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I. Theological Definitions 
of Cults

A. Preferred Theological Definition

1. 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 central (essential) doctrines of the Christian faith, as taught in the sixty-six books of the Bible (Gomes, Unmasking the Cults, 7).

2. Key Elements of the Definition

a. A cult of Christianity 




b. is a group of people, 




c. claiming to be Christian, 




d. who embrace a particular doctrinal system 




e. taught by an individual leader, group of leaders, or organization, 




f. which (system) denies (either explicitly or implicitly) 




g. one or more of the essential doctrines of the Christian faith, 




h. as taught in the sixty-six books of the Bible

II. Theological Characteristics 
of Cults

A. Doctrine is the Essential Issue

1. Be careful in applying these characteristics.

2. Not all are equally serious.

a. Denial of the Trinity is far worse than. . .

b. Fixation with end times

3. Some traits are found in genuinely Christian groups

a. Some Charismatic groups tend to emphasize experience over doctrine

(1) Slain in the Spirit/Holy Laughter/Barking in the spirit

(2) This trait can lead to more serious errors (i.e., Copeland: Denial of the Trinity, Born Again Jesus, et al.)

b. Snake Handlers (Mark 16:18) do not necessarily deny any essential doctrine.

B. The Common Theological Characteristics of Cults

1. Denial of the Trinity

a. What is the Doctrine of the Trinity?

(1) See Trinity Syllabus

2. Denial of Salvation by Grace Through Faith

a. Usually connected with the devaluation of the work of Christ



3. Devaluation of the Work of Christ



4. Denial of the Bodily Resurrection




5. Reduction of the Absolute Authority of Scripture

a. One must do this if you are going to teach false doctrine; you must place something in authority over the Scriptures.

b. Ways to Reduce the Authority of Scripture 
If you were a cult leader and wanted to reduce the authority of Scripture, what would you do?
(1) Add Books to the Canon while claiming the Bible (old light) contains errors and is unreliable:  Mormons 



(2) Purposely Mistranslate the Scriptures

(a) If you don’t like what it says, change the text itself

(b) The Bible is authoritative, but you have changed it, placing the editor over Scripture

(c) JW NWT

(d) Mormon “Inspired” Version



(3) Claim Revelation Knowledge as a guide for biblical interpretation



(4) Others?




6. Redefinition of Biblical Terminology





7. Exclusivistic Belief System




8. Compartmentalization of Conflicting Facts



9. Rejection of the Doctrine of Eternal Conscious Punishment



10. Emphasis on Experience Over Doctrine



11. Emphasis on Direct Revelations and Visions from God
12. Claims of Miracles, Signs, and Wonders



13. Fixation with the End Times



14. Denial of the Priesthood of the Believer



15. Disregard for Sound Hermeneutical Principles



16. Syncretism (& Eclecticism)




17. Involvement in Spiritism/the Occult

a. Magic/Sorcery

b. Divination/Fortune Telling

c. Spiritism/Necromancy

d. Deut 18:9-13
18. Tendency to see Scripture as Alluding to Their Cultic Movement





19. Emphasis on Minor Points of Theology

III. Sociological Definitions 
of Cults

A. Suggested Definitions

1. "Cults are defined as religious organizations that tend to be outside the mainstream of the dominant religious forms of any given society" (Enroth).

a. Weakness— This definition makes what is and is not cultic relative to culture or "societal."

b. According to this definition, orthodox Protestantism would have been a cultic movement during the Reformation, since it was "outside the mainstream of the dominant religious forms [i.e., Roman Catholicism]" at that time. For that matter, even Christianity itself was "outside the mainstream" at its inception!
2. "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."

B. The Limitations of Sociology for Studying 
 Cults and Defending the Faith

1. Sociology is descriptive, not prescriptive.


2. Imprecise sociological definitions may be falsely applied to legitimate Christian groups.


3. Sociological factors are subordinate to theological ones.



C. Sociological Characteristics of Cults

1. Authoritarianism



2. Psychological Manipulation



3. Stripping of Past Associations



4. Sensory Deprivation



5. Guilt Trips



6. Mental Illness



7. Unusually High Degree of Commitment and Zeal



8. Communal Lifestyle



9. Paranoia or "Persecution Complex"



10. Physical Violence (Occasional)



11. Use of Strong Familial Imagery



12. Antagonism toward Orthodox Christian Denominations



13. Opposition to Autonomous Thinking



14. Fraud & Deception

D. Cults & Crime

See Cults of America Handouts on:
1.  Cults & Crime Case Summaries

2.  First Amendment Issues 
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