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FOREWORD

On January 20, 1980, God cracked my wall of atheism. After hearing the message of Jesus Christ explained in a way I could understand, I began to ask a question that once had been unthinkable to me: Could Jesus really be the Son of God? I decided to use my legal training and journalism experience to investigate whether there was any credibility to Christianity—or any other world religion, for that matter.

At first the process was pretty easy. The more I would look at various other faith systems, the more I would see their internal contradictions and lack of evidentiary support. One by one their credibility collapsed under the weight of scrutiny.

However, as I narrowed down my investigation to the Christian faith, matters became increasingly murky. While the contrast between Christianity and other world religions was stark and clear-cut—for instance, there was no confusing the Koran and the Bible—investigating Christianity was maddeningly confusing. Is Mormonism just another species of Christianity? What about Oneness Pentecostalism? How about the Jehovah’s Witnesses or Unitarian Universalism? Is Freemasonry Christian-based? And what should I think of the claim of Reverend Moon of the Unification Church that he had been chosen to complete Jesus’ mission in the world?

It soon became clear that many groups claim they fit under the Christian umbrella. But do they really? As I delved into Mormonism, for example, I quickly encountered beliefs that run contrary to historic Christian theology. Not only that, but archaeology fails to corroborate the Book of Mormon in the same way that it substantiates the Bible. It took me a lot of time and effort to evaluate each one of these pseudo-Christian faith systems one by one. 

Ultimately, I found that Christianity—and Christianity alone—withstood my scrutiny. Moreover, I discovered there are many counterfeit gospels that claim to be consistent with Christianity when they really aren’t.

I wish I had had Ron Rhodes’s excellent new book The Challenge of Cults and New Religions back then. If you would like to separate the truth of Christianity from the fiction of cults and new religions, you will find this book an invaluable resource. Ron has used his impressive theological skill to carefully analyze a dozen different faith systems, providing a concise and well-documented assessment of how they differ from Christianity. He focuses on the most important issues so readers don’t get bogged down in extraneous details. And his tone is authoritative without being derogatory or inflammatory, which is consistent with the Bible’s admonition to defend the truth “with gentleness and respect” (1 Peter 3:15).

I heartily recommend this balanced and helpful volume to all sincere seekers and Christians who are determined to “test everything” so that they can “hold on to the good,” as 1 Thessalonians 5:21 encourages us to do.

Lee Strobel
 Author, The Case for Christ and 
The Case for Faith
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INTRODUCTION 

LIGHTING A CANDLE

Every American is guaranteed the free exercise of religion. This is one of the things that makes America so great. The First Amendment, ratified in 1791, affirmed that “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion or prohibiting the free exercise thereof.”1

In keeping with this, James Madison, who became the fourth president of the United States (1809–17), wrote, “The religion . . . of every man must be left to the conviction and conscience of every man. . . . We maintain, therefore, that in matters of religion no man’s right is [to be] abridged by the institution of civil society.”2Such religious freedom is cherished by every American.

Yet to say that every man and woman is free to choose his or her religion is not the same as saying that beneficial every religion is equally true or equally healthy or equally for people. Nor is it the same as saying that every religion yields equal eternal results—that is, living eternally with the one true God in heaven. One of my life passions is to help educate people on cults and new religious movements so they can use their cherished religious freedom to choose rightly and avoid belief systems that will damage them—temporally or eternally.

An obvious natural consequence of the First Amendment is that there never has been, nor will there ever be, a Theological Federal Communications Commission, or a Spiritual Pure Food and Drug Administration.3 Today, in the midst of such freedom, America cultic has become a vast melting pot of religious ideas, including ideas, and many Americans are drinking richly from this pot. The religious scene has changed considerably since the time of America’s founding fathers. 

Prior to 1850, cultists were practically unheard of in America. Today there are well over 20 million Americans involved in the cults and the occult. Some research suggests that among the cults and religious movements founded in the last 150 years, membership has escalated by up to 3,000 percent.4 A perusal of the contemporary religious scene makes it clear that the cults have truly taken advantage of the great American heritage of freedom of speech and religion to spread their unorthodox and, in some cases, dangerous doctrines.

Especially over the past three decades, it seems that the winds of change have swept across America’s religious landscape with hurricane force, and therefore the landscape has been radically altered. If we were to travel across America today, I think we would witness, at the very least, some of the following on this landscape:

• Rapidly eroding spiritual foundations, with a huge percentage of the public rejecting any concept of absolute truth

• A majority of people holding to moral relativism

• A Christianity that is only one choice in a vast and ever-growing smorgasbord of religious options

• A significant number of impotent and lifeless Christian churches that have produced indifference, lack of commitment,  spiritual dryness, doctrinal immaturity, and bib lical illiteracy among members, thus rendering them open to seeking out other religious options

• A deluge of cultic and occultic groups vying for the American mainstream

• An incredible increase in Eastern religions

• A cultic and occultic penetration of America’s businesses, health facilities, and public schools via the New Age movement

• A pervasive disillusionment and lack of direction among many of America’s youth, rendering them vulnerable to cultic leaders who promise black-and-white answers to today’s toughest dilemmas 

To be sure, not all is bleak. Many great churches are seeking to equip members to reach out to those oppressed in cultic bondage. Some outstanding seminaries are beginning to take the cultic challenge seriously.5 For all this I am thankful. Nevertheless, at ps seem so very few.

This book is written with a view to training those who seek to understand and perhaps dialogue with some of the people in these cults and new religious movements. I want to say right up front that this book is not written merely to “curse the darkness”; rather, it seeks to light a candle in the midst of the darkness. In other words, the book not only points to the problem of the cults and new religious movements, but also seeks to provide helpful information for theologically interacting with them with a view to motivating them to use their religious freedom to choose to leave the cult and transfer allegiance to the one true God of whom Scripture speaks (John 17:3). Hence, there is an apologetic dimension to the book. Let us not forget that Jesus has called each of us as Christians to be salt and light in our world (Matt. 5:13–16).

Of course, the very process of being salt and light in a pluralistic culture is a risky business today. After all, we live in an age of tolerance. We risk being accused of intolerance if we should say anything negative about someone else’s religious beliefs. The apostle Paul once asked, “Have I now become your enemy by telling you the truth?” (Gal. 4:16). Likewise, many within cultic movements ask, “Why are you attacking us?” when Christians share the true gospel with them. However, the motive never has been and never will be to attack. The motive is nothing less than love.

It is because Christians care about others that they “tell the truth,” as the apostle Paul did. An “enemy” would withhold truth that could save another person. To have in one’s possession vital information that another needs to know in order to be saved and then to withhold it is not something any loving person would do. To “tolerate” something that can severely damage another person, whether in this life or in eternity, is evil, plain and simple.

The damage one can suffer in a cult has been well documented in various news publications over the past few decades. I am sure that many reading this book can recall news reports about Jehovah’s Witnesses who have tragically and meaninglessly died as a result of seeking to be faithful to the Watchtower Society’s strict prohibition against receiving blood transfusions. Likewise, little children have died painful deaths for the reason that medical treatment was avoided because their parents were Christian Scientists who believe sin, sickness, and death are mere illusions. There are little children who have been sexually abused within the Children of God (now known as “The Family”), a cult that is well known for using “flirty fishing” (sexual enticement involving prostitution) to lure people into their circle.

And who can forget the hundreds of people who died in the Jonestown tragedy? One father and mother who sought to get their five-year-old son, John Victor, out of Jonestown can tell you firsthand how damaging cults can be. In a letter to Newsweek magazine, the father lamented, 

When I tried to get him out, Jones refused. Grace and I spent months filing lawsuits and traveling to Guyana to free our boy. In November 1978, we accompanied Rep. Leo Ryan on his mission to Guyana to investigate alleged human-rights abuses. When Jones heard we were with Ryan, he specifically forbade us to travel to the compound. That’s why I’m alive today. While waiting in our hotel, we heard that Ryan and his four companions had been killed on the Jonestown airstrip. We realized immediately there would be a collective suicide. We knew our son, along with the other 918 people in the compound, would die. We couldn’t do a d**n thing. It was the most horrible night of my life.6

These people at Jonestown paid the ultimate price: their lives. Countless others suffer spiritual, emotional, and psychological damage. Dr. Paul Martin, the director of the Wellspring Retreat and Resource Center (that provides counseling and help for ex-cultists), has heard countless tales of woe related by thousands of former cult members.7 Martin tells us that “the most conservative estimates based on a number of surveys are that 185,000 Americans alone join a destructive cult each year. Of those 185,000 at least 25% will suffer enduring irreversible harm that will affect their ability to function adequately in the emotional, social, family, and occupational domains.”8

As horrible as these physical and emotional consequences are, an even worse result of the cults is that every single day people affiliated with them are dying without the true gospel. They are going into eternity believing in a counterfeit Jesus who preaches a counterfeit gospel, and hence they are in possession of a counterfeit salvation (which is no salvation at all). The eternal consequences of the cult problem are ultimately far worse than the temporal ones. And yet the clarion call today is “be tolerant.” Certainly if tolerance means “be kind, considerate, and loving to people,” then Christians can and should agree without hesitation. But if tolerance means “be silent in the midst of the temporal and eternal carnage,” that is something that loving Christians cannot go along with.

What all this means on a practical level is that Christians involved in cult apologetics must have a hardy measure of holy boldness in being willing to stand up to accusations of intolerance and, without flinching, tell the truth. That is Christ’s mandate, and we are called to obey it (Matt. 28:19–20; Jude 3). Those who truly love their fellow human beings will voluntarily stand against the cold, harsh winds of political correctness and be the truth-telling witnesses that Christ calls them to be.

Never forget that while there will be accusations of intolerance, the truth of the matter is that more often than not, those making the accusations are the truly intolerant ones in our midst. They claim to be tolerant of the beliefs of all people but are unbendingly intolerant of Christians who love Jesus. As one thinker recently put it, “The fundamentalism of tolerance is just as dogmatic as any other fundamentalism, only it is deceptive in its profession of tolerance. . . . It may actually prove to be less tolerant, since it does not seem to recognize the right of others to reject its relativistic view.”9

CHARTING OUR COURSE

Let me offer some brief notes regarding my guiding perspectives comprehensive in this book. First, no single-volume book can provide information on every cult. (There are thousands of cults in the world.) Hence I have chosen to focus my entire attention on 12 of the most significant cults and new religious movements we are likely to encounter in the world today. (Training in the major cults will more than adequately equip us to deal with the lesser ones.)

Second, it has been my experience in more than 15 years of cult studies that most people are interested in three primary issues regarding the cults: history, doctrine, and apologetic response.  Therefore, this book will focus chiefly on these issues in regard to each respective cult or religious movement. Even then, primary attention will be devoted to the major currents in history, doctrine, and apologetic response. In other words, I will not bury the reader in unnecessary detail or secondary issues. I will focus primarily on the “big picture.” (Those interested in minutiae can consult the bibliography.)

Third, it is not my goal to continually draw attention to the more sensational factors of each respective cult, thereby arousing the emotions of the reader against them. My desire is not to make fun of adherents of cultic belief systems, for I have consistently found that they are typically sincere though misled. So I focus primarily on the facts of history, doctrine, and apologetic response.

Fourth, I have sought in every chapter to use authoritative resources produced by the cult or new religious movement that are most representative of their beliefs. This provides us with an accurate grasp of their beliefs.

Finally, this book stresses the authority of Scripture—the Bible—as a “barometer of truth” for measuring doctrinal claims. I say this with caution, for I recognize that many cults also claim to use the Bible as their authority. Throughout the book I will demonstrate how such cults engage in “Scripture twisting” to support their unique theological positions.



1

DEFINING CULTS

I t is for good reason that every book in the New Testament except Philemon has something to say about false teachers, false prophets, false gospels, or heresies. Jesus Himself sternly warned His followers to watch out for false prophets (Matt. 7:15–23) and false Christs (Matt. 24:5). The apostle Paul warned of a different Jesus, a different spirit (2 Cor. 11:4), false apostles (2 Cor. 11:13–15), and those who preach “another gospel” (Gal. 1:8; cf. 2 Cor. 11:4). First John 4:1 understandably urges believers to “test the spirits.” The concern is obvious: Counterfeit prophets who speak of a counterfeit Christ who preaches acounterfeit gospel can yield only a counterfeit salvation. Because there are eternal consequences to false teachings, Scripture bears numerous warnings.

With that in mind, we can see that a study of the various cults in our midst should be a high priority for us all. But before we can focus attention on specific cults, we must be clear on what a “cult” is. This is a seemingly formidable task. Talk to 10 different cult “experts” and you may well be given 10 different definitions. Sociologists have their opinions (authoritarianism and exclusivism play big roles in their thinking), psychologists have their opinions (mind-control is a big issue with them), and theologians have their opinions (heretical doctrines are the main issue of concern). Still others, like journalists and reporters, often focus on the more sensational elements of the cults, such as mass suicides and bizarre rituals and practices.

Some people today say we shouldn’t even use the term cult because it carries such negative connotations. Instead, they prefer terms like “new religions” or “alternative religions.”1 While I understand this viewpoint, I think it is legitimate to use the term cult. I want to emphasize, though, that when I use the term in this book I do not intend it as a pejorative, inflammatory, or injurious word.2 As it will become clear below, I use the term simply as a means of categorizing certain religious or semi-religious groups in the world.

Our English word cult comes from the Latin word cultus, which means “worship.”3 Linguistically a cultic action is one that involves external rites and ceremonies with a worshipful attitude on the part of the devotee. A “cult” in this sense refers to a system of worship distinguishable from others.4 Of course, the modern usage of the word is much more specific than this linguistic definition.

In modern times, the term cult has primarily been defined from both sociological and theological perspectives.5 Those who opt for the sociological definition say that a cult is a religious or semi-religious sect or group whose members are controlled or dominated almost entirely by a single individual or organization. This definition generally includes (but is not limited to) the authoritarian, manipulative, and sometimes communal features of cults.6 Cults that fall into this category include the Hare Krishnas, the Children of God (The Family), and the Unification Church.

While I believe we gain some very important insights on the cultic mentality from sociology (which I will discuss later in the chapter), my long experience in dealing with cultists has convinced me that it is more accurate to define a cult from a theological perspective. As one cult observer put it, “Sociological, psychological, and journalistic observations sometimes show us the human dynamics that frequently result from a cult belief system, but they are not sufficient Christian foundations for determining a group’s status as a cult.”7 Therefore, I believe the best policy is to define a cult theologically, but we can then gain some key insights into the cultic mentality from sociology and psychology. 

The problem is how to word a theological definition of a cult. What specific components should make up this definition? Different cult experts have offered different opinions.

Gordon Lewis, in his book Confronting the Cults, suggests that the term cult “designates a religious group which claims authorization by Christ and the Bible, but neglects or distorts the gospel—the central message of the Savior and the Scripture.”8 James Sire, author of Scripture Twisting, suggests that a cult is “any religious movement that is organizationally distinct and has doctrines and/or practices that contradict those of the Scriptures as interpreted by traditional Christianity as represented by the major Catholic and Protestant denominations, and as expressed in such statements as the Apostles’ Creed.”9

My late colleague Walter Martin defined a cult this way:

By “cult,” we mean a group, religious in nature, which surrounds a leader or a group of teachings which either denies or misinterprets essential biblical doctrine. Most cults have a single leader, or a succession of leaders, who claim to represent God’s voice on earth and who claim authority greater than that of the Bible. The cultic teaching claims to be in harmony with the Bible but denies one or more of the cardinal doctrines presented therein.10

Orville Swenson, in his book The Perilous Path of Cultism, suggests that a cult is “a religious group whose doctrines involve a distortion of biblical truth; whose dedication and subservience to their domineering leaders is frequently excessive and blind; and whose attitudes, aims, practices, and teachings are divisive, creating an exclusive body of deviates from historic biblical Christianity.”11

While all these definitions are helpful and are also accurate to a degree, I think a key point they fail to include is that cults always derive from a “parent” or “host” religion. As Alan Gomes put it, “cults grow out of and deviate from a previously established religion.”12 Seen in this light, a cult of Christianity, according to Gomes, would be “a group of people, which claiming to be Christian, embraces a particular doctrinal system taught by an individual leader, group of leaders, or organization, which [system] denies (either explicitly or implicitly) one or more of the central doctrines of the Christian faith as taught in the sixty-six books of the Bible.”13 Likewise, a cult of Islam would be, for example, the Nation of Islam, and a cult of Hinduism would be the Hare Krishnas. The Nation of Islam and the Hare Krishnas both derive from parent or host religions, yet both deviate from the doctrinal beliefs of these hosts. Hence they are “cults.”

Gomes’s definition is accurate, I believe, because it rightly recognizes that

1. Not every cult is a cult related to Christianity

2. Cults typically deviate from a host religion (whether Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, or some other religion)

3. Such cults can be headed by individual leaders (as is the case with the Unification Church, led by Reverend Moon) or by an organization (as is the case with the Jehovah’s Witnesses, led by the Watchtower Society’s Governing Body)

4. The point of deviation involves essential doctrines (for example, the deity of Christ) as opposed to mere peripheral doctrines (for example, the mode of baptism or style of church government)

5. Such deviations can be explicit (such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ flat denial of the Trinity) or implicit (for example, Mormons believe in the “heavenly Father” but redefine Him to be an exalted man)14

If the above definition of a cult is correct, then we must also be clear concerning what constitutes the “major” or “essential” doctrines of Christianity. I believe there are five basic doctrines that are particularly pertinent for cultic studies:

1. God—including the biblical facts that there is one God who is triune in nature and is infinite and eternal

2. Jesus Christ— including the biblical facts that He is the second person of the Trinity and is therefore eternal God, was virgin born, died for humanity’s sins, and was physically resurrected from the dead

3. Mankind—including the biblical facts that man was created in God’s image, is forever distinct from God, is morally responsible to God, and is destined to live forever with God in heaven or to suffer eternally in hell, depending on whether he has been saved

4. Sin and salvation—including the biblical facts that all people are born into the world in a state of sin, that people can do nothing to merit their own salvation or earn favor with God, and that salvation is by grace alone through faith alone, based on the atonement wrought by Christ

5. Scripture—including the biblical facts that both the Old and New Testaments are inspired by God, are inerrant, and are therefore authoritative

A cult of Christianity, then, is a group that claims to be Christian but in fact is not Christian because it explicitly or implicitly denies one or more of these central doctrines of the historic Christian faith.15

WARNINGS FROM SCRIPTURE

	Passage 	Warning 	Illustration
	Matthew 7:15–23	False Prophets	Joseph Smith of the Mormon church
	Matthew 24:5	False Christs	Reverend Moon of the Unification Church
	Galatians 1:8	False Gospels	The works gospel of the Jehovah's Witnesses
	Exodus 20:3	False Gods	New Age pantheism

DOCTRINAL CHARACTERISTICS OF CULTS

Because the largest and most influential major cults we encounter are cults of Christianity, it is important to understand some of the primary doctrinal characteristics of cults, some obviously being more important than others. Note that these characteristics are quite common, even though not every cult manifests every characteristic or does so to the same degree.16 I will touch on two or three representative cults that illustrate each characteristic.

New Revelation from God

Many cult leaders claim to have a direct pipeline to God. Mormon leader Brigham Young, for example, claimed, “I have had many revelations; I have seen and heard for myself; and know these things are true, and nobody on earth can disprove them.”17 Reverend Moon of the Unification Church claimed to have received a revelation from Christ on Easter morning in 1936. Baha’is claim that the latest and greatest revelation from God has come through the prophet Baha’u’llah. Christian Scientists believe Mary Baker Eddy received revelations that are necessary to understand previous revelations in the Bible. 

It is interesting that the teachings of cults often change and that the groups need new “revelations” to justify such changes. Mormons once excluded African Americans from the priesthood. When social pressure was exerted on the Mormon church because of this racist practice, the Mormon president received a “new revelation” reversing the previous decree. 

New revelations are certainly common within the New Age movement. New Age channelers claim to receive revelations from Ascended Masters. New Age psychics claim to be able to read the Akashic Record (an alleged cosmic energy field surrounding the earth that records all historic events). New Age astrologers derive their “revelations” from planetary alignments. Other New Agers engage in “automatic writing,” wherein a person writes down information (including whole books) under the control of a spirit entity.  (An example of this is A Course in Miracles, penned by Jewish psychologist Helen Schucman, who says a spirit named “Jesus” was the actual source of her words.)

In cults, greater credence is generally given to new revelations than past revelations (such as those found in the Bible). If there is ever a conflict between the new revelation and past revelations, the new revelation is always viewed as being authoritative.

Denial of the Sole Authority of the Bible

In keeping with the above, many cults deny the sole authority of the Bible. Christian Scientists, for example, elevate Mary Baker Eddy’s book Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures to supreme authority. The Mormons say there are translational errors in the Bible and contend that The Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, and The Pearl of Great Price are more reliable than the Bible. New Agers place faith in such “holy books” as The Aquarian Gospel of Jesus the Christ and A Course in Miracles. Members of the Unification Church elevate Reverend Moon’s Divine Principle to supreme authority. Scientologists believe the writings of L. Ron Hubbard are “Scripture.” The Jehovah’s Witnesses’ Studies in the Scriptures goes so far as to claim:

If anyone lays the Scripture Studies aside, even after he has used them, after he has become familiar with them, after he has read them for 10 years—if he then lays them aside and ignores them and goes to the Bible alone, though he has understood his Bible for 10 years, our experience shows that within two years he goes into darkness. On the other hand, if he had merely read the Scripture Studies with their references, and had not read a page of the Bible, as such, he would be in the light at the end of the two years, because he would have the light of the Scriptures.18

Cult expert Anthony Hoekema has cogently pointed out that when cults raise their own books or sets of books to the level of Scripture, “God is no longer allowed to speak as He does in the Bible; He may now speak only as the sect deems proper. Thus the Word of God is brought under the yoke of man.”19 This is certainly the case with the Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Christian Scientists, and some of the other cults discussed in this book.

Denial of the Trinity

Many cults deny the doctrine of the Trinity. The Jehovah’s Witnesses say it is a doctrine rooted in paganism and inspired by the Devil. They point out that the word Trinity is not found in the Bible, and they believe that although the Father is God Almighty, Jesus is just a lesser god. Likewise, The Way International says the “false doctrine of the Trinity” is rooted in ancient pagan religions. The Mormons speak of the “Trinity,” but they define it in terms of Tritheism (belief in three separate gods). The Unitarian Universalists quite obviously deny the doctrine of the Trinity (they are Unitarians), using reason to point out how illogical the doctrine is. The Baha’is argue against the Trinity and suggest that Christian leaders do not rightly understand their own Scriptures.

Oneness Pentecostals also deny the Trinity, but in a different way. Most cults deny the Trinity primarily by first denying the deity of Christ. Oneness Pentecostals, by contrast, argue for the full deity of Jesus Christ, yet argue that Jesus Himself is the “Father,” “Son,” and “Holy Spirit” (viewed as different modes of manifestation of the one true God, who is Jesus). Like some other cults, Oneness Pentecostals say the Trinity doctrine is rooted in ancient paganism.

Denial of the Full Deity of Christ 

Another common mark of the cults is that they deny the full deity of Jesus Christ. The Jehovah’s Witnesses hold that Jesus was created by the Father billions of years ago as the archangel Michael and is hence a lesser god than the Father, who is “God Almighty.” The Mormons argue that Jesus was born as the first and greatest spirit child of the Heavenly Father and Heavenly Mother and was the spirit-brother of Lucifer. He attained deity during the so-called preexistence, of which I will say more later. The Baha’is say Jesus was just one of many prophets of God and is lesser than the most recent prophet Baha’u’llah. Unitarian Universalists deny that Jesus is God and argue that he was basically a good moral teacher. The Jesus of the Masonic Lodge is one of many ways to God. The Jesus of the spiritists is just an advanced medium. The Jesus of psychic Edgar Cayce is a being who in his first incarnation was Adam and in his thirtieth reincarnation became “the Christ” (the sinner and the Savior are found in the same person).

Oneness Pentecostals hold that Jesus alone is the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. The Jesus of the UFO (New Age) cults is said to be half human and half alien, thereby accounting for his seemingly supernatural powers. Cultists have come up with many strange ideas about Jesus, as we will see.

Devaluation of the Work of Christ

Cultists not only deny the full deity of Christ, but also invariably devalue and redefine His salvific work on the cross. The Mormons, for example, say the work of Christ on the cross provided for the ultimate resurrection of all people but did not provide individual salvation from sin’s guilt and condemnation. Mormon leader Brigham Young taught that some sins are so serious that the sinner must shed his own blood for atonement. 

Jehovah’s Witnesses say that Jesus, as a mere man (not an incarnation of God), died at the stake. The human life Jesus laid down in sacrifice was exactly equal to the human life Adam fell with. If Jesus had been God-incarnate, the “ransom payment” would have been way too much. Jesus’ sacrifice is viewed as taking care of the sin we inherited from Adam, but we are on our own after that. We must “work out” our own salvation.

Reverend Moon of the Unification Church teaches that Jesus was not able to complete the work of redemption. He was able to provide spiritual redemption for humankind at the cross, but not physical redemption. Why not? Because He was crucified by the Jews before He was able to meet His perfect mate, get married, and establish the Kingdom of Heaven on earth.20 Reverend Moon is here to complete what Jesus allegedly failed to accomplish.

Many New Agers believe Jesus did not die for the sins of man but died in order to “balance the planetary karma.” Others say that at the crucifixion, Jesus’ etheric (spiritual) blood flowed into the etheric (spiritual) earth, whence the resurrection and ascension of Christ consciousness has “up-flowed” out of the bowels of the earth so that all humanity is now recognizing its Christhood.

Denial of the Personality and Deity of the Holy Spirit

Cults often deny either the personality or the deity of the Holy Spirit, or both. The Jehovah’s Witnesses, for instance, deny the Holy Spirit’s personality and deity and argue that the Spirit is simply God’s impersonal “active force” for accomplishing His will and purpose in the world. This denial of the Spirit’s personality and deity is in keeping with the Watchtower denial of the doctrine of the Trinity. The Way International and the Christadelphians are other cults that view the Holy Spirit as an impersonal force of God. 

Other cults offer strange ideas about the Holy Spirit. “Moonies,” for example, argue that the Holy Spirit is a female spirit and that together Jesus and the Holy Spirit took the roles of “Second Adam” and “Second Eve.” Oneness Pentecostals argue that the Holy Spirit is simply one of the modes of manifestation of Jesus Christ. In the Mind Sciences, the Holy Spirit is interpreted not to be the third person of the Trinity, but rather is Divine Science itself. Some New Agers try to equate the Holy Spirit with the “chi” force or “prana” energy of Eastern religions.

Denial of Salvation by Grace

Without exception, cults deny salvation by grace, thus distorting the purity of the Gospel. Works are typically viewed as being necessary in attaining salvation. The Mormons emphasize the need to become increasingly perfect in this life; “justification by faith alone” is said to be a “pernicious doctrine.” In Mormon theology one cannot become eligible for the highest degree of salvation without keeping the commandments of the Lord in all things. 

The Jehovah’s Witnesses emphasize the importance of distributing Watchtower literature door-to-door as a part of “working out” their salvation. They must dedicate their lives to Jehovah and remain faithful to Him to the end for fear of losing salvation.

In Oneness Pentecostalism, salvation comes very hard. In their theology, faith, repentance, water baptism (by immersion only) in the name of Jesus only, and baptism in the Holy Spirit (as evidenced by speaking in tongues) are all necessary for the new birth to be achieved. 

It is true that some cults pay lip service to salvation “by grace” (such as the Mormons and the Jehovah’s Witnesses). But by this they mean that because of God’s great favor, humans now have the wonderful opportunity to “work out” or earn salvation. Others describe this grace as being more of a reward for those who are faithful to the conditions and requirements laid down by the cult. This is not true biblical grace at all. Biblical grace involves God giving the unworthy sinner the gift of salvation based on faith in Christ.

Denial of the Priesthood of the Believer

Cults often deny or at least compromise the idea of the priesthood of the believer. Alan Gomes notes, “Most cultic groups insist that in order for people to understand God’s truth, they must submit to the teaching of the cult leader or organization, thus denying the priesthood of all believers.”21 A prime example is the Jehovah’s Witnesses, who must submit their understanding (and their minds) to the Watchtower Society—God’s alleged channel of truth today. Likewise, members of the Unification Church are expected to submit to the teachings of Reverend Moon. By contrast, 1 Peter 2:4–10 indicates that all believers are priests before God and thus have direct access to Him without a need for intermediaries (see Heb. 4:16).

Redefinition of Christian Terms

As has already become clear from this survey of beliefs, cults typically use Christian doctrinal words—such as God, Jesus, Christ, atonement, and salvation—but pour their own cultic meanings into them. As an illustration, consider the statement: “Jesus Christ is God, was crucified and died, and was resurrected from the dead.”

Jehovah’s Witnesses would interpret this statement as meaning that

• Jesus is a “mighty god” (lesser than the Father),

• was crucified on a stake (not a cross),

• and then was resurrected spiritually (not physically).

New Agers, by contrast, would interpret this statement as meaning that

• Jesus was both “Christ” and God (as all of us can become “Christ” and God, since all is God),

• was crucified in the sense that His spiritual blood poured into the spiritual earth (thereby infusing Christ consciousness into the earth),

• and then was “resurrected” in the sense of Christ consciousness rising up out of the spiritual dimension of the earth and coming upon all humankind.

Such cultic redefinitions should not surprise us, for Scripture itself cautions us in this regard. Second Corinthians 11:4 warns of a different Jesus, a different spirit, and a different gospel (see also Matt. 24:24; Acts 20:28–31; Gal. 1:6–9; 2 Peter 2:1–3).

The importance of recognizing the “terminology” block cannot be overstated. As Walter Martin once put it, “Unless terms are defined when one is either speaking or reading cult theology, the semantic jungle that the cults have created will envelop him, making difficult, if not impossible, a proper contrast between the teachings of the cults and those of orthodox Christianity.”22

Compartmentalizing Conflicting Facts

“Compartmentalization” refers to the process in which cults “selectively ignore facts that obviously contradict their claims.”23 Martin notes that this process suggests “the ability of the human mind to live in two ‘worlds’ at once with a state of peaceful(?) coexistence between them. Logically, they are incompatible, involving a logical contradiction.”24 In 1984, novelist George Orwell describes this phenomenon as “double think.”

An example is the Mormon claim that the Book of Mormon is inspired and is “the most perfect book on earth”—despite the fact that Mormons have introduced over 3,913 corrections into the text over the years. Another example relates to the Christian Science denial of the reality of sickness, pain, and death—despite the fact that in her declining years, founder Mary Baker Eddy was under a physician’s care, received morphine injections to ease her pain, wore eyeglasses, had teeth extractions, and eventually died, thus giving the lie to all she professed to believe and teach.25 Yet another example relates to the faith of Jehovah’s Witnesses that the Watchtower Society speaks God’s prophetic truth—despite the fact that the Society has uttered one false prophecy after another, including those relating to the years 1914, 1925, and 1975.

A Central Role in Fulfilling Prophecy

A number of cults see themselves as playing a central role in fulfilling biblical prophecy and thus view themselves as an important part of the unfolding of God’s plan on earth. Baha’is claim that Jesus’ prophecy of “the Spirit of truth” in the Upper Room Discourse (John 14–16) was a prophecy of its leader, Baha’u’llah, and that references to the Second Coming in the New Testament are fulfilled in Baha’u’llah.

The Mormon Inspired Version of the Bible (personally edited by Joseph Smith) contains a prophecy of Smith in Genesis 50. Mormons also claim to be the “restored church” with a “restored priesthood” and a “restored gospel” and view themselves as God’s “latter-day saints,” proclaiming God’s last word to the people of the earth.

Jehovah’s Witnesses have often portrayed themselves as God’s witnesses on earth prior to the unleashing of Armageddon, and they consider themselves the only ones who will survive this worldwide catastrophe. Yet, as noted above, the Watchtower Society has set forth many false prophecies regarding the end times.

Unificationists often cite Revelation 7:2–4, which prophesies that an angel will come from the East with a seal of God, as evidence that the second messiah will be born somewhere in the Far East. They contend that Korea is the only logical country that could possibly be referred to, because Japan worships pagan gods and China is a communist country. Korea is viewed as a suitable birthplace for the messiah because people there have a strong faith in God. (Note that Reverend Moon was born in Korea.)

A Tendency to Revise the History of the Cult 

The cults often revise the histories of their movements, leaving out damning details from the lives of its founders or early leaders. Such revisionist histories often serve to cover up embarrassments that might dissuade people from joining the cult.26 Jehovah’s Witness leaders are not forthright about the marital failure (with all its very ugly details) of their founder, Charles Taze Russell. Mormon histories are not forthright about how, following the prohibition of polygamy in the United States, some Mormon leaders and presidents continued to live in polygamy and, after being caught, were fined by the government. Historic accounts produced by new religions and cults are generally “kinder and gentler” than the reality.

SOCIOLOGICAL CHARACTERISTICS OF CULTS

I noted previously that even though cults should be defined from a theological point of view, we can nevertheless gain valuable insights into certain aspects of the cultic mentality from sociology.27 Sociological characteristics of cults include such things as authoritarianism, exclusivism, dogmatism, isolationism, and threats of satanic attack.28 Let us briefly consider these.

Authoritarian Leadership

Authoritarianism involves the acceptance of an authority figure who exercises excessive control on cult members. As prophet or founder, this leader’s word is considered ultimate and final.29 The late David Koresh of the Branch Davidian cult in Waco, Texas, is a tragic example, as 71 members of this cult followed him to a fiery death in 1993. Another example is Jim Jones of the People’s Temple, who brought about the mass suicide of 911 followers in Jones-town, Guyana, in 1978. A more recent authoritarian group is the Boston Church of Christ, which practices an excessive and stringent form of discipleship by which the personal life of every believer is controlled by a discipler. Jim Bjornstad notes, “There is a discipler over every discipler, a hierarchy of disciplers working its way up to the top. Through this the church maintains control of each person.”30

Ron Enroth has noted that the authoritarian nature of cult leaders is often evident in their titles. Examples include “Guru Ma” (Elizabeth Clare Prophet of the Church Universal Triumphant), “Perfect Master” (Guru Maharaj Ji), “Father David” (late leader of the Children of God), and “True Parent” (Reverend Moon, who heads the Unification Church).31

Often this authoritarianism involves legalistic submission to the rules and regulations of the group as established by the cult leader (or, as in the case of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, submission to the Watchtower Society). Cult members are fully expected to submit, even if they do not agree with the requirements. Unquestioning obedience is compulsory.

Exclusivism

Cults often believe that they alone have the truth. The cult views itself as the single means of salvation on earth; to leave the group is to endanger one’s soul. The Mormons believe they are the exclusive community of the saved on earth and that all other churches are “an abomination in God’s sight.” Mormons believe they possess the “restored gospel” and have the only legitimate priesthood on earth. Without affiliation with this priesthood, one cannot be saved.

The Jehovah’s Witnesses, likewise, believe they are the exclusive community of Jehovah on earth. Christendom, by contrast, is viewed as apostate—the adulterous woman of Revelation 17, and a part of Satan’s kingdom. The Watchtower is viewed as the sole channel through which Jehovah communicates today as “the faithful and wise servant” of which Jesus spoke in Matthew 24:45.

Isolationism 

The more extreme cults sometimes create fortified boundaries, often precipitating tragic endings (we have already mentioned the tragedies in Waco and Jonestown). Some cults require members to renounce and break off associations with parents and siblings. Sometimes cult members are told that Satan may try to work through parents or other relatives (or friends) to get them out of the group. Such family members or friends may actually be “the Devil in disguise.” Breaking off such relations is then viewed as justified and necessary. Among the cults engaging in this kind of practice are the Children of God, the Unification Church, the Branch Davidians, the Way International, and Hare Krishna.

Opposition to Independent Thinking

Some cultic groups discourage members from thinking independently. The “thinking,” as it were, has already been done for them by the cult leadership; the proper response is merely to submit.

The Jehovah’s Witnesses are a prime example of this. In various Watchtower publications we read the following:

• “God has not arranged for [His] Word to speak independently or to shine forth life-giving truths by itself. It is through his organization God provides this light.”32

• “Avoid independent thinking . . . questioning the counsel that is provided by God’s visible organization.”33

• “Fight against independent thinking.”34

• “We should seek for dependent Bible study, rather than for independent Bible study.”35

• “If we have love for Jehovah and for the organization of his people we shall not be suspicious, but shall, as the Bible Watchtower says, ‘believe all things,’ all the things that The brings out.”36

Because they fellowship with one another, a Witness may feel great trepidation about sharing doubts with others for fear of reprisal. Thus there may be numerous Jehovah’s Witnesses suffering emotional difficulty at not being able to express some of their intellectual struggles in regard to the Watchtower Society.

Fear of Being “Disfellowshiped”

It is not uncommon in cults that people are urged to remain faithful to avoid being “disfellowshiped,” or disbarred, from the group. Again, the Jehovah’s Witnesses are a prime example, for a person can be disfellowshiped merely for questioning a Watchtower doctrine. The reason is that because the Watchtower Society considers itself God’s prophet and voice of truth for today, to question its authority is tantamount to questioning Jehovah’s authority. So challenging the Watchtower is considered an intolerable offense.

Jehovah’s Witnesses are also warned that if they leave the Watchtower organization or are disfellowshiped, they will be shunned by family members and friends who remain in the group.37 Fear of shunning makes it very difficult to leave the Jehovah’s Witnesses, for it involves great sacrifice.

Chuck Love and his wife experienced this after leaving the Jehovah’s Witnesses and becoming Christians. Chuck recalls, “My family disowned me. My wife—who also became a Christian—received similar treatment from her family. Her parents won’t even talk to her. Our brothers and sisters cut us off. And all of my close friends—those whom I thought were close friends—shut us out of their lives. When we trusted in Christ, it wasn’t just a matter of changing churches; it was a matter of changing lives.”38

The same thing often happens in the Mormon church. As cult apologists David Reed and John Farkas observe,

Mormons who contemplate leaving the organization know that they risk losing their LDS spouse, their children, their parents, and any other relatives or close friends in the faith. A man who leaves the church faces the possibility that his Mormon wife will listen to encouragement from others in the sect to divorce him, since women are taught that achieving their heavenly goal in the afterlife depends on their being married in the temple to a Mormon man. From the point of view of these individuals, a religious organization is, in effect, holding their relatives hostage.39

Threats of Satanic Attack

Finally, some cults use fear and intimidation to keep members in line. Members may be told that something awful will happen to them should they choose to leave the group.40 Others may be told that Satan will attack them and may even kill them, for they will have committed the unpardonable sin. Such fear tactics are designed to induce submission. Even when people do muster enough courage to leave the group, they may endure psychological consequences and emotional baggage for years to come.

A LOOK AHEAD

Having defined what a cult is and described its primary characteristics,  I will in the next chapter examine the important question, Why are cults growing so rapidly in American society? The remaining chapters focus detailed attention on 12 of the most influential cults or new religious movements of our time. The characteristics we have discussed here will resurface repeatedly as we examine each group.
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UNDERSTANDING CULTIC GROWTH

Estimates vary as to how many cults exist on the religious landscape in America today. The best estimate is that there are at least 20 million people, and perhaps as many as 30 million, actively participating in a cult or some form of the occult in the United States.1 Worldwide, it is estimated that there may be as many as 5,000 cults, with perhaps as many as 150 million people involved. The two largest—the Mormons and the Jehovah’s Witnesses—account for at least 14 million.2

The growth of cults in the United States is attributable to a number of factors, including the failure of the Christian church (in certain regards), an increase in biblical illiteracy, the growth in relativism, and the emphasis on selfhood. I will briefly summarize these and other important factors that have contributed to cultic growth.

1. THE FAILURE OF THE CHURCH

There is little doubt that one reason that counterfeit religions are flourishing in America is what many perceive to be an impotent and lifeless Christian church. Statistically speaking, a significant percentage of cultists formerly attended a Christian church.3 Dr. Paul R. Martin is the director of the Wellspring Retreat and Resource Center, an organization devoted to helping former cultists overcome the harmful effects of their experience. It is highly revealing that of the thousands of cultists Martin has personally worked with at Wellspring, some 25 percent formerly attended evangelical or fundamentalist churches, and more than 40 percent had backgrounds in the large, more liberal Protestant denominations.4 Chris Elkins, a former member of the Unification Church, agrees, noting that “in most cults, a majority of the members left a mainline, denominational church.”5

This fact has led cult watcher Ruth Tucker to conclude that “the increase in cult membership is a direct result of a failure on the part of the church.”6Cult expert J. K. Van Baalen likewise says that the cults are “the unpaid bills of the church.”7

The widespread failure of churches in America is multifaceted. The evidence points to a broad failure (1) to make a real moral difference in the lives of church members, (2) to provide a sense of belonging among members, (3) to meet people’s deepest needs, and (4) to make Bible doctrine a high priority.*

The Failure to Make a Real Moral Difference

A study conducted by the Roper organization tested the behavior of “born-again” Christians before and after their conversion experiences. The disturbing result was that conversion in many cases seems to have had little effect on moral behavior.8 This suggests that genuine discipleship and training are simply not occurring as they need to in local churches.

Chuck Colson cites a similar poll (conducted by Gallup) that found there is little difference in the ethical behavior of people who go to church and people who don’t. “One has to conclude—painful though it is—that over the past decade in American life, churches have made very little difference in the lives of people. As a matter of fact, polls taken among pastors show that pastors themselves acknowledge that they aren’t doing the job they’re supposed to do.”9

Recognizing this lack in Christian churches, many people turn elsewhere to religious groups they feel can make a difference in their lives. People want something that “works” in day-to-day living.

The Failure to Provide a Sense of Belonging

Cult expert Ken Boa suggests that many people join cults because of loneliness, alienation, and lack of personal identity. “By submitting to the teachings and requirements of the cult, they hope to find the love, acceptance, and fellowship they long for.”10
 The sad reality is that many Christian churches fail to meet this basic human need.

Cult researcher J. Gordon Melton is right when he says that many of the large, impersonal churches fail to give many people a sense of belonging.11 But it is not just the large churches that have this problem; smaller churches have failed in this as well.

By contrast, many cults often provide a genuine sense of belonging to members. People are welcomed and made to feel an important part of the group. In fact, laypeople are typically given an important role, which makes them feel as if they are making a  contribution. Mormon young people, for example, engage in door-to-door missionary service, and male members can hold either the Aaronic or the Melchizedek priesthood. Such activities foster a sense of belonging among members. Until the Christian church deals with this problem, the cults will continue to draw people from church pews.

The Failure to Meet People’s Deepest Needs

People today are seeking answers to life’s most perplexing questions: “Who am I?” “Where did I come from?” “What is life all about?” “Why am I here?” “Where am I going when this life on earth is over?” When answers to these basic questions are not provided by church leaders, people turn elsewhere for answers.12 Sociologist Ron Enroth notes that “people join cults because they hope such groups will fulfill very real, perceived needs. These needs are generated in large part by the changing and confusing society that is America today.”13

People with inner emotional struggles are particularly susceptible and vulnerable to the cults. Robert and Gretchen Passantino aptly observe that “a person does not usually join a cult because he has done an exhaustive analysis of world religions and has decided that a particular cult presents the best theology available. Instead, a person generally joins a cult because he has problems that he is having trouble solving, and the cult promises to solve these problems.”14 The church needs to reclaim lost ground in genuinely helping people with life issues.

The Failure to Make Doctrine a High Priority 

Numerous cult authorities have noted that a key factor giving rise to the cult explosion in the United States is that churches have failed to make Bible doctrine and Bible knowledge a high priority. My late colleague Walter Martin once said that the rise of the cults is “directly proportional to the fluctuating emphasis which the Christian church has placed on the teaching of biblical doctrine to Christian laymen.”15

Tragically, many people who attend church have not been given biblical discernment skills, and they end up joining a particular cult without realizing that its teachings go against the Bible. Such people are unable to distinguish cultic doctrine from biblical doctrine.16

Among the many real-life examples that illustrate this, the one that stands out in my mind relates to David Koresh and the Branch Davidian cult that met a fiery end in Waco, Texas. One news publication indicated that two of the girls who died there had formerly attended a Christian church. If these girls had become biblically literate in their former church, enough to detect the Scripture-twisting antics of David Koresh, perhaps they would be alive today. The consequences of biblical illiteracy can be deadly in certain contexts.

We must not forget that cults are counterfeit religious systems. The problem is that the counterfeits are often taken for the real thing. Such groups might look so good and seem so right that a person might not suspect anything is amiss. It is only when the counterfeit religious system is measured against Scripture, properly interpreted, that problems appear. So, for example, it is only when one measures the messianic claims of David Koresh against the biblical portrayal of the divine Messiah that a notable discrepancy emerges. Likewise, it is only when one examines Jehovah’s Witness theology against the Bible that one sees they have an entirely different God (not a Trinity), a different Jesus (a lesser god created by Jehovah billions of years ago), a different Holy Spirit (not a person and not God), and a different salvation (involving the necessity of works).

The apostle Paul made reference to “God’s household, which is the church of the living God, the pillar and foundation of the truth” (1 Tim. 3:15). If the church fails to set forth and defend doctrinal truth, it fails to fulfill its God-appointed role.

2. FAMILIES IN TROUBLE

One may not realize that there is a connection between troubled families and the growth of the cults, but the evidence suggests there is. I draw four factors to your attention in this regard: (1) many of today’s youth have become disillusioned with their parents’ values, (2) there is a pervasive lack of direction among many youth, (3) cults often function as surrogate families, and (4) young people may be especially vulnerable to joining a cult following a personal crisis. 

Disillusionment with Parental Values

It would seem that many young people today have become disillusioned with the values of their parents. In many cases this disillusionment is rooted in the disparity that young people observe between their parents’ claims regarding values and the way their parents actually live. That is, the young people see hypocrisy.

Further, because of the current attitude that each individual is the ultimate judge of what is right and wrong, young people have reexamined their inherited values and have rejected them as irrelevant to the way they want to live. Therefore, for many American youth, truth and morality have become completely subjective.

Instead of deriving values from their parents, many youth are constructing their own values, through vehicles such as the New Age program for public education called Values Clarification. The idea in Values Clarification is that values are not to be imposed from without (such as from Scripture or from parents) but must be subjectively discovered from within. The underlying assumption is that there are no absolute truths or values.17 “Whatever works for you” is considered right. This relativism proves to be fertile soil in which the weed of cultism can grow unhindered.

Lack of Direction among Young People 

Many young people today seem to have a pervasive lack of direction in their lives—a reality some sociologists feel may be due in part to a lack of genuine interaction with their parents day by day. Although this in itself does not cause a person to want to join a cult, a case can be made that it at least makes one more susceptible to the lure of cults. The reality is that young people who lack direction sometimes choose to latch on to authority figures around which they can govern their lives.18 Such people seem to thrive on external authority figures to give a framework to their lack of direction and provide structure for their lives. Cult leaders often manifest absolute conviction and certainty and provide black-and-white answers to young people who are unsure about what path to take in life.

Cults as Surrogate Families 

Cult observers have long noted that many cults provide the sense of belonging that is lacking in many biological families. Indeed, many cults and religious movements actually function as surrogate families for their members. Such cults virtually replace biological families for some members and meet all the needs that the biological families failed to meet.

It is noteworthy that many cult members address the leaders of the cult in parental terms.19 Cult leaders are sometimes spoken of as “spiritual parents” or “parents in the Lord.”20 New Ager Elizabeth Clare Prophet, who heads the Church Universal and Triumphant, is affectionately known among her followers as “Guru Ma.”21 David “Moses” Berg, founder of the Children of God, was often called “Father David” by cult members. Likewise, Reverend Moon is often called “Father Moon” by members of the Unification Church.

Vulnerability Following a Personal Crisis

In evaluating the available data, I want to emphasize that just because a person comes from a less than ideal home does not mean that he or she will join a cult. Although a number of cult members do come from disturbed or dysfunctional homes, there are also many people from such homes who do not end up in cults. Sometimes young people from seemingly normal families end up in cults. What, then, should we make of this?

A key factor in answering this question seems to be that recruitment into a cult is much more likely to occur in association with a severe crisis in a young person’s life. The fact is, many young people are in the midst of a personal crisis at the time they join a cult. These people may feel confused and depressed and not know what to do. One study involving 237 members of the Unification Church indicates that two-thirds of them were facing some kind of crisis at the time they joined the group.22 Paul Martin likewise warns that “research shows that young people are more vulnerable to cultic affiliation during or immediately after suffering a severe crisis.”23

It stands to reason that a young person in a disturbed or dysfunctional susceptible home who encounters a severe crisis will be more to a cult (if a cult should come along at an opportune moment) than one from a healthy home. Why? Simply because he or she will likely not find loving support and sympathy from other family members. A young person in a healthy home, by contrast, will very likely have a much higher level of emotional support and psychological nurturing during times of trouble.

3. REACTION AGAINST SECULAR HUMANISM

Humanist Manifesto II—signed by such luminaries as author Isaac Asimov, psychologist B. F. Skinner, and ethicist Joseph Fletcher—states, “We find insufficient evidence for belief in the existence of a supernatural; it is either meaningless or irrelevant to the question of the survival and fulfillment of the human race. As nontheists, we begin with humans not God, nature not deity.”24 Humanists promote a way of life that systematically excludes God and all religion in the traditional sense. Man is on his own in this great big universe.25

Humanists assert that there is no divine purpose for humanity. Humanist Manifesto II states, “We can discover no divine purpose or providence for the human species. While there is much that we do not know, humans are responsible for what we are or will become. No deity will save us; we must save ourselves.”26 Likewise, in his book Forbidden Fruit: The Ethics of Humanism, humanist leader Paul Kurtz said that “the theist’s world is only a dream world; it is a feeble escape into a future that will never come.”27

How does all this relate to the growth of the cults? Whether humanists admit it or not, their philosophy robs humankind of ultimate purpose, meaning, and value. How could there be ultimate purpose, meaning, and value when human beings are viewed simply as products of chance evolutionary forces? Secular humanism all too easily leads to nihilism—the belief that everything is meaningless and absurd.28

For many years secular humanism focused so much on the all-sufficiency of humanity that God was left entirely out of the picture. As a result, man lacked a sense of the transcendentsomething he yearned for in the deepest part of his being. Indeed, the inadequacy of secular humanism has made man crave for something more—something divine, something sacred. As Mircea Eli-ade put it, secular man “killed a God in whom he could not believe but whose absence he could not bear.”29 Philosopher Douglas Groothuis observes that while secular humanism appeals to humanity’s quest for autonomy and crowns man the measure of all things, “we find ourselves the lords of nothing—nothing but a meaningless universe with no direction, destiny, or purpose.”30

It is a fact that when people lack a sense of fulfillment and meaning—when they feel despair in the deepest part of their being—it is much easier for a cult leader to victimize them, promising a solution to that emptiness. Orville Swenson has aptly noted, “The prevailing feeling of despair that permeates American society fosters the climate in which a leader with ‘charisma’ can bring some sense of hope, no matter how false it may be.”31

Tragically, many have turned to one or another of the many cults in America to find fulfillment for the God-shaped vacuum that is in every human heart. The cults “are filling a need in people for stability and meaning in life. They are filling a spiritual vacuum created by the inability of materialism, hedonism, and existentialism to supply lasting purpose to one’s existence.”32

4. THE TURN EAST 

The 1960s brought a massive Eastern invasion into the West. Os Guinness described it this way: “The East is still the East, but the West is no longer the West. Western answers no longer seem to fit the questions. With Christian culture disintegrating and humanism failing to provide an alternative, many are searching the ancient East.”33

The counterculture of the 1960s played a key role in the explosive growth of Eastern religions in the West. One of the most influential gurus on the scene during that decade was Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, who taught his followers all about Transcendental Meditation (TM). The Maharishi’s rise to fame was partly due to the fact that his early disciples included the Beatles, one of the most popular rock groups of all time. This gave TM more than a little media attention in America. 

More than a million Americans have been initiated into TM. Indeed, one observer said that “what McDonald’s has done for the hamburger, Transcendental Meditation has done for Eastern mysticism.”34 Transcendental Meditation has succeeded in making Eastern mysticism acceptable, fashionable, and desirable to the American public.

James Sire, author of The Universe Next Door, believes that the openness to Eastern ideas among the Western youth of the 1960s was largely a reaction against traditional Western values.  These values include high technology, reason and rationalism, materialism, economics, and the like.35 Sire observes that “with its antirationalism, its syncretism, its quietism, its lack of technology, its uncomplicated lifestyle, and its radically different religious framework, the East is extremely attractive.”36 Many Americans have concluded that the East—that quiet land of meditating gurus and simple life—has the answer to our longing for meaning and significance.

As a result of the Eastern explosion in the 1960s and beyond, American soil is now saturated with Eastern ideas. Although Americans in A.D. 2000 may no longer be fascinated with the world of Eastern gurus, the teachings of these gurus remain. As Groothuis says, the age of exotic, Eastern “guruism” may be waning, but the gurus’ teachings are not: “What was once on the esoteric periphery has moved into the spotlight. Much of what used to be underground is seeping—if not rushing—into the mainstream, as a plethora of New Age teachers, practices, and events contend for our souls.”37

5. INCREASE IN RELATIVISM

The New Age movement has given relativism probably its greatest boost in modern times. According to one critic, New Agers believe “it is the height of presumption to think that one knows the key truth for all people. On the other hand, it is the apex of love to ‘allow’ others to have their own ‘truth.’ ‘Thou shalt not interfere with another’s reality’ might be called the First Commandment of New Age revelation.”38

The New Age doctrines of pantheism (all is God) and monism (all is one) relate very closely to relativism. Obviously, if pantheism is true, this means that man himself is God. And if man is God, then man is a law unto himself and need not obey the laws of any deity external to himself. If monism is true, then the distinction between good and evil—between right and wrong, true and false—disappears. All is relative. Amazingly, polls indicate that 66 percent of Americans deny there is such a thing as absolute truth.39 And, as noted earlier, relativism has even entered the public schools through the Values Clarification curriculum.

Obviously, if all truth is relative, then one person’s “truth” is just as good as another person’s “truth.” This ultimately means that any religion’s “truth”—and any cult’s “truth”—is as good as Christianity’s truth.

6. EMPHASIS ON SELF

Certainly today’s “do your own thing” mentality contributes to the growth of the cults. This is especially true among those with affinities toward New Age thinking. New Agers David Gershon and Gail Straub illustrate this in their blockbuster book, Empowerment: The Art of Creating Your Life As You Want It. They assure readers that “empowerment” gives us the ability to create our own reality by the power of the mind. What “manifests” in life will be a direct result of the thoughts we affirm, whether on a conscious or an unconscious level. Gershon and Straub’s central idea is that empowerment “will free you from boundaries that have limited you in the past and show you your power to shape your own destiny. On this journey you will learn the art of creating your life as you want it.”40 Self rules!

This New Age team also provides a list of “limiting beliefs” with the injunction that we can dispose of these unhealthy beliefs by mentally affirming the accompanying “turnarounds.” Here are a few examples:

	Limiting Belief	Turnaround
	God is a male figure with a lot of power who will punish me if I don't do the right thing.	I create God as a loving, kind, playful, wise, powerful friend. We play together co-creating the universe.
	Spirituality means giving over control of my life to some higher power that's outside of me.	God's will is my own highest consciousness in this moment.
	To be spiritual I must follow a code of conduct laid out by a religion/guru/writer of a spiritual book.	My spirituality grows out of my own self-knowledge. I trust it and found my actions upon it.41

By using positive affirmations such as these, combined with visualizations, thoughts supposedly can begin to change the reality around us. By using our minds we have true power. We can create whatever kind of reality we desire. We can even create self-styled religions if we wish.

7. EMPHASIS ON FEELINGS AND EXPERIENCE

We live in experiential times. People put a lot of stock in feelings: “If it feels good, do it.” Orville Swenson says that “rather than embracing a factually-based faith, resting on divine authority, many are seeking mystical and emotional experience, the very kind offered by contemporary cults.”42

Mormons, for example, will often speak of a “burning in the bosom” that testifies to the “truth” of the Book of Mormon. Rajneesh, a pop-guru, taught his disciples to follow their feelings.43 The Unification Church in past decades has used a “love-bombing” technique to draw people into the cult.

The desire for a “feel-good” religion is at times a reaction against religions that make a moral requirement on one’s life—which is what Christianity does. This is illustrated in the New Age angel spirituality that emerged in the mid 1990s. As Time magazine put it, “For those who choke too easily on God and his rules . . . angels are the handy compromise, all fluff and meringue, kind, nonjudgmental. And they are available to everyone, like aspirin.”44Christianity Today magazine suggested that “angels too easily provide a temptation for those who want a ‘fix’ of spirituality without bothering with God himself.”45

8. PENETRATION OF BUSINESS, EDUCATION, AND HEALTH FIELDS

The fields of education, business, and health altogether embrace a huge segment of Americans. Education encompasses children, parents, and teachers; business embraces the entire work force, both employers and employees; health includes virtually all of us, because each of us gets sick at one time or another. The cults have penetrated these three fields, with the greatest influence coming from the New Age movement. Millions of people have been introduced to a New Age worldview at school, at work, or at the doctor’s office.

The Business Community

The human potential movement blossomed in the 1970s. Since that time, numerous companies have drawn on various New Age human potential seminars. One reason so many Fortune 500 companies have been eager to use such seminars is that they promise increased productivity, better employee relations, more creativity among workers, and—bottom line—more sales.

These New Age seminars typically teach that (1) you are your own God, (2) you can create your own reality, and (3) you have unlimited potential. Seminar leaders usually begin by tearing down or undermining the learners’ worldview. Then they attempt, via some kind of esoteric exercise, to trigger an altered state of consciousness in hopes of inducing a mystical experience so potent that it will cause the participants to question or doubt their previous understanding of reality. The participants are then exposed to a New Age explanation that makes sense of the mystical experience. They are introduced to a new worldview that says you are your own God and you can create your own reality. Many businesspeople have been drawn into the New Age movement through such seminars.46

Penetration of Public Schools

In his book Censorship: Evidence of Bias in Our Children’s Textbooks, Paul Vitz provides decisive evidence that Christianity and Christian values have been systematically stripped from children’s school curricula.47 While children’s textbooks are silent on Christianity, many of them continue to contain ideas or statements about Buddhism, Hinduism, Eastern meditation, magic, Indian spirituality, and yoga.48

Aside from textbooks, New Agers have conceded that they have a definite agenda for what they see as important in public school curricula. A key emphasis is on “right-brain learning techniques”—what educators call man’s creative and intuitive abilities in contrast to the “left brain’s” more static and analytical abilities. While this right-brain/left-brain distinction is not New Age per se, New Agers have made much use of it. Their right-brain learning techniques include practices such as yoga, meditation, chanting, and visualization. Through these practices children are led into mystical experiences and are introduced to a New Age worldview. 

Penetration of Health Services

The New Age “holistic” approach to health is said to be a “multidimensional phenomenon involving interdependent physical, psychological, and social aspects.”49 The holistic approach seeks to treat the whole person—body, mind, and spirit—and also considers the social aspects of the patient’s life to be a factor in health. Holistic health claims to be person-centered, not disease-centered.

Certainly some aspects of holistic health sound reasonable enough and can be accepted by Christians. However, many New Age health therapies betray an unchristian worldview. Indeed, the New Age model of holistic health is based primarily on their conception of energy, not matter. This energy is not a visible, measurable, scientifically explainable entity. Rather, New Agers speak of a “cosmic” or “universal” energy based on their monistic and pantheistic worldview. To enhance the flow of “healing energy” in the body, one must allegedly attune to it and realize one’s unity with all things. Through such therapies, more than 30 percent of Americans have been exposed to the New Age worldview.50

9. EFFECTIVE USE OF THE MEDIA

Television journalist Bill Moyers once asked whether television could be “a force in the central issue of our time, the search to signify and affirm meaning, open our souls to others,” and be a channel for the “biggest story of the century, the struggle to define what it means to be spiritual.” That “little screen,” Moyers said, is “the largest classroom, perhaps the largest chapel, God has given us in a long, long time.”51

Moyers has sized up the power of television very well. As powerful as television is, however, it is not the only effective medium of communication. Print and radio are also powerful. These three outlets combined exercise tremendous influence on the minds of Americans, as evidenced in the following statistics:

• Some 97 percent of Americans own television sets. About 98 percent of these watch television regularly.52

• Americans average about four hours of television viewing per day. This means that over the past year, the typical American adult spent an equivalent of two full months (24 hours a day for 61 days) watching television.53

• Scholarly studies reveal that “kids draw most of their information from television, spending an average of more than 10,000 hours watching it by the time they reach age 18. (That is the equivalent of one entire year absorbing the messages broadcast by television producers.) The typical child in preschool through sixth grade watches more than 30 hours of television programming per week.”54

• There are 350 million radios in America—more radios than people.55

• Some 124 million Americans read a newspaper every day.56

In view of these staggering numbers, can anyone doubt why some cults seek to purchase, manage, and influence the media in America? The media represent the single most effective means of reaching large numbers of people in a quick, efficient way. Consider the Mormons, who own a $300-million-a-year media conglomerate and spend roughly $550 million per year on media for their worldwide missionary efforts.57 Another example is the Unity School of Christianity (a mind science group), which broadcasts its doctrines on more than a thousand radio and TV stations.

Yet another highly influential media of our day is the Internet, a worldwide network of computers and smaller networks that emerged in the mid-1980s. Conservative estimates are that over 35 million people are presently connected to the Internet, and that figure is growing rapidly. Most of the major cults have their own official web sites where one can access and download massive amounts of data related to their history and doctrine.58

10. MORAL REBELLION

Romans 1:18 affirms that human beings are in moral rebellion against God. One manifestation of this rebellion is seeking out and participating in false religions. (The Old Testament is full of examples—see 1 Kings 16:34; 18:25–26; 19:18.) Another manifestation relates to the practices that take place within these false religions. 

This moral rebellion is more than evident in some of the practices of the cults. For example, the Children of God has long been known for its practice of “flirty fishing”—using sex to lure new people into the cult. Followers of the Hindu guru Rajneesh regularly engaged in sexual orgies. There have been a number of allegations, including one from a former daughter-in-law,60 that Reverend Moon of the Unification Church engaged in a “purification rite” known as p’i kareun, in which he, as a messianic figure, “cleansed” female members of the church by having sexual intercourse with them. The Mormon church in its early history promoted and practiced polygamy. New Age leader Matthew Fox has said that both heterosexuality and homosexuality are equally acceptable to the “cosmic Christ” (that spirit that has allegedly manifested itself through the leaders of all world religions).61 Moral rebellion is at the very heart of false religious systems.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

It is clear that the growth of the cults in America does not hinge on any single factor but rather is rooted in a convergence of factors. Taken together, these factors have provided a rich and fertile soil for the rapid growth and proliferation of cultic ideas in America.

Now that we understand what a cult is and why the cults are growing so fast, we will turn our attention to one of the most successful cults in world history—the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. They are more popularly known as the Mormons.

*My comments here should not be taken to mean that virtually all churches fail in these areas. I am speaking in general terms about a broad problem.
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THE CHURCH OF JESUS CHRIST OF LATTER-DAY SAINTS

The Mormon church is one of the wealthiest cults in the world. The church has between $25 and $30 billion in assets1 and controls at least a hundred companies or businesses, including a $300-million-a-year media conglomerate. The church’s investments in stocks, bonds, and church-controlled businesses were worth $6 billion in 1997. The church also owns $5 billion in agriculture and commercial real estate. A great deal of this wealth comes from the $3 million a day generated by church tithes. (Members are required to contribute 10 percent of their gross income.)

The church at present has more than 11 million members and is growing at the rate of more than 1,500 people per day. Mormon baptisms occur at a rate of one every 1 minute and 55 seconds. John Heinerman and Anson Shupe point out in their book The Mormon Corporate Empire that “Mormon membership on the average has doubled every 15 years since World War II, but from 1970 to 1985, it nearly tripled in size.”2 During the past quarter-century the Mormon church has moved up to seventh place among America’s church bodies, bypassing the Presbyterians, the Episcopalians, and the Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod.3 Part of this growth is due to the effective use of media—running TV ads on TNT, CNN, and Headline News and print ads in Reader’s Digest and TV Guide.

Brigham Young University president, Merrill Bateman, predicted in early 2000 that “by 2025, the number of missionaries converting people to the Mormon faith will more than double, rising from about 60,000 to 125,000.”4 Mormon missionaries now proselytize in more than 150 countries. It is possible that by the year 2025 there could be a thousand or more Mormon temples in the world. This requires constructing 36 new temples each year, which is feasible given the fact that 35 temples were dedicated in 2000.

MORMON ROOTS

Mormonism’s founder, Joseph Smith Jr., was born in Sharon, Vermont, on December 23, 1805. Eleven years later, Smith and his large family moved to Palmyra, New York, where, just a few years later, a series of events unfolded that would lead to the founding of the Mormon church.

Beginning around 1819, there were religious revivals in the area where Smith lived. In 1820, at age 15, he became troubled about the conflict he saw among the people and clergy of the Methodist, Presbyterian, and Baptist churches. His mother, sister, and two brothers joined the Presbyterian church while Joseph later claimed he felt drawn toward the Methodists.

Because of the strife between the denominations—and because he was not sure who was right and who was wrong—Smith did not know what to do about joining a church. But he was soon to receive what he claimed was divine direction on the issue.

Joseph Smith Has a Vision 

One day in the spring of 1820 as Joseph Smith was reading the Bible at James 1:5—“If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to him”—that verse suddenly came alive to him. He determined to ask God which church to join and went into the woods to pray. There he received a vision in which he encountered two per-sonages: the Father and the Son. Smith recounts how “the Son” instructed him not to join any of the churches, for they were all wrong: “The Personage who addressed me said that all their creeds were an abomination in his sight.”5

Accordingly, Smith did not join any of the churches. But neither did he attempt to “draw near” to the Lord and live a virtuous life. Instead, he later confessed, during the next three years, he frequently “fell into many foolish errors, and displayed the weakness of youth, and the foibles of human nature.”6 (Some of Smith’s contemporaries would later list treasure-hunting using divining rods, ritual magic, and other occultic practices as among the “errors” of his youth.)7

Discrepancies in the “First Vision” Accounts

There are rather significant discrepancies in the existing accounts of Joseph Smith’s “First Vision.” (There are at least six visions.) They are significant because, as one Mormon prophet put it, “The appearing of the Father and the Son to Joseph Smith is the foundation of the church.”8 The chart below highlights just a few of the problems in two major First Vision accounts—the 1832 version by Smith himself, and the church’s 1838 version, which is the basis for the story as told officially by the church today.

An Angel Appears to Joseph Smith

Smith claimed that when he went to bed on September 21, 1823, he prayed to God asking for forgiveness for all his sins and also for a manifestation. An angel named Moroni soon appeared and informed him “there was a book deposited, written on gold plates, giving an account of the former inhabitants of this continent [America], and the source from whence they sprang.”9 He also said the fullness of the everlasting Gospel was contained in it, as delivered by the Savior to the ancient inhabitants. Moroni further informed Smith that the “Urim and Thummim”—a translation device (“seer stone”)—was buried with the plates.

FIRST VISION ACCOUNTS

	 	1832 Version 	1838–39 Version
	Personage(s) 	Smith claimed only a vision of Christ.	Smith claimed a vision of both the Father and the Son.
	Seeking God 	Bible reading stirred  Smith to seek God.	A revival motivated Smith to seek God.
	Churches Wrong 	Smith already knew all the churches were wrong.	The “two personages” informed Smith the churches were wrong.



Moroni appeared again to Smith—three times in the same night, once the following day, and annually for the next four years. The angel had warned him that he was not yet spiritually mature enough to take custody of the gold plates but one day would be. Smith was told that when he was finally permitted to retrieve the plates, he must not reveal them to anyone except to those to whom he would be commanded to show them lest he be destroyed.

In 1827, nine months after Smith married Emma Hale, Moroni allowed him to retrieve the plates with the charge to keep them safe until the angel “should call for them.” Smith then translated the sacred records from “Reformed Egyptian” into English. After the translation was complete, the golden plates were removed by Moroni and are to this day unavailable for inspection. This means there is no concrete evidence the plates ever, in fact, existed. In any event, the original Book of Mormon was published in 1830. 

“Joseph Smith would put the seer stone into a hat, and put his face in the hat, drawing it closely around his face to exclude the light; and in the darkness the spiritual light would shine. A piece of something resembling parchment would appear, and on that appeared the writing. One character at a time would appear, and under it was the interpretation in English. Brother Joseph would read off the English to Oliver Cowdery, who was his principal scribe, and when it was written down and repeated to Brother Joseph to see if it was correct, then it would disappear, and another character with the interpretation would appear. Thus the Book of Mormon was translated by the gift and power of God, and not by any power of man” (David Whitmer, An Address to All Believers in Christ, 12). 

Before the plates were taken from the earth, three witnesses—David Whitmer, Martin Harris, and Oliver Cowdery—prayed with Smith that they might see them. According to Mormon accounts, an unnamed angel appeared in June 1829 and displayed the plates so that each could see the engravings himself. Harris later testified that he saw the plates with his “spiritual eye” or “eye of faith” rather than his naked eyes. Conflicting reports state that he and the other witnesses never saw the actual engraved plates, only something covered with a cloth.10

Just a few weeks earlier, in May, Smith and Cowdery had gone out in the woods to pray about baptism for the remission of sins. While they were praying, John the Baptist reportedly appeared and conferred the Aaronic Priesthood upon them and gave them instructions regarding how to baptize each other. Later Peter, James, and John appeared and conferred the Melchizedek Priesthood upon them.

(Whitmer, Harris, and Cowdery all ended up leaving the church. Harris did return to the church late in life, although in the interim he had said that several other churches were true.)

The “One True Church” Is Born

Since Joseph Smith had been told by Jesus that all the existing churches and creeds and those who professed them were false and abominable, the “one true church” was organized on April 6, 1830, by Smith and five others in Fayette, New York. At the founding meeting, Smith received a revelation from God that he was to be “a seer, a translator, a prophet, and an apostle.”11

As the church grew, so did public opposition, forcing the Mormons to move on to other areas. According to Smith, he was instructed by the Lord to move the church to Ohio, so in February 1831 he moved to the town of Kirtland, Ohio, and established the church there. Within months, however, it became evident that the church would soon need to move again. Public opposition seemed to arise wherever Smith and his followers went. 

In the middle of July 1831, Smith and a few of the “Saints” arrived in Independence, Missouri. At once he received a revelation indicating that “Zion” would be established at this place, a temple would be built, and the Saints should purchase land in that vicinity and “in the regions round about.”12 Smith left some of his followers there to buy land and establish the church while he and others went back to Kirtland. 

While Smith remained in Kirtland, the church published many of his early revelations under the title “Book of Commandments” in Missouri in mid 1833. But public opposition to Mormon teachings grew swiftly in Missouri. The Mormons’ rapid growth and unconventional beliefs caused great alarm in Jackson County, and in July, non-Mormons issued a manifesto stating their charges against the Mormons and their intent to remove them.

When the Mormons refused to leave, Missourians began a violent campaign against the church, destroying the church’s printing office in the process. Smith, still in Kirtland, learned of the trouble and raised a large group of men to ride to Missouri to defend the Saints.

In the fall of 1835 Smith published the Doctrine and Covenants, a dramatic reworking of the then-suppressed Book of Commandments. Many changes were made—deletions and additions—to those original “revelations.” Earlier that same year, Smith also acquired assorted Egyptian artifacts, including papyrus fragments taken from the cavities of some mummies. He attempted to translate portions of them and thus produced the Book of Abraham. This book and “Joseph Smith—History,” an extract of his own “translations” of Matthew and the Book of Moses (allegedly lost from the Old Testament and restored to Smith through revelation) and the Articles of Faith were all combined into a single volume entitled The Pearl of Great Price—the third book of Mormon scriptures.

Although the Mormons continued to move from one Missouri county to another in the attempt to find a permanent place to live, Smith continued to give revelations that caused the Saints further trouble. The Mormons and non-Mormons were virtually at war, with atrocities being committed by both sides. Governor Lilburn Boggs of Missouri tried to quiet the problems, but trouble continued to escalate. Finally, in October 1838 he issued an order to the militia stating that because of “the attitude of open and avowed defiance of the laws, and of having made open war upon the people of this state, . . . the Mormons must be treated as enemies and exterminated or driven from this state.”13

The Mormons scattered, and some were killed, others jailed. But many made it out of Missouri to Illinois, where they built an attractive city called Nauvoo (which, Joseph Smith asserted, was Hebrew for “beautiful place,” and was briefly the second-largest city in Illinois). While there, Smith was the mayor of the city, the general of his own army, a candidate for the U.S. presidency, and the Prophet, Seer, and Revelator of the Mormon church.

Joseph Smith Dies in a Shootout

One thing that caused great concern for many people—Mormons and non-Mormons alike—were the sordid rumors regarding polygamy. Smith was definitely a polygamist. The actual number of his wives is not known for certain, but estimates range from 28 to 84. The most likely count is 33, most of whom were younger than Smith—one being a mere 14 years of age.14 His first (and true) wife Emma was deeply hurt and angered about it all. Joseph, however, had a word from the Lord for Emma to the effect that the Lord would kill her if she did not submit and cleave to Joseph.15

By 1842 rumors were widespread regarding these immoralities. On June 7, 1844, a group of dissident Mormons—angry about the gross immoralities being practiced among church members—published a newspaper detailing their grievances against Smith. It was the first and last issue of the Nauvoo Expositor. Smith knew that the charges of polygamy and of mishandling church funds would cause trouble for him. Days later, he and his city council decided to destroy the printing office. This act resulted in Smith’s arrest for treason, and he, his brother Hyrum, and two other Mormon leaders were jailed in Carthage, Illinois.

On June 27 a mob stormed the jail, killing Joseph and Hyrum Smith and wounding the other men. Before Smith died, however, he used a six-shooter to wound a few of the men in the mob during a blazing gun battle. Smith’s role as God’s “Prophet, Seer, and Revelator” came to an abrupt end in bloody violence.

Brigham Young Takes Over

Brigham Young, the senior Mormon apostle at the time of Smith’s death, quickly assumed leadership of the church. There was initial resistance to Young’s taking over, not the least of which came from Emma Smith.16 But Young prevailed.

A powerful and organized leader, Young led a company of Latter-day Saints across the treacherous Great Plains, reaching the valley of the Great Salt Lake in Utah in July 1847. There they built their new Zion, namely, Salt Lake City. Young ruled the people with an iron hand and both practiced and encouraged polygamy for the rest of his life. He himself had some 20 wives by the time he died, and he fathered 57 children by 16 of these wives.17

The practice of polygamy would “officially” end, however. On September 24, 1890, a “manifesto” was issued by Wilford Woodruff, fourth president of the Mormon church, declaring his advice that Mormons give up the practice. Among the obvious reasons were that the church’s top leaders were in jail or in hiding as a consequence of polygamy, that the United States government threatened to confiscate the church’s temples and other property, and that Utah had no chance of gaining statehood otherwise.

It is estimated that there are still some 30,000 polygamists living clandestinely in Utah. The church of the Latter-day Saints (LDS) says that any member caught practicing polygamy will be excommunicated. It is revealing to note, however, that even after the 1890 manifesto a number of Mormon leaders were tried and convicted of unlawful cohabitation with plural wives.18

Since it began, the church has had 15 presidents. Among the most notable are Joseph Fielding Smith (1876–1972), Spencer W. Kimball (1895–1994), Ezra Taft Benson (1899–1994), and Howard W. Hunter (1907–95). All the presidents are viewed as prophets who serve as God’s mouthpiece. 

The church is led by a First Presidency (a “collective trio” made up of the president of the church and a first and second counselor), the Council of Twelve Apostles (who hold lifetime positions), and the “First Quorum of the Seventy” and the “Second Quorum of the Seventy” (stemming from Moses’ calling of 70 elders to assist him). The 15 men at the top—the First Presidency and the Council of Twelve Apostles—rule with unchallenged authority in the church.

Structurally the church is divided into branches, wards, stakes, and areas. A branch is a local congregation with usually fewer than 200 members and is headed by a branch president. A ward is a local congregation of 200 to 800 members and is led by a bishop. A stake is a collection of 5 to 12 wards in an area, governed by a stake president. An area is a large geographical district encompassing stakes, wards, and branches. The headquarters for the Mormon church is in Salt Lake City.

Gordon B. Hinckley became president in 1995 and maintains a high profile partly because of television interviews with Mike Wallace, Larry King, and other TV hosts. Under Hinckley’s leadership there has been a strong missionary advance, the building of an unprecedented number of Mormon temples and meeting houses, increased administrative efficiency, and good public relations. He has been an effective leader.

MORMON BELIEFS

The “Restored” Church 

According to Smith’s First Vision, all the churches were corrupt in God’s sight, and therefore the “one true church” needed to be restored (cf. Acts 3:20–21; 20:29–31; 2 Thess. 2:3). Mormons claim that proper church organization with its respective offices had been lost along with continual revelation through God’s appointed representatives. The true gospel in its completeness had also been lost from the Bible due to “designing priests” removing its “plain and precious” truths. Further, the Melchizedek Priesthood had been lost from the earth after the death of the last apostle (cf. Acts 3:20–21). But the church teaches that all these lost elements had been restored by Joseph Smith.19 Mormons believe that the presence or absence of this eternal priesthood determines the divinity or falsity of a professing church. Because the Mormon church exclusively has this “restored” priesthood, it alone is the one true church.

Downplaying Its Exclusivist Doctrines

In recent years the church has become increasingly involved with the Interfaith movement. Mormons recognize that it would be difficult to pursue working relationships with Protestants, Catholics, and others with their historical claim that theirs is the only true church; therefore, they have recently softened their stance on this claim.20

To make this plausible, however, Mormon scholars have had to adopt strained interpretations of Smith’s statements that all other churches are an abomination. One conciliatory Mormon leader suggested, “By reading the [First Vision] passage carefully, we find that the Lord Jesus Christ was referring only to that particular group of ministers in the Prophet Joseph Smith’s community who were quarreling about which church was true.”21 This revisionist line of reasoning fails because, if this were so, all Smith had to do was move to a neighboring community and seek out a minister who was not corrupt. It would not have been necessary to completely “restore” the church of Jesus Christ on earth by founding the Mormon church.

New Scriptures for a New Church

The Mormon church has three standard works besides the Bible that it views as authoritative and inspired scripture. These are the Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, and the Pearl of Great Price, the first being the most widely known outside the church.

The Book of Mormon: “Another Testament” of Jesus Christ

Joseph Smith once said the Book of Mormon is “the most correct of any book on earth, and the keystone of our religion, and a man would get nearer to God by abiding by its precepts, than any other book.”22 This book is an abridged account of God’s dealings with the original inhabitants of the American continent from about 2247 B.C. to A.D. 421. It is alleged that it was originally engraved on gold plates by ancient prophets, deposited in a stone box, and buried in the Hill Cumorah in New York State. It is said to be God’s uncorrupted revelation to humankind, the “fullness of the everlasting gospel,” and “another Testament of Jesus Christ.”

Mormons believe the Bible prophesies about the Book of Mormon. Isaiah 29:1–4, for example, purportedly tells how the Book of Mormon would be taken out of the ground (Hill Cumorah). The two sticks mentioned in Ezekiel 37:16–17 are said to refer to the Bible and the Book of Mormon, thus affirming the authority of the latter.

Corruptions in the Bible 

The Mormons’ eighth Article of Faith affirms, “We believe the Bible to be the Word of God, as far as it is translated correctly.”23 Mormons believe that because of poor transmission, large portions of the Bible have been lost down through the centuries. The portions of the Bible that have survived have become corrupted because of faulty transmission. While Mormons acknowledge that the original manuscripts penned by biblical authors were the Word  of God, they believe that what passes as “the Bible” today is corrupt. It can only be trusted insofar as “it is translated correctly.” Mormon apostle Orson Pratt once went so far as to ask, “Who, 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 Bible has escaped pollution?”24

Joseph Smith’s “Inspired Version” of the Bible 

Joseph Smith is credited with the “translation” of the Inspired Version of the Bible. Actually, it is not a new translation; instead, Smith added to and subtracted from the King James Version (KJV)—not by examining Bible manuscripts, but by “divine inspiration.” Smith “corrected, revised, altered, added to, and deleted from” the KJV.25 Virtually thousands of changes were introduced. While it took nearly 50 of the world’s greatest Bible scholars, with a knowledge of Hebrew and Greek, seven years to finish their work on the KJV, it took Smith a mere three years to complete his work—despite the fact that he had virtually no knowledge of the biblical languages. Smith even added a passage in Genesis 50 that predicted his own coming: “That seer will I bless . . . and his name shall be called Joseph.”26

God Is an Exalted Man

Mormon prophets and apostles teach that God the Father was once a mortal man who continually progressed to become a God (an exalted man)—and that the rest of mankind can become gods like him by adopting and faithfully adhering to Mormonism. As Mormon general authority Milton R. Hunter put it, “God the Eternal Father was once a mortal man who passed through a school of earth life similar to that through which we are now passing. He became God—an exalted being—through obedience to the same eternal Gospel truths that we are given opportunity today to obey.”27 Today, then, “God the Eternal Father, our Father in Heaven, is an exalted, perfected, and glorified Personage having a tangible body of flesh and bones.”28

Mormons often cite verses from the Bible to show that God is a physical being. It is suggested that since Adam was created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26–27), God must have a physical body. This physicality is also evident in that Moses spoke with God “face to face” (Ex. 33:11). Further, since Jesus said, “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9), the Father must have a physical body as does Jesus.

There Are Innumerable Gods

Mormonism teaches that the Trinity is not three persons in one Being, as historic Christianity has always taught, but rather three separate beings. In other words, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are separate Gods. They are “one” onlyin their common purpose and their attributes of perfection. Other gods exist. 

Spencer W. Kimball, former president of the church, made the following remarks in a priesthood meeting: “Brethren, 225,000 of you are here tonight. I suppose 225,000 of you may become gods. There seems to be plenty of space out there in the universe. And the Lord has proved that he knows how to do it. I think he could make, or probably have us help make, worlds for all of us, for every one of us 225,000.”29

In Mormon theology, just as Jesus has a Father, so the Father has a Father, and the Father of Jesus’ Father has a Father. This endless succession of Fathers goes on and on, up the hierarchy of exalted beings in the universe. There is a Father of the Father of the Father of the Father ad infinitum.

There are not only numerous Father-gods but also a heavenly wife (or wives) for each. In 1853, Orson Pratt explained,

Each God, through his wife or wives, raises up a numerous family of sons and daughters; . . . As soon as each God has begotten many millions of male and female spirits, . . . he, in connection with his sons, organizes a new world, after a similar order to the one which we now inhabit, where he sends both the male and female spirits to inhabit tabernacles of flesh and bones. . . . The inhabitants of each world are required to reverence, adore, and worship their own personal father who dwells in the Heaven which they formerly inhabited.30

Not unexpectedly, Mormons feel the Bible supports their belief in many gods. For example, Jesus told some Jews, “You are gods” (John 10:34–35). The apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 8:5 made reference to “gods” in heaven and on earth. The Mormons contend that if Jesus and the chief among the Apostles taught a plurality of gods, the doctrine must be true.

Jesus Christ Is the Father’s Greatest Spirit-Son 

According to official Mormon teaching, Jesus was “begotten” as the first spirit child of the Father (Elohim) and one of his unnamed wives (“Heavenly Mother”—see Ps. 2:7). Because the Heavenly Father and Mother had many spirit children, Jesus is often referred to by Mormons as “our elder brother.” (Lucifer, too, is the spirit brother of Jesus.) Jesus, as a spirit son, then progressed by obedience and devotion to the truth in the spirit world until he became a God. Prior to his incarnation Jesus was the Jehovah of the Old Testament.

When it came time for his birth on earth, Jesus in his mortal state was “begotten” through sexual relations between a flesh-and-bone Heavenly Father and Mary. There is nothing figurative in the word begotten.

Such a doctrine naturally raises questions about the virginity of Mary. Mormon theologians maintain that even though the Father had sexual relations with Mary, she remained a virgin. Bruce McConkie fancifully argues that a “virgin” is a woman who has had no sexual relations with a mortal man. Because God the Father was an immortal man, Mary remained a virgin after having relations with him.31

It is noteworthy that even though Mormons believe in innumerable gods, they try to argue they are not polytheists because they worship and pray to only one God, the Father. They do not worship or pray to Jesus.

TWO VIEWS OF JESUS CHRIST

	 	Evangelical Christian View	Mormon View
	Relation to Time	Eternally God	Preexistent, not eternally God
	Identity 	Unique Son of God	Spirit-brother of Lucifer
	Divine Names 	Jehovah and Elohim	Jehovah, but not Elohim
	Human Conception	Holy Spirit overshadowed Mary	The Father and Mary procreated
	Trinity	Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; one in nature, distinct in personhood	Three distinct Gods

Humans as Preexistent Beings

In Mormonism, all the people who have ever inhabited the earth were first born in spirit form in heaven. “Preexistence” is the term commonly used to describe the premortal existence of the spirit children of the Father (see Jer. 1:5; John 17:5; Acts 17:28–29). This preexistence was allegedly a time of probation

One of the most repellent aspects of the Mormon doctrine of preexistence is the racist concept that black people are dark-skinned as God’s punishment for wrong choices they supposedly made before they were born. The 1966 edition of Mormon Doctrine states that those who were “less valiant” in the preexistence “are known to us as Negroes.”32 For many years the “curse” of dark skin prevented black people from entering the Mormon priesthood.

With such blatant racism at the heart of Mormonism, it is not surprising that the church came under criticism in the 1960s and 1970s. Pressure was brought to bear by people inside and outside the church, including people involved in the civil rights movement. On June 9, 1978, President Kimball received a “revelation” from God that said all worthy male church members could be eligible for the priesthood regardless of race.

The Mormon Teaching on Sin and Salvation 

In Mormon theology, Adam and Eve were not yet “mortal” prior to the “fall.” Mormons interpret “mortal” not in the sense of death and dying, but primarily in the sense of having the capacity to bear children. Before the “fall,” Adam and Eve did not have the ability to bear children; when they became mortal at the point they “sinned,” they acquired that ability. Thus, in a way, the “fall” of Adam and Eve was a good thing. Spirit children need bodies to “progress” toward godhood, and what Adam did made this possible. If Adam and Eve fell, then, it was a “fall upward.”33

Mormons typically define sin as a wrong judgment, a mistake, an imperfection, or an inadequacy. The moral sting is thereby taken out of sin. Moreover, instead of holding to original sin, Mormons say children are “innocent” until they reach accountability at the age of eight. Children are born innately good and have no propensity toward evil. 

With this weak view of sin, it is not surprising that Jesus’ role in the salvation process is much reduced. In Mormonism, Jesus’ atonement basically means that He was able to overcome physical death for the human race. He paid the price for us to rise from the grave. Because of what He accomplished, we will all be resurrected. Thus, when Mormons talk about salvation (or “general salvation”), they essentially mean resurrection. Jesus is the “Savior” because He saved the human race from permanent physical death. Mormons say that what Jesus did was very important because, obviously, without a resurrected body one cannot become a God and give birth to spirit children. Jesus’ accomplishment, however, did not do away with the need for good works. Indeed, Jesus did his part, and now it is up to us to do our part and prove ourselves worthy of exaltation.34

Grace in terms of Mormon salvation is simply God’s enabling power that allows people to “lay hold on eternal life and exaltation after they have expended their own best efforts.”35 Grace aids people as they seek (by personal effort) to attain perfection (see Matt. 5:48). But God’s grace alone does not save. Spencer W. Kimball made the point that “one of the most fallacious doctrines originated by Satan and propounded by man is that man is saved alone by the grace of God; that belief in Jesus Christ alone is all that is needed for salvation.”36

Although Jesus provided “general salvation” (resurrection) for all people, “individual salvation” refers to that which people merit through their own acts throughout life by obedience to the laws of the gospel. Salvation in its fullest sense is synonymous with exaltation (as a God) and consists of gaining an inheritance in the highest of the three heavens (see below).37

Understanding Eternal Progression

Fundamental to understanding the Mormon concept of exaltation is the doctrine of eternal progression. Mormons say we do not seek perfection only in this life. Rather, it begins before birth and continues beyond the grave. Salvation does not come all at once. Exaltation to godhood ultimately involves not just what we do in this earthly life (mortality), but what we have already done in pre-mortality postmortality (one’s “preexistence” as a spirit child) and in (one’s return to the spirit world following physical death).

A key concept related to this process is agency, which describes each human being’s right to choose between good and evil. Agency is very important, Mormons say, for without it humanity cannot “progress.” People progress toward godhood by making “wise use” of their agency in premortality, mortality, and postmortality.

In premortality, spirit children begin progressing toward godhood. This is a probationary period. Mormons believe that the very fact that they have been born on earth is an indication that they used their agency wisely in the preexistence. It proves that they did not follow Lucifer when he rebelled against God.38

Mortality—our earthly life, or “Second Estate”—is a time of testing for Mormons. To become gods they must face (and over-come) physical temptations and trials. As spirit children they cannot be physically tempted because they do not have physical bodies. Hence, spirit children take on human bodies, and during this time of mortality they face physical temptations and make progress toward godhood. 

Once they enter mortality, they are faced with an unbelievable list of requirements to progress toward godhood. This list includes repentance, baptism (which renders them “born again”—Acts 2:38; John 3:1–5), membership in the LDS church, innumerable good works (James 2:17, 26), keeping the Mormon “Word of Wisdom” (which prohibits the use of coffee, tea, alcohol, or tobacco), eternal marriage (so that as gods in the future, they can procreate and give birth to spirit children), and a variety of temple rituals. These temple rituals include the endowment ritual (in which one is given a new name, learns secret handshakes, and is given protective sacred undergarments) and baptism for the dead (whereby one can be baptized on behalf of a dead relative [1 Corinthians 15:29] who believes the gospel in the spirit world following death [1 Peter 3:18–19]). They must alsoprogressively become more “perfect” and “worthy” by living a perpetually clean life—a requirement for being granted entrance into the temple. Each of these plays a critical role and is necessary in the Mormon system of salvation. 

In terms of postmortality, Mormons say that at the moment of death the spirit enters the spirit world. Mormons go to a place called “paradise,” where they continue in their efforts to work toward godhood. Non-Mormons go to a spirit prison, where Mormon spirits “evangelize” them in missionary activities. If spirits in prison accept Mormonism, they can leave the prison and enter into paradise as long as someone (a living relative) has been baptized on their behalf. Otherwise, they remain in spirit prison indefinitely. After entering paradise, the spirits are free to work toward their own progression.39

Three Kingdoms of Glory

At the end of the world, people are said to end up in one of “three kingdoms of glory”: the celestial kingdom, the terrestrial kingdom, and the telestial kingdom. Their level of worthiness determines which kingdom. Mormons believe there is support in the Bible for these three kingdoms in 1 Corinthians 15:40–44.

The celestial kingdom is the highest degree of glory and is inhabited by faithful Mormons—the “righteous, those who have been faithful in keeping the commandments of the Lord, and have been cleansed of all their sins”40 —and children who die before the age of eight. This is the kingdom where people will live with the Heavenly Father and Jesus Christ. On this level they can attain exaltation to godhood.

The second of the three degrees is the terrestrial kingdom, which is reserved for non-Mormons who live moral lives (they are “morally clean”) and for “less than valiant” Mormons. “Less than valiant” Mormons are those who did not live up to their church’s expectations or requirements.

The lowest degree is the telestial kingdom, which is where the great majority of people go. It is reserved for those who have been carnal and sinful throughout life. People must temporarily suffer through hell (“outer darkness”) before entering. After people “suffer in full” for their sins, they are permitted to enter into the telestial kingdom.

CHALLENGING MORMON BELIEFS

The Problem with the “Restored Church” Claim

The history of the Christian church shows clearly that the Mormon claim of a “restoration” is pure fiction. In church history we have an accurate picture not only regarding the teachings of the early church, but also of the deviations from orthodoxy that took place—including Gnosticism, Arianism, and Sabellianism. If it were true that Mormonism is the “restored” church, we would expect to find evidence elsewhere for such unique doctrines as the plurality of gods, men becoming gods, and God the Father having once been a man. But we do not find even a hint of any of these in ancient church history.

Further, the whole idea that the priesthoods are restored in the Mormon church is plagued with problems. There is not a single example anywhere in the New Testament of a believer ever being ordained to the Melchizedek Priesthood. It is noteworthy that in Hebrews 7:24 Jesus’ priesthood is said to be “permanent” (NIV) or Testament “unchangeable” (KJV). The Theological Dictionary of the New tells us, “In the New Testament Hebrews 7:24 says that Christ has an eternal and imperishable priesthood, not just in the sense that it cannot be transferred to anyone else, but in the sense of ‘unchangeable.’”41 This, combined with the fact that Scripture asserts that the Aaronic Priesthood has permanently passed away (Heb. 7:11–12), renders the Mormon claim of a “restored priesthood” false.

Changes in the Book of Mormon

History proves there have been more than 3,913 changes between the original edition of the Book of Mormon published in 1830 and the ones printed and issued through the mid 1970s. The 1981 edition introduced between 100 and 200 additional word changes.42 Though many of the changes relate to spelling and grammar, some are quite substantial. For example, in 1 Nephi 11:21 the phrase “Behold the Lamb of God, yea, even the eternal Father” is changed to “Behold the Lamb of God, yea even the son of the eternal Father” (emphasis added).

The problem is that the Mormon account of how Smith went about translating the Book of Mormon disallows any possibility of errors, even relating to misspellings and grammar. The translation process involved Smith’s using a “seer stone.” This entailed Smith’s seeing one character at a time through the seer stone and reading it aloud to Oliver Cowdery, after which Cowdery would repeat the character to ensure accuracy, and then that character would disappear and another would appear in its place. Hence, every letter and word was allegedly given by the power of God.43

Plagiarisms in the Book of Mormon

Besides thousands of changes being made in the Book of Mormon,  the book is also undermined by the many plagiarisms it contains from the King James Version of the Bible. Whole chapters have been lifted from the book of Isaiah. The problem is this: If the Book of Mormon was first penned between 600 B.C. and A.D. 421, as claimed, how could it contain such extensive quotations from the KJV, which was published in A.D. 1611 and which uses the archaic English of the Elizabethan era?44

Even the italicized words from the KJV were plagiarized. This is relevant because, as noted in the preface of the KJV, these words were not in the original languages but were added by the KJV translators to provide clarity. How could the Book of Mormon be written far in advance of the KJV but contain the King James translators’ “inserted clarifying words”?

There have also been charges through the years that Smith may have borrowed from other extant sources of his day. Some believe he plagiarized from Solomon Spaulding, a retired minister who wrote two fictional narratives about the early inhabitants of America. The problem is that the particular book from which the Book of Mormon was allegedly plagiarized is missing. As Ruth Tucker explains, “This missing volume, known as Manuscript Found, was, as the theory goes, left in a print shop where it was stolen by Sidney Rigdon, a close associate of Smith in the early days of Mormonism. Spaulding died in 1816, fourteen years before the Book of Mormon was published, but his stories had not been forgotten.”45 Spaulding had apparently told stories of Nephi and Lehi to customers in his tavern, and this material allegedly later found its way into the Book of Mormon. Mormons have made great efforts to discredit all this. Without more evidence, the issue is still open to debate.

Others have suggested Smith may have borrowed from a book by Ethan Smith entitled View of the Hebrews, which held that the American Indians held Hebraic origins. Critic Fawn Brodie notes that “it may never be proved that Joseph [Smith] saw View of the Hebrews before writing the Book of Mormon, but the striking parallelisms between the books hardly leave a case for mere coincidence.”46

No Archaeological Support for the Book of Mormon 

According to Mormon Scriptures, the Nephite and Lamanite nations had huge populations that lived in large, fortified cities. They allegedly waged large-scale wars with each other for hundreds of years, culminating in a conflict in which hundreds of thousands of people were killed in A.D. 385 near Hill Cumorah in present-day New York State (see the Book of Mormon 6:9–15). One would think that if all this really happened, there would be archaeological evidence to support it. But there is none. While there is massive archaeological evidence to support the people and places mentioned in the Bible, evidence is completely missing with regard to the Book of Mormon and other Mormon scriptures.

Archaeological institutions have found no support for Mormon claims. The National Museum of Natural History at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, D.C., affirmed, “Smithsonian archaeologists see no direct connection between the archaeology of the New World and the subject matter of the book [of Mormon].”47 Similarly, the Bureau of American Ethnology asserted, “There is no evidence whatever of any migration from Israel to America, and likewise no evidence that pre-Colombian Indians had any knowledge of Christianity or the Bible.”48 In a letter dated February 4, 1982, the National Geographic Society stated, “Although many Mormon sources claim that the Book of Mormon has been substantiated by archaeological findings, this claim has not been verified scientifically.”49

Many Mormon scholars try hard to find Book of Mormon lands somewhere in Central America. These scholars, however, disagree among themselves as to where in Central America the Book of Mormon lands may be; that is, some say the Costa Rica area, others say the Yucatan Peninsula, and still others say the Tehuantepec area. The fact remains that there is virtually no solid archaeological support for any of this.

The Book of Mormon Not Prophesied in the Bible

Mormons are practicing fanciful eisogesis (reading a meaning into the text of Scripture) instead of exegesis (drawing the meaning from the text of Scripture) in claiming that the Bible prophesies the Book of Mormon. Isaiah 29:1–4 refers not to the Book of Mormon coming out of the ground, as claimed, but to Jerusalem being judged by God so harshly that the inhabitants are brought down to the ground, as if buried. (This was fulfilled during Sennacherib’s siege of the city in 701 B.C.) The two sticks in Ezekiel 37:16–17 refer not to the Bible and the Book of Mormon, but to the unification of the southern kingdom (Judah) and the northern kingdom (Israel) into a single nation. There is no reference in the Bible to the Book of Mormon.

God Is an Eternal Spirit, Not an Exalted Man 

The verses Mormons cite for the idea that God has a physical body are being misinterpreted. While it is true that Adam was created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26–27), the image cannot be physical because God is spirit (John 4:24) and a spirit does not have flesh and bones (Luke 24:39). Adam was created in the image of God in the sense that he finitely reflected God’s communicable attributes (life, personality, truth, wisdom, love, holiness, and justice). When Exodus 33:11 says Moses spoke to God “face to face,” that is simply an anthropomorphic way of indicating “personally,” “directly,” or “intimately”—not physically. When Jesus said, “Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father” (John 14:9), He was simply saying that He was the ultimate revelation of the Father (see John 1:18; 12:45; 13:20), not that the Father has a body. Mormons often misinterpret key verses this way.

Many passages in Scripture assert that God is not a man or an exalted man. In Hosea 11:9 we find God Himself affirming, “I am God, and not man.” Numbers 23:19 tells us that “God is not a man, that he should lie, nor a son of man, that he should change his mind.” Romans 1:22–23 says, “Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles.” Further, Scripture portrays God as being invisible, which would not be possible if God had a body of flesh and bones (see John 1:18; Col. 1:15; 1 Tim. 1:17).

We must also make note of the immutability of God. God does not change in His nature, which means He did not progress from a mortal man into an exalted man. Malachi 3:6 quotes the living God as saying, “I the LORD do not change.” James 1:17 says that God “does not change like shifting shadows.” Psalm 90:2 affirms that “from everlasting to everlasting you are God.” There has never been a time when God was not God.

There Is Only One God

Mormons often cite Bible verses in affirming that there are many gods, but they are all taken out of context. Jesus’ statement “You are gods” in John 10:34 must be understood in light of Psalm 82, the passage Jesus was quoting. Jesus was essentially telling the Jewish leaders this: If the unjust judges mentioned in Psalm 82 can be called “gods” (with a small g) because of their acts of rendering life and death decisions over the people, then how much more appropriate it is that I (Jesus) be called “God” (with a capital G) in view of the fact that I am truly the Son of God—which is something that My acts (miracles, or “signs”) bear witness to. (Significantly, Psalm 82:7 affirms that these unjust judges would die like the men they really were—thereby “giving the lie” to their so-called godhood.)

Likewise, 1 Corinthians 8:5 does not provide the support for the plurality of gods that Mormons hope for. Indeed, in the preceding verse Paul flatly asserts that there is only one God. In the next verse he asserts there is only one true God. In verse 5, Paul was speaking only about false gods or idols. 

Scripture emphatically declares there is only one God. In Isaiah 44:8 God Himself asks, “Is there any God besides me? No, there is no other Rock; I know not one.” If this is true, then God could not have had a Father and a Grandfather who were gods in their own right. Similarly, Isaiah 43:10 portrays God as saying, “Before me there was no God formed, nor will there be one after me.” Since there were no gods before the God of the Bible, this means that God had no Father-gods or Grandfather-gods before Him. Since no gods will come after God, this means that none of His children will become gods after Him. That there is only one God is the consistent testimony of Scripture (John 5:44; 17:3; Rom. 3:29–30; 16:27; 1 Cor. 8:4; Gal. 3:20; Eph. 4:6; 1 Thess. 1:9; 1 Tim. 1:17; 2:5; James 2:19; 1 John 5:20–21; Jude 25).

Philosophically, of course, an infinite number of gods prior to God the Father is impossible. Such a view sets into motion an “infinite regress” of gods in eternity past. It is impossible that every Heavenly Father has a “Father” before him, for this view cannot account for a first Father that got it all started.

Humans Can Never Become Gods

The fact that humans cannot become gods is illustrated repeatedly throughout Scripture. One example is Acts 14, where Paul demonstrated he was an uncompromising monotheist. After Paul healed a man in Lystra, the people there started to worship him and Barnabas as gods. When Paul and Barnabas understood what was going on, “they tore their clothes and rushed out into the crowd, shouting: ‘Men, why are you doing this? We too are only men, human like you. We are bringing you good news, telling you to turn from these worthless things to the living God, who made heaven and earth and sea and everything in them’” (vv. 14–15, emphasis added). Paul and Barnabas not only emphatically denied they were gods, but spoke of the only true God, who created the universe.

Paul and Barnabas’s attitude is in clear contrast to the folly of Herod related in Acts 12:21–23. After Herod had given a public address, the people shouted, “‘This is the voice of a god, not of a man.’ Immediately, because Herod did not give praise to God, an angel of the Lord struck him down, and he was eaten by worms and died.” Clearly, God does not look kindly on human pretenders to the divine throne.

Although Mormons think they have it in themselves to attain perfection and achieve exaltation as gods, Jesus’ view of human sin more than quashes any such hope. Jesus taught that man is evil (Matt. 12:34) and capable of great wickedness (Mark 7:20–23). He said that man is utterly lost (Luke 19:10), is a sinner (Luke 15:10), is in need of repentance before a holy God (Mark 1:15), and needs to be “born again” (John 3:3, 5, 7). Jesus described sin as blindness (Matt. 23:16–26), sickness (Matt. 9:12), being enslaved (John 8:34), and living in darkness (John 8:12; 12:35–36). Moreover, Jesus taught that sin is a universal condition and that all people are guilty (Luke 7:37-48). Jesus also taught that both inner thoughts and external acts render a person guilty (Matt. 5:28). And He affirmed that God is fully aware of every person’s sins; nothing escapes His notice (Matt. 22:18; Luke 6:8).

Obviously, sin is not just a “mistake” or “bad judgment,” as Mormons maintain. There is no hope for the Mormons who are seeking to attain perfection and exaltation to godhood in their own efforts. By trusting in Christ, however, they can be redeemed and live forever with the one true God (Heb. 10:14; John 3:16). (See further evidence against man’s alleged divinity in the chapter on the mind sciences.)

Jesus Is Eternal Deity

Jesus was not a procreated being. It is true, as Mormons note, that Psalm 2:7 cites the Father as saying to Jesus, “This day I have begotten thee” (KJV). However, Acts 13:33–34 informs us that Psalm 2:7 is expressly fulfilled in Jesus’ resurrection. The verse has nothing to do with procreation. Further, the idea that Jesus was born on earth as a result of sexual relations between the Father and Mary is not only profane, but contradicts the scriptural fact that the Holy Spirit overshadowed Mary and produced a human nature for the eternal Son of God (Luke 1:34–35).

Mormons fail to recognize the scriptural teaching on the eternality of Christ. John 1:1, as one example, plainly affirms, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” “In the beginning” is a translation of the Greek words en arche. These are the same two words that begin the book of Genesis in the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament). The obvious conclusion we must draw is that John’s “beginning” is identical to the Genesis “beginning.” When the time-space universe came into being, Christ the divine Word already existed. Jesus did not come into being at a specific point in eternity past, but at that point at which all else began to be, He already was. No matter how far back we go in eternity past, we will never come to a point at which we could say of Christ the Word that “there was a time when He was not.”

The Mormon view that Elohim (the Father) and Jehovah (Jesus) are two different gods in the Old Testament is fallacious. Numerous verses in the Bible demonstrate that Elohim and Yahweh are the same God. In Genesis 27:20 Isaac’s son said, “The LORD [Yah-weh] your God [Elohim] gave me success” (inserts added). Likewise, in Jeremiah 32:18 we find reference to the “great and powerful God [Elohim], whose name is the LORD [Yahweh] Almighty.”

Scripture is also clear that Jesus was not the spirit brother of Lucifer. Colossians 1:16 informs us that the entire angelic realm—including the angel Lucifer—was personally created by Jesus Christ. Apparently there was a heresy flourishing in Colossae (to whom Paul wrote the book of Colossians) that involved the worship of angels, an act that degraded Christ. To correct this grave error, Paul emphasized that Christ is the One who created all things—including all the angels. Therefore, He is supreme and is alone worthy to be worshiped. Lucifer and Christ are of two entirely different classes: the created and the Creator.

Finally, the Mormon rendition of Christ’s atonement bears little resemblance to the pages of Scripture. Jesus’ mission was to provide a substitutionary atonement on the cross, and this atonement covered the sins of all humanity (Isa. 53:6; 1 John 2:2). By so doing, Jesus provided a total salvation (not just resurrection from the dead) for human beings that they had no hope of procuring for themselves (Matt. 26:26–28; John 12:27). It is by believing in Him alone—with no works involved, no personal perfection, no eternal progression—that we appropriate the gift of salvation He made possible (John 3:16–17).

Only Two Possible Destinies in the Afterlife

While Mormons cite 1 Corinthians 15:40–42 in favor of “three kingdoms of glory,” they read something into the passage that simply is not there. The verse reads as follows in the KJV:

There are also celestial bodies, and bodies terrestrial: but the glory of the celestial is one, and the glory of the terrestrial is another.

There is one glory of the sun, and another glory of the moon, and another glory of the stars: for one star differeth from another star in glory.

So also is the resurrection of the dead. It is sown in corruption; it is raised in incorruption. 

These verses do not even mention “telestial” and are therefore disqualified as a support for the idea that there is a telestial kingdom. The context for this passage is set in verse 35, where Paul raises questions about the heavenly (celestial) resurrection body and how it differs from an earthly (terrestrial) body. He indicates that the earthly body is fallen, temporal, and weak while the heavenly body is eternal, perfect, and powerful. Three kingdoms are nowhere in view. 

The Scriptures consistently categorize people into one of two classes (saved and unsaved, or believers and unbelievers) and portray the final destiny of every person as being one of two realities (heaven or hell). In a parable in Matthew 13:30, for example, Jesus speaks of believers and unbelievers as wheat and tares that will be separated at the end of the age. The Bible does not speak of three categories of wheat, each going to a different “barn.” All the wheat is gathered into Christ’s one barn, as it were (see also Matt. 13:49; 25:32–46; Luke 16:19–31). 

Jesus consistently affirmed that all the saved will be with Him in a single location. He promised, “Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be” (John 12:26). All who believe in Christ are heirs of the eternal kingdom (Gal. 3:29; 4:28– 31; Titus 3:7). Romans 3:21 states that the righteousness of God that leads to life in heaven is available “unto all and upon all them that believe.” Furthermore, in John 10:16 Jesus affirms that all who believe in Him will be in one “sheep pen” under “one shepherd.” There will not be three separate sheep pens or “kingdoms.” One sheep pen, one shepherd. One kingdom, one King.
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