Understanding the Cults


Class Questions:

· What experiences (good or bad) have you had interacting with members of a cult (Mormon or JW)?
· How well were you prepared to answer their questions, share your faith, etc?
· In general, how do you think Christians are perceived by cult members?
What is a Cult?

Let’s define “cult” and other related terms:

· Orthodoxy:  The body of doctrines taught by Scripture, such as the deity of Christ, the Trinity, and the authority of Scripture.   This word is derived from two Greek words meaning “right” and “honor”.
· Heresy:  A departure from the teachings of Scripture; most commonly, the term is applied to errors relating to God and the person and work of Christ.
· Cult:  A group that embraces heretical beliefs, and often employs brainwashing and other means of social control to gain and retain converts. 
What kinds of cults Exist?

Cultic organizations may be categorized into these three major classifications:

· Sociological Cult:  Characterized by an isolated and communal existence that removes its followers from normal societal existence.
· Psychological Cult:  Characterized by an individual’s loss of ability to think independently while blindly accepting the teachings of an organization’s leadership.  The leadership of such organizations is regarded as supremely authoritative and beyond questioning.
· Theological Cult:  Characterized by a significant departure from the accepted beliefs of an established religion.  Theological cults reject accepted (i.e. orthodox) doctrine.
What would you recommend?
Scenario: 
Steve is coming to town to visit Donna and Dave who are good Christian friends of yours.  Steve recently became a Christian.  However, he has commented that his favorite author is someone whom you and your friends know teaches heresy.  Donna and Dave are seeking your counsel regarding how they should handle Steve’s visit.  Here’s how they both think:

Dave:
“We need to have a serious sit-down discussion with Steve about these false teachings that he isn’t discerning as heretical.  We can’t stay silent.”

Donna:
“Let’s not get into an argument over this.  Let’s love him and be a Christian witness to Steve.”

Question:
What light does 1 Peter 3:15 provide?

Question:
How might this passage help guide your interactions with Mormons or Jehovah’s Witness whom you’ve invited into your home?
What would you recommend?

Scenario:
You've been talking with your Mormon neighbor about how people are saved.  You've probed several times around the topics of faith and works.  Your Mormon friend has repeatedly stated that his church teaches that salvation is by faith.  You sense he's being elusive so you ask the more pointed question regarding whether or not Mormons believe that salvation is by faith alone.  Your friend asks you to open your Bible and read James 2:17, 24.  You read it out loud: "faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead. . .  You see that a person is justified by what he does and not by faith alone."  He says, "Sure, we believe that faith is a big part of salvation, but even your own Bible says that a person isn't justified by faith alone."  How do you respond?

James 2 & Works Salvation
· Context - Remember to always read the context of the passage.
· Two Characters - This passage speaks of two types of individuals who claim Christian faith:
1. The “Say” Christian - One of these individuals says they have faith even though no works accompany their verbal profession of faith. (cf. v.14)
2. The “See” Christian - The other person has faith which is demonstrated outwardly by deeds that are consistent with his faith profession. (cf. v.18b)
· The Faith Test - James is describing the test for determining (from a human perspective) whether or not a person really is saved. In other words, James is saying if a person already possesses saving faith, that faith will produce fruit that tangibly demonstrates its existence to all.
What would you recommend?

Scenario:
Two Jehovah's Witnesses knock on your door at 10 AM Saturday morning.  You engage them in a friendly conversation and they show you their latest Watchtower magazine which has on its cover, "Is Hell Biblical?"  They spend several minutes explaining how Hell is a false teaching that isn't taught in the Bible.  They state that when people who don't follow Jehovah die they simply cease to exist.  After death there is no further conscious existence.  You ask, "How can you support that?  I've read my Bible for years and I see that hell is clearly taught in scripture.”

They open their New World Translation and read Ecclesiastes 9:5, 10 to you.  It seems to support their doctrine.  You quickly run and get your Bible to check this verse from a translation you trust.  You read the passage from your Bible out loud, "For the living know that they will die, but the dead know nothing . . . Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might, for in the grave where you are going, there is neither working nor planning nor knowledge nor wisdom."  One of the Witnesses asks you, "Don't you see that both of our translations show that the dead don't consciously suffer in a place of torment but rather enter into a non-conscious state?"  How do you respond?
Ecclesiastes 9:5, 10

· Context – The context of the book of Ecclesiastes is critical to its being correctly understood.
· The Debate – The “Teacher” of Ecclesiastes is openly debating two perspectives:
· “Under the Sun” –We give no place to God in our lives.  Life is understood as having  no divine purpose.
· Theism – God exists and provides meaning for our existence.
The “Under the Sun” Perspective

2:15, 19 (Life is Meaningless) – “Then I thought in my heart, ‘The fate of the fool will overtake me also.  What then do I gain by being wise?’ I said in my heart, ‘This too is meaningless.’ . . .  And who knows whether he will be a wise man or a fool? Yet he will have control over all the work into which I have poured my effort and skill under the sun. This too is meaningless.”

3:19-20 (Death is Final) – “Man’s fate is like that of the animals; the same fate awaits them both: As one dies, so dies the other. All have the same breath; man has no advantage over the animal. Everything is meaningless.  All go to the same place; all come from dust, and to dust all return.”

2:11 (Life’s Frustrations) – “Yet when I surveyed all that my hands had done and what I had toiled to achieve, everything was meaningless, a chasing after the wind; nothing was gained under the sun.”

The Theistic Perspective
3:13 (Life, God’s Gift) – “That everyone may eat and drink, and find satisfaction in all his toil—this is the gift of God.”

3:17 (Injustices Corrected) – “I thought in my heart, ‘God will bring to judgment both the righteous and the wicked, for there will be a time for every activity, a time for every deed.’”

3:14 (God’s in Control) – “I know that everything God does will endure forever; nothing can be added to it and nothing taken from it. God does it so that men will revere him.”

2:26 (Man to Please God) – “To the man who pleases him, God gives wisdom, knowledge and happiness.”

Scenario:
Several years ago, Tony spent 5-6 six weeks meeting in his home with two Jehovah’s Witnesses.  Tony thought their meetings were “less than productive” until things really got sour at the end.   His main frustration was that these Witnesses didn’t give him much time to share from the Bible.  They would smile when he did, but then quickly revert back to the topics they wanted to discuss.  Eventually, the meetings ended when the Witnesses said that Tony obviously wasn’t interested in knowing Jehovah’s truth.  They walked out and didn’t return.
Recently, while Tony was working out in his yard, he spoke with two friendly Mormon missionaries who were walking through his neighborhood.  After a short and pleasant discussion about the importance of family and faith, he accepted their offer to return in a week to meet with him.  Remembering his prior experience with the Witnesses, Tony is wondering what he might do differently this time.  He’s asking for your advice.  What will you tell him?
Questions

· Who’s Teaching? - Cult members are not visiting you to be taught, but to teach.  Let them.
· Questions - Provide them well-written questions for them to answer at your next study.  Why?
· Control – Subtly control the conversation while allowing them to assume the “teacher” role.
· Teach the Bible - Focus their attention on biblical truths that answer the questions you’ve asked.
· Ponder - Consider your questions at length in the leisure of their home, rather than while they are on the “hot seat.”
Example Question-1
1. Is it possible to sincerely believe something very important to be true when it’s really false?
2. What do you understand Proverbs 14:12 to be teaching on this subject?
Proverbs 14:12 (KJV) “There is a way which seemeth right unto a man, but the end thereof are the ways of death.”

Example Question-2
Question:  People of different faiths might have some form of powerful religious experience that might cause them to think their beliefs are true.  What light do the following Bible verses provide regarding how truth is known? 

Acts 17:11 (KJV) “These [Bereans] were more noble than those in Thessalonica, in that they received the word with all readiness of mind, and searched the scriptures daily, whether those things were so.”

 2 Timothy 3:15 (KJV) “15. . . from a child thou hast known the holy scriptures, which are able to make thee wise unto salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus.”

Undermining the Cult’s Credibility

Question:  Why do you think that generally those who are the most effective at witnessing to cult members aim to first undermine the cult’s credibility?

Answer: They will be more apt to think independently and consider the Bible’s teachings without interpreting it through their organization’s interpretive lens.

How?  You might point out:

· Doctrinal changes
· Failed prophecies
· Archeology – Lack of support
· Dishonesty – False statements from their leaders
Mormonism - Polytheism

Countless gods exist and that number is increasing as more men are exalted and become gods.

Mormon apostle Bruce R. McConkie wrote:

“Exalted persons gain the fullness of the Father; they have all power, all knowledge, and all wisdom; they gain a fullness of truth, becoming one with the Father.” (Mormon Doctrine, p. 239)

Mormonism – Jesus Christ

Who do the Mormons say Jesus Christ is?

· Jesus was born to heavenly parents in a pre-mortal life.
· Jesus is the elder brother of all mankind.
· He is Lucifer’s spirit brother.
· He is not the eternally pre-existent second person of the Trinity.
Mormonism – The True Church
Mormons believe that the Mormon Church (based on Joseph Smith’s testimony) is the one true church.

· All other churches are corrupt and apostate.
· Although Smith’s vision is said to have been in 1820, it is remarkable that this account was not published for 22 years!
Mormonism – Salvation
· Faith & Grace - Salvation is by faith in Christ and grace, but not by those things alone.
· Merit-Based - Each Mormon’s merit determines which level of heaven they will dwell in for eternity – celestial, telestial or terrestrial.
· Works - Works are also required. 
“None attain salvation [except by] . . . their faithfulness unto the end.” (Mormon Doctrine, p. 329)

Mormonism – The Holy Scriptures

· The Bible is the word of God (“insofar as far as it is translated correctly”).
· The Book of Mormon (BOM)
· “another testament of Jesus Christ”
· The BOM claims large populations of ancient peoples existed in the Americas.
· It purports to accurately document God’s dealings with these peoples from about 2247 B.C. to 421 A.D.
· Doctrine and Covenants
· The Pearl of Great Price
Jehovah’s Witnesses – Basic Beliefs

· Jehovah – Jehovah is one god, not three in one. The word "Trinity" is not even in the Bible.
· Jesus Christ – Jesus Christ was the greatest man to ever live.  Any teaching that he was Jehovah (God) is Satanic in origin.
· Holy Spirit – The Holy Spirit is not a person, but rather, God's impersonal "active force" which he uses to accomplish his will.  The Holy Spirit enabled Jesus to work miracles.
· Man – Witnesses deny that man has an immaterial spirit or soul that exists after death.  All outside of the Watchtower Society will simply cease to exist after they die.
· Hell - Jehovah is a kind and loving god who would never subject someone to hell.  The term "hell" simply means the common grave of mankind. 
