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1Characteristics 
of Cults

Definitions
The difficulty in defining a “cult” can be illustrated by a 
sampling of definitions:

“A cult is a religious perversion,” says Dave Breese. “It is 
a belief and practice in the world of religion which calls 
for devotion to a religious view or leader centered in false 
doctrine. It is an organized heresy.”1

Ronald Enroth quotes Margaret Singer, who stated that 
the word cult itself “has been variously applied to groups 
involved in beliefs and practices just off the beat of tradi-
tional religions; to groups making exploratory excursions 
into non-Western philosophical practices; and to groups 
involving intense relationships between followers and a 
powerful idea or leader.”2

Dr. Walter Martin emphasizes the importance of a central 
figure to a cult. He says that “a cult might also be defined 
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as a group of people gathered about a specific person or 
person’s misinterpretation of the Bible.”3

Broad definitions are necessary when defining a cult. 
Cults clearly offer religious options that vary significantly 
from those expressions with which people are normally 
acquainted. Yet it is sometimes difficult to determine just 
when a group is or has become a cult.

The cult often begins as a fringe group to an accepted 
religion. Then, under the influence of a strong central 
figure, it moves away from its original roots and takes 
on a life of its own. Its teachings always vary consider-

ably from those of its parent 
body and often are a twisted 
distortion.

Cults, then, are not merely 
marginal statements of their 
original religious patterns. 
They totally depart from the 
religious thought out of which 
they sprang. Their way of 
speaking may sound familiar, 
and a person might rec-
ognize some parts of their 

religious roots. Yet they warp and twist their expression 

Cultic deviations can come 
from any religious grouping, 
not just Christianity. Cults 
exist in virtually all world 
religions. Baha’is and Black 
Muslims are cultic deviations 
from islam. the Hare Krishna 
religion is an altered form of 
Hinduism.
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of those roots so that the original intentions are no longer 
present. Something altogether different has come forth.

Cults—tHe unpaiD Bills of tHe CHurCH
Cultic language springs from the orthodox language 
of its parenting body. That is one reason they confuse 
Christians so easily. Cults use language recognizable, 
at least in part, by people rooted in major religious sys-
tems. It is difficult to sort through what they brought from 
the orthodox parenting body and what has been manip-
ulated and twisted out of its original intentions. Orthodox 
words and thoughts are constantly given new and differ-
ent understandings. A confusing sort of double-talk has 
evolved.

Examples abound. Jehovah’s Witnesses speak of “ever-
lasting death,” by which they mean “annihilation,” a 
denial of the resurrection of all flesh. They speak rever-
ently of Jesus as “a created individual; a god,” thereby 
denying Jesus’ coequality with the Father and the Holy 
Spirit. Normal dialogue, filled with such alterations of 
meanings, is almost impossible.

Those twisting the terms can sound so persuasive. They 
are very knowledgeable, both about the orthodox under-
standings against which they speak and the new way 
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they have of presenting those understandings. They 
present their case as though there were no other explana-
tion. This very confidence makes them sound absolutely 
convincing.

Although the job is difficult, Christians need to engage 
members of these cults in dialogue. On the one hand, we 

need to challenge their def-
inition and use of terms. On 
the other hand, we need to 
witness to the full force such 
terms have in their historic 
usage in the Church. The 
cults’ perversions of the time-
less truths of God challenge 
the Church to be faithful in 
presenting its message to 
the world more clearly and 

aggressively. When we do so, cult members are called to 
respond to the actual message and mission of the Church. 
Because we have not always done our job, one author 
has called the cults “the unpaid bills of the church.”4

tHe Mentality of tHe Cults
There is, then, no one umbrella under which all cults may 
be placed, and we must avoid overgeneralization. Yet 

CharaCteristiCs of Cults 

“in your hearts honor Christ 
the lord as holy, always 
being prepared to make a 
defense to anyone who asks 
you for a reason for the hope 
that is in you; yet do it with 
gentleness and respect”  
(1 peter 3:15).
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some marks of the cults are common enough that a “men-
tality of the cults” can be identified.

The doctrine of the last days and last things is a frequent 
theme among cults. Cults emphasize signs pointing to 
the imminent end of the world in their teachings. For 
example, the “thousand-year reign” of Jehovah follow-
ing the great battle of Armageddon is stressed among 
groups such as Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Seventh-day 
Adventists. Signs and warnings of how rapidly the world 
is falling into judgment take on a flavor and intention all 
their own in the cults.

Prophecy and fulfillment themes also reveal the men-
tality of the cults. Quoting selected prophecies and 
coupling them with selected “fulfillments” in world events 
often exerts tremendous influence on people. This use of 
Scripture is highly selective and very manipulative.

Special revelations (often specifically to the cultic leader) 
frequently form the basis for “correct” interpretation of 
a particular prophecy and its fulfillment. This, of course, 
makes dialogue with such groups extremely difficult. 
How can one reasonably disagree when special revela-
tions have been given from God to a particular person? 
There is no space for reason. All discussion is based on 
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the leader’s authority, which, in turn, is based on special 
revelation alone.

The authority of the cult leader is regularly exercised in 
the interpretation of the “inner secrets,” meaning “sav-
ing knowledge.” Revelations, secret rituals, and symbols 
require authoritarian interpretation. Only those “on the 
inside” can have this authority. This sense of secretiveness 
also gives rise to castes or inner structures of author-
ity to preserve and pass on this “inside knowledge.” The 
Mormon Church exemplifies such authoritarian practice.

Most cults are very dogmatic. They do not tolerate devi-
ations from their teachings and life. Some cults, such as 
that of the Baha’i or cults grounded in Eastern religions, 
may appear tolerant, but this surface often disappears 
as a person moves to the heart of their teachings and 
practice.

A form of double-talk also characterizes cults. By this, 
we mean that they use ordinary terms in special ways 
that only the cult members understand. Since this special 
use of terms varies considerably from cult to cult, there 
is no way to be certain that one understands a second 
cult when one has “mastered” the vocabulary of the first 
one. The one thing that must be kept in mind is this: What 
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a word means to you is not what it may mean to a cult 
member. This makes dialogue with cult members difficult.

A complete lack of interest in logical consistency accom-
panies this double-talk. The mental flip-flops that members 
of cults make bewilder the ordinary hearer. Their greatest 
inconsistencies, in fact, often occur at precisely the most 
crucial junctures, causing 
great difficulty in carrying 
on ordinary conversations. 
Drawing their attention to 
this only makes them cer-
tain that the listener has 
not yet seen the light.

Cults are convinced that 
their “way” will be proved 
in the end. Some groups, 
of course, have no particu-
lar anticipations of victory. 
Those involved in tran-
scendental meditation, for 
example, would not speak of an “end” or “proof” or “vic-
tory.” Yet ultimate authentication in some great and final 
sign is a common characteristic of most cults.

Warnings of the world’s end; 
prophecy and fulfillment; high 
authority; inner secrets; intense 
dogmatism; little tolerance; 
special revelations; double-
talk; lack of inner consistency; 
lack of a sense of sin; a 
different view of salvation; 
highly compartmentalized lives; 
messianic ideas—all are part of 
a cultic mentality.
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The concept of sin is frequently minimized or totally 
absent in the language of the cults. When spoken of, 
“sin” is equated with resisting or living outside the bound-
aries of their teachings and/or lifestyles. Inside their 
ranks, though, they clearly teach and live according to a 
“right way.” Therefore, sin is not commonly spoken of in 
their midst since they know and live “the way.”

Minimizing sin affects what the cults mean when using 
words like salvation. “To be saved” has little to do with 
a right relationship with God; it means membership and 
participation in the cult itself. This quite typically places 
the authoritative leader into a “messianic” or “saving” 
office for the cult—whether that claim was originally 
made or not.

Cults also insist on a highly disciplined framework of 
thought and life. Nonmembers commonly feel quite chal-
lenged—often intimidated or shamed—by the intense 
discipline and commitment of cult members. Theirs is a 
total way of life followed with absolute strictness.

This leads to a highly segregated life. In many cases, 
members have little or no serious contact with the outside 
world. Their beliefs have removed them from the world 
that most people experience. They do feel “sent” into the 
world to snatch the unenlightened out of the world, yet 
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they seldom enter the world as learners or participants. 
And when they do, cult members sound like taped ver-
sions of one another. They have been taught formulized 
understandings and responses to almost anything and 
everything.

Cult members feel “freed” from “religious exploitation” 
simply because of their membership in the cult. This bewil-
ders the “outsider,” because cult members appear both 
imprisoned and exploited by the cult. Here one sees what 
a mind-job is done by cultic leaders. They impress upon 
followers that liberation from all outside religious oppres-
sion takes place only within the cult. Only in the cult can 
a person be dedicated to the most full and free expres-
sion of life.

Rarely, if ever, would all of the above be found in one 
cult, but many of them will appear quite consistently. 
When several of them are in a single group, one can 
almost certainly identify the group as a cult.

A final caution: Because cults usually include at least one 
unusual but visible teaching, nonmembers often think of 
that one item as the main difference between the cult 
and its parent group. However, that item often is a non-
essential or a relatively minor matter. For example, when 
people think of Jehovah’s Witnesses, blood transfusions 
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and a refusal to pledge allegiance to the flag usually 
come to mind. Focusing on such surface items is decep-
tive since the points of division lie much deeper than that 
and are more serious.


