· 
ing the same qUe5tion: How can I protect myself and my loved ones 
from the destructive influence of religious cults! 

Before answering this question, a review of the most recent cult, 
related tragedies is necessary. Only by familiarizing ourselves with 
these horrors can we understand the importance of confronting cults 
and the Christian's responsibility to bring doctrinal enlightenment 
to persons lost in cultic belief systems (2 Tirn. 2:24-26). A look back 
will be our first step fonvard inw the destructive world of the cults. 

17 
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CULT BASlCS 

Korean Devastation 

I an."(iously waited in my car for B. j. Oropeza, a fellow author with 
an extensive background in ministering to cultists. It was slightly 
before 11:00 P.~., and me streetS ofPasadena, California, were nearl" 
deserted. I had been there for more than an hour. Jus~ as I was abou~ 
to call it quits and head home. a battered Yuga turned the corner and 
puBed up beside me. 

"I thought you weren't going ro make it, " I grumbled, rolling dovm 
my window. 

S. J .'s reply was surprisingly calm: "It's not even eleven o'clock vet." 
Interpreting his unhurried attitude as a mark of experience, I ~ver

looked his tardiness and proceeded ro follow him to our destination. 
A half hour later we were standing outside a Korean church situated 
~n ~ desolate rood in downtown Los Angeles. According to worshipers 
inSide the old bui lding, Jesus' second coming and the departure of all 
~hristians to heaven would take place with in thirty minutes. Secu
m y guards stationed outside (he church faci lity had been instructed 
to prevent nonmembers from entering. As a resu(c, B. ). and I were 
forced to wait in the cold evening air for Jesus' midnight arrival. 

But the Lord never came. Only a few relatives of church membeC5 
showed up to console loved ones who might leave the late-nioht reli
gious service after realizing that doomsday was not going to "'materi
altze. That evening brought to a close nearly two years of misguided 
hopes and planned deception. It was a tragic tale that firs t gained 
national attention through a full -page ad appearing in the October 
20, 1991 , issue of USA Today: 

RAPTURE 
OCTOBER 28, 1992 

JESUS IS COMING IN 
THE AIR 

This was only one of many warnings distributed by Bible-based 
groups associated with the Korean H),oo-go ("Rapture") movement. 
One sect predicted that beginning on October 28, 1992, "50 million 
people will die in earthquakes, 50 million from collapsed buildings, 
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1.4 billion from World W·ar III and 1.4 billion from a separate 
Armageddon. ,,~ 

The instigating force behind the fear-filled movement was Lee Jang 
Rim's Korean best-seller Geuing Close to the End, which promoted an 
October 28, 1992, date fo r the end of che world. Churches involved 
in the movement included Rim's Dami Church (known in the United 
States as Mission for the Coming Days), Taberah World Mission, 
Shalom Church, and Maranatha Mission Church. The number of 
followers reportedly fluctuated between t\venty thousand and one 
hundred thousand.4 

Adherents to the movement appealed to numerous sources in addi
tion to Rim's teachings to support their doomsday deadline. One 
brochure, produced by Taberah World Missions, borrowed a [\\'isred 
time calculation made by American prophecy pundit Jack Van Impe.5 
Divine revelations given to a rwelve·year-old boy named Bang-ik Ha 
also were used to confirm the October dace.6 

As ''the end" drew nearer, social disruption mounted in South 
Korea. Believers quit their jobs, sold their homes, abandoned their 
families, and ran up debts. Several pregnant women reportedly had 
abortions"so they would not be too heavy to be lifted to heaven" and 
at least four followers "committed suicide before October 28."7 Police 
agenCies, nre companies, and ambulances were all placed on alert in 
an effort to pte ... ·ent a second Jonestown. 

When the predicted date fmally arrived, thousands gathered in 
churches around the world, especially in Korea, to await their glori~ 
ous depanure into the heavens. The South Korean government 
responded by dispatching fifteen hundred riot police to Mission for 
the Coming Days, one of Seoul's largest Hyoo-go churches. Fifteen 
minutes after the deadline passed, Rev. Chang Man-Ho-pastor of 
the Mission for the Coming Days--took the pulpit and simply said, 
"Nothing has happened. Sorry. Let's go home."s 

Loyal followers were outraged and brokenheaned. Many began 
weeping unconrroUably. Some physically attacked the preachers who 
had misled them. One distraught member tearfuttycommented, "Gcx:I 
lied to US." 9 Months after the disappointment, parents were st ill 
searching for children "who were kidnapped and taken to moumain 
hideouts by some of the more radical rapture sects."!i."l 
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Fort).'~six.year-old Lee Jang Rim was eventually sentenced by a 
Korean court to [WO years in prison for "defrauding believers out of 
four million dollars and illegally possessing United States currency. "11 

His conviction and the movement's failed prophecy left the Korean 
community shocked and emotionally shattered. Bm four months later 
their sufferings were obscured and eclipsed as the attention of m e 
world's media was grabbed by another doomsday cult-the Branch 
Oavidians. 

U nforgettable Waco 

Hardly any trace remains of what occurred on the outskirts ofWaco 
between February 28 and Apriil9, 1993. TLme, bulldozers, and the 
dusty winds that blow across the lonely flarlands of East Texas have 
virtually erased the reminders of the Branch Davidian tragedy_ Nev
ertheless, the fiery image of nearly one hundred cultists dying at the 
hands of government authorities has been forever seared into Amer
ican minds. 

Few events in [his country's recent history have so greatly charged 
emotions and divided public opinion as has the Waco disaster. De
bates about religious freedontS, gun control, government conspira
cies, and a host of related issues sprang from the incident like water 
from a broken dam. The resulting deluge of newspaper stories, mag
azine articles, and television specials still haunrs our nation's col
lective consciousness. 

The bloody saga began in February 1993 when one hundred armed 
agenrs of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (BATF) 
raided the isolated Davidian compound. Federal authorities stormed 
the fonress because cult members---led by David Koresh, their "Son 
of God" prophet-had stockpiled an enormous cache of weapons, 
many of them ilIegal. 12 To the Davidians' prophecy-gorged minds, 
however, the intruders had come to fulfill a different destiny
Armageddon. 

\Vhen the smoke cleared from the gun banle that followed, four 
BATF agents were dead and sixteen other agents \'\rere wounded. Six 
Davidians had also been killed. The ensuing fifty-one-day standoff pit-

A CLEAR .... .ND PRESE/I.'T DANGER 2l 

red government might against religious fanaticism in a deadly game 
that had no rules. For example, FBI negotiators with extremely limited 
religious back"arounds and little biblical knowledge were forced to deal 
with Koresh, who spoke about nothing but Scripture and prophecy. 

Complicating the siruacion was dissension within the government's 
own ranks about how to handle {he siege.13 FBI negotiators wanted to 

end the .stalemate through diplomacy. FBI tacticians chose psycho
logical terrorism, which included shining powerful spodighrs into the 
compound at night and blasting the religious group with loud music, 
Tibetan chants, sirens, and the ear-shattering screams of rabbits being 
slaughtered.H This laner approach only strengthened the Davidians' 
"us against them" mentality and bolstered their view that the outside 
world, especially the government, was utterly evil and untrustworthy. 

On April 19 the government initiated a plan to force an end to 

the standoff. Unfortunately Justice Department officials failed to 

calculate one factor into their decision-religious fervor. Six hours 
after the introduction of tear gas into the Davidians' domicile, tiny 
puffs of smoke began to seep through one of its many second,story 
\vindows. Minutes later, the entire structure was engulfed in flames. 
The world \vatched in disbelief as the Branch David ian fomess burst 
into a city-block,sized funeral pyre. Only nine cult members escaped. 
Coroner reports indicated that although many Davidians perished 
from smoke inhalation and fire, a significant number of them, includ
ing Koresh, died from a single gunshot wound to the head. 

Interestingly, several Davidians were well-educated and intelligem 
individuals. Group members included an attorney, a nurse, an engi
neer, and a former police officer. Such a collection of respectable citi
:ens destroyed once and for all the false notion that only the ignorant, 
foolLsh, or unintelligent get involved in destructive religiOUS cults. This 
point would be made again in 1994 by the Order of the Solar Temple. 
Its deadly influence stretched from Canada to Switzerland to France. 

Order of the Sun 

Gruesome, shocking, and bizarre is how public officials and police 
referred to the series of cult-related deaths that began just after 
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midnigh( on Wednesday, October 5, 1994, when "villagers in the 
tiny Swiss farm community of Cheiry, 45 miles norrheast of Geneva, 
saw the moonless sky lit by flames over the farmhouse of Alberr 
Giacobino, a wealthy ret ired farmer who had bought the place four 
years (earl ier]." I> By the time fire engines from nearby Fribourg 
arrived on the scene, the secluded dwelling was fully engulfed in 
flames. wee hours later, when firefighters were finally able to enter 
the burned-out ruins, they found G iacohino lying dead in his bed. 
A plastic bag tied around his head concealed a bullet wound. 16 

Funher exploration of the property by police yielded an under
ground garage leading to a door. This opened into a meeting room 
containing, among other things, a trail of blood that stopped at the 
room's wooden pane ling. A secret entranceway in the wall accessed 
a small, inner sanctuary decorated entirely in red. Investigators who 
entered it were horrified by the sight of eighteen bodies-men, 
women, and a ooy about ten years old- arranged in a circle, face up, 
beneath the portrait of a robed Chrisdike figure holding a rose. 
Another corpse was eventually found in an adjacent room. Three 
more bodies were discovered in an adjoining chapel. 

Many of the vicrims wore either red-and-black or white-and-oold 
o 

ceremonial robes. Some of them had their hands tied behind their 
backs; ten had plastic bags over thei r heads. Most of those killed had 
been drugged with a substance described by Swiss investigating mag
istrate Andre Piller as "a powerful ,' iolent substance."l; Twenn: of the , 
victims had been shot in the head at close range. According to a 
forensics expen at the University of Lausanne's Institute for Legal 
Medicine, some of the victims at Cheiry had as many as eight bullet 
wounds in the head. ls 

At approximately 3:00 A.M., as police offiCials were sti ll trying to 
piece together what had happened in Cheiry, another fire broke our 
one hundred miles south at three neighboring ski chalets in the small 
city of Granges-sur-Sal van. Firefighters sifting through the rubble of 
these chalets uncovered another macabre Sight: "25 bod ies, all of 
them badly burned, including the remains of at least five children. nl9 

Within nventy-four hours, Canadian authorities hair.vay around 
the \vorld were confronted with their own grisly discoveries at lviorin 
Heights, Quebec. Fire had broken out in another remote chalet. Inside 
this isolated retreat, authorities found the bad ly burned bodies of a 
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man and a woman wearing red-and-gold medallions engra~'ed with 
rhe letters TS. ln a nearby ,:ilIa, police found three more b(xhes: t~ose 
ofTony and Nikki Dutoit and their three-month-old son, Chnsto
pher.lo The couple in their mid-thirties had been stabbed perhaps fifty 
. mes and then rolled in carpet. Christopher had been suffocated and 

tI · _L b h' h d '''I " tuffed behind a water heater Wtul a ag over IS ea . -
s All of me persons found dead were members of a highly secretive 

religiOUS cult kno\\.'TI as the Order of the Solar Temple, which ble~ded 
elements of astrology, freemasonI)·, New Age spiritualism, occultISm, 
and quasi-Christian beliefs focusing on doomsday. The group ~vas led 
by forty-six-~·ear-old Luc Jourer and seventy-year-old Joseph d,1 Mam
bre.Jouret, a Belgian homeopathic doctor, founded the group 10 1987 
and served as its spiritual leader. Di Mambre, a shadowy figure who 
had served six months in a French jail in 1972 for posing as a psy
chologist, was the group's financial director. The bodies of both men 
were found in the Salvan chalets. n 

One victim carried a note in her clothing, which she had addressed 
to surviving relatives. It stated that she had come to Switzerland to 

die. Three other letters with similar messages were sent by cult mem
bers to Jean-Francois Mayer, a Swiss authority. One read.: "\Ve .leave 
this Earth in full freedom and lucidity in order to fi nd a dimension of 
Truth and Absolute. far from the hypocrisies and oppression of this 
world. ltB 

Cassette tapes and documents uncovered near the bodies indicated 
that the killings were indeed linked to a belief that the end of the 
world was imminent. Jourer apparently had convinced h is followers 
that the world's destruction would result from humanity's degrada
tion of the cnvironment.24 "The present world chaos is not JUSt by 
chance," Jouret taught his followers. "We have arrived at the hour of 
Apocaiypse."25 According to former members, Jouretalso taught that 
only those who joined him would escape perdition because he, as the 
"new Christ," had been chosen to save them.26 

Even after the fifty-three deaths, faithful members of the Temple 
who had not been part of the suicide- murders remained faithful to 

looret's teachings. Then, fourteen months later, some of these sur
viving members decided that their time had come (Q enter the spir
itual realm and join their master. The method of deparmre was asec, 
ond wave of 2rislv suicide-murders. Their bodies were discovered after 

o ' 
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Swiss and French authorities launched a massive hunt for Solar Tem
ple members in December 1995. 

Law enforcement officials began the search when sixteen cultists-
half from France and half from Canada-were reported missing.27 

Within days a helicopter spotted burned corpses on a remote forest 
plateau in the Alps of southeastern France. Fourteen of (he sixteen 
bodies were arranged in a star pattern. The victims had used shoot
ing, poisoning, stabbin g, and asph yxiation to complete their elabo
rate deaths. Most of the corpses had plastic bags over their heads. 

The twO cultists no t found in the star pattern had acted as execu
tioners, methodically shooting feHow believers in the head before 
killing themselves with bullets delivered under the chin. Among those 
murdered with a .357 magnum were twO sisters aged t\vo and four, 
daughters of policeman Jean~Pierre Lardanchet, who had acted as 
one of the execurioners.28 A noce retrieved from a victim's aparrment 
read: "Death does nOt exisr, ir is pure illusion. May we, by our inner 
life, find each other forever. "19 

Investigators have since learned that the 1994 rirual "was designed 
to take sect members through fire to a new world on a planet called 
'Sirius. ''''XI Cultists who did not pan icipate in the first ceremonv ma\' 
have believed that their deaths in 1995 would lead them to a sim ila~ 
destination. 

This is not to say that al l of the victims died Willingly. A final Swiss 
report noted that on ly fifteen of the dead--a fanatical inner circle 
known as the "awakened"--committed suicide. Another thirty, called 
the "immortals," shared the apocalyptic beliefs of their leaders but 
did not kill themselves voluntarily. The rest of the victims, class i ~ 
fied as "traitors," were murdered. As of 1997 French authorit ies 
remained apprehensive about surviving Solar Temple belie .... ·ers, fear 
ing that de\'Q[ees might make new converts and instigate more suicide
murders.}! 

Ir must be noted that Jouret's followers were not spaced-out losers 
with a far-off look in their eyes. They were well-respected citizens of 
the European and Canadian communities, who often dined in expen
sive restaurants and contributed millions to Jouret's twisted religion. 
Victims of his deception included two police officers, a psychother
apist, an architect, an official in the Quebec finance ministry, and the 
mayor ofRichelieu, Quebec. 
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The most notable cultist to die was tv.'enty-seven-year-old Pa(fick 
Vuamet, son of skier Jean Vuamet, the 1960 Winter Olympics gold 

dalist who became famous for his line of designer sunglasses. 
~etrick's woman compan ion, Ute Verona, and their si.x-year-o~d 
d:ughter, Tania, also were among the dead}! .~ccording to ~Ia~n 
Vuarnet, his brother Panick had always felt gUilty for not bel~ m 
the first group of Temple members to die. During one confrontatl~n, 
Alain remembers Patrick saying, "Alain, you are the one deludmg 
~·ourself. You just don't understand."H 

Aum: Death in the Far EaSt 

On March 20, 1995, the world witnessed yet another deadly episode 
involving misguided religious zeaL This time culHelated traged~ s~ck 
the lives of innocent citizens in Tokyo. Members of Aum Sh1Onkyo 
("Supreme Truth") released sarin-a Nazi-invented nerve ~intO 
the Japanese subway system. Twelve people died, and close to SlX thou~ 
sand commuters were sickened with nausea, blurred vision, and breath
ing problems symptomatic of cxJXlSure to biological weapons.}4 

Police immediately began searching for the cult's leader, forty-year~ 
old Shoko Asahara, who had disappeared the day after the artack. .In 
an effort to locate Asahara, Japanese authorit ies conducted a senes 
of raids ar various Aum sites throughout the country. The raids 
brought forth evidence that the cult was producing sarin a.nd that its 
members were definite ly involved in the subway attacks}) 

The terrorist act was linked to the cult's belief concerning dooms~ 
day, which Asahara-who called himself today's Christ-sa~~ would 
begin bet\veen 1999 and 2003.36 In his March 1995 book RISing Sun 
CountT)': Disaster Is GecongClose , Asahara prophesied that nerve ~s 
would be the weapon of choice used during Armageddon. Ad~l~ 
(ionally the volume detailed the chemical characterisrics of sarm, 
how to :nix it, and how to treat symptoms if exposed to it.li But Asa~ 
hara obviously wanted World \Var III to begin sooner than he had 
predicted. 

The big show was apparently set (or November, when plans called for 
cult attacks on government buildings .. . to spark what Asahara saw 

• 
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as a world war .... To triumph in mat war, the cult built a series of 
munitions factOries .. . Aum researchers were trying to develop germ 
weapons-including the Ebola "In 's and an assembly line was about 
to produce autOmatic rifles. Behind onc building's false walls was a 
$700,000 lab able to turn oU( 132 to 1761bs. a month of the nerve gas 
sarin-enough to kill 6 mill ion [Q 8 million peoplc,Ja 

Fifty,seven days after the subway attack, Asahara was finally tracked 
dO\\-TI. He was found lying face down and meditating inside a coffin· 
like chamber located between rn'o floors of a building at the cult 's 
Kamikuishiki compound. The ten-foot· long by three-feet-high hid
ing space also contained a cassene player, some medicine. and the 
equivalent of abom $100,000 in cash. When police officers anempred 
to climb in and get Asahara. he declared: "I'll come Out myself. No 
one, not even my followers, is allowed to touch me."19 

This was not Asahara's first run-in with the law. In 1982 he was 
taken imo custody and fined for selling fake cures for rheumatism and 
other diseases.~ This minor brush wich police authorities did not dis
suade Asahara. By 1986 he had started his own religion and \o\>'a5 claim
ing the power of levitation. "Now, the length of t ime I can levitate 
is about three seconds, but this period of time is gradually lengthen
ing," Asahara told the occult magazine T wi/ighr Zone. "In about a year, 
I should be able to fly freely through the sky. "~I 

By 1987 he was telling devotees that he had received secret teach
ings from the Dalai Lama and had gained the ability to see through 
objects and meditate underwater. '12 This same year Asahara changed 
the name of his cult to Aum Shinrikyo. Less than a decade later, he 
had solidified a vast empire of "over 40,000 followers in over 30 
branches in at least six countries, and a global network which had 
acquired sophisticated lasers, chemical reactors and a Russian mili
tary helicopter."H 

Asahara cleverly used his new religion to fund numerous businesses 
"ranging from computer stores to noodle shops, with holdings as high 
as $1.1 mi llion.''+i Most of Aum's financing came from wealthy mem
bers who were instructed to donate all of their monetar), resources ro 
the cult if they wamed to obtain salvation. The group's rotal assets 
eventually rose to more than $1 billion.i ) 
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With each passing year, Aum's belief S'y"Stem-a blending o~ Bud
dhism, Hinduism, and Christian apocalyp(icism-gr~\~ more b1Z<~rre. 
For approximately $600, members were given the pnvIlege of drink
ing Asahara's bath water; a glass of h is blood to drink .cost about 
$12,000.016 For $10,000, Aum believers could re~\( a s~clal ~atte:-

rated piece of headgear designed to synchronize their bralO\\ca\ es 
opeh those of their "Venerated Master."47 Cleansing ri tuals that fol-
Wit . f 
lowers were forced to endure included drinking five 1ttE~~ 0 wa~er 
and then vomiting it back up.4S A particularly srrang: ~nltlatton me 

racticed by the group was examined in a January 199:> Issue of Focus, 
~ popular news and lifestyle magazine. 

Fir$[ one drinks some liquid. For ZO hours they see hallucinations. One 
who'experienced it said he could see colorful objI!Cts,.or ~ings collap5-
in" and that he had no hearing. If during this haUucmatton one gets a 
k:Cr, they pour ethyl alcohol on the person's body to reduce the fever. 
. .-\ftet 20 hours, diuretics and purgatives are given to get the substance 
out of the body. During this initiatioo, mey have to wear diapers.~ 

Unusual forms of physical, mental, and emotional abuse soon 
became a standard practice in Aum. \'Vhen police raided its Kami
kuishiki compound, they found approximately fifty culcists in a state 
of malnutrition. Many suffered from dehydration. Some were near 
starvation. Six members in critical condition had to be hospitali!ed. 
A twenty-three-year-old woman found hiding in a toilet stall pl~a~ed 
with police for protection. She ap'parently had been confined inSide 
a small container for many days.5O 

Torture and intimidation were commonly used against cult mem
bers. Persons trying to leave, for example, were bound with handcuffs 
and imprisoned inside small cargo containers so they could atone for 
their sins. SI Some were even given electric shocks: "During one three
month period beginning in October 1994, Or. Hayas~i [a high
ranking i\um doctor} administered more than 6OO.elecrnc shocks to 

130 followers. Afterward, some of them forgot whICh cult they were 
in, what the guru was called, even their own names."5Z 

Even Aum children were made m suffer. Authorities reported that 
some of them "were so dirty with matted hair, lice and fleas that they 
could not immediately feU which were boys and which were girls ... . 
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Their living quarters were cramped and ditty. All of the children wore 
long·sleeved garments even in the summer because 'there was poi~ 
son outside.' " 53 

Aum leaders also conducted biological experiments on less impor
tant followers. 5c4 Medical tests done on seven cultists rescued from 
Aum's Sarian No. 10 site revealed highly unusual blood character
istics. One had been poisoned by sarin. Another had blood level 
readings that registered a particular enzyme at fony times its normal 
level. This latter patient told police; "Every day I was forced to take 
water mixed with white powder, and also I was supposed to get injec
tions. "S'i The victim's symptoms included memory loss and severe 
muscle stiffness. 

Only after Asahara's arrest did the full extent of Aum's criminal 
activities come to light. One case involved sixry-eight,year,old 
Kiyoshi Kariya, who in February 1995 tried to keep his sister from 
giving her wealth to Aum. The sister disappeared and Kariya was 
abducted by four men. Mystery surrounded the event until after the 
subway attack, when a senior cult member who had been arrested 
confessed that Kariya was murdered at one of Aum's compounds. The 
body was burned in an incinerator. 

Another kidnapping,murder dated back (0 June 1989, JUSt after 
attorney Tsutsumi Sakamoto began representing a family trying to 
locate their child in Aum. On November 4, 1989, Sakamoto, his wife, 
and theirone,year,old infant son disappeared, Although friends found 
an Aum lapel badge in Sakamoto's disheveled apartment, no sub, 
stantial evidence linking the cult to the crime scene could be found. 
However, police suspicions were connrmed in 1996 when Tomomasa 
Nakagawa-a former Aum leader-pleaded guilty to murdering 
Sakamoro and his familv. , 

A six,man Aum hit ream .. . had emered the lawyer's apartment 
shortly before da ... "", killed the sleeping family, wrapped their bodies 
in futons, and removed them under cover of darkness ... , The team 
strangled Sakamoto and his wife, and smothered their baby. Naka
galA.lI said that Asaharn personally ordered the lawyer killed. ')6 

At the outset of Asahara's trial on April 24, 1996, the guru faced 
seventeen charges, including murder and attempted murder, for which 
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the penalty is death by hanging.5, Throughout sub~uent m~nths of 
testimony, Asahara frequently interrupted proceedmgs. Ounng one 
outburst he declared that "fear of his own death had forced him to 

lot the nerve gas attack. "58 He became extremely agitated when for
~er aide Yoshihiro Inoue began testifying about Asahara's teachings 
concerning salvation through terrorism, Inoue also stated that the 
Aum leader had personally plotted anacks against "anything that 
challenged (his) teachings," Asahara reacted to these charges by pro
claiming that "the gods told him that they did not want {noue tak
ing the stand. "59 

By early 1997, 100 of the 177 Aum members who had been indicted 
for crimes thev committed on behalf of the cult had been convicted. 
Aum Shinrik;,o itself declared bankruptcy soon after a court seized 
its assets and ordered it disbanded.60 What of Asahara r His fa te may 
not be known for ten years due to Japan's legal system, which can be 
rather slow. Many Japanese have called for his execution. 

One of the most mystifying aspects of Aum was its membership, 
which consisted of some of} apan's most promising minds.6! Converts 
included lawyers, doctors, and scientists from Japan's top universi
ties, as well as several policemen and thiny members of the Self
Defense Forces, Japan's army.6! According to a 1995 New5week arti
cle, Japanese citizens were puzzled that "bright young men with 
impressive university credentials would join the cult, when they could 
have had fine careers."63 

, 

A Constant Threat 

One might be tempted to think that these high profile cult cases 
are the only ones that have taken place in recent years. Nothing could 
be funher from [he truth. An endless list of cult-related episodes have 
occurred in the 19905, Unfortunately smaller tragedies involving 
lesser known cults rarely receive widespread public attention. 

On March 8,1995, for instance, twenty-five-year,old Kyong-A Ha 
was beaten ro death in Emeryville, California, during an all-night 
prayer meeting held to cast demons out of her. Ha's death remained 
unreported for four days by members ofJesus-Amen Ministries because 
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they believed her spirit would "rerum from a journey to heaven."6i 
The exorci~ began on March 1, when Ha was pinned down by faith
ful follo~ ofEun Kyong Park, a thirty-year-old exorcist. She was 
then repeatedly struck with fists. On the n ight Ha died, she was struck 
at least one hundred times over a six -hour period and suffered ten 
broken ribs.65 

In mid-1995, Washington, D,e, police arrested thirry-year-old 
Robert Aoyd, the leader of a cult known as the Daughters ofYemoja. 
Floyd was taken into custody and charged \vith kidnapping after one 
of his female disciples told police that she had been forced against 
her will to take part in a bizarre ritual on a Mary'\and farm. The twenty
eight-year-old woman had angered other members of the cult by 
returning home at 2:00 A.M. after spending time with a male com
panion. As punishment, she was subsequently prevented from going 
to bed, blindfolded, and driven to the Maryland farm. She was beaten, 
made to roll in excrement, and forced to smear duck blood on her
self. She "'as then sexually assaulted.66 

The 1990s also witnessed the unnecessary deaths of nearly a dozen 
children at the Pennsylvania-ba5ed. Faith Tabernacle. Common ail
ments ranging from stomach tumors to pneumonia to measles went 
untreated because of the church's teaching that using any fonn of 
medicinal assistance shows a lack of fai th. A Faith Tabernade tract 
titled Death of Self explains their doctrine: 

The Bible plan is to trust in [he living God alone, without me slight
est remedy of any kind, not even a cup of hot "'<Iter for dyspepsia, or 
hot lemonade for a cold, or bathing the feer in mustard water for the 
same. The Bible does nor permit the slightest remedy upon which we 
could place the least dependence for help.6' 

Of course, not all cults are as extreme as the aforementioned groups. 
Many function well within the law, shun violence, and even promote 
a few positive social values. Into this category would fall cults like the 
Jehovah's Witnesses and Mormons. An obvious question arises: 
Exactly how and why is a group defined as a cu l t ~ 

lUorld of the [uIts 

\Ve do not intend to be demeaning or derogatory when we use 
the word cult. Members of religious cults are usuaUy no different 
from our next-door neighbor or our colleague;; at work. 

. Ronald Enroth 
sociologist 

\Vestment College! 

German theologian Ernst Troeltseh (1865- 1923) coined the term 
cult in his classic work The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches 
(1912). He applied the designation to any spiritually oriented group 
or movement that was neither a church nor a sect.2 Eventually, how
ever the word cuIt e\rolved imo a disparaging label for any group advo
cati~g "curious and unconventional belief and behavior."5 The 1978 
Jonestown tragedy not only reinforced this definition but added an 
element of danger to it. Most people today continue to think ofa cult 
as a bizarre and destructive religious lxxiy that is under the leader
ship of a crazed, authoritarian, messiah figure. 

As we have seen, some groups should indeed be viewed in this man
ner. Their practices radically depart from societal norms and are quite 
hannfu\. But many cults ~ li~_tle resemblance to groups s,uch.as Au~ 
or the Branch Davidians. Constder the Mormons,Jehovah s \Y.Ilmesses. 
and Oneness Pentecostals. Each of these organizations have churches 
in almost everv American city, post a worldwide membership well into 

the millions, ~acefully coexist with theirneighbors, and enjoy a wide-
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spread positive image. Nevertheless, these same groups are viewed as 
cultie by vast numbers of people, including many scholars, theologians, 
journalists, and members of the general public.\ 

C ult Controversies 

, 
Is it fair to pm groups as dissimilar as Aum and Monnonism into 

one large cult category! I believe it is, as long as great care is taken 
when stating exactly why a certain religious body is a cu h\Scholars 
generally examine religious groups from three main perspectives: soci
ological, psychological , and theological~ch perspective focuses on 
a different aspect of a group's complex composition and includes 
numerous "red flags" indicating whether an organization is cullie from 
that particular perspecti\'e~ If one or more psychological, sociologi
cal, or theological red fiags are present, then that group can properly 
be considered a cul~ Some groups might be cultic from only one per
spective, while others might be cultic from all three perspectives. 

Unfortunately, this cri-faceted way of identifying cults can lead to 
confusion. For example, someone unfamiliar with the unique struc
ture of religious organizations might conclude that a nonviolent cult 
such as the Jehovah's Witnesses is as murderous and soc ially deviant 
as the Order of the Solar Temple, merely because both groups are 
referred to as cults. This would be a n1:ITible mistake. Religion pro
fessor In' ing Hexham believes that it isbetter to discard the term cult 
altogether in favorof a neutral term like "new religious movement."4' 

Predictably, non traditional religious bodies not only prefer this less 
inflammatory language but strongly object to being called a cult. Mem
bers claim that the term unfairly places them in an extremist category, 
damages their reputations, hinders their constitutional right to free
dom of religion, and subjects them to religious persecution. The cult 
label also allegedly frightens away potential converts. Members main
tain that the negative description slanders their integrity and that of 
the organization. A few of these groups have actually brought lawsuits 
against their critics for using the tenn cult against them. 'i 

Many sociologists have all but abandoned using the term cull in 
favor of nonjudgmemal descriptions (e.g., fringe , alternative, uncOl1-
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t'enriona1). For these scholarly religion-watchers, making an extra 
effort to show impartiali ty by avoiding biased language might be 
acceptable. For Christians, however, vague terminology fails to ade
quately address whether a group claiming to be Christian really is 
Christian. Hexham offers a suggestion: 

[T]he academic practice of calling such groups "new religious move
ments" should be followed. An alternative to this neurral terminology 
available for Christians whoopposesuch groups would be to revive me 
usage of "heretic" or simply call such groUp5 w5pirirual counterfeits.'* 

Hexham's comment raises an imponam issue. In studying culr.;;, a 
Christian should be primarily concerned with the theological errors 
of a group. Wc are clearly commanded by Scripture to confront false 
doctrines and "conrend earnestly for (i.e., defend] the faith which was 
once fo r all handed down to the saints" (Jude 3). Here is where oom
again believers must depan from secularists, who tend to be more 
interested in an organization's psychological makeup and sociologi
cal structure. At the same time, Christians should be able to recog
ni!e at least a few psychological and sociological red flags. Therefore 
we will now take a look at each of the three perspectives that can be 
used to identify cul[S (or new religious movements) . 

Sociological "Red Flags" 

Identifying a religious organization as cui tic from a sociological 
perspective involves determining whether that group's religiOUS prac
ticesed day-ta-day behavior are normative for the surrounding cul
rure. From a sociological perspective, the primary indicam[ of a group's 
culcic nature is complete withdrawal from soc iety into a communal, 
isolated lifestyle. Secondary sociological marks of a cult, at least in 
America, that are sometimes presenr include polygamy, incest, adult
chi ld sexual conract, use of illegal narcotics, physical Tbuse, murder, 
and the stockpiling of both legal and illegal weapons. 

Obviously, sociological red flags tend to appear more frequently in 
groups that run afout of the law. i We must be careful, however, not 
to infringe on constitutionally protected forms of religious expression 
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simply because they diverge from societal norms. Debate regarding 
exactly how much freedom is too much freedom remains a heated 
and emotional mpic that has sparked several coun battles. In 1992, 
for instance, the U.5. Supreme Court heard a case centering on the 
ritualistic killing of animals in Aorida by followers ofSameria, a fusion 
of Roman Catholicism and African tribal religions (Church of the 
Lukumi Babalu v. City of Hialeah) . The Court ruled that Santerians 
should be allowed to practice their sacrifices, even though such acts 
are technically illegal and run contrary to established societal nonns:" 

Another dilemma that presents itself when attempting to identify 
a cult from the sociological perspective emerges from a surprising 
place: sociologistS and their literature . Sociologists provide "such a 
great variety of reflections that it is practically impossible to ,jome up 
\vith a short, clear-cut, universally acceptable definition:><tFurther
more, most sociologists, especially those within the secular commu
nity, send an unclear message regarding the destructive narure of cults. 
Sociologists do.n~t pass judgment on religious groups but simply study 
them objectively-in the same way an entomologist might study a 
colony of ants. They are primarily interested in the inner \vorkings, 
of a cult and how that cult relates to society as a whole. 

[Sjociologists make no judgment on the truth or falsehood of the cults' 
beliefs (as in the theological approach), oron the good or bad effects 
of cult involvement on individual members (as in the psychological 
approach). _ .. Sociologists focus on the existence of these new reli
gious entities as marginal sulxultures or units that are in conflict \vith 
society at large. They examine the way diverse religious institutions 
and organizations are formed and maintained; the internal dynamics 
that make them viable social entities; their economic, social, and polit
ical Srnlctures; the type of charismatic leadership that provides divine 
legitimation for the movements' beliefs and practices; and the levels 
and types of commitment demanded of their devotees .... They are 
also interested in the conflicts that exist between the new groups and 
the mainline religious rraditions and the effects such conHicts might 
have on oom .... Sociologists study religion as objectively and impar-
tially as possible .. .. What is important to them is the exploration of 
how and why ne\v values, beliefs, and lifestyles come into being; how 
new religious concepts become popular; and how experimental com
munities are formed. le> 
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The manner in which sociologists study cults has brought harsh 
criticism from many observers of the contemporary religious scene, 
especially parentS of cult members and persons associated with orga
nizations committed to helping victims of cult involvement. From 
the secular community, sociologists regularly receive condemnation 
for their refusal to pass judgments on religious behavior no matter 
how psychologically or physically damaging tha t behavior may be 
to group members. Irritation within the Christian community cen
ters around sociologists' inclination to "put all religions on the same 
leveL" As religion professor John A. SaHba of the U niversity of 
Detroit tv{ercy notes, sociologists "are not interested in establishing 
which religion is true or false, or in defending anyone patticular reli, 
gious tradition." ll 

To make matters worse, many sociologists have gone so far as to 

lend their support to cults in the form of "expert" testimony during 
lawsuits against distraught parents of cultists and countercult orga, 
nizations. For example, in a multi million dollar lawsuit filed by me 
ChurchofScientology against the Cult Awareness Netv.'Ork (CAN), 
sociologist Anson Shupe testified in opposition to CAN. 

The case centered around the alleged abduction of cultist Jason 
Scon in hopes of deprogramming him. 12 Several persons were 
involved in the plan to deprogram Scott, including Shirley Landa, 
a part-time, unpaid CAN volunteer. The lawsuit contended that 
CAN shared responsibility for the planning and execution of the 
abduction because Landa had recommended deprogrammer Rick 
Ross to JasonScott's mother, \vho in rum proceeded with the alleged 
abduction. 

Scientology presented no proof of "any foreknowledge of the plan 
to abduct lvlr. Scott let alone any agreement by CAN or its alleged 
agent to participate in the conspiracy."i3 Nevertheless, the jury found 
CAN guilty of conspiring to deprive Scottofhis civil rights. The ver
dict was due in part to Shupe's statements concerning the activities 
of so-called "anticult" groups including CAN. l4 Shupe admitted in 
court that he knew about CAN's 1988 policy against illegal depro, 
grammings involving abduction, yet he accused CAN of all but con
tradict ing their official policy by taking a '\vink-wink, nudge,nudge 
approach" to the controversial subj ect. He voiced his opinion \\llth
Out offering any supportive ev idence or documentation. 
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In CAN 's appeal brief to che court, serious doubts are raised about 
Shupe's neutrality and his "expert" testimony regarding CAN, an 
organization he had not had any personal contact with since 1976.15 

[Dr. Shupe's testimony] is completely devoid of any experience, srudy, 
or v,Tiring about CAl'J .. .. Dr. Shupe candidly admitted that his col~ 
league [sociologist David G. Bromlcy], rather than he, had followed 
CAN .... Dr. Shupe admitted to having had imerviews with only two 
CAN personnel over his twenty years of anti-cult ~studv." . .. Dr. 
Shupe admined that he never tried to talk to anyone at-CAt'\) about 
a refe rral and has never spoken to anyone who has been referred to a 
deprogrnmrner by anyone associated with CAN .. . . Or. Shupe has no 
specific knowledge, skill, experience, training, or education with 
respect to CAN upon which any expert opinion about CAN could be 
b~ed . .. . Dr. Shupe admitted that by the "mid eighties when CAN 
Wa5 fonned," its literature did not explicitly recommend deprogram
ming .... Dr. Shupe further admitted that the two CAL'J personnel he 
interviewed stated that CAN had a policy against referring people to 
illegal deprogrammers . . .. Dr. Shupe was not qualified to give opin
iom about CPU""\!. He simply had no specific training, background, 
experience, or knowledge about CAN itself to opine about CAN's 
internal policies. Moreover, Dr. Shupe testified about maners that 
were irrelevant to CAN but were highly prejudiciaL For example, Dr. 
Shupe was improperly illowed to testify about ~veral egregious ille
gal deprogrammings that h~~o relation to CAN in any way .... Dr. 
S1)upe's t~stimony was inflammatory and in other ways prejudiced the 
ability of the jury to fairly decide the case on the basis of admissible 
evidence and should have been excluded. 16 

Fortunately thete exist a few sociologists willing to stand against 
cults and thedesrructive influence they have on individuals and fam
ilies. Christian sociologist Dr. Ronald Emoth ofWestmom College 
in Santa Barbara has produced a number of books dealing with the 
sociological danger of cults. 17 According to Emoth, cult leaders 

exploit h uman weaknesses and seek to manipulate individual life sit
uations to the ultimate benefit of the group. The challenge to our soci
ety and our churches is to identify the searching, the hurting, the 
lonely, the unloved people, and to intervene in their lives-in the 
name of Christ-be fore they are seduced by the cults.13 
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The P sychological Perspect ive 

\ Psychologist M ichae{ D. L,\ngone, executive director of the Amer

i~n Family Foundation, notes that the tet~ "c~lt" is o~te~.fsSOCiated 
WIth thought reform (popularly kno\\"T\ as bramwashmg t Accord
ing to Langone, this "mind control" model of cult involvement sug

gests "that c.ult environme~~ although certainly n~t 'rooot factorie~, ' 
are compellmgly JXlwerful. 19'They are so psychologICally pmverful, m 
fact, that cultists allegedly have their personalities radically altered. 
Furthermore, their ability to make free-,vill choices is said to be con

trolled to a large degree by the group's leadership. Psychologists who 
have adopted this position usually see cultists as t'ictims of the ~oup, 
rather than active participants responding with a totally free v.in ~ lan
gone offers his definition of a cult from this psychological perspective: 

A cult is a group or mo .... ement: that, to asignificant degree, (a) exhibits 
great or excessive de .... otion or ded ication to some person, idea, or 
thing, (b) use;; a thought-reform program to persuade, control, and 
socialize members (i.e., to integrate them into the group's unique pat
tern of relationships, beliefs, values, and practices), (c) systematically 
induces states of psychological dependency in members, (d) exploits 
members ro ad .... ance the leadership's goals, and (e) causes psycholog
ical harm to members, their families, and the community.lc U 

Langone has been aggressively studying the psychological dynam
ics of cults since 1978, serving from 1984 to 1987 on the American 
Psvcholooical Association Task Force on Deceptive and Indirect . 0 

Techniques of Persuasion and ControL Through counselin g hundreds 
of former c uirists, Langone has discovered several psychological red 
flags common to cults. Each reveals the psychologically manipula
tive nature of cults: 

• Infonnation is withheld from new con .... ern about the grOUp'5 ultimate 
agenda. 

• The presence of a dicrarorialleadeJ>hip mattell, with "excruciatingspeci
ficity" exactly how members are ro think, feel and act. 

• An absence of leader accountabili(), to persons outside the group's power 
structure. !i 
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Other religion experts and psychologists have discovered even 
more way~ that cult leaders u y to interrupt rhe normal thought pro· 
cesses of their followers: 

1. lsolarion of mcmbers-psychologically as wdl as physically-from 
individuals outside me group whose ideas and philosophies are contrary 
to those promored by the group. 

2. "Lo\'e-bombing" so imerL<e that persons wirh ~p-sea[ed emotional 
needs are psychologically thrown offbalance. Theyare faced with an ago

nizing decision : stay with the group and re<:eive 10\'e. or leave the group 

and lose love. 
3. A systematic replacemem of the pre-cooversion identiti~ of memo 

bers with a new group-related identity. Thissometimes includes medestruc
tion of personal possessions and the de;;truction of family ries. 

4. Rapid.fire teaching techniques that do nO[ allow members to think 

c ri tically about what is being said, coupled with an environment wherein 

open discus.sion of relevam issue;; and the expres.;; ion of contrary opin· 

ions is discouraged. 

5. The use of fear and intimidation against memben; who desire to leave 

the group. or fanner memben; seeking [Q break ties with the group. 

6. Use of deceptive recruinnent te{;hniques that include false infor· 

mation about the group'~ doctrinal beliefs and cover·ups of negath'e 

epL"Odes in the group's history. 

i. To tal. unquestion ing allegiance to a cemralleader or elite core of 
leaders. 

8. The promotion of an ""ends justifies t he means" philosophy within 

the group. 

9. An "us .. -s. them" menrnlit)' that srres..<es the group's unique hold on 

truth and demon izes anyone who opposes thar alleged u uth. 

10. An inordinate emphasis o n subm~ion and obedience to group 

authority. which effectively guilts a person imo submission. 

I \. Consistent stress on the importance of fotlowing the divinely 

revealed truths being taught by a groups leader o r leaders. 

\2. A siege mentality that di5mis..-es all criticisms of the group fro m 

outside sources as unwarranted ~persecurion . ~ 

13. Shunning and harsh criticism of "rebellious" members who ques

tion the teachings or practices of the group. 

14. An elitist attitude that isdritled into members, which states that those 

outside the group are spirituall~' lukewann, comprising, or entirely lost. 
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15. Excessive control over personal aspects of members' lives: e .g., 

where to live, where to work , "·ho to date, who [ 0 marr)" what lirerarure 

to r~ad. when vacations can be taken. etc. 
16. R igid restrictions relating ro the sleeping habits, food intake, ~xer

CLse, and leisure rime of members. n 
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Of course, not every technique must be used by a group in order 
for it to be cultie from a psychological perspeC[ive. Meeting only a 
few of these points might be enough to legit imately call a group cultic. 
According to psychologist Margaret S inger-another advocate of the 
"mind control" mooel- a cult is basically a power structure wherein 
"one person [or persons] has proclaimed himself [or herself, or them· 
selves] to have some special knowledge. And if he [or she, or they] 
can convince others to let him [or her, or them] be in charge, he [or 
she, or they] will share that knowledge."23 \ 

But do these practices amount to "brainwashing"l Do cultists really 
have their wills rendered almost obsolete1Such thought-provoking 
quest ions h ighlight an extremely controversial area of cult studies. 
Countless debates between organizations trying to help p'ersons 
involved in authoritarian groups have arisen over (his issue.\Many 
cult researchers disagree with the opinion of Langone and Singer,' 
taking the position that cultists are not "brainwashed" at ali, nor are 
they incapable of making free-will cho ices. 
\ This alternative view proposes that the psychologically manipu· 

lative practices of cults and cult leaders merely disrupt a person's think· 
ing partern so that their abili ty to make rational, well-reasoned 
choices is somewhat hampered, not destroyed (e.g., if a cultist is 
deprived of sleep and food and encouraged to continue in a Bible 
study for ten hours straight, then that cultist's ability to make a good 
choice is cenainly hindered, but he or she is still free at any time to 

simply say, "Look, I'm leavin!\ I need to get some sleep and food 
because I can't think dearly" ). 

The fact is that cultists can, and often do, choose to lfave a cult . 
Many cultists, despite being ~bjected to a vast array of psychologi
cally manipularive techniques, continue processing information and 
making choices based on what they consciously want to do. During 
a 1993 interview fanner Branch Davidian David Bunds explained to 
me that this was the case within David Koresh's group. Although 
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Koresh used a number of psychologically manipulative techniques on 
his followers, each person was still able to reason. Some members left 
me group. Many others consciously chose to stay: 

[T]his idea mat they {Davidians] \\'ere mindless, unthinking people is 
not true. The}' thought a lot. They did a \0[ of thinking, a lot of ana
iyzing, and a lot of data processing, but meir entire base, their entire 
worldview, theirpresuppositional base was completely crazy. It ""'as faL<e. 

At this point an especially disturbing observation mat has been made 
by cult researchers must be acknowledged: A surprising number of nuly 
Christian churches, groups. and independent ministries are cultic from 
a psychological perspective. Although this is a tragic reality in and of 
itSelf, there is an even greater danger. ReHgious groups that are cultic 
from a psychological and/or sociological perspectiye are vulnerable to 

evolving imo a cult from a theological perspective.%is leads us to the 
most significant component of a definition of a cult: its theolog)~H 

Theological Concerns 

Defining a cult from a theological perspective involves judging a 
group's doctrines against the beliefs of the major religion with which 
it claims association. This method of cult identification is used not only 
by Christians but also by members of other major religions. For exam~ 
pie. the Nation of Islam (Black Muslims) is a cult of Islam. AumShin
rikyo is a cult of Buddhism. The International Society for Krishna Con
sciousness (ISKCON), knOv.'11 as the Hare Krishnas. is a Hindu cult. r ~ity, tco, has its share of cults, appropriately tenned pseudo
Christian~ Several evange licals have offered definitions for these 
groups. Almough similar, each one adds a slightly different shad ing 
to the overall picture of a cult from a theological viev,,-point: 

'- "IA] group of people gathered about a specific person or person's 
misimerpretation of the Bible .... [C)ults contain major devia
tions from historic Christianity. Yet, paradoxically, they continue 
to insist that they are entitled to be classified as Christians."15 
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• "[A]ny religious movement which claims the backing of Christ 
or the Bible, but distorts the central message of Christianity by· 
1) an additional revelation, and 2) by displacing a fundamen
tal tenet of the faith with a secondary mauer."26 

• "lA group adhering toJ ... doctrines which are pointedly con
tradictory to ormodox Christianity and which yet claim the 
distinction of either tracing their origin to orthodox sources or 
of being in essemial harmony with those sources."!l 

• "[A] perversion, a distortion of biblical Christianity and/or a 
rejection of the historic teachings of the Christian church."zs 

• "A cult of Christianity is a group of people, which claiming to 
be Christian, embraces a particular doctrinal system taught by 
an individual, group ofleaders, or organization, which (sysrem) 
denies (either explicidy or implicitly) one or more of the cen~ 
tral doctrines of the Christian faith as taught in the sixty-six 
books of the Bible."H 

• "[A] group of persons polarized around a heretical interpreta~ 
tion of religiOUS truth. Such groups typically Cite the Bible and 
claim to be in harmony with Chllitianity, but deny such basic 
doctrines of the Christian faith as the Trinity. [he unique deity 
of Jesus Christ, sal\'3tion by grace alone, and justification by 
f ·h"'" an . 

It is crucial to remember that within legitimate Christian circles 
there exist several areas of doctrine where honest differences of opin
ion are acceptable. These peripheral issues include, but are certainly 
not limited to, one's view of eschatology, baptism, the continuance of 
gifts of the Holy Spirit, and church government. 

Theological cults tend to distort these doctrinal issues as well, often 
going well beyond the various Christ ian positions that are biblically 
feasible, especially concerning eschatology (see chapter I t). More 
significant. though, are the positions cults take on the "essentials" of 
the Christian fai th.lrhese doctrines would include any beliefs that 
directly relate to one's identification of and relationship to God (the 
Trinity, the deity of Christ. salvation by grace alone through faith, 
the virgin birth, the physical resurrection of Christ, etc.). Divergence 
from these foundational doctrines of Christianity is a sure sign that 
a particular organization is a cult, theologically speaking. I 
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A Limited Appraisal 

The amount of printed information relating to cults is so vast that 
al l sides of the issue cannot be covered in a volume of this size. Con
sequently our study will be limited to kx>king at cults from only one 
perspective: theological. Moreover, the terms cult and new religious 
movements will be used interchangeably. Neither term will refer 
directly or indirecdy [0 a group's sociological or psychological status. 
My reason for taking {his approach is aniculated well in a 1994 arti
cle on cults, \"Tinen by Denver Seminary profes...«Of Douglas Groom uis: 

The most importam mauer for Christian di.scemment is the ability to 

treasure Christian truth and to separate umh from error .... What we 
label a particular group is not as vital as comprehending what it 
teaches, what it practices, how the group stacks up against Gods Word, 
and how we can bring the gospel to those who don't know Christ.3; 

Groothuis goes on [Q say that if we are to 

know whether a particular religious group conflicts theologically with 
Quistian truth, we must comprehend just what constirutesChristianity. 
Christiarn must know basic doctrine regarding the authOrity of Scrip
rure, the Trinity, the Incarnation, the plan of sakation, heaven and 
hel\. ... Yet this [rum is lost on many evangelical Christians today.J2 

The basic doctrines of Christianity are not difficult to comprehend. 
Learning how those doctrines are twisted by cults also is not a diffi~ 
cult task. Unfortunately both issues are sometimes presented in ways 
that make them appear complicated. To avoid these hindrances, the 
following pages deal with these subjects in a unique fashion. Each 
chapter presents only o ne C hristian doctrine, which is then com~ 
pared re the various \.\-ays cults diverge from that doctrine. 

A religious group's rejection of the doctrines expressed in the 
church's creeds is inextricably linked to how that group interpre ts 
Scripture. So the best way to begin our exploration of the Christian 
beliefs that cults deny is to take a brief look at the Bible, the source 
of those beliefs. 

] 

G[)d's 

I am very sorr\' to know and hear how unre\'erenrly that most 
precious Jewel: the Word of God, is disputed, rhym~, sung and 
jangled in every ale~house and ta\'em, connary [0 the true mean
ino and doctrine of the same. 

'" King Henry VIII (I 491-t;47)1 

The Bible h istory's bes.t~sellingand most widely distributed book
is enjoying even greater popularity as time passes. Bible sales in 1995 
climbed to a record $5 4 million from 529 million in 1991.2 Not sur~ 
prisingly, Bible printing and distribution has become a lucrative indus~ 
try, with a growing number of publishers and private entrepreneurs 
entering the business. Even media ma~ate Ted Tu~er h~ released 
an edition of Scripture; "a gilt-edged, 1 (~pound, $39) vemon of the 
Holy Bible [NRSYj .... Printed in Iraly on six-colored presses .and 
sparkling with rnetallic~gold ink, this oversized, boxed ~asterplece 
features rare images from illuminated Re[!a jssance manuscrtpts locked 
awav for centuries in the Vatican Library."j 

No one knows exactly how many Bibles have been placed in cir
culation over the years, but recent smtistic.s a re staggering. It is e.sti~ 
mated that between 1815 and 1975 approximately 2.5 billion copies 
of the Bible were sold. By 1994 the Scriptures had been translated 
into 337 languages, and 2,062 languages had translations of at least 
one book of the Bible.4 

43 
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Obviously, vast numbers of people look to Scripture for truth, guid~ 
ance, and comfort. In fact , a recent poll indicates that in a typical 
month, approximately lOOmiUion adults read the Bible. Thissamesur~ 
ve)' found that 80 percenr of adults "identified the Bible as the single, 
most influential book in human history."5 But as King Henry VIII 
pointed out long ago, Goo's Word is not always used properly. Many 
individuals do not even know what the Bible (so( where it came from. 
Therefore. the origin and nature of the Bible are the first nvo issues that 
must be addressed if one is going wdelve into the wisdom ofHo\y Wric. 

God's Word to Man 

The Protestant Bible, although it is typically thought of as a sin
gle book, actually is a compilation of SLXry-SIx books arranged topically 
and divided into two main sections: the Old Testament, which has 
thirty-nine books'j and the New Testament, consisting of twenty
seven books. These texts were composed over a period of approxi
mately fifteen hundred years (1400 RC- A.D. 100) by some fort)' dif
ferent authors of diverse backgrounds (David, a shepherd; Nehemiah, 
a servant; Peter, a fishennan; Paul, a h igh-ranking Jew). The books 
were written in different places (exile, prison, royal coun), on three 
different continents (Africa, Asia, and Europe) , using three different 
languages (Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek). 

The Old Testament was originally composed in Hebrew, except for 
a few isolated chapters and verses that appear in Aramaic. The! ew 
Testament was written in G reek. Although the original manuscripts 

:nt RomanCalholic Biblecontam~ additional b:>oks known a.! theApocrypha: (1) 
Toblt; (2) Judith; (3) BookofWisdoffi; (4) &:cbi~ticlli (also called s;.-ach); (5) I ~1ac
o;a'bees; (6) 2. Maccabees; (7) Baruch; (8) Letter of Jeremiah; (9) Additions to Esther. 
(1 0) Praj'er of A:.ariah (or The Song of the Thr« :Men); HI) Susanna; and (12) Bel 
and the Dragon .. ~Ithough these books total n,;eh:edi51:ino wooo, they found their way 
into the Roman Catholic Bible in a slightl}' different fonn, The titles numbertd 1-6 
.... ·ere inserted asoriginally "Titlen (i.e .. as separate b::XJb). Numbers 1 and 8 were corn. 
bined into one book and inserted as Baruch. Number 9 was added tathe cnd of the Book 
oi Esther. Numbers 10-12 ..... ere imersper=:\ throughout the Book of Daniel. .~n excel. 
lent explanation of why PrOtestants reject the.sc: 1xxJks as being part of God's \'('ord can 
be found in Norman Geisler and \Villiam N ix, A. GrnerallntrodllcriOll!Q the Bilk (1 %8; 
reprim. Cbicago: Mood\,. 1986). 264-75. 
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(known as aurographs) of all sixty-six books no longer exist, ancient 
copies of them have been located throughout the world. These copies 
are what scholars use to produce our modem Bible editions. 

Despite Scripture's complex origins, its many books miraculously 
fit together to exptess a single theme: God's plan of salvation for sin
ful humanit)' through the person and work of Jesus Christ. Prominent 
theologianJ.I. Packer comments, "No pan of Scripture is without its 
bearing on these central topicS."'6 Th is unity of thought can be 
explained "only by assuming, as the book itself claims, that its writ
ers were inspired by the Holy Spirit to give God's message to man."1 

Scripture itself claims to be divine in origin. Throughout the Old 
Testament several Hebrew words ind icate that God himself is speak
ing. One such word is neum, which comes from a root word meaning 
"utterance." It is used a cotal of366 times [Q i.ndicate a declaration of 
God (compare 1 Sam. 2:30; Jer. 31:31-33; Zech. 12: 1- 2, 4). Another 
Hebrew word, amar, can be translated as either "say," "said," or "says." 
Out of the several hundred times this word appears in the Old Tes
tament, it, too, is often used to describe an action b'y God (compare 
Gen. 32:9, 12j Exod. 4: 19, 21; Isa. 54:6, 8). There also isthe Hebrew 
word dabar (meaning "speech" or "the spoken word"). lr is used 394 
times in [he Old Testament in reference to how God communicated 
to his people (compare lsa. 1:18-20; Jer. 10: 1_5 ).6 

Moreover, the Old Testament writers knew they were recording 
God's words and thoughts. Jeremiah wrote: "These are the words 
which the LORD spoke concerning Israel and concerning Judah" 
(30:4). Isaiah affirmed: "For thus the loRD spoke to me .... saying" 
(8:11). David said: "The Spirit of the LORD spoke by me, And His 
word was on my tongue" (2 Sam. 23:2). 

In the New Testament we see numerous confirmatiOns of these Old 
Testament claims. Paul the apostle ca lled the Old Testament "the 
very words of God" (Rom. 3:2 };IV) . The writer of Hebrews quoted 
several passages from the Old Testament, referring to them as words 
spoken by God's Holy Spirit (Heb. 3: i ; IO: l)}. A similar comment 
by the apostle Pecer is recorded in Acts. Theology professor Millard 
Erickson explains: 

In Acts 1:16 Peter sa~'s, "Brethren, the scripture had to be fulfilled, 
which the Holy Spirit spoke beforehand by the mouth of David ... ," 
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and then proceeds to quote trom Psalms 69:25 and 109:8 regarding 
me fate of Judas. Ir is nmable here that Peter not only regards the 
words of David as authoritative, but that he acruatly affirms that God 
spoke by the mouth of David. David was God's "mouthpiece, ~ so to 
speak. The same thought. that God spoke by rhe mouth of the 
prophets, is fOWld in Aces 3: 18, 21, and 4:15.9 

Jesus himself declared that the entire Old T estamem could not "be 
broken" (John 10:35), not even the smallest part of a Hebrew word 
or letter (Man. 5:1 8-19). He also demonstrated confidence in the 
O ld Testament by quoting and referring to it extensively (Matt. 
IH-S; 2 U3, 16; 2D7; M;uk4;12; 7;6; Luke 10;28; 20;) 7). An espe
cially clear illustration of Jesus' view of [he Old Testament can be 
fo und in Luke 24:25 , where he rebuked h is disciples for not believ, 
ing aU that the prophets had spoken. Jesus then explained co his fol· 
lowers the things concerning him in the Scriptures, beginning with 
Moses and all the prophets (v. 27). According to Wayne Grudem, 
professor of biblical and systematic theology at Trinity Evangelical 
Divinity School, mis episode is highly significant because, for first 
centu ry Jews, the O ld Testament "included exactly the books of the 
Protestant Old Testament today."IO 

The authors of the New Testament claimed that they too were 
writing Gods thoughts and ·words. Paul Ixlldly declared, "This is what 
we speak, not in words taught us by human wisdom but in words 
taught by the Spirit, expressing spiritual truths in spiritual words" 
(1 Cor. 2: 13 NIV). Paul also placed the Gospel of luke on the same 
leve l as the O ld Testamem by caHing it "Scripture," which was the 
Jewish term for the O ld Testament (1 Tim. 5:18). Throughout Paul's 
writings there appear many comments mat indicate he knew that 
God had "revealed" what he was writing (1 Cor. 2:7, 10; GaL 1:1; 
Eph.33). 

Like Pau l, the apostle Peter made statements supporting the holy 
character of me New Testament. For example, he asserts in 2 Peter 
1:20-2 1 that "Scripture" came from men who spoke as they were 
moved by the Holy Spirit. Peter then goes on to state that Paul's let
ters are Scripture (2 Peter 3:15-16) . 

Other passages indicating that the New Testament is from God 
include 2 Corinthians 4: 2; Ephesians 3:5; and Revelation 1 :2; 22: 18. 
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Second Timothy 3:16 is perhaps the most familiar New Testament 
passage to declare the divine origin of the Bible: "All Scripture is 
inspired by God {i.e. , breamed~out by God} and profitable for t.each· 
ing, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness." 

Unfortunately cultists hold several erroneous views of the Bible 
that invariably lead them into doctrinal error. Their nontraditional 
ideas relate to what Scripture is, how we received it from God, who 
can interpret it, and what it says. The remainder of this chapter exam
ines their most common mistakes. 

Thy Word Is Truth 

Many cults reach that the Bible is a document full of contradic
tions, mistranslations, and unwarranted additions. Other cults use a 
slightly different attack on God's Word by categorizing it as a com
pilation of nonhistorical myths and legends that, at the very best, can 
offer a few pieces of good advice if read through the interpretive lens 
of the group's leader. Both positions ultimately communicate me same 
thought: Scripture is a purely human product and, as such, is not qual
ified to be an authoritative source of truth. In reality, however, the 
Bible is one of the most reliable of all anciem documents. 

First, the total number of full manuscripts and manuscript fragments 
of Scripture from ancient times is extraordinary. New Testamentdoc
uments amount to nearly fifty-four hundred, while Old Testament 
texts number into the tens of mousands. 11 These copies can be com
pared to one another in order to get an incredibly accurate picture of 
how the aucographs (originals) must have read. This fact alone sepa~ 
rates the Bible from most other ancient pieces of literature, wh ich 
"have been transmitted to us by only a handful of manuscripts."1! 

Se.cond, some of the Bible's manuscripts and manuscript fragments 
date back to very near the time of the original autographs. This espe
cially holds true of the New Testamem. The follo""'ing list represents 
only a small sampling of what has survived the centuries: 

• John Rylands Fragment (C. A.D. 11 7-138), ponions of John's 
Go,pel (18;31-33, 37-38). 
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• Chester Beauy Papyri (c. A.D. 250), most of the New Testament. 
• Bodmer Papyri (A.D. second- third century), several portions of 

the New Testament. 
• Codex Vaticanus (C. A.D. 325- 350), the entire Bible. 
• Codex SinaitiC1ts (C. A.D. 340), more than half the Old Testa

ment and nearly all of the New Testament. 

It is \videly recognized by scholars that the closer a source is to the 
event it describes, the more likely it is to be reliable. With this in mind, 
Bible professor E F. Bruce comments, "If the N ew Testament were a 
collection of secular writings, their authenticity would generally be 
regarded as beyond all doubt."13 He further notes that the evidence 
for our New Testament writings "is ever so much greater than the evi 
dence for many writings of classical authors, the authenticity of which 
no one dreams questioning."H In The New Testament Documents: Are 
They Reliable?, Bruce provides a list that clearly supports his point: 

• For Caesar's Gallic \Vars (composed between 58 and 50 B.C.) 

there are several extant MSS [existing manuscripts], but only 
nine or ten are good, and the oldest is some 900 years later than 
Caesar 's day. 

• Of the 142 books of the Roman History of Livy (59 B.C.- A.O. 

17) only thirty-five sun'iye; these are known to us from not 
more than twenty MSS of any consequence, only one of which, 
and that containing fragments of Books iii-vi, is as old as the 
fourth century [A.O.] . 

• Of the fourteen books of the Histories of Tacitus (c. A .O. 100) 
only four and a half survive; of the sixteen books of his Annals , 
ten survive in full and two in parr. The text of these extantpor
tions of his nvo great historical works depends entirely on two 
MSS, one of the ninth century and one of the eleventh. The 
extant MSS of his minor works (Dialogus de Omtoribus, Agri
coIn , Gennania) all descend from a codex [bound book] of the 
tenth century. 

• The History ofThucydides (c. 460--400 B.C.) is known to us 
from eight MSS, the earliest belonging to c. A.O. 900, and a 
fe\\' papyrus scraps, belonging to abour the beginning of the 
Christian era. The same is true of the History of Herodotus 
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(c. 488-428 BL). Yet no classical scholar would listen to an 
argumen t that the authenticity of Herodotus or Thucydides is 
in doubt because the earliest MSS which are of any use to us 
are oyer 1,300 years later than the originals. I) 

Third, when all of the Bible's manuscripts and manuscript frag
ments are compared and contrasted, they show only slight variances 
that are often easily explainable. Apparent conflicts with history and 
science also tend to fade with time. One example of how an error 
today can be resolved tomorrow involves Acts 17:6 and 17:8, where 
Luke uses the Greek word po\itarches for the city rulers (i.e., author~ 
ities). This is a \vord that appears nowhere else in Scripture, and for 
many years, had never even been seen in Greek literature. 

Earlier critical scholars accused Luke of eimer ignorance or careless
nc.."S. But since then Cl number of inscriptions have been found, dat
ing from the second and third centuries A.D., severdi iI) Thessalonica 
itself, which have \'indicated Luke's use of the title.1f 

Of course , there rema ins a small number of Bible difficulties that 
have nOt yet been resolved. These, hO\vever. are limited to secondary, 
if not tertiar)', issues. None of the so-called errors currently found in 
Scripture deal with major doctrinal points. Additionally, the passage 
of time continues to resolve textual and critical problems, not mul
t iply them. 11 It would be foolish, as Dr. Waiter Martin remarks in 
Essential Christianity , "to abandon faith in the authority of God's ini· 
t ial revelation simply because there remains a relatively small per
centage (less than 1/2 of 1 % of the New Testament) of questionable 
material about which we do not yet have enough data to properly 
evaluate and undersrand." ls 

Finally, there is the testimony of archaeolo!0', which consistently 
supports biblical statements relating [0 history and science. T he 
archaeological evidence affirming Scripture has become so impres
sive that Time ran an extensive news piece on the subject in 1995.19 

Earlier that year, the Biblical Archaeology Ret.iew publ ished a lengthy 
article dealing with the same topic. In this latter story, Menachem 
Mansoor- Hebrew and Semitic Studies professor emeritus at the Uni
versity of Wisconsin, Madison~stated that biblical archaeology "has 
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corroborated many historical records in the Bible. ,,~o Consider the 
following discoveries: 

• The first archaeological evidence for Pontius Pilate was found 
at Caesarea in 1961 in the form of a plaque. Its inscription read 
PONTIUS PILATE, PREFECT OF jUDEA." 

• A tablet recovered aran excavation in Babylon "expliddycon
firms 2 Kings 25:27-30. which speaks about the exited Jehoia
ch in's rations, a situation previously qUe5tioned."H 

• The discovery of cracked stones and fallen/lean ing walls at 
Gezer-an eighth century B.C site confirm the words of Ames 
1:1, which speaks of an earthquake that rocked me area "in the 
days of Uz!iah king of judah, and in the days of Jeroboam son 
of }oash, king of Israel."H 

• An official seal imprinted in a clay flgure was identified in 1986 
as having been made by Baruch, Jeremiah's scribe Oer. 36:4). 
Moreover, Baruch had mistakenly left his fingerprint in the 
upper left~hand corner of the clay artifact. H 

.. The city ofBerhsaida, where Jesus performed the miracle of the 
loaves and fishes, was unearthed in 1987.15 

.. A rePository for bones \vas uneanhed in 1990 in the Old Jewish 
Quarter of Jerusalem's Old City. Its inscription read JOSEPH 
SON O F CAIAPHAS. "This marked the first archeological 
evidence that the high priest Caiaphas, who according to the 
Gospels presided at the Sanhedrin's trial of Jesus, was a real 
person.":!6 

.. In 1993, a stone dating to 885 8.C. was found protruding from 
the ground at a site in Galilee (Tel Dan).lts inscription, which 
described a victory in battle by a neighboring king over Israel, 
spoke of King David. Until this find, some scholars had sug~ 
gested mat David was nothing more than a mythP 

Seeds of Doubt 

Despite the evidence in favor of the Bible's reliability, cults insist 
on anacking it as a severely flawed volume. They do so in both sub-
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de and bold fashions, depending on the image they want to present 
[0 the public. For example, the Church of Jesus Christ of Laner-day 
Saints (LDS) takes the subtle approach, at least publicly. They often 
quote Scripture during evangelistic campaigns, sell the Bible in their 
church-owned bookstores, and boast of their reliance on the classic 
King James Version of Scripture. All of these actions suggest to the 
umvary onlooker that Mormonism is just another Protestantdenom
ination that upholds the authenticity, reliability, and authority of 
God's Word. Nothing could be funher from the truth. The actual 
Monnon position on the Bible is found in the LDS Anicles of Faith: 
"ARTICLE B-We believe the Bible to be the Word of God as far as it 
is translated correctly."2S 

An obvious question follows: JUSt how "correctly" translated do 
Mormons consider the Bible to be! Early LDS apostle Orson Pratt 
(1811-81) writes: "\Vhat shall we say then, concerning the Bible's 
being a sufficiem guide? Can we rely upon it in its present kno\vn cor
rupted state, as being a faithfu l record of God's Word?"29 Pratt 
answered these rhetorical questions himself: 

We all know that but a few of the inspired writings [from the Bible] 
have descended to O UT times .... \Vhat few have come do .... TI to our 
day, have been mutilated, changed, and corrupted, in such a shame
ful manner that no [WO manuscripts agree .... (W)ho, in his right 
mind, could, for one moment, suppose the Bible in its presem fonn [0 

be a perfect guide! Who knows that even one verse of the whole Bible 
has escaped pollution so as to conve\' the same sense now that it did , 
in the original!JO 

Comemporary Mormons have deviated little from the views 
of their spiritual ancestors. In his influemial 1966 book to fellow 
Monnons, tided Monnon Docmne, LDS apostle Bruce McConkie 
(19 15-85 )stated that "the various versions of the Bible do not accu
rately record or perfectly preserve the words, thoughts, and intents 
of the original inspired authors."31 

The LDS church, however, realizes that the Bible is loved and 
respected throughout the world. Consequently, they have adopted a 
twofold evangelistic strategy: (I) present Monnonism to the general 
public as a Bible-believing, Christian denomination in order to gain 
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the interest of prospective converts; and (2) privately destroy the 
faim that prospective converts have in the Bible so that LDS doe, 
trines can subsequently be taught with little objection from persons 
who might see discrepancies between Monnonism and Scriprure. 

This assertion is easily supported by various documents circulat
ing within the Mormon community. One manual, designed to be used 
by LDS missionaries, listS the many ways in which the Bible conflicts 
with Latter-day Saint doctrines.ll This same volume, tided Mission
aT)' Pal: Reference Guide fOT Missionaries and Teachers , also lists so
called ''Bible Errors" to be shared with prospect ive or new converu}3 

Unlike Mormonism, some cults do noC try (0 publ icly create the 
impression that they are great admirers of Scripture. Elizabeth Clare 
Prophet, leader of the Church U niversal and Triumphant, open ly 
declares that "many of Jesus' teachings were altered, deleted , or 
never recorded. "34 In literature distributed to the general public, 
she also has remarked that "the Gospels have been edited, inter~ 
polated, subjected to scri ba l errors, garnished by addi t ions and 
plagued by subtractions."35 

A few cults make especially harsh comments abour the Bible. Con
sider the words of Rov Masters, founde r/director of the Foundation 
for H uman Understanding: "The Bible (0 me is not holy .... 1 can
if you pardon my expression-take that Bible to the coilet with me 
and use it the same way as anything else ... . I wouldn't feel guilty for 
that. ":l<i 

Of course, nor every cult treats the Bible 'virh so little regard. Some 
groups believe very strongly in the authority and reliability of Scrip~ 
ture. There is , however, a catch. According to these groups, the aver~ 
age person cannot understand Scripture without assistance from the 
leadership of their particular cult. 

Blind Guides 

Many cults claim that ordinary people cannot understand the Bible 
because of its complexity and hidden meanings. These cults also main
tain that they alone possess the real meaning of Scripture, thanks to 
the writings or speeches of some uniquely qualified individual or group 

GOD'S BEST-SEUER 53 

of individuals. Exactly how rank-and~file cultim receive the proper 
interpretations of the Bible varies from cult to cult. Some listen to 

caped messages by their leader(s). O thers use a particular study book. 
Many groups have pamphlets or magazines that are periodically 
released. 

Consider the teachings of a new religious movement known as The 
Family, which has a lengthy history of advocating pornography, incest, 
fornication, adultery, adult-child sexual contact, and child-child sex
ual relations}' The Family maintains that the true teachings of the 
Bible have been buried beneath centuries of men's false interpreta
tions of the text. Only th rough the writings (Mo Letters) of their 
deceased founder/prophet-"Moses" David Berg (l919-94)---<:an 
Christians rightly uncover the Bible's lost truths. 

IT lhe true Plan and Foundation of God as outlined in the Bible has 
been almost totally buried under the rubble ofChurchjanjtv and ~ 
traditions of man . ... WHY WE NEED THE MO LE I. J @S .... If 
we sweep away all thi5 churchy garbage and get back down and delve 
underneath to find the founda tions, then we can see the Plan .... 
BUT TO REDISCOVER THE TRUE FOUNDATION, it takes an 
archeologist wh o comes and cleats away the rubble ! He digs out the 
Bible nom under all the trash and rcveab it (0 you as it really is and 
really was .... I am your archeologist. WlJ1i EVERY [MOl LE I I ER 
I'M CLEi\RING AWAY THE CHURCH RUBBLE.}8 

The Jehovah's Witnesses (JWs)- ruled by a board of twelve men 
called the Governing BodyJ9-make a similar claim about the Bible 
being incomprehensible to ordinary people. According to JW publi~ 
cat ions, those who seek to understand Scripture through a course of 
personal study will soon find themselves in spiritual darkness+:' and 
"will not progress along the road of life" no matter how much Bible 
reading they do;u The Bible is nO( meant to be, and indeed cannot 
be, underst<XXi by individuals;~! It is an organ izational book that can 
be rightly interpreted only through Jehovah 's Organization , "the only 
organization on earth that understands 'the deep things of God.' ''+3 

\V'itnesses receive spiritual "nourishmem" from the innumerable 
books and magazines that have been pubHshedovcr the years by their 
parem organization, known as the Watch Tower Bible and Tract Soci-
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e[)' (\VTBTS}.+'t According to the WTBTS. rile organization's liter
ature is divine in origin: "The resolutions adopted by conventions of 
God's anointed people, booklets, magazines, and books published by 
them, contain the message of God's truth and are from Almighty God, 
Jchovah."45 

The primary source of JW truth is The \Vatchtower, a WTBTS 
bimonthly magazine that has been in print since 1879.016 The text of 
this magazine is said to contain the only proper interpretations of 
Scripture. Every word of it is to be believed wimout question.ii In 
fact, any "independent thi.nking" by members that demonstrates 
doubt of the organization's doctrinal positions even if those beliefs 
contradict earlier views-is labeled as "evidence of pride."+S 

Scripture itself, however. does not promQ[e any such teach ings. In 
1 Corinthians 12:8-10, a passage about spiritual gifts, there is no men~ 
tion of spiritually elite individuals or special organizations havin~ 
authoritative iruights concerning Scripture. One would think that it 
such gifts existed, they would be mentioned as spiritual gifts in the 
Bible. The importance of such gifts would be tremendous. I t can only 
be assumed that there exists no such thing as a divinely chosen per
son or group of persons commissioned by God ro be h is unique chan
nel of biblical undemanding to humanity. 

Moreover, passages such as 2 Peter 1;3 and Romans I; 16 state that 
the gospel itself contains what is needed for salvation and that every
thing necessary for eternal life is given to each believer personally. 
Acts 17:11 additionally reveals that persons who use the Bible to 

question the teachings of a religiOUS leader are to be commended for 
their cateful consideration, not condemned for ie Jesus himself gave 
a sobering message in John 12:4 7-48 that directly relates (0 the whole 
issue of whether Christians need to have the Bible interpreted for 
them by an organization. 

As for the pe~n who hears my words but does not keep them.l do not 
judge him. For I did not come to judge the world, but to save it. There 
is a judge for the one who rejects me and does not accept my words; that 
very word which I spoke wiUcandemn him at the last day (NIV). 

In othet words, people will be judged according to the manner 
in which they followed the words Jesus spoke, not in the way they 
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followed the words of some self-proclaimed uprophet," group, or 
organization with a supposedly special understanding of Scripture. 
According to our Lord, we may personally learn of him with the 
aid of the Holy Spirit, who imparts understanding [0 our hearts. In 
fact, Sc ripture gives us marvelous promises regard ing God's desire 
and willingness to reveal himself to us through h is Word: "He leads 
the humble in justice, And He teaches the humble His way" (Ps. 
25,9) . 

We are also [Old that \vhen it comes to the Bible, God will help us 
understand it. First Corinthians 2:12 tells us chat cbe Spi.rit of God 
assists us so that we may "understand what God has free ly given" 
(NIV). Jesus assured his disciples that the Holy Spi rit would be sent 
to personally teach and guide God's followers (J ohn 16:13- 15). He 
who wrote Scripture helps us understand it. 

This is nor to say that the Lord has not called some Christians to 

be teachers, having gifted them to serve in the church (see Eph. 4; 11; 
1 Tim. 3:2-10; 2 Tim. 2:2). Such individuals are able [0 help fellow 
believers learn about God and grow in Christ. But these teachers are 
never above Scripture itself (James 3: I), nor are they ever to become 
mediators between God and his children (1 Tim. 2:5). 

Scripture T v.isting 

Sometimes a cult's false doctrines cannot be attributed to any of 
the practices thus far discussed. When this is the case, a number of 
factors may be involved, including: ( I ) dishonest manipulation of 
the texts; (2) the use of poor scholarship; or (3) esotericism. A good 
example of the first tnJe of cult tactic can be seen in the Jehovah's 
Witnesses' New \Vor.l.d Translation of the Holy Scriptures. 

G reek scholars (both Christian and non~Christian) recogni:c:e this 
Bible version not only as a poor and erroneous translation but as one 
that belies an intentional manipulation of the texts in order to make 
it fit the Watchtower's unbiblical doC{rines.julius Mantey, a highly 
respected and wel1~known Greek scholar, \ .... ent so far as to write the 
Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society after it had quoted him out of 
comext in an attempt to justify their faulty trans lation: 
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[I have givenl only a few examples of Watchtower rnisn-anslations and 
perversions of Goo's Word .... In • .. iew of the preceding facts, espe
cially becau..."C you have been quoting me Out of context, I herewith 
request you not to quote the Manual Grammar of tbe Greek New Tes
tament again, which you have been doing for 24 years. Also that you 
not quote it or me in any of your publications from this time 0 0.<6 

If a tailor-made version of the Bible is unavailable, cultists often 
reson: to the use of poor scholarship in an effort to legitimi!e their 
beliefs. Passages are taken out of context, texts are changed using 
uncalled-for deletions or additions, and in some cases, a single verse 
dealing with a specific topic is used to build an emire doctrine at the 
exclusion of additional passages dealing with the same issue. 

Many cults, on the other hand, rely on an altogether different 
method of interpreting Scripture known as esotericism. It involves 
finding hidden or secret messages within biblical passages that appear 
fairly straightfonvard. Through esoteric biblical imerpretation, words 
are radically redefined so that they take on completely different mean~ 
ings than the ones intended. Passages suddenly do not mean what 
they appear [Q mean. Christian Science founder Mary Baker Eddy 
(1821-1910) made the following esoteric read ing out of Genesis: 

The word Adam is (rom the Hebrew adnmah . ... Dh-ide the name 
Adam imo [Wo syllables, and it reads, a dam, or obstruction .... Here 
a dam is nor a mere play on words; it stands for obstruCtion, error, even 
the supposed separation of man from God. Xl 

Elizabeth Clare Prophet uses esotericism when she argues that Jesus' 
words, "Take my yoke upon you and learn from me" (Man. 11 :29 
NIV) , really mean "[T]ake my consciousness of my sacred labor, my 
Christhood bearing the burden of world karma ... and learn of my 
Guru, the AncientofDays."sl New Age author David Spangler claims 
that when Jesus said, "Seek first the kingdom of God and His righ~ 
teousness" (:"JKJV), he actually was giving instructions to seek "the 
state of identification with one's true individuality, the source within, 
the Divine center.'''i2 

There are several reasons why an esoteric system of reading the 
Bible is illegitimate. First, nothing in Scripture ind icates that it was 

GOD'S BEST-SEllER 57 

intended to be read in an esoteric manner. Second, the esoteric 
approach can be used to make me Bible say virrually anything, which 
effectively renders it useless as an objective measure for truth. Third, 
esotericism blatantly cuts across what the authors are plainly saying 
without offering any evidence that the authors were acrually impan~ 
ing a hidden message. Fourth, Jesus himself declared before the high 
priests that he had taught "nothing in secret" but spoke "openlv to 
the \vorld" Oohn 18:20 >:IV). . 

Although esoteric ism goes against all methods of interpreting a lit
erary work such as the Bible, it is all tOO often used by nontraditional 
religious lxxI.ies. In fact, it has become a virtual trademark of theo
logical cults. Its sole purpose is to allow for the propagation of so
called hidden teachings, which conveniently supIXlrt the doctrines 
of a given group. 

J "New" Revelations • 

Undermining Scripture'S reliability, teaching that the Bible is a 
closed lxx>k to all but the most spiritually elite, and perverting the 
clear meaning of biblical texts are not always enough to supIXlrt var~ 
ious doctrines that are theologically culcic. Consequently, some groups 
have provided their followers with additional sources of "divine truth." 
These revehuions, whether verbal or written, always contradict and 
super~de the Bible when it comes to major doctrines of the Chris
tian fa ith. 

MOnTIons, for instance, look to three "Standard Works" of Scrip
ture in addition to the Bible: the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and 
Covenants, and the Pearl of Great Price. 53 The speeches and writings 
of the current LDS presidents are also authoritative. These extrabib~ 
lieal works cover a wide range of subjects and contain, according to 
Mormons, the very words of God. Each book allegedly restores truths 
that were removed from the Bible. The Book of Mormon itself makes 
this claim, stating that "many plain and precious things" were taken 
away from the Bible and that because of this "an exceedingly great 
many do stumble, yea, insomuch that Satan hath great IXlwer over 
them" (l Nephi 13:28-29). 
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Although Mormons claim to believe the Bible in its entire[y, the 
truth is that they believe Scripcure only where it does not conflict with 
their extrabiblical books, which were produced by their founde r! 
prophet Joseph Smith. As Bruce McConkie admit;;: "Acceptance of 
the Bible is coupled with a reservation that it i.s true only insofar as 
rranslated correctly .... The other three, having been revealed in mOO
em times in English, are accepted \vithout qualification."s-. 

The place of importance given to ]oseph Smith's writings in com
parison to the significance given to the Bible is perhaps best seen in 
a comment made by Ezra Taft Benson (1899- 1994), thirteenth pres
ident of the LDS Church: 

Men can get nearer to the Lord ... through the Book of Mormon man 
through me Bible .... [TJhere will be more people saved in me King
dom of God-ten thousand times over-because of the Book of Mor
mon than there will be because of me Bible. s; 

Many other cults also employ this method of circumventing bib
lical teachings. Popular N ew Age groups are especially adept at cre
a ting documents that are supposedly new revelations of truth. The 
Urantia cult, for instance , looks to The Urantia Book (U B), a 2,097-
page volume of science fiction-sounding "truth" allegedly rece ived 
during the mid-1920s. According to followers of the U B, several 
superhuman, an gel-like be ings known as " the revelators" used 
thought-dictation to impart the UB CO an individual who remains 
unidentified to this day.56 

\'Vhether o r not God can reveal more truths to humaniry is not the 
issue. God can do anything consistent with his nature. The question 
is: Has God revealed more rruthsr lfhe has done so, they wou ld cer
ta inly line up with what h e has already spoken. But t he evidence 
clea rly shows that this is nOt the case. Cult-based revelations regu
larly conrrad ict [he doctrines of Scripture. Each of these beliefs will 
now be explored using the creeds of Christendom. 

Part 2 

I believe in GoD THE FATHER Almighty; And in JESUS 

CHRIST his only begotten Son our Lord; who was born 
of the Holy Ghost and the Virgin Mary. 

Apostles' Creed, Old Roman 

I believe in one God, the Father Almighty; Maker of 
heaven and eaM .... And in one Lord, Jesus ChriE(, 
the only-begotten Son of God ... begotten not made, 
being of one su~tance fessence) with the Father . .. and 
was incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin Mar)", 
and was made man . .. . And [1 believe] in the Hol" 
Ghost, the Lord and Giver of Life; . .. who ~'ith th~ 
Father and the Son together is worshiped and glOrified; 
who spake by the Prophets. 

Niceno-Consraminopoliran erred 

We worship one God in Trinity, and Trin ity in Unity: 
Neither confoWlding me Persons: nor dividing theSub
stance [E.<...<encej . For there is onc Person of the Father: 
another of the Son: and anomer of the Holy Ghost. But 
the Godhead of the Father, of the Son. and of the Hok 
G host, i.s all one: the Glory equal, the Majesty coeter~ 
na\. ... The Father uncreate[dj: the Son uncreatefdj : 
and the Holy G host uncreatefdJ ... . The Father eter
nal: [he Son eternal: and the Ho!" Ghost eternal. ... 
So likewise the father is Almight):: the Son Almight)-·: 
and the Holy Ghost Almighty. And yet they are not 
three Almighties: but one Almighty So the Father is 
God: the Son is God: and the Holy Ghost is God. And 
yet they are not three Gods: but one God. 

Athanasian Creed 



lord of IsraEl 

[God] is incomprehensible, ingreamess unfathomable~in height 
inconceivable, in {Xlwer incompatible, in wisdom unrivaled, in 
goodness inimitable, in k indness ununerable .... He is Lord, 
because He rules over the universe; Father, because He is before 
all things; Fashioner and Jl.hker, because He is creator and maker 
of the universe; the Highest, because of His being above all; and 
Almighty, because He himself rules and embraces all. 

Theophilus. 
Bishop of Antioch, late second cenrury! 

Christianity, like Judaism and Islam, is a monotheistic religion, which 
means that it teaches the existence of only one God. Unlike Jews and 
Muslims, however, Christians believe that there is a plurality of 
persons within the one God. In other words, Christians maintain that 
the eternal God they worship has revealed himself through Scripture 
as one divine entity who exists as three distinct persons (or centers 
of self-consciousness): Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Each person, 
however, "cannot be conceived [of] as three separate individuals, but 
are in one another, and form a solidaric unity" (emphasis mine).l This 
concept, hinted at in the Old Testament and fully established in the 
N ew, is the doctrine of the Trinity. 

Orthodox theo logians have explained the Trinity in various ways, 
but each definition ultimately says the same thing: that there is only 
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one true God, who within his eternal nature exists as three coequal 
and coetemal persons; namely, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
Although these three persons are distinct in function, position, and 
relationship, they all share the same divine nature (or essence) and, 
in so doing, exist as one divine being. Each person is in fall posses
sion of the divine essence. 'imply put, the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit are the one true God. A;. ~.lree persons, therefore, may prop
erly be called God collectively, as well as individually. The Trinitar
ian belief is often referred to as God's three-in-oneness) 

Father 

God 

Soo Spirit 

The doctrine of the Trinity is a complex theological view that, 
although taught in the New Testament, took early Chrisciansseveral 
hundred years to crystallize imo aformtJ1 expression (i.e., the Nicene 
and Niceno~Constantinopolitan C reeds). This does not mean, how~ 
ever, that the doctrine is not true. It also does not mean that Trini
tarianism originated with non·Christians. On the contrary, Trinitar
ian thought can be traced not only ro the New Testament (2 Cor. 
13: 14) but to first- and second~century Christian churches. 

Long before rhe creeds were drafted, there was a substantial amount 
of discussion among early Christians regarding God's nature. Jesus, 
after all, had declared himself to be equal \vith God, which seemingly 
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contradicted Hebrew monotheism. In an effon ro understand how 
Jesus could be God, church leaders of the first, second, and third cen
turies undenook a thorough examination of both the Old Testamem 
and the recently composed New Testament.4 An investigation into 
che nature and function of the Holy Spirit began at approximately 
the same t ime. 

This quest for spiritual truth resulted in numerous heated debates 
among various scholars, theologians, and Christian thinkers. Even~ 
wally, the Trinity ("tri~unity") doctrine was recognized as the correcr 
and most logical understanding of Scripture. Christian theologian 
Louis Berkhof rightly comments, "The doctrine of the Triniry is very 
decidedly a doctrine of revelation .... Therefore, it is of the uunost 
importance that we gather the Scriptural proofs for it."} 

Blessed Trinity 
• 

A good starting point for any study of the Trinity begins with 
Deuteronomy 6:4, which may be the most imponant Hebrew passage 
relating to God's nature: "Hear, 0 Israel! The loRD [Y AHWEHJ is our 
God, the loRD {yAHWEH] is one!" This verse, known as the Shema, 
served as the cornerstone of O ld Testament Jewish thought con~ 
ceming the God of Israel-i.e., there exists only one true God, Y AH
\X'EH. By taking such a theological position, the Jews forever separated 
themselves from the surrounding polytheistic cultures (e.g., Egyp
cians, Ph ilistines, Babylonians, Canaanites, Moabites). 

The reality of the existence of only one true God is stressed again 
and again throughout the O ld Testament (2 Sam. 7:22), especi.ally 
in the pronouncementS of God him..'Clf (Isa. 45:2 1-22; 46:8-9). In 
fact , one of the main purposes of the Old Testament prophets was to 
continually call the Jews back from i.dolatry to the worship of the one 
true God (1 Kings 18:18ff). The prophetS "Strengthened monotheis
tic doctrine by constantly reminding Israel of the vast gulf that sep~ 
arated the Lord from pagan idols and the so~called gods that they rep
resented (Hosea 4: 12; Isa. 2:8, 20; 17:8; 31: 7; Jer. 10:5, 10). "6 

Although no Old Testament passages explicitly describe God as a 
triune being, many Old Testament verses at the very least suggest a 
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plurality within God's nature. For example, in Genesis 1:26 God sa~'s, 
"Let Us [plural} make man in Our (plural] image, according to Our 
(plural] likeness." The use here of plural pronouns is most interest
ing. Renowned biblical scholar and linguistic expert Dr. Gleason 
Archer comments: 

This first person plural can hardly be a mere editorial or royal plural 
that refers to the speaker alone, for no such usage is demonstrable an,)'
where else in biblical Hebrew. Therefore we must face the question of 
who are included in this "m" and ~OUT. " It could hardly include the 
angels in consultation with God, for nowhere i5 it ever stated that 
man was created in the image of angels, only of 000.' 

Even more thought.provoking is verse 27: "Goo created man in 
His ov.n [singular] image, in the image of God He [singular] created 
him; male and female He [singular] created them." A striking and 
deliberate switch to singular pronouns is made here. Accord ing to 

Archer, the verse is implying that "the plural equals the singular. This 
can only be understood in terms of the Trinitarian nature of God. 
The one God subsists in three Persons, Persons who are able to con
fer with one another and carry their plans into action together
without ceasing to be one God."s 

Some theologians maintain that the use of plural pronouns in Gen
esis suggests a plurality of majesty, a fonnof speech a king would use
for example, "\Ve are pleased to grant our request." But this is highly 
unlikely, according to many other linguistic experts and Bible schol
ars. Wavne Grudem, professor of biblical and systematic theology at 
Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, observes that, in Old Testament 
Hebrew, "there are no other examples of a monarch using plural verbs 
or plural pronouns of himself ... so this suggestion has no evidence 

to support it.'>9 
The Old Testament also contains verses \vherein one person called 

God (or Lord) is interacting in some way \vith another person called 
God (or Lord). Consider Psalm 45 :6--7: "Your throne, 0 God, is for
ever and ever .... You have loved righteousness and hated wicked
ness; Therefo re God, Your God has anointed You ." Consider, tOO, 
Genesis 19:24, which refers to Sodom and Gomorrah's fate: "Then 
the loRD [yAHWlli] rained on Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and 
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fire from the LORD IYAHWEH] out of heaven." Especially interesting 
is Isaiah 44:6, "Thus says the loRD [YAHWEH] , the King of Israel and 
his Redeemer, the LORD [YAH'W'EHJ of hosts." 

A few verses even mention all three of the persons resident within 
the narure of the one true God. An outstanding occurrence of this is 
found in Isaiah 48:12-16. The verse begins with YAHWEH speaking: 
"Listen to Me, 0 Jacob, even Israel whom I called; I am He, I am the 
first, I am also the last" (compare, the Son in Rev. 22:12-13). The 
passage continues: "Come near to Me, listen to this: From the first I 
have not spoken in secret, From the t ime it took place [Israel's deliv
erance], I was there" (v. 16a). Finallv, God declares, "And now the 
Lord GOD fYAHW-:EH1 has sent Me, and His Spirit." 

None of these verses conclusively ptove the Trinity. T hey do, how
ever, serve as a meoloO'ical dooD\'av mrouoh which an understand-o • 0 

ing of God's triunity can be accessed from the New Testament. Berk
hof writes: "The Old Testament does not contain a full revelation of 
the Trinitarian existence of God, but does contain sever;al indications 
of it .• .<\nd this is exactly what might be expecred."lO Roben Light
ner, professor of Systematic Theology at Dallas Theological Seminary, 
remarks: "Throughout the Old Testament there are hints of the Trin~ 
ity, but God's unity is stressed . The revelation is much clearer and 
more complete in the New Testament. We need the teaching from 
both testaments for the full picture."ll 

Like me Old Testament, the New Testament consistently affirms 
the existence of only one God {Gal. 3:20; 1 Tlm. 2:5}. Additionally, 
however, the New Testament presents numerous passages that iden~ 
tif)' three distinct persons-the Father (1 John 3:1), the Son (1 John 
1:3), and the Holy Spirit (John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:13- 14) each 
of whom are referred to as God (the Father, John 6:27; Rom. 1: 7; 
1 Thess. 1: 1; the Son, John 20:28; Heb. 1 :8; the Holy Spirit , Acts 5:3-4) . 

The importance of each of these verses is intensified by the many 
other New Testament passages that n ot only designate the Father, 
Son, and Holy Spirit as God but also ascribe to them the same attri~ 
bmes and divine acts. All three are said to dwell in believers (John 
14:17,20,23). Each one is said to have been active in the [esurrec~ 
tion of Christ (the Father, GaL 1: 1; the Son , John 2: 19-21; 10; 17; the 
Holy Spirie, Rom. 8 : 11), while at the same time we are told that it was 
God who raised Jesu.s from the dead (1 Cor. 6: 14). Al l three possess 
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and impart eternal life (the Father, John 5:26; the Son, John 1 A; 5 :21, 
26; 10:28; 11:25; the Holy Spirit, 2 Cor. 3:6; GaL 6:8). 

The New Testament also presenrs the Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit as having an unusually close union. All are specifically men
tioned in the Great Commission (Matt. 28:19), Paul's benediction 
to the Corinthian church (2 Cor. 13:14), and PNer's salutation to 

Christians living in Asia Minor (I Peter 1:2). Jesus' baptism pro
vides an exceptionally vivid illustration of the triune God (Matt 
3: 16- 17). Furthermore, the New Testament applies numerous Old 
Testament titles and actions reserved for God re Jesus and the Holy 
Spirit (see chapters 5 and 6 of this book) . 

Only the Trinity doctrine is able to reconcile rhese biblical pas
sages with those Scriptures that teach there is only one God. Never
theless, a number of belief systems deny, compromise, or twist what 
the Bible teaches regarding the Lord's three-in-one nature: henothe
ism nnlvtheism modalism, and pantheism. Theological cults com-, ~~ , ' 
monly accept one of these heretical views, each of which will now 
be examined. 

Henotheism: Monotheistic :Mask 

Man .. cults feel that Trinitariapism detracts from God's unique sta
tus as the onlv God and, therefore, should be rejected. Such groups 

• 
frequently state that the Trinity doctrine is false because "God is only 
one."l! According to the Jehovah's Witnesses , there has never been 
"a more deceptive doctrine advanced than that of the trinity. It could 
have originated only in one mind, and that the mind of Satan the 
DeviL" u 

Noteworthv is the fact that most cultists spend a great deal of effort 
condemning \~hat they do not understand. They consistently mis
represent the Trinity, as the following \Vatchtower quotation shows: 
"IS THERE A TRINITY? ... The doctrine, in brief, is that there are 
three gods in one: 'God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy 
Ghost,' all three equal in power, substance and eternity. H 

Contrarv to the above assertion, Christians do not claim that the 
Trinity is three gods bur, rather, that there are three personal self-
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distinctions (i.e., persons) within the one God. The termpersans does 
not refer to separate organisms, as when used of people. I:) This clari
fication has been made again and again by Christian theologians, yet 
cults continue to charge that the Trinity doctrine leads to belief in 
more than one God. Ironically, some of these same groups promote 
the very thing that thev claim to stand against-belief in more than 
one God. 

The Jehovah's Witnesses, for instance, teach that Y,\H\'(lEH (J eho
"ah) is Almighty God. A second god that they recognize isJesus, \vhom 
they designate as a might) god, or a lesser god.16 In addition to these 
nvo gods there exists a spiritually elite class of \Vimesses known as 
the "little Flock," who supposedly have adivine nature that will fully 
manifest itself when they are resurrected as gods. Members of the lit
de Flock represent the \Varchtower organization's spiritual cream of 
the crop. Together with Jesus they constitute "the Christ" of Scrip~ 
tore. Only these specially anointed JWs represent the church. Only 
they are considered God's ch ildren. . 

• "[TJhe saints of this Gospel age are an anointed company
anointed to be kings and prieSts unto God ... and together with 
Jesus, their chief and Lord, rhey constitute Jehovah'si\nointed
the Christ."li 

• "[TJhe ritles, Ivtighty God, and Everlasting Father, are titles 
which fully understood, are very appropriate to Our Lord Jesus . 
. .. [nhe same titles are applicable to the Church his body."18 

• "Our high calling is so great, so much above comprehension of 
men, that they feel that we are guilty of blasphemy when ~'e 
speak of being 'new creatures'- not any longer human . . .. [\V]e 
are divine beings--hence all such are Gods .... Now we appear 
like men, and all die naturally like men, but in the resurrection 
we will rise in our ttoe character as Gods."19 

Witnesses draw a fine line dis£inction between all of these gods by 
\vorshiping only Jehovah G od.!O This theological position, which 
reserves worship for just one god while recognizing the existence of 
more than one god, is knmvn as henomeism. It is pointedly contra
dicted by every biblical ... ·erse that declares there is only one true God. 
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The Bible leaves no room for the existence of more than onc god 
(Deut. 0 5, 39; 3239; 2 Kings 19;19; Ps. 86;10; Mark 12;29). 

Polytheism: Many Gods. Many lords 

Some cuitistsgo beyond henomeism into polytheism, which entails 
not only a belief in but also a worship of more than a ne God. A good 
example of a modem~day polytheistic cult is the Church of Jesus 
Christ of Laner-day Saints (LDS), also known as Mormonism. Mor
mon theology can be traced directly to its founder, Joseph Smith 
(1 805-44), who habitually belittled Christian Trinitarianism. 

Many men say there is one God; me Father, the Son and the Holy 
G host are only one God! I say that is a strange God an)·how-three 
in one, and one in three! It is a curio~ organization . . .. All are to be 
crammed into one God, according to sectarianism. It would make the 
biggest God in all the world. He would be a wonderfully big God
he would be a gianr or a moosrer. lI 

Mormons tend to stress the biblical verses affirming the plurality 
of God over those passages demonstrating his unity. The result is a 
belief in three emirely separate Gods--the Father, Son, and Holy 
Ghost)l As Joseph Smith proudly declared, "[Llo and behold! we 
have three Gods ... and who can comradict it ?"H It is these three 
gods that Mormons worship.2i 

Lacrer,day Saims also affirm the existence of other gods, although 
they do not worship them. LDS apostle Orson Pratt speculated, "If 
we should take a million of worlds like this and number their parti
cles, we should find that there are more Gods than there are particles 
of matter in those worlds. ''25 Brigham Young ( 1801-it ) second pres
ident of the Mormon church-was much less willing to make esti
mates. He would only state, "How many Gods there are, I do not 
know. But there never was a time when there were not Gods. "26 

Mormonism, like many other polytheistic groups, offers its mem
bers the reward of godhood if they remain faithful to the tenets of 
their faith . Ata large 1975 gathering of Latter-day Saints, the rwelfth 
presidenr of the LDS church, Spencer W. Kimball (1895-1 985 ), pro-
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claimed: "Brethren, 225,000 of you are here tonight. l suplXlSC 225,0C(I 
of you may become gods. There seems to be plenty of space out there 
in the universe."zt 

God, however, says something altogether different in Isaiah 43: 1 0: 
"Before me there was no God formed, And there will be none after 
Me." Another problem faced by polytheists involves passages like Isa
iah 42:8 and 48:10-11, which indicate that God will share his glory 
with no one. Isaiah 44:8 is especially damaging to polytheism. In this 
passage the all-knowing God of creation declares. "You are My wit~ 
nesses. Is there any God besides Me . .. ! I know of none." That there 
is only one God is a clearly presented truth of Scripture. Even demons 
know there is only one God , and tremble {James 2: 19). 

But what about verses that seem to suggest that many gods do 
indeed exisr? Firs[ Corinthians 8:5, for instance, speaks of "many gods 
and many lords. " In seeking to properly understand such passages, it 
is important to remember thar an)thing can be made into a god: sex, 
drugs, money, beauty, food. These gods, however, are nor true gods. 
They are false idols of worship. A false god can be a physical idol made 
by someone's hands (Le\'. 19;4; Deut. 27: 15) , people who think they 
are gods (&ek. 28:2, 9; Ps. 82:2-7), or any spiritual entity other than 
God that someone follo\\o"5 (2 Cor. 4:4). All of these "gods" are not 
cme gods or gods by nature (GaL 4:8) . They are "so-called gods" 
(1 Cor. 8:4-6). There isoniy one ffile God (2 Chron . 15:3; Jet. 10: la; 
John 17;3). 

Modalism: Spirit of Antichrist 

Another anti-Trinitarian theology that has gained popularity 
among cults is knOv.'Tl as modalism. Th is ancient heresy can be traced 
back to a man named Sabell ius, who in the th ird century A.D. put 
forth an unbiblical concept: God is a single divine person who man, 
ifests himself in various modes; namely, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 

Modalists believe that God is nor three distinct persons but only 
appears as such in ordet to reveal different aspects of his character. 
The analogy used most often (Q illustrate this heresv is that of a man 

• 
who is a husband to his wife, a farne r (Q his children, and an employee 
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w his boss. Although he is only one person, he holds three different 
identities thac change depending on the individuals with whom he 
is associating. Sadly, this false docuine is a perversion of two ortho
dox beliefs: (1) there is only one God; and (2) Jesus is God. Gregory 
Boyd, a former member of the United Pentecostal Church, explains: 

From these twO truths, Oneness groups deduce that JesusChrist is God 
in his totality, and therefore that Jesus must himself be the Father, 
Son, and Hol~' Spirit. ... The prolific Oneness v.Titer David Bemard 
expresses the logic. ... "If mere is only onc God and that God is me 
Father (Mal. 2:1 0) . and if Jesus is God. then it logically follo\vs that 
Jesus is me Father." ... So, too, it is customarily argued ... that if there 
is on l." one God and mat God is the Holy Spirit, and if Jesus is indeed 
God, then it must logicallyfoUow thatJolli is himself the Holy Spirit. r& 

But to say that the Father is the Son ignores the subject-object rela
tionship between them that is demonstrated in Scripture. In other 
words, the Bible consistently shows imeraction taking place benveen 
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. There must be three individual per
sonalities in order for this interaction to take place. This is especiall}, 
apparent in Gospel pa..:.sages discussing the Father and the Son: 

• "The Father loves the Son" (John 3:35; 5:20). 
• The Son was "sent" by the Father (John 3: 16; j:30; 17:8) in the 

same way that we are sent by Jesus (John 20:21). 
• Jesus said that after his resurrection he would return to the 

Fathedlohn 14,12; 16,27- 28). 
• The Son speaks to the Father (J ohn 17:1-26) and relates to 

him as one person relates to another (Matt. 1032-33; John 
10,14-15). 

Modalisrs not only fail to adequately explain these verses bur also 
do not take into account the significance of John 8:17. where Jesus 
offers a defense of the testimony he made regarding his authority. In 
this passage, Jesus appeals (0 the Old Testament standard for judging 
whether a testimony is true: "Even in your law it has been written 
that the testimony of two men is true" (emphasis mine). Jesus goes 
on to make a statement that, given his reference to Old Testament 
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law, must mean that he and the Father are distinct persons: " I am He 
who tesrifies about Myself, and the Father who sent Me testifies about 
Me" (v. 18). 

Jesus' appeal to the Father as an additional witness of his author~ 
ity plainly expresses the otherness of God (he Father from God the 
Son. If Jesus and the Father were the same person, Jesus could not 
ha .... e appealed to the Old Testament law requiring the presence of at 
least [WO wimesses before a testimony could be taken as trust\\'orthy 
(see Deut. 17:6; 19: 15). The modalist interpretation of God's nature 
would render Jesus' testimony invalid. It would amount [0 nothing 
more than him saying: "My testimony is true, and my witnesses are 
me, myself, and I." Interestingly, Jesus appeals to a third testimony in 
John 5:30-37. He declares that his ·works also bear witness of his 
authority. There obviously is a difference benveenJesus and his works. 
So, tOO, there is a difference between Jesus and the Father, both of 
whom are mentioned in John 5. 

Clear distinctions between Jesus and the Holy Spirit also are made 
throughout the New Testament. In John 15:26, Jesus promises that 
he will "send" the Holy Spirit. How can Jesus "send" the Holy Spirit 
ifhe is the Holy Spirit! A similar verse that is especially rroublesome 
for modalists is I Peter I: 12, which mentions 4; the Holy Spirit sent 
from heaven." The obvious question is: Who "sent" the Holy Spirit? 
Demons certainly do nOt have the authority to command God, nei
ther do angels or deceased Christians. There seems to be no one left 
to send the Holy Spirit if the Father was really Jesus and Jesus subse~ 
quently turned into the Holy Spirit. The biblical answer, of course, 
is that Jesus sent the Holy Spirit (John ij:26). Consequently, Christ 
also cannot be the Spiri t. 

Matthew 3: 16-1 7 provides the most concrete depiction of the 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The event recounted is Jesus' baptism. 
After being baptized, Jesus came up out of the water, and the heav~ 
ens were opened to reveal the Spirit of God descending like a dove, 
while the Father spoke: ;;This is My beloved Son, in whom I am 'vell
pleased." Scripture leaves no room for doubt when it comes to whether 
or not the Father, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit are distinct from each 
other. For persons who claim that the Father is Jesus, there is a dis
turbingcondemnation given by John: ;;Thi5 is the antichrist, the one 
who denies the Father and the Son" (I John 2:22 , emphasis mine) . 
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Pantheism: All Is God, God Is All 

A number of newer cults in America embrace a view of God that 
has beendirecdy influenced by Hinduism andomer Eastern religions. 
Such groups usually are pan of the New Age Movement, which cult 
expert Ellio[ Miller defines as "an extremely large, loosely structured 
net\\omk of organ izations and individuals bound together by common 
values . .. and a common vision (a coming 'new age' of peace and 
mass enlightenment, [he 'Age of Aquarius')."H 

Most New Agers espouse a be lief about God called pantheistic 
moo ism. This ancient docnine teaches that everything we see "may 
be reduced to a single, unifying principle partaking of the same essence 
and reality.":;C It funhe r assertS that all is God and God is all. New 
Age spokesperson Benjamin C reme explains: 

[I]n a sense there is no such thing as God, God does not exist. And in 
another sense, there is nothing else but God----Dnly God exists .... This 
microphone is God. This table is God. All is God. And because all is 
God, there is no God .... God is everything tha[ you have ever kno ... m 
or could ever know- and ever,·thing beyond your level ofknowing.ll 

Is everything ultimately one divine impersonal substance? Is "all 
that is" really God? Not according [Q the Bible. Genesis 1:1 estab~ 
lishes God as an entity separate and distinct from the universe. Other 
passages supporting this are Psalm 33:13-14; Isaiah 40:22; 42:5; 44:24; 
and Acts 17:24-25. God, rather than being apart of all that exists, is 
the CreatOr of all that exists. Moreover, Goo performs acts that only 
a personal being can perform. In Jeremiah 29:11 he declares that he 
knows the plans he has made for his people. How could an imper
sonal force know, think, or have plans! 

God is also portrayed in the Bible as a uI.!ingGod (Oan. 6:26; I11m. 
3: 15; 4:10; Heh. 10:31) and is personally distinct from other minds. 
He is capable of having interpersonal relationships (Exod. 2:24; Lev. 
19: 1; Heh. 4: 13), is omniscient (I John 3:20), judges (Ps. 50:6), loves 
(Prov. 3: 12; Jer. 31:3), and has a will (1 John 2: 17). In sharp contrast 
to the pantheistic deity connected with the New Age Movement, we 
see through Scripture that God is an intelligent, compassionate, and 
personal being. 
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Standard Objections 

Many cults object to the doctrine of the Trinity because the word 
itself does not appear in Scripture}l But this objection has no real 
merit. The term rrinity simply makes ie easier for someone to refer to 
the Bible's teachings about God's nature. A single word is often used 
to represent a complex idea. Water, for instance, consists of n\'o parts 
hydrogen and one part oxygen (H 20), yet one would never say: "May 
I please have a glass of two parts hydrogen and one part oxygen!" 
Instead, "water" is used for the sake of convenience. This is how the 
term trinity is used by Christians. Ironically, the word Bible is not in 
the Bible either, but many anti-Trinitarian cults have no problem 
using this designation for Scripture.33 

Another common objection to the Trinity involves the date of its 
formal appearance in church hisrof)'. A comment by Victor Paul Wier
wille (1942-85), founder of the Way International, typities this par~ 
ticular charge: "{T]he trinity was not a part of Christian dogma and 
formal documents of the first three centuries after Christ."J.4 

As we have seen, it is true that the docuine of the Trinity was not 
formally expressed until approximately the fourth century, after the 
Nicaea and Constantinople Councils. But these gatherings were not 
convened in order to invent new doctrines. They were convened in 
order to set forth in a fooual manner the doctrines that Christians 
were already believing and to work out a \ .... ay of accurately commu~ 

nicating these doctrines throughout the world. 
In other words, although the Trinity doctrine had not been offi 

cially stated until after the Nicaea and Constantinople Creeds, it;; 
doctrinal building blocks were already being adhered to by Christians 
(see chapters 5 and 6). More than one hundred years before the Coun
cil of Nicaea, for example, Christians already recognized thac Goo 
existed in plurality. Note the following quotation from Hippolytus 
( , 73-)c. A.D .. -_ ) . 

There is, brethren, one God .... God, 5ubsisting alone. and having 
nothing contemporaneous {at the same rime with Himseln, derer
mined to create the world .... {T)here was nothing contemporaneous 
wim God. Beside Him there was nothing; but He. while existing alone. 
yel existed in plurality (emphasis mine). l1 
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An additional anack on the Trinity focuses on iu; apparent simi, 
tarit)' to ancient pagan deities: 

Long before the founding of ChriSfiani[y the idea of a rriune gOO or a 
gOO-in·three persons was acommon beliefin ancient religions. Although 
many of these religions had many minordeiries, they distinctly acknowl
edged that there \vas onc supreme God who consisted of three persons 
or essences. The Babylonians used an equilateral mangle [ 0 represent 
this three-in-one god . .. . The Hindu trinity V,ClS made up of the goos 
Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva. The Greek triad was composed of Zeus, 
Athena, and Apollo . . .. [A]ncicm culrures also accepted this idea; cui· 
rures such as me Bab}'ionian, ~ptian, Phoenician, Greek, Indian, Oli· 
nese, Japanese, Icelandic, Siberian and others.36 

[Tlhe Trinity is not a Bible reaching ... . [Llong before Jesus walked 
the earth gods were worshipped in groups of three, or trinities, in places 
such as ancient Egypt and Babylon.1i 

The origin of the (finit}' doc(fine is traced back to the ancient Baby~ 
lonians and Egyptians and other ancient mythologists.1s 

These arguments ace severely flawed, since an apparent similari ty 
between two lines of thought does not necessarily mean that those 
two lines of thought have the same origin. This is especially true when 
it comes to religion. Most religions, in fact, have numerous similari
ties. For example, Buddhism teaches that murder is \\oTong. So does 
Christianity. Does this mean to the Buddhist that the Christian stand 
against murder is "pagan" and, therefore, should be rejected! Con
sider, too, the fact that some pagans believe in the exiscence of at 
least one god. Does this mean that anyone else who believes in one 
God is actually borrowing from pagan teachings? Of course not. 

I t also must be remembered that there is a vast difference between 
the many pagan triads and the Christian Trinity, which is unique in 
numerous ways. First, pagan triads usually consisted of three separate 
gods. They did not constitute one god. Second, non-Christian trini
ties were "always or nearly always merely the three gods at the top of 
the hierarchy of many gods worshipped in polytheistic religions."3' 
Third, pagan deities were nOt mought of as being coequaL One of 
the deities was always greater than the mher. Finally, it cannot be 
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proven historically that Christians borrowed anyth ing from pagan 
religions to form the Trinity doctrine: 

fTlhe concept of God as one in essence but three in centers of con
sciousness-what the Greek church referred toas three hyposw.ses and 
me Latin church as personae-iS absolutely unique in the history of 
human thought. No omer culture or philosophical movement e\'cr 
came up with such an idea of God as this-an idea mat remain;; \ 'CI)' 

difficult for our finite minds re grasp.~ 

Some cults reject the Trinity doctrine because, according to them, 
it is "contradictory, incomprehensible, and unscripmraL "i! Christian 
theologians agree that the Trinity is difficult to fHIl) comprehend, but 
it is hardly beyond any degree of understanding. Intellectually grasp
ing a concept, while at the same time not being able to fully com
prehend exactly hou! that concept can be true, are compatible states 
of mind. 

I understand that the planer Earth is revolving at a speed of sev
eral thousands of miles per hour, but I cenainly do not fully compre
hend how that can be. I may also understand that the chair on which 
r am sitting is comprised of millions of molecules moving so fast that 
they are forming only what looks like a solid object, but I certainly 
do nOt fully comprehend how that can be. 

If we are willi ng to accept these physical realities without fully 
comprehending them, it is only fair that we give the same level of 
consideration to the doctrine of the Trinity despite our inability to 
fully comprehend it. God has explicitly told us that certain aspects 
of his nature are unsearchable (Ps. 1453; rsa. 40:28; Rom. 11 :33). 
The question to ask, therefore, is not: How does the Trinity exist? But 
simply: Does the Trinity exist? According to Scripture, the answer to 

the latter question is yes. For those whose minds cannot let go of the 
former question, several analogies for the Trinity may be helpfu l. 

TIme, for instance, consists of three distinct things: past, present, 
and (mure. These mreeaspect5of"time" correspond well to the Trin~ 
ity's Father, Son. and Holy Spirit. In both cases, the three aspects ace 
entirely distinct from one another. Moreover, all three aspects of 
"time," although distinct, share the same nature of that which they 
comprise. In other words, the past, present, and future can all be 
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referred to individually as "time" in somewhat me same fashion as 
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit can each be referred co as God. Also, 
if any of the three elements of "time" were to be removed, "time" 
would no longer exist. In this dimension of reality, there is no such 
thing as "time" without a past, a present, or a future. Similarly, God 
would not be God without a Father, a Son, or a Holy Spirit. All three 
persons are God, just as all three aspens of "rime" aTe "time." 

Time is but one of many analogies that have been proposed in an 
effort to represent the Trinity. Another is che multiplication for
mula (1 x 1 x 1=1) . Unfortunately, no analogy for the Trinity is with
out serious drawbacks. But this is what one would expect, since we 
are dealing with a reali ty that is exalted far beyond our limits of 
knowledge and reasoning. "My thoughts are not your thoughts, 
Neither are your ways My ways," says the Lord in Isaiah 55:8. He 
goes on to explain, "For as the heavens are higher than the earth, 
So are My ways higher than your ways, And My thoughts than your 
thoughts" (v. 9). 

It should come as no surprise that human analogies would fail to 
adequately describe a spiritual entity as complex and nonhuman as 
God. Nevertheless, they can still serve as "reminders mat the imprint 
of the triune God may be found in creation."H Ultimately [he Trin~ 
ity is a divine mystery with regard to how it could possibly be a re~ 
ality. That it is a reality, however, has been established by Scripture. 
In other words, the Trinity may be beyond reason but it certainly is 
not conaary to reason. 

The significance of the Trinity cannot be overstated. It has been 
described as "the heart of the Christian conception of God ... cen~ 
tral to ourfaith,"~3 "one of the most important doctrines of the Chris~ 
tian faith ,"+! and a doctrine without which some of the most basic 
Bible teachings about God \vould remain "nearly incomprehensible."i5 

In reference to the Trinity, Sr. Augustine reportedly commented, 
"'In no other subject is error more dangerous or inquiry more labori~ 
DlIS, or discovery of truth more profitable.n46 An equal ly important 
doctrine, which is closely related to the Trinity, is the deityJhuman~ 
ity of Christ. This will be the subject of chapter 5. 

5 

Jesus of nazareth 

Now me Word of God is His Son, as wc have before sa id .... 
The Famer of the uni\'er.se has a Son: who also, beint the /irse~ 
begonen Word of God, is even God. 

}usrin M~T (A.D. 100--65) 
early Christian apologise! 

For thousands of years, extraordinary individuals have periodically 
emerged from relative obscurity to change the course of human events. 
Such personalitie.s--whether military, religious, or political-have 
affected the lifestyles and philosophies of countless millions. Consider 
Buddha, Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Confucius, Consrantine, 
Martin Luther, Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, Gandhi, Mar~ 
tin Luther King Jr. , and Billy Graham. Each has exerted enormous 
influence over humanity and will forever be remembered for their 
extraordinary accomplishments. 

Among the mOSt influential historical figures, one person in par~ 
ticular stands apart from the rest: Jesus of Nazareth . His effect on 
humanity cannot be overstated. After two thousand years, Jesus' 
teachings continue to spread from culture to culture. His followers, 
which at one time numbered only twelve, have steadily increased to . . 
include between 1 ,674,282,(X)() to 1.869,752,000 people, as of 1995 
(more than one third of the earth's population}.2 He has been the 
subject of countless books, magazine articles. movies, public debates, 
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and private di5cussions. The entire \'(/estem world measures time by 
his birth and death. Who was Jesus of Na.,.areth? Was he a man or a 
myth! Was he a magician or a madman? Or was he. as Christians 
believe, God in human flesh? 

One Person. Two Natures 

From the earliest days ofChrist ianiry, Jesus' followers believed that 
he was God incarnate, a unique union of divinity and humanity. 
Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch (.. .... D. !-98/107) called Jesus "God,"3 as 
did early C hristian apologists Justin Martyr {A.D. l00-65) ,4Irenaeus 
(A.D. t 75-95), and Gaius (A.D. 180-217). 'j Even secular sources attest 
to the fact that, very early in the history of Christianity, believers 
looked to Jesus as God. In a ienerwritten to the Roman EmperorTra
jan (.'1...0. 98-1 17) by Plin), the Younger (A.D. 61 -1 14), who was the 
Roman governor of Bithynia, Pliny notes that it was the habit of 
Christians to gather together on a fixed day and recite by turns "a 
form of words (i.e., a hymn] to Christ as God.''ii 

One of the earliest church~sanctioned statements addressing 
Jesus' identity was drafted by Christ ians at the Council of Nicaea 
in :\.D. 325 and expanded o n at the Council of Constantinople in 
381. The result ing Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed declared that 
Jesus was "begotten, nOt made. ,,-This assertion was their attempt to 

make clear the biblical teaching that the Son (Second Person of 
the Holy Trinity) had always existed and , in becoming a man, sim
ply took on h uman form as Jesus of Nazareth. The Council also 
sttessed that Jesus' \'ery nature, or essence, was the same as the 
Father's: 

We belie\'e in ONE GOD THE FATHER ALMIGHTI ... , And in 
one Lord JESUS CHRIST, the only-begotten Son of God, Begotten 
of the Father before all worlds; God of God, Light of Light. Very God 
of very God, Begotten, not made, Being of one substance wim me 
Father.l 

Further clarification of Jesus' nature was made in ,". ,D. 451 at the 
Council ofChalcedon, where Christian leaders reaffirmed that Jesus 
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was truly God and truly man during his incarnation. At this same 
gathering, it was also agreed that Jesus' t\vo natures-human and 
divine-were without mixture, confusion , separation, or division.s 

The Chalcedon Creed not only safeguarded Jesus' divinity but also 
clarified how that divinit\; existed with h umanirv. • • 

(\Ve] teach men to confess one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus 
Christ, me same perfect in Godhead and also perfen in manhood; 
truly God and truly man .. . one and the same Christ, Son, Lord, 
Only-begotten, to be acknowledged in two natures, inconfused ly, 
inchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably, the distinction of natures hr: ing 
by no means taken away by the union, but rather the property of each 
nature being preserved, and concurring in one Person and one sub· 
stance, nor parred or divided into two persoru, but one and the same 
Son ... Jesus Christ.9 

The true humanity and divinity of Jesus lies at th~ heart of the 
gospel message. Ha\' ing a proper understanding of Jesus' full identity 
as both God and man is essential to salvation (Rom. 10:9; compare 
2 Cor. 11 :4). As theologian Robert Lightner comments in his Hand
book of Evangelical Theowg:,', "To deny either the undiminished deity 
or the perfect humanity of Christ is to put oneself outside the pale of 
orthodoxy."loTheology professor Millard Erickson agrees: "[Olur faith 
rests on Jesus' actually being God in human flesh, and not simply an 
extraordinary human, albeit the most unusual person who ever 
Jived." !l 

Like the Trinity doctrine, biblical proofs for Christ's humanity 
and deitv can be found in both the Old and New Testaments. Few 
cults have a problem ackno~'ledgingJesus' human nature. John the 
apostle plainly states that Jesus actually came "in the flesh" ( 1 John 
4:2-3) . Jesus himself said that he was a "man" speaking words of 
truth (Joh n 8:40). Peter also referred re Jesus' humaniry (Acts 2:22). 
\'Vhen it comes to Jesus' deity, however, most cults take an alto
gether different attitude. They condemn belief in Jesus' divine 
nature as a corrupt and groundless doctrine of the devil. Ironically 
some of the most impressi ve statemen ts regarding Jesus' identity as 
the God,man come from Jesus himself. It is to these texts that we 
will first turn our attention. 
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God the Son 

Many scholars agree that one of the most revolutionary aspects of 
Christ's ministry was h is emphasis on the unique relationship he had 
with God: 

• "Therefore everyone who confesses :Me before men, I will al
so confess him before My Father who is in heaven" (Matt. 
10,32). 

• "All things ha\'e been handed over to Me by My Father, and 
no one knows who the Son is except the Father, and who the 
Father is except the Son, and anyone to whom the Son wills to 

reveal Him" (Luke 10:22). 
• "If I glorify Myself, My glory is nothing; it is My Father who 

glorifies Me , of whom you say, 'He is our God'" (John 8:54), 
• "I and the Father are one" (John 10:30). 
• "He who has seen Me has seen the Father .... I am in the Father, 

and the Father is in Me" (John 14:9-10). 

To the Jews, such bold pronouncements effectively communicated 
that Jesus was claiming equality wi th God (John 10:33). They 
responded by attempting to stone him for blasphemy: "For this rea
son therefore the Jews were seeking all the more to kill Him, because 
He was not only breaking the Sabbath, but also was calling God His 
own Father, making Himself equal with God" (John 5:18: see also 
859,1033). 

Jesus made several other statements that would have been highly 
"inappropriate if made by someone who \vas less than God."12 He 
said he would send "His angels" (Matt. 13:4I), even though they 
are commonly spoken of as "the angels of GcxI" (Luke 12:8-9; 
1 5: 10). He forgave sins (Mark 2:5; Luke 5:20), even though God 
alone can forgive sins (Luke 5:21; Isa. 43:25 )_ He claimed that he 
would be the one to judge humani[>:' (Matt. 25:3 1-34; compare Acts 
10:42; 2 Tim. 4: 1; Rev. 22:12), even though Scripture teaches that 
it will be God who judges the world (Ps . 50:6; 98:9; Heb. 12:23; 
James 4:12), 
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My Lord and My God 

In addition to Jesus' words, there are the remarks of the disciples, 
John the aposde stated that Jesus existed "in the beginning" as God 
(John 1: 1). &th Paul and Peter call Jesus our "God and Savior" (Titos 
2: 13; 2 Peter 1: I). Christ is described as the creator of all things (John 
1:3; Col. 1:16), even though the Old Testament teaches that God 
created all th ings h), himself (lsa. 42:5; 44:24). We are told that Jesus 
knew the thoughts of people (Matt. 9:4; Luke 9:47; 11: 17; Rev, 2:23), 
which is an ability thac be longs exclusively to God (1 Sam. 16:7; 
1 Chron. 28:9), Funhennore, Paul reveals that all those who call upon 
the name of Jesus will be saved (Rom. 10:9-13), and in doing soqUOte5 
Joel 2:3), a verse that applies [Q calling upon the name of Y.,,\HWEH 

for salvation. 
An especially interesting passage supponingJesus' dei[)' is Hebrews 

1 :10--12. This passage is a directquoce of Psalm 102:25:-27, which is 
applied to God. In the New Testament, however, it is applied to the 
Son. Robert &wman, Christian scholar and author of Why You Should 
Belielle in the Trinity, enumerates several other proofs of Christ's deity 
that appear in the first chapter of Hebrews. 

Hebrews 1 :8-1 2 is one of the mOSt powerful passages in the Bible on 
the subject of Jesus as God. The opening verses of Hebrews have 
already declared that the Son was the "heir of all things" (\'. 2a; cf. 
CoL US- 17), the one through whom e\'erything was made (v. Zb) , 
the "exact representation" of Gad's very being Cv. 3a), the one who 
"sustains all things by the word of his power~ (v, 3b) and who accom
plished our salvation (v. 3c), who is better than all the angels (v, 4), 
and is worshipped by the angels (\'. 6). Thus, the Son has already been 
described as in e~ence God, idemified as the Creator, Sustainer, 
~"ner, and Savior, and ascribed worship by the inhabitants of heaven. 
It should come as no surprise. then·, that in \·erse 8 God the Father 
says "of the Son, 'Your throne, 0 God, is forever and ever'" {trans
laring literaUy). !l 

Several Old Testament and New Testamem passages also apply 
exclusively divine tides to Jesus. These verses would not make sense 
unless Jesus were truly the God of Israel. 
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GoD 
Isaiah 43;;, 11 
(See Luke 1:47; 
I TImothy 1:1; 2:3, 
Tirus U ; 3:4; Jude Ij) 

Psalm 34:22; Isaiah 43:14; 
44:24: 49:26; 54:8; 6(H6 

2 Samuel :n:Z, 32; 
Psalm 18:31; 19:14: 
62:2. 6; 78:35; 
Isaiah 44:8 
Isaiah 8:14 

2 Samuel 22:3; 
Psalm 62:7--8; 91:4; 
94:22; Isaiah 17:\0, 
S7:iJ 

J ESUS 

Luke 2:11; TiNS 3:6; 
2 Peter 2:20; 3:18; 
I John 4:14 

Galalians 3: 13; 4:5: 
l1rus 2: 14 
(See baiah 59:20) 
I Corinmiansl0:4 

I Peter 2:6-8 

Psalm 2: 12 

Perhaps the most stunning admission of Jesus' deity comes from 
Thomas, the disciple who would not believe Jesus had risen from 
the dead until he saw the Lord's cruc ifixion wounds. When con
fronted by Christ, Thomas declared, "My Lord and my God!" (John 
20:28). Some cults suggest that Thomas was simply making an excla
mation of surprise, such as, "Oh my God!" But this is highly unlikely. 
First, such an exclamation would have been blasphemous. Second, 
the Greek text does not read as an exclamation. A literal, word fo r 
word tran slation shows that {h e phrase is a statement of fact about 
Jesus: "The Lord of me and the God of me" (Ho KU'rios mou kai ho 
Theos mou). 

MOH cults deny either Jesus' full humanity, his fuH deity, or both . 
Some groups say he was noming more than a man possessing excep~ 
tional insight, wisdom, and knowledge. Others main tain that he was 
a supernaturally enlightened teacher endowed with some kind of cos
mic consciousness often caHed "the Christ" consciousness. A few of 
the newer cults even have gone so far as to say Jesus was an extrater~ 

res trial astron aut! 
The ways in wh ich cults pervert Jesus' identity a re many and var

ied. Paul the apostle warned that there wou ld be "another Jesus" 
preached to rhe world (2 Cor. 11:4). It is of the utmost importance, 
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t hen, to be familiar no t only with the real Jesus but also with a few 
of the more common false ones being promoted in the world of the 
cults. 

T he " G ood Teach er" H eresy 

One of the most wide ly held beliefs among cults is that Jesus was 
a mere man sent by God. According to The Way International, Scrip
tUTe teaches that Jesus Christ was a man li but "not God."]; Jehovah's 
Witnesses make a similar statement: "~'lhen God sent Jesus to earth 
as the ransom, he made Jesus to be what would sat isfy justice, not an 
incarnation, not a god-man, but a perfect man."16 

fu we have seen, however, the New Testament presents Christ as 
God. jesus, in fac t , said that he should receive the same degree of 
honor as the Father {John 5:23) . Assuming that the Bible presents 
us with an accurate account of Jesus' words and deeds, \-vc are faced 
with only three opt ions: (I) he was indeed God; (2) he was a liar; (3) 
he sincerelv believed he was God but was not, which means he was 
a lunatic. Christian apologiS(S Peter Kreeft and Ronald Tacelli elab
orate on these well~known propositions. 

Either Jesus believed his own claim to be Goo or he did not. Ifhe did, 
he was a lunatic. !fhe did not, he was a liar. Unless, of course, he was 
(is) God. Why could he not be either a liar or a lunatic? Because of 
his character. There are two things everyone admits about Jesus' char· 
acter: he was wise and he was good. A lunatic is the opposite of wise, 
and a liar is the opposite of good. There are lunatics in asylums who 
sincerely believe they are God. The "divinity complex" is a recognized 
form of psychopathology. Its character traits are well known: egotism, 
narcissism, inflexib ility, dullness, predictability, inability to under
stand and love Olhers as they really are and creatively relate to om
ers .... This is me polar opposite of the personali[}' of Jesus ! ... Je5US 
had the three essential virtues every human being needs and wants: 
wisdom, love and creativity. He Wisely and cannily saw into people's 
hearr.s . ... He solved insolvable problems. He also gave totally to Olh-
ers . . .. The common verb predicated of those who met Jesus was rMu-
mazo, "to wonder." ... If that were lunacy, lunacy would be more desir
able than sanity. If, on the other hand, Jesus was a liar, then he had to 
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have been the ffim[ clever, cunning, Machiavellian, blasphemously 
wicked, satanic deceiver me world has ever known, succe...;;.;;fully seduc
inO' billions into "ivin" up their eternal souls into h is hands. If artha-o 0 0 

dox Christianity is a lie, it is by fur me biggest and baddest lie ever 
told, and Jesus is the biggest and baddest liar. Bur in every way Jesus 
was morally impeccable .... But if Jesus must be either Lord, liar or 
lunatic, and he cannot be either liar or lunatic, then he must be lord . 
He claimed to be God. Either he was, or he wasn't. If he wasn't, he 
either knew that he wasn't or he didn'r. These arc the only INJSSibili
ties. The fiw means he is Lord, the second means he is a liar, and the 
third means he is a lunaticY 

The "lord, liar, lunatic" argument presents a clear difficulty to cults 
wishing to maintain a theological position that denies Jesus' full deity. 
There is however a wav in ,vhich some QTOUpS have been able tocir-

, '. ;:> 

cumvent the plain meaning of those b iblical passages that ascribe 
deity to Christ- relegate the Gospels [Q mythology. 

The " O nce upon a Tune" Theory 

Another erroneous theory about the historical perso n of Jesus 
and his deity/humanity proposes that Christ never really existed. 
Jesus, according to this view, is nothing more than a legend/myt h 
invented by the Gospel writers. One of the leading proponents of 
this theory was the Communist regime of the former Soviet Un ion. 
One of its basic teachings was tharJesus was a second-century myth 
desiQTled to "account for an earlv proletarian [working class] com-. ' 
munist movement."18 

Others have asserted that "Jesus" was a figure invented by Jews to 
personify dO\\.'l1rrodden Israel, a conquered (crucified) nation of people 
who would one day rise up (be resurrected) in victory over Rome. 19 

In 1970 John Allegro, a Manchester University professor, proposed 
that the word "Jesus" was not a proper name at all but rather a code 
word designating a secret cult based on sacred mushrooms.!C 

The plausibilitv of these speculations quickly fades when exam
ined in the (joht ofhis[Qrical documents and careful reflection. Sev-o 

eral nonbiblicaUsecular sources dating to the first and second cen-
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ruries clearly speak of Jesus as the person from whom Christianity 
sprang. 

• In reference to the death ofJames (Jesus' half-brother), it was 
recorded that "Ananus, who, as we have told you already, took 
the high priesthood .... [H]e assembled the Sanhedrin of 
judges, and broughr before rhem the brother of Jesus, who was 
called the Christ, whose name was James, and some others; 
and when he had formed an accusation aga inst them as break
ers of the law, he delivered them to be stoned" (Flavius Jose
phus Oewish histo rian, A. D. 37/38-110/120], Antiquities of zhe 
Jews 20.9.1).21 

• Immediately after the A.D. 64 burning of Rome, Nero "fastened 
the guilt and intlicted the most exquisite to rtures on a class 
hated for their abominations, called Christians by the popu
lace. Christus, from whom the na me had its origin, suffered the 
extreme penalty during [he reign ofTiberius at the hands of one 
of our procurators, Pontius Pilaros, and a deadly superstition, 
thus checked for the moment, again broke ou[ noc o n ly in 
Judaea, the source of the evi l, but also in Rome, where all things 
hideous and shameful from every part of the world meet and 
become popular" (Tacitus [Roman historian, A. D. 55-120], 
Annal:i 15.44).22 

• In a satirical work aoout the philosopher Proteous Peregrinus, 
there is a lengthy description of Christians, whose "first law
giver persuaded them that they are all brothers of one another 
after they have transgressed once for all by denying the Greek 
gods and by worshipping that crucified sophist [teacher] him
self and liv ing under his laws" (Lucian of Samasota [Greek 
satirist, c. A.D. 120-180], On the Death of Peregrinus , 11-14).H 

• The emperor Claudius expelled the Jews from Rome in A. D. 49 
because "they were indulging in constant riots at the instigation 
of one Chresrus" (Suetonius [Roman historian, A.D. 69-140), 
life of Claudiw; 25A }," 

In addition to these historical documems, there is a key aspect to 

the Jesus accounts that effectively destroys all {Xlssibility of them being 
pure legend: their Jewish setting. Humanities professor Michael Grant 
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comments: "Judaism was a milieu to which doctrines of the deaths 
and rebirths of mythical gods seems so entirely foreign that the emer
gence of such a fabrication from its midst is very hard to credit."" 

Grant also observes: 

If we apply to the New Testament, as we should, the same son of cri
teria as we should apply to other ancient writings containing his tori
cal materia\' we can no more reject Jesus' existence than wc can reject 
the existence of a mass of pagan personages whose rcali t)' as histori
cal figures is never questioned. ,6 

Clearly, only those persons withseriolls anti-Christian biases would 
denv the existence of the historical person known as Jesus of Nazareth. 
In fact, "no serious scholar has ventured to po;;tulate the noo
historicity ofJesus---Q£ at any rate very few."li Even scholars highly 
critical of Christianity recognize that Jesus "did exist."zs 

The" Ascended Master" View 

The New Age Movement h as spawned a number of bizarre con~ 
cepts about Jesus. One of the most popular views puts h im into a cate~ 
gory with a host of other religious leaders from the past who have 
since gone on to become "Ascended Masters" who d\vell in h igher 
spiritual planes of the universe. These ethereal entities are said to 
now be giving guidance and instruction through modem~day human 
vessels called "channelers," who allow themselves to be periodically 
possessed by the "Masters." 

According to this slant on the biblical accounts, Jesus the Ascended 
Master was so advanced that he received the "C osmic C h rist," which 
is variously defined as the Universal Mind, the inner Self that is pres~ 
em in all persons, or the cosmic Source of all knQ\vledge. Denver 
Seminary professor Doug Groothuis, a New Age expen , explains that 
this "Christ" is viewed bv N ew AO"ers as "a universal presence work~ . 0 

ing within all humanity to raise it ro a h igher level of evolutionary 
anainment ."lY 

Although some New Age cults do not view Jesus as an "Ascended 
Master," most see him as being entirely separate from "the Christ." 
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The occult-oriented Rosicrucian Fellowship makes this observation 
about Jesus: "The Christ spirit which entered the body of Jesus when 
Jesus himself vacated it, was a ray from the cosmic Christ.".KlJ\,1em
bers of the Church Universal and Triumphant embrace this concept 
as well. 

Churches have changed it all around. The,)' think of Jesus Christ as 
the only begotten Son of G<XI. without understanding [hat this is the 
matrLx from which we were all made. Christ is the Universal Reality 
from which we all sprang .... For Jesus attained the epitome of that 
Christhood to \vhich we, therefore, can aspire. \Ve forget that some
times.31 Jesus never said that he was the exclusi .... e Son of God. 'When 
in John 3:16 he spoke of the ~only begotten Son," he was referring to 
the un iversal Christ whose Body is individualized (broken) for each 
of us as OUT personal inner Teacher.3! 

The Unity School of C hristianity, Theosophy, Religious Science, 
and nearly every other N ew Age group divides Jesus from "the Christ. n 

According to cult specialist Ron Rhodes, "Fundamental to anv dis
cussion of New Age Christology is th e recognition that Nc\\; Agers 
dist inguish between Jesus (a mere human vessel) and the Christ (var
iously defined, but always divine, and often a cosmic, impersonal 
entirv)."33 

In contrast to such New Age teachings, Scripture portrays Jesus 
"A cl clM" b rh" I be " not as an . scen e _ aster among many ut as e on y gotten 

Son of God (John 1:18) . The Greek word translated "only begotten" 
is monogenes, '.vh ich literally means "one of a kind." Hence, Jesus is 
not just one Master among many Masters. Jesus himself warned that 
there \ ... ould arise many false Christs (Matt. 24:5). 

Furthermore, the Bible does not dra\,.' a disrinction between Jesus 
the man and another enti ty known as "the Christ ." Jesus is pi c
tured as being the Christ (Greek Christos, "an ointed one") . Luke 
2: 11 reads: "For wdav in the citv of David there has been born for • • 

'{OU a Savior, who is Christ the Lord ." When Jesus asked his disci~ 
p ies, "\X'ho do you say th at I am?" Peter resolutely declared, "You 
are the C h rist, the Son of the Living God" (Matt. 16:16). He did 
not say, "You are Jesus, who has been inhabited by [he Cosmic 
Christ Consciousness." 
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The "Created God" Concept 

Manyculcs, of course, teach tharJesus is indeed fully divine. Unfor
tunareiv the ... do not identiN him as the Second Person of the one T ri· 

•• • 
une God. Such groups make Jesus a second god who at some point in 
time came into existence. They deny what is calted the "eternality" 
of the Son, also knov.ll as the Son's preexislel1Ce. This is the biblical 
teaching that the Son has always existed. Theologian Charles Ryrie 
believes this to be a cruc ial aspect of Jesus' claims about h imself. 

If Christ was not preexistem then He could not be God, because, 
among oruer atrribures, Gexi is eternal. .. . If Christ was nm preexis
tent then He lied, because He claimed to be [John 8:581. Then, the 
question arises, what else did He lie about ?'» 

In the New Testament we are consistently reminded that Jesus 
existed before his birth. The \'erse mOSt commonly appealed to is John 
1:1 , which states that Jesus, or "the Word," was "in the beginn ing" 
with God. This same W ord eventually "became flesh, and dwelt among 
us" (v. 14). Also in the Gospel of John, we see John the Bapt ist declare 
the following in reference to Jesus: "After me comes a Man who has 
a higher rank than I, for He existed before me" (John 1 :30). The Greek 
in this passage, prows mou en, basically means "'before I was born, he 
already was."35 The commen t is significant because according to Luke 
1:36, John was conceived six months before Jesus. Only if Jesus had 
existed prior to h is own b irth could he be "before" John . 

Christ made a number o f statements revealing that he actually 
came from heaven to earth Oohn 3:13; 6:33, 38, 46 , 5 1, 62; 8;23, 4 2; 
16:27-28). There is addi t ional evidence for Jesus ' preexistence in t he 
Old Testament. The prophet Isaiah p rophesied that one day the Mes
siah would come to Israel and would be called the "Everlasting Father" 
( Isa . 9:6 NIV). At first glance, th is tide seems to have linle to do with 
Jesus' preexistence. It even sounds a li t tle confusing. But Ron Rhodes, 
in Christ before the Manger, explains the powerful implications behind 
the phrase. 

"Everlasting Father" in this verse is bener translated "Father of eter
nity." The words "Father of" in this context carry the meaning "pos-
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sessor of eternity." Father of eternity is here used "in accordance with 
a custom usual in Hebrew and in Arabic, where he who {X'ssesse.s a 
thing is called the father of it. Thus, me father of srrengm means 
strong; the father of knowledge, intell igent; the famer of glory, glori· 
ous (Albert Barnes,Noreson theOIdTestamenl-lsaio~, p. 193J." Along 
these same lines, "the fa ther of peace" means peaceful; "the father of 
compassion" mearu compassionate; and "the famer of goodness" me3ru 
good [E. \'(/. Hengstenberg, Chrutology of the Old Testament , p. 196J. 
According to th is common usage. the meaning of "Father of eternity" 
in Isaiah 9:6 is "eternal." Christ as the Father of eternity i5 an eternal 
being. John A. Martin thus rightly concludes that the phrase Eve[~ 
lasting Father is simply "an idiom used to describe the Messiah's rela· 
tionship to time, not H is relationship to the other Members of the 
Trinity Oohn Martin, "Isaiah," in The Bible Knou!ledge Commentary, 
p. 1053J." Further support for this view i5 found in "(he Targums"
simplified paraphrases of the Old Testament Scriptures utilized by the 
ancient Jews. It is highly revealing that the Targum of baiah renders 
Isaiah 9:6: "His name has been called from of old, Wonderful Caun
selor, Mighty God, He who lives forever, the Anointed One (or Mes
siah). in whose dars peace shall increase upon us (StelUling, T~ TaT
gums of Isaiah, p. 32J." Clearly, the anciemJ ews considered the phrase 
"Father of eternity" as indicating the eternal it)' of the Messiah. There 
can be no doubt mat [h is is the meaning Isaiah intended to commu
nicate to his readers. }6 

Although some cults accept the faC t t hat Jesus existed prior (0 his 
birth in Bethlehem, they sti ll insist that at some point in time he was 
created by the Father. As the Jehovah 's \Vitnesses put it, "Christ was 
the fi rst of God's creat ions Col. 1:15; Rev. 3: 14 ."3/ Another group , 
The Fa mily, approaches Jesus' nature in a similar way: 

Here in £he 14th verse of the third C hapter of Revelation, Jesus Him
self .. . says He is the Beginning of the Creation of God! So what was 
Jesus & what is Jesus?-A creation of God .. .. He must've been cre· 
ated before the creation of the Heavens & the Earth. J~ 

These two a rgumen ts perfectly illustrate the way cults rely o n poor 
scho larship to justify their beliefs. \Vhen o ne carefully e xamines the 
'.rerses mention ed , it is clear that the b iblical authors are communi
cat ing a message vastly different than "J e5US is a created being." In 
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Colossians 1:15- 17, the Greek text indicates thac Jesus is being 
referred to as an heir, or the first in rank, who is superior over all cre
ation as Lord. The passage includes the word prororokos ("firstbom" 
or "nm-bearer"), rather than protokruros ("first-created"). One exam
ple of firstbom being used in this context can be found in Jeremiah 
31:9 where Ephraim is called God's "firstbom." Genesis 41 :5 1- 52, 
however, states that Manasseh was UteTail)' the firstbom, nO( Ephraim. 
Ephraim was the preeminent son of the family. Obviously, firsWorn 
does not always have to mean che first one born or the first created. 

In Revelation 3: 14, the Greek word rranslated "beginning" (arche) 
also does not necessarily refer [Oa literal beginning. It often connotes 
the idea of something being "the origin" or the "active cause" of some
thing. ln this passage, then, Jesus is being referred to as the source or 
"origin" of all creation. In other words, Jesus is the one from whom 
all creation springs. This Greek word (arche) is the same one from 
which we get our Engl ish word "architect." Nowhere in the Bible is 
Jesus spoken of as being a creation of God. He is, in faCt, described 
as the creator of all that exists (John 1:3; CoL 1:16). He also is said 
to be the same "yesterday and today and forever" (Heb. 13:8). This 
leads us to another Christian doctrine that is regularly undermined 
by cults-the virgin birth. 

The Virgin Birth Debate 

According to orthodox Christianity, Jesus was miraculously con
ceived inside the womb of the Virgin Mary by the power of the Holy 
Spirit. Scripture confirms that Mary was indeed a virgin at the time 
of Jesus' conception and remained so until after he was born (Matt. 
1:18-25; Luke 1:26-38). R. C. Sproul observes: "Those who do not 
believe in the Virgin Birth usually do not believe that Jesus is (he true 
SonofGod."w 

Many, if not all cults, deny this key doctrine. Exactly how, then, 
do they explain Jesus' conception! A variety of answers have been 
proposed. Some cults, like the Rosicrucians, are content (0 simply say 
that "Jesus, highly advanced as he was . . . had a purely natural birth, 
with natural parents, Mary and Joseph. "-;0 Other cullS, however, have 
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more inventive theories. Mormons believe mat Jesus was conceived 
through sexual intercourse between Mary and God the Father, ,",'hom 
they believe to be an exalted man.41 Sun Myung Moon and his Uni~ 
fication Church PUt fo rth the notion that Jesus was born as a result 
of sex benveen Mary and the aged priest Zacharias, the husband of 
her cousin Elizabeth. 

As soon as the young girl {Mar)'1 heard that she had been chosen to 

give biM to the Son of God, she "went with haste and entered me 
house of Zacharias" (Lk. I :39). By gi\'ing herself to the aged priest, 
Mary would prove that she was truly a handmaiden of the Lord. Such 
an acr of total surrender. far from being considered immoral in the 
ancient world, revealed the highest degree of spiritual dedication. By 
uniting with the priest. Mary "found favor with God" (Lk. I :30).~: 

Reverend Moon seems to have no problem \vith the fact that 
such an act would have made Mary and Zacharias adulterers. Ac
cording to the Old Testamem. the penalty would have been death 
by stoning for borh of them (Lev.10;1O). Moon's theory, however, 
is not by any means the least tasteful to be found in the world of the 
cults. The Family's founder "Moses" Berg advanced two teachings 
about Jesus' conception. He originally taughr that Jesus was con~ 
ceived through sex benveen Mary and God the Father. This view, 
however, evolved over the years into The Family's current belief, 
which is that Jesus was conceived through sex between Mary and 
the angel Gabriel.~J 

Contrary to what is asserted by cults, there are several good rea~ 
sons to recognize and accept the orthodox Christian affirmation of 
the virgin birth. First, the Bible testifies that Jesus was conceived of 
a \'irgin (Man. 1:18-25; Luke 1:26-38) . To say that Jesus was not 
virgin~conceived would go against the authority and reliability of 
the Bible. 

Second, Jesus came into the world not as a newly created being 
but as a preexistent Person. Consequently, the method used for enter
ing the world \vould have to be somehow different from the normal 
means by which a human child is produced. 

Third, Jesus had a sinless na[Ure (2 Cor. 5:21; Heb. 4:15; 7:26; 
1 Peter 1: 19; 2:22; 3; 18; I John 3:5). lfhe had been conceived through 
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nonnal means, he would have inherited our sin nature. This would 
have disqualified him as Messiah (lsa. 53:9). 

Finally, if Jesus had nO( been miraculously conceived by a virgin, 
he would not have been able to lay claim to the throne of David. 
"According to the prophecy of Jeremiah 22:28-30. there could be no 
king in Israel who was a descendent of King Jeconiah, and Matthew 
1: 12 relates that Joseph was from the line of Jecon iah. " +I 

In Luke 9:18-19, Jesus asked his disciples, "Who do the people say 
that I am!" He received a number of answers: John the Baptist, Eli~ 
jah, and "one of the prophets of old" who had been raised from the 
dead. Today, as in the first cenwry, men and women are still seeking 
to understand the man called Jesus of Nazareth. But he is not the only 
member of the triune God iliac continues (0 be misunderstood. Cults 
regularly misrepresent the Third Person of the Trinity as well- the 
Holy Spirit. 

Spirit []f Truth 

"\Vhen the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the 
Father, that is the Spirit ofT ruth who proceeds from the Father, 
He will testify about Me." 

Jesus ofNaJ:areth 
Oohn 1;,26) 

In the previous chapters we have discussed the First Person of the 
Trinity (the Father) and the Second PeISOn of the Trinity (the Son). 
But what of the Third Person who exists within the eterna l nature of 
the one true God? According to the celebrated Bible teacher R. A. 
Torrey, "One of the most characteristic and distinctive doctrines of 
the Christian faith is that of the personality and deity of the Holy 
Spirit. The doctrine of the personality of the Holy Spirit is of the 
highest importance." l 

Unfonunately there is widespread confusion about the Holy Spirit. 
Even within Christianity it is nO[ difficult to find unbiblical and occa
sionally bizarre ideas aoou( the Third Person of the Trinity. All too 
often I have turned on Christian tele .... ision only to see an e .... angelist 
either throwing the Holy Spirit on belie .... ers as if the Spirit were a liq
uid or shooting the Holy Spirit at Christians as if the Spirit were elec
tricity that could be discharged through the fingertips in a manner sim
ilar to the evil emperor's attacks against Luke Skywalker in The ReUtm 
of theJedi. Such demonstrations clearly indicate that there has nOt been 
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enough onhodox teaching from American pulpits about £he Holy Spirit 
and how that Spirit works in the heans and lives of believers. 

The problem grows even more theologically unsound in the world 
of the cults, which presents a wide variety of views ranging from a 
complete denial of the Holy Spirit'S existence to claiming that the 
Holy Spirit is an impersonal force to acceptance of him 3.5 a third god 
entirely separate from Jesus and the Father. All cults may not agree 
100 percent on who, or what, che Holy Spirit is, but most of them 
have at leaS( three erroneous beliefs in common: the Holy Spirit is 
not a person of the Trinity, as defined by onhodox Christians; the 
Holy Spirit is not equal to the Father and/or the Son; and the Holy 
Spirit is not one ines..«ence with the Father and the Son. Each of these 
notions is biblically unsound, as we shall now see. 

Missing in Action 

Some cults. especially those influenced by Eastern philosophy, do 
not believe in a personal God. To such groups ''God'' is nothing more 
than a descriptive term for "all that is" (see chapter 4). Consequently, 
no personal emit)' known as the "Holy Spirit" is ever recognized. 
Although some N ew Age or Eastern ph ilosophy- based cults may talk 
about the "One Soul" or "the Spirit," this is merely a reference to the 
universal consciousness through wh ich all of us are ultimately un ited 
as one. 

The Rosicrucians believe and have always belie\·ed that there is but 
one soul in the universe, and that is the universal soul or the univer
sal consciousness of God .... A segment, or essence. of that univer
sal soul resides in each being that possesses soul. And this essence is 
never ~parated from [he universal soul or is never an entity in such 
a.5ellSe as to make it independent and individuaL The soul expression 
of each person ... through the medium of the physical body and 
through the channel of our education and comprehension of things. 
mar be quite different and [hereb}, give ill those characteristics or traits 

of personality which we interpret as individuality. ' Yet God, the Ini
tiates and ourselves are all of one Substance. uruii"lded. indi,,'i5ible, but 
differemiated in vibrational stams.) 
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The Bible reveals that there is indeed a person called the Holy 
Spirit who is distinct from humanity. Genesis 1:2 tells us that during 
creation "the Spirit of God was moving over the surface of the waters." 
Other O ld Testament passages speak of the "Spirit of God" coming 
upon various individua ls and enabling them to prophesy and/or ren
der service to th e Lord (Num. 11:26; I Sam. 10:10; 2 Chron. 24:20). 
Several O ld Testament verses even speak of the "Holy" Spirit of God 
(Ps. 51:11; Isa. 63:10.11). The New Testament also notes the activ~ 
ity of a "H oly Spirit" (Acts 19:6; Rom. 15:16; 1 Cor. 12:3; 2 Cor. 
1301 4; Eph. 1013; 1 Thess.+8). 

Obviously the Holy Spirit is not just a "Cosmic All" through which 
everything and everyone in the universe is ultimately "One." Some 
cults, particularly those originating from within Christianit)'. recog
nize this biblical truth. They readily accept Scripture 's identification 
of a Holy Spirit that is separate from humanity. Sadly, many of these 
same groups fail to completely understand the nature of the H oly 
Spirit, claiming that the Third Person of the Trinit)· is n ot a person 
at all. 

Power or Person? 

Once the personality of the H oly Spirit is denied, cults are free to 

apply \' irtually any label to the Third Person of the Trinity: 

• Christian Science: a d ivin e body of knowledge known as 
"Divine Science"4 

• Christadelphians: "the energy or power of God" used in creation'i 
• Jehovah's \Vimesses: "an invisible active force by means of 

which he [God] gets his will done"6 
• The Way International: "power from on h igh , spiritual abili

ties, enablement"1 
• Freemasonry: "a life- Prin ciple of the world"!> 

A few cults use decidedly mystical and high ly evocative imagery 
to describe the Holy Spirit. Eckankar, fo r instance, teaches that the 
Spirit is God's "Light and Sound. It is the Voice of God speaking to 
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all creation."" According to the Church Universal and Triumphant, 
the Spirit is the "seventh-ray aspect of the sacred fire, [which] trans
mutes the cause, effect, record, and memory of negative karma and 
misqualified energy that result in discord." IO 

In all fairness, it can sometimes be difficult in cenain pans of Scrip
rure co uncover the personality of the Holy Spirit. Theologian Louis 
Berkhof observes that the terms "Spirit of God" or "Holy Spirit" do 
not "'suggest personali[)' as much as the term 'Son' does. Moreover, 
the person of the Holy Spirit did not appear in a clearly discernible 
personal form among men, as the person of the Son of God did."I! 

God's Word also draws less overall attention to the Spirit than it 
does to the Father and Son. This is probably because the primary role 
of the Spirit is to "bring to completion the work that has been planned 
by God the Father and begun by God the Son. "12 He gi ... ·es us new 
spiritual life through regeneration (John 3:5-8), sanctifies us SO we 
can become more like Christ (Rom. 8:13; 15;16; I Peter 1;2), and 
empowers us for service (Acts 1;8; 1 Cor. 12; 7-11 ).1> 

Although the Holy Spirit is not featured as prominencly in the 
Bible as the Father and the Son, (he scriptural proofs for his person~ 
ality are plentifuL First, numerous Old and New Testament passages 
ascribe to the Holy Spirit characteristics consistent with personhood; 
feeling emotion (Isa. 63;10; Rom. 15:30; Eph. 4;30) , possessing knowl~ 
edge (1 Cor. Z;ll), and having a mind (Rom. 8;27). 

Second, the Holy Spirit acts in ways that only a person can act: 
He teaches (Neh. 9;20; Luke 12; 12; John 14;26), bears wimess (John 
15;26; Acts 5;32; Rom. 8;16), leads and guides (John 16;13; Rom. 
8; 14), hears Dohn 16; 13), glorifies Christ (John 16; 14), convicts unbe~ 
lievers' hearts OOM 16;8), intercedes for believers (Rom. 8;27), speaks 
and gives commands (Acts 8;29; 10:19- 20; 11: 12; Rev. 22: 17), calls 
Christians into service (Acts 13:2), appoints individuals to church 
offices (Acts 20:28), makes decisions (Acts 15:28), works according 
to his own will (I Cor. 12: 1 I), and exhibits self-control b}, not act
ing "on His own initiative" when doing so would conflict with the 
will of the Father and Son (John 16: 13). 

Ironically the Jehovah's Witnesses , a cult that denies the person
hood of the Spirit, printed a story in their December 8, 1973, Awake! 
magazine that is especially relevant to our discussion. The Watch~ 
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rower article supported the personhood, or personality, of Sa ran using 
the fo llowing argument: "[Clan an unintelligemforce carry on a con~ 
versation with a person? Also, the Bible calls Satan a manslayer, a 
liar, a father ... and a ruler. Only an intelligent person could fit all 
those descriptions."14 

The criteria used by the Watchtower regarding the significance of 
personal atrributes is the same criteria used by Christians to establish 
the personality of the Holy Spirit. If the Watchtower were to be con~ 
sistem, it would have to acknowledge the Hoty Spirit as a person just 
as it acknowledges Satan as a person. But this they fail to do. 

According to the Greek 

The Bible also uses various words and phrases for the Holy Spirit 
that are properly applied only to a person. For example, three pas
sages in the Gospel of John use the masculine, personal pronoun he 
in reference to the Holy Spirit. Thisgrammacical coostruC[ion, at the 
very least, suggests that the Holy Spirit is a person; 

"I will ask the Father, and He will give you anomer Helper [Parakle~ 
oos} , that He may be with you forever.H 
(John 14016) 

"When me Helper lParaklewsl comes, whom 1 will send to you from 
the Father, that is me Spirit of truth who proceeds from the Father, 
He will testify about Me." 
Uohn 15:26) 

"If I do not go away, the Helper lParaklewsl will not come to you; but 
if I go, I will send Him to you. And He. when He comes, will convict 
me world of sin and righteousness and judgment." 
(John 16:7b-8) 

Some cults have argued that (he use of the personal, masculine 
pronoun he (Greek ekeinos) in chese passages has little to do with the 
Holy Spirit being a person. They base their position on the fact that 
the Greek word for "Helper"-paraklews-is itself a masculine de-
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scriptive term; therefore, a masculine pronoun must be used in order 
ro match the masculine noun. In other words, use of the word he is 
simply a matter of good grammar and has nothing to do with the per' 
sonhood of the Holy Spirit. 

Although this argument may sound plausible, it is rendered irrel
evant by John 14:26 and 15:26. In these t\vo verses the termparakle
ws is immediately followed by the Greek word for spirit (pneuma), 
which is a neuter expression. The apostle then refers back to pneuma, 
and in so doing, could have used a neuter pronoun (i.e., it). Instead, 
John continues using the personal pronoun he (ekeinos), which can 
also be translated as him. John did not have to make this grammati
cal choice. In fact, he had a perfect opportuni()' [Q use a neuter pro
noun and clearly indicate that the Parak1etos- the pneuma-was an 
"it" rather than a person. He chose, hO\vever, to deliberately continue 
using the personal pronoun. According to many theologians (e.g., 
J. L Packer, R. C. Sproul, Charles Ryrie) John's \vord usage clearly 
indicates that the Spirit is indeed a person. In John 16:13- 14, the 
apostle uses ekeinos in the same manner. 

"But the Helper [parakJeto5]. the Holy Spirit {pneu.mal, whom (he 
Father will send in My name, He [ekeinosJ will teach you all things, 
and bring to your remembrance all that 1 said to you." 
(John 14:26) 

~\Vhen the Helper [parakkwsT comes, whom 1 \",ill send to you from 
me Father, that is the Spirit [pneuma] of outh who proceeds from the 
Father, He [ekeinosJ will testify about Me." 
(John 15:26) 

"But when He [ekeinos}, the Spirit (pneu.ma] of truth, comes, He will 
guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His O\Hl initia
tive, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to 

you what is to come. He will glorif)' Me; for He will rake of Mine and 
will disclose it to you." 
(John 16:13- 14) 

Another indication in the Greek text that the Holy Spirit is a per
son can be seen in Jesus' promise to send "another" Helper to believ
ers (John 14:16). There are [Wo words for "another" that could have 
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been used in this verse: heceros and alios. Both have significantly dif
ferent meanings. Heteros "expresses a qualitative difference and denotes 
'another of a different son .''' Alios, on the other hand, "expresses a 
numerical difference and denotes 'another of the same sort.'''l> 

John records Christ's words using the term alios. Jesus, being our 
firs t Helper (I John 2:1), was promising to send another Helper like 
himself. Bluntly put, if cults want to maintain that the H oly Spirit is 
not a real person, they will also have to believe that Jesus is not a real 
person. Christ's use of the term aUos is also important because it indi
cates that the Holy Spirit is God (is "another" like Jesus) . 

God th e H oly Spirit 

Although some cults go so far as to ident ify the Holy Spirit as a 
personal being, most of these same groups deny that he is God . Scrip
ture, however, declares that the Spirit is nothing less than full deity. 
In Acts 5, Ananias and his wife, Sapphira, sold thelr property but 
were dishonest about how much they had received from the purchase. 
Peter confronted Ananias: "Ananias, why has Satan filled your hean 
to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep back some of the price of the 
land?" (v. 3). Peter goes on to teU Ananias that in lying (0 the Holy 
Spirit, he had actually lied " [0 G od" (v. 4). It should also be men
tioned here that a person can only lie to another person. This pas
sage, therefore, also gives funher proof that the Spirit is not an "inac
tive force" or an impersonal power. 

In addition to this pmverful passage, a number of verses attribute 
divine characteristics and actions to the Holy Spirit. For example, 
Luke 1:68-70 records Zacharias declaring, "Blessed be the Lord God 
ofIsrae!' . . . He spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets from of old." 
Compare this statement with the word" of Paul the apostle: "The 
Holy Spirit rightly spoke through Isaiah the prophet to your fathers" 
(Acts 28:25). Consider, too, 1 Corinthiaru 3:16 and 6:19, which state, 
"The Spirit of God dwells in you ... . Your body is a temple of the 
Holy Spirit." G:Jrnpare these two verses with 2 Corimhians 6: 16: "\Y/e 
are the temple of the living God; just as God said, 'I will dwell in 
them.'" Finally, God is eternal (Ps. 90:2), as is the Spirit (Heb. 9: 14). 
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A few groups that accept both the personality and divinity of the 
Holy Spirit still manage to miss the onhodox view of the Trinity's 
Third Person. Although The Family believes that the Holy Spirit is a 
divine person, their Holy Spirit is quite differem from the biblical one: 

I ALWAYS DID THINK OF GOD AS OUR HEAVENLY FATHER 
AND HIS SPIRIT OF LOVE AS OUR HEAVENLY MOTHER .... 
His beautiful Holy Spirit, God's Spirit-Queen ofLovc_ , . . The Heav
enly Lover and Mother-God, the Queen of Love. _ .. AND SHE'S 
DRESSED SO APPROPRIATELY! - Pearls for purity, hearts for 
Love-and nudity for T rum!16 

A correct understanding of the Holy Spirit is just as crucial to good 
[heolo~ .. as a correct understanding of the Father or Jesus Christ. All 
three are the one God with whom we must have a relationship. R. C. 
Sproul comments that the response of a Christian to the biblical 
teachings concerning the Holy Spirit "is not mere affirmation that 
such a being exists, but rather, to obey, love, and adore the Holy Spirit, 
the Third Person of the Trinity."!; 

"Spirit" versus "Ghost" 

A final comment must be made about various unwarranted dis
tinctions that are made between "Holy Spirit" and "Holy Ghost." 
The term Holy Spirit appears consistently in most modem transla · 
tions, whereas the latter term is used in the King James Version of 
the Bible (KJV). The variant readings in the KJV have led to anum· 
ber of confused ideas. 

The Mormons, for example, who accept the KJV as their primary 
translation of the Bible, believe that there are three gods-Father, 
Son, and Holy Ghose At the same time, they believe that there is 
something called the "Holy Spirit," which is said to be a "divine 
essence" used by these three gods: 

The Holy Ghost is an individual personage, the third member of the 
Godhead; the Holy Spirit, in a distinctive sense, is the "divine e>"'''I!nce'' 
by means of which the Godhead operates upon man and in narure. 1S 
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Mormon doctrine fails to recognize that the same Greek word 
(pneuma) is translated as both Spirit and Ghost in the KJV. The only 
difference between them is the occurrence of the \vord hol)' (hagion) 

as a prefix to pneuma. In the KJV, the word Ghost is used \vhen hol), 
is present. Translators of the KJV tended to use the term SPirit if hol), 
did not appear before pneuma. Because only one Greek , .... ord is used, 
making a distinction between "Spirit" and "Ghost" is erroneous. 

Yet another cult, The \Y,1ay International, makes an equally seri
ous mistake about the H oly Spirit based on their founder's ignorance 
of proper biblical exegesis (interpretation). In his controversial book 
Jesus Christ Is Not God, Victor Paul Wierwille stated: 

God is Holy and God is Spirit. The gift mat He gives is holy spirit .... 
lIln the Greek manuscripts and texts the word pneuma , "spirit," is 
never capitalized. Therefore, when the word pneuma is translated 
"Spirit" with a capital "5" or "spirit" with a small "s;' it is.an inter· 
pretation .... [Ih is understandable why so many people confuse the 
Giver, Hoi"!' Spirit, with the gift, holy spirit. The G iver is God who is 
Spirit, pneuma, and Holy, hagion .... Luke 11: 13 ... . how much more 
shall your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit [pneuma hagionl to 
them that ask himlThis verse clearly shows that pneuma hagion is the 
gift from God the Father, therefore, should be translated with a small 
"h" and a small "S."19 

What \Vienville is saying is that the "Holy Spirit" actually refers 
only to me Father (the only person \'(iienville recognizes as "God"). 
"Holy Spirit" is just another name for God. He then asserts that there 
is another "holy spirit," which is an impersonal gift of power from 
God. This identification of a Holy Spirit/holy spirit is entirely with
out grammatical or linguistic support. Only one Holy Spirit is men
tioned in the Bible and he is not God the Father. In Isaiah 48:16, 
God. the Father is mentioned separately ftom the Holy Spirit . Isaiah 
63:9-10 mentions the Holy Spirit along with God the Father who 
pur the Spirit in the midst of the people. These passages show the 
two distinct personalities of God the Father and the Holy Spirit. No 
passages mention a ''holy spirit." 

The various ways in which cults misunderstand the doctrines relat
ing to me Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are numerous. This is not sur-
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prising since God's nature has been pervened by people since the ear
liest days of history (Rom. 1;18--23). Why? The answer to this ques
[ion involves what is perhaps the greatest hindrance to a proper under
standing of the one true God: sin. Humanity's primary spiritual 
problem, and God's solution for it, is examined in part 3. Part J 

{I believe] in one Lord JESUS QiRIST ... who, for us men 
and for our salvation, came down from he3\:en ... and 
was made man; and was crucified ahofor us under Pon
tius Pilate; he suffered and was buried; and the third day 
he rose again, according to the Scrip[Ures. 

Niceno-Constantinopo!itan Creed 

Funhennore it is nccessal)' to everlasting salvation: that 
he aLro believe rightly [faithfully] the Incarnation of our 
Lord Jesus Christ .... Who alchough he be [is] God and 
Man; vet he is not [wo, but one Christ .. .. \Vho suffered 
for our salvation .. . rose again the mird day from me 
dead. 

Amanasian Creed 

22 -
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natural Born Sinners 

We all deal daily with annoyances . ... Deeper than annoyance 
lies an array of ~grets. ... But even fu rther toward the alann 
end of me trOuble 5pectrum lie cenain di<;tresses that rheologians 
call miseries. People feel walled in by loneliness, for example .... 
The whole range of h uman miseries, from restlessne.>s and es
trangement through shame and guil t to the agonies of daytime 
television-all of them tell us that things in human life are not 
as they ought to be. 

Come liUi PlanringaJr. 
theology professor 

Catvin Theological Seminary! 

On Ma\' 23 , 1994, in Columbia Universin"s Low Memorial Libran', • • • 

photojournalist Kevin Carter accepted the most prestigious award his 
profession could offer-the Puliuer Prize. Sho rtly after receiving this 
honer, Carter wrote to his parents: "I swear I gOt the most applause 
of anybody. I can't wait to show you the trophy. It is the most pre
cious thing, and the highest acknowledgmem of my work I could 
receive."Z 

Carter won the award for a photo he took of a child dying of star
vation under the watchful eye of a hungry vulture standing only a few 
feet away. The macabre scene epitomized the devastating 1993 famine 
in Sudan. Carter did not enjoy taking the photo, nor did he celebrate 
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for very long the recognition it brought him. The Pulitzer could not 
alleviate the inner torment he had been batding for years. 

On the evening of July 27, 1994, thirty-three-year-old Kevin Caner 
drove his pickup truck to a secluded spot where he had often played 
as a boy. He then "used si lver gaffer tape to attach a garden hose to 
the exhaust pipe and run it to the passenger-side . . .. He gO( in and 
switched on the engine.") As he listened to music playing on his 
Walkman, Carter closed his eye5 and used his knapsack as a pillow 
on which [0 rest h is weary head for the last time. The suicide note 
he left behind echoes the sentiments of many people: 

The pain of life overrides the joy to the poim that joy d~s nOt 
exiST .... I am haunted by the vivid memories of killings & corpses & 
anger & pain ... of starving or wounded children, of trigger·happy 
mad-men, often police, of kiUer executioners.4 

These tragic words ring all too true for many people. The world is 
full of evil and suffering. Crime is on the rise. Wars refuse re cease. 
Various countrie~ continue perpetrating human fights \'io lat ions. 
Man's inhumanity CO man thrives unabated. \'Vhere does the hatred 
and violence come from ! \Vhy does so much suffering exist! Scrip· 
ture tells us that the pain and tragedy we see around us is traceable 
to sin , and that sin is the result of something everyone possesses from 
the moment of birth-the sin nature. This chapter covers human 
nature, sin, and salvation; in other words, humanity's main spiritual 
problem and God's solution for it. 

The Fall 

The origin of our relat ionship to sin, the consequences of that rela
tionship, and our inherent propensity toward sinning date back to 
the ver)' beginning of the human race. The Bible records that Adam 
and Eve, the first human beings, were perfect and without sin \,,,hen 
{hey were created by God. &th Adam and Eve received life directly 
from God himself (Gen. 1:2i). Adam was made from the dust of the 
earth (2:7), and Eve was fashioned by God from a portion of bone 
taken from Adam's side (vv. 21-22). God provided Adam and Eve 
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with great blessings--a beautiful world in which {Q live ( 1:29), all 
the food they could enjoy (vv. 29-31), and, of course, they received 
the loving companionship of one another (2:21-25). 

Adam and Eve also were given free will, a necessary comp::ment of 
a loving relationship ben\·een individuals. For a time Adam and Eve 
enjoyed an unhindered rapport with each other and with God through 
their free wilL But to test their heans, God conunanded that they should 
not eat of the tree of knowledge of good and evil, which was located 
in the center of the Garden of Eden, where God had placed them to 

live (2:8). Unfortunately they chose to disobey God's directive. 
The Lord's test was designed to give Adam and Eve a knowledge 

of good and evil through obedience . In the end, however, they came 
to understand the difference benveen good and evil in a reverse man' 

ner-through disobedience. s Their act ions were the first sins corn' 
mitred on earth. \'(hth their deeds came God's judgment on them, as 
well as on their descendants, the ent ire human race (3: 16-19). 

A Deadly Inheritance 

The consequences of Adam and Eve's disobedience were disas
trous. Earth was cursed and rendered incapable of spontaneously 
bringing forth adequate amounts of food (Gen. 3: 17-19). H uman 
beings, also cursed, could no longer live foreve r as they were origi, 
nally designed to do (2:16-1 i). Physical, emotional, and psycholog, 
ical suffering also began to affect humanity. 

Sin brought disturbance in the entire life of man. His physical life fell 
a prer to w~knesses and diseases, which result in discomforuand often 
in agonizing pains; and his mental life became subject to distTe$5ing dis
turbances, which often rob him of the joy of life, disqualify him for his 
daily mk, and ;;ometimes entirely destroy his mental equilibrium. His 
verY soul has become a battle-field of contlicring thoughts, passions, and 
desires. The will refuses to follow the judgement of the imellecr, and 
the passions run riot without the control of an intelligent wil1.6 

As the human race continued on its course of development, the 
tendency to d isobey God increased exponentially. At one point, 
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the wickedness of society grew so great (hat the imem of every, 
one's hean was continually evil (6;5). Throughout Genesis, human
ity's estrangement from God can be seen working i[Self out through 
sins that are still common today; murder (4:8), drunkenness (9:2 1), 
lying (12:13), adultery (16:4), homosexuality (19:5), and incest 
(19:32-36). In his Mood)' Handbook 0/ Theology, Dr. Paul Enns 
insightfully explains that all sin actually falls in twO distinct cate
gories-wrongful acts toward God and wrongful acts toward other 
human beings; 

Romans 1:18 refers to "ungodliness and unrighreousness of men." 
Ungodliness refers to man's failure to obey God and keep command· 
ments related [0 Him (boo. 20:1-11); unrigh(eousness is seen in man's 
fa ilure to live righteou;;!y tOw-ard his fellow man (hod. 20: 12-17).7 

According to J. J. Packer, sin "may be comprehensively defined as 
lack of confonnitv to the law of God in act, habit, attitude, outlook, , 
disposition, motivation, and mode of existence."a More specifically, 
sin may be defined in four distinct, yet related ways: 

t. Breaking God's law or standards of right conduct (Rom. 4:15; 
compare Rom. 1:23; 5:14; Gal. 3:19) 

2. Nonconfonnity to what one knows to be the right course of 
action (Rom. 14:23; James 4:12) 

3. A principle within man known as the sin nature, often called 
,he fl",h (Rom. 7,14, 17-l5) 

4. A state of mind that not only tolerates but actively pursues law
lessness (l John 3:4)9 

The effects of Adam's choice to disobey God have traveled down 
through successive generations as a hideous moral cancer. Scripture 
teaches that everyone is born with a sinful nature (Ps. 14:1- 3; Rom. 
3:23). Packer observes that sinfulness "marks everyone from birth, 
and is there in the fonn of a motivationally twisted hean, prior to 

any actual sins; ... is the root and source of all actual sins; . .. [and] 
derives to us in a real though mysterious way from Adam .... [\Xf]e 
are nOt sinners because we Si n, but rather we sin because we are sin-
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ners, born with a nature enslaved to sin. " 10 Recent statiS[ics suppon 
Packer. Even someone's age is no barrier to sin's insidious influence: 

• In 1991 , juveniles were responsible for one in five violent 
crimes, including 1,600 homicides.!! 

• A 1994 survey found that school violence in the previous five 
years had increased in 38 percent of U.S. schools.12 

• By 1995, 25 percent of all murdered children were being killed 
by other ch ildren. 13 

• 1996 crime statistics found 342 children being arrested every 
day for violent crimes.!4 

As disturbing as these figures are, they are overshadowed by the 
many heinous crimes now being committed by children across the 
country; crimes that at one time only the most hardened and cold
blooded adult criminals would dare perpetrate. These y~ung law
breakers have been labcled by Princeton professor JohnJ. Dilulio Jr. 
as a new breed of "juvenile superpredators" who "have no sense of 
right or wrong and no remorse over violent assaults on others."I; 

• In 1994, fourteen-year-old Eric Smith was sentenced to nine 
years to life for the 1993 stoning and strangulation o(four-year
old Derrick Robie, who lived near Smi th in Savona, New 
York .16 

• Seventeen-year-oldJoseph CheadleofMilwaukie, Oregon, \..-as 
convicted and sentenced in 1994 for beating to death a 103-
year-old man and ransacking his home. 17 

• In Chicago, Illinois, 1994 aJsosaw the sentencing of an eleven
year-old boy who, when he was only ten, broke into eighty
three-year-old Anna Gilvas's house, beat her with her own cane, 
and slit her throat with a ten-inch knife.!S 

• Three Aorida youths-aged thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen
were sentenced to state prison in 1996 for the 1994 shooting 
of a store clerk during an attempted robbery.19 

• In 1996, a founeen-year-old Southern California \louch shot 
and killed his mother, then confessed to the murder "with a 
smirk on his face." The teenager had told neighborhood friends 
that he was looking for someone [Q gun down.!:! 

I 



. - -

110 

• A nve\ve-year-old Texas girl was sentenced in 1996 to [Wenty 
years in state custody fo r beating to death a two-and-a-half
year-old child. 21 

It is painfully obv ious that Adam's disobedience set in motion a 
host of problems affecting re lationships between human beings. 
Worst of all, however, the fall separated humanity from God (rsa. 
59:2). So devastating were the consequences of Adam's rebellion 
against God that it not only produced physical death (Gen. 2: 17; 
Rom. 5: 12- 21; 6:23; Eph. Z: 1,5) but also spiritual death. In the clas
sic work The Fundamenwls (1917), Rev. Thomas White law outl ined 
with great clarity the extent to which all of us have been influenced 
by sin. 

It is not Cl malady which has affected only one parr of man's complex 
constitudon: every part thereof has felt its baleful influencc. It has 
darkened his understanding and made him unable, without supernat
ural illumination, to apprehend and appreciate spiri tual things. "The 
narurnl man receiverh not the thingsof theSpiri{ of God, neither can 
he know them. because they are spiritually discerned" (1 Cor. 2: 14); 
and again, "The Gentiles walk in the vaniry of {heir minds, having 
the understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of God 
through the ignorance that is in them, because of the blindness of 
their hearts" (Eph. 4:1 7, 18) . It defiles the hean, so (hat if left to itself, 
it becomes "deceitful above all things and desperately wicked" Qer. 
17:9), so "full of evil" (Eecl. 9:3) and "only evil continually" (Gen. 
6:;), that out of it proceed "evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fomi
cations and such like" (Man . 15:19), thm proving it to be a vcritable 
cage of unclean birds. It paralyzes the will, if not wholly, at least par
tially, in every case, so that even regenerated souls have often to com
plain like Paul that when they would dogood evil is present with them, 
that they are camal50ld under sin, that what they would they do not, 
and what they hate they do, that in their flesh, i.e., their sin-polluted 
natures, dwelleth no good thing, and that while to will is pre...<ent with 
them, how to perfonn m at wh ich is good they know not (Rom. 
7: 14-25). It dulls [he conscience ... renders it less quick to detect the 
approach of evil, less prompt to sound a warning against it and some
times so dead as to be past feeling about it (£ph, 4: 19). tn short there 
is not a faculty of the soul that is not injured by it. "Sin when it is fin
ished bringeth forth death" Qames 1:5).11 
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Even a curso ry read ing of the daily newspaper suppons Scripture's 
p rese ntation o f humanity as being innately sinfuL N evertheless, 
culcsoften d eny o ur condition as c reations estranged from their Cre
ator. The follOWing sect ions discuss but a few ways that cults mis
understand the sinfu l pred isposition of all human bei ngs. A few 
groups, as we shall see, utterly dismiss the entire concept o f sin and 
its effects. 

Sin: The Illusion 

T he doctrinal views of numero us Mind Science groups are built 

o n a foundatio nal belief that everything we see is a mere illusion. Sin, 
evil, suffering, and even death are relegated to the realm of decep
tive fantasy. 

mhe cardinal polm in Christian Science, [is] that matter and evil 
(including al\ inhatmony [sic). sin, di;;ease, death) are unreal ,.3 

~ [El\'i l is but an illusion , and it has no real basis. Evil is a fal~ belief. "2~ 

~There is no evil. , .. [Tlhe apparent absence of good (evil ) is unreal. It 
is only an appearance of e\'i1, just as me mo\ing sun \.\'8.$ an appearance. " 25 

"Pain, sickness, poverty, old age, death, cannot master me. fo r they 
are not real. ... There is no evil (or devil), ... Pain, sickness, 
poverty, o ld age and death are not real , and they have no power 
over me."16 

Many N ew Agers fit into a similar c ategory. For some of the m, any
thing is permissible because sin is unreaL S atan too is viewed asa false 
concept. Evil in this belief svstem is merely "the manifestatio n of a . . 
fo rce that is out of p lace o r out of timing, inappropriate to the needs 
and realit ies of the s ituation."17 In o ther words, evil is JUSt a misdi~ 

rected thought, a glirch in perspec t ive , o r a d eceptive image o rigi
nating in the mind of the person perceiving something as evil/Sin. 
The logical conclusio n o f such a view is that people actually create 
the tragic events that take place in their lives. 
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It is difficult for someone living in some kind of intolerable situation, 
experiencing me throe~ of terrible physical illness or financial ruin, 
to think of it all as a game, but that is what it is, nonetheless. Not only 
are they playing a game, but they are playing meir ov.n game. The 
game that the,!' created for themselves to ptay. ,6 

YOU are the only thing that is real. Everything else is your imagina
tion, movie stuff you've brought imo your screenplay to help you see 
who you really are . ... There are no victims in this life or any other. 
No mistakes. No wrong paths. No winners. No losers. Accept that 
and then take responsibility for making your life what you want it to 

beY 

Obviously it is difficult to effectively communicate biblical truth 
to persons involved in the Mind Sciences and the New Age Move
ment. Their nebulous definitions of truth itse lf, including what is 
right and wrong, leave almost no place for appeals to the Bible. For~ 
tunately, their world view has a major weakness. Its practicality often 
breaks down in the course of daily living, which results in inconsis
tent behavior. 

New Agers, fo r example, often say that there is no good or evil, yet 
they simultaneously contend that some things are inherendy "good" 
(ecology, natural health, brotherhood, holist ic medicine, ete.) and 
some things are bad (being intellectually intolerant, passing theo
logical judgments on others, standing against abortion, etc.). Taking 
a stand on \vhat is right or wrong is irreconcilable with their position 
that there is no right and wrong or good and evil. 

Their inconsistent world view tends to be brought out even more 
if they themselves are threatened with something [hat is "wrong." 
For example, 1 have often asked New Agers or Mind Science prac
titioners what they would do if I stole their wallet or punched them 
in the face. The~; immediately responded by saying they would 
unhesitatingly call for the police.l then ask: "Why?" I have received 
a variety of answers, each one ultimately breaking down to: "Because 
. , " Its wrong. 

It is here that a Christ ian can try to demonstrate how everyone 
uses some criteria for judging right from wrong. New Agers and 
Mind Science practitioners use their own limited perspective, while 
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Christians use a guide to life that has been proven throughout the 
centuries to be a reliable source of truth-the Bible. At this point, 
Scripture can be used to show that Saran, sin, and evil are all very 
real. 

Jesus, who is revered as a great teacher even by New Agers and 
Mind Science practitioners, often mentioned Satan (Matt. 13:3- 39; 
Luke 10:18; 13:16). Jesus never said Satan was merely an illusory prod
uCt of the mind. Instead, he called the devil a "murderer" and "a liar" 
in whom there is no truth whatsoever (John 8:44). Jesus' temptation 
in the desert (Matt. 4: 1- 11) would have been a perfect opportunity 
to destroy the illusion of Satan by simply showing that the adversary 
was unreal. Instead, he spoke with the devil , was tempted by him, 
and overcame him. 

Regarding sin, the prophet Jeremiah observed that the heart of 
man is desperatel}' sick (Jer. 17:9, emphasis mine ). All have sinned 
and fallen short of the glory of God (Rom. 3:9-12, 23). Everyone 
stands justly condemned as sinners before the righteous God of the 
universe (Rom. 5:18-19), who judges according to his etemal law 
(Rom. 7: 7; James 2:10-11 ; 1 John 3:4), which is holy, just, and good 
(Rom. ),12). 

Stumbling toward Immortality 

Some cultists actually view the fall as a blessing. Mormons, for 
instance, who believe [hat they can eventually become gods, assert 
that Adam and Eve did not really "fall" but instead stumbled upwards, 
so to speak. Adam and Eve's disobedience was all part of God's ~"on~ 
derful plan to get his "spirit children" moving to\vard godhood. 

According to the foreordained plan, Adam was to fa ll . .. so that the 
opportunity for eternal progre..<..>ion and perfection might be offered to 

all the spirit children of the Father.3il 

\1lhen Adam was driven out of the Garden of Eden, the lord pas..<ed 
a sentence upon him. Some people have looked upon mat sentence 
as being a dreadful thing. It was not; it was a blessing.]j 
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To Mormons, then, the events that transpired in the Garden of 
Eden were not really tragic because the.,.. changed Adam and Eve 
from immortal beings into mortal beings, thereby enabling us (their 
descendants) to obtain mortality, which is an indispensable prereq
uisite to oodhood. Tenth Mormon President Joseph Fielding Smith o 

explains: 

I never speak of the part Eve took in this faH as a sin, not do I accuse 
Adam of a sin .... \'Vhen he ate, he became subject to death, and 
therefore he became mortal .... [N]either Adam nOt Eve looked upon 
it as a sin .... [The falll brought to pass all of the vicissitudes (changes] 
of mortality .. .. It brought death; bm wc must not lose sight of the 
fact that it brought blessings.)! 

Closely tied to this view is another idea promoted by many cults, 
that man is essentially good. Mormon apostle Boyd Packer writes: "It 
is critically important that you understand that you already know 
right from wrong, that you're innately, inherently, and intuitively 
good."31 A similar position is taken by the fraternal order known as 
Freemasonry, a theological cult commonly referred to as the Masonic 
Lodge. According to well-known ChriHian apologists John Anker
berg and John Weldon, "Masonic ritual teaches through its symbols 
and emblems that man is not sinful in the biblical sense; he is merely 
'flawed' in a minor and temporary sense. "14 

Scripture, however, does not indicate [hat humanity is basically 
good, nor does it state that our character is only in a "rude and imper
fect state," which is what Freemasonry asserts. ';; According to the 
Bible, human beings are fundamentally evil (Ps. 58:3-5; Eccles. 9:3; 
Jer. 17:9). We continually shun God and seek only to do wrong 
(Gen. 6:5; Ps. 14;3; Isa. 53:6;John 3:19; Rom. 3:11-12). No one is 
riohteous (Eccles. 7:20; Jsa. 64:6; Rom 3:23). In fact, the apostle Paul . -
called unbelievers slaves to sin (Rom. 6:6. 1 i, 20). John further 
declared that those who say they have no sin are merely deceiving 
themselves, and the truth is not in them (l John 1:8, 10). 

Adarn and Eve's d isobedience was a tragically poor choice that 
spread physical and spiritual death w all people (Rom. j: 12; 6:23; 
8; 10). Eve was deceived and Adam deliberately disobeyed God (Gen. 
3:13; 1 Tim. 2:14). Only through the person and work of Jesus Christ 
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can we escape the effect that sin has on us in this life and in the after
life. Jesus willingly tasted death for e"'eryone (Heb. 2:9), the just for 
the unjust, so that we might be brought wGod (I Peter 3;18). Jesus 
paid the price for all of our personal sins (1 Cor. 15:3; 1 Peter 3:18). 
Paul declares that Jesus gave himself "for our sins" (GaL 1 :4; Heb. 
9:28; 10:12). He "bore our sins in His body" (1 Peter 2:24). Through 
faith in Christ (Rom. j:1-2; 10:9; Eph. 2:1-10), we appropriate fo r 
ourselves the work he accomplished on the cross. This results in 
receiving the gift God offers etemallife in his loving presence (John 
3,16; Rom. 6B). 

Earning Eternity 

Closely associated with the Christian conviction that belief in 
Christ delivers us from the power of death (both physkal and spir
itual) is the Christian view [hat salvation is obtained solely by God's 
grace through faith. Good works do not earn us the salvation God 
offers through his Son. Salvation is nor of ourselves. I[ is a gift of 
God, "not as a resu lt of works, so that no one may boast" (Eph. 
1,8-9). 

This concept is usually denied in some way by cults, which invari
ably insist [hat before salvation can be obtained, good works or spe
cial rituals must be accomplished and added to faith. Mormonism, 
for instance, teaches that "individual salvation o r rescue from the 
effects of personal sins is to be acquired by each for himself, by faith 
and gcxxl works." Forgiveness for personal sins "can only be obtained 
through obedience to the requirements of the gospel, and a life of 
good works."Xi 

The Christadelphians, another modern-day cult, hold a simi
lar position: "\Vhat else is necessary for salvation besides faith~ 
'Works'-thar is obedience ro God's commands as taught by 
Jesus."3i Some cults, such as the Jehovah's Witnesses, go to great 
lengths to outline the importance of works and the order in which 
they must occur. 

It is for the reward of etemallife that every last person on earth should 
now be working. Are you?~! 
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To get one's name written in chat book oHife will depend upon one's 
works whether thev are in fulfillmem of God's will and approved by • • 

his Judge and King.J9 

Jesus Christ identified a first requirement when he said in pra~'er .. . 
"This means everlasting Hfe, th eir taking in knowledge of you." ... Many 
have found the second requirement more difficult. It is to obey Gol's 
laws . ... A third requirement is that we be associated u.~th Coo's chan
nel, his organization (the \Vatchtower] .. .. To receive everlasting life 
in the eanhly Parndise we must identify that organization and serve 
God as part of it . The fOU M requirement ... requires that prospec
tive subjects of h is Kingdom support his government b), loyaH)' adt.'O

caring his Kingdom nde co others [Le., preaching door-to-doorl·~' 

Jchovah God will justify, declare righteous, on the basis of their own 
merit all perfected humans who have withstood that final, decisive 
test of mankind [the release of Satan from bondage after [he 1000-
rear reign of Christl·~ l 

Many cults attempt to legitimize the blending of faith and works 
for salvation by citing James 2: 14-17, which teUs us that fai th with
ou( works is dead. But in declaring that a professed faith without works 
is a dead faith, James is simply saying that mose who have a genuine 
faith will produce good works as a natural consequence of the super
natural working of the Holy Spirit in their life. If no good works are 
bein" done bv an ind ividual, then the faith which that person says 

o . 
he or she possesses is not a genuine faith. It is a false (or dead) faith. 
Anyone who has truly obtained salvation by faith will naturally man
ifest the kind of good works that are consistent with salvation. 

Two analogies at this point may be helpful. Consider an apple tree. 
It does not bearapples in order to become an apple tree. It bears apples 
because it is already an apple tree. Likewise, a dog does not bark in 
order to become a dog. A dog barks because it is already a dog. Sim
ilarly, a ChriS[ian does nOt do good works in order to become a Chris
tian. A Christian does good works because he or she is already a Chris
tian. Christians do good works becall.:le of salvation, not for salvation 
(Rom. 45). 

It is a grave mistake to think that salvation is a reward for which 
someone must \vork. Equally erroneous, however. is the opposite doc-
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trinal eX(Teme asserting that the only ming someone has to do to 
receive forgiveness and subsequent salvation is to mentally assent to 

(intellectually accept) the identity of Christ. According to this 
norion, good wotks are meaningless. No change whatsoever should 
be expected in a person's life after "accepting the Lord" by faith. 

Cultists who hold this position contend that Abraham was justi
fied by faith apart from works (Rom. 4:2- 3). But their argument is 
undone by verses such as Matthew 8:29 and James 2:19, which indi
cate that even demons recognize truths about God and Christ. Are 
demons saved r Of course not. Scripture consistently presents saving 
fa ith as being inextricably linked with repentance and a changed life 
(Mark 1:15; Acts 26:20). 

As Jamessays, real faith will proouce a changed life. This is not to 
say mat every Christian changes in the exact same way or at the exact 
same speed. God deals with each person individually. For one Chris
tian, a changed life may mean no longer getting drunk· and taking 
illicit drugs. Such changes are easily recognizable. The changes in 
another Christian, however, may not be as drastic to the observer. 
Perhaps God wants him or her to simply rise each day with a new 
attitude about life, and the more visible signs of salvation will come 
with time. In both cases, lives have changed indeed. 

Justified by Faith or Works? 

Another issue that must be mentioned involves an entirely differ
ent problem that arises when cultists compare Romans 4:2 wirh James 
2:22-24. The former passage, as we have seen, says Abraham was jus
tified by faith. The latter passage declares Abraham was justified by 
works. Some cultists charge that these verses contradict one another. 
But this apparent contradiction between Paul and James is easil y 
resolved. 

\Vhen both passages are carefully read, it becomes apparent that 
James is speaking of justification before men: "I will show )'OU my faith 
by my works" (James 2:18, emphasis mine) . In the Romans passage, 
justification "before God" is being discussed. In context, then, our 
justification before God is by grace alone through faith , while justi-
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fication before others must be demonstrated by good works, because 
orhers cannot know our heart. Put another way, once a person is saved, 
that person will produce good works by which he or she will be jus
tined before other people. However, those who try to justify them
selves before God in this manner will have their good works counted 
against them as debt (Rom. 4:4 ). 

A final pJint must be made about God's law. It is often maintained 
by cults that we must obey the entire law of God. This is only half true. 
We are indeed told in Scripture to keep Jesus' commandments (John 
14:15,21; 15:10; 1 John 2:3; 3:22-24; 2 John 6). At the same time, 
we know that because of sin and the weakness of our flesh, no one can 
keep the whole law (james 2: 10). Consequently, although God's law 
is itselfholv (Rom. 7:12; 1 Tim. 1 :8), it is also a curse because it points 
out oursm: (Gal. 3:13). Fortunately for us, Christ kept the law per
fectly (Mart. 5: 17 ). Through faith inhim, his righteousness is imputed 
to us apart from the law (Rom. 3:28). In this \\,ay, the 1a\\' is fulfilled 
in us (Rom. 8:3-4), even though we are not able ro keep it. 

This does not mean that we are justified by the law. No one is jus
tified by the law (Rom. 3:20; GaL 2: 16; 3:11), and any who seek jus
ti.6cation through the law will be cut off from Christ (Gal. 5:3--4). 
Jesus, according to the Bible, is the end of the law fo r Christians 
(Rom. 10:4). Because of him, we are now under grace (Rom. 6:14). 
Of course, God's grace does nOt give us a license to sin (Rom. 6:1 - 2). 
We are to live, as beSt we ca'n, in obedience to God through depen
dence on the Holy Spirit, who empowers us to obey God, knmving 
that when we fail to meet the Lord's righteousness. Jesus' blood is pres
em to cleanse us from all sin (1 John 1 :9). This brings us to the mir
acle of the atonement, which will be explained in the next chapter. 
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Ht the Cross 

\Vhen I survey the wondrous cross, 
On which the Prince of glory died, 
My richest gain I count but loss, 
And pour contempt on all my pride. 

lsaac Watts (1674-1748) 

Jesus taught many truths that were difficult for his followers to accept 
and comprehend (John 6:60). In fact, he often had to restate his mes
sages in more understandable terms (Matt. 13:36; 15: 15; compare 
Mark 4:13). Some of Jesus' comments were so foreign co ingrained 
Jewish notions about God that critics would often use his words 
against him: "A division occurred again among the Jews because of 
these \"..ords. Many of them \vere saying, 'He has a demon and is insane. 
\X/hy do you listen to Himr" Oohn 10:19-20). 

Among Jesus' most disturbing statements were those focusing on 
his earthly destiny-co die a violent death. In Mark 10:33-34, he 
said, "The Son of Man will be delivered to the chief priests and the 
scribes; and they will condelTUl Him to death and will hand Him over 
to the Gentiles. They will mock Him and spit on Him, and scourge 
Him and k!ll Him, and three days later He will rise again" (compare 
Mark 10:4); 12: 1-1\; Luke 13;33;John 12:24, 27) . On one occasion, 
Peter sternly rebuked Christ fo r voicing such predictions. "God for
bid it. Lord!" said Peter. "This shall never happen to You" (Matt. 
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16:21-22). Jesus gave a forceful reply: "Get behind Me, Satan! You 
arc a stumbling block (0 Me; for you arc not setting your mind on 
GOO's interests, but mans" (v. 23). 

Peter d id not understand that our Lord's mission was far broader 
in scope and infinitely more ... ·aluable in purpose than merely preach
ing throughout the Galilean Count~'side or leading a Jewish revolt 
against Rome. Chrisccame to save sinners (I Tim. 1:15) \'ia h is death 
on the cross (Matt. 20:28; 26:28; Gal. 1:3-4). H is life signaled the 
fuL6. lIment of Old Testament prophecies concerning Israel's suffering 
servant (lsa. 52:13-53:12; compare Luke 2:25- 32; 24:25-32; 1 Cor. 
15:3) through whom Jew and Gentile alike would be able to obtain 
spiritual fellowship with God Cl Cor. 12:13; GaL 3:28), 

Today, as in the firs t century, Jesus' death is intellectually repug
nant and emotionally offensive to many individuals (1 Peter 2:6-8). 
For Christians, however, the crucifixion is me po\ver of God by which 
mere has been made an entranceway inco the kingdom of heaven 
(1 Cor. I: 18,22-23). The teaching mat Jesus died for sinners so that 
they may have etemallife in the loving presence of God is known as 
the doctrine of the aconement. It is one of the most significant theo
logical concepts of the Christian faith. 

Our At-One#Ment 

The importance of Christ's death on the cross cannOt be over
stated. It has been called the "heart of the gospel," "center of gravity 
in Christian life and thought," "crucial point ofChrisrian faith," and 
"distinguishing mark of the Christian religion."l In The Grea[ Doe
rrines of the Bible (1912), theologian WiIliam Evans (1870-1950) 
wrote: "The atonement is the scarlet cord running through every page 
in the entire Bible. Cut the Bible anywhere and it bleeds; it is red 
with redemption truth."l 

Bur what exactly does the English word awmmem mean? It has no 
inherent theological definition. The term merely describes a bring
ing together of estranged persons. It is an expression that derives from 
Anglo-Saxon words meaning "making at one," hence "at-one-ment. "3 

\Vhen used by Christians in a theological sense, however, atonement 
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refers to Christ's death on the cross, which healed God's estranae
ment from humanity that resulted from Adam's disobedience. e 

The doctrine of aconement can be traced to the Old Testament 
Hebrew verb kaphar. Its rOOt meaning is "to cover o ver," as in Gen
esis 6:14 , where Noah covered over the ark's woodwork with pitch} 
Related to kaphar is the Hebrew noun kopher, which is translated in 
Genesis 6:14 as "pitch" (i.e., a covering). Kopher also is used in the 
Old Testament to describe a "ransom price that 'covers' an offense
not by sweep ing it out of sight bur by making an equivalent payment 
so that the offense has been actually and exactly paid for"5 (Exod. 
30:12, "ransom"; Num. 35:31 ; Ps. 49:7; Isa. 43:3). 

Eventually, these two words (kaphar and Jwpher) gave rise to two 
other words (kipper and kuppar) that were "set aside to express only 
the idea of removing offense by equ ivalent payment and so bringing 
the offender and the offended together."6 These tWO terms are nor
mally translated in the Old Testament as atonement and· are used in 
r~ference to the animal sacrifices God chose as the method whereby 
hiS peop le could be brought back into a right relationship with h im 
after sinning. 

Leviticus 4 deals \Vim unintentional sins. The means of atonement 
was the same for ever'fone regardless of their position in the com
munity. Everyone had to participate in the ceremony if they were to 
be restored to a harmonious relationship with God: "In each case the 
formula is repeated: the one , .... ho sins un intentionally, 'he is guilty.' 
The guilty sinner then brings the animal co the priests, who offer it 
in sacrifice. 'In this way he [the priestJ will make atonement for man's 
sin, and he will be forgiven' (4:26). '" 

Forgiveness fo r intentional sins is discussed in Leviticus 16 where 
• • 
IOstructions are given "for a spec ial sacrifice {O be offered just once a 
year, on the tenth day of the seventh month, T1shri."ii This day was 
known as the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur) . The entire commu
nity gathered together on that day and, through a unique ri tual, were 
corporately forgi .... en fo r their sins. 

The high priest, following carefully the prescribed steps, brought the 
blood of the sacrifice into the inner room of the tabernacle and there 
sprinkled the blood on the cover of the ark [of the co\'enanr] .... The 
sacrificed animal ~"35 a "sin offering for the people" (Le". 16: 15) and 
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is specifically said to ha\'e been "because of [he uncleanne$5 and rebel
lion of me Israelites. whatever their sins h ave been" (16: 16; ef. 16:21). 
That annual sacrifice. made before the lord, was an "atonement ... 
to be made once a vear for all the sins of the Israelites" (16:34 ). Fol
lowing it, Israel "'as told, "You will be clean from all your sins" (16:30).9 

Perhaps the most important aspect of the Old Testament sacrifi
cial system rests in its foreshadowing of Christ's actions on behalf of 
sinne~s (Hebrews 9). The apostle Paul reveals rhatalrhough God rec
ognized the O ld Testament's yearly sacrifices as sufficient for the "cov
ering" of sins, they served only as a temporary solUfion to the entire 
sin problem (Rom. 3:25). Jesus had to die for an eternal atonement 
to be made. In the New Testament we finally see a full explanation 
of [he Old Testament sacrifices. 

God was willing fin the Old Testament] to accept a person's faith in 
the place of righteousness, and, admittedly, this seems unfair. Paul's 
answer is that we can understand the fairness of it now that Jesus has 
been presented as U a sacrifice of atonement." It is on the basis of the 
atonement Jesus accomplished that GCKI is shown to have been just 
and fair in forgiving those who have faith_ Heb 2:17 argues [hat Jesus 
must have become a true h uman being to serve both as the High Priest 
who offered the atoning sacrifice to God and as the sacrifice itself.:t 

The doctrine of th e atonement is funher expanded on by several 
key terms relating to Christ's death: substitution, propitiation, rec
onciliation, forgiven ess, redemption, andjusti6cation. To fully under
stand and appreciate the atonement, each of these terms must be 

discussed. 

Substitution 

Christ's death is sometimes referred to as a "vicarious" aton ement, 
meaning that it was of a substitutionary nature. Jesus actually died in 
the place of sinners. This idea is expressed in many biblical passages 
(2 Cor. 5:2 1; GaL 3:13; Heb. 9:28; 1 Peter 7 :24). especially in Isaiah 
53:6 : "All of us like sheep have gone astray, Each of us has turned to 

his own way; But the loRD has caused the in iquity of us all To fall on 
Him" (see also vv. 4-5). The substitutionary nature of Christ's death 
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is indispensable to a correct understanding of the atonement. Theo

logian George Eldon ladd commen ts: 

In the death of Christ I died; I experienced the doom of sin; every
thing that the guil t of sin merits from the v,'l'ath of God was fulfilled 
in the death I died in Christ. it is thi~ objectiye faCt which is the 
supreme manifestation of God's love and which is to be the control
ling center of my life, and the qual it)' of this lm'e is derived from the 
fact that Christ's death was nor h is own; it was mine. He died nO[ only 
as my representath'e; he died in my stead, for it is because of his death 
that I shall be spared that death. He has died my death in m~' behalf 
and in my place.1! 

Many ind ividuals ha\,'e voiced strong objection to the substitu

tionary view of the atonement. Some critics of Christianity, for in
stance, feel that it "smacks of unfairness and inj ustice. To use a court

room analogy: Suppose that a judge, on finding a defendant guilty, 
proceeds to punish not the defendant , but an innocent party. Would 

th iS not be improper f ' Il This may at 6rstseem like a reasonab leobjec
tion.ln reality, however, it shows a lack of knowledge concerning a 

rarely used legal procedure wherein a court can actually pun ish an 
innocent person for someone e lse's crime. 

In his S:memaric Theo/Qg)', Louis Berkhof explains that this legal 
procedure is possible only if the innocent person offers himselfor her

self to bear the penalty and the la\vgiver (whether it be a sovereign 
king or a govemmcm) accepts the offer. Of course, there a re a num

ber of conditions that must be met: 

(1) that the guilty party h imself is not in a position to bear the penalty 
through to the end, so that a righteous relation results; (2) that the 
transfer doe;; not encroach upon the rights and privileges of innocent 
third parties, nor cause them to suffer hardships and privations; (3) (hat 

the per-'On enduring the penalry is not hiITL'<eif already indebted to jus
tice, and does not owe all his scrvices [Q the government; and (4) that 
the guilty party retains the consciousness of h is guih and of the fact 
that the substitute is suffering for him. In vie\v of all this it will be 
understood that the [ransfer of penal debt is well-nigh, if not entirel.,-, 
impossible among men. But in the case of Christ, \vhic:h is altogether 
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unique ... all the conditions named were met. There was no injus
tice of any kind.!3 

By dying in our place, Jesus took the place of sinners, "their guilt 
was imputed, and their punishment, transferred to Him. "H He rep
resentatively bore the punishment we rightly deserved (Eph. 5:2 ) . 
Closely associated with the substitutionary nature of Christ's death 
is the propitiatory aspect of his sacrifice. 

Propitiation 

The word propitiation is best understood as an appeasement, or a 
pacification, of negative feelings. In Scripture, it is God's wrath against 
sinners that we see being propitiated through the death of Christ. 
Because Jesus endured for us God's wrath againsrsin, we are now able 
to enjoy God's favor. Jesus fully satisfied "all the righteous demands 
of God toward the sinner."I; The sins of humanity were judged, and 
punishment was exacted through Christ's death on the cross. Con
sequently, God can now "show mercy to the believing sinner in the 
removal of his guilt [and sins] . "16 This concept is further explained in 
The Moody Handbook Df TheDwgy, 

Because God is ho!)' and righteous He cannot overlo:Jk sin; through 
the work of Jesus Christ God is fully satisfied that His righteous stan
dard has been met. Through union with Christ the believer can now 
be accepted by God and be spared from the wrath ofGod. li" 

The punishment that Christ bore for us was necessary since God's 
just and holy characrer demands that sin be punished . God could not 
have simply dismissed the sins of humanity. To do so would have been 
contrary to his perfectly just n ature. In fact , because sin was punished 
through Christ's death, God's righteousness was demonstrated to the 
world (Rom. 3:25-26). We have been reconciled to God. 

Reconciliation 

As noted earlier, sin creared a \vall of separation bet\veen God and 
humanity Osa. 59:1- 2; Col. 1:21-22; James 4:4 ), and only through 
Christ's substitutionary death could that wall be removed (Rom. 5:10; 
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2 Cor. 5:19). \Ve now have free access to God. Nothing stands in our 
way. Such is the meaning behind the popular Christmas carol lyrics, 
"Peace on earth and mercy mild, God and sinners reconciled." 

The Bible teaches that all of us were reconciled to God while we 
were yet sinners (Rom. 5:8) . This means that reconciliation is not some
thing \ve ourselves have accomplished. It is all God's doing_ Essentially, 
he has thrown open his arms and said, "Everything standing benveen 
us has been removed. \Ve are reconciled in my eyes. Now it is up to you 
to either receive or reject the reconciliation that is available." 

Even before a person hears the gospel, he or she has been recon
ciled to God. It is an action that God has done entirely outside of us. 
\'ifhether or not we choose to receive that reconciliation and enjoy 
its benefits is another matter. For those who do choose to accept God's 
graciousness, there awaits complete forgi\'eness for their sins. 

F orgit:eness • 

Forgiveness occurs \vhen God actually applies the work of Christ 
to us, thereby canceling the debt we owed for Ollr sins (i .e., eternal 
death or eternal separation from his loving presence and divine favor) . 
This forgiveness comes directly from God (hod. 34: 7; Ps. 130:4; Luke 
23:34; 1 John 1:9) and can only be obtained through personal faith 
in Jesus Christ nl/1an. 26:28; Acts 5:31- 32; 10:43; 13:39; Eph. 4:32; 
1 John 2,12). 

Those who reject God's forgiveness will receive judgment (Rom. 
2:5; Eph. 5:6; Col. 3:6; 2 Thess. 1: 7-10), which is consistent with God's 
holiness (Rom. 2:2-16; Heb. 13:4). Only persons in Christ will escape 
God's wrath (John 5:24; Rom. 8:1). Jesus him...'Clf taught in Matthew 
26:28 that his blood would be shed for the forgiveness of sins. 

This is not to say that there was some kind of magical power in 
Christ 's blood that washed away our sins. is As R. C. Sproul remarks, 
"If Jesus had cut His finger in Joseph's carpentry workshop, it would 
have had no redemptive significance."19It must be recognized that 
in Scripture the phrase "shedding of blood" simply refers to death. "It 
is the death of Christ, not His physical blood, that has reconciled the 
world."lO Consequently, all of the New Testament allusions to Christ's 
blood are primarily speaking of his death for humanity rather than a 
mere spilling of blood. At the same time, ho\vever, it must be noted 
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that if he had died on the cross witholH spilling any of his blood, no 
atonement would have been made (Heb. 9:22) . 

Redemption 

The concept of redemption is central to the idea of atonement for 
sins. Again, we must look to the Old Testament for a foundation on 
which the teachings of the New Testament may be buil£. Two Hebrew 
words translated as either redeem or ransom are especially iffiJXlnant: 
padah, and ga'al. 

"Padah was originally used commercially to ind icate a transfer of 
ownership (e.g., Lev. 19:20). The tran:.-fer came through payment of 
some equivalent tTansacrion."I1lr is commonly used in the Old Tes
tament to illustTate God's ownership ofhi5 people \vhom he rescued 
from Egypt: "Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, 
and the LORD ,'our God redeemed veu" (Deut. 15:15). • • 

Ga'al, which has a similar background to padah, means to "play the 
part of a kinsman, that is, to act on behalf of a relative in trouble or 
danger."21 Both ga'a\ and pMnh speak of persons or objects, which 
although ov.'fl.ed by a particular individual are in the power/control of 
another. The terms also indicate that the owner of the property is unable 
to secure the release of h is possessions until a third party intervenes: 

Then a third party appears, and this person is able to effect release. 
Ga'aL places the emphasis on the relationship between redeemer and 
redeemed. Becau!;C of his close kinship, the redeemer had the privi
lege and the duty of coming to the relative's aidP 

In the New Testament, several words relate to the idea of redemp
tion. Each one refers in some way to hmv Christ redeemed sinners 
through payment of a debt. For example, agorazo (1 Cor. 6:l9-20; 
7:22- 23) was used in Greek culture to describe one's purchase in the 
marketplace, often in reference to the purchase of slaves. Its biblical 
use connotes "the believer being purchased our of the slavemarker of 
sin and set free from sin's bondage through the death of Jesus Christ" 
(Rev. 5,9; 143-4)." 

Another Greek \vord, exagorazo , is a strengthened form of agoraN 
and denotes "to buy out," especially of purchasing a slave \\'ith a view 
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to his freedom. However, rather than stressing the act of buying, exago
rato focuses on the price paid. 25 It is used by Paul in reference to Christ's 
deliverance of}ews from the law and its curse (GaL 3:13; 4:5) . 

A third term that involves the idea of redemption is lutroo, which 
means "to obtain release by the payment of a price."26 lt conveys the 
not ion of being set free through a paid ransom (Luke 24:21) . In the 
case of Christians, we have been purchased by the blood of Jesus Christ 
(1 Peter 1:18-19). Lmroo, unlike the other two Greek words, stresses 
the acrual event of deliverance itself or the act of setting at liberty. n 

All of these words work together in the Bible to paint a picture of 
Jesus' subst itutionary death, which not only propitiated God's wrath 
but also made a payment of our Slnner's debt 50 that we could be 
redeemed from death. 

Justification 

Justification is the act whereby God declares righteous' those who 
are unrighteous (Rom. 4:5-8; 5:9). This occurs as a direct result of 
God's grace, or unmerited favor, tmvard individuals who accept by 
faith the saving po\ver of Christ's death and resurrection (Rom. 10:9). 
Through justification, Christ's righteousnes.s is credited to us so thor
oughly that \ve can acrually claim his righteousness as our own.28 

\Vithout justification we would not be able to gain entrance into 
heaven even though we had been forgiven for our past sins. With for
givenes.s alone, we would simply be sinners who had been forgiven 
but who still did not pos.sess the absolute righteousness (moral per
fection) necessary to enter God's kingdom. Consequently, forgive
ness has been termed the "negative" side of salvation, with justifica
tion being the "positive" side. 29 Forgiveness entails the Temoval of 
something (sin and its penalty), while justification imparts something 
(a person's righteous standing before God). 

The most important aspect of justification is understanding that it 
is appropriated by the believer through faith alone. Nothin g we do 
can contribute to our obtaining a righteous standing before God. We 
are unrighteous, plain and simple, and ahvays will be in and of our
selves. But God, by his grace, shows us mercy and chooses to impute 
Christ's righteousness to us as we come to him in faith. The great 
reformer John Cahrin made the following comments: 
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A man will bejustified by faith when, excluded from the righteousness 
of works, he by fa ith lays hold of the righteoumes;; of Christ, and 
d omed in it appears in the sight of God not as a sinner, but as righ
teous. Thus wc simply interpret justification. as me acceptance wim 
\vhich God receives us into his favour as if we were righteous; and \ve 
say that mis justification consists in the forgiveness of sins and the 
imputation of the righteousness of Christ. 3D 

Scripture pointedly declares that we are justified apart from good 
works or the law (Rom. 3:21-26). God's declaration of our righteous 
standing before him is similar to a legal act of a Supreme Court judge 
giving a final verdict. The case has been decided. \Y/e are innocent 
and righteous based on Christ's righteousness. No further appeals or 
actions can be taken by the prosecution. 

It must not be thought, ho\\."ever, that ourfaith is what actually came5 
our justification. Faith is not a good work that eams justification. It is 
merely a channel through which justification comes to the sinner. 

Often me soulwinner presents the gospel as though some special kind 
or amount of faith is required for salvation. Satan often comes to the 
newborn child of God and brings doubts as to whether he has had 
enou"h fa ith or has believed in the right wa)'_ As far as the Scriprurc is 

o 
concerned, Godsimply requires removal of truSt in .self and redirection 
of truSt to ChriSt. It is true that a person must be sincere when trust· 
ing Christ, but it must always be remembered that Christ saves, nO[ 
one's faith. Man's reception of God's great gift of salvation adds oath· 
iog to the completed work of Christ. So it is not Christ's substitution
aty aronemem plus faith in Christ that provides the basis for accep
ta~ce with God. Christ's work alone saves; but unless his person and 
work are received by faith, no beneht comes to the individual sinner. 
Man's faith must have a proper object if justification is to result .... It 
is always faith in God's Son as the divine substitute for sin's penalty 
that r~uits in God bringing life to the spiritually dead sinner .... The 
work of Calvary means that God has done everything and man makes 
no contribution whatsoever to the finished work of Christ or to h is 
own salvation. Paul indicated that the offense of the cross was the 
absence of human work from God's \-\'ay of salvation (Gal. 5; 11 ).31 

A good illustration ofhO\v faith is involved in justification can be 
seen each Christmas. Every year gifts are bought for friends and fam~ 
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Ily. Those gifts belong to the recipients even before they are received. 
They are paid for, wrapped, and under me tree \"liaiting to bring joy. 
The recipient need only receive the gift to benefit from it. In a 5im~ 
ilar way, sinners need only receive the gift of salvation to enjoy its 
glorious blessings. Just as we open our hands to receive a Christmas 
gift, so a sinner receives salvation and justification by faith. Faith is 
an attitude on which God acts. By faith a sinner is merely saying, 
';Yes, 1 believe you have a gift for me. I accept it." God, in turn, gives 
us the gift he purchased for us with his own blood (Eph. 1:7-8). 

A Death Signifying Little 

The doctrine of the atonement, like many other Christian beliefs, is 
either obscured or totally eradicated by cults. The U nification Church, 
for instance , takes an especially mundane view of}esus' death. To Rev
erendMoon and his followers, the crucifixion of Christ wasa tragic fail~ 
ure because Jesus did not really come to die on the cross3l but "had to 
die a reluctant death due to the disbelief of the people."33 Jesus' death 
allegedly was "not an essential pan of God's plan for redeeming sinful 
man."};! Unification church members admit that ''Unification thought 
diametrically contradicrs the Fundamentalist view that Jeslls' sole mis
sion was to atone for the sins of mankind by dying on the cross."}> 

If Moon's teaching diametrically contradicts the v iew that Jesus' 
sole mission was to atone for the sins of mankind by dying, men Moon 
diametrically contradicts the Bible. Jesus explicitly declared that his 
purpose for coming was to first preach the gospel of G od's kingdom 
(Mark 1:38; Luke 4:43 ) and then die (John 12:17) so that he could 
draw all men to himself (John 3:14; 12:32). Furthennore, the cruci
fixion was part of God's &wereign plan since before creation (Eph. 
3:11; 1 Peter 1:20 ). Through dying, Jesus took away people 's sins 
( 1 John 3:5) and destroyed the works of the devil (v. 8) . 

Jehovah's \Vitnesses take an equally gloomy view of the atone
ment. Although they hold that Christ's death was indeed a part of 
God's plan and that it was necessary for our salvation, they deny that 
Jesus paid the price for each person's individual sins. The Watchtower 
contends that Jesus' death only paid for the sin of Adam: 



-

130 AI..{AZING GRACE 

rGod) could nO{ 5el aside me judgment that he had emered against 
Adam. He could, however, be consistent . .. by permiuing another to 
pay me debt of Adam and thereby to open me way for Adam and his 
offspring to be relea-;:;ed from sin and death .... To redeem or ransom 
man tTam the grave means that God will provide a means of satisfac
tion of the judgmem against Adam,J6 

Basically, the Witnesses are claiming that Christ was not com
pletely successful in overcoming our sins by his death. He only opened 
the way for us to be released from death and sin. \Ve must augment 
Christ's work with personal works of righteousness. In the world of 
the cults, it is commonly taught that salvation is ultimately brought 
aoout by good works rather than Christ's atoning death. But Scrip
ture teaches that sinless Jesus (1 Peter I: 19) did indeed die in our 
place for our sins (l Cor. 15:3; Gal. 1:4; Heb. 9:28; 1 Peter2:J4; 3: 18). 

Atonement in Gethsemane? 

Some cults put an especially imaginative twist on the doctrine of 
the atonement. Mormons, for example, teach mat Jesus did indeed 
die for everyone. But th is was not for the purpose of cleansing us 
from our personal sins. Mormons believe that Jesus died so that all 
of us could be resurrected from the grave. They call th is "redemp
tion from death" and it is app licable to everyone, believer and unbe
liever alike.J'1 

Latter-day Saint aposde Bruce McConkie '\.'Tites that if there had 
been no atonement. "temporal death would have remained forever. 
and there never would have been a resurrection. The body would 
have remained forever in the grave. "JS Like me Jehovah 's Witnesses, 
Mormons also maintain that Jesus' death merely opened a way for us 
to procure our own salvation through works of righteousness. 

The Individual Effect of the Atonement makes it possible (or any and 
every soul m obtain absolution ITom the effect of personal sins, through 
the mediation o(Chrisli but such saving intercession is to be invoked 
by individual effon as manifested through faith , repentance. and con
tinued works of righteousness .... ITlhe blessing of redemption from 

.. '\T THE CROSS I3l 

individual sins, while open (or all [Q attain, is nevertheless conditioned 
on individual effon.J9 

To further complicate their erroneous view of the atonement, Mor
mons teach that Jesus completed the act of atonement in the Garden 
ofGethsemane where he toiled in prayer on the night of his betrayal: 

In one of his books,COTrn? UnwChris!, President Senson wrme: "There 
[in Geth..<emanel He suffered the pains of all men .... It was in Geth
remane that Jesus took on Himself the sins of the world ... . His pain 
was equivalent to the cumulatiye burden of all men. -!(l 

In actuality, Jesus bore the sins of the world while on the cross 
(1 Peter 2:24; Col. 1:20), not while in Gethsemane. Furthermore, 
everyone is not blessed through ChriS['s crucifixion. Only those who 
accept his sacrifice and surrender their life to him will receive {he 
benefit of Jesus' death and resurrection (Rom. 10:9), which is fo r
giveness of sins (Acts 10:43) and salvation (Rom. 3:24). Eternal life 
in Christ, rather than eternal existence through resurrection, is the 
free gift offered by God to humanity (Rom. 6:23). This gift is obtain
able ani), by grace through faith (Eph. 2:8-10). 
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Death's Defeat 

• 

"He is Risen! " was the victorious cry of the early Christ ians. 
Unless we accept what the Scriptures teach about the Resur
reccion, me entire Christian message virruallydisintegrates. The 
whole preaching mrusr of the apostolic age was based upon me 
fact mat one quiet morning in an obscure garden, man had van
quished his most feared enemy. the vaunted dark angel of death. 

Or. Waiter Martin (1928-89) 
C hristian apologist and cult expert1 

Christ's dramatic death would have counted for very linle if if had 
not been for something (hat occurred three days after his crucifix
ion-the resurrection. This wondrous event confinned Jesus' author
ity over death (Acts 2:24; 1 Cor. 15:55-57), proved his divinity in 
the eyes of wimesses (Acts 2:32; Rom. I :4), fulfilled Old Testament 
prophecies concerning the Messiah (Ps. 16: 10; Acts 26:22-23), and 
made possible our justification (Rom. 4:25). Christ's resurrection also 
ser .... es as a guarantee that believers too will be raised from death [0 

life everlasting (1 Cor. 15:20-23). 
The apostle Paul cited both the death and resurrection of Jesus as 

being central to his gospel message (1 Cor. 15:1-4). He also declared 
that acceptance of Jesus' resurrection was an indispensable condition 
of salvation (Rom. 1O:9). Distinguished Bible teacher J. Dwight Pen
tecost aptly summarizes the meaningfulness of the Easter miracle. 

133 
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Since Jesu5 Christ is raised from the dead. we who have received 
Him as Saviour have the assurance that sins have been forgiven 
and that the next step in the program is resurrection into His 
glory-not resu rrection (Q eternal damnat ion and judgment. So 
there is victory through [he resurrection of Christ-vieroT)' oyer 
sin, victory over defeat, victory over despair, victory OHr fear
because Christ hath been raised and He said . "Ifllivc, ye shalllivc 
also." This is the message of cerraimy and hope that we have, for 
the Word of God predicted Ch rist 's resurrecdon, promised us our 
resurrection, and it exp lains to us God's program of resurrec
tion .... (5]hould death be our experience, we TeSt in hope, for 
death has been robbed of its venom because Christ has been raised 
from the dead} 

Perhaps the most revealing proclamation conceming Jesus' power 
over death comes from Jesus himself. Just prior to raising his friend 
Lazarus from the dead , our Lord spoke a promise filled wirh uplift ing 
truth: "I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in Me will 
live even if he dies, and everyone who lives and believes in Me will 
never die" (John 11 :25-26). 

Every aspect of Christianity rests on the reality of the resurrection. 
Moreover, it is Jesus' resurrection that separares Christianity from all 
other religions. Thomas Oden, systematic theology professo r at Drew 
Un iversity, writes: "There is no direct parallel in the history of reli~ 
gions of a founder whose Wily resurrection from the dead confirms 
and ratifies his life and teachings and enables follo~'ers re enter eter· 
nallife."~ 

Death Has No Sting 

Does it really matter whether or not Jesus rose from the dead? 
Not accord ing re some people. Ronald G regor Smith , author of 
Secular Christianity, writes: "'We may free ly say thllt the bones of 
Jesus lie somewhere in Palesrine. Christ ian faith is not destroyed 
by this admission."4 Scripture, however, tells us that the reality of 
Jesus' resurrect ion is viral to the entire Christ ian belief system 
(I Cor. 15:17). The resurrec tion also relates directly to the trust-
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worchiness of Jesus' chatacter. He explicitly prophesied that he 
would be resurrected three days after dying (Matt. 16:21 ; 17:22-23; 
20, 19; Ma, k 8,) I; 9,) 1; 10,)4; Luke 9,22; 18,)); John 2,19-22). If 
Jesus did nor rise from the gra\'e, then he was either a fa lse prophet 
or a liar. 

Furthermore, the veracity of Christ's resurrection has escha[Olog~ 
ical significance. Assurance of humanity's final judgment is supplied 
through the visible power that was manifested by God in Jesus' res
urrection (Acts 17:31). Moreover, Christ is called the "'the first fruits 
of those who are asleep" (1 Cor. 15:20) and the "firstbom from the 
dead" (Col. 1:18; Rev. 1:5), wh ich shows that h is resurrection is a 
foreshadowing of what will happen to believers: "It symbolized what 
was destined to happen to the members of Christ's mystical body in 
their justification, spiritual binh, and future blessed resurrection, Rom. 
M, 5, 9; 8, 11; I Cm. 6,14; 15,20-22; 2 Cod,lO, 11, 14; CoLl, 12; 
1 Thess. 4: 14."5 

Unfonunately many individuals either deny or diswrt the resur
rection. One of the most common cultic views rejects the materi
ali ty of Christ's body after his resurrecrion and assens that Jesus 
came forth from the grave as a mere spitit. A number of other erro
neous theories concerning the resurrection are present not only in 
the world of the cu lts bur also in religious circles that are theolog~ 
ically liberal. While liberal critics of the resurrection are not cul~ 
tic, per se, some of the doctrinal distortions they voice may occa
sionally surface in cu ltic groups. It is, therefore, ,,,ise to be aware of 
what these non-Christian scholars reach conce rning this doctrinal 
15sue. 

Many liberal theologians, fo r example, allege that the accounts 
of Christ's post·crucifixion appearances are nothing but fictitious 
additions to the Gospels that were authored long afrer the fact in 
order to politically legitimize the spread of Christianity. Others say 
that Jesus did indeed come out of the grave but was "revived" from 
a fa inti.ng spell (Le., he never really died). A few liberals maintain 
that Jesus attempted to fake his dearh but accidentaHJ died, at which 
rime he was replaced by an impostor. fu we will now see, these posi. 
rions do not accurately reflect the biblical records or the historical 
data. 
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Examining the Evidence 

How do we know Jesus really rose from the dead? As with many 
historical events of long ago, the resurrection cannot be conclusively 
proven. No one living today can say, "1 was there in A.D. 33 and saw 
Jesus alive after he died." Nevertheless, there exist numerous pieces 
of evidence which, when objectively considered , provide over~ 
whelming support fo r concluding that Jesus did indeed rise from the 
dead. In fact. the h istorical arguments for the resurrection are so sub, 
stantial that they have "persuaded many skeptics who started to exam
ine the evidence for the purpose of disproving the resurrection.''6 

According to E. M. Blaiklock, historian and professor of classics at 
Auckland University, "The evidence for the life, the death , and the 
resurrection of Christ is bener authenticated than most of the facts 
of ancient history."i Professor Thomas Amold, who was appointed 
chair of modem history at Oxford , has made a simi lar statement: "} 
know of no one fact in the history of mankind which is proved by 
better and fuller evidence of every son, to the understanding of a fair 
inquirer, than the great sign which God hath given us that Christ 
died and rose again nom the dead .'J8 

An Empt)· Tomb 
. 

The empty tomb in which Jesus' body was placed is the first piece 
of evidence that, at the very least, suggests Jesus rose from the dead. 
The Jewish leaders who conspired to kill him knew that an empty 
tomb,vould be a pO\verful sign to his followers, since he had predicted 
he would rise again. Consequently, the chief priests and Pharisees 
asked that Roman guards be placed at the tomb to prevent Jesus' dis
ciples from stealing his body and making it seem as if he had risen 
(M.IT. ZHZ-66). 

Despite these precautions, the tomb was found empty three days 
after Jesus was buried. Witnesses to the empty tomb included Mary 
Magdalene (Matt. 28: 1); the mother of James, also known as "the 
Q[her Mary" (Matt. 28:1; Mark 16: I); a woman named Salome (Mark 
16:1); Joanna (Luke 24: 10); an unspecified number of "other women" 
(Luke 24: 10); and Peter and John (John 20:2-9) . 
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It has been argued by some non-Christians that the empty tomb 
discovered by the aforementioned individuals was not Jesus' tomb. 
Twentieth-century liberal theologian Kirsopp Lake, for instance, 
maintains "that in their grief the women lost their way, went to an 
empty tomb in the same general area where Jesus was buried, and 
jumped to the conclusion that Jesus had risen from the dead.''9 This 
theory is patently absurd. 

First, Jesus' body was laid in the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea, a 
prominent member of the Sanhedrin. Joseph himself, along with the 
Pharisee Nicodemus, took Jesus' body to the grave site (Matt. 
27:57-60; John 19:38--42). If any questions regarding the location of 
[he [Dmb had been voiced, they easily could have been answered by 
either Joseph or Nicodemus. Second , the women who discovered the 
empty tomb knew exacdy where it was located. They had, in fact, 
watched Joseph and Nicodemus place Jesus in it (Man. 27:61; Mark 
15:47; Luke 23:55 ). 

Of course, an empty comb is not by itself a significant enough piece 
of data on which a person could justifiably conclude that Jesus rose 
from the dead . But its impon ance is greatly enlarged by a second set 
of evidences: the post-resurrection appearances of Chris(. These eye
wimess accounts are extremely impressive. 

Eyett.1tnesses 

Scriprure mentions a substantial number of people who observed, 
spoke to, and even ate with the resurrected Christ (Acts 10:40-42): 
Mal')' Magdalene (John 20: 14-18); several women (Matt. 28:9-10); 
nvo disciples on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24: 13-32); che disciples 
(minus Thomas) and many others in an upper room (John 20: 19-2.5 ; 
Luke 26:36--43 ); the disciples including Thomas (John 20:26-3 1); 
seven disciples fishing at the sea ofGalilee (John 21:1-25); all eleven 
disciples on a mountain in Galilee (Matt. 28: 16-20); the disciples in 
Jerusalem (Luke 24:14 ~9; compare Acts l:3-8); more than five hun
dred brethren (1 Cor. 15:6); James, Jesus' half-brother (1 Cor. 1.5:7); 
and the disciples present when the Lord ascended into heaven (Acts 
1:3--8).10 

Those who dismiss these accOunts claim thar using biblical testi
mony in such a manner is circular reasoning, since the Bible is being 
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used to prove the Bible. But the New Testament is not one book 
written by one author. It is a collecrion of twenty-seven books writ
ten by several authors. The witnesses to whom Christ appeared are 
mentioned in five different books, penned by four different writers.l l 
Consequently, using the biblical texts to support the rea lity of the 
resurrection is not circular reasoning. Precedent for validating his
torical events through texts similar to those found in the New Tes
tament is discussed by R. L Purtill in his insightful work Thinking 
about Religion. 

Many e\'entS which are regarded as nnnly established h istorically have 
(1) far less documentary evidence man many biblical events, (2) and 
me documents on which historians rei}' for much secular hi.5tory are 
vHitten much longer after the event than many records of biblical 
events, (3) Furthermore , we have many more copies of biblical nar· 
ratives than of secular histories, and (4) the surviving copies are much 
earlier than those on which our evidence for secular history is based. 
If the biblical narratives did not contain accounts of miraculous events 
... biblical history would probably be regarded as much morc finnly 
eslabli~hed than most of the history of, say, classical Greece and 
Rome. tl 

Realistic Reports 

A nother form of evidence pointing (0 the likelihood of Jesus' res
urrection involves the complementary way that the e \'ent is recorded 
by the G ospel writers. It is interesting that these evidences for the 
resurrection a re o ften cited in arguments against the resurrection by 
critics of Christianity who fail to realize that the Gospels are not con
tradictory but complementary. 

Vario us c ults, libera l theologians, and secularists o ften argue that 
the resurrectio n accounts "are so full of inconsistenc ies th at it is easy 
to deride them .... [They a re) a n almost hopeless jumble of confu
sion."B John Shelby Spong---conrroversial Episcopal Bishop of 
Newark, New Jersey--condemns the resurrection stories as "signifi 
cantly confused , contradictory, and , in some instances, mutually 
exclusive."14 

At firs[ glance, the biblical passages relating to Jesus' return fro m 
the grave do indeed seem to be at odds with one another in various 
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places. Consider t he apparent co ntradict io n benveen John 20:1, 
which says that Mary Magdalene ,vent to the tomb "while it was still 
dark" and Marrh ew 28: I, which states chat Mary Ivlagdalene and "the 
other Mary" \vem to Jesus' grave "as it began to dawn ." 

C rirics of the resurrection usually point out with great relish that 
there are nvo m istakes here. Did Mary Magclalene come alon e, or was 

she accompanied by another woman ? Did she go to the tomb while 
it was still dark, or d id she go to the tomb \vhen it was beginning to 

dawn ? These questio ns, which seem problematic o n the surface, can 
actually be answered with relative eare. 

John does no t say that Mary rraveled to the tomb alone. He merely 
states a fact fro m his perspect ive t hat Mary went to the tomb. This 
is wha t Jo h n wanted to communica te. Matth ew, however, gives us 
more information, complementary info rmation that tells us M ar.,.. was 
no t alon e . In fact, Mark in forms us that a woman named Salome also 
was present (Mark 16:1), an d Luke revea ls that a fourth wo ma n 
named Joanna went along as \vell (Luke 24:10) . These are no t con~ 
rradictory accounts but complementary narratives based on four dif~ 
ferent perspect ives. 

Regarding the time of day, the Greek words used in all four Gospels, 
when taken together, esmblish a realistic passage of time coverin g the 
women 's trip fro m Je rusalem to th e tomb. Bihle scholar Gleason 
A rcher explains: 

Ther apparendy scarted their journey from the house in Jerusalem 
while it was still dark (skorias eu ou.se.s), even though it was already 
morning (p-roiJ Dohn 20: 11 .. . . But by the time the" arrived, dawn was 
glimmering in the east (re epiphoskouse) char Sunday morning (eis mian 
sabbaron) [Matt. 28: 11 .. . . Mark 16:2 adds that the tip of the sun had 
actually appeared above the horizon (anareilamos mu heliou-aoriH 
participle; the Beza Codex uses the present participle, anarellontos , 
implying "while the sun was rising"). IS 

Another alleged discrepancy relat es to whether Mary encountered 
one angel at the tomb (Mat t. 28:5) or [\\'0 (John 20:12).16 Again, 
these are n ot contradictory accounts. In their in dispensable work 
\"t1hen Critics Ask , Bible scholars Nonnan Geisler and Thomas Howe 
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note that, when it comes to suc h passages, the real difficulty lies some
where o ther than in Scripture. 

Matmew does not say there was only one angel. ... The critic has to 
add the word "only" to Matthew's account in order to make it con
tradictory. But in rhis case the problem is not with what the Bible 
acrually says, bUl with what the critic adds [ 0 it. Matthew probably 
focuses on me one (angel] who spoke and "'said to the women, 'Do not 
be afraid.'" (Man. 28:5).John referred to how many angels they saw; 
"and she sa ... nwo angels" Uohn 20: 12).17 

Persons who doubt the rel iability of the resurrection accounts fa il 
to see that the differences bet\veen the accounts provide an added 
dimension of belie\'ability. If t he stories were n O( ttue, then o ne 
might expect either a myr iad o f unsolvable contradictions or a per
fect duplication of text with a uniformity so rigid that it betrays the 
accounts as having been deliberately concocted. Alister McGrath, 
research lecturer in theology at Oxford U niversity and systematic 
theology p rofessor at Regem College in Vanco u\'er, British Colum
b ia, makes a number of keen o bservations regarding the co m ple
ment3T)' nature of the resurrection accounts and how this lends them 
credibility. 

Variation on minor points of detail is a characteristic feature of eye
witness reportS. If you ever listen to witnesses in a courtroom, you will 
ve!)' often be amazed by the different way in which they describe the 
same event. They may all be able to agree on what happened, and 
when. But on minor points of detail (for example, what happened 
immediately before or after that evem), mey very often differ. An 
event is experienced differently by various people. Major agreement 
is accompanied by minor disagreement. Look at the way in which the 
same events are reponed b}' different news networks on television , for 
example. Minordiscrepancies in details of eyewitness reports actuall}, 
point to their authenticity, nor their inauthenticity. If the go::.-pel 
accounts of the resurrection were based upon an invention, we would 
have expected meir minor disagreements to have been removed before 
publication l ... Critics of the New Testament resurrection accounts 
often seem to apply one set of standards to the New Testament, and 
a totally different set to their everyday existence. For example, if the 

DE. .... TH's DEFEAT 141 

Washington P OS t and New York T mIl'S reponed me same story in slightly 
different terms, hardly anyone (except a New Testament cri tic who 
applied his standards consistently!) would dream of suggesting that 
one had copied the Other ... . Lds suppose that all four gospels reported 
exactly the same pattern of events o n that firSt Easter Day perhaps 
down to using the same words- Would [ha[ make them more credible 
to a critic ~ Certainly nor! He would immediately argue that they were 
fubrications. They were cooked up. He would suggest that the accounts 
had been "doctored" to bring them imo line with each other! He would 
dismiss them as crude forgeries. On the orher hand, if they differed 
Wildly from each other, the same critic could dismiss them with equally 
great ease but for different reasons. He would argue that they weren't 
talking aoout the same thing. He would suggest that it was impassi
ble to gain any impression of what had really happened. He would dis
miss them as having no imponance in assessing the claim that Jesus 
Chri.;;t had been raised from the dead. So, torally different or totally 
idemical accounts would he dismissed by such a cri tic. wpat, then, 
would such a critic accept as reliable?The answer can only be accounts 
which vary on minor points, but are agreed upon the central point of 
importance-which is exacdy what \Ve nnd in the gospel accounts of 
the discovery of the empty tomb!t8 

Apologists lash McOowell and Don Stewart observe that belief in 
the resurrection is nOt only reasonable because of the defense that 
can be made for it but also because of "the lack of evidence for an 
a ltemativeexplanatio n . " 19 Nevenheless, countless theories and wild 
tales have been spun by oppon ents of ChriHianity to explain a\\o"3y 
the empty tomb left behind by Christ. Three of the mo re populat 
expla nations are kno \\'1l as the "swoon theo ry," "conspiracy theory," 
and " Passovet plot theo l)'." 

J esus Never Died 

Recently a rising number of people h ave promo ted t he "swoon 
theory," which contends that Jesus didn't die but instead fa inted on 
the cross. His loss of consciousness then pro mpted onlookers to mis
takenly believe he had expired. This led those individuals present to 
remo ve Christ from the cross and prematurely place him in a grave. 
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There, the spices that anointed h is body and the cool air of the comb 
revived Jesus. Three days later he was able to roll back the stone and 
emerge refreshed. 

This hypothesis is riddled with improbabilit ies and groundless spec~ 
ulations. In their Handbook ofChrisrian Apologetics, Peter Kreefr and 
Ronald K. Tacelti demonstrate just how many logical flaws are inher
ent in the swoon theory. 

• Jesus could not have survived crucifixion . Roman procedures 
were very careful to eliminate that pos.sibili~. Roman law even 
laid the death penal ty on any soldier who let a capital prisoner 
escape in any way, including bungling a crucifixion. 

• The fact that the Roman soldier did not break Jesus' legs, as he 
did to the orher nvo crucified criminals Uolm 19:31-33), means 
that the soldier was sure Jesus \vas dead. Breaking the legs has
tened the death so thar the corpse could be taken down before 
the Sabbath (v. 31). 

• John, an eyewitness, certified that he saw blood and water come 
from Jesus' pierced hean (John 19:34-35). This.shows rhatJesus' 
lungs had collapsed and he h ad died of asph yxiation. Any med
ical expert can vouch for this. 

• The post-resurrection appearances convinced the disc iples, 
even "doubting Thomas," that Jesus was gloriously alive (John 
20:19- 29). it is psychologically impossible for the disciples to 

have been so transformed and confident if Jesus h ad merely 
struggled out of a swoon, badly in need of a doctor. A half-dead, 
staggering sick man who has just had a narrow escape is nor 
worshiped fea rlessly as divine lord and conqueror of death (J ohn 
20,28). 

• How were the Roman guards at the tomb overpowered by a 
swoonLng corpse! Or by unarmed di;;ciples! 

• How could a swooning h alf-dead man have moved the great 
stone a t the door of the tomb! \'Vbo moved the stone if n ot an 
angeH No one has ever answered that question. Neither the 
Je\\o""S nor the Romans would move it , fo r it was in both their 
interests to keep the tomb sealed; the Jews had th e stone put 
there in the first place, and the Roman guards would be killed 
if they let the body "'escape."!(O 
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Even liberal scholars fro m the last century voiced skepticism about 
the swoon theory. David Steauss, for example, a German theologian 
who did his best to cast doubt on the Gospels, ""Tote an uncharac
te rist ically orthodox commentary in his New Life of Jesus (1865) 
regarding the implausibility of Jesus' resuscita tion from a swoon. 

It is impossible that a being who had been stolen half-dead all[ of the 
sepulchre, who crept about weak and iU, wanting medical treatment, 
who required bandaging, strengthening and indulgence, and who still 
at last yielded h is sufferings. could have given to his disciples the 
imptessionsl hat he was a conqueror over death, the prince of life, an 
impression which lay at the bottom of their ministt)'. Such a resusci
tation could only have weakened the impression which he had made 
upon them in life and in death, at most could only have given it an 
elegiac [a lamenting or sorrowful] voice, but could by no possibil ity 
have changed their sorrow into enthusiasm, have elevated meir re\'
erence into worship. ~ l 

Modem medicine also discounts the swoon theory. A March 21, 
1986, article in The Journal of che American Medical Society concluded 
the following: 

C learly, the weight of historical and medical evidence indicates chat 
Jesus was dead before the wound to his side was inflicted and supports 
me traditional view that the spear. thrust between his right ribs, prob
ably perforated not only the right lung but also the pericardium and 
heart and t hereb~· ensured his death. Accordingly, interpretations 
based on the assumption that Jesus did not die on me cross appear to 

be at odds with modem medical knowledge. ,1 

It's a Conspiracy 

According to the resurrection conspiracy theory, the disc iples 
"pracriced deliberate deception by stealing the body from the grave 
and then declaring the Lord had risen."B This theory can be traced 
to the original story spread by Jewish authorities soon after it was dis
covered that Jesus had risen from the dead (Matt. 28: 11- 15). A prob
lematic question immediately comes to mind: \Vhat would the d is-
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ciples have gained by perpetrating such a falsehc:xxJ~ History reveals 
that Jesus' followers lost everything, including (heir lives. It is highly 
improbable that the disciples would have allowed themselves and 
their families to suffer excruciating torment and deam to perpetrate 
a known lie. 

Advocates of the conspiracy theory, like promoters of the swoon 
theory, run iore yet another logistical problem with their view-the 
Roman guards who were ordered to watch over the tomb. How could 
a ragtag band of fishermen have gonen past Roman soldiers to steal 
a corpse? It is doubtful that the soldiers would have fallen asleep on 
the job. If they had, they would have been killed. If they did fall asleep, 
"the crowd and the effon and the no ise it would have taken to move 
an enormous boulder would have\vakened them."2~ Even if Jesus' dis~ 
ciples had somehow gonen past the guards, they certainly would not 
have been able w do so withoU[ being seen or without having to kHl 
the guards, which in turn would have ruined the illusion. 

Finally, throughoU[ early church histoI)·, no Christian ever con~ 
fessed "freely or under pressure, bribe or even wrture, that the whole 
story of the resurtection was a fake, a lie, a deliberate deception."n 
Even when people denied their faith under torture and worshiped 
Caesar, they never said that the resurrection was a conspiracy. It is 
only reasonable to assume that out of the thousands of souls tortured 
for Christ, at least one person_would have revealed that the whole 
resurreC[ion story was a lie if that .. vas indeed the case. But this never 
happened. 

The Passover Plot 

Another theory that is similar to, yet slightly different from, the 
swoon and consplracy theories is commonly known as the Passover 
plot theory. Its scenario is even more improbable because it impugns 
the character of Christ himself. The theory was originally advanced 
in the 1965 rook The Passover Plot by HughJ . Schonfield. 

According to Schonfield, Joseph of Arimathea, Lazarus, and a mys~ 
terious "young man" conspired with Jesus to fool the disciples into 
thinking that Jesus was [he Messiah. The plan called fo r Jesus to take 
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a drug that would enable him to fake his death. Afterward, he would 
be revived in the tomb and emerge as the "Messiah." Unfortunate ly, 
says Schonlield, the crucifixion wounds-including the gash in Jesus' 
side that was made by a Roman soldier's spear-proved fataL But the 
remaining plotters salvaged [heir plan by stealing Jesus' body and sub.
sequently having the "young man" appear throughout Galilee as 
Chrise. All of the encounters "Jesus" had with eyewitnesses to his res~ 
urrection were actually cases of mistaken idemi[),.l6 \Ve are faced with 
several difficulties in this theory. 

First, a dishonest plot does not coincide with the character and 
personality that Jesus consistently displayed throughout his life. Sec~ 
and, no person(s) could have orchestrated the number of Old Testa~ 
ment prophecies fulfilled in Jesus' life including: when, where, how, 
from what tribe, and during .. "hich dynasty Christ would come (Dan. 
9:24-26a; Micah 5:2; Isa. 7:14; Z Sam. 7:8-16).1'( Third, t OO many 
people who were intimately acquaimed with Jesus saw him after the 
resurreuion (close friends, followers. family, etc.). It wouid have been 
virtually impossible for all of these encoumers to have been cases of 
mistaken idemity. As with all unbiblical explanations of the resur
rection, the Passover plot theory fails to tarnish the bold testimony 
that Jesus' followers have been declaring for two thousand vears; "He 
is risen!" 

Raised a Spirit? 

In the world of the cults, one of the most widespread heresies con
ceming Christ involves the nature of h is resurrection body. Several 
groups allege that Jesus did not rise bodily from the grave but was 
raised a spirit being. In other words, the OOdy that went into the tomb 
was nOt the \:xxIy that emerged three days later. Unification Church 
leader Rev. Sun Myung Moon has openly declared that Jesus was res
urrected from the dead as a spirit}S TheJehovah's Witnesses promote 
a similar view: 

The fleshly body is the body in which Jesus humbled h imself, like a 
servant, and is not the body of his glorification, not the body in which 
he was resurrec[ed_~ 
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Christ Jesus was put to death in me fl esh and Will r~UITec[ed an im'is
ible spirit crearure ... . This firstbom one from the dead was not raised 
out of me grave a h uman creature, but he ""<IS raised a spiri t.}.;\ 

Scripture, however, indicates that the body that hung on the cross 
and went into the grave was the same body that was resurrected and 
came out of the grave. Jesus v.'as touched and handled (Matt. 28:9; 
John 10: 17,27; 1 John 1:1). He ate fO<Xl. to prove that he \vas physi
cally pcesent (Luke 2430, 42--43; John 2 Ul- I3; Acts 10;4 1). Om 
Lord h imself said that he had flesh and bones (Luke 24:39). 

Some cults dismiss these biblical references to Jesus' fleshly body 
by stating that he temporarily "materialized or took on a fleshly body, 
as angels had done in the past."31 Jesus even manufactured wounds 
in this fake body ro convince the disc iples of his idemity.n But this 
creates a dilemma involving the moral character of Christ, since he 
indicated to his disciples that the body he was showing them was the 
i,.·ery same body that went from the cross to the grave: "See My hands 
and My feet, that it is I Myself; touch Me and see, for a spirit does not 
have flesh and bones as you see that I have" (Luke 24:39). Was Jesus 
tell ing the rruth or not! 

In John 2:19 Jesus makes yet another significant comment while 
in a conversation with hostile Je\\o-s: "Desrroy this temple, and in three 
days I will raise it up." The Jews fa iled to grasp the meaning behind 
Jesus' words. John tells us in subsequent verses exactly what Jesus 
meant. "But He was speaking of the temple of His body. So when He 
was raised from the dead, Hisdisciples remembered that He said th is; 
and they believed the Scripture, and the word which Jesus had spo
ken" (w. 21-22) . 

Notice that Jesus said destroy "this temple {meaning the body he 
then had] and ... I will raise it [the same bOOy] up." He did not say, 
"Destroy this temple and in three days I will raise up another spiri· 
tual, non-fleshly body in its place." Either Jesus did what he said he 
would do or he did nOt. Moreover, [he Greek word used by John to 

d arifyChrist's comment about his "body" (soma, v. 21) indicates that 
a flesh ly body would be raised from the dead. The noun soma is always 
used in the New Testament for the physical body. Another powerful 
passage supporting the bodily resurrection of Jesus is Colossians 2:9, 
which declares that in Jesus all the fullness of deity dwells {present 
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tense) bodily. If Jesus \vas raised a spirit, how can the fullness of deity 
currently dwell in his body? 

Despite the Bible's clear teachings, cults and new rel igious move
ments actually seek to justify the spiritual, non-fleshly resurrection 
of Christ through Scripture. First Peter 3:18, which states that Jesus 
was "put to death in rhe tlesh, but made alive in the spirit," is regu
larly cited by cults to support their position. But "being put to death 
in the flesh" and "made alive in the spirit" d0e5 not require that Jesus 
Christ be raised a spirit . The phrase "in the spirit" means under the 
influence of the Holy Spirit. 

For example, John was "in the Spirit on the Lord's day" when he 
recehted the vision transcribed in me Book of Revelation (Rev. 1:10). 
David was "in the Spirit" when he wrote Psalm 110 (compare Man. 
21A3). Were John and David "spirit creatures"? Of course not. Nor 
was Jesus when he was made alive "in the Spirit." Furthermore, 1 Peter 
3:18 can only be translated '\0" or "by" the Spirit. To supperr the 
conrention that Jesus was raised as a spirit, the verse would have to 

be translatable as "as an spirit. This cannot legitimately be done given 
the Greek wording of the passage. 

Luke 24:37 is also used by CullS, because it stares mat when Jesus 
appeared to the disciples they "thought that they were seeing a spiri t." 
Notice that the passage says they thought the}' were seeing a spiri£. It 
does not say they did see a spirit. It is also significant that, in the pas
sage, Jesus subsequently testified that he was, in fact , not a spirit at all 
but flesh and bone (vv. 38-39). 

Jesus' appearance to two disciples on the road to Emmaus (Mark 
16:12) is a third verse commonly used by cults in an attempt to prove 
that Jesus rose in a spirit fo rm: "He appeared in a different fonn to 

{WO of them while they were walking along on their way to the coun
try." Cultists reason that since Jesus appeared in another form, he 
must not have had a physical body. But is the verse really saying that 
Jesus appeared in another form because he actually had another fonn? 
No, because the parallel passage in Luke 24: 13-32 reveals that Jesus 
appeared in another form because the eyes of the disciples were made 
to perceive him in an unrecognizable state. After Jesus explained the 
SCriptures to them, "their eyes were opened," and they instantly rec· 
ognized him. 
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He Is Risen! 

Dr. Norman Geisier srares that "the Qvenvhelming evidence is that 
Jesus physically died on the cross. Like,vise, there is equally good tes
timony mat He rose from the grave in that same physical body. The 
classic attempts to avoid this conclusion are without foundation."J} 
A brief look at a few commems from the theological wells of church 
histo1); confi rms that Christians have always maimained Jesus' bod· 
ily resurrection. Even the earliest church fathers "consistently affirmed 
that Jesus rose in the same body o( tlesh in which He was crucified."H 

• lrenaeus (c. 175- 95): ''The Church .. . (believes] in one God 
... and (he resurrection (ram the dead, and ascension into 
heaven in thef/esh of the beloved Christ Jesus, our Lord" (empha
sis mine).)) 

• Justin Martyr (c. 100-65): H\Vhy did he Uesus] rise in the flesh 
in which He suffered, unless to show the resurrection of the 
flesh!" (emphasis mine).36 

• Epiphanius (c. 31 5-403): '''The Word became flesh . ... The 
same suffered in rhe flesh; and rose again; and went up into 
heaven in the same hod)' ... is coming in the same ocxi)' in glory" 
(emphasis mine) )i 

• Augustine (354-430): "h is indubitable that the resurrection 
of Christ, and His ascension imo heaven with £he flesh in which 
He rose, is already preached and belie\'ed in the whole world" 
(emphasis mine).3S 

• Thomas Aquinas (1 224-74): ''They have nOt believed in the 
resurrection of the ixx:Iy, and have strained to twist the words 
of Holy Scripture to mean a sp iritual resurreccion .... That 
St. Paul believed in a bodil)' resurrection is clear ... to af/inn a 
purely spiritual re5urrection is against the Christian Faith" (empha
sis mine) .3~ 

This is not re say that the po5Hesurrection body of Jesus did not 
gain cercain add itional qualities. For example, he could "appear and 
dis.appear out o( sight quite suddenly (Luke 24:31, 36; John 20: 19, 
26)."4<1 The imponant fact to realize, hQ\ .... ever. is that Jesus physically 
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rose from the dead. The body that had died was brought back to Jife 
in a glorified state that serves as a sign of our inheritance as C hris
tians. Because of Christ's triumph over death, believers today can 
confidently echo the invitation extended to the world { WO thousand 
rears ago by Paul the aposde: 

"God is now declaring to men that all people everywhere should 
repent, because He has fi.xed a day in which He will judge m e world 
in righteousness through a Man whom He has appointed. having fur
n ished proof roall men by rni5ing Him from the dead" (Acts 17:30-31). 



Part ij 

He shall come again, with glory, to judge both the 
quick (living] and the dead; whose kingdom shall have 
no end .... llook for the resurrection of the dead. and 
me life of me world to come. Amen. 

Niceno-Consmnrinopolitan Creed 

He ascended into heaven, he sirceth on the right hand 
of the Father God IGod the Father! Almighty. From 
whence [therel he shall come [0 judge the quick and 
the dead. A t whose coming all men shall. rise again 
with their bodies; And shall give account for their 
own work... And they that have done good shall go 
into life everlasting: and they that have done evil. 
into everlasting fire. 

Athanasian C reed 
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The Other Side 

The chief problem about death, incidentally, is the fear that 
there may be no afterlife-a depressing thought, pan:icularly for 
those who have bothered ro shave. Also, there i5 the fear that 
there is an afterlife, but no one wHl know where it's being held. 

Woody Alien 

As we have seen, the creeds cover numerous Christian doctrines: the 
nature of God, the deit)· and humanity of Christ, the virgin birth, 
Jesus' bodily resurrection, and salvation by grace alone through faith. 
These beliefs, often called the essenrials of the faith, arc of primary 
importance because adherence to them is what makes someone a 
Christian. But the creeds also touch on theological concepts that are 
considered nonessemials of the faith. Although meaningful, thesedoc
trines are nonessential because believers can disagree about the Bible's 
teachings on them and still be Christian. 

Although many beliefs fall into the nonessential category, some of 
them have caused more controversy than others. Among the most 
hotly debated topics are thanatology (the study of death, dying, and 
the afterlife) and eschatology (the study of last things [see chapter 
111).1 This chapter covers the afterlife and related questions: Do \ve 
continue to exist consciously after death! Does everyone live eter~ 
nally, or are some people annihilated out of existence?\Vill everyone 
ultimately be saved! Is there a hell! 

153 
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Thanatology, which is by no means an exclusively Christian term, 
is an ancient subject dating back to the dawn of time. Archaeology 
confirms that the belief in life after death was an integral part of 
ancient civilizat ions, including the Chinese (c. 4365 s.c.), Sumeri
aos (c. 3200 B.C.), Egyptians (c. 2615-1991 s.c.), Babylonians (c. 
1830-1025 s.c.), Assyrians (c. 1356-609 s.c.), and Greeks (469-347 
s.c.),! 

Afterlife beliefs now permeate nearly every culture. According to 

historian Mircea Eliade, "[A] belief mat human beings will continue 
to exist in some form after the experience \ve term death is a univer
sal phenomenon .... \Vhile death is everywhere recognized as 
inevitable, it is seldom accepted as an absolute termination of human 

. "' eXIstence . .) 

Life after Death 

Scripture teaches that even before physically dying, we are spiri
tually dead (Eph. 2;1). This fallen scate w-as rransmined to us rhrough 
Adam and Eve's disobedience (Rom. 5;12, 17; I Cor.I 5;21- 22). Phys
ical death, which is the culmination of the sin nature at work Within 
us, occurs when that part of us traditionally called the spirit/soul leaves 
the body (Gen. 35;18). Thisde6.nition of death is echoed in both the 
New Testament and the Greek culture in which (he New Tescament 
was written. 

The Expository Dictionary' of Bible \'(fords explains that the Greek 
word for dead (nekros) "conveyed the idea that the dead become mere 
mauer. \,(/harever it \""35 that had made the corpse a person and ani
mated che body \vas gone:'~ Many biblical verses confirm that there 
is indeed something within us (soullspirit) that not only animates the 
body but makes us who we are (l Sam. 18:1; 2 Kings 4:27;Job 30:16; 
Ps. 42:4; Zech. 12:1). \Vben this "something" is gone, we are gone. 

The Greek word psyche-[,):pical ly rendered "soul" in the New Tes
tament-can also be rranslated "life." Psyche, which originally referred 
to the unconscious, "came to stand for the basis of life and con
sciousnes.;;. It is often equated to the inner person or personali[')r. n, 
Simply stated, an individual dies when this inner person or person-
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ality leaves the body. The body no longer has life: "It came about as 
her soul [Rachel'sl was departing (for she died), that she named him 
Ben-oni" (Gen. 35:18). Psalm 146:4 provides further confirmation 
that departure of the spirit from the body is what signals death. God's 
Word add itionally reveals that spiritual existence apart from one's 
body is an unnatural condition that will be rectified at the final res
urrection (Rom. 6:5; 8:11; 1 Cor. 15:42- 54; 1 John 3:2). 

It is also important to recognize that physical death (separation of 
the spirit from the body) is meant to occur only once. Hebrews 9:27 
says it is appointed for us " to die once and after this comes judgment." 
Persons who do not know Jesus as their Lord and Savior will imme
diately go to an intermediate stare of punishment where they will 
await a final judgment (Job 21;30--34; lsa_ 14:9-11 ; 2 Peter 2;9). At 
that judgment, they will be told to depart from God's presence (Matt. 
7023; Rev. 20,lO-l5). 

Thankfully, the Lord has prov ided a \vay of escape from the con
sequences of our sins: Jesus Christ. He willingly tasted death for every
one (Heb. 2:9), the JUSt for the unjust , that we might be brought to 
God (I Peter 3:18). Through fa ith in Christ (Rom. 5:2; 10:9; Eph. 
2:1-10) we appropriate his work on the cross and receive the gift God 
offers: eremal life in his presence (John 3: 16; Rom. 6:23) . Those who 
accept this gift: will find themselves wich God immediately after dying 
(2 Cor. 5:8; Phi!. 1:21-23). Then, at the resurrection, each person's 
spirit will be reunited with his or her body in a glorified state ( 1 Cor. 
15:51-52; I Thess. 4:14-18). In this condition, Christians wiH dwell 
with God "forever and ever" (Rev. 22:5). 

"Soul Sleep" 

One of the most common erroneous views of the afterlife held by 
cultists is the doctrine of "soul sleep," which alleges that people no 
longer continue (0 exist in a conscious state after they die. They 
"sleep" unt il the resurrection. With regard to this particular doctrine, 
it should be understood that although it contradicts the historical 
creeds of Christendom, holding such a view does not auromaticaUy 
place a person or group outside Christianity. Seventh-Day Adven-
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tists, for example, promote this belief even though they unwaveringly 
affirm all of the essential doctrines ofChristianity.6 

Other groups, however, not only affirm the idea of "soul sleep" but 
reject the essential beliefs of Christianity as well. Cults such as The 
Way International and the Jehovah's Wimesses fall into this latter class 
of religious groups. They summarize "soul sleep" the following way: 

Most Christians hold the belief that ujXIn death those who belong to 
Christ are immediately received up into glory, commonly called 
Heaven or paradise, to appear before the Father. There they are alive 
and conscious and have a joyous existence with H im and their loved 
ones. Such a belief is contrary to the teachings in the Word of God. l 

The Word of God shows that new life to the dead comes with the 
return of Christ. Before Christ's coming, all those who have died 
remain in the grave in corrupdon and unconsciousness.s 

The dead are shown to be "conscious of nothing at all" and the death 
state to be one of complete inactivity (Ec 9:5,10; Ps 146:4) .... In 
both the Hebrew and the Greek Scriptures, death is likened to sleep, 
a fitting comparison not only because of the unconscious condition 
of the dead but also because of the hope of an a\\"akening through the 
resurrection.9 

V/hen a person is dead he is completely out of existence. He is not 
conscious of anything.lo 

There is nothing in Scripture that suggests a soul cannOl exist apart 
from the body, nor do any passages declare that a Christian's soul 
ceases to exist until the resurrection at the end of the age. In fact, 
several passages of Scripture support the very opposite conclusion 
(Phil. 1:21-23; 2 Cor. 5:8). The Bible reveals. with equal clarity that 
when unbelievers die they will go into an intermediate state of pun
ishment where, in a conscious state, they are to await final judgment 
(Job 2130-34; [,a. 14,9- 11; 2 Pete, 2,9). 

With regard to Ecclesiastes 9:5, the context of the passage is life 
on earth (Eccles. 1 :3, 9), Consequently, when the verse speaks of the 
dead not knowing anything, it is referring to the dead not having a 
working knowledge of day-ta-day affairs on earrh, or as Ecclesiastes 
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calls it, life "under the sun." Likewise, Psalm 146:4 discusses a per
son's awareness of and participation in earthly events. Neither verse 
is pleading a case for lack of consciousness in the realm of the dead. 

Another passage indicative of our conscious existence after death 
is Matthew 17:3, where Moses and Elijah appear and speak with Jesus. 
They, of course, had long since died and yet were able to converse 
with the Lord. Revelation 6:10 must also be considered. It mentions 
the conscious existence in heaven of souls who had been slain because 
of the Word of God . 

In response to such biblical passages, cults often resort to misrep
resenting the historical development of the Christian view: "How, 
then, did this belief about an immortal soul find its way into the 
teachings of Christendom's churches? Today it is frankly acknowl
edged that this has come about through the influence of pagan Gre
cian philosophy." l! 

This statement is utterly false. Belief in a soul that is separate from 
the Wy was embraced by the Jews hundreds of y~rs before Greek 
philosophy could have influenced Christian thought. Genesis 35:18 
speaks of Rachel's soul departing, and 1 Kings 17:21 recounts how 
Elijah asked God to let the soul of a child return to him. Psalms 
42:4- 5; 43:5; and Habakkuk 2:4 describe the soul as being u:ithin a 
person. There are similar descriptions in the New Testament (Matt. 
1028; Aw 20,[0). 

Despite such passages, cults and new religious movements find 
clever ways of alter ing biblical verses so that they appear to support 
their false position. Note the following comments made by The Way 
International's founder Victor Paul \"X'ierwille regarding Jesus' promise 
to the thief on the cross in Luke 23:43: 

Verily I say unto mee, Today shalt mou be with me in paradise .... 
The King Jame;; put;; the comma before "today." .. . \'Vhy? Because 
one group teaches that the moment one dies, he goes to heaven . .. . 
If a man is going to heaven today, heaven must be available . . . . 
[Hleaven is not available . ... rnhis verse talks about paradise-and 
paradise is nO[ heaven .... Paradise is present in Genesis chapters 
I and 2. .. . Paradise is always a place upon earth ... . Since paradise 
was non-existent on the day of the crucifixion, Jesus had to say to the 
malefactor that sometime in the future he would be with Him, not in 
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heaven, but in paradise. Let us read the sentence with literal accuracy . 
.. _ Verily, I say to )'OU today, thou shalt [the day is coming in the furore 
when you are going to] be with me in paradise. ll 

Renowned British evangelist John Blanchard has referred roplac
ing the comma in Luke 23 :43 after the word "today" as "a desperate 
bid" and "a novel form of puncruation."13 Did Christ really have to 
teU the thief hanging on a cross next to him that he was speaking 
to him on that day? Jesus "could hardly have spoken them to him 
the previous day ... or the following day_ ... The attempt to twist 
the meaning of Christ's promise owes more to ingenuity than to 

intc2Tin' "14 o , ' 
Moreover, the term paradise was not used by Jews exclusively as a 

reference to the eanh!)' location spoken of in Genesis 1 and Z.lt also 
was used b .. first -cemurv rabbis for "the resting place for spirits of the 
righteous \~'ho had died.·"!5ln fact, twO other New Testamem passages 
use the Greek word fo r parndise (paradeisos) to describe heaven (2 Cor. 
12:4; Rev. 2:7). In the Greek translation of the Old Testamem (the 
Septuagint), paradeisos refers to a heavenly place of blessedness "in 
the presence of God" (Ezek. 28:13; 3 l:8-9).16 

The Truth That Hurts 

Jesus described hell as "outer darkness" (Matt. 8: 11 ~ 12) and a "fur
nace of fire" (Matt. 13:42,50). He warned that it would provoke 
"weeping and gnash ing of teeth" in those who rejected God and who 
would be condemned to dweli there forever (Luke 13:24-28). Chris
tian scholars Gary Habermas and J. P. Mooreland ptovide a few 
thought-provoking descriptions of hell in their book lmmoruility: The 
Other Side of De.m, 

• "[Hell is] the end of a road away from God, love, and anything 
of real value." 

• "[It] is also a place of shame, sorrow, regret and anguish." 
• "(In helll the pain suffered will be due to the shame and sorrow 

resulting from the punishment affinal, ultimate, unending ban-
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ishment from God, his kingdom, and the good life for which 
we were created in the first place." 

• "Hell 's occupants will deeply and tragically regret all they lost. "I; 

Well-known theologian R. C. Sproul admits that "there is no bib
lical concept more grim or terror-evoking than the idea of hell ." He 
goes on to state that "no matter how we analyze the concept of hell 
it often sounds to us as a place of cruel and unusual punishment. "IS 

Nevertheless, hell represents a side of God's character that must not 
be discounted. God is loving but he is also just. His holiness demands 
chat unrighteousness be punished. Human courtS, as imperfect and 
tainted with inequity as they are, hand down punishmentS event 
day for crimes committed against the laws of the land. Should w~ 
expect any less from God, who is perfectly JUSt and fair! According 
CO Sprou!, we can at least rake comfort in knowing that God is not 
cruel. 

, 

It is impossible for God to be cruel. Cruelty involve;; inflicting pun
ishment mat is more severe or harsh than a crime. Cruelty in this sense 
is unjust. God is incapable of inflicting an unjust punishment. The 
judge of all the eanh will surely do what is right. No innocent person 
will ever suffer at His hand. Ho 

The real ity of God's justice can be seen in the teaching that there 
will actually be degrees of punishmem in hell for unbelievers (Luke 
12A5-48),jus[ as there will be degrees of reward in hea\'en for believ
ers (2 Cor. 5:10). Christ said that it would be more tolerable for some 
people in the day of judgment than for others (Man. 11:21~24). Fur
thermore, Hebrews 10:26-31 plainly states that some people deserve 
more severe punishment than others. 

Varying degrees of punishment in hell is nOt an improbable con
cept. A lustful thought during a moment of moral weakness is cer~ 
tainly not as offensive as actually commining adultery, although both 
are sinfuL Similarly, the murderous deeds of Adolf Hitler cannot be 
compared (Q stealing a candy bar from the corner grocery store . Just 
as people hand out different degrees of temporal punishments-for 
example, breaking the speed limit usually results in a monetary fine, 
while murder may place a perpetrator in jail for many years so God 
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will hand o ut variolli levels of eternal punishment. The Bible assures 
us that there will be perfect equity in hell . 

Nevertheless, cults denounce the doctrine of eternal conscious tof

mem of the wicked. Consider this response from the Jehovah's Wit
nesses: The "fi endish concepts associated with a hell of torment slan
der God and originate \vim the chief slanderer of God, the Devil."!O 
In rcalit" however the doctrine of conscious punishment comes from . , , 
Scripture (Man. 25:46; Rev. 14: 11; 19:20; 20: 11- 15). It is not fiendish, 
nor does it slander God's character. Furthermore, Jesus talked more 
about hell than heaven. Nearly all of the Bible's teaching about hell 
"comes from the lips of JesuS."ll 

Redefin ing H eU 

Since the earliest days of the Christian church , believers have 
preached that persons who die without Christ will cominue to exist in 
a state of e temal conscious to rment (2 Thess. 1:6--1 0; Heb. 10:26--27). 
As the A thanasian Creed states: "They that have done good shall go 
imo life everlasting: and they that have done evil, into everlasting fire." 
William Crocken, systematic theologian at Alliance Semina!)', makes 
a significant observation about the historicity of the church's long

standing views on hell: 

\Vhen someone proposes to change a doctrine taught consistently 
since the inception of the church, it should make us " -ander how e',ery
one throughout the centuries could have been so terribly wrong. Not 
that an error could not have been made or that traditions are infalli
ble .... The true test is how well the view conforms with the biblical 
data.2! 

A lthough cult ists strenuously object to the idea of eternal con 
scious punishment, they cannot ignore the fact th at the tenn hell does 
indeed appear i.n God's Word. Therefore, they conveniently redefine 
"hell." Sun Myung Moon's Unification Church, a group that does no t 
fall within orthodox Christian boundaries, redefines it as the present 

state of eanh. 
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IM}an lost his original value and became human trash. Hell is like 
God's human trash can . . .. Kingdom of Hell-Paradise Lost .... The 
master of this world, indeed, is not God, but Satan . .. . God is going 
to restore the Kingdom of hell to the Kingdom of Heaven .• } 

But Scripture does not depict the earth as hell. Hell is specifically 
deSignated as the state of being tha t is encountered by unbelievers 
a{"" death (Matt. 5,22,29-30,10,28, 18,9, Luke 16J9-31). Hell i, 
never described as part of this present life. Moreover, 2 Peter 2:4 men· 
tions demons that are currently await ing judgment in hell. 

A word must be said a t this poim about the nature of hell ir.self. ls 
there real fire there, o r is fi re a symbol of something e lse? Is there real 
darkness there, o r is darkness used symbolically! If such descriptio ll5 
a re read literally, textua l problems arise. For example, God h imself is 
called a "consuming fire" (Heb. 12:29). God, of course, is nOt a giant 
fl ame. Obviously some biblical sayings are meant to be taken figura 
tively. We must, therefore, interpret descriptions of hell in ways that 
make sense and are biblically sound. Flames, for instance, are used in 
o ther biblical texts in reference to div ine judgment (2 Thess. L 7). 
Darkness is used figuratively to describe agonizing .separation and iso
lation , as in the parable of Matthew 22:13, where a man is cast a\\-'3y 
from a brightly li t and joyful banquet. 

From these passages, it is reasonable to conclude that the pain and 
sufferings of hell will probably be the emotional, spiriruai, and mental 
misery that results from having full knowledge of Jesus' lordsh ip after 
having rejected him (Rom. 14:1 1). Several well-re.--pected Christian 
leaders and theologians (such as J.1. Packer and Billy Graham) embrace 
this position, wh ich is known as the metaphorical view of heLl. 

The New Testament depicts hell as a state of conscious pain, compa
rable to [hat ofbuming, in which condemned persons realize ( I) how 
repulsi\'c and guilty in £heir Maker's eyes was the .. "ay rhe ~' lived on 
eanh; (2) how right was God's penal exclusion of them from his pres
ence and joy; (J) how completely [hey have now lost all gladness and 
pleasure; and (4) how unchangeable is their coooirion.H 

Eternal torment in hell will also include having to endure God's 
'W-rath while .separated from his love, his people, and all that is of value. 
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It will consist of "a total absence of the favor of God" as well as "an 
endless disturbance of life as a result of the complete do mination of 
5in.'>25 Unbelievers will feel unending pangs of guilt, despair, regret, 

bitterness, anger, sorrow, frustration, fear, hopelessness, hatred, and 
longing. Given the nature of hell, it is not surprisin g that the prophet 
Isaiah would declare: " H ow lovely on (he mountains Are the feet of 

him who brings good news, \'Vho announces peace And brings goOO 
news of happiness, Who announces salvation" (52: 7). 

The Annihilationists 

Some cults do not reject or redefine hell. Instead, they simply limit 

the length of time hell will exist and teach that eventually all of the 
wicked who are placed there will be annihilated. The Lord will put 
them out of their misery, so to speak. They will cease [Q exist. A 
"merciful obl ivion" supposedly awaits these unbelievers.z6To David 
Berg, founder of The Family, even the dev il and his angels wo uld be 

ann ihilated. 

I DON'T BELIEVE IN THI S ETERNAL TO RTURE DOe 
TRL"E .... I think it would be more merciful if they were just 
hilated . . . . I OON'T KNOW WH ETHER YOU COULD 
REHABILITATE OR CONVERT SOME OF THOSE GUYS, like 
the Devil & the Antichrist ... & some of the worst characters in his
tory & the cruelest tyrants & whatnot . ... They can be thankful they're 
just going to be annihilatedP 

U nfortunately, increasing numbers ofevangelicals are beginning to 
take a similar posi[ ion}S Cllristian annihiiation ists, as well as meir cul
tic counterpartS, usually support their vie",'S by equating "death" with 
"annihilation '" and "etemallife" with "living forever." The following 
explanation of annihilarion ism has been adopted by the Seventh-Day 

Adventist Church (SDA), a Christian denomination: 

God promises eremallife only to the righteous. The wages of sin is 
death, not eternal life in hell (Rom. 6:23) .. . . \'{Then Christ spoke of 
"everlasting punishment~ (Matt. 25:46) He did not mean everlasting 
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punishing. He meant that as the "etemallife" [the righteous will enjoy] 
will continue throughout the ceaseless ages of eternity; and the pun
i.;;hrnent [the wicked suffer] will also be eternal-not eternal duration 
of conscious suffering, however, but punishment that is complete and 
final. .. . This death will be eternal, from which there will not, and 
cannot, be any resurrection. The death the wicked die will be final 
and everlast ing .. .. [TJhe Bible makes it very dear that the pllnCih
menr, not the pllnCirung, is everiasting.29 

A majority of evangelical Christians strongly disagree with such 
argumen ts because they a re no t well supported eithercontexruallyor 
linguist ically in Scriprure. More than a few biblical passages indicate 
that it is the actual punishing o f the wicked that lasts fo rever, not 
merely the punishment sentence. Revelation 14:11 describes the 
smoke of the torment of the wicked rising "forever and ever." This pic
ture is painted again in Revelation 20:10, which speaks of the devil, 
the beast, and the false prophec being tormented "day and night for~ 
ever and ever. n 

A nnihilationists make yet another argument for a complete 
destruction of the wicked based o n Matthew 10:28: "Do not fear those 
who kill the body but a re unable to kill me soul; but rather fear Him 
who is able to destroy both soul and bOO.y in helL" It is claimed that 
the Greek word used here fordesrroy (apoUumi) literally means to put 
out of existence or annihilate. But apollumi can and shou ld be taken 
another way: 

We speak of the alcoholic who has destroyed hi$life. That does not 
mean he ceases to exis[. lt means that his alcoholism has deprived him 
of those things about life that are good and beautiful. This is the type 
of thing the destruction of judgment does to those who are condemned. 
It destroys from their existence e .... erything that is good and beautiful. 
No thing remains that is WOrm)· of the word "life." Also, the particu
lar word for "'destroy" (apollumi) that the annihilationists appeal to is 
used :K!metimes with the meaning of "lose." Jesus warned us to "be 
afraid of the one who can destroy (apolestll) both soul and body in hel1~ 
(Man. 10:28). Here is a use of the word "destrov" in the context of 
punishment. But earlier in the same discourse this same Greek word 
is used with the meaning of "lose." Jesus tells his disciples in Matthew 
10:6, "Go rather to the lost (apoloWw) sheep of Israel." In the para-
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bles of the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the los[ son, the word used 
fo r "lost" is this same word,apoUumi (Luke 15:4, 6, 8, 9, 24, 32). These 
objects of affeClion were not annihilated--they were lost. \YJe con
clude that when the word "destroy" is used in connection with judg
ment, it takes meanings other than the cessation of existence. This is 
buttressed by the fact that the same authors who use the idea of destroy 
to describe judgment also describe judgment in ways that must be 
undersuxxl as meaning con;;cious suffering, as we have shown earlier.JO 

Comemporaryday-to-day living provides a number of illustrations 
that can be used to further explain the concept of destruction \vith
out annihilation. A 1987 Chrisrianit), Today article by Roger Nicole 
points out that we ofte n speak of an automobile being completely 
destroyed, ruined, or "totaled," yet chis is not to say that the car's 
mater ials n o longer exist. The tenns are used when the vehicle's parts 
"h ave been so damaged and twisted that the car has become com
ple tely unserviceable."lL In his S)'stematic Theolog)·, Charles Hodge 
gives his own insigh tful i.llustration. 

To destro'i is to ruin ... . A thing is ruined when it is rendered unfit 
fo r use; when it is in such a srate that it can no longer aruwer the end 
for which it "''as designed. A ship at sea, dismasted, rudderless, with 
its sides bartered in, is ruined, but not annihilated. It is a ship still. A 
man destroys himself when he ruins his health. squanders his prop
erty, debases his character, and renders himself unfit (0 act his part in 
life. A soul is utterly and forever desrroyed whcn it is reprobated, alien
ated from 000, rendered a fit companion only for the devil and his 
angels. This is a destruction a thousandfold more fearful than anni
hilation. The earnestness with which the doctrine of the unending 
punishment of the wicked is denounced by those who reject it, should 
convince them that its truth is the only rational solution of the fact 
that Christ and his Apostles did not condemn it." 

The Bible also employs /iguresof speech to commun icate the eter~ 
nality of helL It is described as a p lace where punishing fires are 
unquenchable (Matt. 3:12; Mark 9:43) and where "their wonn will 
nocdie" (Isa. 66:24). Both expressions suggest a type ofjudgmem that 
lasts forever. Additionally, Scripture draws parallels between ever~ 
lasting life andeverlascing wrmenc (Dan. 12:2; Man. 25:4l, 46). These 
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passages seem to say in the strongest tenus that the "bnal states of the 
just and unjust are exactly analogous--both are conscious continu
ous modes of living except for their respectivedestinations.lfheav
enl}' bliss is endless. so is hellish agony."JJ 

The prospect of eventual annihilation, or the state of nonexis
tence, effectively cancels out the dread unbelievers should feel toward 
death. The following semiments were expressed by Mark Twain in 
his aurobiography: 

Annihilation has no terrors for me, because I have already tried it 
before! was born-Ifor) a hundred million yearr-and I have suffered 
more in an hour, in this life, than I remember to have suffered in [he 
whole hundred million rears put together. There was a peace, a seren
ity, an absence of all sense of responsibility, an absence of worry. an 
absence of care, grief, perplexity; and the pre..c:ence of a deep content 
and unbroken satisfaction in that hundred million year:; of holiday 
which IICXlk back upon with a tender longing and with a grateful desire 
to resume, when the opporrunity comes.;'; . 

Standing against Twain's doomed hopes ate the Bible and [ WO 

thousand years of church history. Throughout the centuries millions 
of sinners have looked to Christ as their sole lifeline away from an 
eternity filled with anguish. Hell has provided considerable moti
vation for some people to look imo the claims of Christianity. The 
imporcance of hell was imprCMed on me not tOO long ago when an 
atheist sincerely asked me an understandable question regarding my 
faith. "Richard," he said, "what are you being saved from?" I respon ded 
with as much h onesty as possible: "Hell." I then proceeded to share 
with him the good news of ChriS[. As th eologian]. 1. Packer has 
observed, "When the badness of the bad news about Hell is unmuf
fled ... the goodness of the good news about Christ and etemallife 
shines brighter."35 

The Second C hance Myth 

Many cults that find eternal conscious punishment of [he wicked 
too distasteful to accept st ill recognize the need for a hell. These 
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groups usually teach that there will be a second chance for salvation 
after death. According to Mormon apostle Bruce McConkie, the 
wicked and ungodly "will suffer the vengeance of eternal fire in hell 
until the..,. nnallv obey Christ, repent of their sins, and gain forgive
ness ther~from."k Mo~onism is but one cult that teaches that people 
in hell will actually be taught the gospel and be allowed at that point 
to choose Jesus as meit savior: 

[Tlhe \vhole spirit world (including both paradise and hell) is a spirif 
prison .. . . In a more panicular seme, however, the spirit prison is heU, 
that ponion of the spirit world where the wicked dwelL ... Before 
Christ bridged the gulf between paradise and hell-so that the righ
[eous could mingle with the wicked and preach them the gospel- <h' 
wicked in hell were confined to locations which precluded them from 
contact with the righteous in paradise .... [Now] the righteous spir
in in paradise have been commissioned to carry the message of 581-
vation to the wicked spirits in hell. . .. Repentance opens the priron 
doors to the spirits in hell; it enables those bound with the chains of 
hell to rree themselves from darkness, unbelief, ignorance, and sin. As 
rapidly a;; they can overcome the..<e obstade.s--gain light, believe truth, 
acquire intelligence, cast off sin, and break the chains of hell-they 
can leave me hell that imprisons them and dwell with the righteous 
in the peace of paradise." 

Hebrews 9:27, however, stat~ that it is appointed for us todie once, 
after which will come the judgment. There is no door left open for 
people to hear the gospel preached to them in some kind of spirit 
prison. Is this fair? Some say no. But it must be remembered that we 
are created beings with an extremely limited perspective, which is 
i~elf filtered through a multitude of sin-tainted thoughts and feel
ings. \Vbat seems "fair" to us may not line up with objective reality. 
God, on the other hand, is not encumbered by sin . He is holy and 
wiilioU( limitation of insight. He is righteous and full of truth (Ps. 
19:9). Con sequently, we can rest assured that he will judge fairly (Ps. 
96:12- 13). Our job is to obediently preach the gospel: "How then 
will they call on H im in whom they have not believed? How will they 
believe in Him whom they have not heard! And hO\ .... will they hear 
without a preacher?" (Rom. 10: 14). 
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Although the second-chance myth may be a comforting doctrine 
for people who cannot bear the thought of eternal torment for the 
wicked, it provides individuals with a spiritually fatal excuse for not 
coming roChrisr; They can accept him later. Persons advocating sal
vat ion after death would do well to consider t he words of Paul in 
2 Corinthians 6:2. His declaration serves as both a terrible warning 
and a blessed promise: "Now is the day of salvation." 

A U niversalist's Universe 

Universal ism, a rhanatological theory similar to the second chance 
myth, dismisses eternal conscious punishment for the wicked as well 
as annihilationism. Its premise is fairly simple eventual salvation for 
eVeT)'01le "after a proper period of chastening for rheir sins:>JS The Uni
fication Church declares: "God's will that all people be restored to Him 
is predestined absolutely, and He had elected all people tosalvation."w 

Jesus taught a very different message. He said in Matthew 7:13 that 
"the way is broad that leads to destruction, and there are many who 
enter through it .... The way is narrow that leads to life, and there 
are few who find it" (emphasis mine). Our Lord also declared that on 
the day of judgment many will be told to depart from his presence 
inroeverlastingtorment (Matt. 7:23; 25:41-46). These scenes are even 
described for us prophetically through John's vision of the end of the 
ages (Revelation 14 and 20). 

Universalists are notorious for taking Scriptures out of context in 
an effort to prove their presuppositions about the afterlife. For exam
ple, Romans 14:11 is cited as proof that everyone will eventually be 
saved: "As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to Me, And 
every tongue shall give praise to God." This verse, h owever, is merely 
stating that, at some point in the future, every person will bow in 
humble acknowledgment of God's sovereignty and give account of 
themselves to him (v. 12). It is a picture of the great judgment, where 
some will be told to enter into heaven, while others are instructed to 

depart into everlasting tonnent (Matt. 7: 19-23; 25:31-46) . 
Like the second-chance myth, universalism attempts to do nvo 

things: (l) make more emmionally palatable the final destiny of 
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those who reject Christ in this life; and (2) make God fit human 
concepts of justice, holiness, and mercy. lnfluentialcountercult min
ister Dr. Waiter Martin made the following observation in Essential 
Chrisrianiry : 

Merely because universal reconciliarionisrs cannot conceive 0(000 
punishing eternally the infinite sin of rejecting H is Son, they have 
sought (0 draw from Scripture what neimer scholarship nor common 
sense can possibly allow. Since mey canum conceive of God so pun
ishing the unregenerate soul , mey have set up their own standard of 
how Go;:) must an based on what they believe is justice.+: 

Recent surveys measuring the religious beliefs of Americans sho\v 
that universalism has great appeal and is increasing in popularity. A 
1994 poll found that only 39 percent ofU.s. citizens feel that "people 
who do not consciously accept Jesus Christ as their sav ior will be con
demned to helL" It was also discovered that 46 percent of Ameri
cans-up from 40 percent in 1992-believe that all "good people," 
whether they accept Jesus as their Savior or not, will go (Q heaven.H 

Another 1994 survey found that very few Americans ages fifteen 
to thirty-five could name even one of the Bible's Ten Command
ments;fl Nevertheless, as far back as 1988,76 percent of Americans 
believed that they had a good to excellent chance of getting into 
heaven.i; Two years later, this percentage had risen to 78 percent!44 
In response to such statistiCS, Aj ith Femando----director of Youth for 
Christ in Sri Lanka-bluntly states: "Such is the confidence of this 
godless generation."45 

Our Promised Land 

There is, of course, the bright side of the afterlife: heaven. As early 
as the first century, Christians were looking forward to a new home 
in the loving presence of God. In a letter dated A.D. 125, Aristides 
describes the new religion called Christianity: "If any righteous man 
among the Christians passes from this world, they rejoice, and offer 
thanks to God; and escort the body with songs of thanksgiving, as if 
he were setting out from one place to another nearby. "-16 
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One of the most complete and complex descriptions of the eter
nal state for Christians is found in Re\'elation 21 and 22. Unfortu
nately, these highly symbolic chapters describing heaven ("the New 
Jerusalem") have produced some confusion. Many individuals either 
forget or neglect to distinguish the biblical imagery in Revelation 
from the reality such imagery represents. Some non-Christians have 
subsequently ended up rejecting Gcxi altogether because they look at 
che symbolism, fail to properly understand it, and discount the real
ity beh ind the imagery. 

Christians, on the other hand, because they accept the Bible as 
true, end up with an enti rely different inrerpreth'e misconception 
from failing to grasp the nature of symbolism: a thoroughly fict itious 
concept of heaven as a cubed city with pearly white gates, streets of 
shiny gold, and walls inlaid with precious gems. Theologian Donald 
Guthrie points out that these terms must not be taken literally. 

The whole vision is clearly symbolic of a perfect state of existence .... 
[The city image1 is beaer able [Q ponray the corpOrate character of 
the redeemed community .... Ir is radiant as a rare jewel. .. . It is in 
the form of a cube, which represents its perfection. hen its founda
tion is bejeweled ..... <bile its strtttsare of gold (2 1:18-21) .... The over
all impre5,jion is that redeemed man in communion with God has a 
glorious futu re in store for him. The derails may be presented in a sym
bolic way, but the truth is unmistakable. +i 

Scripture also tells us that many things will nOt be in heaven, 
including death and mourning (Rev. 21:4a). There will be no more 
pain, for "the first things will have passed away" (v. 4b). Suffering 
from disease, broken relationships, unfulfilled dreams, and aged bod
ies will be no more. Famine will be eradicated and, with it, the pangs 
ofhungerand thirst (7:16). Finally, all tears-" those arising from our 
O\\TI sin and failure, or from sorrow and bereavement, or those caused 
by others"~8-will be a thing of the past (2 1:4). 

The spiritual domain that Christians envision as their future home 
is a place far more beautiful than the most exquisite place on earth 
and filled with joy unparalleled. In his Heaven: BeW!T by Far (1993), 
eighty-nine-year-old stalwart of the faith J. Oswald Sanders listed 
what he considered to be some of heaven's most blessed benefits. 
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• All that diminishes the quality of life on earth will be banished 
from heaven. 

• The heights of joy we have experienced on earth will be eclipsed 
in heaven. 

• We will be "saved to sin no more." Failure and its consequences 
will be a thing of the past. 

• No more wil! we be subject to temptations from the world, the 
Resh, and the deviL 

• Knowledge will no longer be limited. 
• Limitations of the body will hamper us no more. 
• Everything that would enrich our lives will be ava ilable. 
• Reunion with loved ones and the formation of new relation, 

ships will make heaven a wonderful place of fellowship. 
• Heaven '$ music will far surpass earth '$ finest achievements in 

that realm. 
• There will be full satisfaction for every holy and wholesome 

longing and aspiration.49 

As glorious as these aspects of heaven may be, even more won
derful is the fact that heaven is the abode of the triune God (John 
14:2-3), the place where all Christians will forever dwell in holy 
communion with (he Creator. In Matthew 10:32-33, Jesus gave a 
matter-of-fact promise that for believers is of the greatest comfort 
but for unbelievers is nothing short of a warning: "Therefore every
one who confesses Me before men, I will also confess him before My 
Father who is in heaven. But whoever denies Me before men, I will 
also deny him before My Father who is in heaven." 

In light of the biblical teachings on heaven and hell, the most lov, 
ingthing a Christian can do is obey the command given in Jude 22-23, 
which instructs all believers [0 "have mercy on some, who are doubt
ing; [bud save others, snatching them out of the fire; and on some have 
mercy with fear, hating e .... en the gannem polluted by the flesh." In 
response to this admonition. systematic theologian Robert A. Peter, 
son of Drew Unh'ersity writes: "May God stir us to be faithful to him 
and to our fellow human beings who need to know him who died to 
redeem sinners from hell. To GOO be the glory! ")\) 

But JUSt how long do Christians have to evangelize the world? Some 
individuals believe that Jesus will not return for possibly tens of thou-
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sands of years. Others proclaim with dogmatic certainty that the con' 
elusion of human history as we know it lies JUSt around the corner of 
the year 2000. The next chapter explores the history, current trends, 
and cultic applications of ,,'-arious eschatological ideas. Each one is 
inextricably linked to Christ's promise that one day the world would 
meet its catastrophic end: "A time is coming when all who are in 
their gra .. 'es will hear his voice and come out-those who have done 
good will rise (0 live. and those who have done evil will rise to be 
condemned" (J ohn 5:28-29 NIV). 

• 
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Rpo[al1JP5~ nom 

\l?henever history takes one of its unexpected tums, the doom
sayers end up with prophetic egg on their faces. But when their 
schemes don't fi t any more, you never sce these folks owning up 
to it. 

Tim Weber 
church historian 

Denver Theological Seminary! 

Shortly before Christmas 1996, I found myself standing rranst'ixed in 
the checkout tine of a nearby supermarket. My anention had been 
grabbed by the dramatic headline emblazoned across the front page 
of The \Veekly \VorldNews, a tabloid newspaper prominently displayed 
above the srore's holiday-decorated candy racks: "Star over Bethle
hem Signals the End of the World." 

In subsequent weeks, this same publicat ion featured equaUy alarm
ing news flashes, complete with sensationalistic pictures and illus
trations: "4 Horsemen of the Apocalypse Photographed in Arizona
Just Days to Go"; "1997: Beginning of the End of the World-World's 
Religions All Agree the Apocalypse Is Near!" The latter anicle in
fonned me mat "Planet Eart:h will undergo swift cataclysmic changes 
beginning in 1997 followed by {he end of the world on January 6, 
2()(x)." 

Doomsday stories are nOt unique to our era. In A.D. 198, for instance, 
panic struck as word spread throughout the land "that many wimesses 
had actually seen a walled city [i.e., the New Jerusalem] in me sky over 

173 
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Judeatt (compare Rev. 21:2).2 For almost twenty centuries, \"'(lestem 
society has been obsessed with Jesus' triumpham return from heaven 
and the catastrophic event with which it is Sf'( to coincide-the end 
of the world. Even a paniallisting of the prophesied dates for Eanh's 
destruction clearly shows that nearly every generation since Jesus' 
deparrure has mought mat it was me lastgenerarion: 500, 1000, 1100, 
!ZOO, !Z45, JZ60, 1300, 1420, 1533, 1606, 1694, 1734, 1844, 1914, 
1934,1970,1975,1979,1980,1981,1988,1989,1992,1994,2000,' 

Hisrorically, such end-time forecasts have usually come from theo
logical cults and their leaders. But in this century, especially since the 
19705, several evangelical, charismatic, and Pentecostal leaders have 
gained widespread notoriety as America's most popular and influen
tial prophetic date-setters. In their zeal to preach about Jesus' second 
coming. these \vell-meaning Christ ians have promoted a variety of 
end-time scenarios that are rife with sloppy scholarship. paranoia, 
unsubstantiated rumor, and a confused and convoluted matrix of "bib
lical" time calculations that, in reality. exist nowhere in Scripture. 

The results have been grim, to say the least. Countless believers 
have suffered hearTbreakingdisappointmenr and now live in spiritual 
ruin due to the many false prognostications that have come from var
ious church leaders in recent years. Furthermore, failed predictions by 
notable Christian leaders have seriously marred the credibili[}' ofevan
gelisrs and the validity of the gospel in the eyes of the secular world.4 

Followers of Christ muse start thinking more circumspectly when 
it comes to eschatology. God 's promises concerning the last days are 
certainly worth in-depth study. Moreover, we are also commanded 
to "exami.ne e\'erything carefully; hold fas t to that which is good" 
(1 Thess. 5:2 1). This chapter. therefore, wil l not only explore what 
the Bible says about the future but also what many cultists and some 
overzealous Christians are saying. Our exploration into these mat
ters begins with what may be the most thought-provoking, difficult· 
to-understand, and yet encouraging book of the Bible Revelation. 

Just the Facts 

The text of Revelation is named after the Greek word apokalYPSis, 
which appears in the book's first verse: "The Revelation {apokalypsisl 
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of Jesus Christ. which God gave H im to show to His bond-servants , 
the th ings which must soon take place; and He sent and communi
cated it by His angel to His bond-servant John." According to W. E. 
Vine's Exposirory Dictionary of New T estamem \\'lcmls. the term apoka
lJpsis simply means an "uncovering." It is used throughout Scriprure 
with numerous applications. 

In Luke 2:32 apokal)'psis describes "the dra\ving away by Christ of 
the veil of darkness covering the Gentiles." In Romans 16:25 it refers 
to the disclosure of God's "mystery" of the ages {his redemptive plan 
for both Jew and Gentile}. In Ephesians 1:17 apokalypsis expresses 
\"hat happens when knowledge about God is imparted to the souP 
The most famil iar usage of the term, of course, is found in Revela
tion, where it relates to the visible manifestation of Jesus Christ at 
his second coming (compare 1 Cor. 1: 7; 1 Peter 1 :7. 13). 

Paul the apostle describes this glOrious day as a blessed event that 
all Christians should look forward to with great anticipation and joy
ous expectation (Titus 2: 13).lt will mark Jesus' return to earth (CoL 
3:4; 2 Thess. 2: 1-2; 1 Peter 5:4; 1 John 2:28; 3:2);the resurrection of 
the dead (John 5:2S--29; 11 :24; 1 Cor. 15:20-24), the glorification of 
all Christians (1 Cor. 15:50-53), the Unal judgment on the just and 
the unjust (John 5:29; Col. 3:6; Rev. 6:16), the establishment of a 
"new heaven and a new earth" (Rev. 21; 22: 1- 5), and the distribu
tion of heavenly rewards (Rev. 22:12-13). 

We can be confidenc mat Jesus will indeed come again because 
he promised his followers that he would return: "In My Father's 
house are many dwelling places .. . I go to prepare a place for you. 
If I go and prepare a place for you, I \vill come again and receive 
you to Myself; that where 1 am, there you may be also" (John 
1 +2-3). 

\Y.le can also knmv that at the apokalypsis bmh Christians and non
Christians will confess that Jesus is Lord (Phi!' 2:9-11 ). The outcome 
of that confession, however, will not be the same for even.·one. Those 
who during their lifetime rejected God's free gift of salvat'ion through 
Christ will be told to deparT from God's presence into everlasting tor
ment (Matt. 7:21-23; 25:46; Rev. 14:11). Those of us remaining will 
rece ive different instructions: "Come, you who are blessed of My 
Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of 
the world" (Matt. 25:34). 
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Obviously, Jesus' second coming is going to be an event of unpar
alleled magnitude. In fact. Scripture indicates that his return will 
cause reality as we know it to disintegrate before our eyes. The apos
tle Peter tells us that the heavens will pass away "with a roar" and 
that "the elements will be destroyed with intense heat, and the eanh 
and its works will be burned up." He goes on to say that "the he~l\'
ens will be destroyed by burning, and the elements will melt with 
intense heat!" (2 Peter 3:10-13). 

Exactly when will all of these things take placer No one knows. 
The Bible gives no indications as to the date of the world 's demise. 
God's Word only says that the Lord's second coming will be like a 
thief in the night; in other \\lords, when it is least expected (1 Thess. 
5:1-2; 2 Peter 3:10). 

1 Predict 

Countless pseudo-Christian cults and new religious movements 
have made one false prophecy after another regarding the date of 
either Jesus' return or the end of the world. Some individuals have 
declared that God himself revealed the date. Others never specifi
cal ly claimed that their dare was revealed by God but still spoke with 
self-proclaimed prophetic authori ty. M a result , theiT prediction 
ended up being received by fo llowers just as if it had indeed come 
di rectly from God. 
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192Q; 1W1c may confidently expect that 1925 will 
mark the retu rn of Abraham, isaac, j acob and the 
faithful prophen of old .... 1915 shall mark the resur
rection of the faimful worthies Oof old .... Mill ion; 
now living will never d ie.~& 

18.35; ~President Smith men stated ... it was the will 
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dained to the ministry, and go fonh to prune the vine
yard for the last time, or the coming of the lord, which 
was nigt even fifty-six ye3n should wind up the 
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1991; "'This war {CulfWar], should i l scan in a few 
days, ,,· ill be that which the scriprures refer {O 
as the War of Armageddon which i$ the final "rat . .. 
it will engulf the emire planet~ (January 14, 1991)_ 1.' 

1972; ~The Lord ~~;;'d ~~j 
prophecy in the )u I 'days 
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and Satanl·" 
Decembtr 1972: ~e sarnnic power is doomed {O de
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satanic !iO\'ereigmy will have fallen.~ 
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(conrinUi'd) 
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fcbruary J 977; ~ N. of today, all Wc di5pellS3lionai 
history of re5oorat ion has ended, has been comp\"'ted_ 
\Vc will win God', territory back, inch by inch, until 
the )'car lQC(l."1l 

It is not surprising that every anempr to pinpoin t doomsday has 
met with failure. The primary purpose of Scripture is to lead us to 

etemallife (John 20:30-31), not to tell u" when me end of the world 
will come. The biblical information aix)Ur the last days is primari.ly 
designed to let us know that our Lord is returning so that we can have 
hope in that future event. But nowhere are we given spe~ific dat~s . 
The biblical prophets of old did not e\'en know such end,ume details 
(Eerie;. },II; Don. 1208-9; Matt. 24036)" 

Despite centuries of fai led speculations about "the end," C hristians 
and non~Christians alike continue to dogmatically assert that dooms
day is at hand. Their confidence is often tied to an erroneous assump
tion (hat the nearness of Jesus' return can be discerned by current 
events, especially "wars and rumors of wars · .. famines and earth~ 
quakes" (Man. 24:6-7). But to assert that "the last days" have only 
recently begun because the present generat ion is witnessing nev~r
before-seen tragedies is to believe what is h istorically untrue and bib
lically unsound, as we shall now see. 

H ow Close Are We? 

Many people think that today's natural disasters, man-made c.ata
strophes, sociaVpolitical unrest, and devastating diseases are uOlque 
to this era. Hence, we must be living in "the last days" before Jesus' 
return. Nothing could be further from the truth. Scripture tells us 
that "the last days" actually began when Jesus fi rst came to earth 
(1 Cor. 7:26; PhiL 4:j ; Heb. l:1 ; 1 Peter 1:20) . The aposde John goes 
so far as to describe the era in which he was writing as "the last hour" 

(I John 2018). 
Concerning Matthew 24 (which mentions famines, wars, rumors 

of wars, etc. ), this is an extremely complex passage of Scripture that 
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has been the source of unending debate. Applying it to Christ's return 
is only one orthodox interpretation. A significant number of respected 
theologians and conservative Bible scholars see the coming of the 
Son of Man in Manhew as figurative language prophetically refer
ring to Goo's judgment on Israel in A.D. i O, the year Jerusalem was 
destroyed. Old Testament passages lending support to such an inter
pretation would be those that speak of God "coming" in judgmem 
(Zoch.14,5). 

Also. those who desire to properly study prophecy should bear in 
mind that earthquakes. famines. pestilence. and bad weather condi~ 
tions are nO( taking place at this present t ime with any more frequency 
or intensity than in past centuries. Likewise, wars and rumors of wars 
are no more prevalent tooay than they were hundreds of years ago. 
Consider the fo llowing facts taken from reliable and verifiable sources. 

Earthquakes 

According to seismological experts, the apparent rise in earthquakes 
over the last several years is JUSt rhat- apparent. Scientist Charles E 
Richter-invenrorof the Richter Scale, which measures earthquake 
intensity explains that today's sensitive seismographs can record 
minor earthquakes that only a few years ago would have gone entirely 
unnoticed . Consequemly, the number of quakes worldwide has not 
really increased. We merely have the capability to detect more of 
them, which in turn makes it appear as if more quakes are taking place 
than ever before.14 

Recent data concerning the world's most powerful quakes reveals 
that benveen 1897 and 1987 the number of major tremors (7 .0 mag
nitude or greater) decreased worldwide. The number of great tremors 
(8.0 magnitude and greater) decreased as well. The following chart 
that illustrates this fact appeared in Steven A. Austin's 1989 article 
"'Earthquakes in These Last Days," which is currently available from 
the Institute for Creation Research. 

Earthquake-related casualties have also decreased with t ime. For 
example, "More people died between 1715 and 1783 from earthquakes 
(1,373,845) than between 1915 and 1983 (1,210,597 )."15 Historv's 
worst earthquake, which killed more than 830,000 people, took place 
in China all the way back in 1556. 16 Surprisingly, historical records 



180 

Number 

of """"" 
5 

4 

3 

2 

1 

o 

FRO\{ HERE TO ETERNm· 

magrWtude 8.0 or srea:er 

... .-. 

-i-

indicate that it was the first century that had record numbers of severe 
earthquakes. Consider the words of Roman philosopher Seneca in 
A.D.65: 

How often have cities in Asia, how often in Achaia, been laid low by a 
single shock of earthquake! How many towns in Syria, how many in 
Macedonia, haye been sy.-allowed up! How often has this kind of de\'as
ration laid Cyprus in ruins! How often has Paphos collapsed! Not infre: 
quentlyare tidings brought to us of the utrer destruction of entire cities.!' 

End-time prophets continue to dogmatically assert that this gener
ation is seeing a unique display of tectonic disasters. IS Documenta
tion, however, is rarely provided. The same can be said for how today's 
date-setters find "proof' for me imminent destruction of the world 
through news stories about pestilence and famine, twO of the worst 
sources of wide-scale suffering known to humanity. Both have been 
around for thousands of years. But according to modem-day prophecy 
"expens," the worst is yet to come and, in fact, may already be here. 

Sickness and Stanlarion 

Some of [(xia,,·'s date-seners feel mat AIDS is no doubt God's end
t ime judgmem~n humanity. One prophecy pundit predicted that by 
1991 everyone would know someone with AlDS. 19 Anomer popular 
Bible teacher called AIDS "the worst plague in history."lO Still another 
said that bv 2020 the last human being "could be expiring on this 
earth, killed by AIDS."!l In reality, although the spread of AIDS is 
of major concern, such sensationalistic statements go far beyond what 
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is knOVtll about the disease. Furthermore, as disastrous as AIDS is to 

the modem wo rld, it is by no means the worst plague ever to strike 
society. That distinction belongs to the Black Death.22 

Between 1347 and 1351, the Black Plague raced through Western 
Europe, killing an estimated 25 to 75 million people (roughly one
fourth to one-third of the entire populat ion) . Z3 H istorians have iabeted 
it the "most lethal disaster of recorded history. "H It struck without 
warning and, unlike AIDS, could be spread to persons who hardly 
had any contact with those unfortunate enough ro be infected. All 
of the historians of that era chronicled me plague's horrific nature: 

The disease appeared ascarbundes isevere boilsJ under the annpits or 
in the groin, sometimes as big as an egg, and was accompanied with 
de .... ouring fever and vomiting blood. Ir also involved a gangrenous 
inflammation of the lungs and throat and a fetid odor of the breath .... 
One sick person was sufficient to infect the whole world. The patient 
lingered at most a day or two.!; 

The speed and severity of the disease had never been seen before, 
nor has it been seen since. The city of Venice lost 100,000 residents. 
In Marseilles, 57,000 died in a single monm. Bologna lose two-thirds 
of its population; Aorence, mree-fi.fths. In England, "it is estimated 
mat one-half of me population, or 2,500,CXXl people, fell victim to 
the dread disease. "Z6 Clearly, me virulence of the AIDS epidemic now 
infecting me world pales in comparison to the ravaging power of the 
Black Death. 

Famines have been more devastating in centuries past as well. One 
of the worst food shortages occurred in Ireland in the 1840s and came 
to be known as the Great Potato Famine. More than 1.5 million 
people died . In history's \vorse famines, which took place in China 
and India between 1876 and 1879, approximately 12 to 17 million 
people perished.17 Famine, like pestilence, has been wreaking havoc 
on various cultures since before Christ. Twentieth century famine;; 
are no different, nor do they have any eschatological significance.15 

.M AJOR FAMh'<ES 

EGYPT (.;:. 3500 B.C.) 

Ro.\!E (436 s.c) 
The earlies[ ""ri[(en reference [0 a famine. 

"T'housanW of starving people rhre .... memseh'e5 into the 
TIber River. 
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MAJOR FAMIl'.'ES 

BruTISH ISlES (A.[). j 10) Famine kills 40,0...10 people. 

K..smlIR, INDIA (. ..... 0 . 917) Hiltorical records ~tate that the \,,:ater in Jhelum River 
was covered by bodie&. "The land became densely cov
ered with bones in all direction&, until it ",--as like one 

CHINA (\333-37) 

Rl-"SSl .... (1600) 

11\"'DlA (1630) 

FRANCE (1769) 

INDIA {I899-l900) 

US.S.R. (1911-22) 

EnnoPLA (1973) 

SOMALl-l. (1991-92 ) 

great burial-ground, causing terror to all beings." 

Famine caused lO.Dl."'O deaths in London. People re
soned to ea[ing the bark of trees and grass in order [Q 

Four million were rejXlrtoo dead in one region alone; 
perhaps the source of Europe's Black Death. 

Five h undred thomand died from both famine and 
plague. 

This famine began when floods followed a severe 
drought. Parents apparendy sold their children in 
exchange for food. In the city ofSuI<It, 30,0CI0 inhabi

tants died. 
Thi5 ,econd famine in France within ~"enty.fi"e years 
of the countn'~ firsl great famine ( 1693) k illed perhaps 
5 percent oi rhe population. 

Despite relief efforu, at least 2S0,0CX) ,tarved. The esti
mated death toll from famine and subsequent di.>easc is 
U5 million. 

Bctv.een 250,000 and 5 million died. 

This drought.induced famine killed IOD,C\X). 

Hundreds of thousands died , including one-founh of all 
Somali children under age five. People ate their own 
clothes in an effort to sUTvi,·" . 

'VaTS and Rumors of Wars 

There have been very few years in recorded history when a war was 
not taking place somewhere on the planet. Many individuals, ho\\,
ever, believe that World \'Var I and \Vorld War II were different. "So 
manv lives were lost and so manv countries were involved," they 
argu~. "Surely these two conflicts· signal the beginning of the end, 
don't they!" Again, history reveals that proponents of today's "we're 
in the last of the last days" mentality are mistaken. 

The Thirty Years' War (1618--1648) involved ten nation:. and 
claimed the lives of 30 to 40 percent of the total German popula-
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tion- 7 to 8 million people. Germany did not suffer such losses after 
World War 1. Furthermore, the Manchu-Chinese War of 1644 left 25 
million dead, "about twice as manv as were killed militarilv in \Vorld • • 

War 1."29 The Napoleonic Wars (1792- 1815) took 5 to6 million lives, 
and the Taiping Rebellion (1850--64), "the most destructive war of 
the entire 19th century," resulted in the deaths of approximately 30 
million! 30 

According to one study of the history of warfare, humanity has 
waged more than fourteen thousand wars that left approximately 3.6 
billion people dead.·H In other words, the battles that have been fouoht o 

within the last hundred years are little more than the tail end of a 
long and bloody road paved by sin. The signs of these times really 
point to only one thing: People need Jesus. This is the intended pur
pose of prophecy. Jesus said, "I am telling you before it comes to pass, 
so that when it does occur, you may believe that I am He" (John 
nI9) . 

In othet words, most of the prophecies in Scripture were given so 
that aftet the events were fulfilled people could look back on the 
prophecy and draw comfort and encouragement from seeing that God 
knew \vhat was coming, fulfilled all of his plans, and is in control. As 
professor D. Brent Sandy of Liberty University states, "Much of the 
demil in biblical prophecy ... is not intended to reveal the future as 
much as it is intended to conhrm and explicate the past, or illumine 
the present. "32 New Tesmment scholar F. F. Bruce agrees in tenus that 
are crystal clear: "Holy \Vrit does not provide us with the means of 
plotting the course of future events."}} Sadly, this truth has been 
replaced by a growing cacophony of sensationalistic pronouncements 
that the end is near-again. 

Proph ets among Us 

Over [he last several years the national and international news 
media have expended most of their energy" investigating the now infa
mous apocalyllt!c cults we discussed in chapter L Consequently, some 
of the less spectacular prophetic personalities, their followers, and 
the events aSSIXiated with them have not received widespread arten-
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rioo. It is to these obscure, and certainly less violent, examples of"Jast 
days madness" that we now turn our attention, if for no other reason 
than because many of them involve Chrisrian leaders and their failed 

predictions. 
Before examining these eschatologically embarrassing episodes, 

it must be pointed out that nearly all of toda~"s most notable end~ 
time date-setters hold to premillennialism, which is currently the 
most popular Christian eschatology. Pivotal to this last days scenario 
is the idea that just before the \vorld's end a final period of unparal
leled turmoil-the tribulation-will occur under a satanic, \"orld 
dictator: the Antichrist. There are several different kinds of pre
millennialism, the twO most popular types being pretribulational~ 
dispensarionalism and hi5tonc. 

According to pretribulational-dispensational premiHenniaiism, the 
tribulation will follow "the rapture," an event wherein Christians are 
miraculollsly transformed into glorified physical beings and trans
ported to heaven. Then, after the seven years of the tribulation, all 
Christians will return to earth with Jesus in order to overthrow the 
Antichrist and set up the "Millennial kingdom," a thousand~year era 
during which Jesus will rule from Jerusalem.H When that golden age 
of peace expires, Jesus will judge humanity and establish eternity. 

Historic premillennialism takes a slighdy different view of the end . 
Like pretribulational-dispensationalists, h istoric premillennialists 
believe that during the tribulation the Antichrist {sometimes called 
the Beast} will halt all nonnal means of purchasing food, acquiring 
housing, and obtaining employment. Only by receiving the dreaded 
mark of the Beast (666) ,vill anyone be able to function normally in 
societv (Rev. 13: 15-18) .}5 But unlike pretribu!ational~dispensational 
premiilennial ists, historic premillennialists believe Christians will 
not be rescued from the tribulation . They will instead be forced to 
endure the Antichrist's reign. 

This latter mind-set has given rise to many survivalist sects and 
mi!itia~like extremist groups in America. Large numbers of so-called 
Christian patriors--many of whom are actually \vhite supremaciS[s 
belonging to the theologicallycultic Christian Identity Movement
have responded to the looming threat of the Antichrist by retreating 
to isolated regions of America with large quantities of food and 
weapons. Their hope is to live as quietly as possible during the seven~ 
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year reign of the Antichrist, who will supposedly rule the earth 
through a one-world government.36 This period will culminate in the 
battle of Annageddon, which in turn will usher in the second com~ 
ing of Christ. 

This is not to say that all premillennialists are obsessed with the 
endtimes or make irresponsible pronouncements about doomsday. 
On the contrary, many well-respected theologians and scholars who 
shun date~setting are premillenniaL Unfortunately there seems to be 
an equal number of leaders within the Christian community who 
insist on claiming that the end of the world is near. Some of them 
have even made a lucrative career of selling doomsday dates. 

Edgur Whisenant: 1988 .. . , 1989 . . . , 1990 .. . 

For many years, retired NASA engineer Edgar C. \Vhisenant was 
just an average, hard~working American citizen \vho enjoyed going 
to church. Then in 1988 he wrote two books that catapulted him 
to prophetic 5tardom: 88 Reasons \Vh)' the Raptu.re·Could Be in 1988 
and On Borrowed Time. Although both volumes presented a mind
boggling assortment of interlocking date and number calculations, 
the basic thrust of Whisenant's message came through loud and 
clear: Sometime benveen September 11 and September 13, 1988----
the Jewish Feast of Trumpets, or Rosh Hashanah~Jesus was going 
to return and "rapture" his church out of [he world . It would be the 
beginning of the tribulation, the beginning of the end P7 

Whisenant had no doubts about his position: "Only if the Bible is 
in error am I wrong, and I say that unequivocally. There is no way 
Biblically that I can be wrong; and I say that to every preacher in 
town."38 Some Christians dismissed this prognostication as ludicrous. 
But others, especially prophecy buffs, stood behind \Vhisenant 100 
percent. For example, Hart Armstrong, president of Christian Com
munications of\Vitchita, Kansas, repeatedly pinpointed the Feast of 
Trumpets 1988 "or September 29, 30, 1989, as possible times for His 
coming." Armstrong even issued a ''Rapture Alen."39 

Equally supponive of \Vhisenant were Trinity Broadcasting Net~ 
work (TBN ) fou nders Jan and Paul Crouch. They actually altered 
their regular programming for September 11-13. Instead of airing 
their nightly Praise the Lord television talk show, they ran videotape-s 
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of prerecorded shows dealing with the rapture. For unbelie,'ers who 
might be watching, the revised programming included specific instruc
tions on what to do in case Christian family members or friends sud
denly disappeared and the world was thrust into the tribulation.o\J 

Despite warnings by more theo logically sound church leaders, 
C hristians nationwide flocked to local bookstores to get copies of 
Whisenant's works. In fac t Christian booksellers had a hard t ime 
keeping his volumes in stock. Eventually more than 4.5 million copies 
of88 Reasons had been printed, approximately 300,000 of which had 
been sem out free to ministers around the country. 

But Rosh Hashanah 1988 came and wem uneventfully. This, how
ever, did not deter \,(/hisenant in the least. Immediately after the 
scheduled time of Christ's return, the Aclamaloumal and Consrirution 
reported that the Arkansas prophet had "revised h is prediction, say
ing that the Rapture could possibly occur by 10:;5 a.m. Wednesday 
[September 15]."41 As September drew to a close, Whisenant still had 
not lost confidence. He revised h is date again-to October 3. Even 
when that date passed, \Vhisenant remained undaunted: "The evi
dence is all over the place that it is going to be in a few weeks any
way," he told Christianit)' Toda), .41 

After his "few weeks" had gone by, \\fhisenam fi nally saw the error 
of his \\.'3.vs. He claimed that he had made a slight miscalculation of 
one year because of a fluke in the Gregorian calendar. Jesus was actu
ally going to return during Rosh Hashanah of 19891 \"Vhisenantpub
lished his discovery in The Final Shout-Rapture Report 1989 , which 
has since been retided yearly as The Final Shout-Rapture Report 
/990, 1991 , 1992, 1993, and so on:43 He continues to revise his date 
annually. 

John Hinkle: TBN-ite 

According to John H inkle Pastor of Christ Church, Los Ange
les--God spoke to him in "the most awesome vo ice" he had ever 
heard. Bm {he sound of the Lord's voice was noiliing compared to 

the prophecy it brought forth: "On Thursday, June 9, [1994] I Will 
Rip the Evil out of This World." Hinkle shared this astounding bit of 
information on the January 25, 1994, Praise the Lord television talk 
show, hosted by Paul andJan Crouch. In from of millions of viewers, 

187 

Hinkle declared, "The most cataclysmic experience that the world 
has ever known since the Resurrection. _ . is going to happen. ''H 

In subsequent weeks, Paul Crouch assured his worldwide audience 
that Hinkle would be his guest on June 9,1994, to assess the escha
tological situation, proViding that all Christians had "not already been 
lifted to meet the Lord in the airl"-t5 In a financ ial appeal letter co his 
supporters, Crouch gave assurances that Hinkle's prophecy was legit
imate. The voice, said Crouch, was "so loud. and dear that it sounded 
like a great bell being rung by his ear."~ 

But when June 9, 1994, arrived, Hinkle was absent from che TBN 
television talk show on which he had promised toappear. Paul Crouch 
said nothing, and his nighdy Praise the Lord program aired as if noth
ing specrncular had ever been planned for that even ing. Whatever 
happened [0 Hinkle! Although he never explained h imself to TBN 
viewers, he did send his congregation the follOWing communique: 
"At first myself and others were very disappointed it did not take place 
the way we expected. It did begin, and is continl,ling to take place, 
but it happened in the spiritual realm first. "i, 

Hink le had resorted to an old cult technique for getting out of false 
prophecies: Change the location of the prophecy's fulfillment to the 
invisible realm, where it cannot be tested or disproven. This same 
route had been taken more than one hundred years earl ier by Jeho
vah's \Vitnesses (known at chat time as Second Adventists), who 
expected Jesus to return in 1873- 74. 'iX'hen Christ's second advent 
failed to materialize, they maintained chat they had been right about 
the dare of h is return bue had been wrong about the manner of his 
return. They deduced thar he must have returned im!isibly, even 
though Scriprure clearly teaches that Jesus will return v!sibl\' for ever\'-

• • 
one to see (Acts 1:9-11 ; Rev. 1:7). 

Looking back [0 187 1, we see that many of our company were what 
arc known as Second Adventists, and the light they held briefly stated, 
was that there would be a second :xkem of je;;1J5 •... This they claimed 
would occur in 1873 .. __ Well, 1873 came _ .. and yet no burning of 
the world . . .. But prophecies were found which pointed posith·ely [0 

1874 as the time when Jesus was due to be present . .. . The autumn 
of 1874, anxiously expected, finany came, but the earth rolled on as 
ever .... Then the prophetic argumems were carefully rc:-examined. 

-
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\Vas an error found? No, they stO<Xi the test of all investigation .... 
Dark indeed seemed the outlook; all were discouraged .... Just at this 
time Bro. Keith (one of our contributors), was used of the Lord to 
throw anomer beam of light on the subject which brought order out 
of confusion, and caused all of the fanner "light" [Q shine with ten-
fo ld brighmess .... rAJ new idea of a pre5ence unseen, except by the 
C)'C of faith . ... [Wle realized that when Jesus should come, it would 
be as unobserved by human e)'es as rnough an angel had come .... Here 
was a new thought: Could it be mat the time prophecies . .. wefe really 
meant to indicate when the Lord would be int,jsibi:y present to set up 
his kingdom? ... [T]he evidences satisfied me . ..a 

Humld Camping: i\4an of the Year 

Both Edgar Whisenanr and John Hinkle were relatively obscure 
individuals until they made {heir false prophecies. The year 1992, 
however, saw well-known Christian radio personality Harold Camp
ing, founder of Family Radio and Open Forum, making his own encl
time pred ictions. In his best- selling book 1994? he "'Tote: "When 
September 6, 1994, arrives, no one else can become saved , the end 
has come."49 Camping made sure that readers clearly understood him: 
"No Ixx>k ever written is as audacious or bold as one that claims to 
predict the timing of the end of the world. and that is precisely what 
this book presumes to do."5J A year later he released ATe You Ready?, 
which was yet another volume pointing to 1994. 

A New York Tones an kle quoted Camping asstating, "I keep check~ 
ing and checking and listening to everyone that wants to speak to the 
issue. Is there anything I've missed! Is there anything I've overlooked! 
Is there anything that (my debate opponents} could offet that I've 
missed? . .. Frankly, I didn't hear [any good rebuttals].";1 In another 
interview he declared, "Sometimes, I've thought, ,\Vow, I wish Sep~ 
tember was not the month. But I doubt ic. 1 doubt it. 1 doubt ic. I'm 
more convinced than I've ever been the world is about to end."'5z 

\Xlhat made Camping so sure! In a 1993 interview wirh the Chris
rum Researchloumal, he revealed the reason for his confidence: "I'm 
methodical. And when I began studying the Bible over 30 years ago, 
I staned seeing things others had missed. I discovered that God had 
a timeline running from Genesis to Revelation, and with precise cal
culation the end of the world can accurately be determined."n Many 
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people seemed {O agree with Camping, whose i:x:>oks quickly became 
huge successes. In fact 1994? rose almost immediatelv to the number 
four spot on the Christian Bookseller ASSOC iatio~'s best-selling 
prophecy book chan.54 

On September 7 Camping acknowledged that he had made an 
ever-50-slight miscalculation and revised h is date to the middle of the 
momh. A few weeks later he pinpointed September 29. Then he 
named October 2. He subsequently made several guesses about the 
end arriving somewhere between Christmas and December 31. This 
was followed by yet another date: March 31, 1995, which Camping 
claimed still counted as 1994 per the. Jeu.ish calendar. 

Camping, of course, ",<15 wrong--and it could not have turned out 
any other way. No one will ever know the timing of Jesus' second 
~oming~ the rapture, or Armageddon. Every specific date or approx
Imate time that is given will eventually go down in history as JUSt 
another false prediction. God's Word plainly teaches that no one will 
ever leno: \' when, or even about when, the apocalypse will occur (Matt. 
24:44; b:13; Mark 13:35- 37; Luke 12:40, 46; 1 Thess. 5:2-3; 2 Peter 
309-10; Rev. 303). 

Numerous predictions like those voiced by \Vhi.senant, Hinkle. and 
Camping have been made throughout recent years. In his 1987 book 
1 Predi~l2()(X}"A.D., ~emecostal preacher Lester Sumrnll unabashedly 
proclaimed, I predICt the absolute fullness of man's operat ion on 
planet Eanh by the year 2000 A.O. Then Jesus shall reign from 
Jerusalem for 1000 years. "55 In 1979, NOM Carolina prophecy teacher 
Colin Deal stated that "Christ will return Wily to the earth 'or in the 
air for the church by 1988."56 Some prophecy pundits get on an escha
tological roll they cannot Stop. Charles Taylor, for instance, can be 
credited with a long list of predicted rapture dates: 1975, 1976, 1980, 
1981 , 1982, 1983, 1985, 1986, 1987,1988, 1989, 1992, 1994." But 
not all Christian prophecy pundits are willing to be as bold. 

America's Almost False Prophets 

Recently a new method of date-setting has become popular. It is 
perhaps best described as date-suggesting rather than date-setting. By 
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enclosing their predictions within vague time frame1 "near," "close 
to," "just beyond," "not long after," "pos.sibly by," "according to the 
best calculations," and "as far as I can see"- many church leaders 
have built a sort of eschawiogicai safety net for themselves. In so 
doing, they protect themselves from being condemned as false 
prophets under the biblical indictment of Deuteronomy 18:2.1-22, 
which tafO'ets onlv individuals who attribute their predictions diTectly 
to God. I; says n~thing about persons who make predictions based 
on feelings, time calculations, or faulty biblical interpretations. 

One of today's most well-known date-suggesters is televangelist 
Jack Van Impe. He has been churning out nonstop doomsday dates 
ever since publishing an Aprill. 1975, ne\\'Siener that read, "Mes
siah 1975? The Tribulacion 1976!"SS Van Impe adamantly declares 
that we cannot know the exact day or hour of Christ's second com
ing}9 But like all date-suggcsters, he then goes on to predict the year, 
or years, ofJesus' "possible," "likely," or "almost certain" return. 

Van !mpe implied a 1988 date for the rapture, which \1,:ould be fol
lowed by the tribulation until 1996.60 However, a subsequent time cal
culation seemed to zero in on 1992 for me rapture and 1999 for the 
end of the world.61 This particular schedule was used wim tragic con
sequences by the Korean Hyoo--go movement (see chapter 2).~2 Next, 
the year 2COO became Van Impe's imminent date for the possible ter
mination of human hisrery.61 He has since moved on re "the year 20C'0, 
and perhaps as far ahead as the year 2012.''601 His new video 2001: 
Countdoum w Eternity is allegedly a "powerful" film that will prepare 
viewers "for the end of the age-and the beginning of eternity." 
Accordina to a 1995 advertisement, this $24.95 video shows "how a 
Millenial Kingdom is predicted re begin shortly after A.D. 2000."65 

Such careless teachings have terrified some Christians into pack
ing their bags and fleeing civilization, leaving their friends and rela
tives dumbfounded. Consider the words of David and Michele, who 
\vrote a letter to the Christian Research Institute of Southern Cali
fornia, a ministry dedicated to providing infonnation to the public 
about cults, the occulr, and aberrem Christian seWi. The Christian 
couple asked. for advice on how to help some distraught acquainta~ces 
who had taken to heart the information in Van Impe's 1990 VIdeo 
A.D. 2000: The End?: "Our friend and several of her friends are now 
trying to liquidate their assets and buy land in the country, to live on 
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and grow food on, in the event of a crisis (a fonn of'MiIlennial Mad
ness,' if you will)."66 

Unfortunately, Van Impe is only one of many date-suggesters. Some 
of these "soothsayers of the second advem"6i are surprisingly well
known and respected members of the evangelical, charismatic, and 
Pentecostal communiti es. Their books have sold millions of copies, 
and many of them pastor large churches. A few of them even host 
their ovm shows on Christian television. None of them, however, has 
ever said that God rold them the world was going to end on this date 
or that date . Nevertheless, each one regularly gives the distinct 
impression that \\'e may confidently expect Jesus' return at any 
moment due to alleged "signs" of the end, the most notable sign being 
the reestablishment of Israel as a nation in 1948. 

The popularity of interpreting recent events in such a manner, 
especially Israel's restoration, can be traced w the publication of Ha I 
Lindsey's mega-besr-seller The Late Giem Planet Earth (1970). Lind
sey also popularized the renn "this generation" as. a description of 
those persons who will actually see Jesus return (i.e., most of us who 
are now alive). The result has been a deluge of date-suggestions [hat 
have come perilously close to actual date-senings. The implication 
is also made that such dates do indeed come from God via a proper 
understanding of his Word. 

These Christian leaders may be sincere bur are they being respon
sible? Although none of them has ever placed a "thus saith the Lord" 
before their predictions, the effect is often the same for some listen
ers due to the force with which they air their "personal" opinions, 
convictions, and biblical interpretat ions. After all, when a well
respected Bible teacher and pastor states all his plans are predicated 
on a certain date for the Lord's retum, trusting followers will likely 
do the same thing. They may fo rego school, IXJstpone marriages, or 
give all of their money away only to never see the "near," "soon," and 
"any moment" return of Jesus materialize. 

Historian Mark Noll gives a timely warning that church leaders 
should take to heart: 

The verdict ofhisrory seems clear. Great spiritual gain comes from liv
ing under the expectation of ChriSt's return. Bur wisdom and restraint 
are also in order. At the very least, it would be well for those in our 
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aae who predict details and dates for the End to remember how many 
o f h M before them have misread the signs 0 ( e times. 

A wen~known children's story is particularly relevant to the issues 

of date~setting and date~suggesting. 

lA] Shepherd Boy tended a ftock of sheep .... One day, just to cause 
some excitement, the Shepherd Bcl\' ran down from the h ills shout
ing, "Wolf! Wolf!" The townsfolk came nmning with sticks to chase 
me Wolf away. All they found "''!IS the Shepherd Boy, who laughed at 
them . ... The Shepherd Boy tried it again the next day. Again he ran 
dov.'O from the hills shouting, "Wolf!" Again the to\\'osfolk ran to his 
aid in vain. But me day after, it happened that a Wolf really came. 
The Shepherd Boy, now truly alarmed, shouted, "Help! Come and 
help me! The Wolf is killing me sheep!" But this time the towrufolk 
said, "He won't fool us again with that trick!" They paid no attention 
(0 his cries, and the Wolf destroyed the entire flock.6' 

Prophecy Guidelines 

Within Christianit" there exists mote than one biblically viable 
view of the endtimes. Unlike some of the other doctrines covered in 

this book, eschatology is a gray area of Scripture on which Christians 
may legitimately disagree. Some orthodox vie\vsdo not even include 

a personal Antichrist, a rapture, o r a seven· year tribulation. The 
imponance of eschatology lies in the Bible's crystal clear teaching 
that Jesus will one day rerum physically and visibly (John 14:2--4; 
Tirus 2:13; Rev. 1:7). Until then, at least five basic facts should be 

remembered to avoid the emotional pain experienced by those who 
have put too much confidence in the date speculations of either cul

tic false prophets or sincere Bible-believing date-sugge.sters. 

1. The Bible git'es 1If) specific dale for Jesus' second adveru. Any [cach
ing that goes beyond Scripture and assigns a never-before-known 
time calculation to the rapture or Christ's second advent is sus
pect. Even current events such as the 1948 reestablishmem of Israel 
as a state cannot be used to calculate the nearness o{Jesus' return. 
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Nowhere does Scripture explicitly mention the year 1948 or any 
other date in such a comext. 

2. Only by guesswork and premnceit.:ed nocioru; am U1ly MU far the end 
of the warld be obtained. Human beings are not meant to know the 
t ime-hour, day, week, month, season, or year--of Christ's return 
(compare 1.fatt. 24:44; Mark 13:35-37; Luke 12:40). In Acts 1:7 
Jesus reveals that future events, including significant prophetic 
times and ages, are not for us to know. God. has sovereignly declared 
that such knowledge is off-limits to everyone. 

3. This era is not witnessing an increase in naturaIdisa.sten and man-JJ1lIde 
cacasrrophe.'i. Earthquakes, famines, storms, outbreaks of di...<ease, 
and wars have been an integral part of humankind's history since 
before rhe rime of Christ. 

4. Prophecies are often meant figuratively. ProphetiC passages of Scrip
ture must be read within their historical and cultural setting. Bib
lical prophecies often point to a specific time period, place, and 
people within the Bible narrative itself, rather than to some con
temporary event. Consequently, many verses that are being applied 
to today's daily occurrences have alreadv had ' their fullillment 
through events of the past. Be careful about pulling prophecies out 
of context. 

5. Apocalyptic {.lerses cannor be dogmaticaU)' interpreted . No human 
being has all the answers about the end. Various prophetic pas
sages in the Bible are understood bv orthodox Christians in vari
ous ways and can be applied to events past, present, or future . 
Everyone-whether they admit itor not-is using some degree of 
personal speculation and a..<.5umption in coming to a view of how 
Scripture paints the future. 

There is nothing \\-Tong with looking forward to the return of our 
Lord and Savior. The apostles John and Paul both prayed for Jesus ro 
come back (I Cor. 16:22; Rev. 22:20). I, too, long for the apoka!),p
sis. In fact our Lord's return is the Christian's future hope that Scrip
ture tells us can be embraced with full confidence (2 Tim. 4:8; Titus 
1:2). Christ will definitely come back to rescue us from this world of 
suffering, but only God knows when that will occur. It may be today, 
tomorrow, next vear, or ten thousand "ears from no~". 

• • 
Until the second advent, all of us must remember that the time of 

Jesus' return is not nearly as important as the fact of Jesus' return. As 
Seventh-Day Adventist pastor Ross Winkle says, the "hub of the 
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Christian's hope is in a Person-not in a time-table. And our focus 
should be on Jesus-not on wars, famines, or earthquakes."''" loather 
words, we should be keeping our eyes on Jesus, the author and per
fecter of our faith (Heb. 12:2), not on intangible and ever-changing 
speculations about his return. 

I":: 

l~ 

Onward Christian Soldiers 

I think people are searching for a sense of security in a world 
that's gone pretty mad, and they have the feeling that there must 
be more to life than this craziness. 

Hedda Lark 
New Age publisher! 

According to a December 22, 1996, Los Angeles Times article, God 
and spirituality "are proving to be the rage of the late 19905."2 Signs 
confirming this a.sserrion are numerous. For example, 1996 saw sev
eral television specials on religion, including the ten-part PBS series 
Genesis: A Uving Cont·ersation (hosted by Bill Moyers), HBO's How 
Do You SpeU God?, and journalist Hugh He\vitt's four-part PBS spe
cial Searching for God in America. 

The publishing industry presents additional evidence of a great 
religious awakening. Ingram Book Company---one of the largest book 
distributors in the US-found that "demand for religious and spir
itual t ides jumped more than 300 percent from June 1993 to June 
1995."3 Not surprisingly, 25 percem of the titles on the December 
1994 New York Times best-sellers list dealt with spiritual issues. 

Many Christians believe that this recent wave of spiritual fervor 
is indicative of a new outpOuring of God's Holy Spirit; a precursor, so 
to speak, of worldwide Christian revivaL But results from a Decem
ber 1994 Raper survey show that churchgoing has actually declined 
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among all age groups. Only 38 percent of Americans between ages 
thirty and fOrt}',(our had attended church during the week prior to 

December 9, 1994, hdown from 42 percent in 1976." Churchgoing 
among younger adults, ages eighteen to twenty-nine, had fallen as 
well, "from 35 percent in 1976 to 27 percent in 1994."4 

If today's spiritually starved individuals are not turning to Chris
tianity, then where are they going? A December 1994 Ps)'cho!ogy Toda}' 
piece titled "Desperately Seeking Spirituality" notes that Transcen
dental Meditation and other Eastern phi.losophies have become "per
manenrly embedded in the American scene," as have shamanistic 
practices from various cultures.s Instructional courses on occultic 
practices like out~of-body travel are also being widely accepted now.6 

Apparenriy, a majority of modem truth-seekers are flocking to alter
narive fonns of religious expression. This may account for why the 
last decade has seen a dramatic increase in the popularity of non
Christan authors (e.g., James Redfield, M. Scon Peck, Marianne 
Williamson, Betty Eadie, John Bradshaw) and a rise in the number 
of best-sellers that promote non-Christian spiriruality (Chicken Soup 
for the Soul , A Rerum w Love, Embraced by the Light, Further Along the 
Road Less Tmveled). 

In our fast-paced, information-overloaded \vorld of nontraditional 
religious groups, cu\[s, self-proclaimed gurus of "light," and counter
feit Christian organizations, how can a follower of Jesus effectively 
share the gospel? How can a Christian guard himself or herself from 
the dangers-physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual-that 
are consistent with cui tic involvement? HO\v can a believer in Christ 
protect friends and family from false belief systems! Scripture has the 

answers. 

Sharing the Gospel 

It is not always easy to share the gospel, especially with a non
Christian who has comfortably settled into another religious belief 
system that he or she thinks is Chrisrian. Nevertheless, we are com
manded by Scripture [0 "preach the word; be ready in season and out 
of season [all the time]" (2 Tlm. 4: 2) . This same exhortation is found 
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in 1 Peter 3:15: "Sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being 
ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account 
for the hope that is in you." 

U n fortunately there seems to be some confusion about the atti
tude with which we are to witness. Peter says it should be done with 
gentleness and reverence (v. 15). Paul the apostle admonishes us that 
spreading the Good Nev,'s involves having great patience with a vie\v 
toward instructing (2 Tlm. 4:2) rather than browbeating. In 2 Timo
thy 2:24-26, Paul further teaches that every witnessing encounter is 
to be permeated with gentleness and kindness: 

The Lord's bond-servant must not be quarrelsome, but be kind to all, 
able to teach, patient when wronged, with gentleness correcting those 
who are in opposition, if perhaps God may grant them repentance 
leading to me knowledge of the trum, and they may come [ 0 their 
senses and e..<cape from the snare of the devil, having been held cap
tive by him to do his will. 

Sharing one's faith in such a manner not only demonstrates obe
dience to God but provides one of the most powerful and irrefutable 
proofs of Christianity- Gad's love. Jesus said that our Christian 
identity and the proper presentation of it to society are inextrica
bly linked to hm", we show Im.-e (John 13:35). Ephesians 4:15 plainly 
instructs us to speak the truth in love . Of course, it can be difficult 
to show the fruit of the Holy Spirit (Gal. 5:22- 23) when witness
ing, especially if cultists become hosti le when their misrepresenta
tions of God and the Bible are exposed. Fortunately there are a num
ber of ways to counteract the natural frustrations, fears, and insecur
ities that invariably plague a Christian who is just beginning to share 
his or her faith. 

Show Respect 

Cultists, like everyone else, deserve respect. Their belief systems 
should never be mocked. They have invested a great deal of time and 
energy in the cult to which they belong. Their entire life is usually 
wrapped up in their faith . The quickest way to destroy communica
tion with a cultist is to make them feel foolish aoom their beliefs. 
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They will automatically raise emotional ",,-aIls in an effon wpreserve 
their dignity. 

Rather than ridiculing a cultist, respond to them with thoughtful 
answers that are prefaced by words of kindness, which show you 
respect their viewpoint. For example, before correcring a misinter
pretation of Scripture, uy saying: "That's a pretty good point, but 
have you thought of this?" or "\ can certainly understand why you 
might see it that way, but I think there's something you're missing," 
or "That's certainly possible, but 1 see a problem with looking at it 
like mat." 

When exposing someone's unbiblical doctrines, try to put yourself 
in cheir place. Imagine how you would feel if someone began show
ing you that onhodox Christianity was a sham and that your spiri
tual leader (pastor) ..... '<15 teaching false doctrines. This would be quite 
painful. Such is the case when cultists begin to see the deceptive 
narure of their belief system. At the forefront of your mind should be 
Jesus' command to treat ochers as you would want them to neat you 
(Luke 63 1). 

Knot", Your Enemy 

There is a vast difference between the deceivers in a cult and the 
deceived . The latter are usually rank-and-fi le members who only 
believe what they believe because they have ITllSted the wotdsof their 
leaders (the deceivers) . Many of the cultists with whom I have spo
ken ate sincere individuals who simply do not have enough infor
mation to choose the correct path. Cultists are not enemies to be the
ologically conquered. They are victims to be helped, captives to be 
freed. They need to be shown that although they may be sincere, they 
are sincerely "-Tong. 

Our true enemies are spiri tual forces of darkness. God's Word warns 
believers that with the progression of time there will appear many 
deceicful spirits and doctrin~ of demons to draw people away from 
God (1 Tim. 4: 1). We are additionally told that people are blinded 
to the gospel by Satan (2 Cor. 4:3--4), who is the ultimate originator 
and propagator of false beliefs. 

The battle waged in the world of the cults is actually a spiritual 
banle. Our struggle is not against flesh and blood but against spiri-
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tual entities (Eph. 6: 12). Consequem h; the weapons of our warfare 
cannot be carnal but must be spirirual weapons of righteousness that 
include Gexl's Word, the fru it of the Holy Spirit. and, above all, prayer 
(Luke 1nl; 2 Ox. 6; ; ; 10;4; Eph. 6;18; Heb. 4;12;James 5;16). 

Be Humble 

No one can know everything about a cult's doctrines. This means 
that at some po int a cultist will probably bring up a biblical or theo
logical issue with wh ich you are unfamiliar. \X/hen this happens, do 
nOt panic. Let them know that you are not prepared co dea l with that 
particular subject; then ask if it would be agreeable to discuss another 
relevant topic. You might even waO[ to suggest one. A cultist will 
more than likely agree to th is because he or she will not wane to lose 
a potential convert. 

It also should be recognized {hat cultists have a number of highly 
complex and seemingly good arguments for some of their positions. 
If a scriptural argument they offer does indeed seem to support the 
view and you have no answer for it, don', make up an answer! Simply 
admit that you will have to take a closer look at that particular verse 
and do some more research on it. Most cultists will readily accept this 
response, appreciate your honesty and humility, and end up be ing 
even more comfortable with you, which in turn will make them more 
inclined to hear your opinions. 

It's God's Job, Not Yours 

Perhaps the number one mistake made by Christians when wit
nessing to cultists is to forget about God. This sounds unbelievable. 
but it is true. A Christian need not try to do it all alone. Room must 
be left for the Holy Spirit to wotk. One of the best ways to accom
plish this is by backing off when you see that your point has been 
made. Do nor always demand that a cultist agree with you before mov
ing on to another topic. Once a concept has been presented and 
understood by the cultist, allow that truth to sink into the cultist's 
soul where the Lord can use it to its maximum effectiveness. 

Closely associated with this aspect of wimessing is the tendency 
Christians have to assess a particular encounter as either successful 
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or unsuccessful. We often iCKlk for either an on-the-spot conversion 
or at least an admission of error by the cultist. Both rareIJ happen, be· 
cause the major effects of witnessing occur by the working of the Holy 
Spirit in a place that cannot be seen, inside the cultist's hean. Gen
eraUy speaking, any move by a cultist toward Christianity often rakes 
many meetings with different Christians over the course of several 
years. Each encounter with truth slowly moves that person closer [0 

Go:::I. Unrealistic expectations can cause a lot of frustration for a Chris
t ian who wants to be effective. 

Our responsibility is simply to share the truth of the gospel and 
leave the rest up (Q God. Conversion is his work, not ours. The sim
pleH words spoken from a pulpit-"Jesus loves you, and you can be 
forgiven right now for your sins"-have resulted in dozens of people 
repenting and accepring Chrisr. \XIhar we say and how we say it are 
certainly imporrant, but even more importam is God, who is work
ing through what we say and how we say it. God's Word wiU do exacdy 
what he want.'> it to do (Isa. 55:11). There will always be an effect 
when trum is presented. As Sir Winston Churchill noted, "Truth is 
incomroverrible. Panic may resem it; ignorance may deride it; mal
ice may distorr it, but there it is."i 

It is crucial for Christians to realize that they are merely sound 
devices that God uses to spread the Good News of salvation. As me 
apostle Paul said, one person waters and another pLants, but it is God 
who gives the increase (1 Cor. 3:5-9). All evangelisric successes are 
because of God's work in the heart of rhe converted. ULtimately, we 
have little to do wim the eventual outcome ofa witnessing encounter. 
Knowing this protects us from twO destructive emotional traps-pride 
and discouragement. 

Christians who forger God's part in "making converts" often grow 
prideful if a cultist eventually becomes a Christian. These same indi
viduals, however, can fall into discouragement if a cultist does not 
accept Christ. Both mind-sets are spiritually harmful and stem from 
a distorted view of how important their role is in evangelism. 

'When one understands that it is ultimately God who is in charge, 
all of the praise for conversions is given to him alone, which cancels 
out pride. At the same time, possible gUllt over nOt being able to bring 
someone to the Lord is alleviated as a Christian remembers God is in 
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control. Simple obedience is whar makes every witnessing encounter 
successful, no matter what happens. 

Guarding Your OWTl Soul 

As concetned as we should be for cultists, we must make sure that 
we ourselves do not become ensnared in a spiritually dangerous group. 
One of the best ways to protect ourselves is to know our Bible and 
check against God's \'(lord everyming we hear or experience in a reli
gious setti ng: "All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for 
teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness; so 
that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work" 
(ll1m.3J6-17). 

Furthermore, any church, Bible study, pastor, evangelist, or reli
gious organization chat attempts to discourage questioning of its reach
ings should immediately be viewed with an eye of suspicion. In Acts 
17: 11 "..-e fi nd the cirizens of Berea actually being commended for 
comparing the doctrines of Paul and Silas to Scripture. God is not 
against a little skepticism and an inquiring mind. Only cults and 
cultists discourage rigorous testing of their doctrines. 

It is also common for cults to rrivialize clear thinking and rational 
discourse. Members are told to "j USt believe" or "just trust" the words 
of a particular leader. There is often an emphasis on following cer
tain doctrines because they just "feel" right. The basic premise is that 
the mind is incapable of correctly analyzing a situation or teaching. 
Feelings are said to be the mre source of spiritual wisdom. But this 
comradicts Jesus, who taught us to love God with all of our hean, 
sou!, and mind (Marc. 22:37). 

Protecting Others 

Given the fact that there are millions of cultists throughout the 
world, the chances are quite good that you will at some point in your 
life have a family member or friend approached by a theological cult. 
Some of your acquaintances may even become involved in a cuk 
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You may eventually be their only comact with the domain of truth. 
Keeping a few wimessing tips in mind could make interaction with 
them much easier. 

First, seek godly advice from a knowledgeable cult counselor at 
either your church or a coumercult ministry (see appendix). By con
tacting a pastor, fonner cult member, or trained cult specialist, you 
will immediately have access to helpful information. Such individu~ 
als can also offer prayer support, ,,,,hieh is imperative in culHelated 
situations. 

Second, take time to get your facts straight regarding the group's 
doctrines. Criticize what you know they believe, not what you rhink 
they believe. Much of your credibility will depend on how fair and 
unbiased you can be. A sincere desire to understand a group's beliefs 
will add more weight to any criticisms and concerns you may even~ 
mally voice. After all, no one likes to be judged without gening a fair 
hearing. To learn more about the specific cult in which your family 
member or friend is involved, you might want to read a good coun
tercult or theology book that discusses that particular group. 

Third, remember that, in order for a person to ch{)()S€ Scripture 
over error, they must be thinking clearly. Blind acceptance of any 
group's teachings leads to problems. As Adolf Hitler remarked, 
"\X' hat luck for the rulers that men do not think.''B To help facilitate 
analytical thought, ask probing questions that get your friend or fam
ily member to think about the teachings they are beginning to 

embrace . Try (Q get them to see for themselves that there are prob
lems with the group in which they have become involved. Point out 
apparent doctrinal contradictions with the Bible, and gendy ask for 
an explanation. Also bring up any inconsistencies within the over· 
all doctrinal system. If the organization has a history of false prophe
cies or scandals, these, tOO, can be brought up as issues that cause 
you concern. 

Fourth, realize that your friend or family member is probably expe~ 
riencing some kind of emotional draw to the cult. Try to find out wh)· 
they are so interested in the group. Do they have doctrinal questions 
that only the cult seems able to answer ~ Are they in a period of per
sonal crisis and receiving emotional support from the cult 1 Have they 
become disillusioned with orthodox Christianity because of bad expe~ 
riences at a church? Are they lonely and in need of companionship ? 
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Finding out this infonnation is crucial, because a person can some~ 
times be rescued from cultic involvement more easily if (heir emo~ 
t ional issues as well as their theological issues are addressed. 

Fifth, make sure you always come across as caring rather than con~ 
demning. Even if a family member or fri end chooses to ignore your 
warnings, let them know that you still love and accept them. Stress 
to them that you want to remain in contact with them and that you 
are always open to lCKJking at any information they may have to show 
you, as long as you can share with them how you feel about that infor~ 
mation. Stay in touch with them as long as they wHl allow it. 

Some Closing Thoughts 

There have always been cults, and there probably always will be. 
Why~ We cannOt know for sure. It is clear that God is displeased 
with false doctrines that deceive people (Deuteronomy 13), yet we 
cannot deny that he allows this fonn of evil to ·continue. Perhaps 
God, in his infini re wisdom, chooses to use cults as a means of dem
onstrating his power in the lives of those who are eventually rescued 
from such groups. The Bible teaches that God will allow suffering so 
that his power can be displayed through it Oohn 9:3). 

Cults might also exist as a means of God's judgment. On more than 
one occasion , I have seen cu ltists realize that their position was wrong 
and yet refuse to repent. For example, o ne Mormo n woman with 
whom I spoke admitted to me that she had come to a point where 
the Bible did not matter. Even after seeing that Scripture contradicts 
Monnonism, she proclaimed to me that she would always remain a 
Monnon simply because she "liked" the Monnon God. For such indi~ 
viduals, a cult serves as a vehicle through which they have consciously 
chosen their eternal destination. 

Fortunately God promises that those \\lho truly seek after h im will 
eventually find h im (Deut. 4:29). We can also rest assured that if 
cultists accept Christ as their personal Lord and Savior, even their 
cult~related experiences will eventually work toward an ultimate good 
in either their life or someone else's life. Many former cultists, for 
instance, end up starting countercult ministries SO that thev comfort 
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others with the comfort the ... received from God (2 Cor. 1:4). The 
Bible specifically tells us that God can use for good those things 
humans intended for evil (Gen. 50:20; Rom. 8:28). 

Our acceptance of God's sovereignty makes it possible for u S to 

confidently reach out to those who are spiritually lost and dying in 
the confusing world of cults. new religious movements, and various 
other forms of counterfeit Chrisrianity. Because we know that God 
is in control, we can be "steadfast, immovable, always abounding in 
the work of the Lord. knowing that [our] toil is not in vain in the 
Lmd" (1 Cor. 15,58). 

-

Rppendix 

Recommended ministries 
General Cults 

Rel igious Information Cemer 
President/Founder- Richard Abanes 
PD. Box 80961 
RanchoSanta 1>'lar!!3rita, CA 9268B 
714·858·8936 (phone/fax) 
rarid'boLcom 
hnp:/I":W\,,.geo:;:ities.c.om/Arhens/ 

Delphi/141 9 

Watchman F", llowship 
Nanonal Dire<:{ex-james Walker 
P.O. Box 13J40 
Arlingron, TX 76094 
817·H7-OO13 I 817·2i7·809S (fax) 
hlrp:/"' ........ ·.watchman.org 

Answers In Action 
Founden;/DireC(QI. Bob and 

Gretchen Pa»anrino 
P.O. Box 2C67 
Costa Mesa, CA 9Z618 
71 4·646·9DZ4 
h np:l/a lti","'''''.org 

ChriStian Research Institute 
President-Hank H3negra3ff 
30162 Tornas 
Rancho Sanw l'vbrgarila. CA 91688 
714·858·6100 
http:// ............ ,.equip.org 

American Family Foundation 
Executh'e Director-Michad D. 

Langone 
p.a. Box 2265 
Bonita Springs, R.. 33959 
212·533·5420 
h ftp:! I" ........ '.cs j. org 

Pel"$Ol"lal Freedom Ou{reach 
Presidem-Kun Goedelman 
p.a. Box 26062 
Saint Louis, ~'IO 63136 
314·388-2648 

Jude 3 Missiocu 
Founder{Direa:or-Kun Van Gorden 
P.O. Box 1901 
Orange, c.A.. 92668 
714·247·1850 

Gospel Trurhs Ministries 
Executive Director-Luke Wi!§()n 
iJ40 ~lonTOf: Ave. N. W. 
Grand RapIds. ~I 49505 
616.HI.4562/616-451-890i (tax) 

eenters for Apologetic; Research 
Director-Paul Carden 
26300 Via Escolar 
San Juan CapiStrano. CA 92675 
714-364-1191/714·364· 7266 (tax) 
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