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I. Groups Commonly designated as Cults

1. Aetherius Society

2. Armstrongism

3. Bahai
4. Children of God (“The Family)

5. Christadelphianism

6. Christian Science

7. Eckankar

8. Identity Movements (Aryan Nation, KKK)

9. International Church of Christ

10. Jehovah’s Witnesses

11. Liberal Christianity

12. Masonic Lodge

13. Metropolitan Community Church (Homosexual)

14. Mormonism (The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints)
15. New Age Movement

16. Oneness Pentecostals (UPC)

17. Order of the Magical Unicorn (OOTMU)

18. Raelian Movement

19. Rastafarianism

20. Religious Science

21. Community of Christ (aka, Reorganized LDS)
22. Rosicrucianism

23. Santeria

24. Science of Mind

25. Scientology

26. Self Realization Fellowship

27. Silva Mind Control

28. Swedenborgianism (New Jerusalem Church)

29. EST (Werner Erhard)

30. Theosophy

31. Unarius Society

32. Unification Church (Moonies)

33. Unitarian-Universalist Association

34. Unity School of Christianity

35. Urantia Society

36. Way International

37. Word of Faith (e.g., Kenneth Copeland, Benny Hinn, Joel Osteen, etc.)
38. Others Cults?
II. Classification of Cultic Studies
 in the Theological Encyclopedia 
1. Polemical & Elenctic Theology

a. Polemical Theology is an attack on another theological doctrine or system with the purpose to demonstrate that the doctrine is incorrect.

b. Elenctic Theology is a confutation or logical refutation of another theological doctrine or system coupled with a detailed, positive statement and argument for true doctrine.
2. Heresiology  
a. Heresiology focuses on identifying and explaining false doctrine.

b. It is often included as a component of polemical or elenctic theology.

3. Philosophical Theology 
a. Philosophical theology uses philosophical methodology and categories to develop or analyze orthodox and heretical theology. 
b. Philosophical theology often includes discussions of natural theology in addition to its analysis of orthodox and heretical theology.
4. Contemporary Theology
a. Contemporary theology examines contemporary theological movements and systems.
b. Examples of these movements would include discussions of Neo-Orthodoxy, Emergent Theology, Liberation Theology, and Feminist Theology.

5. Ethics 
a. Ethics is the study of the nature of morality and of specific moral choices.

b. Many theologians of the past included an explanation of Christian ethics as a category of their dogmatic systems, usually in the locus of the Law of God.  This is, however, a relatively rare practice in the contemporary church.  Ethics is most often studied apart from formal dogmatic systems.

6. Apologetics
a. Apologetics is assigned the task of vindicating the essential doctrines of the Christian Faith.

b. As a distinct discipline, Christian Apologetics is often difficult to place in the theological encyclopedia.

c. Some place it in exegetical theology, some in dogmatics, some in practical theology, and some place it as an adjunct to systematic theology.

d. Apologetics can be contrasted with polemical theology and elenctic theology.
III. Worldview & APOLOGETIC METHOD
A. The Definition and Relevance 
of Worldview Thinking for Theology & Apologetics
1. A worldview is “an overall perspective on life that sums up what we know about the world”
   Thus, simply speaking, a worldview is a set of beliefs about the most important issues of life.  

2. The tacit implication is that the beliefs forming the worldview must logically cohere in some way to form a system or conceptual scheme.  If this is accomplished, the worldview is a “conceptual scheme by which we consciously or unconsciously place or fit everything we believe and by which we interpret and judge reality.”
  

3. And although the answers differ in the diverse worldviews, the philosophical questions about ultimate reality are essentially the same, and include questions about what exists (metaphysics and ontology), how human being should live and treat others (ethics), and how human beings know things (epistemology and logic).
  The answers to these questions form the presuppositions from which one evaluates the world—and more specifically, the importance and nature of human persons.

B. The Major Elements of a Worldview

1. Introduction

a. A minimally complete worldview should include beliefs in at least five major spheres of thought:  God, ultimate reality, knowledge, morality, and humanness.
  

b. Moreover, there are important sub-issues that flow from the five essential elements.  Issues such as the meaning of human history and what happens to a person at death contribute important factors to the discussion of the definition and value of personhood.  In sum, a worldview is a set of presuppositions that one holds, consciously or unconsciously, concerning the essential composition of the world.  

2. The Elements of a Worldview

a. God in a Worldview

(1) The Encyclopedia of Gods lists over 2,500 names for the various gods worshipped by human beings.
  Nonetheless, these 2,500 appellations for deity represent a mere handful of substantive concepts about God—such as monotheism, polytheism, pantheism, panentheism, dualism, and atheism—with their respective subcategories.
  

(2) The question of God is the most important in any worldview and the various worldview differ greatly on the issue.  Here, the inquiry concerns such issues as whether God exists, the number of Gods, what are God’s characteristics or attributes, whether God is personal or impersonal, and whether God can know, love, forgive, or act in any sense in our realm of existence.
  

(3) Classic atheism does not escape this worldview concern since the term “God” is employed to mean “one’s ultimate concern.”
  Buddhism, Hinduism, Zoroastrianism, and Islam are simultaneously different religions and different worldviews because of their divergent conceptions of deity.  However, conservative Judaism, Islam, and Christianity—the classic western monotheistic religions—have much in common because of their similar ideas of God.

b. Ultimate Reality in a Worldview

(1) When the issue of ultimate reality is raised, it is ultimately a discussion of metaphysics.
  Here, the most frequent question is whether there are only material entities (materialism), whether there are only immaterial mental entities (idealism), or whether both exist simultaneously (metaphysical dualism).
  Other issues raised here are:  the nature and individuation of substances, space and time, and identity.
  Also, related to the previous category, the issues of the relationship of God to the universe, whether God created the universe and, as a result, our dependency on God, and such questions as the possibility of miracles.

(2) This is significant for answering the anthropological question of the metaphysics of humanness.  For example, if naturalism is the true view of the world, then there is no God and no such thing as an immaterial soul, in which personality is grounded, that survives the death of the body.  But if theism is correct, with its corresponding view of substance dualism, then souls are possible. And should be given great weight in a discussion of what a complete person is.

c. Knowledge in a Worldview

(1) The third main element of a worldview is one’s view of knowledge—or more specifically, the justification of knowledge.  The questions are simple to pose, but the answers are lengthy and seemingly enigmatic in nature.  Is knowledge about the world possible?  If it is, how can we know it and to what degree of certainty?
  Here, the epistemological scope of responses range from the topics of axiomatic certainty
 and absolute skepticism
 to foundationalism,
 methodism and particularism.
  

(2) These are certainly essential prerequisites for approaching the question of when and how we will know the nature of human persons in the context of a legal issue.  For example, if skepticism is the true approach, then judges and legislators should suspend judgment on the issue because they cannot know the truth about it.

d. Morality in a Worldview

(1) Here, in worldview analysis, the focus is not on casuistry,
 but on systemic concerns such as whether morality is action based or virtue based,
 deontological or
 teleological,
 or whether morality is absolute
 or relative.
  These ethical factors are necessary for answering a question such as whether it is ever morally right to kill a human person.

e. Humanness in a Worldview

(1) Here lies the core of the essay.  What are human beings and why are they important in the worldview?  Are humans merely physical beings or, as previously stated, do we have an immaterial soul as well?  Are human persons essentially sleeping gods—as in Idealism, persons in the image of God—as in Theism, merely physical machines or highly evolved apes—Naturalism?  Are our wills free or determined?   This would be essential to answer for the sake of moral culpability.  What is the nature of human death?  Do we survive death or is death all that there is?  If we do survive death, is there reward and punishment based on what we do in this life? This would certainly be a determining factor regarding whether to “pull the plug” or wait as long as one can and hope for a miracle. 

C. Worldview Analysis 

1. Pantheism

a. All that exists is divine.  There is only one substance that exists.

b. This leads to an ontological and axiological egalitarianism, that is, all things are of the same essence and are, thus, equally valuable.

c. In this view, humans and trees share the same essence.
d. What is Theology in this view?

2. Atheistic Physicalism (i.e., Atheistic Materialism or Atheistic Naturalism)
a. All that exists is a-teleological matter-in-motion, that is, non-purposeful, non-designed, accidentally assembled physical particles.

b. There is no design or purpose inherent in any existing thing.

c. Arguably, the concept of a hierarchy of intrinsic value in this worldview is impossible.

d. In this view, humans and trees are different accidental arrangements of physical particles.
e. What is Theology in this view?

3. Monotheism

a. God is an eternal, immutable perfect Being.  And since He is the most valuable Being, He is the measure for all lesser beings and things.

b. God creates, out of nothing, a world distinct from Himself.   In the created, contingent world there are persons and things that are similar God.

c. In theism, the things that are the most like God would be the most valuable.  The things that are least like God are the least valuable. (cf. Matt. 10:31)

d. Thus, monotheism provides a clear basis for a hierarchy of the value of beings.
e. What is Theology in this view?


4. Other Worldviews

a. Polytheism

b. Dualism

IV. Non-Christian Views
 of God

A. Introduction

1. All of the non-Christian views of God are either false or defective in some sense.

2. The errors are either:

a. False statements about God, such as “God is limited in His Being; or

b. Deficient statements about God, such as, “God is only one Person.”

3. Below I have listed the most prominent false views of God.

B. Pantheism

1. From the Greek pan (“all”) + theos (“God”).

2. Definition:  God is everything.  All substance, phenomena, and all else that exists, is God.

a. Pantheism over-emphasizes God’s immanence, that is, His identity with and activity in the world.  

b. Pantheism rejects God’s transcendence, that is, the idea that God is separate from the world or creation in any way. 

c. Pantheism is a form of Monism.  Monism affirms that only one substance exists.


3. Types of Pantheism

a. Absolute Pantheism

(1) God is one, spiritual, impersonal Being. 


b. Materialistic (Physicalistic) Pantheism

(1) God is the physical-material universe.


c. Modal Pantheism

(1) Finite or personal things are modes of God.


d. Idealism

(1) All is divine mind.


e. Emanational Pantheism

(1) God is unfolding like a flower.


4. The Conceptual Problems with Pantheism
a. Introduction

(1) Ultimately all critiques proffered here relate back to Absolute Pantheism.

(2) The other types of pantheism listed are attempts to mitigate the inherent problems.
b. Pantheism cannot be affirmed because no individual exists.

(1) A Pantheist must say, “God exists, but I do not.”

(a) However, one must exist to affirm one’s non-existence.
(2) There is no individual personality in the Pantheism.

(a) The problem is that our individual consciousness does not recognize this.  If individuals are only self-conscious modes of God, how is it that we do not recognize it?

(b) Where and when did the metaphysical amnesia begin?  Why did “God” forget?
(3) There are no “I-Thou” or Subject-Object relationships.

(a) Only God exists in Pantheism.
(b) Fellowship and worship are impossible in this view since there is only one thing that exists, the divine substance.


(4) Pantheism creates a system with no individual freedom or responsibility.
c. If God is everything, there is no solution for the problem of evil.

(1) According to pantheists, evil is an illusion (The Doctrine of Maya in Hinduism)


(a) This is no solution to the problem of evil.

i. It is counterintuitive that suffering and evil are mere illusions.

ii. The counterpoint for this assertion is: What is the source of the illusion?


iii. If this true, then now two things exist:  God and the illusion.
(b) Alternately, if God is neither Good nor Evil, there is no Absolute Good.
i. This idea places God beyond the distinction of good and evil; God is neither.

ii. Tantric Hinduism and the Left-Handed Path 


d. God is unknowable if “It” is an “it” and not a Personal Being.

(1) According to some pantheists, personality is a “lower level” of God.

(2) Here, God cannot be the archetype for personhood since God is not a person.

e. If God is unknowable, Cognitive Statements about God are meaningless or self defeating

(1) If God is unknowable, why talk or write books about God?
(2) Here statements about God are self defeating.  One is making a statement about God, which says no one can make statements about God.
f. Pantheistic Creation (Ex Deo)

(1) Pantheists hold to creation ex Deo (out of God). 

(2) The biblical view of creation is creation ex nihilo (out of nothing).

(3) Ex Deo creation requires that god use preexisting materials for the creation.
(4) In ex Deo Creation, the universe is God.
(5) If Ex Deo creation is true, God is self-destructing according to the 2nd law of thermodynamics.

5. Contemporary Examples of Pantheism
a. Hinduism & Other Eastern Religions

b. Christian Science (and other Mind Sciences)

c. New Age Movement

d. Reincarnation:

(1) Is incompatible with the Christian worldview

(2) See John 11:24-26; I Cor. 15; Heb. 9:27; Rev. 20:4-6

(3) The Burden of Proof rests on the Reincarnationist.

C. Panentheism

1. From the Greek pan (“all”) + en (“in”) + theos  (“God”).

2. Definition:  All is in God.  In Panentheism God is to the world what a soul is to the body.  God is in everything that exists.

a. Panentheism attempts to mediate between the extreme immanence of pantheism and the extreme transcendence of some theistic models, such as Deism.

b. Some have designated Panentheism as finite-godism  because its adherents hold that God is not infinite in nature and power, but finite and limited.  

c. Here God is growing and evolving with His creation.  

3. Problems with Panentheism

a. The basic presupposition of panentheism is incorrect.  God is not to the world what a soul is to the body.  This is another example of man making God in his image.

b. It is unscriptural.  God transcends the creation (I Kings 8:27).

c. How can a finite, growing god guarantee that he can triumph over evil?

d. How can a panentheistic god achieve a better world through human cooperation when most people are completely unaware of such a god or his purposes?

e. It is dangerous to have a god who can learn something.
D. Polytheism

1. From the Greek pollus (“many”) + theos (“God”).

2. Definition:  The belief in the existence and/or the worship of more than one God.

3. In polytheism, the gods are limited beings.
4. The Bible often identifies the false “gods” as demons or Satan himself.

a. I Cor. 8:4-6

b. I Cor. 10:20

c. Gal. 4:8

5. Problems with Polytheism

a. See Panentheism

b. Which of the gods do you worship since there are many gods and they conflict in their commands to humanity?

c. Which god’s ethic do you follow?

d. Multiple final authorities result in the fragmentation of a culture.

e. What is the origin of these finite gods?

6. Contemporary Examples

a. Mormonism

b. Neo-Paganism:  e.g., Druid, Egyptian, Greek, Norse, African

c. Some Witchcraft Groups:  e.g., wicca and other forms of goddess worship

E. Henotheism

1. From the Greek hen (“one”) + theos (“God”).

2. Definition:  Henotheism is the view that there are many gods, but a henotheist only worships one of the many gods or the belief that there are many finite gods with one supreme god among them (e.g., Zeus as the head of the Greek gods of Olympus).

3. Problems with Henotheism
a. See Panentheism.

b. See Polytheism.

c. This view usually results in a perpetual battle of the “gods.”  

d. What if an evil god assumes control of the universe? 

4. Contemporary Examples

a. Mormonism (i.e., the LDS church claims there is only one god for them, even though there are a myriad of gods that exist.

F. Dualism

1. From the Latin duo (“two”).

2. Definition:  The idea that reality has two fundamental parts or principles that are irreducible and eternal.  These parts are often viewed as opposing factions, such as matter and spirit, good and evil, God and Satan, etc.

3. Forms of Dualism

a. Zoroastrians - Persian religion from the 6th century BC

b. Gnosticism - Greek thought with dualism behind it.  Material is evil, spirit is good
4. Problems with Dualism

a. There is no answer to the problem of evil.

b. It functionally raises Satan to God’s level.

5. Contemporary Examples

a. Yin-Yang in Taoism

G. Deism

1. From the Latin Deus (“God”)

2. Definition:  The belief in a personal God who created the world out of nothing, but is now uninvolved with the world or its events.

a. God governs His creation through unchangeable, eternal laws, and is in no way immanent in creation.  The deistic God is completely transcendent.  There is no room in the deistic worldview for special revelation or miracles.

b. Religion only comes to man through natural law or natural revelation.

c. In this view God is the great Watchmaker.

3. Problems with Deism

a. It is inconsistent to hold to the miracle of ex nihilo creation and then deny “lesser” miracles such as the Virgin Birth.

b. A God concerned about humanity in the beginning would never abandon them.

c. Their position that the Bible is untrustworthy is false.
4. Contemporary Examples
a. World Union of Deists (www.deism.com)
V. Biblical Introduction 
to the Cults

A. Scriptures Related to the Study of Cults

1. The Biblical Mandate to Oppose & Refute False Doctrine
One of the most important duties of Christian leaders, besides teaching doctrine to the disciples, is to also protect the people under their care from false prophets and wolves who seek to devour the sheep.  

a. A Mandate for Christian Teachers & Preachers
(1) II Timothy 4:1-8:  I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and by His appearing and His kingdom: preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction. For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but wanting to have their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves teachers in accordance to their own desires,  and will turn away their ears from the truth and will turn aside to myths. But you, be sober in all things, endure hardship, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry. For I am already being poured out as a drink offering, and the time of my departure has come.  I have fought the good fight, I have finished the course, I have kept the faith; in the future there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous Judge, will award to me on that day; and not only to me, but also to all who have loved His appearing

(2) Titus 1:9-11: The overseer must be “able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict.”
b. The Warnings of Jesus

(1) Matt. 7:15-23: Jesus warns against false prophets who come as wolves in sheep’s clothing.  The “fruit” of a false prophet is a false disciple of Christ.
(2) Matt. 24:23-24: False Christs and false Prophets will arise and deceive many.

c. The Warnings of the Apostle Paul

(1) Acts 20:28-31: “savage wolves among the flock”
(2) II Cor. 11:3-5, 13-15: “another Jesus, a different Spirit, and a different gospel”
(3) Gal. 1:6-9: “a different gospel”
(4) Gal 2:4: “false brethren”
(5) I Tim. 1:3-7: men teaching “strange doctrines”

(6) I Tim 4:1-3: “deceitful spirits and doctrines of demons”

(7) Titus 1:9-11:  9 “holding fast the faithful word which is in accordance with the teaching, so that he will be able both to exhort in sound doctrine and to refute those who contradict.10 For there are many rebellious men, empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of the circumcision, 11 who must be silenced because they are upsetting whole families, teaching things they should not teach for the sake of sordid gain.”
d. The Warnings of the Apostle Peter

(1) II Peter 2:1-3: “false teachers will secretly introduce destructive heresies”
(2) II Pet. 3:16-17: The “Untaught and unstable” twist Scripture to their own destruction.

e. The Warnings of the Apostle John
(1) I John 4:1: “many false prophets have gone out into the world.”
2. Related Scriptures on the Polemical Task of Christian Teachers
a. Matthew 12:25: “Any kingdom divided against itself is laid waste; and any city or house divided against itself will not stand.”
b. II Corinthians 4:3-4:   “And even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing, in whose case the god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelieving so that they might not see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God.”
c. II Corinthians 10:3-5:  “For though we walk in the flesh, we do not war according to the flesh, for the weapons of our warfare are not of the flesh, but divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses. We are destroying speculations and every lofty thing raised up against the knowledge of God, and we are taking every thought captive to the obedience of Christ…”
d. Colossians 2:8:  See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according to the tradition of men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according to Christ.

e. II Thessalonians 2:9-12:  “that is, the one whose coming is in accord with the activity of Satan, with all power and signs and false wonders, and with all the deception of wickedness for those who perish, because they did not receive the love of the truth so as to be saved. For this reason God will send upon them a deluding influence so that they will believe what is false, in order that they all may be judged who did not believe the truth, but took pleasure in wickedness.

f. II Timothy 2:24-26:  The Lord's bond-servant must not be quarrelsome, but be kind to all, able to teach, patient when wronged, with gentleness correcting those who are in opposition, if perhaps God may grant them repentance leading to the knowledge of the truth, and they may come to their senses and escape from the snare of the devil, having been held captive by him to do his will.

g. II Timothy 3:1-5:  But realize this, that in the last days difficult times will come. For men will be lovers of self, lovers of money, boastful, arrogant, revilers, disobedient to parents, ungrateful, unholy, unloving, irreconcilable, malicious gossips, without self-control, brutal, haters of good, treacherous, reckless, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, holding to a form of godliness, although they have denied its power; Avoid such men as these.
h. II Timothy 3:12-13:  Indeed, all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted. But evil men and impostors will proceed from bad to worse, deceiving and being deceived.
i. I Peter 3:15:   but sanctify Christ as Lord in your hearts, always being ready to make a defense to everyone who asks you to give an account for the hope that is in you, yet with gentleness and reverence; 
j. II Peter 3:14-17:   … our beloved brother Paul, according to the wisdom given him, wrote to you, as also in all his letters, speaking in them of these things, in which are some things hard to understand, which the untaught and unstable distort, as they do also the rest of the Scriptures, to their own destruction.   You therefore, beloved, knowing this beforehand, be on your guard so that you are not carried away by the error of unprincipled men and fall from your own steadfastness, 

k. Jude 3:   Beloved, while I was making every effort to write you about our common salvation, I felt the necessity to write to you appealing that you contend earnestly for the faith which was once for all handed down to the saints. 

B. Dealing With False Teachers in the Church

1. Identify the false teacher by name. (II Tim. 1:15; 2:17; 3:8; 4:14)



2. Tell the church publicly what the false teachers are saying (II Tim 2:16-18)



3. Publicly refute their false teaching. (Titus 1:9)



4. Attempt to prevent them from spreading their heresy. (Titus 1:10-11; II John 9-11)


C. Publicly Exposing v. Privately Rebuking the False Teacher?

1. Matthew 18:15-17—Private Rebuking Personal Sin


2. Galatians 2:11-14—Public Rebuking False Teaching
 
VI. Classification of 
theologies & Groups
A. The Practical Difficulties of 
 Counter-Cult Apologetics & Heresiology


1. Philosophical Apologists tend to focus on issues and groups outside the church, such as attacking atheism and skepticism.  Most Christians support this kind of activity.



2. Polemical Theologians and Counter-Cult Apologists tend to focus on issues and groups inside the church, that is, those groups that self-identify as “Christian.”  Many Christians believe attacking the false doctrine of a self-identified “Christian” is unbiblically divisive.

B. Orthodoxy & Heresy
1. A Primary Reason for Doctrinal Development

a. One of the reasons Christian doctrine is developed and clarified is because heretics challenge the orthodox community’s understanding of a particular doctrine.

b. The challenge brought by heretics forces the orthodox Christian to be more precise in its doctrinal formulation in order to exclude the false doctrine from the community.
2. Definition of Heresy

a. The English word “heresy” is derived from the Greek word hairesis, which means:  
(1) A choice (Lev. 22:18, 21, LXX); or

(2) A sect, faction, or party holding certain opinions (I Cor. 11:19; Gal. 5:20); or

(3) A teaching or doctrine that causes a faction or division. In II Pet. 2:1-3 it is a destructive opinion or doctrine caused by a false teaching.
  
3. Two Kinds of Heresy & Heretics
a. Material Heresy & Heretics: Material heresy is a false doctrinal belief held in ignorance.  

b. Formal Heresy & Heretics:  Formal heresy is “a deliberate denial of revealed truth coupled with the acceptance of error.”
  In sum, it is a false doctrinal belief knowingly held by an individual, who also knowingly rejects the orthodox doctrine.  II Pet. 2:1-3 is an example of this kind of heresy.

4. The Limits of Using the Word “Heresy”
a. The Early Church

(1) In the beginnings of Christianity, the word “heresy” was employed to mean a separation or split resulting from a false faith (1 Cor. 11:19; Gal. 5:20).  
(2) Thus, heresy did not refer to simply any doctrinal disagreement, but to doctrines and parties that rejected the essence of Christianity.

b. Contemporary Use of the Term “Heretic” & “Heresy”
(1) Theoretically, anyone who introduces a contrary doctrine in a community with an established Rule of Faith is a “heretic” and has introduced a “heresy” since he has caused a faction or division in that community.

(2) However, even though the term can be accurately used in these situations, one must use caution in employing the term as it is an emotionally and theologically loaded term.
5. Orthodoxy

a. The English word “orthodoxy” comes from the Greek word orthodoxia, which combines the word orthos, “right,” and doxa, “belief” or “opinion” to mean “right belief or opinion,” as opposed to heresy.
 

b. The importance of orthodoxy increased simultaneously with the rise of heresies, beginning with Gnosticism and then later increasing in importance when the several Trinitarian and Christological errors arose.  
c. If true Christianity were to be preserved, then a strict “Rule of Faith” (regula fidei) was required.  The “Rule of Faith” defined the essentials of the faith, which were the necessary doctrines of the church.  These are found in the ecumenical creeds, such as the Nicene Creed, the Chalcedonian Creed, and the Apostles’ Creed.  
6. The Role of Councils and Creeds

a.  The Development of the Creeds

(1) The word “creed” is derived from the Latin credo, which means “I believe.”
(2) An important reason for the development of creeds was that Christians wanted to be able to express their faith briefly and succinctly, but not imprecisely or inaccurately.  These short declarations of the faith eventually became “creeds.”  

(3) The creeds were often used as catechetical tools for new believers. Assent to a short creed was usually required for converts before baptism.

(4) Creeds were formed for the purpose of informing prospective converts of the essential truths of Christianity.
(5) Another reason for developing the creeds was to have a Rule of Faith to combat doctrinal error in the church.  This was the most powerful reason for developing creeds in the early church.
b. Church Councils

(1) A church council is a conference called by the leaders of the church to give guidance to the church.

(a) A council can be ecumenical, representing the entire Christian church, or
(b)  It can be regional, representing the local area.

(2) The two most influential ecumenical councils are the Council of Nicea (AD 325) and the Council of Chalcedon (AD 451).
VII. Fundamental Articles of the Faith & Essential Christian Doctrine

A. Introduction

1. One of the primary purposes for identifying fundamental Christian doctrines is to provide a foundation for genuine Christian unity.
2. Another purpose for the discussion is to provide a basis for discussing orthodoxy and heresy.

B. Definition of Terms Commonly Employed in the Discussion
1. Essence & Essential (essentia)

a. Essence is the “whatness” or “quiddity” of a thing.  

b. Essence is those properties or qualities that make a being or thing precisely what it is, and not something else.  

c. It distinguishes the genus of the thing.
d. As an applied definition, the essentials of Christianity are those doctrines that make Christianity “Christian” and not something else.

2. Fundamental Articles (articuli fundamentales) 
a. Fundamental articles are those doctrines without which Christianity cannot exist and the integrity of which is necessary to the preservation of the faith.

b. These doctrines should be distinguished from secondary or logically derivative doctrines.

3. Nonfundamental Articles (articuli non-fundamentales)

a. Nonfundamental articles are doctrines the denial of which does not endanger salvation.

b. These doctrines are grounded in Scripture and, if correctly stated and understood, are edifying to the church.

4. Indifferent Issues - Adiaphora
  

a. Adiaphora are issues over which one may be indifferent.

b. Differences of opinion are permitted on these matters as long as they do not become an obstacle to preaching the Gospel and true doctrine.

c. Genuine adiaphora are neither commanded, nor forbidden by the Scriptures.

d. Adiaphora usually fall into the domain of practices, not of substantive doctrines.

e. Scriptural References Related to Adiaphora
(1) I Cor. 8:1-9:23

(2) Gal. 2:3-5

(3) Gal. 5:13-15

(4) Col. 2:16-23

C. Excessive & Defective Approaches to Fundamental Articles

1. The Error of Excess:  Too Many Essential Doctrines
a. This error occurs when a group or system identifies doctrines as fundamental when they are not, in fact, fundamental doctrines.  

b. Thus, you have too many essential doctrines.
c. Example:  Roman Catholicism
(1) Unum Sanctum (1302):  Boniface 8th (Papal Bull, i.e., a Papal “encyclical” or “edict”)
“We declare, we proclaim, we define that it is absolutely necessary for salvation that every human creature be subject to the Roman Pontiff.”

2. The Error of Defect:  Not Enough Essential Doctrines
a. This error occurs when a group or system fails to include a genuine fundamental doctrine in its articles of faith.

b. Thus, you have too few essential doctrines.
c. Example:  Unitarian-Universalism
Universalism teaches that all people will be saved.  Thus, the justification of the sinner is by “death alone.”  Repentance and faith in Christ are not required for salvation.

D. Minimalist Approaches for Theology
1. Introduction
a. A minimalist methodology attempts to reduce the number of required items to the smallest number possible.
b. Practically considered, setting a minimal number of doctrines helps to determine a clear line of demarcation for inclusion or exclusion in Christianity.

2. Types of Theological Minimalism

a. Salvific Minimalism

(1) Here the question is: What are the minimal number of doctrines that must be understood and believed for one to be saved? 

(2) Sample Scriptures

(a) Luke 23:39-43

(b) Acts 2:14-42

(c) Acts 10:34-48


(3) Application




b. Systemic Minimalism

(1) Which doctrines identify Christianity as a complete and distinct religion?

(2) For example, how is Christianity, as a doctrinal system, distinguished from Judaism, Islam, Unitarianism, and Deism?  The answer is that Christianity is uniquely Trinitarian, even though all the systems mentioned are monotheistic.  So while Christianity must hold to monotheism as a defining characteristic, as the other systems do, a Christian system must be Trinitarian as well.

(3) The doctrinal items for Systemic Minimalism should include the doctrinal list from Salvific Minimalism.  

(4) For example, trusting Christ’s atoning, meritorious death is both necessary for salvation and a defining element of the Christian religion.
(5) Application



E. Practical Application:  Primary, Secondary &Tertiary Doctrine

1. Fundamental, Essential or Primary Doctrines
a. Definition
(1) These are the doctrines necessary for salvation or a true, complete system of Christian Truth.
(2) One may use this category as a factor in determining whether person confessing Christ or a church is genuinely Christian.
b. Examples of Essential Doctrine
(1) Inspiration & Authority of Scripture

(2) The Trinity

(3) The Full Deity & Humanity of Christ

(4) Creation Ex Nihilo
(5) Creation of Man in the Image of God

(6) The Fall of Man into Sin

(7) Vicarious Satisfaction of Christ (Atonement)

(8) The Bodily Resurrection of Christ
(9) Salvation by Grace through Faith

(10) Miracles
c. Which doctrines are logically connected to the essential doctrines?
2. Secondary or Non-Fundamental Doctrines
a. Definition
(1) A secondary doctrine is a doctrine upon which a local church must agree and to which it must hold in order to preserve the unity and harmonious functioning of the local church.  
(2) Secondary doctrines are also important for living the Christian life and growing in Christ.  For example, the doctrine of sanctification is very important.  A Christian cannot be indifferent in seeking sanctification and holiness.
(3) These are important doctrines, but not essential for salvation itself or for defining a system of Christian doctrine.
b. Examples of Secondary Doctrines

(1) Church Government (e.g., Episcopalian, Presbyterian, or Congregational)

(2) Calvinism or Arminianism

(3) Mode of Baptism

(4) Communion

(5) Glossalalia (i.e. Tongues) & Other Sign Gifts

(6) Complementarianism & Egalitarianism

(7) Means of Sanctification
(8) Others?



3. Tertiary Doctrines or Adiaphora
a. Definition
(1) A tertiary doctrine is a doctrine upon which a local church may disagree and yet continue to preserve the unity and harmonious functioning of the local church.

(2) This means a local church can continue to do ministry in a harmonious way while debating these issues and permitting a diversity of opinion about them.
b. Examples of Tertiary Doctrines

(1) Spiritual Warfare Methodology

(2) Pre-Wrath Rapture or Pre-Tribulation Rapture?
F. Church, Denomination, Sect & Cult

	Term
	Sociological Definition
	Theological Definition

	Church
	An established religion which is the dominant institutional religion of a society.
	The universal church is that group of orthodox believers, as opposed to heretics, which are united in a common identity of origin, essential doctrine, purpose, and lordship.


	Denomination
	“A structurally independent institutional and sociological organization within a larger religious tradition, usually holding  an interpretation of the religion distinctive in certain particulars . . .”


“In a denominational society, a number of parallel denominations comprise the great majority and represent the society’s established religion.”

	“Denominations are associations of congregations. . .that have a common heritage. 
. . . A denominational heritage normally includes doctrinal or experiential or organizational emphases and also includes common ethnicity, langauge, social class, and geographical origin.”


	Sect
	“a religious body, especially one that has separated from a larger denomination.”

	“Within the Christian tradition, the sect constitutes a distinctive, persisting and separately organized group of believers who reject the established religious authorities, but who claim to adhere to the authentic elements of the faith.”

Thus, the term “sect” can refer to genuinely Christian groups that “have distanced themselves from churches, and to some degree the predominant culture they represent, in order to emphasize one or more beliefs or practices they feel have been lost.”


	Cult
	“Cults are defined as religious organizations that tend to be outside the mainstream of the dominant religious forms of any given society.”

“A cult . . . is any religious group which differs significantly in some one or more respects as to belief or practice, from those religious groups which are regarded as the normative expressions of religion in our total culture.”

	“A cult of Christianity is a group of people claiming to be Christian, who embrace 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 essential doctrines of the Christian faith as taught in the sixty-six books of the Bible.”



� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.watchman.org/index-of-cults-and-religions/" �http://www.watchman.org/index-of-cults-and-religions/� and � HYPERLINK "http://www.apologeticsindex.org/" �http://www.apologeticsindex.org/�  for more exhaustive lists of cults.
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� See Ronald H. Nash, Worldviews in Conflict, p. 16 (Grand Rapids:  Zondervan, 1992), emphasis added.


� Id. at 21.


�   See generally James Sire, The Universe Next Door pp. 21-119 (Downers Grove:  Intervarsity Press, 1988).  These ideas correspond respectively to the disciplines of theology, metaphysics, epistemology, ethics, and the various forms of anthropology—theological, biological, psychological, and others.  
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