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WHAT IS A CULT?

Sometimes we see a friend, relative, or neighbor 
involved in what looks like a sincere religion, but 
while it claims to be Christian, something seems 
off. Not just unfamiliar, but somehow different in 
terms of content or focus. How do we know if it 
is a faithful form of Christianity or a cult? To find 
out whether a religious movement is a cult or is 
authentically Christian, let’s turn to the Sunday 
School answer: Jesus.

In John 14:6, Jesus said, “I am the way, and the 
truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father 
except through Me.” This clear, pithy statement 
gives us a simple litmus test: if a religious move-
ment claims to be Christian but teaches some way 
of salvation or way to God other than Jesus, then 
it is a cult. If it draws people away from the truth 
that is Jesus, the living Word of God, then it is a 
cult. If it substitutes life under the group’s leader 
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or life in the movement for life in Jesus, then it 
is a cult. In summary, cults are “organizations or 
movements that represent deviant expressions of 
the central and foundational teachings of Chris-
tianity.”1 Jesus, and nothing else, is the center of 
authentic Christianity.

WHAT’S THE PROBLEM?

We need to take cults seriously because they 
involve matters of spiritual life and death—and 
sometimes physical life and death. Cults can harm 
their participants and, in a ripple effect, the fam-
ilies and friends of their participants. Cults are 
often also deceptive, such that participants may 
not realize the danger until it is too late. Perhaps 
the best way to see the problem is through a few 
examples or case histories.

A dynamic leader, Jim Jones established the 
Peoples Temple2 in San Francisco in 1956. Jones 

1 “Cults—An Overview,” LCMS Commission on Theology and Church 
Relations, April 2005, p. 1, https://files.lcms.org/wl/?id=YgWwnCV9lL3JR3ty 
0tYNmgmiUQKYa4IU.

2 “Commentary: 35 Years after Jonestown,” The LCMS Reporter, November 15, 
2013.
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preached an attractive mix of economic justice 
and spiritual fulfillment and gradually built a large 
following of people seeking salvation, eternal 
life, and utopia. His movement grew, and Jones 
moved the group to Guyana in 1973 to reduce the 
opportunity for public scrutiny and to avoid US 
laws. Once in Guyana, he named their isolated 
compound Jonestown in honor of himself. Jones 
manipulated his followers through brainwashing 
and forced labor, leading the families of mem-
bers of the Peoples Temple to become more and 
more alarmed about the fate of their loved ones. 
As concerns grew, a member of the US Congress 
led a visit to the Peoples Temple in 1978 to see the 
situation firsthand. At the end of the visit, Jones 
ordered the murder of the congressman and the 
staff and news reporters who had accompanied 
him. Once the murders were complete, Jones then 
ordered the murder and forced suicide of every 
Peoples Temple member in Jonestown, leading to 
the deaths of 918 men, women, and children.
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Our second example involves a cult known as 
Heaven’s Gate. This relatively small cult com-
bined a deviation from Scripture based on the 
Jesus Seminar3 with an old heresy known as Gnos-
ticism. The first part led cult participants to put 
their own authority above that of God’s Word; the 
second part rationalized that our bodies are only 
temporary, corrupt “containers” for our souls. 
The Jesus Seminar part of the Heaven’s Gate 
belief system denied the reality and significance 
of Jesus’ atoning death and bodily resurrection; 
the Gnostic part advocated that physical death is 
the beneficial gateway to spiritual perfection and 
heaven. Synthesized and taken to the extreme in 
the Heaven’s Gate cult, this belief system led to 
the group suicide of thirty-nine adults in Rancho 
Santa Fe, California.4

For a third example, we turn to another small, 
recent cult known as The Body or the Attleboro 
3 Starting in the 1980s, the Jesus Seminar was a group of people, primarily 

academics, who denied the inerrancy and inspiration of the Bible. They met to 
debate how much of Jesus’ words and actions in the Gospels were authentic, 
eventually declaring that over 80 percent of Jesus’ recorded deeds and speech 
were inauthentic.

4 “Hell at Heaven’s Gate,” World Magazine, April 12, 1997, https://wng.org 
/articles/hell-at-heavens-gate-1617646282.
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cult. With up to forty members in Attleboro, Mas-
sachusetts, this cult came into being when a few 
families left their local church and Bible studies to 
start their own home church. They believed that 
they had received special revelations and scrip-
tural understanding from God that set them apart 
from the historic, orthodox Christian Church. In 
fact, they saw themselves as the only true Chris-
tians left on earth. Their isolated world came 
apart, though, when a cult member’s prophecy 
led them to starve a ten-month-old child to death. 
Police investigations led to a murder conviction 
and prison sentences.5

A fourth, even more modern example involves 
a cult that revolves around a Messiah-like leader, 
even though it does not explicitly embrace any 
particularly Christian beliefs. NXIVM started as 
a professional development group but evolved 
quickly into a self-improvement cult involving 
racketeering, sex trafficking, slave labor, and other 
5 Candi Cushman, “Fatal Revelation: How a Small ‘Christian’ Bible Study Group 

Turned into a Deadly Cult,” World Magazine, February 17, 2001, https://wng 
.org/articles/fatal-revelation-1617340233, and Emily Belz, “When the Fog 
Lifts,” World Magazine, June 29, 2019, https://wng.org/articles/when-the-fog 
-lifts-1620590821.
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crimes. Its founder, Keith Raniere, ruled the cult 
through a hierarchy of associates. As a purported 
self-help group, it taught a false form of salvation 
based on total submission to the leader of the 
cult.6

As we look for common threads in these four 
examples, we see that cults are dangerous for 
their participants. Sadly, while details may differ 
from one cult to another, outcomes for partici-
pants often involve physical or emotional abuse, 
manipulation, sexual abuse (incest, pedophilia, 
rape, or sexual assault), enslavement, mass sui-
cide, or murder. By diverting their members from 
salvation found only in Jesus, cults lead people 
away from God’s promise of eternal life. If your 
family members, friends, or neighbors become 
involved with a cult, they are at risk even though 
they may not realize it. And if you bring up the 
risks, they will probably become defensive or even 
angry as they deny it.

6 Deanna Paul, “Nxivm Founder Keith Raniere Sentenced to 120 Years,” The 
Wall Street Journal, October 27, 2020, and Mimi Nguyen Ly, “Keith Raniere, 
NXIVM Cult Leader, Ordered to Pay $3.5 Million to Victims,” The Epoch 
Times, July 21, 2021.
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Cults pose another danger early in a person’s 
involvement by attracting and entrapping him or 
her. Nobody wakes up in the morning and says, 
“What a beautiful morning! I think I will join a 
cult today!” Instead, the cult draws people in as 
they seek spiritual truth, fulfillment, self-improve-
ment, comfort, friendship, or emotional support. 
As their entanglement with the cult grows, they 
are deceived, isolated, and manipulated. If these 
people are not well-grounded in Scripture, it is 
easy for them to be deceived by false teaching, a 
charismatic leader, or both.

WHAT ARE CULTS LIKE?

Cults come and go, historically speaking, and 
they appear in different shapes and sizes. Howev-
er, cults have many spiritual, sociological, and psy-
chological characteristics in common:

• Charismatic, authoritarian leaders. A cult 
leader may display an attractive, dynamic 
personality to entice followers and assert 
authority. This personality may be real or a 
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facade. For example, the Peoples Temple, 
described briefly above, grew around the 
captivating personality of Jim Jones. Alter-
natively, cult leaders may attract followers 
with claims of a new revelation of truth, since 
potential followers may find their teaching 
(see next item) more attractive than their 
personality. Their leadership usually avoids 
accountability to peers or superiors. In fact, 
they probably believe that they have no peers 
or superiors. Implicitly or explicitly, they may 
not acknowledge any accountability to God, 
although they may give the matter nominal 
lip service. While genuine Christian leaders 
are quick to give God thanks and glory, cult 
leaders may not even mention Jesus, much 
less acknowledge His lordship.

• Claims of a new revelation of truth. Cults 
invariably teach a distorted view of biblical 
truth, a version that leaves out key parts of 
the truth, or a version that adds their own 
warped ideas to God’s Word. Sometimes 
they assert special knowledge by claiming to 



11

have prophecies, revelations, or new truths 
that add to the Bible or that go beyond what 
the Bible teaches. For example, The Body, 
mentioned above, set aside much of the 
Bible in favor of living by special revelations 
in the form of prophecy from a few assertive 
cult members. Larger cults may even publish 
their own version of scriptures and teach 
that the Bible used by orthodox Christians is 
corrupt and unreliable. Typically, cult teach-
ing involves some form of salvation by works, 
and of course, the works necessary for salva-
tion (however they define salvation) require 
joining and supporting the cult. In essence, 
they replace salvation in Christ with some 
other form of salvation defined on their 
terms rather than by God.

• Demand for total allegiance. Loyalty to the 
cult, its teachings, and its leadership are 
paramount. Any deviation from complete 
loyalty meets with disapproval, discipline, or 
punishment. A cult’s demands for allegiance 
preclude questions, doubts, and any ideas 


