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The waorld is filled with cults and new religions that are consistently misidentified
as Christian. At the same time many born-again believers cannot articulate the key

| doctrines of Christianity.

In Defending the Faith, Richard Abanes dispels the confusion. Each chapter presents
one essential doctrine of Christianity and shows how cults and other new religions
either deviate from that doctrine or deny it outright. This relevant beginner’s guide not
only helps those who want to explain orthodox Christianity but sheds light on how cults

distort God's truth until it is no longer truth.

“Richard Abanes maps the interface of biblical faith and cultic fantasy with forceful clarity.
His book is an excellent resource and training tool for Christians confronted by these

deviant movements. '
—JAMES [. PACKER

“Richard Abanes is o be commended for purting rogether this concise and user-friendly

apologetics guide. Defending the Faith is brimming wich examples of how cules distort the
major doctrines of Christianin:.”
' ' _RON RHODES

“This book provides a unique and exciting approach to defending Christianity in terms

that any layperson can understand and appredare. It is an enlightening volume.”

“Richard Abanes has done a brilliant job of describing complex theological truths in an
easy-to-understand style. [ enthusiastically recommend this book.”

—PRICK WARREN
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For all Christians who tirelessly and lovingly share the gospel
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Therefore, my beloved brethren, be steadfast, immovable, always
abounding in the work of the Lord, knowing that your toil is not

in vain in the Lord.
1 Corinthians 13:33
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Introdnction

[ am a liberal Democrat with a foul mouth and a bad temper. |
have spent the last fifteen vears as a television writer {Moon-
lighting, Hill Sereet Blues) and a creative consultant (Roseanne,
Grace Under Fire), promoting the culture of sex and violence
corrupting the moral fabric of America. . . . | believe in the theory
of evolution; I'd go to war to keep praver out of public schools;
and from what ['ve observed of American familv values, I
wouldn't wish them on Jack the Ripper. . . . [Additionally] I don't
believe the Bible is the “literal and inerrant Word of God.” 1
think it's a book. . . . Salvation. I don’t know what that means.
. . . [Flrankly, the word saved makes me cringe unless it’s being
used to describe someone pulled from a burning car. Here's my
botrom line on the whole issue: Any god who would send Gandhi
{ or for that matter George Burns) to hell for not having accepted
Jesus as his personal savior is not someone I'd want to spend a
dav with, much less all of eternity. . . . The point is, | am a pretty
average Christian.

Karen Hall

relevision writer!

I became a born-again believer in 1979 at the age of seventeen. [ can
still remember how fervently | told my friends about Christ, how
shocked my parents looked when I began heading out the door on
Sunday mornings “all dressed up for church,” and how unabashedly
[ passed out Jesus Is the Answer tracts to surprised strangers quietly
munching rasty treats ar my favorite neighborhood hangour—Mr.
Donut. [ also can recall how encouraging and exciting it was whenever
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12 INTRODUCTION

& new acquaintance said to me, “I'm a Christian too.” Simply put,
those were the good old days.

[ have since made two important discoveries. First, not everyone
wants to hear about Jesus Christ. Some individuals, in fact, can be
quite adamant when expressing themselves on this point. Second,
not everyone who claims to be a Christian really is 2 Christian (Mart.
7:15, 21-23). My latter discovery may be more obvious today than
ever before. False believers are so common within our society that
the word Christian has lost virtually all of its theological specificity.

In previous centuries, of course, things were different. For hun-
dreds of years it was widely understood that a “Christian” was some.-
one who embraced the doctrines outlined 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
(A.D. 341, 350, 354-430, 390, 570, fifth-sixth century), the Nicene
Creed (A.D. 325), the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed (A.D.381),
the Chalcedonian Creed (A.D. 451), and the Arthanasian Creed
(eighth—ninth centur}r)ifﬁese official athrmations of faith provided
a standard by which a person’s relicious 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 him or her within the Christian community.

Until the 1800s such articles of faith served as tairly accurate stan-
dards by which one could determine the validity of another person’s
Christian profession.’ But the doctrinal significance of all the creeds
began to dramatically decrease as newly formed, non-Chiristian reli-
gious groups started using biblical terminology “but in an entirely dif-
ferent sense from that intended by the writers of Scripture.™

Consider Mormonism, also known as the Church of Jesus Christ
of Larrer-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 thought of as just another
Christian denominarion. In reality, however, the LDS view of God
the Father and of Jesus Christ differs radically from thar of true Chris-
tianity. Unlike Christians, Mormons mainrain that heavenly Farher
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 to be the spirit-brother of Lucifer.*

13
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This practice of theological term switchin'g.is regularly used bzi
non-Christians to promote their churches, religious communes, an
“Rible studies.” Some of these groups—usually referred to e1t‘h§r as
cults or new religious movements—have been able to attract mﬂlmf
of followers. In his landmark book The Kingdom of the Cults, Dr. Wal-

rer Martin made a very important observation regarding word usage

by cults.

The average non-Christian cult owes its very existence to the .f:a-::t: that
it has urilized the terminology of Christianity [e.g., Jesus Christ, God,
salvarion], has borrowed liberally from the Bible, alm-:ﬁ.-sr %lu-‘a',fs out of
context, and sprinkled its format with evangelical clichés e_md terins
wherever possible or advantageous. . . . [T]his has been a highly suc-
cessful attempt to represent their respective systems of thought as

“Christian.™

Unfortunately a growing number of people are stanin_g to view non-
Christian cules as legitimate forms of Christianity. Religion SEl’_lDiHIS at
American seminaries and universities, for examplte, are teaching that
it is spiritually naive and inrtellectually nsrrc!wfmmded not to recog-
nize as Christian any group claiming to be Christian, even}t 1_:11&’? gréuup S
doctrinal views bear little resemblance to historical Chnstimmtv_a_'

Furthermore, several mainstream denominations {Epismpglianﬁ,
Presbyrerians, United Methodists, etc.) are gramﬁing meml?er.shlp and
ministerial credentials to persons who openly rej ect key bibl l_cal doc-
trines such as the virgin birth, Christ’s deity, Jesus resurrection, and
salvation by grace through faith.” No one, it seerms, is to be excluqed
from the Christian category if that is the category in which they wish
to be included.

It is not surprising that cults and new religious movements, undfaé
the guise of “Christianity,” are gaining converts at alarmingly rapi
rates. It is also no surprise that a 1996 survey by the Bamna F_lesieaxch
Group found that eight out of ten (84 pE}'cent} persons clamlyl:g ;:19
be born-again believers held nonbiblical views Dn‘atale ast one of eight
statements concerning key doctrines of the Christian fa:.th. Thll‘t}"t
nine percent of those surveyed agreed that “if a person is g_enf;ra]lw{
good, or does enough good things for others during {hfll' life, thiay
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 to physical life after 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 ortho-
dox Christian beliefs and the way cults and new religious movements
distort them. It is my hope that Defending the 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 rtheol-
ogy, nor is it a scholarly volume meant to foster debare among high-
minded academicians. It is a beginner’s guide. It 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.

Unlike most books on cults, Defending the Faith does not take a
cult-by-cult approach. Instead, the church’s creeds will serve as an
outline for our text. Each chapter explains one Christian belief, then
goes on to show how thart one belief is rwisted by today’s various cules
and new religious movements. Before diving inro doctrine, however,
a tew basics about the world of the cults must first be discussed. These
cult basics will be the subject of part 1.

e
W

‘l'.l_:fl i
A
R

L

.Tli-‘?- -!II e . AR
v.'lllilﬂ .'-r..,. | -_ !
1 Dl
.ir_q'l
1

!
il
| wi
| |"‘:I

IIIF

i

Al

.Il i
i1l

1h

Part ]

People think that . . . it’s only the dregs of society who
get into cults, bur that is simply not true. . . . Almost
everybody, at some time, is vulnerable to joining these
Margaret Singer, Ph.D.

University of California, Berkeley

Christians have a worldview that is based on Scripture.
Branch Davidians have this same kjlﬁd of thing. Tﬂtmey
have a presuppositional base, a worldview set in their
minds tErough which they interpret everything. All the
information they receive they put through this inter-
pretarional system. . . . When they start to get informa-
tion that would normally indicate, or should indicate,
“Well, wait 2 minute, this is wrong, this is false, some-
thing's funny here,” instead they interpret it by running
through their processing system and figure a way out of
the dilemma. They'd work it out to where they'd think,
“No, this is okay. This is God's doing. God works in mys-
terious ways,” and then blah, blah, blah. So, this idea
thar they were mindless, unthinking people is not true.
They thought a lot. They did a lot of thinking, a lc:rt_uf
analyzing, and a lot of data processing, but their entire
base, their entire worldview, ?Jieir presuppositional base
s crazy. [t was false.
was completely crazy. It -




1
A Clear and Present Danger

Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to re-

peat it
George Santayana (1863-1952)
Spanish philosopher

The 199Cs mayv go down in history as the decade of cults. Consider a
few of the newspaper headlines thar appeared during this era: “4 Fed-
eral Agents Killed in Shootout with Culr in Texas”; “Swiss Cult’s
Bizarre Last Act Leaves ‘Wax Museum' of Death™; “Secretive Japa-
nese Cult Linked ro Germ Weapons Plan.™

Not since the 1978 mass murder-suicide of more than nine hun-
dred people at Jonestown, Guvana, 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 question: How can | 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 Tim. 2:24-26). A look back
will be our first step forward into the destructive world of the cults.

17



18 CuLT Basics

Korean Devastation

[anxiously waited in my car for B. ]. Oropeza, a fellow author with
an extensive background in ministering to culrists. It was slightly
before 11:00 PM., and the streets of Pasadena, California, were nearly
deserted. | had been there for more than an hour. Just as I was about

to call it quits and head home, a battered Yugo turned the corner and
pulled up beside me.

“I thoughrt you weren’t going to make it,” 1 grumbled, rolling down
my window. )
B. ]’s reply was surprisingly calm: “It’s not even eleven o'clock ver.”
Interprering his unhurried attitude as a mark of experience, | over-
lmkec_I his tardiness and proceeded to follow him to our destination.
A half hour later we were standing outside a Korean church situated
on adesolate road in downtown Los Angeles. According ro worshipers
inside the old building, Jesus’ second coming and the deparrure of all
Christians to heaven would take place within thirty minutes. Secu-
rity guards stationed outside the church facility had been instructed
Lo prevent nonmembers from entering. As a result, B. J. 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 members
showed up to console loved ones who might leave the late-night reli-
gious service after realizing rhat doomsday was nor going to mareri-
alize. That evening brought to a close nearly two years of misguided
hopes and planned deception. It was a tragic rale that first gained

national attention through a full-page ad appearing in the Octob
20, 1991, issue of USA Today: . o

RAPTURE
OCTOBER 128, 1992
JESUS IS COMING IN
THE AIR

This was only one of many warnings distributed by Bible-based
groups associated with the Korean Hyoo-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 War IIT and 1.4 billion from a separate
Armageddon.™

The insrigaring force behind the fear-filled movement was Lee Jang
Rim’s Korean best-seller Getting Close to the End, which promoted an
October 28, 1992, date for the end of the world. Churches involved
in the movement included Rim’s Dami Church (known in the United
Srates as Mission for the Coming Days), Taberah World Mission,
Shalom Church, and Maranatha Mission Church. The number of
followers reportedly fluctuated between twenrty thousand and one
hundred thousand.*

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 twisted
rime calculation made by American prophecy pundit Jack Van Impe.*
Divine revelations given to a twelve-year-old boy named Bang-ik Ha
also were used to confirm the October date.®

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." Police
agencies, fire companies, and ambulances were all placed on alert in
an effort to prevent a second Jonestown.

When the predicted date finally arrived, thousands gathered in
churches around the world, especially in Korea, to await their glori-
ous departure 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.™

Loval followers were outraged and brokenhearted. Many began
weeping uncontrollably. Some physically attacked the preachers who
had misled them. One distraught member tearfully commented, “God
lied to us.” Months after the disappointment, parents were still
searching for children “who were kidnapped and taken to mountain
hideouts by some of the more radical rapture sects.”
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Forty-six-year-old Lee Jang Rim was evenrtually sentenced by a
Korean court to two years in prison for “defrauding believers out of
four million dollars and illegally possessing United States currency.”!
His conviction and the movement’s failed prophecy left the Korean
community shocked and emotionally shattered. But four months later

their sufferings were obscured and eclipsed as the attention of the
world’s media was grabbed by another doomsday cult—the Branch
Davidians.

Unforgettable Waco

Hardly any trace remains of what occurred on the outskirts of Waco
between February 28 and April 19, 1993. Time, bulldozers, and the
dusty winds that blow across the lonely flatlands of Fast 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 this country’s recent history have so greatly charged
emotions and divided public opinion as has the Waco disaster. De-
bates abourt religious freedoms, gun control, government conspira-
cies, and a host of related issues sprang from the incident like warer
from a broken dam. The resulting deluge of newspaper stories, mag-
azine articles, and television specials still haunts our nation’s col-
lective consciousness.

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

When the smoke cleared from the gun battle thar followed, four
BATF agents were dead and sixteen other agents were wounded. Six

Davidians had also been killed. The ensuing fifty-one-day standoff pit-
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ted government might against religious fanaticism in a deadly game
thar had no rules. For example, FBI negotiators with extremely limited
religious backgrounds and little biblical knowledge were forced to deal
with Koresh, who spoke about nothing but Scripture and prophecy.
Complicaring the situarion was dissension within the government's
own ranks about how to handle the siege.** FBI negotiators wanted to
end the stalemare through diplomacy. FBI racricians chose psycho-
logical terrorism, which included shining powerful spotlights into the
compound at night and blasting the religious group with loud music,
Tibetan chants, sirens, and the ear-shattering screams of rabbits being
slauchtered.™ This latter 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 tailed 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
windows. Minutes later, the entire structure was engulfed in flames.
The world watched in disbelief as the Branch Davidian fortress 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-educared and intelligent
individuals. Group members included an attorney, a nurse, an engi-
neer, and a former police officer. Such a collection of respectable citi-
zens destroyed once and for all the false notion that only the ignorant,
foolish, or unintelligent get involved in destructive religious cults. This
point would be made again in 1994 by the Order of the Solar Temple.
[ts deadly influence stretched from Canada to Switzerland ro 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 afrer
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midnight on Wednesday, October 5, 1994, when “villagers in the
tiny Swiss farm community of Cheiry, 45 miles northeast of Geneva,
saw the moonless sky lit by flames over the farmhouse of Albert
Giacobino, a wealthy retired farmer who had bought the place four
years [earlier].”> By the time fire engines from nearby Fribourg
arrived on the scene, the secluded dwelling was fully engulfed in
flames. Three hours later, when firefighters were finally able to enter
the burned-out ruins, they found Giacobino lying dead in his bed.
A plastic bag tied around his head concealed a bullet wound. 16

Further exploration of the property by police vielded 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 paneling. 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 boy abour ten years old—arranged in a circle, face up,
beneath the portrait of a robed Christlike 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 victims wore either red-and-black or white-and-gold
ceremonial robes. Some of them had their hands tied behind their
backs; ten had plastic bags over their heads. Mosr of those killed had
been drugged with a substance described by Swiss investigating mag-
istrate André Piller as “a powerful violent substance.™” Twenty of the
victims had been shot in the head at close range. According to a
forensics expert 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.'®

At approximately 3:00 AM., as police officials were still trying to
piece together what had happened in Cheiry, another fire broke out
one hundred miles south at three neighboring ski chalets in the small
city of Granges-sur-Salvan. Firefighters sifting through the rubble of
these chalers uncovered another macabre sight: “25 bodies, all of
them badly burned, including the remains of at least five children.”

Within twenry-four hours, Canadian authorities halfway around
the world were confronted with their own grisly discoveries at Morin
Heights, Quebec. Fire had broken out in another remote chalet. Inside
this isolated retreat, authorities found the badly burned hodies of a
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nan and 2 woman wearing red-and-gold medallions engra?fed with
‘he letters TS. In a nearby villa, police found three more bodies: thUﬁE
of Tony and Nikki Dutoit and their three-month-old son, Chn;m—_
pher.?® The couple in their mid-thirties had been stahbed perhaps &?1
cimes and then rolled in carpet. Christopher had !aeen sulif_f::cated an
«.ruffed behind a water heater with a bag over his hea::L 2 |
All of the persons found dead were members of a high'h.- secrem's
religious cult known as the Order of the Solar Te_rqple, .whlch bier!de
-lements of astrology, freemasonry, New Age spiritualism, ﬂCCLl].tlSll:;
and quasi-Christian beliefs focusing on doomsday. The gn::rulz-1 T‘E{s
by forty-six-year-old Luc Jouret and seventy-year-old Joseph i agrg%
bre. Jouret, a Belgian homeopathic doctor, founded the group in 1
and served as its spiritual leader. Di Mambre,ﬁa shadc:w:g figure who
had served six months in a French jail in 1972 for posing as a psy-
chologist, was the grc;up‘s ﬁ}t:alncia}*direcmr. The bodies of both men
; d in the Salvan chalets.*
) Egrfzigctim carried a note in her clothing, which shenha_d addressed
to surviving relatives. It stated that she had come to Switzerland to
die. Three other letters with similar messages were sent by Eu}t mem-
bers to Jean-Francois Mayer, a Swiss authority. One read_: We ‘leave
this Farth in full freedom and lucidity in order to find a du}ft&ﬂﬂﬂﬂ qf
Truth and Absolute, far from the hypocrisies and oppression of this
) Dggssette rapes and documents uncovered near the bodies indicated
that the killings were indeed linked to a belief that the ‘e:nd of the
world was imminent. Jouret apparently had convinced his followers
that the world’s destruction would result from humaniry’s delgradar
tion of the environment.** “The present world chaos is not just by
chance,” Jouret taught his followers. “We have arrived at the hour of
Apocalypse."” According to former members,_ ] ouret also taught that
only those who joined him would escape perdition because he, as the
“new Christ,” had been chosen to save them.*

Even after the fifty-three deaths, faithful members of t}*ie_ Temple
who had not been part of the suicide-murders remained faithful to
Jouret’s teachings. Then, fourteen months later, some of these sur-
viving members decided that their time had come to enter the spir-
itual realm and join their master. The method of departure was a sec-
ond wave of grisly suicide-murders. Their bodies were discovered after
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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.?’
Within days a helicopter spotted burmed corpses on a remote forest
plateau in the Alps of southeastern France. Fourteen of the sixteen
bodies were arranged in a star pattern. The victims had used shoot-
ing, poisoning, stabbing, and asphyxiarion to complete their elabo-
rate deaths. Most of the corpses had plastic bags over their heads.

The two cultists nor found in the star partern had acted as execu-
tioners, methodically shooting fellow believers in the head before
killing themselves with bullets delivered under the chin. Among those
murdered with a .357 magnum were two sisters aged two and four,
daughters of policeman Jean-Pierre Lardanchet, who had acted as
one of the executioners.”® A note retrieved from a victim's apartment
read: “Death does not exist, it is pure illusion. May we, by our inner
life, find each other forever.”**

Investigators have since learned that the 1994 ritual “was designed
to take sect members through fire to a new world on a planet called
‘Sirius.”™ Cultists who did not participate in the first ceremony may
have believed that their deaths in 1995 would lead them to a similar
destination.

This is not to say that all of the victims died willingly. A final Swiss
report noted that only fifteen of the dead—a fanartical 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, classi-
fied as “traitors,” were murdered. As of 1997 French authorities
remained apprehensive about surviving Solar Temple believers, fear-
ing that devotees might make new converts and instigate more suicide-
murders.*!

It 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 of Richelieu, Quebec.
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The most notable cultist to die was twenty-seven-year-old Patrick

Vuarnet, son of skier Jean Vuamnet, the 1_960 Wintgr Olympics gold
nedalist who became famous for his line of des&gn_er .r::ur.Lgl'ats.sie:lii
Patrick’s woman companion, Ute Vérona, iﬂd theur.smfyear-ln_

daughter, Tania, also were among the dead.’ ﬁcmrdmg to Alain
Vuarnet, his brother Patrick had always felt guilty for not being in

che first group of Temple members to die. During one cc:nfmmatdi?n,
. . kL . o
Alain remembers Patrick saying, “Alain, you are the one deluding
bk s
gourself. You just don't understand.™

Aum: Death in the Far East

On March 20, 1995, the world witnessed yet another deadly episode
involving misguided religious zeal. This time cult-related uaged*g'r stfuck
the lives of innocent citizens in Tokyo. Members of Aum Shlm%kycn
(“Supreme Truth”) released sarin—a Nali-'i.l:l‘-’ﬂﬂtEd nerve gais—thmm
the Japanese subway system. Twelve people died, and‘c}ase to six thou-
sand commurers were sickened with nausea, blurred vision, and greath-
ing problems sympromatic of exposure to binlngic:?al Weapons.

Police immediately began searching for the cult’s leader, forty-year-
old Shoko Asahara, who had disappeared the day after the atrack. ‘11'_1
an effort to locate Asahara, Japanese authorities conducted a series
of raids at various Aum sites throughout the country. The ra1f:i5
brought forth evidence that the cult was producing sarin :El_nd that its
members were definitely involved in the subway atracks. =

The terrorist act was linked to the cult’s belief concerning dooms-
day, which Asahara—who called himself today’s Chris t—sa%d_ would
begin between 1999 and 2003.% In his March 199§ book Rising Sun
Country: Disaster Is Getting Close, Asahara prophesied that nerve gas
would be the weapon of choice used during Annagu?d{_lun. ﬁdfhs
tionally, the volume detailed the chemical characteristics of sarin,
how to mix it and how to treat symptoms if exposed to it.”” But Asa-
hara obviously wanted World War III to begin sooner than he had

predicted.

The big show was apparently set for November, when plans called for
cult arracks on government buildings . . . to spark what Asahara saw
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as a world war. . . . To triumph in that war, the cult builr a series of
munitions factories . . . Aum researchers were trying to develop germ
weapons—including the Ebola virus—and an assembly line was about
to produce automaric rifles. Behind one building’s false walls was a
$700,000 lab able to turn out 132 to 176 lbs. a month of the nerve gas
sarin—enough to kill 6 million to 8 million people.*

Fifty-seven days after the subway attack, Asahara was finally tracked
down. He was found lying face down and meditating inside a coffin-
like chamber located between two floors of a building ar the cult’s
Kamikuishiki compound. The ten-foot-long by three-feet-high hid-
ing space also contained a cassette player, some medicine, and the
equivalent of abour $100,000 in cash. When police officers attempred
to climb in and get Asahara, he declared: “I'll come out myself. No
one, not even my followers, is allowed to touch me.”*

This was not Asahara’s first run-in with the law. In 1982 he was
taken into custody and fined for selling fake cures for theumatism and
other diseases.® This minor brush with police authorities did not dis-
suade Asahara. By 1986 he had started his own religion and was claim-
ing the power of levitation. “Now, the length of time I can levitate
is about three seconds, but this period of time is gradually lengthen-
ing,” Asahara told the occult magazine Twilight Zone. “In about a year,
I should be able to fly freely through the sky.™

By 1987 he was telling devotees that he had received secret reach-
ings from the Dalai Lama and had gained the ability to see through
objects and meditate underwarer.*? 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.”™

Asahara cleverly used his new religion to fund numerous businesses
“ranging from computer stores to noodle shops, with holdings as high
as $1.1 million."* Most of Aum’s financing came from wealthy mem-
bers who were instructed to donate all of their monetary resources to
the cult if they wanted to obtain salvation. The group’ rotal assets

eventually rose to more than $1 billion.#
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With each passing year, Aum’s belief system—a blending of Bud-

dhism, Hinduism, and Christian apocalypticism—grew more bizarre.

For approximately $600, members were given the priwf*ilege of drl;nka
ing Asahara’s bath water; a glass of his blood to drink cost a u:}u‘t
$12,000.% For $10,000, Aum believers could rent a spv.f:r.:lal !Jat.terﬂ_ut
operated piece of headgear designed to sypchronge thf:u' brainwaves
with those of their “Venerated Master.™ CIE?.HE ing nl.*uais that fol-
lowers were forced to endure included drinking five l'ltt‘.j:rii nf water
and then vomiting it back up.# A particularly strange initiation rite
practiced by the group was examined in a January 1995 issue of Focus,
a popular news and lifestyle magazine.

First. one drinks some liquid. For 20 hours they see hallucinations. Cne
whu:-'experienced it said he could see colorful objects, or things collaps-

ing, and that he had no hearing. If during this hallucination one gets a
fever, they pour ethyl alcohol on the person’s body to reduce the fever.
Afrer 20 hours, diuretics and purgatives are given to get the subitf}nce
out of the body. During this initiation, they have to wear diapers.*

Unusual forms of physical, mental, and emotional abuse soon
hecame a standard practice in Aum. When police raided its Kami-
kuishiki compound, they found approximarely fifty aultisﬁ in a state
of malnutrition. Many suffered from dehydration. Some were near
starvation. Six members in critical condition had to be hospitalized.
A twentv-three-year-old woman found hidingin a roilet stall plie:ac:!ed
with poﬁce for protection. She a_p'p:arently had been confined inside
a small container for many days.>

Torture and intimidation were commonly used against cult mem-
bers. Persons trying to leave, for example, were bound with handcufis
and imprisoned inside small cargo containers so they ::-:;-uld atone for
their sins.’! Some were even given electric shocks: “During one th_rees
month period beginning in October 1994, Dr. Ha?as_hi [a high-
ranking Aum doctor] administered more than 600+elecmc shocks to

130 followers. Afterward, some of them forgot which E‘uit they were
in, whar the guru was called, even their own names. -

Even Aum children were made to suffer. Authorities reported that
some of them “were so dirty with matted hair, lice and fleas that thev
could not immediately rell which were boys and which were girls. . ...
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Their living quarters were cramped and dirty. All of the children wore
long-sleeved garments even in the summer because ‘there was poi-
son outside.”™’

Aum leaders also conducted biological experiments on less impor-
tant followers.” 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 forty times its normal
level. This latter patient told police: “Every day [ was forced to take
water mixed with white powder, and also I was supposed to get injec-
tions.™? The victim’s symptoms included memory loss and severe
muscle stiffness.

Only after Asahara’s arrest did rthe full extent of Aum’s criminal
activities come to light. One case involved sixtv-eight-vear-old
Kiyoshi Kariya, who in February 1995 tried to keep his sister from
giving her wealth ro Aum. The sister disappeared and Kariya was
abducted by four men. Mystery surrounded the event until after the
subway atrack, 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 to 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 their one-year-old infant son disappeared. Although friends found
an Aum lapel badge in Sakamoto’s disheveled apartment, no sub-
stantial evidence linking the culr to the crime scene could be found.
However, police suspicions were confirmed in 1996 when Tomomasa

Nakagawa—a former Aum leader—pleaded guilty to murdering
Sakamorto and his family.

A six-man Aum hit team . . . had entered the lawyer’s apartment
shortly before dawn, killed the sleeping tamily, wrapped their bodies
in furons, and removed them under cover of darkness. . . . The team
strangled Sakamoto and his wife, and smothered their baby. Naka-
gawa said that Asahara personally ordered the lawyer killed.®

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.> Throughout subsejquent m{irnths of
cestimony, Asahara frequently interrupted proceedings. Dunng one
outburst he declared that “fear of his own death had forced him to
plot the nerve gas arrack.”® He became extremely agi:ateEl when ‘furr
—er aide Yoshihiro Inoue began testifying about Asahara’s teachings
concerning salvation through rerrorism. Inoue also stated t_:hat the
Aum leader had personally plotted attacks 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-
ine the stand.™”

mgB*; early 1997, 100 of the 177 Aum members who had been inc?icred
for crimes they committed on behalf of the cult had been convicted.
Aum Shinrikyo itself declared bankruptcy soon after a court seized
-« assets and ordered it disbanded.® What of Asahara? His fate may
ot 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 Japan’s most promising minds.*! Converts
included lawyers, doctors, and scientists from Japan’s top universi-
ties, as well as several policemen and thirty members of the Selt-
Defense Forces, Japan’s army. According to a 1995 Newsweek arti-
cle, Japanese citizens were puzzled that “bricht young men with
impressive university credentials would join the cult, when they could
have had fine careers.”®

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 further from the truth. An endless list of cult-related episodes have
accurred in the 1990s. Unfortunately smaller tragedies involving
lesser known culrs rarely receive widespread public attention.

On March 8, 1995, for instance, twenty-five-year-old Kyong-A Ha
was beaten to 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 of Jesus-Amen Ministries because
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they believed her spirit would “return from a journey to heaven.™®
The exorcism began on March 1, when Ha was pinned down by faith-
ful followess of Eun Kyong Park, a thirty-year-old exorcist. She was
then repeatedly struck with fists. On the night Ha died, she was struck
at least one hundred times over a six-hour period and suffered ten
broken ribs.®

In mid-1995, Washingron, D.C., police arrested thirty-year-old
Robert Floyd, the leader of a cult known as the Daughrers of Yemoja.
Floyd was taken into custody and charged with kidnapping after one
of his female disciples told police that she had been forced against
her will to take part in a bizarre ricual on a Maryland farm. The twenty-
eight-year-old woman had angered other members of the cult by
returning home at 2:00 A.M. afrer 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 bearen,
made to roll in excrement, and forced to smear duck blood on her-
self. She was then sexually assaulted.®

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

The Bible plan is to trust in the living God alone, without the slight-
est remedy of anv kind, not even a cup of hot water for dyspepsia, or
hor lemonade for a cold, or bathing the feer in mustard water for the
same. T he Bible does not permit the slighrest remedy upon which we
could place the least dependence for help.*’

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 cules like the
Jehovah's Witnesses and Mormons. An obvious question arises:
Exactly how and why is a group defined as a cult?

¢
World of the Cults

We do not intend to be demeaning or derogatory when we use
the word cult. Members of religious cults are usually no different

from our next-door neighbor or our colleagues at work.
) Ronald Enroth

sociologist

Westmont College*

German theologian Ermnst Troeltsch (1865-1923) coined the term
alt in his classic work The Social Teaching of the Christian C hurches
(1912). He applied the designation to any spiritually oriented group
or movement that was neither a church nor a sect.” Eventually, how-
ever. the word cult evolved intoa disparaging label for any group advo-
catine “curious and unconvenrional belief and behavior.™ The 1978
Jonestown tragedy not only reinforced this definition l:u.jt added an
element of danger to it. Most people today continue to think of a cult
2s a bizarre and destructive religious body that is under the leader-
ship of a crazed, authoritarian, messiah figure. o
As we have seen, some groups should indeed be viewed in this man-
ner. Their practices radically depart from soc ietal norms and are quite
harmful. But many cults bear little resemblance to groups such as Aum
or the Branch Davidians’ Consider the Mormons, Jehovah's Witnesses,
and Oneness Pentecostals. Each of these organizations have churches
in almost every American city, post a worldwide membership well into
the millions, péace.ﬁlily' coexist with theirneighbors, and enjoy a wide-

31
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spread positive image. Nevertheless, these same groups are viewed as
cultic by vast numbers of people, including many scholars, theologians,
journalists, and members of the general public.'

Cult Controversies

\
Is it fair to put groups as dissimilar as Aum and Mormonism into

one large cult caregory? [ believe it is, as long as great care is taken
when stating exactly why a certain religious body is a cult®Scholars
generally examine religious groups from three main perspectives: soci-
ological, psychological, and theological “Each perspective focuses on
a different aspect of a group’s complex composition and includes
numerous “ted flags” indicating whether an organization is cultic from
that particular perspective. If one or more psychological, sociologi-
cal, or theological red flags are present, then that group can properly
be considered a cult. Some groups might be cultic from only one per-
spective, while others might be cultic from all three perspectives.

Unfortunately, this tri-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 socially deviant
as the Order of the Solar Temple, merely because borh groups are
referred to as cults. This would be a terrible mistake. Religion pro-
tessor Irving Hexham believes that it ijbener to discard the term cult
altogether in favor of a neutral term like “new religious movement.”

Predictably, nontraditional religious bodies not only prefer this less
inflammartory language but strongly object to being called a cule. 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 term culr against them.

Many sociologists have all but abandoned using the term cult in
favor of nonjudgmental descriptions (e.g., fringe, alternative, uncon-

A
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ventional). For these scholarly religion-watchers, making an extra
offort to show impartiality by avoiding biased language mighr 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 neutral terminology
available for Christians who oppose such groups would be to revive the
usage of “heretic” or simply call such groups “spiritual counrerfeits.™

Hexham’s comment raises an important issue. In studying cults, a
Christian should be primarily concerned with the theological errors
of a group. We are clearly commanded by Scripture to confront false
doctrines and “contend earnestly for [i.e., defend] the faith which was
once for all handed down to the saints” (Jude 3). Here is where born-
again believers must depart 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-
nize at least a few psychological and sociological red flags. Therefore
we will now take a look ar each of the three perspectives that can be
used to identifv cults (or new religious movements).

Sociological “Red Flags”

[denrifying a religious organization as cultic from a sociological
perspective involves determining whether that group's religious prac-
tices,and day-to-day behavior are normative for the surrounding cul-
ture! From a sociological perspective, the primary indicaror of a group’s
cultic nature is complete withdrawal from society into a communal,
isolated lifestyle. Secondary sociological marks of a cult, ar least in
America, that are sometimes present include polygamy, incest, adult-
child sexual conract, use of illegal narcotics, physical abuse, murder,
and the stockpiling of both legal and illegal weapuns.‘

Obviously, sociological red flags tend to appear more frequently in
groups that run afoul of the law.” 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 recarding
exactly how much freedom is too much freedom remains a heated
and emotional topic that has sparked several court battles. In 1992,
for instance, the U.S. Supreme Court heard a case centering on the
ritualistic killing of animals in Florida by followers of Santeria, 2 fusion
ot Roman Catholicism and African tribal religions (Church of the
Lukwmi 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 norms.®

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 gome up
with a short, clear-cut, universally acceptable definition."*Further-
more, most sociologists, especially those within the secular commu-
nity, send an unclear message regarding the destructive nature of cults.
Sociologists dongt 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 workings,
ot a cult and how that cult relates ro society as a whole.

[S]ociologists make no judgment on the truth or falsehood of the cults’
beliefs (as in the theological approach), or on the good or bad effects
of cult involvement on individual members (as in the psychological
approach). . . . Sociologzists focus on the existence of these new reli-
gious entities as marginal subcultures or units thatare in conflict with
saciety at large. They examine the way diverse religious insrirutions
and organizarions are formed and maintained; the internal dynamics
that make them viable social entities; their economic, social, and polit-
ical structures; 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 conflices that exist between the new groups and
the mainline religious traditions and the effects such conflicts might
have on both. . .. Sociologists study religion as objectively and impar-
tially as passible. . . . Whar is important to them is the exploration of
how and why new values, beliefs, and lifestyles come into being; how
new religious concepts become popular; and how experimental com-
munities are formed.
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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 communiry, sociologists regularly receive condemnation
for their refusal to pass judgments on religious behavior no martter
how psychologically or physically damaging that behavior may be
to group members. [rritation within the Christian community cen-
ters around sociologists’ inclination to “put all religions on the same
level.” As religion professor John A. Saliba of the University of
Detroit Mercy notes, sociologists “are not interested in establishing
which religion is true or false, or in defending any one particular reli-
gious tradition.”!

To make matters worse, many sociologists have gone so far as 1o
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 2 multimillion dollar lawsuit filed by the
Church of Scientology against the Cult Awareness Network (CAN),
saciologist Anson Shupe testified in opposition to CAN.

The case centered around the alleged abduction of cultist Jason
Scott in hopes of deprogramming him.'? 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
abducrion because Landa had recommended deprogrammer Rick
Ross to Jason Scott's mother, who in turn proceeded with the alleged
abducrion.

Scientology presented no proof of “any foreknowledge of the plan
to abduct Mr. Scott let alone any agreement by CAN or its alleged
agent to participate in the conspiracy.” Nevertheless, the jury found
CAN guilty of conspiring to deprive Scott of his civil rights. The ver-
dict was due in part to Shupe’s statements concerning the activities
of so-called “anticult” groups including CAN. 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-
rradicting their official policy by taking a "wink-wink, nudge-nudge
approach” to the controversial subject. He voiced his opinion with-
out offering anv supportive evidence or documentation.
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In CAN's appeal brief to the court, serious doubts are raised abour

1 + 3 . .
Shupe’s neutrality and his “expert” testimony regarding CAN, an
organization he had not had any personal contact with since 1976.17

[Dr. Shupe's restimony] is completely devoid of any experience, study,
or writing about CAN. . . . Dr. Shupe candidly admirted that his col-
league [sociologist David G. Bromley], rather than he, had followed
CAN. ... Dr. Shupe admitted ro having had interviews with only two
CAN personnel over his twenty years of anti-cult “srudy.” . . . Dr.
Shupe admitted that he never tried to talk to anyone at CAN abour
a referral and has never spoken to anyone who has been referred to a
deprogrammer by anyone associated with CAN. .. . Dr. Shupe has no
specific knowledge, skill, experience, training, or education with
respect to CAN upon which any expert opinion about CAN could be
based. . . . Dr. Shupe admitted that by the “mid eighties when CAN
was formed,” its literature did not explicitly recommend deprogram-
ming. - . . Dr. Shupe further admitred that the two CAN personnel he
interviewed stated that CAN had a policy againsrt referring people to
illegal deprogrammers. . . . Dr. Shupe was not qualified ro give opin-
ions about CAN. He simply had no specific training, backeround,
experience, or knowledge about CAN itself to opine abour CAN’s
internal policies. Moreover, Dr. Shupe testified abour martrers that
were irrelevant to CAN but were highly prejudicial. For example, Dr.
Shupe was improperly allowed to testify about several egregious ille-
gal deprogrammings rhat had no relation to CAN in any way. . .. Dr,
Shupe’s testimony was inflammiatory 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.!s

Fortunately there exist a few sociologists willing to stand against
cults and the destructive influence they have on individuals and fam-
ilies. Christian sociologist Dr. Ronald Enroth of Westmont College
in Santa Barbara has produced a number of books dealing with the
sociological danger of cults.!” According to Enroth, cult leaders

exploit human weaknesses and seek ro manipulate individual life sit-
uations to the ultimate benefir of the group. The challenge to our soci-
ety and our churches is ro identify the searching, the hurring, the
lonely, the unloved people, and to intervene in their lives—in the
name of Christ—before they are seduced by the cules. 1

WorLD oF THE CULTS i1
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The Psychological Perspective

N Psychologist Michae] D. Langone, executive director of the Amer-
ican Family Foundation, notes that the term “cult” is often associated
with thought reform (popularly known as “brainw:ashing”} Accord-
ing to Langone, this “mind control” model of cult involvement sug-
gests “that cult environments, although certainly not ‘robot factories,’
are compellingly powerful.”*'They are so psychologically powerful, in
fact, that cultists allegedly have their personalities radically altered.
Furthermore, their ability to make free-will 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 victims of the group,
rather than active participants responding with a totally free will. Lan-
gone otfers his definition of a cult from this psychological perspective:

A cult is a group or movement that, to a significant degree, (a) exhibits
great or excessive devotion or dedication to some person, idea, ar
thing, (b) uses 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) systemartically
induces states of psychological dependency in members, (d) exploits
members to advance the leadership's goals, and (e} causes psycholog-
ical harm to members, their families, and the communicv.** }

Langone has been aggressively studying the psychological dynam-
ics of cults since 1978, serving from 1984 to 1987 on the American
Psychological Association Task Force on Deceptive and Indirect
Technigues of Persuasion and Conrrol. Through counseling hundreds
of former culrists, Langone has discovered several psychological red
flags common to cults. Each reveals the psychologically manipula-
tive nature of cults:

* Information is withheld from new converts abourt the group’s ultimare
agenda.

* The presence of a dictatorial leadership thart tells with “excruciating speci-
ficicy” exactly how members are to think, feel and act.

* Anabsence of leader accountability to persons outside the group’s power

structure. !
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Other religion experts and psvchologists have discovered even
more ways that cult leaders try to interrupt the normal thoughrt pro-
cesses of their followers:

. Isolarion of members—psychologically as well as physicallv—from
individuals outside the group whose ideas and philosophies are contrary
to those promoted by the group.

1. “Love-bombing” so intense that persons with deep-seared emortional
needs are psychologically thrown off balance. They are faced with an ago-
nizing decision: stay with the group and receive love, or leave the group
and lose love.

3. A systematic replacement of the pre-conversion identities of mem-
bers with a new group-related identity. This sometimes includes the destruc-
tion of personal possessions and the destruction of family ties.

4. Rapid-fire teaching techniques thar do nort allow members to think
critically about what is being said, coupled with an environment wherein
open discussion of relevant issues and the expression of contrary opin-
ions is discouraged.

3. The use of fear and intimidation agains: members who desire to leave
the group, or former members seeking to break ties with the group.

6. Use of deceptive recruitment techniques thar include false infor-
mation about the group’s doctrinal beliefs and cover-ups of negative
episodes in the group’s history.

1. Toral, unquestioning allegiance to a cenrtral leader or elite core of
leaders. |

8. The promotion of an “ends justifies the means” philosophy wichin
the group.

9. An “us vs. them"” mentality that stresses the group’s unique hold on
truth and demonizes anyone who opposes thar alleged trurh.

10. An inordinate emphasis on submission and obedience to group
authority, which effectively guilts a person into submission.

11. Consistent stress on the importance of following the divinely
revealed truths being raught by a group’s leader or leaders.

1. A siege mentality that dismisses all criticisms of the group from
outside sources as unwarranted “persecution.”

13. Shunning and harsh criticism of “rebellious” members who ques-
rion the teachings or practices of the group.

14. An elitist attitude that isdrilled into members, which states thar those
outside the group are spiritually lukewarm, comprising, or entirely lost.
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13. Excessive control over personal aspects of members' lives: e.g.,
where to live, where o work, who to dare, who to marry, what literature
to read, when vacations can be raken, etc.

16. Rigid restrictions relaring to the sleeping habits. food intake, exer-
cise, and leisure rime of members.**

Of course, not every technique must be used by a group in order
for it to be cultic from a psychological perspective. Meeting only a
few of these points might be enough to legitimately call a group cultic.
According to psychologist Margaret Singer—another advocate of the
“mind control” model—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."*? \

But do these practices amount to “brainwashing”! Do cultists really
have their wills rendered almost obsolete? Such thought-provoking
questions highlight an extremely controversial area of cult studies.
Countless debates between organizations trying to help persons
involved in authoritarian groups have arisen over this issue. Many
cult researchers disagree with the opinion of Langone and Singer,\
taking the position that cultists are not “brainwashed” at all, nor are
they incapable of making free-will choices.

\ This alternative view proposes that the psychologically manipu-
lative practices of cults and cult leaders merely disrupt a person’s think-
ing pattern so that their ability to make rational, well-reasoned
choices is somewhat hampered, not destroyed (e.g., if a culcist 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 certainly hindered, bur he or she is still free at any time to
simply say, “Look, I'm leaving\. I need to get some sleep and food
because I can't think clearly”).

The facr is that cultists can, and often do, choose to leave a cult.
Many culcists, despite being s.#lbj ected to a vast array of psychologi-
cally manipulative rechniques, continue processing information and
making choices based on what they consciously want to do. During
a 1993 interview former 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
the group. Many others consciously chose to stay:

[ Tlhis idea that they [Davidians] were mindless, unthinking people is
not true. They thought a lot. They did a lot of thinking, a lot of ana-
lyzing, and a lot of data processing, but their entire base, their entire
worldview, their presuppositional base was completely crazy. It was false.

At this point an especially disturbing observation that has been made
by cult researchers must be acknowledged: A surprising number of truly
Christian churches, groups, and independent ministries are cultic from
a psychological perspective. Although rhis is a tragic reality in and of
itself, there is an even greater danger. Religious groups that are cultic
from a psychological andfor sociological perspectiye are vulnerable to
evolving into a cult from a theological perspectivehis leads us to the
most significant component of a definition of a cult: its thEﬂng}r.\I‘*

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-
ple, the Nation of Islam (Black Muslims) is a cult of Islam. Aum Shin-
rikyo is a cult of Buddhism. The International Society for Krishna Con-
sciousness (ISKCON), known as the Hare Krishnas, is a Hindu cult.
J Christianity, too, has its share of cults, appropriately termed pseudo-
Christian® Several evangelicals have offered definitions for these
groups. Although similar, each one adds a slightly different shading
to the overall picture of a cult from a theological viewpoint:

b “[A] group of people gathered abour a specific person or person’s
misinterpretation of the Bible. . . . [Clults contain major devia-
tions from historic Christianiry. Yet, paradoxically, they continue
to insist that they are entitled to be classified as Christians.”?

WORLD OF THE CULTS 4]

e “[Alnv 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 marrer.”**

e “[A group adhering to] . . . doctrines which are pointedly con-
tradictory to orthodox Christianity and which yet claim the
distincrion of either tracing their origin to orthodox sources or
of being in essenrial harmony with those sources.”’

e “[A] perversion, a distortion of biblical Christianity and/or a
rejection of the historic teachings of the Christian church.™*

e “A cult of Christianity is a group of people, which claiming to
be Christian, embraces a particular doctrinal system taught by
an individual, group of leaders, or organization, which (sys tem)
denies (either explicitly or implicitly) one or more of the cen-
tral doctrines of the Christian faith as taught in the sixty-six
hooks of the Bible.”*

e “[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 Christianity, but deny such basic
doctrines of the Christian faith as the Trinity, the unique deity
of Jesus Christ, salvation by grace alone, and justification by

faith.™

It is crucial to remember thar 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 escharology, 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 Christian positions that are biblically
feasible, especially concerning eschatology (see chapter 11). More
significant, though, are the positions cults take on the “essentials™ of
the Christian faith. fThese doctrines would include any beliefs that
directly relare 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.
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A Limited Appraisal

The amount of printed information relating to cults is so vast that
all sides of the issue cannot be covered in a volume of this size. Con-
sequently our study will be limited to locking 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 indirectly to a group’s sociological or psychological status.
My reason for taking this approach is articulated well in a 1994 arti-
cle on cults, written by Denver Seminary professor Douglas Groothuis:

The most important matter for Christian discernment is the ability to
treasure Christian truth and to separate truth from error. . . . What we
label a particular group is not as vital as comprehending whar it
reaches, what it practices, how the group stacks up against God'’s Word,
and how we can bring the gospel to those who don’t know Christ.**

Groothuis goes on to say that if we are to

know whether a particular religious group conflicts theologically with
Christian truth, we must comprehend just what constitures Christianity.
Christians must know basic doctrine regarding the authority of Scrip-
ture, the Trinity, the Incarnarion, the plan of salvation, heaven and
hell. . . . Yet this truth is lost on many evangelical Christians roday.*

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 complicared. To avoid these hindrances, the
following pages deal with these subjects in a unique fashion. Each
chapter presents only one Christian doctrine, which is then com-
pared to the various ways 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 interprets
Scriprure. So the best way to begin our exploration of the Christian
beliefs that cults deny is to take a brief lock at the Bible, the source
of those beliefs.

3]
bod’s Best-Seller

[ am very sorry to know and hear how unreverently that most
precious jewel, the Word of Ged, is dispured, rhymed, sung and
jangled in every ale-house and ravern, contrary to the true mean-

ing and doctrine of the same.
King Henry VIII (1491-1547)"

The Bible—history’s best-selling and most widely distributed book
is enjoying even greater popularity as time passes. Bible sales in 1995
climbed to a record $54 million from $29 million in 1991.7 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 magnate Ted Turner has released
an edition of Scripture: “a gilt-edged, 17-pound, $395 version of the
Holy Bible [NRSV]. . . . Printed in Italy on six-colored presses and
sparkling with metallic-gold ink, this oversized, boxed masterpiece
fearures rare images from illuminated Renaissance manuscripts locked
away for centuries in the Varican Library.™

No one knows exactly how many Bibles have been placed in cir-
cularion over the years, but recent statistics are staggering. It is esti-
mated that berween 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 art least

one book of the Bible.*

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 100 million adults read the Bible. This same sur-
vey found that 80 percent of adults “identified the Bible as the single,
most influential book in human history.”® Bur as King Henry VIII
pointed out long ago, God’s Word is not always used properly. Many
individuals do not even know what the Bible is or where it came from.
Therefore, the origin and nature of the Bible are the first two issues that
must be addressed if one is going to delve into the wisdom of Holy Writ.

God’s Word to Man

The Protestant Bible, although it is typically thoughrt of as a sin-
gle book, actually is a compilation of sixty-six books arranged topically
and divided into two main sections: the Old Testament, which has
thirty-nine books"; and the New Testament, consisting of twenty-
seven books. These texts were composed over a period of approxi-
mately fifteen hundred years (1400 B.C.—A.D. 100) by some forty dif-
ferent authors of diverse backgrounds (David, a shepherd; Nehemiah,
a servant; Peter, a fisherman; Paul, a high-ranking Jew). The books
were written in different places (exile, prison, royal court), 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 isolared chapters and verses that appear in Aramaic. The New
‘Testament was written in Greek. Although the original manuscripts

“The Roman Catholic Bible contains additional books known as the Apocrypha: (1)
Tobir; (2) Judith; (3) Book of Wisdom; (4) Ecclesiasticus {also called Sirach); (5) 1 Mac-
cabees; (6) 2 Maccabees; (7) Baruch; (8) Letter of Jeremizh: (9) Additions o Esther:
(10) Prayer of Azariah (or The Song of the Three Men); (11) Susanna; and (12) Bel
and the Dragon. Although these books total twelve distinct works, they found their way
into the Roman Catholic Bible in 2 slightly different form. The titles numbered 1-6
were inserted as onginally written (i.e., as separare books). Numbers 7 and 8 were com-
bined into one book and inserted as Baruch. Number 9 was added to the end of the Book
of Esther, Numbers 10-12 were interspersed throughout the Book of Daniel, An excel-
lent explanarion of why Protestants reject these books as being part of God’s Word can
be found in Norman Geisler and William Nix, A General Introduction 1o the Bible (1968;
reprint, Chicago: Moody, 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 modern Bible editions.

Despite Scripture’s complex origins, its many books miraculously
fit together to express a single theme: God’s plan of salvation for sin-
ful humanity through the person and work of Jesus Christ. Prominent
theologian J. I. Packer comments, “No part of Scripture is without its
bearing on these central topics.”® This 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.™

Scripture itself claims to be divine in origin. Throughout the Old
Testament several Hebrew words indicare that God himself is speak-
ing. One such word is neum, which comes from a root word meaning
“utterance.” It is used a rotal of 366 times to indicate 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.”
Qur of the several hundred times this word appears in the Old Tes-
rament, it, too, is often used to describe an action by God (compare
Gen. 32:9, 12; Exod. 4:19, 21; Isa. 54:6, 8). There also is the Hebrew
word dabar (meaning “speech” or “the spoken word”). It is used 394
times in the Old Testament in reference to how God communicared
to his people (compare Isa. 1:18-20; Jer. 10:1-5).°

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 called the Old Testament “the
very words of God” (Rom. 3:2 NIV). The writer of Hebrews quoted
several passages from the Old Testament, referring to them as words
spoken by God’s Holy Spirit (Heb. 3:7; 10:15). A similar comment
by the apostle Peter is recorded in Acts. Theology professor Millard

Erickson explains:

In Acts 1:16 Peter savs, “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 from Psalms 69:25 and 109:8 regarding
the fate of Judas. It is notable here thar Peter not only regards the
words of David as authoritative, but that he acrually affirms that God
spoke by the mouth of David. David was God’s “mouthpiece,” 0 to
speak. The same thought, that God spoke by the mouth of the
prophets, is found in Acts 3:18, 21, and 4:25.°

Jesus himself declared that the entire Old Testament could not “be
broken” (John 10:35), not even the smallest part of a Hebrew word
or letter (Mart. 5:18-19). He also demonstrated confidence in the
Old Testament by quoting and referring to it extensively (Matt.
19:4-5;21:13, 16; 22:37; Mark 4:12; 7:6; Luke 10:28; 20:17). An espe-
cially clear illustration of Jesus’ view of the Old Testament can be
found in Luke 24:25, where he rebuked his disciples for not believ-
ing all that the prophets had spoken. Jesus then explained to 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 ar Trinity Evangelical
Divinity School, this episode is highly significant because, for first-
century Jews, the Old Testament “included exactly the books of the
Protestant Old Testament today."®

The authors of the New Testament claimed that they too were
writing God's thoughts and words. Paul boldly 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 N1v). Paul also placed the Gospel of Luke on the same
level as the Old Testament by calling it “Scriprure,” which was the
Jewish term for the Old Testament (1 Tim. 5:18). Throughout Paul’s
writings there appear many comments that indicate he knew that
God had “revealed” what he was writing (1 Cor. 2:7, 10; Gal. 1:1;
Eph. 3:3).

Like Paul, the apostle Peter made statements supporting the holy
character of the New Testament. For example, he asserts in 2 Perter
1:20-21 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 Scriprure (2 Peter 3:15-16).

Other passages indicating that the New Testament is from God
include Z 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., breathed-out by God] and profitable for teach-
ing, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness.”

Unfortunarely 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 teach that the Bible is a document full of contradic-
tions, mistranslations, and unwarranted additions. Other cults use a
slichtly different atrack 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 communicare the same
thought: Scripture is a purely human product and, as such, is nor qual-
ified to be an authoritative source of truth. In reality, however, the
Bible is one of the most reliable of all ancient documents.

Firse, the total number of full manuscripts and manuscript fragments
of Scripture from ancient times is extraordinary. New Testament doc-
uments amount to nearly fifty-four hundred, while Old Testament
texts number into the tens of thousands.! These copies can be com-
pared to one another in order to get an incredibly accurate picture of
how the autographs (originals) must have read. This fact alone sepa-
rates the Bible from most other ancient pieces of literature, which
“have been transmirted to us by only a handful of manuscripts.”!?

Second, 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 Testament. The following list represents
only a small sampling of whar has survived the centuries:

e John Rylands Fragment (c. A.D. 117-138), portions of John's
Gospel (18:31-33, 37-38).
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e Chester Bearty Papyri (c. A.D. 25Q), most of the New Testament.

» Bodmer Papyri (A.D. second—third century), several portions of
the New lTestament.

o Codex Vatcanus (c. A.D. 325-350), the entire Bible.

» Codex Sinaiticus (c. A.D. 340), more than half the Old Testa-
ment and nearly all of the New Testament.

It 1s widely 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 E Bruce comments, “If the New Testament were a
collection of secular writings, their authenticity would generally be
regarded as bevond all doube.”™ 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 authenticiry of which
no one dreams questioning.”'* In The New Testament Documents: Are
They Reliable?, Bruce provides a list that clearly supports his point:

» For Caesar’s Gallic Wars (composed berween 58 and 50 B.C.)
there are several extant MSS [existing manuscripts], but only
nine or ten are good, and the oldest is some 90C years later than
Caesar’s day.

+ Of the 142 books of the Roman History of Livy (59 B.C—A.D.
17) onlv thirty-five survive; these are known to us from not
more than twenty MSS of anv consequence, only one of which.
and that containing fragments of Books iii—vi, is as old as the
fourth century [A.D.].

o Of the fourteen books of the Histories of Tacitus (c. A.D. 100)
only four and a half survive; of the sixteen books ot his Annals,
ten survive in full and two in part. The text of these extant por-
tions of his two 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 Oratoribus, Agri-
cola, Germania) all descend from a codex [bound book] of the
tenth century.

« The History of Thucydides (c. 460420 B.C.) is known to us
from eight MSS, the earliest belonging to ¢. A.D. 900, and a
few papyrus scraps, belonging ro about the beginning of the
Christian era. The same is true of the History of Herodotus
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(c. 488428 B.C.). Yet no classical scholar would listen to an
arcument that the authenticity of Herodotus or Thucydides is
in doubt because the earliest MSS which are of any use to us
are over 1,300 vears later than the originals.!

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 rend 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 politarches for the city rulers (i.e., author-
ities). This is a word that appears nowhere else in Scripture, and for
manv vears, had never even been seen in Greek literature.

Earlier critical scholars accused Luke of either ignorance or careless-
ness. But since then a number of inscriptions have been found, dat-
ing from the second and rhird centuries A.D., several in Thessalonica
itself, which have vindicared Luke’s use of the title.®

Of course, there remains a small number of Bible difhiculties that
have not yet been resolved. These, however, are limited to secondary,
if not tertiary, 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-
tiply them.!7 It would be foolish, as Dr. Walter Martin remarks in
Essential Christianiry, “to abandon faith in the authority of God's ini-
tial revelation simply because there remains a relatively small per-
centage (less than 12 of 1% of the New Testament) of questionable
material about which we do not vet have enough data to properly
evaluate and understand.”™*

Finally, there is the testimony of archaeology, which consistently
supports biblical statements relating to history and science. The
archaeological evidence affirming Scripture has become so impres-
sive that Time ran an extensive news piece on the subject in 19957
Earlier that vear, the Biblical Archaeology Review published 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 archaeclogy “has
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corroborated many historical records in the Bible.”*® 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.*!

e A tablet recovered at an excavation in Babylon “explicitly con-
firms 2 Kines 25:27-30, which speaks about the exiled Jehoia-
chin’s rarions, a situation previously questioned.”*

e The discovery of cracked stones and fallen/leaning walls at
Gezer—an eighth century B.C. site—confirm the words of Amos
1:1, which speaks of an earthquake that rocked the area “in the
days of Uzziah king of Judah, and in the days of Jeroboam son
of Joash, king of Israel.”*

« An official seal imprinted in a clay figure was identified in 1986
as having been made by Baruch, Jeremiah’s scribe (Jer. 36:4).
Moreover, Baruch had mistakenly left his fingerprint in the
upper left-hand corner of the clay arrifact.**

+ The city of Bethsaida, where Jesus performed the miracle of the
loaves and fishes, was unearthed in 1987.%

« A repository for bones was unearthed in 1990 in the Old Jewish
Quarter of Jerusalem’s Old City. Its inscription read JOSEPH
SON OF 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.”*

« In 1993, a stone dating to 883 B.C. was found protruding from
the ground at a site in Galilee (Tel Dan). Its 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 that David was nothing more than a myth.

Seeds of Doubt

Despite the evidence in favor of the Bible’s reliability, cults insist
on attacking it as a severely flawed volume. They do so in both sub-
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tle and bold fashions, depending on the image they want to present
to the public. For example, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-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
unwary onlooker that Mormonism is just another Protestant denom-
ination thar upholds the authenticity, reliability, and authority of
God’s Word. Nothing could be further from the truth. The actual
Mormon position on the Bible is found in the LDS Articles of Faith:
“ARTICLE 8—We believe the Bible to be the Word of God as far as it
is rranslated correctly.”®

An obvious question follows: Just how “correctly” translated do
Mormons consider the Bible to be! Early LDS apostle Orson Pratt
(1811-81) writes: “What shall we sav then, concerning the Bible’s
being a sufficienrt guide! Can we rely upon it in its present known cor-
rupted state, as being a faithful record of God’s Word?"** Pratt
answered these rhetorical questions himself:

We all know that but a few of the inspired writings [from the Bible]
have descended to our times. . . . Whar few have come down to our
day, have been mutilated, changed, and corrupted, in such a shame-
ful manner that no two manuscripts agree. . . . [W]ho, in his right
mind, could, for one moment, suppose the Bible in its present form to
be a perfect guide? Who knows that even one verse of the whole Bible

has escaped pollution so as to convey the same sense now thar it did
in the original 7°

Contemporary Mormons have deviared little from the views
of their spiritual ancestors. In his influendal 1966 book to fellow
Mormons, titled Mormon Doctrine, LDS apostle Bruce McConkie
(1915-85) 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.™!

The LDS church, however, realizes thar the Bible is loved and
respected throughout the world. Consequently, they have adopted a
twofold evangelistic strategy: (1) present Mormonism 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
faith that prospective converts have in the Bible so that LDS doc-
trines can subsequently be raught with little objection from persons
who might see discrepancies between Mormonism and Scripture.

This assertion is easily supported by various documents circulat-
ing within the Mormon community. One manual, designed to be used
bv LDS missionaries, lists the many ways in which the Bible conflicts
with Larter-day Saint doctrines.’? This same volume, titled Mission-
ary Pal: Refmreﬁce Guide for Missionaries and Teachers, also lists so-
called “Bible Errors” to be shared with prospective or new converts.>

Unlike Mormonism, some cults do not try to publicly create the
impression that they are great admirers of Scripture. Elizabeth Clare
Prophet, leader of the Church Universal and Triumphant, openly
declares that “many of Jesus’ teachings were altered, deleted, or
never recorded.”™* In literature distributed to the general public,
she also has remarked that “the Gospels have been edited, inter-
polated, subjected to scribal errors, garnished by additions and
plagued by subtractions.”

A few cults make especially harsh comments about the Bible. Con-
sider the words of Roy Masters, founder/director of the Foundation
for Human Understanding: “The Bible to me isnot holy. .. . I can—
if you pardon my expression—take that Bible to the toilet with me
and use it the same way as anything else. . . . | wouldn't feel guilty for
that.”

Of course, not every cult treats the Bible with so little regard. Some
oroups believe very strongly in the authority and reliability of Scrip-
ture. There is, however, a catch. According to these groups, t_he 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
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of individuals. Exactly how rank-and-file culrists receive the proper
interpretations of the Bible varies from cult to cult. Some listen to
taped messages by their leader(s). Others use a particular study book.
Many groups have pamphlers or magazines thar are periodically
released.

Consider the teachings of a new religious movement known as The
Family, which has a lengthy history of advocaring pornography;, incest,
fornication, adulrery, adult-child sexual conract, 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 through the writings (Mo Letters) of their
deceased founder/prophet—"Moses” David Berg (1919-94)—can
Christians rightly uncover the Bible’ lost truths.

[Tlhe true Plan and Foundation of God as outlined in the Bible has
been almost totally buried under the rubble of Churchianity and the
traditions of man. . . . WHY WE NEED THE MO LETTERS. ... If
we sweep away all this churchy garbage and get back down and delve
undemeath to find the foundations, then we can see the Plan. . . .
BUT TO REDISCOVER THE TRUE FOUNDATION, it takes an
archeologist who comes and clears away the rubble! He digs our the
Bible from under all the trash and reveals it to you as it really is and
really was. . . . 1 am vour archeologist. WITH EVERY [IMO] LETTER
I'M CLEARING AWAY THE CHURCH RUBBLE.*

The Jehovah’s Witnesses (] Ws)—ruled by a board of twelve men
called the Governing Body*—make a similar claim abour the Bible
being incomprehensible to ordinary people. According to JW publi-
cations, 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.** The Bible is not meant to be, and indeed cannot
be, understood by individuals.** It is an organizational book that can
be rightly interpreted only through Jehovah's Organization, “the only
organization on earth that understands ‘the deep things of God."™#

Witnesses receive spiritual “nourishment” from the innumerable
books and magazines that have been published over the years by their
parent organization, known as the Watch Tower Bible and Tract Soci-
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ety (WTBTS).# According to the WTBTS, the organization’s lirer-
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,
chovah.™®

] The primary source of JW truth is The Watchtower, a W TBIS
bimonthly magazine that has been in print since 1879.% The text of
this magazine is said to contain the only proper interpretations of
Scripture. Every word of it is to be believed without question.*’ In
fact, any “independent thinking” by members that demonstrates
doubt of the organization’s doctrinal positions—even if those beliefs
contradicr earlier views—is labeled as “evidence of pride.™®

Scripture itself, however, does not promote any such teachings. In
1 Corinthians 12:8-10, a passage about spiritual gifts, there is no men-
tion of spiritually elite individuals or special organizations havin:g
authoritative insights concerning Scripture. One would think that if
such gifts existed, they would be mentioned as spiritual gifts in the
Bible. The importance of such gifts would be tremendous. It can only
be assumed thar there exists no such thing as a divinely chosen per-
son or group of persons commissioned by God to be his unique chan-
nel of biblical understanding to humanirty.

Moreover, passages such as 2 Peter 1:3 and Romans 1:16 state that
the gospel itself contains what is needed for salvation and that every-
thine necessary for eternal life is given to each believer personally.
Acts 17:11 additionally reveals that persons who use the Bible to
question the reachings of a religious leader are to be commended for
their careful consideration, not condemned for it. Jesus himself gave
a sobering message in John 12:47-48 that directly relates to the whole
issue of whether Christians need to have the Bible interpreted for
them by an organizarion.

As for the person who hears my words but does not keep them, Ido not
judge him. For 1 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 will condemn him at the last day (N1v).

In other 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 *prophet,” 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 to our hearts. In
fact, Scripture gives us marvelous promises regarding God's desire
and willingness to reveal himself to us through his Word: “He leads
the humble in justice, And He teaches the humble His way” (Ps.
25:9).

We are also told that when it comes to the Bible, God will help us
understand it. First Corinthians 2:12 rells us thar the Spirit of God
assists us so that we may “understand what God has freely given”
(NIV). Jesus assured his disciples that the Holy Spirit would be sent
to personally teach and guide Geod’s followers (John 16:13-15). He
who wrote Scriprure helps us understand it.

This is nor to say that the Lord has not called some Christians to
be teachers, having gifred them to serve in the church (see Eph. 4:11;
1 Tim. 3:2-10; 2 Tim. 2:2). Such individuals are able to help fellow
believers learn about God and grow in Christ. But these teachers are
never above Scripture itself (James 3:1), nor are they ever to become
mediators between God and his children (1 Tim. 2:3).

Scripture Twisting

Sometimes a cult’s false doctrines cannor be attributed to any of
the practices thus far discussed. When this is the case, a number of
factors may be involved, including: (1) dishonest manipulation of
the texts; (2) the use of poor scholarship; or (3) esotericism. A good
example of the first type of cult tactic can be seen in the Jehovah’s
Witnesses' New World Translation of the Holy Seriptures.

Greek scholars (both Christian and non-Christian) recognize this
Bible version not only as a poor and erroneous translation but as one
that belies an intentional manipulation of the texts in order ro make
it fit the Watchrower’s unbiblical doctrines. Julius Mantey, a highly
respected and well-known Greek scholar, went so far as to write the
Watch Tower Bible and Tract Society after it had quoted him out of
context in an atrempt to justify their faulty translation:
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(I have given] only a few examples of Watchtower mistranslations and
perversions of God’s Word. . . - In view of the preceding facts, espe-
cially because you have been quoting me out of context, | herewith
request you not to quote the Manual Grammar of the 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 publicarions from this time on.™

If a tailor-made version of the Bible is unavailable, cultists often
resort to the use of poor scholarship in an effort to legitimize 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 enrire doctrine at the
exclusion of additional passages dealing with the same issue.

Many cults, on the other hand, rely on an alrogether different
method of interpreting Scripture known as esotericism. It involves
finding hidden or secret messages within biblical passages that appear
fairly straightforward. Through esoteric biblical interpretation, words
are radically redefined so that they take on completely different mean-
inos than the ones intended. Passages suddenly do not mean what
th:e',-' appear to mean. Christian Science founder Mary Baker Eddy
(1821-1910) made the following esoteric reading out of Genesis:

The word Adam is from the Hebrew adamabh. . . . Divide the name
Adam into two syllables, and it reads, a dam, or obstruction. . . . Here
a dam is not a mere play on words; it stands for obstruction, error, even
the supposed separation of man from God.”

Elizabeth Clare Prophet uses esotericism when she argues that Jesus’
words, “Take myv voke upon you and learn from me” (Matt. 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 Ancient of Days.”! New Age author David Spangler claims
that when Jesus said, “Seek first the kingdom of God and His righ-
teousness” (NKJV), he actually was giving instructions to seek “the
state of identification with one’s true individualiry, the source within,

the Divine center.™*
There are several reasons why an esoteric system of reading the

Bible is illegitimate. First, nothing in Scripture indicates that it was
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intended to be read in an esoreric manner. Second, the esoteric
approach can be used to make the Bible say virtually anything, which
ettectively 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 actually impart-
ing a hidden message. Fourth, Jesus himself declared before the high
priests that he had taught “nothing in secret” but spoke “openly to
the world” (John 18:20 N1v).

Alrhough esotericism goes against all methods of interpreting a lit-
erary work such as the Bible, it is all too often used by nontraditional
religious bodies. 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 reachings, which conveniently support the doctrines
of a given group.

/

“WNew” Revelations

Undermining Scriprure’s reliability, teaching that the Bible is 2
closed book ro all but the most spiritually elite, and perverting the
clear meaning of biblical texts are not always enough to support var-
ious doctrines that are theologically cultic. Consequently, some groups
have provided their followers with addirional sources of “divine truth.”
These revelations, whether verbal or written, always contradict and
supersede the Bible when it comes to major doctrines of the Chris-
tian faith.

Mormons, 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.?* The speeches and writings
of the current LDS presidents are also authoritative. These extrabib-
lical 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 power over
them” (1 Nephi 13:28-29).
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Although Mormons claim to believe the Bible in its entirety, the
truth is that they believe Seripture only where it does not conflict with
their extrabiblical books, which were produced by their founder/
prophet Joseph Smith. As Bruce McConkie admits: “Acceprance of
the Bible is coupled with a reservation that it is true only insofar as
translated correctly. . . . The other three, having been revealed in mod-
ern times in English, are accepted withour qualification.”™*

The place of importance given to Joseph 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 than

through rthe Bible. . . . [T]here will be more people saved in the King-
dom of God—rten thousand rimes over—because of the Book of Mor-
mon than there will be because of the Bible.>

Many other cults also employ this method of circumventing bib-
lical teachings. Popular New Age groups are especially adept at cre-
ating documents that are supposedly new revelations of cruth. The
Urantia cult, for instance, looks to The Urantia Book (UB), a 2,097-
page volume of science fiction—sounding “truth” allegedly received
during the mid-1920s. According to followers of the UB, several
superhuman, angel-like beings known as “the revelators” used
thought-dictation to impart the UB to an individual who remains
unidentified to this day.*®

Whether or not God can reveal more truths to humanity is not the
issue. God can do anything consistent with his nature. The question
is: Has God revealed more truths? If he has done so, they would cer-
tainly line up with what he has already spoken. Bur the evidence
clearly shows that this is not the case. Cult-based revelations regu-
larly contradict the doctrines of Scripture. Each of these beliefs will
now be explored using the creeds of Christendom.

 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 earth. . . . And in one Lord, Jesus Christ,
the only-begotten Son of God . . . begotten not made,
being of one substance [essence] with the Father. . . and
was incarnate by the Holy Ghost of the Virgin Mary.
and was made man. . . . And [l believe] in the Hols
Ghost, the Lord and Giver of Life; . . . who with the
Father and the Son together is worshiped and glorified;
who spake by the Prophets.
Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed

We worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in Unity:
Neither confounding the Persons: nor dividing the Sub-
stance [Essence]. For there is one Person of the Father:
another of the Son: and another of the Holy Ghost. But
the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy
Ghost, is all one: the Glory equal, the Majesty coeter-
nal. . . . The Father uncreate[d]: the Son uncreate[d]:
and the Holy Ghost uncreate[d). . . . The Father eter-
nal: the Son eternal: and the Holy Ghost etemal. . . .
So likewise the Father is Almighty: the Son Almighty:
and the Holy Ghost Almighry. And ver they are not
three Almighties: but one Almighty. So the Father is
God: the Son is God: and the Holy Ghost is God. And
vet they are not three Gods: but one God.

Athanasian Creed




i
Lord of Israel

|God] is incomprehensible, in greatness untathomable, in height
inconceivable, in power incomparible, in wisdom unrivaled, in
coodness inimitable, in kindness unutterable. . . . He is Lord,
because He rules over the universe; Father, because He is before
all things; Fashioner and Maker, because He 1s 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 century!

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).? This
concept, hinted at in the Old Testament and tully established in the
New, is the doctrine of the Trinitv.

Orthodox theologians 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 coeternal 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 full posses-
sion of the divine essence. Simply put, the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit are the one true God. AL _aree 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.’

Son Spirit

W

The doctrine of the Trinity is a complex rheological view that,
although raught in the New Testament, took early Christians several
hundred vears to crystallize into a formal expression (i.e., the Nicene
and Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creeds). 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 to the New Testament (2 Cor.
13:14) bur to first- and second-century Christian churches.

Long before the 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 with God, which seemingly
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contradicted Hebrew monotheism. In an effort to understand how
Jesus could be God, church leaders of the first, second, and third cen-
turies undertook a thorough examination of both the Old Testament
and the recently composed New Testament.* An investigation into
the nature and function of the Holy Spirit began ar approximately
the same time.

This quest for spiritual truth resulted in numerous heared debates
among various scholars, theologians, and Christian thinkers. Even-
tually, the Trinity (“tri-unity”) doctrine was recognized as the correct
and most logical understanding of Scripture. Christian theologian
Louis Berkhof rightly comments, “The doctrine of the Trinity is very
decidedly a doctrine of revelation. . . . Therefore, it is of the utmaost
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 important Hebrew passage
relating to God’s nature: “Hear, O Israel! The LORD [YAHWEH] is our
God, the LORD [YAHWEH] is one!” This verse, known as the Shema,
served as the cornerstone of Old Testament Jewish thought con-
cerning the God of Israel—i.e., there exists only one true God, YAu-
WEH. By taking such a theological position, the Jews forever separated
themselves from the surrounding polytheistic cultures (e.g., Egyp-
tians, Philistines, Babylonians, Canaanites, Moabites).

The reality of the existence of only one true God is stressed again
and again throughout the Old Testament (2 Sam. 7:22), especially
in the pronouncements of God himself (Isa. 45:21-22; 46:8-9). In
fact, one of the main purposes of the Old Testament prophets was to
continually call the Jews back from idolatry 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 thar they rep-
resented (Hosea 4:12; Isa. 2:8, 20; 17:8; 31:7; Jer. 10:5, 10)."

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 savys,
“Let Us [plural] make man in Our [plural] image, according to QOur
[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 ra the speaker alone, for no such usage is demonstrable any-
where else in biblical Hebrew. Therefore we must face the question of
who are included in this “us” and “our.” It could hardly include the
angels in consultation with God, for nowhere is it ever stated thar
man was created in the image of angels, only of God.?

Even more thought-provoking is verse 27: "God created man in
His own [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. According 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.™

Some theologians maintain that the use of plural pronouns in Gen-
esis suggests a plurality of majesty, a form of speech a king would use—
for example, “We are pleased to grant our request.” But this is highly
unlikely, according to many orher linguistic experts and Bible schol-
ars. Wayne 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.™

The Old Testament also contains verses wherein one person called
God (or Lord) is interacting in some way with another person called
God (or Lord). Consider Psalm 45:6-7: “Your throne, O God, is for-
ever and ever. . . . You have loved righteousness and hated wicked-
ness: Therefore Gad, Your God has anocinted You.” Consider, too,
Genesis 19:24. which refers to Sodom and Gomorrah's fate: “Then
the LORD [YAHWEH] rained on Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and
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fire from the LORD [YAHWEH] out of heaven.” Especially interesting
is Isaiah 44:6, “Thus says the LORD [YAHWEH], the King of Israel and
his Redeemer, the LORD [YAHWEH] of hosts.”

A few verses even mention all three of the persons resident within
the nature 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, O Jacob, even Israel whom I called; I am He, I am the
first, | 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 |
have not spoken in secret, From the time it took place [Israel’s deliv-
erance), I was there” (v. 16a). Finally, God declares, *And now the
Lord GoD [YAHWEH] has sent Me, and His Spirit.”

None of these verses conclusively prove the Trinity. They do, how-
ever, serve as a theological doorway through which an understand-
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 several indications
of it. And this is exactly what might be expected.”” Robert Light-
ner, protessor 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 reaching from
both testaments for the full picture.™!

Like the Old Testament, the New Testament consistently affirms
the existence of only one God (Gal. 3:20; 1 Tim. 2:5). Additionally,
however, the New Testament presents numerous passages that iden-
tify 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 not only designate the Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit as God burt also ascribe to them the same attri-
butes 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 resurrec-
tion of Christ (the Father, Gal. 1:1; the Son, John 2:19-21; 10:17; the
Holy Spiriz, Rom. 8:11), while at the same time we are told that it was
God who raised Jesus trom the dead (1 Cor. 6:14). All three possess
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and impart eternal life (the Father, John 3:26; the Son, John 1:4; 5:21,
26: 10:28; 11:25; the Holy Spirie, 2 Cor. 3:6; Gal. 6:8).

The New Testament also presents the Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit as having an unusually close union. All are spec ifically men-
tioned in the Great Commission (Matt. 28:19), Paul’s benediction
to the Corinthian church (2 Cor. 13:14), and Peter’s salutation to
Christians living in Asia Minor (1 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 to Jesus and the Holy
Spirit (see chapters 5 and 6 of this book).

Only the Trinity doctrine is able to reconcile these 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, polytheism, modalism, and pantheism. Theological cults com-
monly accept one of these heretical views, each of which will now
be examined.

Henotheism: Monotheistic Mask

Many cults feel that Trinitarianism detracts from God’s unique sta-
tus as the only God and, therefore, should be rejected. Such groups
frequently state that the Trinity doctrine is false because “God is only
one.”? According to the Jehovah's Witnesses, there has never been
“3 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."

Noteworthy is the fact that most cultists spend a great deal of effort
condemning what they do nor understand. They consistently mis-
represent the Trinity, as the following Watchtower quotation shows:
“]S 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.™

Contrary to the above assertion, Christians do not claim that the
Trinity is three gods bug, rather, that there are three personal self-
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distinctions (i.e., persons) within the one God. The term persons does
not refer to separate organisms, as when used of people.!® This clari-
ficarion has been made again and again by Christian theologians, vet
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 they claim to stand against—belief in more rthan
one God.

The Jehovah’s Witnesses, for instance, teach that YAHWEH (Jeho-
vah) is Almighry God. A second god that they recognize is Jesus, whom
they designate as a mighty god, or a lesser god.!® In addition to these
two gods there exists a spiritually elite class of Wirnesses known as
the “Little Flock,” who supposedly have a divine nature thar will fully
manifest itself when thev are resurrected as gods. Members of the Lit-
tle Flock represent the Watchtower organization’s spiritual cream of
the crop. Together with Jesus they constitute “the Christ” of Scrip-
ture. Only these specially anointed JWs represent the church. Only
they are considered God’s children. '

e “|Tlhe 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, they constitute Jehovah'’s Anointed—
the Christ.”"”

o “[Tlhe ritles, Mighty God, and Everlasting Father, are titles
which fully understood, are very appropriate to Our Lord Jesus.
... | T]he same titles are applicable to the Church his body."®

e “Qur high calling is so great, so much above comprehension of
men, that they feel that we are guilty of blasphemy when we
speak of being ‘new creatures'—mnort any longer human. . . . [W]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 true character as Gods.”™

Witnesses draw a fine line distincrion berween all of these gods by
worshiping only Jehovah God.?® This theological position, which
reserves worship for just one god while recognizing the existence of
more than one god, is known as henotheism. It is pointedly contra-

dicted by every biblical verse that declares there is only one true God.
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The Bible leaves no room for the existence of more than one god
(Deut. 4:35, 39; 32:39; 2 Kings 19:19; Ps. 86:10; Mark 12:29).

Polytheism: Many Gods, Many Lords

Some cultists go beyond henotheism into polytheism, which entails
not only a belief in bur also a worship of more than one God. A good
example of a modern-day polytheistic cult is the Church of Jesus
Christ of Latrer-day Saints (LDS), also known as Mormonism. Mor-
mon theology can be traced directly to its founder, Joseph Smith
(1805—44), who habitually belittled Christian Trinitarianism.

Many men say there is one God; the Father, the Son and the Holy
Ghaost are only one God! | say that is a strange God anyhow—three
in one, and one in three! It is a curious organization. . . . All are to be
crammed into one God, according o sectarianism. [t would make the
biggest God in all the world. He would be a wonderfully big God—
he would be a giant or a monster.”!

Mormons tend to stress the biblical verses afhirming the plurality
of God over those passages demonstrating his unity. The result is a
belief in three entirely separate Gods—the Father, Son, and Holy
Ghost.22 As Joseph Smith proudly declared, “[L]o and behold! we
have three Gods . . . and who can contradict it?? It is these three
gods that Mormons worship.*

Latter-day Saints 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 thar there are more Gods than there are particles
of matter in those worlds."™ Brigham Young (1801-77)—second pres-
ident of the Mormon church—was much less willing to make esti-
mates. He would only state, “How many Gods there are, 1 do not
know. Bur there never was a time when there were not Gods.™®

Mormonism, like many other polytheistic groups, offers its mem-
bers the reward of godhood if they remain faithful to the tenets of
their faith. Atalarge 1975 gathering of Latter-day Saints, the tweltth
president of the LDS church, Spencer W. Kimball (1895-1985), pro-
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claimed: “Brethren, 225,000 of you are here tonight. | suppose 225,000
of vou may become gods. There seems to be plenty of space out there
in the universe.”?

God, however, says something altogether different in [saiah 43:10:
“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 exist? First Corinthians 8:5, for instance, speaks of “many gods
and many lords.” In seeking to properly understand such passages, it
is important to remember that anything can be made into a god: sex,
drugs, money, beauty, food. These gods, however, are not true gods.
They are false idols of worship. A false god can be a physical idol made
by someone’s hands (Lev. 19:4; Deut. 27:13), people who think they
are gods (Ezek. 28:2, 9; Ps. 82:2-7), or any spiritual entity other than
God that someone follows (2 Cor. 4:4). All of these “gods™ are not
true gods or gods by nature (Gal. 4:8). They are “so-called gods”
(1 Cor. 8:4-6). There is only one true God (2 Chron. 15:3; Jer. 10:10;
John 17:3).

Modalism: Spirit of Antichrist

Another anti-Trinitarian theology that has gained popularity
among cults is known as modalism. This ancient heresy can be traced
back to a man named Sabellius, who in the third 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 not three distinct persons but only
appears as such in order to reveal different aspects of his character.
The analogy used most often to illustrate this heresy is that of a man
who is a husband to his wife, a father to his children, and an employee
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to his boss. Although he is only one person, he holds three different
identities that change depending on the individuals with whom he
is associating. Sadly, this false doctrine is a perversion of two ortho-
dox beliefs: (1) there is only one God; and (2) Jesus is God. Gregory
Bovyd, a former member of the United Pentecostal Church, explains:

From these two truths, Oneness groups deduce that Jesus Christ is God
in his totality, and therefore that Jesus must himself be the Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit. . . . The prolific Oneness writer David Bernard
expresses the logic. . . . “If there is only one God and that God is the
Father (Mal. 2:10), and if Jesus is God, then it logically follows that
Jesus is the Father.”. . . So, 100, it is customarily argued . . . that if there
is only one God and thar Ged is the Holy Spirit, and if Jesus is indeed
God, then it must logically follow that Jesus is himself the Holy Spiric.*

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 interaction raking place berween
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. There must be three individual per-
sonalities in order for this interaction to take place. This is especially
apparent in Gospel passages 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; 5:30; 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
Father (John 14:12; 16:27-28).

« The Son speaks to the Father (John 17:1-26) and relates to
him as one person relates to another (Matt. 10:32-33; John
10:14-15).

Modalists not only fail to adequately explain these verses but 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 to the Old Testament standard for judging
whether a testimony is true: “Even in vour law it has been written
that the restimony 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 distincr persons: “[ am He
who testifies about Myself, and the Father who sent Me tesrifies abourt
Me” (v. 18).

Jesus” appeal to the Father as an additional witness of his author-
ity plainly expresses the othemess of God the Father from God the
Son. If Jesus and the Father were the same person, Jesus could not
have appealed ro the Old Testament law requiring the presence of at
least two witnesses before a testimony could be taken as trustworthy
(see Deut. 17:6; 19:15). The modalist interpretation of God’s nature
would render Jesus' testimony invalid. It would amount to nothing
more than him saying: “My testimony is true, and my witnesses are
me, myself, and 1.” Interestingly, Jesus appeals to a third restimony in
John 5:30-37. He declares that his works also bear witness of his
authority. There obviously is a difference between Jesus and his works.
S0, too, there is a difference berween Jesus and the Facher, both of
whom are mentioned in John 3.

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
if he is the Holy Spirit? A similar verse that is especially troublesome
for modalists is 1 Peter 1:12, which mentions “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 15:26). Consequently, Christ
also cannot be the Spirit.

Matthew 3:16-17 provides the most concrete depiction of the
Farher, Son, and Holy Spirit. The event recounted is Jesus’ baptism.
After being baptized, Jesus came up out of the warer, 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 well-
pleased.” Scripture leaves no room for doubt when it comes to whether
or not the Farher, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit are distinct from each
other. For persons who claim that the Father is Jesus, there is a dis-
turbing condemnation given by John: “This is the antichrist, the one

who denies the Father and the Son” (1 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 been directly influenced by Hinduism and other Eastern religions.
Such groups usually are part of the New Age Movement, which cult
expert Ellior Miller defines as “an extremely large, loosely structured
network of organizarions and individuals bound together by common
values . . . and a common vision (a coming ‘new age’ of peace and
mass enlightenment, the ‘Age of Aquarius').”*

Most New Agers espouse a belief about God called pantheistic
monism. This ancient doctrine teaches that everything we see “may
be reduced to a single, unifying principle partaking of the same essence
and reality."* It further asserts that all is God and God is all. New

Age spokesperson Benjamin Creme 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—only 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 thar you have ever known
or could ever know—and everything beyvond your level of knowing.™

Is everything ultimately one divine impersonal substance? Is “all
that is” really God? Not according to 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; 42:3; 44:24;
and Acts 17:24-25. God, rather than being a part of all that exists, is
the Creator of all that exists. Moreover, God 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 living God (Dan. 6:26; 1 Tim.
3:15; 4:10; Heb. 10:31) and is personally distinct from other minds.
He is capable of having interpersonal relationships (Exod. 2:24; Lev.
19:1; Heb. 4:13), is omniscient (1 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, compassionare, 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.’? But this objection has no real
merit. The term trinity simply makes it easier for someone to refer to
the Bible’s teachings about God’s nature. A single word is often used
ro represent a complex idea. Water, for instance, consists of two parts
hydrogen and one part oxygen (H,O), yet one would never say: “May
[ 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, bur many anti-Trinitarian cults have no problem
using this designation for Scriprure.*

Another common objection to the Trinity involves the date of its
formal appearance in church history. A comment by Victor Paul Wier-
wille (1942-85), founder of the Way International, typifies this par-
ticular charee: “[T|he trinity was not a part of Christian dogma and
formal documents of the first three centuries after Christ."

As we have seen, it is true that the doctrine of the Trinity was not
formally expressed until approximartely 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 formal manner the doctrines that Christians
were already believing and to work out a way of accurately commu-
nicating these doctrines throughour the world.

In other words, although the Trinity doctrine had not been offi-
cially stated until after the Nicaea and Constantinople Creeds, its
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 that God
existed in plurality. Note the following quotation from Hippolytus
(c. A.D. 2-235):

There is, brethren, one God. . . . God, subsisting alone, and having
nothing contemporaneous [at the same time with Himself], deter-
mined to create the world. . . . [T]here was nothing contemporaneous
with God. Beside Him there was nothing; but He, while existing alone,
yet existed in plurality (emphasis mine).*
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An additional attack on the Trinity focuses on its apparent simi-
larity to ancient pagan deiries:

Long before the founding of Christianity the idea of a triune god or a
god-in-three persons was a common belief in ancient religions. Although
many of these religions had many minor deities, they distinctly acknowl-
edged that there was one supreme God who consisted of three persons
or essences. The Babylonians used an equilareral triangle to represent
this three-in-one god. . . . The Hindu trinity was made up of the gods
Brahma, Vishnu, and Shiva. The Greek triad was composed of Zeus,
Athena, and Apollo. .. . [A]ncient cultures also accepted this idea; cul-
tures such as the Babylonian, Egyptian, Phoenician, Greek, Indian, Chi-

nese, Japanese, Icelandic, Siberian and others.’

[Tlhe Trinity is not a Bible teaching. . . . [L]ong before Jesus walked
the earth gods were worshipped in groups of three, or trinities, in places
such as ancient Egypt and Babylon.”

The origin of the trinity doctrine is traced back to the ancient Baby-
lonians and Egyptians and other ancient mythologists.*

These arguments are severely flawed, since an apparent similarity
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 wrong. 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 existence of at
least one god. Does this mean that anyone else who believes in one
Geod is actually borrowing from pagan teachings? Of course not.

[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."*
Third, pagan deities were not thought of as being coequal. One of
the deities was always greater than the other. Finally, it cannot be
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proven historically that Christians borrowed anything from pagan
religions to form the Trinity doctrine:

[Tlhe concept of God as one in essence but three in centers of con-
sciousness—what the Greek church referred to as three hypostases and
the Latin church as personae—is absolutely unique in the history of
human thought. No other culture or philosophical movement ever
came up with such an idea of God as this—an idea that remains verv
difficult for our finite minds to grasp.®

Some cults reject the Trinity doctrine because, according to them,
it is “conrradictory, incomprehensible, and unscriptural.”™* Christian
theologians agree that the Trinity is difficult to fully 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 how thar concept can be true, are comparible states
of mind.

| understand that the planer Earth is revolving at a speed of sev-
eral thousands of miles per hour, but I cerrainly do not fully compre-
hend how that can be. [ may also understand that the chair on which
[ 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 willing 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. 145:3; Isa. 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 whaose minds cannot let go of the
former question, several analogies for the Trinity may be helpful.

Time, for instance, consists of three distinct things: past, present,
and future. These three aspects of “time” correspond well to the Trin-
ity’s Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. In both cases, the three aspects are
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 ro individually as “rime” in somewhat the same fashion as
the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit can each be referred to 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 aspects of “time” are “time.”

Time is but one of many analogies that have been proposed in an
effort to represent the Trinity. Another is the multiplication for-
mula (I x 1 x 1=1). Unfortunately, no analogy for the Trinity is with-
out serious drawbacks. Bur this is what one would expect, since we
are dealing with a reality 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 vour
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 thar the imprint
of the triune God may be found in creation.” Ultimately the 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 burt it certainly is
Not CONtrary 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 our faith," “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 would remain “nearly incomprehensible.”#

In reference to the Trinity, St. Augustine reporredly commented,
“In no other subject is error more dangerous or inquiry more labori-
ous, or discovery of truth more profitable.™ An equally important
doctrine, which is closely related to the Trinity, is the deity/human-

ity of Christ. This will be the subject of chapter 3.

3
Jesus of Ilazareth

Now the Word of God is His Son, as we have before said. . . .

The Father of the universe has a Son; who also, being the first-
begotten Word of God, is even God.

Justin Martyr (A.D. 100-63)

early Christian apologist’

For thousands of years, extraordinary individuals have periodically
emerged from relative obscurity to change the course of human events.
Such personalities—whether military, religious, or political—have
affected the lifestyles and philosophies of countless millions. Consider
Buddha, Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Confucius, Constantine,
Martin Luther, Thomas Jefterson, 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 cannor be overstated. After two thousand years, Jesus’
teachings continue to spread from culture to culcure. His followers,
which at one time numbered only twelve, have steadily increased to
include between 1,674,282,000 to 1,869,752,000 people, as of 1995
(more than one third of the earth’s population).” He has been the
subject of countless books, magazine articles, movies, public debates,

i1
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and private discussions. The entire Western world measures time by
his birth and death. Who was Jesus of Nazareth? Was he aman ora
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 of Christianity, Jesus’ followers believed that
he was God incarnate, a unique union of divinity and humanity.
Ignartius, Bishop of Antioch (A.D. 2-98/107) called Jesus "God,™ as
did early Christian apologists Justin Martyr (A.D. 100-65),* Irenaeus
(A.D. 175-95). and Gaius (A.D. 180-217).7 Even secular sources artest
to the fact that, very early in the history of Christianity, believers
looked to Jesus as God. In a letter written to the Roman Emperor Tra-
jan (A.D. 98-117) by Pliny the Younger (A.D. 61-114), who was the
Roman governor of Bithynia, Pliny notes thart it was the habit of
Christians to gather together on a fixed day and recite by turns “a
form of words [i.e., 2a hvymn] ro Christ as God.™

One of the earliest church-sanctioned statements addressing
Jesus® identity was drafted by Christians at the Council of Nicaea
in A.D. 3235 and expanded on at the Council of Constantinople in
381. The resulting 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 human form as Jesus of Nazareth. The Council also
stressed that Jesus’ very nature, or essence, was the same as the
Father’s:

We believe in ONE GOD THE FATHER ALMIGHTY. ... And in
one Lord JESUS CHRIST, the only-begotten Son of God, Begotten
of the Father before all worlds; God of God, Lighr of Light. Very God
of very God, Begotten, not made, Being of one substance with the

Father.”

Further clarification of Jesus’ nature was made in A.D. 451 at the
Council of Chalcedon, 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’ two natures—human and
divine—were without mixture, confusion, separation, or division.®
The Chalcedon Creed not only safeguarded Jesus' divinity but also
clarified how thart divinity existed with humaniry.

[We] teach men to confess one and the same Son, our Lord Jesus
Christ, the same perfect in Godhead and also perfect in manhood;
truly God and truly man . . . one and the same Christ, Son, Lord,
Only-begortten, to be acknowledged in two natures, inconfusedly,
inchangeably, indivisibly, inseparably, the distincrion of natures being
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, not parted or divided into two persons, but one and the same

Son . . . Jesus Christ.*

The true humaniry and divinity of Jesus lies at the heart of the
gospel message. Having 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 Lighmer comments in his Hand-
book of Evangelical Theology, “To deny either the undiminished deity
or the perfect humanity of Christ is to put oneself outside the pale of
orthodoxy."" Theology 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
lived.™

Like the Trinity doctrine, biblical proofs for Christ’s humanirty
and deity can be found in both the Old and New Testaments. Few
cults have a2 problem acknowledging Jesus’ human nature. John the
apostle plainly stares thar Jesus actually came “in the flesh” (1 John
4:2-3). Jesus himself said that he was a “man” speaking words of
truth (John 8:40Q). Peter also referred to Jesus’ humanity (Acts 2:22).
When 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. [ronically
some of the most impressive statements regarding Jesus' identicy as
the God-man come from Jesus himself. It is to these texrts thar 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 his 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 have been handed over to Me by My Father, and
no one knows who the Son is except the Farher, and who the
Father is except the Son, and anvone to whom the Son wills to
reveal Him” (Luke 10:22).

o “If I glorify Myself, My glory is nothing; it is My Father who
glorifies Me, of whom vou say, ‘He is our God’” (John 8:54).

o ‘[ and the Father are one" (John 10:30).

o “He who hasseen Me has seen the Father. ... [ 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 with 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
8:59: 10:33).

Jesus made several other statements that would have been highly
“inappropriate if made by someone who was less than God.”"* He
said he would send “His angels” (Matt. 13:41), even though they
are commonly spoken of as “the angels of God” (Luke 12:8-9;
15:10). He forgave sins (Mark 2:5; Luke 3:20), even though God
alone can forgive sins (Luke 5:21; Isa. 43:25). He claimed that he
would be the one to judge humanicy (Matt. 25:31-34; 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 addirion to Jesus’ words, there are the remarks of the disciples.
John the apostle stated that Jesus existed “in the beginning” as God
(John 1:1). Both Paul and Peter call Jesus our “God and Savior” (Titus
2:13; 2 Peter 1:1). 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 things by himself (Isa. 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 that belongs exclusively to God (1 Sam. 16:7;
1 Chron. 28:9). Furthermore, Paul reveals that all those who call upon
the name of Jesus will be saved (Rom. 10:9-13), and in doing so quotes
Joel 2:32, a verse that applies to calling upon the name of YAHWEH
for salvation.

An especially interesting passage supporting Jesus’ deity is Hebrews
1:10-12. This passage is a direct quote of Psalm 102:25-27, which is
applied to God. In the New Testament, however, it is applied to the
Son. Robert Bowman, Christian scholar and author of Why You Should
Believe in the Triniry, enumerates several other proofs of Christ’s deity
that appear in the first chapter of Hebrews.

Hebrews 1:8-12 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” (v. 2a; cf.
Col. 1:15-17), the one through whom everything was made (v. 2b),
the “exact representation” of God’s very being (v. 3a), the one who
“sustains all things by the word of his power” (v. 3b) and who accom-
plished our salvarion (v. 3¢), who is better than all the angels (v. 4),
and is worshipped by the angels (v. 6). Thus, the Son has already been
described as in essence God, identified as the Crearor, Sustainer,
Owner, and Savior, and ascribed worship by the inhabitants of heaven.
It should come as no surprise, then, that in verse 8 God the Father
says “of the Son, *Your throne, O Geod, is forever and ever'” (trans-
lating licerally).’

Several Old Testament and New Testament passages also apply
exclusively divine titles to Jesus. These verses would not make sense
unless Jesus were truly the God of Israel.
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Diving TITLE GoD Jesus
SAVIOR Isaiah 43:3, 11 Luke 2:11; Ticus 3:6;
(See Luke 1:47; 2 Perer 2:20; 3:18;
1 Timothy 1:1; 2:3; 1 John 4:14
Titus 1:3; 3:4; Jude 23)
REDEEMER . Psalm 34:22; Isaiah 43:14; Galatians 3:13; 4:5;
44:14; 49:26; 54:8; 60:16 Tirus 2:14
(See Isaiah 59:20)
Rock ? Samuel 22:2, 32; 1 Corinthians 10:4
OF Psalm 18:31; 19:14;
SAFETY 62:2, 6; 78:35;
[szizh 44:8
STONE Isaiah §:14 1 Peter 2:6-8
OF
STUMBLING
PLACE 2 Samuel 22:3; Psalm 2:12
OF Psalm 62:7-8; 91:4;
REFUGE 94.22: Isaiah 17:10;
57:13

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 crucifixion 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 for
word translation shows that the phrase is a statement of fact about
Jesus: “The Lord of me and the God of me” (Ho Kurios mou kai ho
Theos mou).

Most cults deny either Jesus’ full humanity, his full deity, or both.
Some groups say he was nothing more than a man possessing excep-
tional insight, wisdom, and knowledge. Others maintain that he was
a supernaturally enlightened teacher endowed with some kind of cos-
mic consciousness often called “the Christ™ consciousness. A few of
the newer cults even have gone so far as to say Jesus was an extrater-
restrial astronaut!

The ways in which cults pervert Jesus’ identity are many and var-
ied. Paul the apostle warned that there would be “another Jesus”
preached to the world (2 Cor. 11:4). It is of the utmost importance,
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then, to be familiar not only with the real Jesus bur also with a few
of the more common false ones being promoted in the world of the
cults.

The “Good Teacher” Heresy

One of the most widely held beliefs among cults is that Jesus was
a mere man sent by God. According to The Way International, Scrip-
ture teaches thar Jesus Christ was a man®* but “not God."?? Jehovah’s
Witnesses make a similar statement: “[When God sent Jesus to earth
as the ransom, he made Jesus to be what would satisty justice, not an
incarnation, not a god-man, but a perfect man."!

As we have seen, however, the New Testament presents Christ as
God. Jesus, in fact, 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, we are faced
with only three oprions: (1) he was indeed God; (2) he was a liar; (3)
he sincerely believed he was God but was not, which means he was
a lunatic. Christian apologists Peter Kreeft and Ronald Tacelli elab-
orate on these well-known propositions.

Either Jesus believed his own claim to be God or he did not. If he did,
he was a lunaric. If he did not, he was a liar. Unless, of course, he was
(is) God. Why could he not be either a liar or a lunaric? 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 lunarics 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, inflexibility, dullness, predictability, inability to under-
stand and love others as they really are and creatively relate to oth-
ers. . . . This is the polar opposite of the personality of Jesus! . . . Jesus
had the three essential virtues every human being needs and wants:
wisdom, love and creativity. He wisely and cannily saw into people’s
heart. . . He solved insolvable problems. He also gave totally to oth-
ers. ... | he common verb predicated of those who met Jesus was thau-

mazo, “ro 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 most clever, cunning, Machiavellian, blasphemously
wicked, satanic deceiver the world has ever known, successtully seduc-
ing hillions into giving up their eternal souls into his hands. If ortho-
dox Christianity is a lie, it is by far the biggest and baddest lie ever
told, and Jesus is the biggest and baddest liar. But in every way Jesus
was morally impeccable. . . . But if Jesus must be either Lord, liar or
lunaric, 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’t. These are the only possibili-
sies. The first means he is Lord, the second means he is a liar, and the
third means he is a lunartic.”?

The “lord, liar, lunatic” argument presents a clear ditheulry to cults
wishing ro maintain a theological position that denies Jesus’ full deity.
There is, however, a way in which some groups have been able to cir-
cumvent the plain meaning of those biblical passages thart ascribe
deity ro Christ—relegate the Gospels to mythology.

The “Once upon a Time” Theory

Another erroneous theory about the historical person of Jesus
and his deiry/humanity proposes that Christ never really existed.
Jesus, according to this view, is nothing more than a legend/myth
invented by the Gospel writers. One of the leading proponents of
this theory was the Communist regime of the former Soviet Union.
One of its basic teachings was that Jesus was a second-century myth
designed to “account for an early proletarian [working class] com-
munist movement.

Others have asserted that “Jesus” was a figure invented by Jews to
personify downtrodden [srael, a conquered (crucified) nation of people
who would one day rise up (be resurrected) in vicrory over Rome."
In 1970 John Allegro, a Manchester University professor, proposed
that the word “Jesus™ was nort a proper name ar all but rather a code
ward designating a secret cult based on sacred mushrooms.*

The plausibility of these speculations quickly fades when exam-
ined in the light of historical documents and careful reflection. Sev-
eral nonbiblical/secular sources dating to the first and second cen-
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turies clearly speak of Jesus as the person from whom Christianity
sprang.

» In reference to the death of James (Jesus’ half-brother), it was
recorded thar “Ananus, who, as we have told vou already, took
the high priesthood. . . . [H]e assembled the Sanhedrin of
judges, and brought before them the brother of Jesus, who was
called the Christ, whose name was James, and some others:
and when he had formed an accusation against them as break-
ers of the law, he delivered them to be stoned” (Flavius Jose-
phus [Jewish historian, A.D. 37/38-110/120Q], Antiguities of the
Jews 20.9.1).2

« Immediately after the A.D. 64 burning of Rome, Nero “fastened
the guilr and inflicted the most exquisite tortures on a class
hated for their abominations, called Christians by the popu-
lace. Christus, from whom the name had its origin, suffered the
extreme penalcy during the reien of Tiberius at the hands of one
of our procurators, Pontius Pilatus, and a deadly superstition,
thus checked for the moment, again broke out not only in
Judaea, the source of the evil, 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. 53-120],
Annals 15.44).%2

¢ In a satirical work about the philosopher Proteous Peregrinus,
there is a lengthy description of Christians, whose “first law-
civer 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 living under his laws” (Lucian of Samasota [Greek
saririst, ¢. A.D. 120-180], On the Death of Peregrinus, 11-14).%

« The emperor Claudius expelled the Jews from Rome in A.D. 49
because “they were indulging in constant riots at the instigation
of one Chrestus” (Suetonius [Roman historian, A.D. 69-140],

Life of Claudius 25.4).#

In addition to these historical documents, there is a key aspect to
the Jesus accounts that effectively destroys all possibility of them being
pure legend: their J[ewish setting. Humaniries 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-

sence 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 sort of cri-
teria as we should apply to other ancient writings containing histori-
cal marerial, we can no more reject Jesus’ existence than we can reject
the existence of a mass of pagan personages whose reality as histori-
cal figures is never questioned.*

Clearly, only those persons with serious anti-Christian biases would
deny the existence of the historical person known as Jesus of Nazareth.
In fact, “no serious scholar has ventured to postulate the non-
historicity of Jesus—or at any rate very few.”*’ Even scholars highly
critical of Christianity recognize that Jesus “did exist.”

The “Ascended Master” View

The New Age Movement has spawned a number of bizarre con-
cepts about Jesus. One of the most popular views puts him into a cate-
cory with a host of other religious leaders from the past who have
since gone on to become “Ascended Masters” who dwell in higher
spiritual planes of the universe. These ethereal entities are said to
now be giving guidance and instruction through modemn-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 “Cosmic Christ,” which
is variously defined as the Universal Mind, the inner Self that is pres-
ent in 2ll persons, or the cosmic Source of all knowledge. Denver
Seminary professor Doug Groothuis, a New Age expert, explains that
this “Christ” is viewed by New Agers as “a universal presence work-
ing within all humaniry to raise it to a higher level of evolutionary
attainment.”*

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.”® Mem-
bers of the Church Universal and Triumphant embrace this concept
as well.

Churches have changed it all around. They think of Jesus Christ as
the only begotten Son of God without understanding that this is the
matrix from which we were all made. Chnst is the Universal Reality
from which we all sprang. . . . For Jesus attained the epitome of that
Christhood to which we, therefore, can aspire. We forget that some-
times.?! Jesus never said that he was the exclusive Son of God. When
in John 3:16 he spoke of the “only begotten Son,” he was referring to
the universal Christ whose Body is individualized (broken) for each
of us as our personal inner Teacher.™®

The Unity School of Christianity, Theosophy, Religious Science,
and nearly every other New Age group divides Jesus from “the Christ.”
According to cult specialist Ron Rhodes, “Fundamental to any dis-
cussion of New Age Christology is the recognition that New Agers
distinguish between Jesus (a mere human vessel) and the Christ (var-
iously defined, but always divine, and often a cosmic, impersonal
entity).”*

In contrast to such New Ape teachings, Scripture portrays Jesus
not as an “Ascended Master” among many bur as the “only begotten”
Son of Gaod (John 1:18). The Greek word translared "only begotten”
is monogenes, which literally means “one of a kind.” Hence, Jesus is
not just one Master among many Masters. Jesus himself warned that
there would arise many false Christs (Matt. 24:3).

Furthermore, the Bible does not draw a distinction between Jesus
the man and another entity known as “the Christ.” Jesus is pic-
tured as being the Christ (Greek Christos, “ancinted one”). Luke
2:11 reads: “For today in the city of David there has been bomn for
vou a Savior, who is Christ the Lord.” When Jesus asked his disci-
ples, “Who do you say that [ am?” Perer resolutely declared, “You
are the Christ, the Son of the Living God” (Martt. 16:16). He did

not say, ‘You are Jesus, who has been inhabited by the Cosmic
Christ Consciousness.”
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The “Created God” Concept

Many cults, of course, teach thar Jesus is indeed fully divine. Unfor-
runately they do not identify him as the Second Person of the one Tri-
une God. Such groups make Jesus a second god who at some point in
time came into existence. 1T hey deny what is called the “eternality”
of the Son, also known as the Son's preexistence. This is the biblical
teaching that the Son has always existed. Theologian Charles Ryrie
believes this to be a crucial aspect of Jesus’ claims about himself.

If Christ was not preexistent then He could not be God, because,

among other attributes, God is eternal. . . . If Christ was not preexis-
rent then He lied, because He claimed to be [John 8:58]. Then, the
question arises, what else did He lie abour™

In the New Testament we are consistently reminded that Jesus
existed before his birth. The verse most commonly appealed to is John
1:1, which states that Jesus, or “the Word,” was “in the beginning”
with God. This same Word evenrually “became flesh, and dweltamong
us” (v. 14). Also in the Gospel of John, we see John the Baptist declare
the following in reference to Jesus: “After me comes 2 Man who has
a higher rank than I, for He existed before me” (John 1:30). The Greek
in this passage, protos mou en, basically means “before I was bomn, he
already was.™?® The comment is significant because according to Luke
1:36, John was conceived six months before Jesus. Only if Jesus had
existed prior to his own birth could he be “before™ John.

Christ made a number of statements revealing that he actually
came from heaven to earth (John 3:13; 6:33, 38, 46, 51, 62; 8:23, 42;
16:27-28). There is additional evidence for Jesus' preexistence in the
Old Testament. The prophet Isaiah prophesied that one day the Mes-
siah would come to Israel and would be called the “Everlasting Father”
(Isa. 9:6 N1v). At first glance, this title seems to have little to do with
Jesus’ preexistence. It even sounds a little confusing. But Ron Rhodes,
in Christ before the Manger, explains the powerful implications behind
the phrase.

“Everlasting Father” in this verse is better 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 possesses a
thing is called the father of it. Thus, the father of strengrth means
strong; the father of knowledge, intelligent; the father of glory, glori-
ous [Albert Barnes, Notes on the Old Testament—Isaiah, p. 193].” Along
these same lines, “the father of peace” means peaceful; “the father of
compassion’ means compassionate; and “the father of goodness” means
good [E. W. Hengstenberg, Christology of the Old Testament, p. 196).
According to this common usage, the meaning of “Facher of eternity”
in Isaiah 9:6 is “erernal.” Christ as the Father of eternity is an eternal
being. John A. Martin thus rightly concludes that the phrase Ever-
lasting Father is simply “an idiom used to describe the Messiah's rela-
tionship to time, not His relationship to the other Members of the
Trinity [John Martin, “Isaiah,” in The Bible Knowledge Commentary,
p. 1053].” Further support for this view is found in “the Targums"™—
simplified paraphrases of the Old Testament Scriptures urilized by the

ancient Jews. It is highly revealing that the Targum of Isaiah renders
Isaiah 9:6: “His name has been called from of old, Wonderful Coun-

selor, Mighty God, He who lives forever, the Anointed One (or Mes-
siah), in whose days peace shall increase upon us [Stenning, The Tar-
gums of Isaigh, p. 32].” Clearly, the ancient Jews considered the phrase
“Father of eternity” as indicating the eternality of the Messiah. There
can be no doubr that this is the meaning [saiah intended to commu-
nicate to his readers.*

Alrhough some cults acceprt the fact that Jesus existed prior to his
birth in Bethlehem, they still insist that at some point in time he was
created by the Father. As the Jehovah's Witnesses put it, “Christ was

the first of God’s creations Col. 1:15; Rev. 3:14."7 Another group,
The Family, approaches Jesus’ nature in a similar way:

Here in the 14th verse of the third Chapter of Revelation, Jesus Him-
self . . . says He is the Beginning of the Creartion 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.*

These two arguments perfectly illustrate the way cults rely on poor
scholarship to justify their beliefs. When one carefully examines the
verses mentioned, it is clear that the biblical authors are communi-
cating a message vastly different than “Jesus is a created being.” In
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Colossians 1:15—17, the Greek text indicates that 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 prototokos (“firstborn”
or “first-bearer”), rather than protoktistos (“first-created”). One exam-
ple of firsthorn being used in this context can be found in Jeremiah
31:9 where Ephraim is called God's “firstborm.” Genesis 41:51-52,
however, states that Manasseh was literally the firstborn, not Ephraim.
Ephraim was the preeminent son of the family. Obviously, firsthorn
does not always have to mean the first one born or the first created.

In Revelarion 3:14, the Greek word translated “beginning” (arche)
also does not necessarily refer to a literal beginning. It often connotes
the idea of something being “the origin” or the “active cause” of some-
thing. In 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 crearion springs. This Greek word (arche) is the same one from
which we get our English 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 the true
Son of God.™*

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 to simply say
that “Jesus, highly advanced as he was . . . had a purely natural birth,
with natural parents, Mary and Joseph."# Other cults, however, have
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more inventive theories. Mormons believe thar Jesus was conceived
through sexual intercourse between Mary and God the Father, whom
they believe to be an exalted man.# Sun Myung Moon and his Uni-
fication Church put forth the notion that Jesus was born as a result

of sex between Mary and the aged priest Zacharias, the husband of
her cousin Elizabeth.

As soon as the young girl [Mary] heard thar she had been chosen to
give birth o the Son of God, she “went with haste and entered the
house of Zacharias” (Lk. 1:39). By giving herself to the aged priest,
Mary would prove that she was truly a handmaiden of the Lord. Such
an act of rotal 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. 1:30).%

Reverend Moon seems to have no problem with the fact thar
such an act would have made Mary and Zacharias adulterers. Ac-
cording to the Old Testament, the penalty would have been death
by stoning for both of them (Lev. 20:10). 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 taught that Jesus was con-
ceived through sex between Mary and God the Father. This view,
however, evolved over the years into The Family's current belief,
which is thar Jesus was conceived through sex berween Mary and
the angel Gabriel ¥

Contrary to what is asserted by cults, there are several good rea-
sons to recognize and accept the orthodox Christian affirmarion of
the virgin birth. First, the Bible testifies that Jesus was conceived of
a virgin (Mart. 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 would have to be somehow different from the normal
means by which a human child is produced.

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

Finally, if Jesus had not 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 Jeconiah.™*

In Luke 9:18-19, Jesus asked his disciples, “Who do the people say
that [ am?” He received a number of answers: John the Baprist, Eli-
jah, and “one of the prophets of old” who had been raised from the
dead. Today, as in the first century, men and women are still seeking
to understand the man called Jesus of Nazareth. Burt he is not the only
member of the triune God that continues ro be misunderstood. Cults
regularly misrepresent the Third Person of the Trinity as well—the
Holy Spirit.

b
Spirit of Truth

“When the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the

Father, thar is the Spirit of Truth who proceeds from the Father,
He will testify about Me.”
Jesus of Nazareth

(John 15:26)

In the previous chapters we have discussed the First Person of the
Trinity (the Father) and the Second Person of the Trinity (the Son).
But what of the Third Person who exists within the eternal nature of
the one true God? According to the celebrared Bible reacher R. A.
Torrev, “One of the most characreristic and distinctive doctrines of
the Christian faith is that of the personaliry and deity of the Holy
Spirit. The doctrine of the personality of the Holy Spirit is of the
highest importance.™

Unfortunately there is widespread confusion about the Holy Spirit.
Even within Christianity it is not difficult o find unbiblical and occa-
sionally bizarre ideas about the Third Person of the Trinity. All too
often I have tumed on Christian television only to see an evangelist
either throwing the Holy Spirit on believers as if the Spirit were a lig-
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 atracks against Luke Skywalker in The Return
of the Jedi. Such demonstrarions clearly indicate that there has not been
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enough orthodox teaching from American pulpits about the Holy Spirit
and how that Spirit works in the hearts 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 as a third god
entirely separate from Jesus and the Father. All cults may not agree
100 percent on who, or what, the Holy Spirir is, but most of them
have at least three erroneous beliefs in common: the Holy Spirit is
not a person of the Trinity, as defined by orthodox Christians; the
Holy Spirit is not equal to the Father andfor the Son; and the Holy
Spirit is not one in essence 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 descriprive term for “all that is” (see chapter 4). Consequently,
no personal entity known as the "Holy Spirit” is ever recognized.
Although some New Age or Eastern philosophy—based cults may ralk
about the “One Soul” or “the Spirit,” this is merely a reference to the
universal consciousness through which all of us are ultimarely united
as one.

The Rosicrucians believe and have always believed that there is bur
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 separated from the universal soul or is never an entity in such
a sense 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,
may be quite different and thereby give us those characteristics or traits
of personality which we interpret as individuality.” Yet God, the Ini-
riates and ourselves are all of one Substance, undivided, indivisible, but
differenriated in vibrarional starus.’
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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 rells us thar during
creation “the Spirit of God was moving over the surface of the warers.”
Orther Old Testament passages speak of the “Spirit of God" coming
upon various individuals and enabling them to prophesy and/or ren-
der service to the Lord (Num. 11:26; 1 Sam. 10:10; 2 Chron. 24:20).
Several Old 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 “Holy Spirit” (Acts 19:6; Rom. 15:16; 1 Cor. 12:3; 2 Cor.
13:14; Eph. 1:13; 1 Thess. 4:8).

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 Christianity, 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 Holy
Spirit, claiming that the Third Person of the Trinity is not a person
at all.

Power or Person!

Once the personality of the Holy Spirit is denied, cults are free to
apply virrually any label to the Third Person of the Trinity:

* Christian Science: a divine body of knowledge known as
“Divine Science™

o Christadelphians: “the energy or power of God” used in creation®

e Jehovah's Witnesses: “an invisible active force by means of
which he [God] gets his will done™

e The Way International: “power from on high, spiritual abili-
ties, enablement™

* Freemasonry: “a Life-Principle of the world™

A few cults use decidedly mystical and highly evocative imagery
to describe the Holy Spirit. Eckankar, for instance, teaches that the
Spirit is God’s “Light and Sound. It is the Voice of Ged 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.™*®

In all fairness, it can somerimes be difficulr in certain parts of Scrip-
ture to uncover the personality of the Holy Spirit. Theologian Louis
Berkhof observes that the terms “Spirit of God” or “Holy Spirit” do
not “suggest personality 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.™!

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.”* He gives us new
spiritual life through regeneration (John 3:5-8), sanctifies us so we
can become more like Christ (Rom. 8:13; 15:16; 1 Peter 1:2), and
empowers us for service (Acts 1:8; 1 Cor. 12:7-11).22

Although the Holy Spirit is not featured as prominently in the
Bible as the Father and the Son, the 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. 2:11), 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 witness (John
15:26; Acts 5:32; Rom. 8:16), leads and guides (John 16:13; Rom.
8:14), hears (John 16:13), glorifies Christ (John 16:14), convicts unbe-
lievers’ hearts (John 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 (1 Cor. 12:11), and exhibits self-control by 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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tower article supported the personhood, or personality, of Satan using
the following argument: “[Clan an unintelligent force carry ona 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.™*

The criteria used by the Watchtower regarding the significance of
personal attribures is the same criteria used by Christians to establish
the personality of the Holy Spirit. If the Watchtower were to be con-
sistent, it would have to acknowledge the Holy 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. This grammatical construction, at the
very least, suggests that the Holy Spirir is a person:

“I will ask the Father, and He will give you another Helper [Parakle-
tos], that He may be with you forever.”
(John 14:16)

“When the Helper [Parakletos] comes, whom I will send to you from
the Father, that is the Spirit of truth who proceeds from the Father,
He will testify about Me.”

(John 13:26)

“If I do not go away, the Helper [Parakletos] will not come to you; but
if I go, I will send Him to you. And He, when He comes, will convict
the world of sin and righteousness and judgment.”

(John 16:7b-8)

Some cults have argued thart the use of the personal, masculine
pronoun he (Greek ekeinos) in these 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”—parakletos—is itself a masculine de-
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scriptive term; therefore, a masculine pronoun must be used in order
to match the masculine noun. [n 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 two verses the term parakle-
tos 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 erammati-
cal choice. In fact, he had a perfect opportuniry to use a neuter pro-
noun and clearly indicate that the Parakletos—the pneuma—uwas an
“it” rather than a person. He chose, however, to deliberately continue
using the personal pronoun. According to many theologians (e.g.,
]. L. Packer, R. C. Sproul, Charles Rytie) John’s word 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 [parakletos], the Holy Spirit [pnewmal, whom the
Father will send in My name, He [ekeinos] will teach vou all things,
and bring to your remembrance 2ll thart I szid to you.”

(John 14:26)

“When the Helper [parakletos] comes, whom I will send to you from
the Father, that is the Spirit [pnewnal of cuth who proceeds from the
Father, He [ekeinos] will testify about Me.”

(John 15:26)

“But when He [ekemnos], the Spirit [pnewumal of truth, comes, He will
guide you into all the truth; for He will not speak on His own initia-
tive, but whatever He hears, He will speak; and He will disclose to
vou what is to come. He will glorify 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 two words for “another” that could have
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been used in this verse: heteros and allos. Both have significantly dif-
ferent meanings. Heteros “expresses a qualitative difference and denotes
‘another of a different sort.”” Allos, on the other hand, “expresses a
numerical difference and denotes ‘another of the same sort.’™"*

John records Christ’s words using the term allos. Jesus, being our
arst Helper (1 John 2:1), was promising to send another Helper like
himself. Bluntly pug, if cults wanr to maintain that the Holy Spirit is
not a real person, they will also have to believe thart Jesus is not a real
person. Christ’s use of the term allos is also important because it indi-
cates that the Holy Spirit is God (is “another” like Jesus).

God the Holy Spirit

Although some cults go so far as to identify 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 3, Ananias and his wife, Sapphira, sold their property but
were dishonest about how much theyv had received from the purchase.
Peter confronted Ananias: “Ananias, why has Satan filled your heart
to lie to the Holy Spirit and to keep back some of the price of the
land?” (v. 3). Peter goes on to tell Ananias that in lving to the Holy
Spirit, he had actually lied “to God” (v. 4). It should also be men-
tioned here thar a person can only lie to another person. This pas-
sage, therefore, also gives turther proot that the Spirit is not an *inac-
tive force” or an impersonal power.

In addition to this powerful 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
of Israel. . . . He spoke by the mouth of His holy prophets from of old.”
Compare this statement with the words of Paul the apostle: “The
Holy Spirit rightly spoke through Isaiah the prophet to vour fathers”
(Acts 28:23). Consider, too, 1 Corinthians 3:16 and 6:19, which state,
“The Spirir of God dwells in vou. . . . Your body is a temple of the
Holy Spirit.” Compare these two verses with 2 Corinthians 6:16: “We
are the temple of the living God; just as God said, ‘T 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 orthodox view of the Trinity's

Third Person. Although The Family believes that the Holy Spiritisa
divine person, their Holy Spirit is quite different from the biblical one:

[ ALWAYS DID THINK OF GOD AS OUR HEAVENLY FATHER
AND HIS SPIRIT OF LOVE AS OUR HEAVENLY MOTHER. ...
His beaurtiful Holy Spirit, God’s Spirit-Queen of Love. . . . 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 Truth!'®

A correct understanding of the Holy Spirit is just as crucial to good
theclogy 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 Hely Spirit “is not mere atfirmarion 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 modern transla-
tions, whereas the latter term is used in the King James Version of
the Bible (KJV). The variant readings in the K]V have led to a num-
ber of confused ideas.

The Mormons, for example, who accept the K]V as their primary
translation of the Bible, believe that there are three gods—Father,
Son, and Holy Ghost. At the same time, they believe that there is
something called the “Holy Spirit,” which is said to be a “divine
essenice” 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 essence”
by means of which the Godhead operates upon man and in nature.'

SPIRIT OF TRUTH 101

Mormon doctrine fails to recognize that the same Greek word
(pneuma) is translated as both Spirit and Ghost in the K]V. The only
difference between them is the occurrence of the word holy (hagion)
as a prefix to pneuma. In the KJV, the word Ghost is used when holy
is present. Translators of the KJV tended to use the term Spirit if holy
did not appear before pneuma. Because only one Greek word is used,
making a distinction between “Spirit” and “Ghost” is erroneous.

Yet another cult, The Way International, makes an equally seri-
ous mistake about the Holy Spirit based on their founder’s ignorance
of proper biblical exegesis (interpretation). In his controversial baok
Jesus Christ Is Not God, Victor Paul Wierwille stated:

God is Holy and Ged is Spirit. The gift that He gives 1s holy spinit. . - .
[Iln the Greek manuscripts and texts the word pneuma, “spirit,” is
never capitalized. Theretore, when the word pneuma is translared
“Spirit” with a capital “S” or “spirit” with a small “s,” it is.an inter-
pretation. . . . [I]r is understandable why so many people confuse the
Giver, Holy Spirit, with the gift, holy spirit. The Giver is God who is
Spirit, pneuma, and Holy, hagion. . . . Luke 11:13. . . . how much more
shall your heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit [pneuma hagion] to
them that ask him? This 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.”*°

Whar Wierwille is saying is that the "Holy Spirit” actually refers
only to the Father (the only person Wierwille recognizes as “Goed”).
“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 idenrification of a Holy Spirit/holy spirit is entirely with-
out grammatical or linguistic support. Only one Holy Spirit is men-
rioned in the Bible and he is not God the Father. In Isaiah 48:16,
God the Father is mentioned separately from the Holy Spirit. Isaiah
63:9-10 mentions the Holy Spirit along with God the Father who
put the Spirit in the midst of the people. These passages show the
rwo 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 the Farher, Son, and Holy Spirit are numerous. This is not sur-
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prising since God’s nature has been perverted by people since the ear-
liest days of history (Rom. 1:18-23). Why! The answer to this ques-
tion involves what is perhaps the grearest hindrance to a proper under-
standing of the one true God: sin. Humanity’s primary spiritual | _-
problem, and Gods solution for it, is examined in part 3. Fman Part 3

[1 believe] in one Lord JESUS CHRIST . . . who, for us men
and for our salvation, came down from heaven . . . and
was made man; and was crucified also for us under Pon-
tius Pilate; he suffered and was buried; and the third day
he rose again, according to the Scriptures.
Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed
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Furthermore it is necessary to everlasting salvation: that
he also believe rightly [faithfully] the Incarnation of our
Lord Jesus Christ. . . . Who although he be [is] God and
Man; ver he is not twa, but one Christ. . . . Who suffered
for our salvation . . . rose again the third day from the
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dead.
Arthanasian Creed
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llatural Born Sinners

We all deal daily with annovances. . . . Deeper than annovance
lies an array of regrets. . . . Bur even further toward the alarm
end of the trouble spectrum lie certain distresses that theologians
call miseries. People feel walled in by loneliness, for example... ..
The whole range of human miseries, from restlessness and es-
trangement through shame and guile to the agonies of daytime
television—all of them tell us that things in human life are not
as they ought to be.
Comelius Plantinga Jr.
theology professor
Calvin Theological Seminary!

On May 23, 1994, in Columbia University’s Low Memorial Library,
photojournalist Kevin Carter accepted the most prestigious award his
profession could offer—the Pulitzer Prize. Shortly after receiving this
honor, Carter wrote to his parents: “I swear [ 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 acknowledgment of my work I could
receive. -

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 battling for years.

On the evening of July 27, 1994, thirty-three-year-old Kevin Carter
drove his pickup truck to a secluded spot where he had often played
as a boy. He then “used silver gaffer tape to attach a garden hose to
the exhaust pipe and run it to the passenger-side. . . . He got in and
switched on the engine.” As he listened to music playing on his
Walkman, Carter closed his eyes and used his knapsack as a pillow
on which to rest his 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 poinr that joy does not
exist. ...l am haunted by the vivid memories of killings & corpses &
anger & pain . . . of starving or wounded children, of trigger-happy
mad-men, often police, of killer executioners.*

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 ro cease.
Various countries continue perpetrating human rights violarions.
Man’s inhumanity to man thrives unabared. Where does the hatred
and violence come from? Why 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, humaniry’s main spiritual
problem and God’s solution for it.

The Fall

The origin of our relationship to sin, the consequences of that rela-
tionship, and our inherent propensity toward sinning date back to
the very beginning of the human race. The Bible records that Adam
and Eve, the first human beings, were perfect and without sin when
they were created by God. Both Adam and Eve received life directly
from God himself (Gen. 1:27). 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 to 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 component of
a loving relarionship between 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 hearts, God commanded 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). Unfortunarely 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 between good and evil in a reverse man-
ner—rthrough disobedience.’ Their actions were the first sins com-
mitted on earch. With their deeds came God’s judgment on them, as
well as on their descendants, the entire 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). Human
beings, also cursed, could no longer live forever as they were origi-
nally designed to do (2:16-17). 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 prey to weaknesses and diseases, which result in discomforts and often
in agonizing pains; and his menral life became subject to distressing dis-
turbances, which often rob him of the joy of life, disqualify him for his
daily task, and sometimes entirely destroy his mental equilibrium. His
very soul has become a bartle-field of conflicring thoughts, passions, and
desires. The will refuses to follow the judgement of the intellect, and
the passions run rior without the control of an intelligent will.#

As the human race continued on its course of development, the
tendency to disobey God increased exponentially. At one point,
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the wickedness of society grew so great that the intent of every-
one’s heart was continually evil (6:3). Throughout Genesis, human-
itv’s estrangement from God can be seen working itself out through
sins that are still common today: murder (4:8), drunkenness (9:21),
lying (12:13), adultery (16:4), homosexuality (19:5), and incest
(19:32-36). In his Moody Handbook of Theology, Dr. Paul Enns
insightfully explains thart 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 unrighteousness of men.”
Ungodliness refers to man's failure to obey God and keep command-
ments related to Him (Exod. 20:1-11); unrighreousness is seen in man'’s
failure to live righteously toward his fellow man (Exod. 20:12-17).7

According to |. I. Packer, sin “may be comprehensively defined as
lack of conformity to the law of God in act, habit, attitude, outlook,
disposition, motivation, and mode of existence.” More specifically,
sin may be defined in four distinct, yet related ways:

1. Breaking God's law or standards of right conduct (Rom. 4:15;
compare Rom. 2:23; 5:14; Gal. 3:19)

1. Nonconformity 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
the flesh (Rom. 7:14, 17-25)

4. A state of mind that not only tolerates but actively pursues law-
lessness (1 John 3:4)¢

The effects of Adam's choice ro 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 form of a morivationally twisted heart, 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. ... [W]e
are not sinners because we sin, but rather we sin because we are sin-
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ners, born with a nature enslaved to sin."® Recent statistics support
- , - : - I - 2 . -
Packer. Even someone’ 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.

By 1995, 25 percent of all murdered children were being killed
by other children.t?

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 ﬁ,f;:rung law-
breakers have been labeled by Princeton professor John ]. 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.”S

* In 1994, fourteen-year-old Eric Smith was sentenced to nine
years to life for the 1993 stoning and strangulation of four-year-
old Derrick Robie, who lived near Smith in Savona, New
York.!®

* Seventeen-year-old Joseph Cheadle of Milwaukie, Oregon, was
convicted and sentenced in 1994 for beating to death a 103-
year-old man and ransacking his home.!7

* InChicago, Illinois, 1994 also saw the sentencing of an eleven-
year-old boy who, when he was only ten, broke into eighty-
three-year-old Anna Gilvas’s house, bear her with her own cane,
and slit her throat with a ten-inch knife.!s

¢ Three Florida youths—aged thirteen, fourteen, and fifteen—
were sentenced to state prison in 1996 for the 1994 shootine
of a store clerk during an attempted robbery.!? i

* In 1996, a fourteen-year-old Southern California vouth 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 to gun down.®
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o A twelve-year-old Texas girl was sentenced in 1996 to twenty

years in state custody for beating to death a two-and-a-half-
vear-old child.?

[t is painfully obvious that Adam’s disobedience set in motion a
host of problems affecting relationships between human beings.
Worst of all, however, the fall separated humanity from God (lsa.
59:2). So devastating were the consequences of Adam’s rebellion
against God thar it not only produced physical death (Gen. 2:17;
Rom. 5:12-21;6:23; Eph. 2:1, 5) but also spiritual death. In the clas-
sic work The Fundamentals (1917), Rev. Thomas Whitelaw outlined

with great clarity the extent to which all of us have been influenced
by sin.

[t is not a malady which has affected only one part of man’s complex
constiturion: every part thereof has felt its baleful influence. It has
darkened his understanding and made him unable, without supernat-
ural illuminarion, to apprehend and appreciate spiritual things. “The
natural man receiveth not the things of the Spirit of God, neither can
he know them, because they are spiritually discerned” {1 Cor. 2:14);
and again, “The Gentiles walk in the vanity of their minds, having
the understanding darkened, being alienated from the life of God
through the ignorance thar is in them, because of the blindness of
their hearts™ (Eph. 4:17, 18). It defiles the hearr, so that if left to itself,
it becomes “deceitful above all things and desperately wicked” (Jer.
17:9), so “full of evil” (Eccl. 9:3) and “only evil continually” (Gen.
6:3), that out of it proceed “evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, forni-
cations and such like” {(Matt. 15:19), thus proving it to be a veritable
cage of unclean birds. It paralvzes 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 do good evil is present with them,
that they are carnal sold under sin, that whar they would they do nor,
and what they hate they do, that in their flesh, i.e., their sin-polluted
natures, dwelleth no good thing, and thar while to will is present with
them, how to perform that which is good they know not (Rom.
7:14-25). It dulls the 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 abourt it (Eph. 4:19). In short there
is not a faculty of the soul that is not injured by it. “Sin when it is fin-

ished bringeth forth death” (James 1:5).%
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Even a cursory reading of the daily newspaper supports Scriprure’s
presentation of humanity as being innately sinful. Nevertheless,
cults often deny our condition as creations estranged from their Cre-
ator. The following sections discuss bur a few ways that cults mis-
understand the sinful predisposition of all human beings. A few
groups, as we shall see, utterly dismiss the entire concept of sin and
its effects.

Sin: The IHlusion

The docrrinal views of numerous Mind Science groups are built
on a foundarional belief that everything we see is a mere illusion. Sin,
evil, suffering, and even death are relegated to the realm of decep-
tive fantasy.

[Tlhe cardinal point in Christian Science, [is] that matter and evil
(including all inharmony [sic], sin, disease, death) are unreal.®

“[E]vil is but an illusion, and it has no real basis. Evil is a false belief."

“There isnoevil. .. . [Tlhe apparent absence of good (evil) isunreal. It
is only an appearance of evil, just as the moving sun was an appearance.”

“Pain, sickness, poverty, old age, death, cannot master me, for they
are not real. . . . There is no evil (or devil). . . . Pain, sickness,
poverty, old age and death are not real, and they have no power
over me.”

Many New Agers fit into a similar caregory. For some of them, any-
thing is permissible because sin is unreal. Saran too is viewed as a false
concept. Evil in this belief system is merely “the manifestarion of a
force that is out of place or out of timing, inappropriate to the needs
and realities of the situation.”” In other words, evil is just a misdi-
rected thoughr, a glitch in perspective, or a deceptive image origi-
nating in the mind of the person perceiving something as evil/sin.
The logical conclusion of such a view is that people actually creare
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 the throes of terrible physical illness or financial ruin,
to think of ir all as a game, but thar is what it is, nonetheless. Not only
are they plaving a game, but they are playing their own game. The
osame that they creared for themselves to play.™

YOU are the only thing thar is real. Evervthing else is your imagina-
tion, movie stuff you've brought into your screenplay to help you see
who vou 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 responsibilicy for making your life what you want it to

be®

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 itself, including what is
richt and wrong, leave almost no place for appeals to the Bible. For-
runarely, their worldview has a major weakness. Its pracricality often
breaks down in the course of daily living, which results in inconsis-
tent behavior.

New Agers, for example, often say that there is no good or evil, yet
they simultaneously contend that some things are inherently “good”
(ecology, natural health, brotherhood, holistic medicine, etc.) and
some things are bad (being intellectually intolerant, passing theo-
logical judgments on others, standing against abortion, etc.). Taking
a stand on what is right or wrong is irreconcilable with their position
rhat there is no right and wrong or good and evil.

Their inconsistent worldview rends to be brought out even more
if they themselves are threatened with something thar is "wrong.”
For example, | have often asked New Agers or Mind Science prac-
tirioners what thev would do if I stole their wallet or punched them
in the face. They immediately responded by saving they would
unhesitatingly call for the police. I then ask: “Why?” [ have received
a variety of answers, each one ultimately breaking down to: “Because
it's wrong."

It is here that a Christian 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 cruth—rthe Bible. At this point,
Scripture can be used to show that Satan, sin, and evil are all very
real.

Jesus, who is revered as a greart teacher even by New Agers and
Mind Science practitioners, often mentioned Satan (Mate. 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 2a “murderer” and “a liar”
in whom there is no truth whatsoever (John 8:44). Jesus’ temptation
in the desert (Martt. 4:1-11) would have been a perfect opportunicy
ta 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 desperately 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 richteous God of the
universe (Rom. 5:18-19), who judges according to his eternal law
(Rom. 7:7; James 2:10-11; 1 John 3:4), which is holy, just, and good
(Rom. 7:12).

Stumbling toward Immortality

Some cultists actually view the tall as a blessing. Mormons, for
instance, who believe that they can evenrually 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 won-
derful plan to get his “spirit children” moving toward godhood.

According to the foreordained plan, Adam was to fall . . . so that the
opportunity for eternal progression and perfection might be offered to
all the spirit children of the Father.®

When Adam was driven out of the Garden of Eden, the Lord passed
a sentence upon him. Some people have looked upon that sentence
as being a dreadful thing. It was not; it was a blessing.”!
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To Mormons, then, the events that transpired in the Garden of
Eden were not really tragic because they changed Adam and Eve
from immortal beings into mortal beings, thereby enabling us (their
descendants) to obtain mortality, which is an indispensable prereqg-
uisite to godhood. Tenth Mormon President Joseph Fielding Smith
explains:

[ never speak of the part Eve took in this fall as a sin, nor do I accuse
Adam of a sin. . . . When he ate, he became subject to death, and
therefore he became mortal. . . . [N]either Adam nor Eve looked upon
itasasin. . . . [The fall] brought to pass all of the vicissitudes [changes]
of morzality. . . . It brought death: bur we must not lose sight of the
fact thar 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, thar you're innately, inherently, and intuitively
good.”® 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 Christian 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.”*

Scripture, however, does not indicate that 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. 6:3; Ps. 14:3; [sa. 53:6; John 3:19; Rom. 3:11-12). No one is
righteous (Eccles. 7:20; Isa. 64:6; Rom 3:23). In fact, the apostle Paul
called unbelievers slaves to sin (Rom. 6:6, 17, 20). John further
declared that those who say they have no sin are merely deceiving
themselves, and the truth is not in them (1 John 1:§, 10).

Adam and Eve's disobedience was a tragically poor choice that
spread physical and spiritual death to all people (Rom. 5:12; 6:23;
8:10). Eve was deceived and Adam deliberarely 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 evervone (Heb. 2:9), the just for
the unjust, so that we might be brought to God (1 Perter 3:18). Jesus
paid the price for all of our personal sins (1 Cor. 13:3; 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. 5:1-2; 10:9; Eph. 2:1-10), we appropriate for
ourselves the work he accomplished on the cross. This results in
receiving the gift God offers—etemal life in his loving presence (John
3:16; Rom. 6:23).

Earning Eternity

Closely associated with the Christian conviction that belief in
Christ delivers us from the power of death (both physical and spir-
itual) is the Christian view that 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 not of ourselves. It is a gift of
God, “nort as a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Eph.
2:8-9).

This concept is usually denied in some way by culrts, which invari-
ably insist that 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 or rescue from the
effects of personal sins is to be acquired by each for himself, by faith
and good works."” Forgiveness for personal sins “can only be obtained
through obedience to the requirements of the gospel, and a life of
good works.”

The Christadelphians, another modern-day cult, hold a simi-
lar position: “What else is necessary for salvation besides faith?
‘Works'—that is obedience to God’s commands as taught by
Jesus.™7 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 eternal life that every last person on earth should
now be working. Are you?*



116 AMAZING GRACE

To get one’s name written in that book of life will depend upon one’s
works, whether they are in fulfillment of God’s will and approved by

his Judge and King.*

Jesus Christ identified a first requirement when he said in prayer . ...
“This means everlasting life, their taking in knowledge of you.” . . . Many
have found the secand requirement more difficult. It is to obey God’s
laws. - .. A third requirement is that we be associated with God's chan-
nel. his organizarion [the Watchtower]. . . . To receive everlasting life
in the earthly Paradise we must identify that organization and serve
God as part of it. The fourth requirement . . . requires that prospec-
tive subjects of his Kingdom support his government by lD}'ﬂH} advo-
cating his Kingdom nule to others [i.e., preaching door-to-door].®

Jehovah God will justify, declare righteous, on the Easi!-'i of their‘u:.x-'n
merit all perfected humans who have withstood that final, decisive
rest of mankind [the release of Satan from bondage after the 1000-

year reign of Christ].*!

Many cults atrempt to legitimize the blending of faith and works
for salvation by citing James 2:14-17, which tells us that faith with-
out works is dead. But in declaring that a professed faith without works
is a dead faith, James is simply saying that those 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
being done by an individual, then the faith which that person says
he or she possesses is not a genuine faith. Itis 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 bear apples 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 Christian does not do good works in order to become a Chri_sa
tian. A Christian does good works because he or she is already a Chris-
tian. Christians do good works because of salvarion, not for salvation
(Rom. 4:3). |

It is a grave mistake to think that salvation is a reward for which
someone must work. Equally erroneous, however, is the opposite doc-
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trinal extreme asserting that the only thing someone has to do to
receive forgiveness and subsequent salvation is to mentally assent to
(intellectually accept) the identity of Christ. According to this
notion, good works are meaningless. No change whatsoever should
be expected in a person’s life after “accepting the Lord” by faith.

Culrtists who hold this position contend that Abraham was justi-
fied by faith apart from works (Rom. 4:2-3). Bur 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? Of course not. Scripture consistently presents saving
faith as being inextricably linked with repentance and a changed life
(Mark 1:15; Acrs 26:20).

As James says, real faith will produce a changed life. This is not to
say that 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 gerting 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 salvarion 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 with James
2:22-124. 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.
Burt this apparent contradiction between Paul and James is easily
resolved.

When both passages are carefully read, it becomes apparent thar
James is speaking of justification before men: “I will show you 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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feation before others must be demonstrated by good works, because
others cannot know our heart. Put another way, once a person is saved,
that person will produce good works by which he or she wil_l be jus-
tified 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). o

A final point must be made about God’s law. Itis often mamtﬁmed
by cults that we must obey the enrire law of God. This is only halt 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 }aw
is itself holy (Rom. 7:12; 1 Tim. 1:8), it isalso a curse because it points
out our sin (Gal. 3:13). Fortunately for us, Christ kept the law per-
fectly (Matt. 5:17). Through faith in him, his righteousness 15 imputed
to us apart from the law (Rom. 3:28). In this way, the law is fulfilled
in us (Rom. 8:3-4), even though we are not able to 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 sedek jus-
tification through the law will be cur off from Christ (Gal. 5:3-4).
Jesus, according to the Bible, is the end of the law for 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 can, in obedience to God through depen-
dence on the Holy Spirit, who empowers us to obey God, knowing
that when we fail to meet the Lord’s righteousness, Jesus’ blood is pres-
ent 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.

0
At the Cross

When | survey the wondrous cross,
On which the Prince of glory died,
My richest gain I count bur loss,
And pour contempt on all my pride.
Isaac Wartts (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 to ingrained
Jewish notions about God that critics would often use his words
against him: “A division occurred again among the Jews because of
these words. Many of them were saying, ‘He has ademon and is insane.
Why do you listen to Him?” (John 10:19-20).

Among Jesus’ most disturbing statements were those focusing on
his earthly destiny¥—to 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 condemn Him to death and will hand Him over
to the Gentiles. They will mock Him and spit on Him, and scourge
Him and kill Him, and three days later He will rise again” (compare
Mark 10:45;12:1-11; Luke 13:33; John 12:24, 27). On one occasion,
Peter sternly rebuked Christ for voicing such predictions. “God for-
bid it, Lord!” said Perer. “This shall never happen to You” (Matt.
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16:21-22). Jesus gave a forceful reply: “Get behind Me, Satan! You
are a stumbling block to Me; for you are not setting vour mind on
God’s interests, but man’s™ (v. 23).

Peter did not understand that our Lord's mission was far broader
in scope and infinitely more valuable in purpose than merely preach-
ing throughout the Galilean countryside or leading a Jewish revolt
against Rome. Christ came to save sinners (1 Tim. 1:15) via hisdeath
on the cross (Marct. 20:28; 26:28; Gal. 1:3—4). His life signaled the
fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies concemning Israel’s suffering
servant (Isa. 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 (1 Cor. 12:13; Gal. 3:28).

Today, as in the first century, Jesus’ death is intellectually repug-
nant and emotionally offensive to many individuals (1 Peter 2:6-8).
For Christians, however, the crucifixion is the power of God by which
there has been made an entranceway into the kingdom of heaven
(1 Cor. 1:18, 22-23). The reaching that Jesus died for sinners so that
they may have eternal life in the loving presence of God is known as
the doctrine of the atonement. 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 of Chrisrian faith,” and
“distinguishing mark of the Christian religion.”! In The Great Doc-
trines of the Bible (1912), theologian William 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.™

But whar exactly does the English word atonement 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."
When 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 estrange-
ment from humanity thar resulted from Adam’ disobedience.

The doctrine of atonement can be traced to the Old Testament
Hebrew verb kaphar. Its root meaning is “to cover over,” as in Gen-
esis 0:14, 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 sweeping it out of sight bur by making an equivalent pavment
so that the offense has been actually and exactly paid for™ (Exod.
30:12, “ransom™; Num. 33:31; Ps. 49:7; Isa. 433 ).

Eventually, these two words (kaphar and kopher) gave rise o two
other words (kipper and kuppar) rhat were “set aside to express only
the idea of removing offense by equivalent payment and so bringing
the offender and the offended together.™ These two terms are nor-
mally translated in the Old Testament as atonement and-are used in
reference to the animal sacrifices God chose as the method whereby
his people could be brought back into a right relationship with him
after sinning.

Leviticus 4 deals with unintentional sins. The means of atonement
was the same for everyone 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 repeared: the one who sins unintentionally, ‘he is guilty.’
The guilty sinner then brings the animal to the priests, who offer it
in sacrifice. ‘In this way he [the priest] will make atonement for man’s
sin, and he will be forgiven’ (4:26)."

Forgiveness for intentional sins is discussed in Leviticus 16, where
instructions are given “for a special sacrifice to be offered just once a
year, on the tenth day of the seventh month, Tishri.”® This day was
known as the Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur). The entire commu-
nity gathered together on that day and, through a uniqgue ritual, were
corporately forgiven for 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 covenant].. .. The
sacrificed animal was a “sin offering for the people™ (Lev. 16:15) and



—_— -

122 AMazING GRACE

is specifically said to have been “because of the uncleanness and rebel-
lion of the Israelites, whatever their sins have been™ (16:16; cf. 16:21).
Thart 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 was told, “You will be clean fFomall yoursins” (16:30).7

Perhaps the most important aspect of the Old Testament sacrifi-
cial svstem rests in its foreshadowing of Christ’s actions on behalf of
sinners (Hebrews 9). The apostle Paul reveals that although God rec-
ognized the Old Testament’s yearly sacrifices as sufficient for the “cov-
ering” of sins, they served only as a temporary solution 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 the Old Testament sacrifices.

God was willing [in the Old Testament] to accept a person’s faith in
the place of righteousness, and, admirredly, this seems unfair. Paul's
answer is thar we can understand the faimess of it now that Jesus has
been presented as “a sacrifice of atonement.” It is on the basis of the
atonement Jesus accomplished that God is shown to have been just
and fair in forgiving those who have faith. Heb 2:17 argues that Jesus
must have become a true human being to serve both as the High Priest
who offered the atoning sacrifice to God and as the sacrifice itself.*

The doctrine of the atonement is further expanded on by several
key terms relaring to Christ’s death: substitution, propitiation, rec-
onciliation, forgiveness, redemprtion, and justification. 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” atonement,
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. 5:21; Gal. 3:13; Heb. 9:28; 1 Peter 2:24), 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 iniquity of us all To fall on
Him” (see also vv. 4-3). The substiturionary nature of Christ’s death
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is indispensable to a correct understanding of the atonement. Theo-
logian George Eldon Ladd comments:

In the deach of Christ I died; | experienced the doom of sin; every-
thing that the guilt of sin merits from the wrath of God was fulilled
in the death I died in Christ. It is this objective fact which is the
supreme manifestation of God's love and which is to be the control-
ling center of my life, and the quality of this love is derived from the
fact that Christ’s death was not his own; it was mine. He died not only
as my representative; he died in my stead, for it is because of his death
that [ shall be spared thar death. He has died my death in my behalf

and in my place.!

Many individuals have 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 injustice. 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
this not be improper?™* This may at first seem like a reasonable objec-
tion. In reality, however, it shows a lack of knowledge concerning a
rarely used legal procedure wherein a court can actually punish an
innocent person for someone else’s crime.

In his Systematic Theology, Louis Berkhof explains that this legal
procedure is possible only if the innocent person offers himself or her-
self to bear the penalty and the lawgiver (whether it be a sovereign
king or a government) accepts the offer. Of course, there are a num-
ber of conditions that must be met:

(1) thar the guilty party himself is not in a position to bear the penalty
through to the end, so thar a righteous relation results; (2) that the
transfer does not encroach upon the rights and privileges of innocent
third parties, nor cause them to suffer hardships and privations; (3) that
the person enduring the penalty is not himself already indebred to jus-
tice, and does not owe all his services to the covernment; and (4) that
the guilty party retains the consciousness of his guilt and of the fact
that the subsritute is suffering for him. In view of all this it will be
understood that the transfer of penal debr is well-nigh, if not entirely,
impossible among men. But in the case of Christ, which is altogether
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unique . . . all the conditions named were met. There was no injus-
tice of any kind."

By dying in our place, Jesus took the place of sinners, “their guilt
was imputed, and their punishment, transferred to Him.™* 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 negarive 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 against sin, we are now able
to enjoy God’s favor. Jesus fully satisfied “all the righreous demands
of God toward the sinner.”” The sins of humanity were judged, and
punishment was exacred 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].”*¢ This concept is further explained in

The Moody Handbook of Theology:

Because God is holy and righteous He cannot overlook sin; through
the work of Jesus Christ God is fully satished 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 wrarh of God."

The punishment that Christ bore for us was necessary since God’s
just and holy charactrer 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 nature. In fact, because sin was punished
through Christ’s death, God’s righteousness was demonstrared to the
world (Rom. 3:25-26). We have been reconciled ro God.

Reconciliation

As noted earlier, sin created a wall of separation between God and
humanity (Isa. 59:1-2; Col. 1:21-22; James 4:4), and DI’}]‘:.-‘ through
Christ's substitutionary death could that wall be removed (Rom. 5:1C;
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2 Cor. 5:19). We now have free access to God. Nothing stands in our
way. Such is the meaning behind the popular Christmas carol Iyrics,
“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 isnot some-
thing we ourselves have accomplished. It is all God’s doing. Essentially,
he has thrown open his arms and said, “Everything standing between
us has been removed. We are reconciled in my eves. 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.
Whether or not we choose to receive that reconciliation and enjoyv
its benefits is another matter. For those who do choose to accept God’s
graciousness, there awaits complete forgiveness for their sins.

Forgiveness

Forgiveness occurs when God actually applies the work of Christ
to us, thereby canceling the debt we owed for our sins (i.e., eternal
death or eternal separation from his loving presence and divine favor).
This forgiveness comes directly from God (Exod. 34:7; Ps. 130:4; Luke
23:34; 1 John 1:9) and can only be obtained through personal faith
in Jesus Christ (Martt. 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 himself raught 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.’® As R. C. Sproul remarks,
“If Jesus had cut His finger in Joseph’s carpentry workshop, it would
have had no redemptive significance.” It must be recognized that
in Scripture the phrase “shedding of blood” simply refers to death. “lt
is the death of Christ, not His physical blood, thar has reconciled the
world.™¢ 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, however, it must be nored
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thar if he had died on the cross without spilling any of his blood, no
atonement would have been made (Heb. 9:12).

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 built. Two Hebrew
words translated as either redeem or ransom are especially important:
padah, and ga’al.

“Padah was originally used commercially to indicate a transfer of
ownership (e.g., Lev. 19:20). The transfer came through payment of
some equivalent transaction.™! It is commonly used in the Old Tes-
tament to illustrare God’s ownership of his people whom he rescued
from Egypt: “Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt,
and the LORD vour God redeemed you” (Deut. 15:13).

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.”?? Both ga'al and padah speak of persons or objects, which
although owned by a particular individual are in the power/control of
another. The termsalso indicate that the owner of the property is unable
to secure the release of his 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. Because of his close kinship, the redeemer had the privi-
lege and the duty of coming to the relative’s aid.=

In the New Testament, several words relate to the idea of redemp-
tion. Each one refers in some way to how Christ redeemed sinners
through payment of a debt. For example, agorazo (1 Cor. 6:19-20;
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 connores “the believer being purchased our of the slavemarket of
sin and set free from sin’s bondage through the death of Jesus Christ”
(Rew. 5:9; 14:3—4).-4

Another Greek word, exagorazo, is a strengthened form of agorazo
and denotes “to buy out,” especially of purchasing a slave with a view
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to his freedom. However, rather than stressing the act of buying, exago-
razo tocuses on the price paid.= It is used by Paul in reference to Christ’s
deliverance of Jews from the law and its curse (Gal. 3:13; 4:5).

A third term thart involves the idea of redemption is lutroo, which
means “to obtain release by the payment of a price."* It conveys the
notion of being set free through a paid ransom (Luke 24:21). In the
case of Chrisrians, we have been purchased by the blood of Jesus Christ
(1 Perer 1:18-19). Lutroo, unlike the other two Greek words, stresses
the actual event of deliverance itself or the act of setring ar liberty.*?

All of these words work together in the Bible to paint a picture of
Jesus' substitutionary death, which not only propitiated God’s wrath
bur also made a payment of our sinner’s debt so 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, toward individuals who accept by
taith the saving power of Christ’s death and resurrection (Rom. 10:9).
Through justification, Christ’s righteousness is credited to us so thot-
oughly thar we can acrually claim his righteousness as our own.™

Withourt justification we would not be able to gain entrance into
heaven even though we had been forgiven for our past sins. With for-
giveness alone, we would simply be sinners who had been forgiven
but who still did not possess the absolute righteousness (moral per-
fection) necessary to enter God's kingdom. Conseguently, forgive-
ness has been termed the “negative” side of salvation, with justifica-
tion being the “positive” side.?® Forgiveness entails the remouwal of
something (sin and its penalty), while justificarion imparts something
(a person’s righteous standing before God).

The most important aspect of justification is understanding thart it
is appropriated by the believer through faith alone. Nothing we do
can contribute to our obtaining a righteous standing before God. We
are unrighteous, plain and simple, and always will be in and of cur-
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 Calvin made the following comments:
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A man will be justified by faith when, excluded from the righteousness
of works, he by faith lays hold of the righteousness of Christ, and
clothed in it appears in the sight of God nort as a sinner, but as righ-
reous. Thus we simply interpret justification, as the acceprance with
which God receives us into his favour as if we were righteous; and we
say that this justification consists in the forgiveness of sins and the
imputation of the righteousness of Christ.™

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

Tt must not be thought, however, that our faith is what actually causes
our justification. Faith is not a good work that earns justification. It is
merely a channel through which justification comes to the sinner.

Often the soulwinner presents the gospel as though some special kind
ot 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
enouch faith or has believed in the right way. As far as the Scripture is
concerned, God simply 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, not
one’s faith. Man's reception of God's great gift of salvation adds noth-
ing to the completed work of Christ. So it is not Christ’s substitution-
ary atonement plus faith in Christ that provides the basis for accep-
tance with God. Christ’s work alone saves: but unless his person and
work are received by faith, no benefit 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 substiture for sin’s penalty
that results 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 his
own salvation. Paul indicared thar the offense of the cross was the
ahsence of human work from God’s way of salvarion {Gal. 5:11).7

A good illustration of how faith is involved in justification can be
seen each Christmas. Every year gifts are bought for friends and fam-
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ilv. Those gifts belong to the recipients even before they are received.
They are paid for, wrapped, and under the tree waiting to bring joy.
The recipient need only receive the gift to benefit from it. In a sim-
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, | believe you have a gift for me. [ accepr it.” God, in turn, gives
us the gift he purchased for us with his own blood (Eph. 1:7-8).

A Death Signifving Little

The doctrine of the atonement, like many other Christian beliefs, is
either obscured or totally eradicated by cults. The Unihcation Church,
for instance, takes an especially mundane view of Jesus’ death. To Rev-
erend Moon and his followers, the crucifixion of Christ was a tragic fail-
ure because Jesus did not really come to die on the cross® but “had to
die a reluctant death due to the disbelief of the people.™ Jesus’ death
allegedly was “not an essential part of God’s plan for redeeming sinful
man.”* Unification church members admit that “Unification thought
diametrically contradicts the Fundamentalist view that Jesus’ sole mis-
sion was to atone for the sins of mankind by dying on the cross.™

If Moon’s teaching diametrically contradicts the view that Jesus’
sole mission was to atone for the sins of mankind by dying, then Moon
diametrically contradicts the Bible. Jesus explicitly declared that his
purpose for coming was to first preach the gospel of God's kingdom
(Mark 1:38; Luke 4:43) and then die (John 12:27) so that he could
draw all men to himself (John 3:14; 12:32). Furthermore, the cruci-
fixion was part of God’s sovereign plan since before creation (Eph.
3:11; 1 Peter 1:20). Through dying, Jesus took away people’s sins
(1 John 3:3) and destroved the works of the devil (v. 8).

Jehovah's Wirnesses take an equally eloomy view of the atone-
ment. Although they hold thar 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:
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[God] could not set aside the judgment that he had entered against
Adam. He could, however, be consistent . . . by permitting another to
pay the debt of Adam and thereby to open the way for Adam and his
offspring to be released from sin and death. . . . To redeem or ransom
man from the grave means that God will provide a means of satisfac-
tion of the judgment against Adam.*®

Basically, the Witmesses 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. We must augment
Christ’s work with personal works of richteousness. In the world of
the cults, it is commonly taught that salvation is ultimately brought
about by good works rather than Christ’s atoning death. But Scrip-
ture teaches thar sinless Jesus (1 Peter 1:19) did indeed die in our
place for our sins (1 Cor. 15:3; Gal. 1:4; Heb. 9:28; 1 Peter 2:24; 3:18).

Atonement in Gethsemane!?

Some cults put an especially imaginative twist on the doctrine of
the atonement. Mormons, for example, teach that Jesus did indeed
die for everyone. But this was not for the purpose of cleansing us
from our personal sins. Mormons believe that Jesus died so thar all
of us could be resurrected from the grave. They call this “redemp-
tion from death” and it is applicable to everyone, believer and unbe-
liever alike

Latrer-day Saint apostle Bruce McConkie writes 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.”® Like the 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 for any and
every soul to obtain absolurion from the effect of personal sins, through
the mediation of Christ; but such saving intercession is to be invoked
by individual effort as manifested through faith, repentance, and con-
tinued works of righteousness. . . . [T]he blessing of redemption from
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individual sins, while open for all ro artain, is nevertheless conditioned
on individual effort.*

To further complicate their erroneous view of the atonement, Mor-
mons teach that Jesus completed the acr of atonement in the Garden
of Gethsemane where he toiled in prayer on the nighr of his betrayal:

In one of his books, Come Unto Christ, President Benson wrote: “There
[in Gethsemane] He suffered the pains of all men. . . . It was in Geth-
semane that Jesus took on Himself the sins of the world. . . . His pain
was equivalent to the cumularive burden of all men.®

[n 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 Christ’s crucifixion. Only those who
accept his sacrifice and surrender their life to him will receive the
benefit of Jesus’ death and resurrection (Rom. 10:9), which is for-
giveness of sins (Acts 10:43) and salvation (Rom. 3:24). Fremal 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 only by grace through faith (Eph. 2:8-10).
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Death’s Deteat

“He is Risen!” was the victorious cry of the early Christians.
Unless we accept what the Scriptures teach about the Resur-
recrion, the entire Christian message virtually disintegrates. The
whole preaching thrust of the apostolic age was based upon the
fact that one quiet morning in an obscure garden, man had van-

quished his most feared enemy, the vaunted dark angel of death.
Dr. Walrer Martin (1928-89)

Christian apologist and cult expert’

Christ’s dramatic death would have counted for very little if it had
not been for something that occurred three days after his crucifix-
ion—the resurrection. This wondrous event confirmed Jesus’ author-
ity over death (Acts 2:24; 1 Cor. 15:55-57), proved his divinity in
the evyes of witnesses (Acts 2:32; Rom. 1:4), 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
serves as a guarantee that believers too will be raised from death to
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. 10:9). Distinguished Bible teacher J. Dwight Pen-
tecost aptly summarizes the meaningfulness of the Easter miracle.

133
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Since Jesus 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 inro His
glory—not resurrection to eternal damnation and judgment. So
there is victory through the resurrection of Christ—rvictory over
sin, victory over defeat, victory over despair, victory over fear—
because Christ hath been raised and He said, “If | live, ye shall live
also.” This is the message of certainty and hope that we have, for
the Word of Gad predicted Christ’s resurrection, promised us our
resurrection, and it explains to us God’s program of resurrec-
tion. . . . [SThould death be our experience, we rest in hope, for
death has been robbed of its venom because Christ has been raised

from the dead.?

Perhaps the most revealing proclamation concerning Jesus' power
over death comes from Jesus himself. Just prior to raising his friend
Lazarus from the dead, our Lord spoke a promise filled with uplifting
truth: “I am the resurrection and the life; he who believes in Me will
live even if he dies, and evervone 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 separates Christianity from all
other religions. Thomas Oden, systematic theology professor at Drew
University, writes: “There is no direct parallel in the history of reli-
gions of a founder whose bodily resurrection from the dead confirms
and ratifies his life and teachings and enables followers to enter eter-
nal life.”

Death Has No Sting

Does it really matter whether or not Jesus rose from the dead!?
Not according to some people. Ronald Gregor Smith, author of
Secular Christianity, writes: “We may freely sav that the bones of
Jesus lie somewhere in Palestine. Christian faith is not destroyed
by this admission.™ Scripture, however, tells us that the reality of
Jesus' resurrection is vital to the entire Christian belief system
(1 Cor. 13:17). The resurrection also relates directly to the trust-
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worthiness of Jesus’ character. He explicitly prophesied thar he
would be resurrected three days afrer dying (Matt. 16:21; 17:22-23:
20:19; Mark 8:31; 9:31; 10:34; Luke 9:22; 18:33; John 2:19-22). If
Jesus did not rise from the grave, then he was either a false prophet
or a liar.

Furthermore, the veracity of Christ’s resurrection has eschatolog-
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 “firsthorn from the
dead” (Col. 1:18; Rev. 1:5), which shows that his resurrecrion is a
foreshadowing of what will happen to believers: “It symbolized whar
was destined to happen to the members of Christ’s mystical body in
their justificarion, spiritual birth, and furure blessed resurrection, Rom.
6:4,5,9; 8:11; 1 Cor. 6:14; 15:20-22; 2 Cor. 4:10, 11, 14; Col. 2:12:
1 Thess. 4:14.™ '

Unfortunately many individuals either deny or distort the resur-
rection. One of the most common cultic views rejects the materi-
ality of Christ’s body after his resurrection and asserts that Jesus
came forth from the grave as a mere spirit. A number of other erro-
neous theories concerning the resurrection are present not only in
the world of the cults bur also in religious circles thar 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 cultic groups. It is, therefore, wise to be aware of
what these non-Christian scholars teach concerning this doctrinal
issue.

Many liberal theologians, for example, allege that the accounts
of Christ’s post-crucifixion appearances are nothing but fictitious
additions to the Gospels that were authored long after the fact in
order to politically legitimize the spread of Christianity. Others say
thar Jesus did indeed come out of the grave but was “revived” from
a fainting spell (i.e., he never really died). A few liberals maintain
that Jesus attempted to fake his death but accidentally died, at which
time he was replaced by an impostor. As we will now see, these posi-
tions 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, “I 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 for concluding that Jesus did indeed rise from the
dead. In fact, the historical 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.”™

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 better authenticated rthan most of the facts
of ancient history.”" Professor Thomas Amold, who was appointed
chair of modem history at Oxford, has made a similar statement: “I
know of no one fact in the history of mankind which is proved by
better and fuller evidence of every sort, to the understanding of a fair
inquirer, than the great sign which God hath given us that Christ
died and rose again from the dead.™

An Empty 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 would be a powerful sign to his followers, since he had predicted
he would rise again. Consequently, the chief priests and Pharisees
asked thatr Roman guards be placed art the tomb to prevent Jesus’ dis-
ciples from stealing his body and making it seem as if he had risen
(Martt. 27:62-66).

Despite these precautions, the tomb was found empty three days
after Jesus was buried. Witnesses to the empty tomb included Mary
Magdalene (Martt. 28:1); the mother of James, also known as “the
other Mary” (Matt. 28:1; Mark 16:1); 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.”™ 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 (Mart.
27:57-60; John 19:38-42). If any questions regarding the location of
the tomb had been voiced, they easily could have been answered by
either Joseph or Nicodemus. Second, the women who discovered the
empty tomb knew exactly where it was located. They had, in fact,
watched Joseph and Nicodemus place Jesus in it (Mart. 2? 61; Mark
15:47; Luke 23:55).

Of course, an empty tomb is not by itself a significant Enuugh piece
of data on which a person could justifiably conclude that Jesus rose
from the dead. Bur its importance is greatly enlarged bv a second set
of evidences: the post-resurrection appearances of Christ. These eye-
witness accounts are extremely impressive.

Eyewitnesses

Scripture mentions a substantial number of people who observed,
spoke to, and even are with the resurrected Christ (Acts 10:40-42):
Mary Magdalene (John 20:14-18); several women (Matt. 28:9-10);
two disciples on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-32); the disciples
(minus Thomas) and many orthers in an upper room (John 20:19-25;
Luke 26:36—43); the disciples including Thomas (John 20:26-31);
seven disciples fishing at the sea of Galilee (John 21:1-25); all eleven
disciples on a mountain in Galilee (Matt. 28:16-20); the disciples in
Jerusalem (Luke 24:44—49; compare Acts 1:3-8); more than five hun-
dred brethren (1 Cor. 15:6); James, Jesus’ half-brother (1 Cor. 13:7);
and the disciples present when the Lord ascended into heaven (Acts
1:3-8).10

Those who dismiss these accounts claim that 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 collection 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.!
Consequently, using the biblical texts to support the reality of the
resurrection is not circular reasoning. Precedent for validating his-
torical events through texts similar to those found in the New Tes-
rament is discussed by R. L. Purtill in his insightful work Thinking
about Religion.

Manv events which are regarded as firmly established historically have
(1) far less documentary evidence than many biblical events, (2) and
the documents on which historians rely for much secular history are
written 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 historv is based.
If the biblical narratives did not contain accounts of miraculous events
. - . biblical history would probably be regarded as much more firmly
established than mosrt of the history of, say, classical Greece and
Rome. !

Realistic Reports

Another form of evidence pointing to the likelihood of Jesus’ res-
urrection involves the complementary way that the event is recorded
by the Gospel writers. It is interesting that these evidences for the
resurrection are often cited in arguments against the resurrection by
critics of Christianity who fail to realize that the Gospels are not con-
tradictory but complemenrary.

Various cults, liberal theologians, and secularists often argue that
the resurrection accounts “are so full of inconsistencies that it is easy
to deride them. . . . [They are] an almost hopeless jumble of confu-
sion.”” John Shelby Spong—controversial Episcopal Bishop of
Newark, New Jersey—condemns the resurrection stories as “signifi-
cantly confused, contradictory, and, in some instances, murtually
exclusive.”™

Ar first glance, the biblical passages relating to Jesus’ return from
the grave do indeed seem to be at odds with one another in various
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places. Consider the apparent contradiction between John 20:1,
which says that Mary Magdalene went to the tomb “while it was still
dark” and Marthew 28:1, which states that Mary Magdalene and “the
other Mary” went to Jesus’ grave “as it began to dawn.”

Critics of the resurrection usually point out with grear relish that
there are two mistakes here. Did Mary Magdalene come alone, or was
she accompanied by another woman? Did she go to the tomb while
it was still dark, or did she go to the tomb when it was beginning to
dawn? These questions, which seem problemartic on the surface, can
actually be answered with relative ease.

John does not say that Mary traveled to the tomb alone. He merely
states a fact from his perspective—that Mary went to the tomb. This
is what John wanted to communicare. Matthew, however, gives us
more information, complementary information that tells us Mary was
not alone. In fact, Mark informs us that a woman named Salome also
was present (Mark 16:1), and Luke reveals thar a fourth woman
named Joanna went along as well (Luke 24:10). These are not con-
tradictory accounts but complementary narratives based on four dif-
ferent perspectives.

Regarding the time of day, the Greek words used in all four Gospels,
when taken together, establish a realistic passage of rime covering the
women's trip from Jerusalem to the tomb. Bible scholar Gleason
Archer explains:

They apparently started their journey from the house in Jerusalem
while it was still dark (skotias eri ouses), even though it was already
morning {proi) [John 20:1]. . . . But by the time they amrived, dawn was
glimmering in the east ( ze epiphoskouse) that Sunday morning (eis mian
sabbaton) [Marc. 28:1]. . . . Mark 16:2 adds that the tip of the sun had
actually appeared above the horizon (anateilantos tou heliou—aorist
participle; the Beza Codex uses the present participle, anatellontos.
implying “while the sun was rising”).

Another alleged discrepancy relates to whether Mary encountered
one angel at the tomb (Matt. 28:5) or two (John 20:12).'¢ Again,
these are not contradictory accounts. In their indispensable work
When Critics Ask, Bible scholars Norman Geisler and Thomas Howe
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note that, when it comes to such passages, the real difficulty lies some-
where other than in Scripture.

Martthew does not say there was only one angel. . . . The critic has to
add the word “only” to Martthew’s account in order to make it con-
tradictory. But in this case the problem is not with what the Bible
actually says, but with what the critic adds to it. Matthew probably
focuses on the one [angel] who spoke and “said to the women, ‘Do not
be afraid.”” (Matt. 28:5). John referred to how many angels they saw;
“and she saw two angels” (John 20:12).17

Persons who doubr the reliability of the resurrection accounts fail
to see that the differences between the accounts provide an added
dimension of believability. If the stories were nort true, then one
might expect either a myriad of unsolvable contradictions or a per-
fect duplication of text with a uniformity so rigid that it betrays the
accounts as having been deliberately concocred. Alister McGrath,
research lecturer in theology at Oxford University and systematic
theology professor at Regent College in Vancouver, British Colum-
bia, makes a number of keen observations regarding the comple-
mentary nature of the resurrection accounts and how this lends them
credibility.

Variation on minor points of detail is a characreristic feature of eve-
witness reports. If you ever listen to witnesses in a courtroom, vou will
very 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
immediarely before or after that event), they very often differ. An
event is experienced differently by various people. Major agreement
is accompanied by minor disagreement. Lock at the way in which the
same events are reported by different news nerworks on television, for
example. Minor discrepancies in details of eyewitness reports actually
point to their authenticity, not their inauthenticity. If the gospel
accounts of the resurrection were based upon an invention, we would
have expecred their minor disagreements to have been removed before
publication! . . . Critics of the New Testament resurrection accounts
ofren seem to apply one set of standards to the New Testament, and
a totally different set to their everyday existence. For example, if the
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Washington Post and New York Times reported the same story in slightly
different terms, hardly anyone (except a New Testamenr critic who
applied his standards consistently!) would dream of suggesting that
one had copied the other. . . . Let’s suppose that all four gospels reported
exactly the same pattern of events on that first Easter Day perhaps
down to using the same words. Would that make them more credible
to a critic? Certainly not! He would immediately argue thar they were
fabrications. They were cooked up. He would suggest thart the accounts
had been “doctored” to bring them into line with each other! He would
dismiss them as crude forgeries. On the other 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 abourt the same thing. He would suggest thar it was impossi-
ble to gain any impression of what had really happened. He would dis-
miss them as having no importance in assessing the claim that Jesus
Christ had been raised from the dead. So, tortally different or totally
identical accounts would be dismissed by such a critic. What, then,
would such a critic accept as reliable? The answer can only be accounts
which vary on minor points, burt are agreed upon the central point of
importance—which is exactly what we find in the gospel accounts of
the discovery of the empty tomb!!®

Apologists Josh McDowell 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
alternative explanation.”® Nevertheless, countless theories and wild
tales have been spun by opponents of Christianity to explain away
the empty tomb left behind by Christ. Three of the more popular
explanations are known as the “swoon theory,” “conspiracy theory,”
and “Passover plot theory.”

Jesus Never Died

Recently a rising number of people have promoted the “swoon
theory,” which contends that Jesus didn't die but instead fainted on
the cross. His loss of consciousness then prompted onlookers to mis-
takenly believe he had expired. This led those individuals present to
remove Christ from the cross and prematurely place him in a grave.
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—

There, the spices that anointed his body and the cool air of the tomb
revived Jesus. Three davys later he was able to roll back the stone and
emerge refreshed.

This hypothesis is riddled with improbabilities and groundless spec-
ulations. In their Handbook of Christian Apologetics, Peter Kreeft and
Ronald K. Tacelli demonstrate just how many logical flaws are inher-
ent in the swoon theory.

e Jesus could not have survived crucifixion. Roman procedures
were very careful to eliminate that possibility. Roman law even
laid the dearh penalty on any soldier who let a capirtal 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 other two crucified criminals (John 19:31-33), means
that the soldier was sure Jesus was dead. Breaking the legs has-
tened the death so thart the corpse could be taken down before
the Sabbarh (v. 31).

« John, an evewitness, certified that he saw blood and water come
from Jesus’ pierced heart (John 19:34-33). This shows that Jesus’
lungs had collapsed and he had died of asphyxiation. Any med-
ical expert can vouch for this.

» The post-resurrection appearances convinced the disciples,
even “doubring Thomas,” that Jesus was gloriously alive (John
20:19-29). It is psvchologically impossible for the disciples to
have been so transformed and confident if Jesus had merely
strugeled out of a swoon, badly in need of a doctor. A half-dead,
staggering sick man who has just had a narrow escape is not
worshiped fearlessly as divine lord and conqueror of death (John
20:28).

+ How were the Roman guards at the tomb overpowered by a
swooning corpse! Or by unarmed disciples!?

» How could a swooning half-dead man have moved the great
stone at the door of the tomb? Who moved the stone if not an
angel? No one has ever answered that question. Neither the
Jews nor the Romans would move it, for it was in both their
interests to keep the tomb sealed; the Jews had the stone put
there in the first place, and the Roman guards would be killed
if they let the body “escape.”™
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Even liberal scholars from the last century voiced skepricism abour
the swoon theory. David Strauss, for example, a German theologian
who did his best to cast doubt on the Gospels, wrote an uncharac-
teristically orthodox commentary in his New Life of Jesus (1863)
regarding the implausibility of Jesus’ resuscitation from a swoon.

It is impossible that a being who had been stolen half-dead our of the
sepulchre, who crept about weak and ill, wanting medical wreatment,
who required bandaging, strengthening and indulgence, and who still
at last yielded his sufferings, could have given to his disciples the
impressions that he was a conqueror over dearh, the prince of life, an
impression which lay at the bottom of their ministry. 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 possibility
have changed their sorrow into enthusiasm, have elevated their rev-
erence into worship.:!

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

the following:

Clearly, the weight of historical and medical evidence indicates that
Jesus was dead before the wound to his side was inflicted and supports
the traditional view that the spear, thrust between his righr ribs, prob-
ably perforated not only the right lung bur also the pericardium and
heart and thereby ensured his death. Accordingly, interpretations
based on the assumption that Jesus did not die on the cross appear to
be ar odds with modern medical knowledge.

It’s a Conspiracy

According to the resurrection conspiracy theory, the disciples
“practiced deliberate deception by stealing the body from the grave
and then declaring the Lord had risen.” 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-
lemaric question immediately comes to mind: What would the dis-
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ciples have gained by perpetrating such a falsehood? History reveals
that Jesus’ followers lost everything, including their lives. It is highly
improbable that the disciples would have allowed themselves and
their families to suffer excruciating torment and death to perpetrate
a known lie.

Advacates of the conspiracy theory, like promoters of the swoon
theory, run into yet another logistical problem with their view—the
Roman guards who were ordered to watch over the tomb. How could
a ragrag band of fishermen have gotten past Roman soldiers o 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 thev did fall asleep,
“the crowd and the effort and the noise it would have taken to move
an enormous boulder would have wakened them.”** Even if Jesus’ dis-
ciples had somehow gotten past the guards, they cerrainly would not
have been able to do so without being seen or without having to kill
the guards, which in tum would have ruined the illusion.

Finally, throughout early church history, no Christian ever con-
fessed “freely or under pressure, bribe or even rorture, that the whole
story of the resurrection was a fake, a lie, a deliberate deception."®
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
resurrection story was a lie if that was indeed the case. But this never
happened.

The Passover Plot

Another theory that is similar to, vert slightly difterent from, the
swoon and conspiracy 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 book The Passover Plot by Hugh J. Schonfield.

According to Schonheld, Joseph of Arimathea, Lazarus, and a mys-
terious “young man” conspired with Jesus to fool the disciples into
thinking that Jesus was the Messiah. The plan called for Jesus to take
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a drug rhat would enable him to fake his death. Afrerward, he would
be revived in the tomb and emerge as the “Messiah.” Unfortunately,
says Schonfield, the crucifixion wounds—including the gash in Jesus’
side that was made by a Roman soldier’s spear—proved faral. Bur the
remaining plotrers salvaged their plan by stealing Jesus’ body and sub-
sequently having the “young man"” appear throughout Galilee as
Christ. All of the encounters “Jesus” had with eyewitnesses to his res-
urrection were actually cases of mistaken identity.”® We 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-
ond, 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 which dynasty Christ would come (Dan.
9:24-26a; Micah 5:2; Isa. 7:14; 2 Sam. 7:8-16).% Third, too many
people who were intimately acquainted with Jesus saw him after the
resurrection (close friends, followers, family, etc.). It would have been
virtually impossible for all of these encounters to have been cases of
mistaken idenrity. As with all unbiblical explanations of the resur-
rection, the Passover plot theory fails to rarnish 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-
cerning Christ involves the nature of his resurrection body. Several
groups allege that Jesus did not rise bodily from the grave but was
raised a spirit being. In other words, the body that went into the tomb
was not the body 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.*® The Jehovah’s Witnesses promore
a similar view:

The fleshly body is the body in which Jesus humbled himself, like a
servant, and is not the body of his glorification, not the body in which
he was resurrected >
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Christ Jesus was put to death in the flesh and was resurrected an invis-
ible spirit creature. . . . This firstborn one from the dead was not raised
out of the grave a human creature, but he was raised a spirit.™

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 was touched and handled (Marr. 28:9;
John 20:17, 27; 1 John 1:1). He ate food to prove that he was physi-
cally present (Luke 24:30, 42-43; John 21:12-13; Acts 10:41). Our
Lord himself 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 tleshly body,
as angels had done in the past.™! Jesus even manufactured wounds
in this fake bady to convince the disciples of his identity.’* Burt this
creates a dilemma involving the moral character of Christ, since he
indicared to his disciples that the body he was showing them was the
very same body that went from the cross to the grave: "See My hands
and My feer, that it is [ Myself; touch Me and see, for a spirit does not
have flesh and bones as you see that | have” (Luke 24:39). Was Jesus
telling the truth or not!?

In John 2:19 Jesus makes vet another significant comment while
in a conversation with hostile Jews: “Destroy this remple, and in three
days | will raise it up.” The Jews failed to grasp the meaning behind
Jesus' words. John rells 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, His disciples remembered that He said this;
and they believed the Scripture, and the word which Jesus had spo-
ken" (vv. 21-22).

Notice that Jesus said destroy “this remple [meaning the body he
then had] and . . . I will raise it [the same body] 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, the Greek word used by John to
clarify Christ’s comment about his “body” (soma, v. 21) indicates that
a fleshly body would be raised from the dead. The noun soma is always
used in the New Testament for the physical body. Another powertul
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 was raised a spirit, how can rhe fullness of deity
currently dwell in his body?

Despite the Bible’s clear teachings, cults and new religious 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 flesh, 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” does 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
received the vision ranscribed in the Book of Revelation (Rev. 1:10).
David was “in the Spirit” when he wrote Psalm 110 (compare Mart.
22:43). 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 "“in"” or “by” the Spirit. To support the
contention thart Jesus was raised as a spirit, the verse would have to
be translatable as “as a" spirit. This cannot legitimately be done given
the Greek wording of the passage.

Luke 24:37 is also used by cults, because it states that when Jesus
appeared to the disciples they “thought that they were seeing a spirit.”
Notice that the passage says they thought they were seeing a spirit. 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 spiricacall
bur 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 form: “He appeared in a different form to
two 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 form?
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 Geisler states that “the overwhelming evidence is that
Jesus physically died on the cross. Likewise, there is equally good tes-
timony that He rose from the grave in that same physical body. The
classic artempts to avoid this conclusion are without foundation.”
A brief look at a few comments from the theological wells of church
history confirms that Christians have always maintained Jesus’ bod-
ily resurrecrion. Even the earliest church fathers “consistently affirmed
that Jesus rose in the same body of flesh in which He was crucified.”*

» Irenaeus (c. 175-95): “The Church . . . [believes] in one God
. . . and the resurrection from the dead, and ascension into
heaven i the flesh of the beloved Christ Jesus, our Lord” (empha-
sis mine).?’

e Justin Martyr (c. 100-65): “Why did he [Jesus] rise in the flesh
in which He suffered, unless to show the resurrection of the
flesh? (emphasis mine).*

« Epiphanius (c. 315-403): “The Word became flesh. . . . The
same suffered in the flesh; and rose again; and went up into
heaven in the same body . . . is coming in the same body in glory”
(emphasis mine).*

» Augustine (354-430): “It is indubitable that the resurrection
of Christ, and His ascension into heaven with the flesh in which
He rose, is already preached and believed in the whole world”
(emphasis mine).*®

» Thomas Aquinas (1224-74): “They have not believed in the
resurrection of the body, and have strained to twist the words
of Holy Scripture to mean a spiritual resurrection. . . . That
St. Paul believed in a bodily resurrection is clear . . . o affirm a
purely spiritual resurrection is against the Christian Faith” (empha-
sis mine).””

This is not to say that the post-resurrection body of Jesus did not
gain certain additional qualities. For example, he could “appear and
disappear out of sight quire suddenly (Luke 24:31, 36; John 20:19,
26).7¥ The important fact to realize, however, is that Jesus physically
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rose from the dead. The body that had died was brought back to life
in a glorified state that serves as a sign of our inheritance as Chris-

tians. Because of Christ’s triumph over death, believers today can
confidently echo the invitation extended to the world two thousand
years ago by Paul the apostle:

“God is now declaring to men thar all people everywhere should
repent, because He has fixed a day in which He will judge the world
in righteousness through 2 Man whom He has appointed, having fur-
nished proof to all men by raising Him from the dead” (Acrs 17:30-31).
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He shall come again, with glory, to judge both the
guick [living] and the dead; whose kingdom shall have
noend. . .. 1 look for the resurrection of the dead, and
the life of the world to come. Amen.
Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed

He ascended into heaven, he sitteth on the right hand
of the Father God [God the Father] Almighty. From
whence [there] he shall come ro judge the quick and
the dead. At whose coming all men shall rise again
with their bodies; And shall give account for their
own works. And they that have done good shall go
into life everlasting: and they that have done evil,
into everlasting fire.

Athanasian Creed
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The Other S1de

The chief problem about death, incidentally, is the fear that
there may be no afrerlife—a depressing thought, particularly for
those who have bothered to shave. Also, there is the fear that
there is an afterlife, but no one will know where it's being held.

Woody Allen

Aswe have seen, the creeds cover numerous Christian doctrines: the
nature of God, the deity and humanity of Christ, the virgin birth,
Jesus’ bodily resurrection, and salvation by grace alone through faith.
These beliefs, often called the essentials of the faith, are of primary
importance because adherence to them is what makes someone a
Christian. Burt the creeds also touch on theological concepts that are
considered nonessentials of the faith. Although meaningful, these doc-
trines are nonessential because believers can disagree abour the Bible’s
reachings 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
11]).! This chaprer covers the afrerlife and related questions: Do we
continue to exist consciously after death? Does evervone live eter-
nally, or are some people annihilated out of existence? Will everyone
ultimately be saved? Is there a hell?

155
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Thanatology, which is by no means an exclusively Christian rerm,
is an ancient subject dating back to the dawn of time. Archaeology
confirms thart the belief in life after death was an integral part of
ancient civilizations, including the Chinese (c. 4363 B.C.), Sumeri-
ans (c. 3200 B.C.), Egyptians (c. 2615-1991 B.C.), Babylonians (c.
1830-1025 B.C.), Assyrians (c. 1356-609 B.C.), and Greeks (469-347
Bic.)2

Afterlife beliefs now permeate nearly every culture. According to
historian Mircea Eliade, “[A] belief that human beings will continue
to exist in some form after the experience we term death is a univer-
sal phenomenon. . . . While death is everywhere recognized as
inevitable, it is seldom accepred as an absolute termination of human

gs

existence.™

Life after Death

Scripture teaches that even before physically dving, we are spiri-
tually dead (Eph. 2:1). This fallen state was transmitted to us through
Adam and Eve's disobedience (Rom. 5:12, 17; 1 Cor. 15:21-22). Phys-
ical death, which is the culmination of the sin nature at work within
us, occurs when that part of us rraditionally called the spirit/soul leaves
the body (Gen. 35:18). This definition of death is echoed in both the
New Testament and the Greek culture in which the New Testament
was written.

The Expository Dictionary of Bible Words explains that the Greek
word for dead (nekros) “conveved the idea that the dead become mere
matrer. Whatever it was that had made the corpse a person and ani-
mated the body was gone.™ Many biblical verses confirm thar there
is indeed something within us (soul/spirit) that not only animates the
body bur makes us who we are (1 Sam. 18:1; 2 Kings 4:27; Job 30:16;
Ps. 42:4; Zech. 12:1). When rhis “something” is gone, we are gone.

The Greek word psyche—rypically rendered “soul” in the New Tes-
rament—can also be translated “life.” Psyche, which originally referred
to the unconscious, “came to stand for the basis of life and con-
sciousness. It is often equated to the inner person or personality."
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 abour as
her soul [Rachel’s] was departing (for she died), that she named him
Ben-oni” (Gen. 35:18). Psalm 146:4 provides further confirmarion
that departure of the spirit from the body is what signals death. God’s
Word additionally reveals that spiritual existence apart from one’s
body is an unnatural condition that will be rectified ar the final res-
urrection (Rom. 6:5; 8:11; 1 Cor. 15:42-34; 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-
diarely go to an intermediate state of punishment where they will
await a final judgment (Job 21:30-34; Isa. 14:9-11; 2 Perer 2:9). At
that judgment, they will be told to depart from God’s presence (Matt.
7:23; Rev. 20:10-15).

Thankfully, the Lord has provided a way 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, thar we might be brought to
God (1 Peter 3:18). Through faith in Christ (Rom. 5:2; 10:9; Eph.
2:1-10) we appropriate his work on the cross and receive the gift God
offers: eternal life in his presence (John 3:16; Rom. 6:23). Those who
accept this gift will find themselves with God immediately after dying
(2 Cor. 5:8; Phil. 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.
13:51-52; 1 Thess. 4:14—18). In this condirion, Christians will dwell
with God “forever and ever” (Rev. 22:3).

“Soul Sleep”

One of the most common erroneous views of the afterlife held by
culrises is the doctrine of “soul sleep,” which alleges that people no
longer conrinue to exist in a conscious state after they die. They
“sleep” until 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 automarically
place a person or group outside Christianity. Seventh-Day Adven-
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tists, for example, promote this belief even though they unwaveringly
atfirm all of the essential doctrines of Christianity.

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

Most Christians hold the belief that upon death those who belong o
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 Him and their loved
ones. Such a belief is conrrary to the teachings in the Word of God.’

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 corruption and unconsciousness.”

The dead are shown to be “conscious of nothing at all” and the death
state to be one of complete inactivity (Ec 9:3, 10; Ps 146:4). . . . In
both the Hebrew and the Greek Scriptures, death is likened to sleep,
a ficting comparison not only because of the unconscious condition
of the dead bur also because of the hope of an awakening through the
resurrection.”

When a person is dead he is completely out of existence. He is not
conscious of anything. '

There is nothing in Scripture that suggests a soul cannot 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 21:30-34; Isa. 14:9-11; 2 Peter 2:9).

With regard to Ecclesiastes 9:3, 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-to-day affairs on earth, or as Ecclesiastes

THE OTHER SIDE 157

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 atter death
is Matthew 17:3, where Moses and Elijah appear and speak with Jesus.
They, of course, had long since died and vet 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 ot pagan Gre-
cian philosophy.™*

This statement is utterly false. Belief in a soul that is separate from
the bodyv was embraced by the Jews hundreds of years 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 within a
person. | here are similar descriptions in the New Testament (Mart.
10:28; Aces 20:10).

Despite such passages, cults and new religious movements find
clever ways of altering biblical verses so that they appear to support
their false position. Note the following comments made by The Way
International’s founder Victor Paul Wierwille regarding Jesus’ promise

to the thief on the cross in Luke 23:43:

Verily I say unto thee, Today shalt thou be with me in paradise. . . .
The King James puts the comma before “today.” . . . Why! Because
one group teaches that the moment one dies, he goes to heaven. . . .
If 2 man is going to heaven today, heaven must be available. . . .

|[H]eaven is not available. . . . [T]his verse talks about paradise—and
paradise is not heaven. . . . Paradise is present in Genesis chaprers
1 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. Ler us read the sentence with literal aCCUTacy.
. Verily, 1 say to you today, thou shalt [the day is coming in the future

e L] - . - 12
when you are going to] be with me in paradise.

Renowned British evangelist John Blanchard has referred to plac-
ing the comma in Luke 23:43 after the word “today” as “a desperate
bid” and “a novel form of punctuation.”" Did Christ really h:ave' to
cell the thief hanging on a cross next to him that he was speakj_ng
to him on that day? Jesus “could hardly have spoken them to hl.ﬂ'l
the previous day . . . or the following dav. . . . The attempt to twist

the meaning of Christ’s promise owes more to ingenuity than to
integrity. |

Moreover, the term paradise was not used by Jews exclusively as a
reference to the earthly location spoken of in Genesis 1 and 2 [talso
was used by first-century rabbis for “the resting place for spirits of the
righteous who had died.”” In fact, two other New Testament passages
use the Greek word for paradise ( paradeisos) to describe heaven (2 Cor.
12:4: Rev. 2:7). In the Greek translation of the Old Testament (f}}e
Sepruagint), paradeisos refers to a heavenly place of blessedness “in

the presence of God” (Ezek. 28:13; 31:8-9).%

The Truth That Hurts

Jesus described hell as “outer darkness” (Mart. 8:11-12) and a “fur-
nace of fire” (Matt. 13:42, 50). He warned that it would provoke
“weeping and gnashing of reeth” in those who rejected God and wl:m
would be condemned to dwell there forever (Luke 13:24-2 _8). Chflsr
tian scholars Gary Habermas and J. P. Mooreland pmwdg a few
thought-provoking descriptions of hell in their book Immortality: The

Other Side of Death.

o “[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.

e “[In hell] the pain suffered will be due to the shame :ancji SOTTOW
resulting from the punishment of final, ultimate, unending ban-
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ishment from God, his kingdom, and the good life for which

we were creared in the first place.”
» “Hell's occupants will deeply and tragically regret all they lost.”

Well-known theologian R. C. Sproul admits that “there is no bib-
lical concepr 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."!3
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
that unrighteousness be punished. Human courts, as imperfect and
rainted with inequity as they are, hand down punishments every
day for crimes commitred against the laws of the land. Should we
expect any less from God, who is perfectly just and fair? According

to Sproul, we can at least take comfort in knowing that God is not
cruel.

It is impossible for God to be cruel. Cruelty involves inflicting pun-
ishment that 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 earth will surely do what is right. No innocent person
will ever suffer ar His hand.®

The reality of God’s justice can be seen in the teaching that there
will actually be degrees of punishment in hell for unbelievers (Luke
12:45-48), just as there will be degrees of reward in heaven for believ-
ers (2 Cor. 5:10). Christ said that it would be more rolerable for some
people in the day of judgment than for others (Matt. 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 committing adultery, although both
are sinful. Similarly, the murderous deeds of Adolf Hitler cannot be
compared to 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 our various levels of eternal punishment. The Bible assures
us that there will be perfect equity in hell.

Nevertheless, cults denounce the doctrine of eternal conscious tor-
ment of the wicked. Consider this response from the Jehovah's Wit-
nesses: The “fiendish concepts associated with a hell of torment slan-
der God and originate with the chief slanderer of God, the Devil."
In reality, however, the doctrine of conscious punishment comes from
Seripture (Matt. 25:46; Rev. 14:11; 19:20; 20:11-15). Itis not fiendish,
nor does it slander God’s character. Furthermore, Jesus talked more
abourt hell than heaven. Nearly all of the Bible’s teaching about hell
“comes from the lips of Jesus.”!

Redefining Hell

Since the earliest days of the Christian church, believers have
preached that persons who die without Christ will continue to existin
a stare of erernal conscious rorment (2 Thess. 1:6-10; Heb. 10:26-27).
As the Athanasian Creed states: “They that have done good shall go
into life everlasting: and they that have done evil, into everlasting fire.”
William Crockett, systematic theologian at Alliance Seminary, makes
a significant observation about the historicity of the church’s long-
standing views on hell:

When someone proposes to change a doctrine taught consistently
since the inception of the church, it should make us wonder how every-
one throughout the centuries could have been so terribly wrong- Not
thar 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

dara.”

Although cultists strenuously object to the idea of eternal con-
scious punishment, they cannot ignore the fact that the term hell does
indeed appear in God’s Word. Therefore, they conveniently redefine
“hell.” Sun Myung Moon’s Unification Church, a group that does not
fall within orthodox Christian boundaries, redefines it as the present
state of earth.
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[M]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 that is encountered by unbelievers
after deach (Mart. 5:22, 29-30; 10:28; 18:9; Luke 16:19-31). Hell is
never described as part of this present life. Moreover, 2 Peter 2:4 men-
tions demons that are currently awaiting judgment in hell.

A word must be said at this point about the nature of hell itself. Is
there real fire there, or is fire a symbol of something else!? Is there real
darkness there, or is darkness used symbolically? If such descriptions
are read literally, rextual problems arise. For example, God himself is
called a “consuming fire” (Heb. 12:29). God, of course, is not a giant
flame. Obviously some biblical sayings are meant to be taken figura-
tively. We must, therefore, interprer descriptions of hell in ways that
make sense and are biblically sound. Flames, for instance, are used in
other biblical texts in reference ro divine judement (2 Thess. 1:7).
Darkness is used figuratively to describe agonizing separation and iso-
lation, as in the parable of Matthew 22:13, where a man is cast away
from a brightly lit and joyful banquert.

From these passages, it is reasonable to conclude that the pain and
sufferings of hell will probably be the emotional, spiritual, and mental
misery that results from having full knowledge of Jesus’ lordship after
having rejected him (Rom. 14:11). Several well-respected Christian
leaders and theologians (such as ]. I. Packer and Billy Graham) embrace
this position, which is known as the metaphorical view of hell.

The New Testament depicts hell as a state of conscious pain, compa-
rable to that of buming, in which condemned persons realize (1) how
repulsive and guilry in their Maker's eyes was the way they lived on
earth; (2) how right was God’s penal exclusion of them from his pres-
ence and joy; (3) how completely they have now losr all gladness and
pleasure; and (4) how unchangeable is their condition.?*

Eternal torment in hell will also include having to endure God's
wrath 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 domination of
sin.”> 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 surprising that the prophet
lsaiah would declare: “How lovely on the mountains Are the feet of
him who brings good news, Who announces peace And brings good
news of happiness, Who announces salvaton” (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 to exist. A
“merciful oblivion” supposedly awaits these unbelievers.?® To David
Berg, founder of The Family, even the devil and his angels would be
annihilated.

] DON'T BELIEVE IN THIS ETERNAL TORTURE DOC-
TRINE . . . . 1 think it would be more merciful if they were just anni-
hilated. . . . I DON'T KNOW WHETHER YOU COULD EVER
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 annihilated.””

Unfortunarely, increasing numbers of evangelicals are beginning to
rake a similar position.”® Christian annihilationists, as well as their cul-
tic counterparts, usually support their views by equating “death” with
“annihilation” and “eternal life” with “living forever.” The following
explanation of annihilationism has been adopted by the Seventh-Day
Adventist Church (SDA), a Christian denomination:

God promises eternal life only to the righteous. The wages of sin is
death. not eternal life in hell (Rom. 6:23). . . . When Christ spoke of
“everlasting punishment” (Matt. 25:46) He did not mean everlasting

1

THE OTHER SIDE 163

punishing. He meant that as the “eternal life” [the righteous will enjov]
will continue throughourt the ceaseless ages of etemity; and the pun-
ishment [the wicked suffer] will also be eternal—nor eternal durarion
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 everlasting. . . . [T]he Bible makes it very clear that the punish-
ment, not the punishing, is everlasting.*

A majority of evangelical Christians strongly disagree with such
arguments because they are not well supported either contextually or
linguistically in Scriprure. More than a few biblical passages indicate
that it is the actual punishing of the wicked that lasts forever, 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 prophet being tormented “day and night for-
ever and ever.” :

Annihilationists make ver another argument for a complete
destruction of the wicked based on Matthew 10:28: “Do not fear those
who kill the body burt are unable to kill the soul; but rather fear Him
who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell.” It is claimed that
the Greek word used here for destroy (apollumi) literally means to put
out of existence or annihilate. But apollimi can and should be taken
another way:

We speak of the alcoholic who has destroved his life. That does not
mean he ceases ro exist. [t means that his alcoholism has deprived him
of those things abour life that are good and beauriful. This is the type
of thing the destruction of judgment does to those who are condemned.
[t destroys from their existence everything that is good and beautiful.
Nothing remains that is worthy of the word “life.” Also, the particu-
lar word for “destroy” (apollumi) that the annihilationists appeal to is
used sometimes with the meaning of “lose.” Jesus warned us to “be
afraid of the one who can destroy (apolesai) both soul and bady in hell”
(Matt. 10:28). Here is a use of the word “destroy” in the context of
punishment. Bur earlier in the same discourse this same Greek word
is used with the meaning of “lose.” Jesus rells his disciples in Matthew
10:6, “Go rather to the lost (apololota) sheep of Israel.” In the para-
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bles of the lost sheep, the lost coin, and the lost son, the word used
for “lost” is this same word, apollumi (Luke 15:4, 6, 8,9, 24, 32). These
objects of affection were not annihilated—they were lost. We 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 thar the same authors who use the idea of destroy
to describe judgment also describe judgment in ways that must be
understood as meaning conscious suffering, as we have shown earlier.’*

Contemporary day-to-day living provides a number of illustrations
that can be used to further explain the concept of destrucrion with-
out annihilation. A 1987 Christianity Today article by Roger Nicole
points out that we often speak of an automobile being complerely
destroyed, ruined, or “totaled,” yet this is not to say that the car’s
marterials no longer exist. The terms are used when the vehicle’s parts
“have heen so damaged and twisted that the car has become com-
pletely unserviceable.™! In his Systematic Theology, Charles Hodge
gives his own insightful illustrarion.

To destroy is to ruin. . . . . A thing is ruined when it is rendered unfic
for use; when it is in such a srate that it can no longer answer the end
for which it was designed. A ship at sea, dismasted, rudderless, with
its sides battered in, is ruined, but not annihilated. It is a ship still. A
man destrovs himself when he ruins his health, squanders his prop-
erty, debases his character, and renders himself unfit to act his part in
life. A soul is urterly and forever destroyed when it is reprobated, alien-
ated from God, rendered a fit companion only for the devil and his
angels. This is a destruction a thousandfold more fearful than anni-
hilation. The eamestness 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 figures of speech to communicare the eter-
nality of hell. It is described as a place where punishing fires are
unquenchable (Mart. 3:12; Mark 9:43) and where “their worm will
not die” (Isa. 66:24). Both expressions suggest a type of judgment that
lasts forever. Additionally, Scripture draws parallels between ever-
lasting life and everlasting torment (Dan. 12:2; Mart. 25:41, 46). These
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passages seemn to say in the strongest terms that the “final states of the
just and unjust are exactly analogous—both are conscious continu-
ous modes of living—except for their respective destinations. If heav-
enly bliss is endless, so is hellish agony.™3

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

Annihilation has no terrors for me, because | have already rried it
before [ was born—][for] a hundred million vears—and [ have suffered
more in an hour, in this life, than | remember to have suffered in the
whole hundred million years 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 presence of a deep content
and unbroken satisfaction in that hundred million years of holiday
which [ look back upon with a tender longing and with a grateful desire
to resume, when the opportunity comes.> .

Standing against Twain’s doomed hopes are the Bible and two
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 into the claims of Christianity. The
importance of hell was impressed 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?" [ responded
with as much honesty as possible: “Hell.” I then proceeded to share
with him the good news of Christ. As theologian ]. I. Packer has
observed, “When the badness of the bad news about Hell is unmuf-
fled . . . the goodness of the good news about Christ and eternal life
shines brighrer.”*

The Second Chance Myth

Many cults that find eternal conscious punishment of the wicked
too distasteful ro accept still recognize the need for a hell. These
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oroups usually reach thar there will be a second chance for salvation
afrer death. According to Mormon apostle Bruce McConkie, the
wicked and ungodly “will suffer the vengeance of eternal fire in hell
until they finally obey Christ, repent of their sins, and gain forgive-
ness therefrom.”™* Mormonism 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 their savior:

[TThe whole spirit world (including both paradise and hell) is a spirit
prison. . . . In 2 more parrticular sense, however, the spirit prison is hell,
that portion of the spirit world where the wicked dwell. . . . Before
Christ bridged the gulf between paradise and hell—so that the righ-
reous could mingle with the wicked and preach them the gospel—the
wicked in hell were confined to locarions which precluded them from
contact with the righteous in paradise. . . . [Now] the righteous spit-
its in paradise have been commissioned to carry the message of sal-
vation to the wicked spirits in hell. . . . Repentance opens the prison
doors to the spirits in hell; it enables those bound with the chains of
hell ta free themselves from darkness, unbelief, ignorance, and sin. As
rapidly as they can overcome these obstacles—gain light, believe truth,
acquire intelligence, cast off sin, and break the chains of hell—they
can leave the hell thar imprisons them and dwell with the righteous
in the peace of paradise.’”

Hebrews 9:27, however, states that it is appointed for us to die once,
after which will come the judement. 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 thar we
are created beings with an extremely limited perspective, which is
itself filtered through a multitude of sin-tainted thoughts and feel-
ings. What seems “fair” to us may not line up with objective reality.
Gad, on the other hand, is not encumbered by sin. He is holy and
without limitation of insight. He is righteous and full of truth (Ps.
19:9). Consequently, we can rest assured that he will judge fairly (Ps.
96:12—13). Qur job is to obediently preach the gospel: “How then
will they call on Him in whom they have not believed? How will they
believe in Him whom they have not heard? And how 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 rorment for the
wicked, it provides individuals with a spiritually fatal excuse for not
coming to Christ: They can accept him later. Persons advocating sal-
vation after death would do well to consider the words of Paul in
2 Corinthians 6:2. His declaration serves as both a terrible waming
and a blessed promise: “Now is the day of salvation.”

A Universalist’s Universe

Universalism, a thanatological theory similar to the second chance
mvth, dismisses eternal conscious punishment for the wicked as well
as annihilationism. Its premise is fairly simple—eventual salvation for
evervone “after a proper period of chastening for their sins.™* The Uni-
ficarion Church declares: “God’s will that all people be restored to Him
is predestined absolutely, and He had elected all people to salvation.™?

Jesus taughrt a very different message. He said in Matthew 7:13 thar
“the way is broad thar 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 rold to depart from his presence
into everlasting torment (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 Seriptures ourt of context in
an effort to prove their presuppositions about the afterlife. For exam-
ple, Romans 14:11 is cited as proof that evervone 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, however, 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 torment (Martr. 7:19-23; 25:31-46).

Like the second-chance myth, universalism attempts to do two
things: (1) make more emotionally 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. Influential countercult min-
ister Dr. Walter Martin made the following observation in Essential
Christianity:

Merely because universal reconciliationists cannor conceive of God
punishing etemnally the infinite sin of rejecting His Son, they have
sought to draw from Scripture what neither scholarship nor common
sense can possibly allow. Since they cannot conceive of God so pun-
ishing the unregenerate soul, they have set up their own standard of
how God must act based on what they believe is justice.¥

Recent surveys measuring the religious beliefs of Americans show
that universalism has great appeal and is increasing in popularity. A
1994 poll found thar only 39 percent of U.S. citizens feel that “people
who do not consciously accept Jesus Christ as their savior will be con-
demned to hell.” [t was also discovered that 46 percent of Ameri-
cans—up from 40 percent in 1992—believe thar all “good people,”
whether they accept Jesus as their Savior or not, will go to heaven.*!

Another 1994 survey found that very few Americans ages fifteen
to thirty-five could name even one of the Bible’s Ten Command-
ments.*> Neverrheless, as far back as 1988, 76 percent of Americans
believed thar they had a good to excellent chance of getting into
heaven.*® Two vears later, this percentage had risen to 78 percent!*
In response to such statistics, Ajith Fernando—director of Youth for
Christ in Sri Lanka—Dbluntly srates: “Such is the confidence of this

godless generation.”

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.”*
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One of the most complete and complex descriptions of the eter-
nal state for Christians is found in Revelation 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 God altogether because they look at
the symbolism, fail to properly understand it, and discount the real-
ity behind the imagery.

Christians, on the other hand, because they accept the Bible as
true, end up with an entirely different interpretive misconception
from failing to grasp the nature of symbolism: a thoroughly fictitious
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 image] is betrer able to portray the corporate character of
the redeemed community. . . . [t is radiant as a rare jewel. . . . Itis in
the form of a cube, which represents its perfecrion. Even its founda-
tion is bejeweled, while its streets are of gold {(21:18-21).... The over-
all impression is that redeemed man in communion with God has a
glorious future in store for him. The details may be presented in a sym-
bolic way, but the truth is unmistakable

Scripture also tells us that many things will not be in heaven,
including death and mouming (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
of hunger and thirst (7:16). Finally, all tears—"those arising from our
own sin and failure, or from sorrow and bereavement, or those caused
by others™*—will be a thing of the past (21:4).

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: Better by Far (1993),
eighty-nine-vear-old stalwart of the faith ]. Oswald Sanders listed
what he considered to be some of heaven’s most blessed benefits.
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» All thar 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 will we be subject to temptations from the world, the
flesh, 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 available.

» Reunion with loved ones and the formation of new relation-
ships will make heaven a wonderful place of fellowship.

» Heaven's music will far surpass earth’s finest achievements in
that realm.

» There will be full sarisfaction for every holy and wholesome
longing and aspiration.®

As glorious as these aspects of heaven may be, even more won-
dertful 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 the Creator. In Matthew 10:32-33, Jesus gave a
matter-of-fact promise thar 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, [ will
also deny him before My Father who is in heaven.”

In light of the biblical teachings on heaven and hell, the most lov-
ing thing a Christian can do is obey the command given in Jude 22-23,
which instructs all believers to *have mercy on some, who are doubt-
ing; [but] save others, snarching them out of the fire; and on some have
mercy with fear, hating even the garment polluted by the flesh.” In
response to this admonition, systematic theologian Robert A. Peter-
son of Drew University 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 God 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 cerrainty that the con-
clusion 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 culric applications of various escharological ideas. Each one is
mextricably 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 graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done
good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be
condemned” (John 3:28-29 N1v).
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Apocalypse llow

Whenever history takes one of its unexpected turns, the doom-
savers end up with prophetic egg on their faces. But when their
schemes don't fir any more, you never see these folks owning up

to it
Tim Weber

church historian
Denver Theological Seminary!

Shortly before Christmas 1996, I found myself standing transfixed in
the checkour line of a nearby supermarket. My attention had been
grabbed by the dramartic headline emblazoned across the front page
of The Weekly World News, a tabloid newspaper prominently displayed
above the store’s holiday-decorated candy racks: “Star over Bethle-
hem Signals the End of the World.”

In subsequent weeks, this same publication featured equally alarm-
ing news flashes, complere with sensationalistic pictures and illus-
rrations: “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 article in-
formed me thar “Planet Earth will undergo swift cataclysmic changes
beginning in 1997 followed by the end of the world on January 6,
2000.”

Doomsday stories are not unique to our era. In A.D. 198, for instance,
panic struck as word spread throughout the land “that many witnesses
had actually seen a walled city [i.e., the New Jerusalem] in the sky over
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Judea”™ (compare Rev. 21:2).7 For almost twenty centuries, Western
society has been obsessed with Jesus' triumphant return from heaven
and the catastrophic event with which it is ser to coincide—the end
of the world. Even a partial listing of the prophesied dates for Earth's
destruction clearly shows that nearly every generation since Jesus’
departure has thought thar it was the last generation: 300, 1000, 1100,
1200, 1245, 1260, 1300, 1420, 1533, 1606, 1694, 1734, 1844, 1914,
1934, 1970, 1975, 1979, 1980, 1981, 1988, 1989, 1992, 1994, 20003
Historically, such end-time forecasts have usually come from theo-
logical cults and their leaders. But in this century, especially since the
1970s, several evangelical, charismartic, and Pentecostal leaders have
gained widespread notoriety as America's most popular and influen-
tial prophetic date-setters. In their zeal to preach abour Jesus’ second
coming, these well-meaning Christians 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 heartbreaking disappointment and now live in spiritual
ruin due to the many false prognostications that have come from var-
ious church leaders in recent vears. Furthermore, failed predictions by
notable Christian leaders have seriously marred the credibility of evan-
gelists and the validity of the gospel in the eyes of the secular world.
Followers of Christ must 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 “examine everyrhing carefully; hold fast o that which is good”
(1 Thess. 5:21). This chapter, therefore, will 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 [apokalypsis]
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of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to show to His bond-servants,
the things 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 Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, the term apoka-
[ypsis simply means an “uncovering.” It is used throughout Scriprure
with numerous applications.

In Luke 2:32 apokalypsis describes “the drawing away by Christ of
the veil of darkness covering the Genriles.” 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
what happens when knowledge about Ged is imparted to the soul.’
The most familiar 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). It will mark Jesus’ rerurn 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 5:28-29; 11:24; 1 Cor. 15:20-24), the glorification of
all Christians (1 Cor. 15:50-53), the final 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 confident that 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 vou.
It I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive
vou to Myself; that where [ am, there you may be also” (John
14:2-3).

We can also know that at the apokalypsis borh Christians and non-
Christians will confess that Jesus is Lord (Phil. 2:9-11). The outcome
of that confession, however, will not be the same for everyone. Those
who during their lifetime rejected God’s free gift of salvation 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
receive 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 earth
and its works will be burned up."” He goes on ro say that “the heav-
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 place? 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 words, when it is least expected (1 Thess.
5:1-2: 2 Peter 3:10).

I Predict

Countless pseudo-Christian cults and new religious movements
have made one false prophecy after another regarding the darte of
either Jesus’ return or the end of the world. Some individuals have
declared that God himself revealed the date. Others never specifi-
cally claimed that their date was revealed by God but still spoke with
self-proclaimed prophetic authority. As a result, their prediction
ended up being received by followers just as if it had indeed come

directly from God.

RELIGIOUS DATE FAlsE PREDICTION
GROUP PREDICTED AND YEAR DELIVERED
JEHOVAH'S 1374 1897: “Our Lord, the appoinred King, is now present,
WITNESSES since October 1874, A.0., according to the testimony
of the prophets, to those who have ears 1o hear
5™
1914 18924: “The date of the close of that ‘bartle’ |of Arma-

geddon] is definitely marked in Scriprure as Ocrober,
1914. It is already in progress, its beginning dating
from October, 1874" (1892). “We see no reason for
changing the figures. - . . They are, we believe, God's
dates. not ours. Bur bear in mind that the end of 1914
is not the date for the beginning, bur for the end of the
time of trouble.™
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RELIGIOUS DATE
GroOuP PREDICTED

JEHOVAHS 1925
WITNESSES

JosepH SmiTH 1891
(MORMONISM)

Lou1is 1991
FARRAKHAN
(NATION OF

IsLaM)

Davip BErc  1992-93
(THE FaMiry)

SUNx Myunc 197778
Moo~

(UNTFICATION

CHURCH) 1980

1981
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FAisE PREDICTION
AND YEAR DELIVERED

1920: “[W]e may confidently expect thar 1925 will
mark the return of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and the
faithful prophets of old. . . . 1925 shall mark the resur-
rection of the fairthful worthies of old. . . . Millions

now living will never die.™

1835: “President Smith then stated . . . it was the will
of God that those who went to Zion . . . should be or-
dained o the ministry, and go forth to prune the vine-
yard for the last time, or the coming of the Lord, which
wasr1|gl:l—c=:1|7-i3:n'wI fifty-six years should wind up the

SCEE.

1991: “This war [Gulf War], should it start in a few
days, will be thar which the scriptures refer to

as the War of Armageddon which is the final war.
it will engulf the enrire planet” (January 14, 1991). 1

1972: “The Lord had given us a certain time
prophecy in the Summer of 1970. . . . The total ‘days
of my years’ were to heamralnf?ﬂ, divided into two

periods—the first, of 49 v evident]
in1968.. mhefnﬂawadb?apmudafmumthanﬂ
endine in th . The End

wlllcnmeaﬁﬁrmemﬂafﬂmr?ﬂfempermd,m
sometime after the year 1989. . . . This would coincide
with other prophecies which we have received, indi-
cating specifically thatr Maria would outlive me to the
mj&'ﬂiﬁrthﬂtahauts. 'I'hiscnuldmeanthatl
ul:ﬂlehe i tion

Lh&&mnd Cumma” Eemvhaﬂs in ﬂr” =3

lanuary 1972: “I chink 1977 and 1978 will be the cul-

mination of the fight between the two powers [God
and Sacan].”

December 1972: “The satanic power is doomed to de-
cline, and by the vear 1950 we are sure to see that the
satanic sovereignry will have fallen.”

lulv 1973: “God plans to make the twenty years be-
tween 1960 and 1930 a period of toral advancement
for the heavenly dispensation. . . . These three seven-
yvear periods will end in 1981. . . . By these twentv-one
years, we are restoring the entire fallen history.”

(continued)
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RELIGIOUS DATE FALSE PREDICTION
GroUP  PREDICTED AND YEAR DELIVERED
Sun Myunc 2000 February 1977: “As of teday, all the dispensational
Moo~ history of restoration has ended, has been compiezez:l-
(UNIFICATION We will win God's territary back, inch by inch, until
CHURCH) the vear 2000."12

It is not surprising that every attempt to pinpoint doomsday has
met with failure. The primary purpose of Scripture is to lead us to
eternal life (John 20:30-31), not to tell us when the end of the wmjld
will come. The biblical information about the last days is primarily
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 SpEFlﬁC dﬂtﬁ";s.
The biblical prophets of old did not even know such end-time derails
(Eccles. 3:11; Dan. 12:8-9; Martt. 24:36).1> B

Despite centuries of failed speculations about “the end,” Christians
and non-Christians alike continue to dogmatically assert that dooms-
dav is ar hand. Their confidence is often tied to an erroneous assump-
tion that the neamess of Jesus’ return can be discerned by current
events, especially “wars and rumors of wars . . . famines and earth-
quakes” (Matt. 24:6-7). But to assert that “the last leaw,rs“ .have only
recently begun because the present generation is Witnessing never-
before-seen tragedies is to believe what is historically untrue and bib-

lically unsound, as we shall now see.

How Close Are We!

Many people think that today’s natural disasters, man-made cata-
strophes, socialfpolitical unrest, and devastating diseases are unique
to this era. Hence, we must be living in “the last days” before Jesus
return. Nothing could be further from the truth. Scripture rells us
thar “the last days” actually began when Jesus first came to earth
(1 Cor. 7:26; Phil. 4:3; Heb. 1:2; 1 Peter 1:20). The apostle John goes
<o far as to describe the era in which he was writing as “the last hour”
(1 John 2:18).

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 Matthew as fipurative language propherically refer-
ring to God's judgment on Israel in A.D. 70, the vear Jerusalem was
destroyed. Old Testament passages lending support to such an inter-
pretation would be those that speak of God “coming” in judgment
(Zech. 14:5).

Also, those who desire ro properly study prophecy should bear in
mind that earthquakes, famines, pestilence, and bad weather condi-
tions are not taking place at this present time with any more frequency
or intensity than in past centuries. Likewise, wars and rumors of wars
are no more prevalent today than they were hundreds of years ago.
Consider the following facts taken from reliable and verifiable sources.

Earthquakes

According to seismological experts, the apparent rise in earthquakes
over the last several vears is just that—apparent. Scientist Charles F
Richrer—inventor of 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
unnoriced. Consequently, the number of guakes 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.!

Recent data concerning the world’s most powerful quakes reveals
that between 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 time. For
example, “More people died between 1715 and 1783 from earthquakes
(1,373,845) than between 1915 and 1983 (1,210,597).”** History's
worst earthquake, which killed more than 830,000 people, took place
in China all the way back in 1556.1¢ Surprisingly, historical records
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of Quakes magnitude 8.0 or greaier

1800 1910 1980 1970 1980 1990

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 earthguake! How many towns in Syria, how many in
Macedonia, have been swallowed up! How often has this kind of devas-
tarion laid Cyprus in ruins! How often has Paphos collapsed! Not infre-
quently are ridings brought to us of the utter destruction of entire cities."

End-time prophets continue to dogmatically assert that this gener-
ation is seeing a unique display of tectonic disasters.'® Documenta-
tion, however, is rarely provided. The same can be said for how today’s
date-setters find “proof” for the 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. Bur according to modemn-day prophecy
“experts,” the worst is yet to come and, in fact, may already be here.

Sickness and Starvation

Some of today’s date-setters feel thar AIDS is no doubt God's end-
time judgment on humanity. One prophecy pundit predicted that by
1991 everyone would know someone with AIDS."* Another popular
Bible teacher called AIDS “the worst plague in history."* Still another
said that by 2020 the last human being “could be expiring on this
earth, killed by AIDS.”?! In realiry, although the spread of AIDS is
of major concern, such sensationalistic statements go far beyond what
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is known abour the disease. Furthermore, as disastrous as AIDS is ro
the modern world, it is by no means the worst plague ever to strike
society. That distinction belongs to the Black Death.*

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 population ).’ Historians have labeled
it the “most lethal disaster of recorded history.”** It struck without
wamning and, unlike AIDS, could be spread to persons who hardly
had any contact with those unfortunate enough to be infected. All
of the historians of that era chronicled the plague’s horrific nature:

The disease appeared as carbuncles [severe boils] under the armpits or
in the groin, sometimes as big as an egg, and was accompanied with
devouring fever and vomiting blood. It 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 month. Bologna lost two-thirds
of its population; Florence, three-fifths. In England, “it is estimared
that one-half of the population, or 2,500,000 people, fell victim to
the dread disease.” Clearly, the virulence of the AIDS epidemic now
infecting the 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 worst famines, which rook place in China
and India between 1876 and 1879, approximately 12 to 17 million
people perished.”” Famine, like pestilence, has been wreaking havoc
on various culrures since before Christ. Twentieth century famines
are no different, nor do they have any escharological significance.”

MaAjor FAMINES
EGYrT (c. 3500 B.C.) The earliest writren reference to a famine.
ROME (436 B.C.) Thousands of starving people threw themselves into the

Tiber River.
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MAJOR FAMINES
BRITISH ISLES (A.D. 310}  Famine kills 40,000 people.

KAsHMIR, INDIA {A.D. 917) Hisrorical records state that the water in Jhelum River
was covered by bodies. “The land became densely cov-
ered with bones in all directions, until it was like one
great burial-ground, causing terror to all beings.”

Engrano (1233) Eamine caused 20,000 deaths in London. Feapl:ﬂ_: Te-
sorted to earing the bark of trees and grass in order 10
SUrvive.

Cuma (1333-37) Four million were reported dead in one region alone;
perhaps the source of Europe’s Black Death.

Russia (16000 Five hundred thousand died from both famine and
plague.

Inpia (1630) This famine began when floods followed 2 severe

drought. Parents apparently sold their children in
exchange for food. In the city of Surat, 30,000 inhabi-

tants died.

FraNcE (1769) This second famine in France within seventy-nive years
of the country’s first grear famine (1693 killed perhaps
5 percent of the popularion.

InpiA {1899-1900) Despire relief efforts, at least 250,000 starved. The esti-
mated death toll from famine and subsequent disease is
325 million-

U.S.S.R. (1921-12) Between 250,000 and 5 million died.
ETHiopPIA (1973) This drought-induced famine killed 100,000.
SoMALIA (1991-92) Hundreds of thousands died, including one-fourth of all

Somali children under age five. People are their own
clothes in an effort to survive.

Wars 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, hgw,
ever. believe that World War I and World War Il were different. “So
many lives were lost and so many countries were im-*c:lv:ed,” they
argue. “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 nations 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 235
million dead, “about twice as many as were killed militarily in World
War 1."* The Napoleonic Wars (1792-1815) took 5 to 6 million lives,
and the Taiping Rebellion (1850-64), “the most destructive war of
the entire 19th century,” resulted in the deaths of approximarely 30
million!?”

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.*! In other words, the battles that have been fought
within the last hundred years are little more than the tail end of 2
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 vou before it comes to pass,
so that when it does occur, vou may believe that [ am He” (John
13:19).

In other words, most of the prophecies in Scripture were given so
that afrer the events were fulfilled people could look back on the
prophecy and draw comfort and encouragement from seeing that God
knew what was coming, fulfilled all of his plans, and is in control. As
protessor D. Brent Sandy of Liberty University states, “Much of the
detail in biblical prophecy - . . is not intended to reveal the future as
much as it is intended to confirm and explicate the past, or illumine
the present.””? New Testament scholar E E Bruce agrees in terms that
are crystal clear: “Holy Writ does not provide us with the means of
plotting the course of furure events."? Sadly, this truth has been
replaced by a growing cacophony of sensationalistic pronouncements
thart the end is near—again.

Prophets among Us

Over the last several vears the national and international news
media have expended most of their energy investigating the now infa-
mous apocalyptic cults we discussed in chapter 2. Consequently, some
of the less spectacular prophetic personalities, their followers, and
the events associated with them have not received widespread atten-
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rion. It is to these obscure, and certainly less violent, examples of “last
days madness” that we now turn our attention, if for no other reason
than because many of them involve Christian leaders and their failed
predictions.

Before examining these escharologically embarrassing episodes,
it must be pointed out that nearly all of today’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 thar just before the world’s end a final period of unparal-
leled rurmoil—the tribulation—will occur under 2 satanic, world
dictator: the Antichrist. There are several different kinds of pre-
millennialism, the two most popular types being pretribulational-
dispensationalism and historic.

According to pretribulational-dispensational premillennialism, the
tribulation will follow “the rapture,” an event wherein Christians are
miraculously 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.’* When that golden age
of peace expires, Jesus will judge humanity and establish eternity.

Historic premillennialism takes aslightly different view of the end.
Like pretribulational-dispensationalists, historic premillennialists
believe that during the tribularion the Antichrist (sometimes called
the Beast) will halr all normal means of purchasing food, acquiring
housing, and obtaining employment. Only by receiving the dreaded
mark of the Beast (666) will anvone be able to function normally in
society (Rev. 13:15-18).% But unlike pretribulational-dispensational
premillennialists, 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
militia-like exrremist groups in America. Large numbers of so-called
Christian patriots—many of whom are actually white supremacists
belonging to the theologically cultic Christian Idenriry Movement—
have responded to the looming threat of the Antichrist by retreating
to isolared regions of America with large quantities of food and
weapons. Their hope is to live as quietly as possible during the seven-

ArPorcarvese Now 185

vear reign of the Antichrist, who will supposedlyv rule the earth
through a one-world government.*® This period will culminate in the
battle of Armageddon, 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 prenouncements about doomsday.
On the contrary, many well-respected theologians and scholars who
shun date-setting are premillennial. Unfortunartely 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.

Edgar Whisenant: 1988 ...,1989...,1990...

For many vears, retired NASA engineer Edgar C. Whisenant was
just an average, hard-working American citizen who enjoyed going
to church. Then in 1988 he wrote two books that catapulted him
to prophetic stardom: 88 Reasons Why the Rapture Could Be in 1988
and On Borrowed Time. Although both volumes presented a mind-
boggling assortment of interlocking date and number calcularions,
the basic thrust of Whisenant’s message came through loud and
clear: Sometime between 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 the world. It would be the
beginning of the tribulation, the beginning of the end!3’

Whisenant had no doubts about his position: “Only if the Bible is
in error am | wrong, and [ say thar unequivocally. There is no wav
Biblically that I can be wrong; and 1 say that to every preacher in
town."* Some Christians dismissed this prognosticarion as ludicrous.
But others, especially prophecy buffs, stood behind Whisenant 100
percent. For example, Hart Armstrong, president of Christian Com-
munications of Witchita, Kansas, repeatedly pinpointed the Feast of
Trumpets 1988 “or September 29, 30, 1989, as possible times for His
coming.” Armstrong even issued a “Raprure Alert.™

Equally supportive of Whisenant were Trinity Broadcasting Net-
work (TBN) founders 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 videcrtapez
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of prerecorded shows dealing with the rapture. For unbelievers who
might be watching, the revised programming included specific instruc-
rions on what to do in case Christian family members or friends sud-
denly disappeared and the world was thrust into the tribulation.®

Despite warnings by more theologically sound church leaders,
Christians nationwide flocked to local bookstores to get copies of
Whisenant's works. In fact Christian booksellers had a hard time
keeping his volumes in stock. Eventually more than 4.5 million copies
of 88 Reasons had been printed, approximarely 300,000 of which had
been sent out free to ministers around the country.

But Rosh Hashanah 1988 came and went uneventfully. This, how-
ever, did not deter Whisenant in the least. Immediately after the
scheduled time of Christ’s return, the Atlanta Journal and Constitution
reported that the Arkansas prophet had “revised his predicrion, say-
ing that the Rapture could possibly occur by 10:35 a.m. Wednesday
[September 15].”#! As September drew to a close, Whisenant still had
not lost confidence. He revised his date again—to October 3. Even
when thar date passed, Whisenant remained undaunted: “The evi-
dence is all over the place that it is going to be in a few weeks any-
way,” he told Chrisdanity Today.*

After his “few weeks" had gone by, Whisenant finally saw the error
of his ways. 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 1989! Whisenant pub-
lished his discovery in The Final Shout—Rapture Report 1989, which
has since been retitled vearly as The Final Shout—Rapture Report
1990, 1991, 1992, 1993, and so on.*® He continues to revise his date
annually.

John Hinkle: TBN-ite
According to John Hinkle—Pastor of Christ Church, Los Ange-

les—God spoke to him in “the most awesome voice” he had ever
heard. Bur the sound of the Lord’s voice was nothing compared to
the prophecy it brought forth: “On Thursday, June 9, [1994] I Will
Rip the Evil our of This World.” Hinkle shared this astounding bit of
information on the Januarv 25, 1994, Praise the Lord television talk
show, hosted by Paul and Jan Crouch. In front of millions of viewers,
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Hinkle declared, “The most cataclysmic experience that the world
has ever known since the Resurrection . . . is going to happen.”*

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 alreadv been
lifted to meet the Lord in the air!™* In a financial appeal letter to his
supporters, Crouch gave assurances that Hinkle’s prophecy was legit-
imate. The voice, said Crouch, was “so loud and clear that it sounded
like a great bell being rung by his ear.”#

But when June 9, 1994, arrived, Hinkle was absent from the TBN
television talk show on which he had promised to appear. Paul Crouch
said nothing, and his nightly Praise the Lord program aired as if noth-
ing spectacular had ever been planned for that evening. Whatever
happened ro Hinkle? Although he never explained himself to TBN
viewers, he did send his congregation the following communiqué:
“At first myself and others were very disappointed it did not take place
the way we expected. It did begin, and is continuing to take place,
but it happened in the spiritual realm first.”

Hinkle had resorted to an old cult technique for ge tting out of false
prophecies: Change the location of the prophecy’s fulfiliment to the
mvisible realm, where it cannot be tested or disproven. This same
route had been taken more than one hundred years earlier by Jeho-
vah’s Witnesses (known at that time as Second Adventists), who
expected Jesus to return in 1873—74. When Christ’s second advent

failed to materialize, they maintained that they had been richt abour
the date of his return but had been wrong about the manner of his
return. They deduced thar he must have returned invisibly, even
though Scripture clearly teaches that Jesus will return visibly for every-
one to see (Acts 1:9-11; Rev. 1:7). |

Looking back to 1871, we see that many of our company were what
are known as Second Adventists, and the light they held hriefly stated.
was that there would be a second advent of Jesus. . . . This they claimed
would occur in 1873. . .. Well, 1873 came . . . and vet no bﬁming of
the world. . . . But prophecies were found which pointed positively to
1874 as the time when Jesus was due to be present. . . . The aurumn
of 1874, anxiously expecred, finally came, but the earth rolled on as
ever. . .. Then the prophetic arguments were carefully re-examined.
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Was an error found? No, they stood 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 another beam of light on the subject which brought order our
of confusion, and caused all of the former “light” to shine with ten-
fold brightness. . . . [A] new idea of a presence unseen, except by the
eve of faith. . . . [W]e realized that when Jesus should come, it would
be as unobserved by human eves as though an angel had come. . . . Here
was a new thought: Could it be that the time prophecies . . . were really
meant to indicate when the Lord would be invisibly presen: to set up
his kinegdom? . . . [T]he evidences satished me.*

Harold Camping: Man of the Year

Both Edgar Whisenant and John Hinkle were relatively obscure
individuals until they made their 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 end-
time predictions. In his best-selling book 19947 he wrote: “When
September 6, 1994, arrives, no one else can become saved, the end
has come.”™ Camping made sure thar readers clearly understood him:
“No book 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.”" A year later he released Are You Ready?,
which was yet another volume pointing to 1994.

A New York Times article quoted Camping as stating, “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 offer that I've
missed? . . . Frankly, [ didn't hear [any good rebuttals].”*" In another
interview he declared, “Sometimes, I've thought, “Wow, I wish Sep-
tember was not the month. But I doubt it. I doubt it. I doubt it. I'm
more convinced than ['ve ever been the world is about to end.””*

What made Camping so sure! In a 1993 interview with the Chris-
tian Research Jowrnal, he revealed the reason for his confidence: “I'm
methodical. And when | began studying the Bible over 30 years ago,

| started 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.”™’ Many
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people seemed to agree with Camping, whose books quickly became
huge successes. In fact 19942 rose almost immediately to the number
four spot on the Christian Bookseller Association’s best-selling
prophecy book chart.5

On September 7 Camping acknowledged thar he had made an
ever-s0-slight miscalculation and revised his date to the middle of the
month. 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 Jewish calendar. )

Camping, of course, was wrong—and it could not have turned out
any other way. No one will ever know the timing of Jesus’ second
coming, 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 know when, or even about when, the apocalypse will occur (Matt.
24:44;25:13; Mark 13:35-37: Luke 12:40, 46; 1 Thess. 5:2-3: 2 Peter
3:9-10; Rev. 3:3).

Numerous predictions like those voiced by Whisenant, Hinkle, and
Camping have been made throughour recent years. In his 1987 book
I Predict 2000 A.D., Pentecostal preacher Lester Sumrall unabashedly
proclaimed, “I predict the absolute fullness of man’s operation on
planet Earth by the year 2000 4.0. Then Jesus shall reign from
Jerusalem for 1000 years.”> In 1979, North Carolina prophecy teacher
Colin Deal stared that “Christ will return bodily to the earth or in the
air for the church by 1988.7% 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 raprure dates: 1975, 1976, 1980,
1981, 1982, 1983, 1985, 1986, 1987, 1988, 1989, 1992, 1994.57 Byt
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 frames—"near," “close
to,” “just beyond,” “not long after,” “possibly by,” “according to the
best calculations,” and “as far as I can see”™—many church leaders
have built a sort of eschatological safety net for themselves. In so
doing, they protect themselves from being condemned as false
prophets under the biblical indictment of Deuteronomy 18:21-22,
which rargets only individuals who attribute their predictions directly
to God. It says nothing 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 dartes
ever since publishing an April 1, 1975, newsletter that read, “Mes-
siah 19757 The Tribulation 19762" Van Impe adamantly declares
that we cannot know the exact day or hour of Christ’s second com-
ing.?® Bur like all date-suggesters, he then goes on to predict the year,
or years, of Jesus' “possible,” “likely,” or “almost certain” return.

Van Impe implied a 1988 date for the rapture, which would be fol-
lowed by the tribulation until 1996.% However, a subsequent time cal-
culation seemed to zero in on 1992 for the rapture and 1999 for the
end of the world.8! This particular schedule was used with tragic con-
sequences by the Korean Hyoo-go movement (see chapter 2).% Next,
the year 2000 became Van Impe’s imminent date for the possible ter-
mination of human history.® He has since moved on to “the year 2000,
and perhaps as far ahead as the year 2012.7* His new video 2001:
Countdown to Eternity is allegedly a “powerful” film that v{ill prepare
viewers “for the end of the age—and the beginning of eternity.”
According to a 1995 advertisement, this $24.95 video shows “how a
Millenial Kingdom is predicted to begin shortly after A.D. 2000.™8>

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
wrote a letter to the Christian Research Institute of Southern Cali-
fornia. a ministry dedicated to providing information to the public
about cults, the occult, and aberrent Christian sects. The Christian
couple asked for advice on how to help some distraught acquaintances
who had taken to heart the informarion 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 form of ‘Millennial Mad-
ness,’ if you will).”®

Unfortunately, Van Impe is only one of many date-suggesters. Some
of these “soothsayers of the second advent™’ are surprisingly well-
known and respected members of the evangelical, charismatic, and
Pentecostal communities. Their books have sold millions of copies,
and many of them pastor large churches. A few of them even host
their own shows on Christian television. None of them, however, has
ever said thar God told them the world was going to end on rhis date
or that date. Nevertheless, each one regularly gives the distinct
impression that we 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 narion in 1948.

The popularity of interpreting recent events in such a manner,
especially Israel’s restoration, can be traced to the publicarion of Hal
Lindsev's mega-best-seller The Late Great Planet Earth (1970). Lind-
sey also popularized the term “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 thar
have come perilously close to actual date-settings. 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 but 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 interpretations. After all, when a well-
respected Bible teacher and pastor states all his plans are predicated
on a certain date for the Lord's return, trusting followers will likely
do the same thing. They may forego school, postpone marriages, or
give all of their money away only ro never see the “near,” “soon,” and
“any moment” return of Jesus materialize.

Historian Mark Noll gives a timely waming that church leaders
should take to heart:

The verdict of history seems clear. Grear spiritual gain comes from liv-
ing under the expectation of Christ’s return. But wisdom and restraint
are also in order. At the very least, it would be well for those in our
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age who predict details and dates for the End to remember how many
before them have misread the signs of the times.™

A well-known children’s story is particularly relevant to the issues
of dare-setting and date-suggesting.

[A] Shepherd Boy tended a flock of sheep. . .. One dav, just to cause
some excitement, the Shepherd Boy ran down from the hills shout-
ing, “Wolfl Wolf!” The townsfolk came running with sticks to chase
the Wolf away. All they found was the Shepherd Boy. who laughed at
them. . . . The Shepherd Boy tried it again the next day. Again he ran
down from the hills shouting, “Wolf!” Again the rownsfolk ran to his
4id in vain. But the day after, it happened that a Wolf really came.
The Shepherd Boy, now truly alarmed, shouted, “Help! Come EFII‘I.d
help me! The Wolf is killing the sheep!” But this time the tnwmt-_:ﬂk
said. “He won’t fool us again with that trick!” They paid no attention
co his cries, and the Wolf destroyed the entire flock.”

Prophecy Guidelines

Within Christianity there exists more than one biblically viable
view of the endtimes. Unlike some of the other doctrines covered in
this book, escharology is a gray area of Scripture on which Christians
may legitimarely disagree. Some orthodox views donoteven inclqde
a personal Antichrist, a rapture, or a seven-year tribulation. The
importance of eschatology lies in the Bible’s crystal clear teaching
that Jesus will one day return physically and visibly (John 14:2—4;
Titus 2:13: Rev. 1:7). Unitil 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-suggesters.

1. The Bible gives no specific date for Jesus™ second advent. Any teach-
ine 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 re asmbhsﬁment of Israel
as a stare cannot be used to calculate the nearness of Jesus' return.
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Nowhere does Scripture explicitly mention the year 1948 or any
other date in such a context.

. Only by guesswork and preconceived notions can any date jor the end
of the world be obtained. Human beings are not meant to know the
time—hour, day, week, month, season, or year—of Christ’s return
(compare Matt. 24:44; Mark 13:35-37; Luke 12:40). In Aces 1:7
Jesus reveals that future events, including significant propheric
times and ages, are not for us to know. God has sovereignly declared
that such knowledge is off-limits to evervone.

3. This erais not wimessing an increase in natural disasters and man-made
catastrophes. Earthguakes, famines, storms, outbreaks of disease,
and wars have been an integral part of humankind’s history since
before the time of Christ.

4 Prophecies are often meant figuratively. Prophetic passages of Scrip-
ture must be read within their hisrorical and cultural setring. Bib-
lical prophecies often point to a specific time period, place, and
people within the Bible namrative itself, rather than to some con-
temporary event. Conseguently, many verses that are being applied
to today’s daily occurrences have already had their fulfillment
through events of the past. Be careful about pulling prophecies out
of context.

. Apocalyptic verses cannor be dogmatically interpreted. No human
being has all the answers abourt the end. Various prophetic pas-
sages in the Bible are understoad bv orthodox Christians in vari-
ous ways and can be applied to events past, present, or future.
Evervone—whether they admit it or not—is using some degree of
personal speculation and assumption in coming to a view of how
Scriprure paints the future.

[

i

There is nothing wrong with looking forward to the return of our
Lord and Savior. The apostles John and Paul both praved for Jesus to
come back (1 Cor. 16:22; Rev. 22:20). 1, too, long for the apokalyp-
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,
TOMOITOW, Next year, or ten thousand years from now.

Until the second advent, all of us must remember that the ame of
Jesus' return is not nearly as important as the fact of Jesus’ return. As
Seventh-Dav 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.”” In other
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,

12
Inward 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 1990s.™ Signs
confirming this assertion are numerous. For example, 1996 saw sev-
eral television specials on religion, including the ten-part PBS series
Genesis: A Living Conversation (hosted by Bill Movyers), HBO'’s How
Do You Spell God?, and journalist Hugh Hewitt'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 U.S.—found that “demand for religious and spir-
itual titles jumped more than 300 percent from June 1993 to June
1995." Not surprisingly, 25 percent of the titles on the December
1994 New York Times best-sellers list dealt with spiritual issues.

Many Christians believe thar this recent wave of spiritual fervor
is indicative of 2 new outpouring of God’s Holy Spirit; a precursor, so
to speak, of worldwide Christian revival. Bur results from a Decem-
ber 1994 Roper survey show that churchgoing has actually declined

195
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among all age groups. Only 38 percent of Americans between ages
thirty and forty-four had arrended church during the week prior to
December 9. 1994, “down from 42 percent in 1976.” Churchgoing
among vounger adults, ages eighteen to twenty-nine, had fallen as
well, “from 335 percent in 1976 to 27 percent in 1994.™

I[f roday’s spiritually starved individuals are not turning to Chris-
tianity, then where are they going? A December 1994 Psycho logv Today
piece titled "Desperately Seeking Spirituality” notes that Transcen-
dental Meditation and other Eastern philosophies have become “per-
manently embedded in the American scene,” as have shamanistic
practices from various cultures.® Instructional courses on {Jccultil?
practices like out-of-body travel are also being widely accepted now.®

Apparently, a majority of modern truth-seekers are ﬂ-::ck_ing ro alter-
native forms 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. Scott Peck, Marianne
Williamson, Betty Eadie, John Bradshaw) and a rise in the number
of best-sellers that promote non-Christian spirituality (Chicken Soup
for the Soul, A Return to Love, Embraced by the Light, Further Along the
Road Less Traveled) .

In our fast-paced, information-overloaded world of nontraditional
religious groups, cults, self-proclaimed gurus of “light,” and counter-
feit Christian oreanizations, 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 cultic involvement? How can a believer in Christ
protect friends and family from false belief systems? Scripture has the
ANSWETS.

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 Christian. Nevertheless, we are com-
manded by Scripture to “preach the word; be ready in season and out
of season [all the time]” (2 Tim. 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 evervone who asks vou to give an account
for the hope that is in you.”

Unfortunately 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 News involves having great patience with a view
toward instructing (2 Tim. 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 ke kind to all,
able to teach, parient when wronged, with gentleness correcting those
who are in opposition, if perhaps God may grant them repentance
l[eading to the knowledge of the truth, and they may come to their
senses and escape from the snare of the devil, having been held cap-
tive by him to do his will.

Sharing one’s faith in such 2 manner not only demonstrates obe-
dience to God but provides one of the most powertul and irrefutable
proofs of Christianity—God’s love. Jesus said that our Christian
idenrtity and the proper presentation of it to society are inextrica-
bly linked to how we show love (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 hostile 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 evervone else, deserve respect. Their belief systems
should never be mocked. They have invested a great deal of time and
energy in the cule to which they belong. Their entire life is usually
wrapped up in their faith. The quickest way to destrov communica-
rion with a cultist is to make them feel foolish about their beliefs.
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They will automatically raise emotional walls in an effort to preserve
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 correcting a misinter-
pretation of Scripture, try saying: “That’s a pretty good point, but
have vou thought of this!” or “I 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 I see a problem with looking at it
like that.”

When exposing someone’s unbiblical doctrines, try ro put yourself
in their place. Imagine how you would feel if someone began show-
ing vou that orthodox Christianity was a sham and that your spiri-
tual leader (pastor) was teaching false doctrines. This would be quite
painful. Such is the case when cultists begin to see the deceptive
nature of their belief system. At the forefront of your mind should be
Jesus’ command to treat others as vou would want them to treat you

{Luke 6:31}.

Know Your Enemy

There is a vast difference between the deceivers in a cult and the
deceived. The latter are usually rank-and-file members who only
believe what they believe because they have trusted the words of their
leaders (the deceivers). Many of the cultists with whom [ have spo-
ken are sincere individuals who simply do not have enough infor-
mation to choose the correct path. Culrists 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 wrong.

Our true enemies are spiritual forces of darkness. God's Word warns
believers that with the progression of time there will appear many
deceitful spirits and doctrines 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 barttle waged in the world of the cults is actually a spiritual
battle. Our struggle is not against flesh and blood burt against spiri-
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tual entities (Eph. 6:12). Consequently, the weapons of our warfare
cannot be camnal but must be spiritual weapons of righteousness that
include God’s Word, the fruit of the Holy Spirit, and, above all, praver
(Luke 22:32; 2 Cor. 6:7; 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 point a cultist will probably bring up a biblical or theo-
logical issue with which you are unfamiliar. When this happens, do
not panic. Let them know that you are not prepared to deal with thar
particular subject; then ask if it would be agreeable to discuss another
relevant topic. You might even want to suggest one. A culrist will
more than likely agree to this because he or she will nor want to lose
a potential convert.

It also should be recognized that 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’t make up an answer! Simply
admit that you will have ro 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 being
even more comfortable with you, which in tum 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 crue. A Christian need not try to do it all alone. Room must
be left for the Holy Spirit to work. One of the best ways to accom-
plish this is by backing off when vou see that your point has been
made. Do nor always demand that a cultist agree with vou 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 witnessing is the tendency
Christians have to assess a particular encounter as either successful
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ar unsuccessful. We often look for either an on-the-spot conversion
or at least an admission of error by the cultist. Both rarely 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 heart. Gen-
erally speaking, any move by a cultist toward Christianity often takes
many meetings with different Christians over the course of several
vears. Each encounter with truth slowly moves that person closer to
God. Unrealistic expectations can cause a lot of frustration fora Chiris-
tian who wants to be effective.

Qur responsibility is simply to share the truth of the gospel and
leave the rest up to God. Conversion is his work, not ours. The sim-
plest 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 accepting Christ. Whart we say and how we say it are
certainly important, but even more important is God, who is work-
ing through whar we say and how we say it. God’s Word will do exactly
what he wants it to do (Isa. 55:11). There will always be an effect
when truth is presented. As Sir Winston Churchill noted, “Truch is
incontrovertible. Panic may resent it; ignorance may deride it; mal-
ice may distort it, but there it is.™

It is crucial for Christians to realize that they are merely sound
devices that God uses to spread the Good News of salvarion. As the
apostle Paul said, one person warers and another plants, but it is God
who gives the increase (1 Cor. 3:5-9). All evangelistic successes are
because of God’s work in the hearr of the converted. Ultimarely, we
have little to do with the eventual outcome of a witnessing encounter.
Knowing this protects us from two destructive emotional traps—pride
and discouragement.

Christians who forget God’s part in “making converts” often grow
prideful if a cultist evenrually 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 ultimarely 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 guilt 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 what makes every witnessing encounter
successful, no matter what happens.

Guarding Your Own Soul

As concerned 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 Word everything we hear or experience in a reli-
gious setting: “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”
(2 Tim. 3:16-17).

Furthermore, any church, Bible study, pastor, evangelist, or reli-
gious organization that attempts to discourage questioning of its teach-
ings should immediately be viewed with an eye of suspicion. In Acts
17:11 we find the citizens 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.

[t is also common for cults to trivialize clear thinking and rational
discourse. Members are told to “just 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 true source of spiritual wisdom. But this
contradicts Jesus, who taught us to love God with all of our heart,
soul, and mind (Matt. 22:37).

Protecting Others

Given the fact that there are millions of cultists throughout the
world, the chances are quite good that you will ar some point in vour
life have a family member or friend approached by a theological cult.
Some of your acquaintances may even become involved in a cult.
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You may eventually be their only contact with the domain of truth.
Keeping a few witnessing tips in mind could make interaction with
them much easier.

First, seek godly advice from a knowledgeable cult counselor at
either vour church or a countercult ministry (see appendix). By con-
tacting a pastor, former cult member, or trained cult specialist, you
will immediately have access to helpful information. Such individu-
als can also offer prayer support, which is imperative in cult-related
situations.

Second, take time to get your facts straight regarding the group’s
doctrines. Criticize what you know they believe, not what vou think
they believe. Much of your credibility will depend on how fair and
unbiased you can be. A sincere desire to understand a group’s beliets
will add more weight to any criticisms and concerns you may even-
rually voice. After all, no one likes ro be judged withour getring 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 choose Scripture
over error, they must be thinking clearly. Blind acceptance of any
group'’s teachings leads to problems. As Adolf Hitler remarked,
“What luck for the rulers that men do not think.™ To help facilicate
analytical thought, ask probing questions that get your friend or fam-
ily member to think about the teachings they are beginning to
embrace. Try to 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 gently ask for
an explanation. Also bring up any inconsistencies within the over-
all doctrinal system. If the organizarion 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 emorional draw to the cult. Try to fiind out why
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! 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 informartion is crucial, because a person can some-
times be rescued from cultic involvement more easily if their emo-
tional 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 friend chooses to ignore vour
warnings, let them know that you still love and accept them. Stress
to them that you want to remain in contact with them and rhat you
are always open to looking at any informartion they may have to show
you, as long as you can share with them how vou feel about thar infor-
mation. Stay in touch with them as long as they will allow it.

Some Closing Thoughts

There have always been cults, and rhere 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 form of evil to continue. Perhaps
God, in his infinite wisdom, chooses to use cults as 2 means of dem-
onstrating his power in the lives of those who are evenrtually rescued
from such groups. The Bible teaches that God will allow suffering so
that his power can be displayed through it (John 9:3).

Cults might also exist as a means of God'’s judegment. On more than
one occasion, | have seen cultists realize that their position was wrong
and yet refuse to repent. For example, one Mormon woman with
whom | spoke admitted to me that she had come to a point where
the Bible did not matter. Even after seeing that Scripture contradicts
Mormonism, she proclaimed to me that she would always remain a
Mormon simply because she “liked” the Mormon God. For such indi-
viduals, a culr serves as a vehicle through which they have consciously
chosen their eternal destination.

Fortunately God promises that those who truly seek afrer him will
eventually find him (Deut. 4:29). We can also rest assured thar 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 they comfort
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others with the comfort they 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 sovereignry makes it possible for us 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 Christianity. 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
Lord” (1 Cor. 15:38).

Appendix
Recommended IMinistries

General Cults

Religious Informarion Center
President/Founder—Richard Abanes
P.O. Box 80961
Rancho Santa Marparita, CA 92688
714-858-8936 {phong/fax)
raric@aol.com
hopy//www.geocities.com/Athens/
Delphi/1419

Watchman Fellowship

Nartionzl Director—}ames Walker
PO. Box 13340

Arlingron, TX 76094
817-277-0023 / 817-277-5098 (fax)
htrp://fwww.warchman.org

Answers In Acdon

Founders/Directos—Bob and
Grerchen Passantino

BO. Box 2067

Costa Mesa, CA 92628

T14-646-9024
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