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Christian    T r i n i t y  C l a s s  

           M a y  2 2 ,  2 0 2 2  

 CULTS    
THEN AND NOW 

“Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but 

inwardly are ravenous wolves.”  (MT 7:15) 

 
THEN – in Biblical times 

Gnosticism = “knowledge” in Gk.  It lasted for several centuries and was very strong in the 2nd 
Century.  Small communities of Gnostics still exist in Iran and Iraq. 

 Christian Gnosticism probably originated from trends already present in pagan religious circles.1  
Early church leaders like Irenaeus and Tertullian strongly condemned it. 
 
 

 Gnosticism in a nutshell: 
o All existence is due to two gods.  

1. the Demiurge (the “craftsman” or creator god) who created all matter but is 
considered the lesser of the two gods.  

2. the supreme god (“Divine Being”) who is remote and unknowable. 
o Some men have a “divine spark” which allows them to escape the material world and 

return to the Divine Being. 
 Christ’s purpose was simply to bring this gnosis of God to mankind. 

o The earthly man Jesus was only a man, who had been infused with this Divine Being. He 
was an illusion—no death or resurrection.  Once the man named Jesus died, he 
died…and the spirit left him. Because all things material are evil Jesus could not have 
been human. 

o All the secrets of God are already in our minds.  The “divine spark” releases them.  
Therefore, only the possession of God’s knowledge leads us to salvation.   

 

 The early Christian church taught against it:  1 JN and the Pastoral Letters (1 Tim,  2 Tim,  Titus).   
(Read 1 JN 4:1-3). Note “in the flesh” added for emphasis. 

                                                      
1
 Oxford, “Gnosticism,” pg. 573.  
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 (Read Col. 2:8-9). “Paul emphasized [to the Colossians] that spirituality is not achieved  by self-
centered efforts to control one’s passions, but by setting one’s affections  on Christ and, in so 
doing, removing all that is contrary to His will.”2 
 

Docetism—from the Greek “to seem” (dokein).  It is a form of Gnosticism. 

 Jesus was only a spirit which appeared to be human.   God could not have been a lowly baby in 
a lowly manager.   (Read Lk 24: 36-43) 

 Death on the cross was merely an act. No resurrection because Jesus Christ wasn’t real in the 
first place. (Read 1 Cor. 15:17) 

 Early examples of Docetism can be found in apocryphal writings such as the Acts of John, the 
Gospels of Peter, Gospels of Judas, and Gospels of Philip, all of which are non-canonical. 

 
 
Marcionism—developed by Marcion of Sinope, a leader in the 

early church who was excommunicated @144. His cult survived for about 
three centuries. 

 Marcion rejected the entire OT and much of our NT. 
Only a few of Paul’s letters and a highly edited version of LK were allowed in 
his eleven-book Bible, which ironically, makes it probably the first Christian 
canon ever compiled.  To Marcion the whole Christian gospel was a Gospel of 

Love, to the complete exclusion of the OT Law.   

 He taught a theology of two separate deities: (1) the OT God (the Demiurge) is a god of wrath and 
who is a lower god; (2) the NT God is Jesus who is the god of love. The Demiurge and Jesus have 
nothing in common.   

* Paul is considered Christ’s only true apostle.    

* Jesus Christ only appears to be a man.  (Read JN 1:14) 

* Marcion denied the resurrection and the second coming; he also rejected marriage 
and would baptize only those who were unmarried. 
 

 

Ebionites (“poor men” [Heb]) This Jewish-Christian sect flourished for a couple of centuries, 
combining Judaism and Christianity.  Church Fathers often confused it with other sects.  

 Vegetarians who considered being poor as holy. 

 Only used one Gospel: MT.   

 One must be a Jew before becoming a Christian.  They over-emphasized Jewish Law.  
Circumcision was required. Jewish holidays were closely observed. 

 James the Just was an exemplar of righteousness, not Peter.  Paul was considered a false 
prophet because he became a traitor to the Jews.  Jesus wasn’t divine. 

 No virgin birth. He was the human son of Mary and Joseph but became the Christ only after 
he was baptized. 

 
 
 

                                                      
2
 NIV Bible, pg. 1382 footnote on Gnosticism. 
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NOW 

Christian Science officially known as “The First Church of Christ, Scientist.” 
“The principles of Christian Science are not admitted by the Christian Churches and sects” because of 

its teachings on the unreality of matter, sin, and suffering.3 
History 

Founded in 1875 in Massachusetts by Mrs. Mary Baker Eddy. 

 MT 9:2 affirmed Mrs. Eddy’s own healing story. (Read MT 9:2) 

 She believed she was the woman we find in Revelation (Read Rev. 12:1-6) 

 She wrote Science and Health with Key to the Scriptures (1875). 

 Now @50,000 members in U.S. but declining; @400,000 worldwide. 
 

General public image (right or wrong) 

 Well known for their Reading Rooms in prime locations. 

 The Christian Science Monitor is a highly regarded daily national newspaper. 

 Followers refuse all medical treatment. 
 

Key points 

 “Sin, illness, and disease are all illusions of the mind to be 
corrected by right thinking.”4  Their doctrine emphasizes 
healing of the mind and body.   

o Suffering and death are the effects of false thinking. 

 Jesus (who is not the Christ but was a very good man) 
revealed to people of his day their illusion of illness and thus 
cured them.5 Only God is real; all else is an illusion. 
o Jesus didn’t suffer on the cross, was not physically resurrected, and will not return.   
o Heaven and hell are simply states of one’s mind. 

 Jesus was not God because God is perfect.   All humans are less than perfect,  therefore God 
 could never have come to us as simply a man. 

 “Genesis 2 is a lie; the virgin birth was a spiritual  idea; the Trinity is pagan;…prayer to forgive 
 sin is pointless.”6 

 
In practice 

 Sunday services are very simple. No clergy is present. Readings are by lay persons who  
  read from the Bible but intersperse it with Science and Health sidenotes. 

  Doctors, hospitals, and most medical care are forbidden 
  because to use these would refute God’s first commandment. 

o OK to allow a physician to set a broken bone but one must not accept any 
 medical diagnosis.  

o Dentists and some medical specialists are accepted, as well as vaccinations if  
 required by law.  When healing is needed, a “practitioner” will silently argue with 

                                                      
3
 Oxford, “Christian Science,” p. 279. 

4
 Larson, p. 130. 

5
 ibid, p. 133. 

6
 ibid. 
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 himself: there is no asking of God, no set words.  A practitioner might repeat “the  
 allness of God using Eddy’s seven synonyms—Life, Truth, Love, Spirit, Soul, Principle, 
 and Mind.”7 

 

Jehovah’s Witnesses 
 Those Christians who are apocalyptic by nature will find JW appealing. 
History 

 Founded by Charles F. Russell in 1879. Headquarters is now in Brooklyn, NY. 
  1,000,000 members in U.S.; 6,000,000 worldwide. 

 It considers all other churches to be false.  It has no Greek scholars on staff.   
 
General public image (right or wrong) 

 The Watchtower and Awake magazines 

 Kingdom Halls instead of church buildings. 
 It appears to be a democracy, with no leader elevated  

above the general congregation (MT 23:8-10), and  
no special titles (2 Cor. 1:24).  All staff is unpaid. 

 God’s name is “Jehovah.” 

 JW preys on the fears of the less educated.   

 Members refuse to: 

 salute the flag or sing the National Anthem—per Ex. 20:2-6. 

 give or accept blood transfusions8 or organ donations 
 vote or be in politics. 

 serve in the armed forces.  
 

Key points 

 There is no Trinity 
o Jesus is the first thing Jehovah created.  He is God’s son; he is not God.  Jesus 
was simply a man who led a perfect life on earth. (Before this he was Michael, the 
archangel.) 
o Only the New World Translation Bible is accepted. The bulk of  their Hebrew and 
Greek translators have no degrees in either language nor any university training.  
The NWT lists no names for credits, only “The Translation Committee.”  However, it 
mangles most other Bible translations to fit JW’s needs.  For example, JWs say that 

Jesus died on a stake (not a cross), so the Greek word staurόs (cross) is translated as 
“stake.” 

 Jesus  was resurrected by God as a spiritual creature. 

 In 1914 Jesus threw Satin out of heaven.  That’s why things have been so bad since then.  
The end times are now upon us. 
 
 

                                                      
7
 citing Carolyn Fraser’s 1999 book God’s Perfect Child: Living and Dying in the Christian Science Church.  Fraser is a 

Pulitzer Prize-winning author and former editor at the New York Times. 
8
 citing Genesis 9:3-4, JWs claim that taking another’s blood into one’s veins is the same as eating it. 
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 THE WORLD WILL SOON 
END!!...maybe.  The world was supposed to have ended 
many times—as many as 20 wrong predictions, including 
1914, 1941, and 1975. When this last one failed to occur 
the sect lost thousands of followers.  

 Only 144,000 souls are allowed in 
the Kingdom, which is on Mount Zion. (This is a mis-
reading of Rev. 7:4; 14:13)  

 No such thing as the deity of Christ 
or the Trinity.  The Holy Spirit is simply an invisible, active 
force emanating from Jehovah. 

 The dead simply remain dead until 
the resurrection.  No heaven, no hell. 

o When the person dies, the 
soul dies.  No afterlife. 

o Evil peoples’ souls are not tormented in hell; death is death.  
o The human race is already eternally saved because sin, death, evil, and sickness are 

not real. 
In practice 

 Members are expected to attend meetings five times per week, plus one other time for 
“book study,” where members are to report their evangelizing efforts. 

 Independent thinking is very much discouraged.9 

 Dissent is not permitted.10 If a member does not abide by the rules or leaves the cult, fellow 
worshippers and their own family will consider this person dead. 
 

Mormonism a.k.a. The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints (LDS) 
“The rate of growth for the Mormon Church in the U.S. is greater than that of all of the Protestant 

denominations and the Roman Catholic Church together.” 11 
 

 
General public image (right or wrong) 

 The Mormon Tabernacle Choir.  

 Large, beautiful temples. 

 Young men in suits, narrow ties, who walk door-to-door proselytizing. 

 Family-oriented with high moral values.  No profanity allowed. 

 Polygamy. 

 Donny and Marie Osmond. 

 Somewhat racist and sexist. 

 Really good genealogy records. 

 No crosses. 
 

                                                      
9
 The Watchtower, Jan. 15, 1983, pg. 22. 

10
 Ibid., July 1, 1963, pg. 13. 

11
 Martin, pg. 23 
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Joseph Smith 

Mormons are noted for having large families.  They abstain from tobacco, caffeine, liquor, 
illegal drugs, gambling, and pre-marital sex.  They do not imbibe hot drinks but hot chocolate is 
OK (???).  And they do not eat meat during the summer. 
 

History 
Founded in 1830 by Joseph Smith, Jr., age 25, of Palmyra, NY.  As a young man Joseph was 

“illiterate, whiskey-drinking, shiftless, and irreligious,” according to his neighbors.12   Others 
labeled him as lazy and not truthful. 

o his mother practiced magic and had visions; 
o his father was constantly seeking buried treasure, especially that of the famous 

Captain Kidd.  Joseph often accompanied him on these trips and became fond of the 
occult, especially 
divining and fortune telling via “peep stones.” 

 
After 14 years of moving his flock to escape persecution—Ohio to 

Missouri, and finally to Nauvoo, Illinois-- Joseph was killed by an angry mob in 
1844. 
 
Brigham Young, who had 25 wives13 then led the Mormons west to Utah Territory.  
The U.S. Government forbade polygamy, so Utah could not become a state.  In 
1890 the Mormon president had a vision that polygamy was to be abandoned. 
Utah became a state in 1896. 
 
In the church’s official biography Smith is considered a prophet of higher  

rank than Moses14. 
 

 
Joseph’s version: 
 In 1820, while praying in the woods, he saw God and Jesus.  A few years later an angel 
named Moroni appeared beside his bed, said that he was from an unknown tribe called the 
Nephites, and told Joseph about a book of golden plates buried in a nearby hillside.  (READ 
Isaiah 29:9-12)  Four years pass before Joseph unearths the plates along with some large  
supernatural spectacles (Urim and Thummim) used to translate those plates, which were 
written in “reformed Egyptian.”15  
 Smith would sit for hours behind a sheet strung across his cabin.  From here he 
“translated” the plates to his scribe, who was usually his wife. After finishing this the plates 
were returned to an angel named Moroni.   Smith’s “translation” became The Book of Mormon, 
which tells the story of two ancient civilizations.   
 
 
 

                                                      
12

ibid, pg. 157. 
13

 “The only men who become gods are those who enter into polygamy.”—Brigham Young.  (Smith had 27-50 
wives, some of whom were already married.),  Ibid., pg. 161. 

14
 Brodie, preface pg. vii. 

15
Archaeologists and Egyptologist have not found any proof of such a language, (Larson, pg. 158).  No evidence of 

any Egyptian writing in ancient America exists. 
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The “ancient ones” story in a nutshell 
 One group of God-fearing pilgrims left the Tower of Babel @2250 B.C. and sailed to the 
Americas.  They were totally destroyed because of their sinful ways.  Later (@600 B.C.) another 
group came to South America.  These were righteous Jews from the Holy Land, but they also 
sinned and divided into two warring factions: the Nephites and the Laminites.   
 Soon Christ visited the American continent.  Here he established a church very similar to 
today’s LDS church. Jesus was pleased with the Nephites   The Laminites, however, were 
especially evil and thus received God’s curse of a dark skin. (At the time, Smith was referring to 
Native Americans [see  2 Nephi 30:6; 5:21-24].  In other writings Smith declared that all Blacks 
descended from Cain and are likewise cursed with black skin.) 
 In about 421 A.D. the last Nephite prophet sealed the engraved plates and hid them in a 
hillside in what is now western New York state.  The Book of Mormon supposedly tells of the 
high points of these civilizations.  The author of this abridgement is a prophet named Mormon. 
 

 Though the plates were supposed to have been written @600 B.C., the language is often 
that of the King James Bible of 1611, mistranslations and all. 

o Chapter 14 of the Book of Mosiah is almost identical to Isaiah 53. 
o “How beautiful upon the mountains are the feet of him that bringeth good tidings. 

(Isaiah 52:7).”  This is one of the most quoted passages in Book of Mormon.  
o 3 Nephi, chapter 13 is also nearly word for word MT 6. 
o Alma 7:9-10 has Jesus born in Jerusalem, not Bethlehem (MT 2:1). 
o Steel swords were being used in America (Ether 7:9)—not true. Not in use here until 

the time of Columbus. 

 Smith pointed to three witnesses who could testify to seeing the golden plates.  All three 
were eventually drummed out of the church.  Two of them recanted and said they didn’t 
really see the plates, but simply pictured them in their minds’ eye. 

 Smith said that the Book of Mormon was inspired by and is word-for-word from God, and 
that it should not be changed.  But since 1830 over 4,000 words have been changed by the 
church’s historians to accommodate for Smith’s errors. 

 

Key points 

The Bible 

 Only the King James Version of the Bible is the word of God, as is the Book of Mormon.  If 
the two are in conflict, the Book of Mormon takes precedence. 

o Mormons believe the Book of Mormon is the sealed book of Isaiah 29 (Read Is. 
29:10-12; 18-19), and that they are  the “other sheep” Jesus spoke of in JN 10:16. 

o U.S. Constitution was divinely inspired. 
 

God and Heaven 

 God (Elohim) was once a man, Adam.  God is “an exalted, glorified man, enthroned in 
the heavens.”16 He is married to “Heavenly Mother.” 

 Heaven is three-tiered: the bottom is for most people, which is the sinners; 

                                                      
16

 Study, pg. 17, citing Joseph Smith in The Teachings of the Prophet (1977 ver.), pg. 345. 
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   level #2 is for the good non-Mormons (a.k.a. “heathens);  the top layer is for   
   faithful Mormons, but even this is divided into three parts: the cream of the crop  
   will eventually become gods themselves, and along with their families, will rule   
   an entire planet. Apostates and murderers go to “outer darkness.” 

 A temple marriage (“sealing”) is necessary for achieving the highest degree of celestial 
glory.  

 Wedding vows:  not “till death do us part,” but “for time and all eternity.” 

 No Trinity.  Each of the three is a separate god. 
o worthy men (only) may one day join their ranks as gods. 

 Jesus 

 Jesus was born in heaven as a spirit child. His earthy body was a result of intercourse 
between Elohim and Mary. Jesus is God’s firstborn, but he’s one of many. 

 Jesus was married. His brother is Lucifer, the devil. 
 

Salvation 

 We are resurrected by God’s grace but saved and moved closer to godhood by our 
works.  These include tithing and performing secret temple rituals. 

  No eternal life without Mormon baptism and membership. 

 At his second coming Jesus will expect good Jews to be in Palestine and good 
Mormons to somehow be gathered in Independence, Missouri. 

 No original sin. 

 Baptism for the dead is common.  The premise: baptism is necessary for salvation and if 
every family member were baptized (living or not) they can all exist together beyond the 
grave. This is mainly for those who died before the LDS church came into existence.  

 The result is that the church has some marvelous genealogical records. About 2 
billion names are stored and traced in the bomb-proof Granite Mountain 
Records Vault near Salt Lake City. 

 
In practice 

 Women are often treated as inferiors. 

 no female priesthoods 

 divorce very difficult  

 homelife should be patriarchal 

 “God wants you at home having children.”  

 Males 14+ years old—until recently it was age 12— 
may enter the lower order of priests (Aaron); at age  
21 they may enter the higher order (Melchizedek).  

 Being a missionary is expected but not required. Lasts @2 yrs. 

 Birth control and interracial marriages are frowned upon. (Remember Cain?) 

 Few holidays: only Christmas and Easter are celebrated, though even Easter is a non-
 event for most, without special meaning.  Pioneer Day (July 24) is the biggest  
 holiday.  It commemorates Brigham Young and his pioneers coming into the Salt 
 Lake Valley in 1847.  Parades, rodeos, picnics, family gatherings.  All state and 
 local government offices close. The event is also celebrated in many parts of 
 Idaho, where it’s called Celebration Day. 
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 Most Mormon homes keep large quantities of dried and canned food stored for the coming 
 End Times.  This is rotated on a schedule so that none goes stale.  Houses in Utah and 
 southern Idaho are often built with an extra room, often in the basement, for this 
 purpose. 
 

 Mormons are discouraged from mingling with other churches, apparently because Smith (at 
 age 14) tried to discover from God which is the “true” church.  “I was answered that I  
 must join none of them, for they were all wrong.” All churches believe that “they draw 
 near to me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me” and “they teach for 
 doctrines the commandments of men.”17 

 Many wear special underwear (called “garments” ) daily as an act of  
faith, purity, and devotion, and there are strict guidelines for the wearing  
them properly. Available in cotton, polyester, and nylon, but only in one  
color: white. 
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