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AN AMERICAN HERO

The place: Montreal, Canada. The year: 1976, 
an Olympic year. Igniting the passion of Amer-
ican sports enthusiasts, Bruce Jenner took the 
podium as the gold-medal winner of the decath-
lon. It was the ultimate test of athletic talent, 
skill, endurance, and accomplishment .  .  . and 
Bruce Jenner was the best in the world. Instantly, 
he became a national hero. His picture appeared 
on a Wheaties cereal box, a distinction reserved 
for champions. Young men and old wanted to 
be like him. Fast-forward to the year 2015. On 
the cover of the July issue of Vanity Fair maga-
zine was a photograph with the caption “Call me 
Caitlyn.” It was Bruce Jenner—a very different 
Bruce Jenner. Not long before that, in an inter-
view with Diane Sawyer on the television show 
20/20, Jenner came out as a trans woman, saying 
that she had dealt with gender dysphoria since 
her youth and that “for all intents and purposes, 
I’m a woman.” That was the rationale for multi-
ple surgeries and hormone treatments to make 
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Jenner appear on the outside the way he was 
feeling on the inside, like a woman. 

The reaction to Jenner’s very public story 
of personal transformation was all across the 
board. Some applauded his courage. Some were 
repulsed. Judgmental words flew back and forth. 
But all sides of the issue had to admit—a nerve 
had been struck. Adults and children were say-
ing, “That’s how I feel.”

WHY ARE YOU READING THIS?
Four people are reading these words right 

now. One is shocked and appalled by where 
society is going and is looking for ammuni-
tion to blast “those people” from a posture of 
self-righteousness. Another is concerned about 
where things are going in our world and wants to 
learn more, but is viewing it all from a distance. 
Still another has started to see these issues com-
ing closer and, in fact, is saying, “I see that in my 
world . .  . in my life . .  . in my family.” And the 
final person is thinking, “This is talking about 
me.” 

To the first person—put down this booklet. 
What is written here is about speaking the truth 
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in love and not about fueling angry diatribes and 
judgmental attitudes. You will only misuse what 
you find here. 

To the others—keep reading. The message of 
Christianity is one of a shared struggle with sin, 
shared by all. But the message of Christianity is 
also one of promise and victory in Jesus Christ, 
designed for all. Regardless of where people 
are—on society’s fringe or on Christianity’s 
moral and spiritual fringe—the heart of God is 
filled with compassion and longing to draw all 
people to Himself.

NOTHING NEW
Some people are wringing their hands, won-

dering why this “new” problem has emerged 
in our society. In many ways, however, “there 
is nothing new under the sun,” as the writer of 
Ecclesiastes says in the Bible (1:9). All the way 
back in the Old Testament, the fledgling nation 
of Israel specifically needed to be instructed: 
“A woman shall not wear a man’s garment, nor 
shall a man put on a woman’s cloak, for whoever 
does these things is an abomination to the Lord 
your God” (Deuteronomy 22:5). Please note: Care 
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should be given when extracting Old Testament 
laws for the nation of Israel to apply to our con-
temporary culture; however, it is clear—ancient 
times had instances of women and men who 
wanted to cross certain gender-defined lines. 

So, if it is true that people have struggled 
with their sexual identity for much of history, 
why does it seem different today? It’s all over 
the place. There are men who think not only 
that they would be better off living as women 
but also that they really are women. There are 
women who think they would be better off as 
men. There are girls attracted to girls and boys 
attracted to boys, some to neither, but some to 
both. As if that were not enough, the social media 
platform Facebook at one point came out with 
fifty-eight different designations under the cat-
egory “Gender.” Now, the options on Facebook 
are simply “Male,” “Female,” and “Custom.” 

What has happened? Answer: Issues that 
have troubled humanity for ages have hit social 
media and a permission-giving culture. Con-
versations that previously happened in back 
rooms are now in the mainstream. And society 
is struggling to have these conversations when 
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many have either rejected or are ignorant of the 
biblical worldview and what the Bible says about 
God’s gift of humanity and sexuality. 

A SAFE PLACE
There is a dangerous opinion floating around 

our communities, and it is that the Church is 
not a safe place to talk about issues of sexual-
ity and gender identity. Some falsely think the 
Bible and those who say they live by it are filled 
with nothing but judgment. The first step in a 
Christian, biblical response to transgenderism 
is changing that perception. Certainly, the Bible 
is filled with judgment statements. “Thou shalt 
not” does not leave room for “But what if I want 
to?” Behind God’s statements of judgment and 
declarations of His Law are His love for His cre-
ation and His desire to set humanity on a good 
path, a redemptive path, a path that is described 
by Jesus as life to the full, as having life “abun-
dantly” (John 10:10).

When Jesus walked this earth, He had an 
incredible ability to balance judgment with love. 
He had remarkably high standards. He had zero 
tolerance for sin in any form. However, He also 
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OPENING REFLECTION

You have questions. Why did this happen? 
How did we get here? What can be done? You 
may be feeling lost and angry, frightened and de-
spairing. 

You or someone you love is in a dark place. 
You are looking for light, for hope, for peace, for 
a solution that works. 

There is hope. Be assured that nothing—noth-
ing—can separate you from your Savior, Jesus, 
who loves you. Your sin cannot. Someone else’s 
sin cannot. Death cannot.

Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? 
Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or 
famine, or nakedness, or danger, or sword? As it 
is written,

“For Your sake we are being killed all the 
day long; we are regarded as sheep to be 
slaughtered.”

No, in all these things we are more than 
conquerors through Him who loved us. For I am 
sure that neither death nor life, nor angels nor 
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rulers, nor things present nor things to come, 
nor powers, nor height nor depth, nor anything 
else in all creation, will be able to separate us 
from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
(Romans 8:35–39)

Keep this promise in your heart. Hold fast to 
Christ. Keep your eyes on Him alone. There is 
light in this darkness. Jesus is that light. 

We go to the beginning . . . God’s beginning. 
Mankind is the primary creature of God’s “very 
good” creation (Genesis 1:31). The Creator fash-
ioned us with free will. That free will comes with 
vulnerability to choose what is not good and 
perhaps even harmful. Yet remarkably, ours is 
a God of grace who loves us—all of us. He is a 
God of second chances. And third chances. And 
fourth. His infinite mercy is ours because Jesus 
lived and died for us. Therefore, we have hope 
“as a sure and steadfast anchor of the soul” (He-
brews 6:19).

There is no doubt that addiction is a physical, 
mental, emotional, and spiritual crisis. There 
is also no doubt that God offers insight and 
hope in His Word. As you read here about that 
hope, consider having a Bible available to aid in 
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your reading. If you don’t have a Bible, use your 
phone or tablet to look up these passages on the 
Internet. 

LESSONS FROM GENESIS

In the beginning, God created . . . (Genesis 1:1)

And God saw that everything that He had made 
. . . it was very good. (v. 31)

God’s “very good” creation was perfect. Its 
pinnacle, the very top of the very best, was man-
kind, whom He made “in His own image” (v. 27). 

God loved His first people and desired an in-
timate relationship with them. The key element 
of this relationship was shared love—from God 
to mankind, from mankind to God, and between 
the people He created.

Evident in the opening passages of Scripture 
is another quality God bestowed on mankind: 
free will, a blessing unique to this special crea-
ture. Man would not be led by instinct. Based on 
love and in response to love, he would think and 
feel and choose. Love would include free will.

Yes, God gave mankind the freedom to choose 
(see Genesis 2:16). And this freedom comes with 
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consequences. Choose well, and God is pleased. 
Choose poorly, and He is angered. Mankind’s 
poor choice is why God introduced death (see 
Genesis 2:17), the ultimate consequence for pur-
suing what is forbidden.

God’s Word makes it obvious how painfully 
vulnerable mankind truly is. Eve and Adam both 
succumbed to temptation and chose what was 
clearly forbidden (Genesis 3:1–7). The first peo-
ple took a radical detour from God’s desired, 
perfect plan. How quickly humanity traversed 
the slippery slope from temptation to sin!

Adam and Eve’s response for their sinful 
choice further proves human weakness. They 
knew they had disobeyed God, and so they tried 
to hide from Him (v. 8). When He questioned 
them, their response was self-defense, by blam-
ing others (vv. 9–13). They felt shame and guilt 
and tried to lie their way out of the mess they 
had created.

This is an apt place to share an acronym for God used in some 
recovery programs. In a very practical description, G-O-D is Good, 
Orderly Direction. This identifies both the quality of His creation and 
His plan for mankind.
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The enemy is clearly identified as the crafty 
serpent (v. 1), Satan, the archenemy of all that is 
good and godly. We dare not underestimate the 
enemy’s insight into human nature nor the sav-
agery of his plot to destroy. His primary target is 
God’s key element—love relationships.

ADDICTION—A BEGINNING OF 
UNDERSTANDING

Addictive behavior is an example of free will 
that is radically out of control, a spiraling pat-
tern of irrational, destructive choices that cor-
rupt the relationship with God and with fellow 
man. The spiritual dimensions of addiction are 
substantial. The path begins with a sharp detour 
from God’s plan for life and love. Satan is the 
author of temptation, but the addict is always 
responsible for his or her choices. God offers no 
amnesty.

Temptation opens the door to sinful choic-
es. Addiction is an inability or refusal to resist 
temptation. Satan is allowed in. The ultimate 
outcome of addiction is death, perhaps not 
physical death, although that happens, but death 





A Biblical Response to 
Divorce

Travis W. Ferguson



Copyright © 2020 Concordia Publishing House 
3558 S. Jefferson Ave., St. Louis, MO 63118–3968
1-800-325-3040 • cph.org

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be repro-
duced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or 
by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, 
or otherwise, without the prior written permission of Concordia 
Publishing House.

Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are from the 
ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®), copy-
right © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News 
Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Small Catechism quotations are from Luther’s Small Catechism 
with Explanation, copyright © 1986, 2017 Concordia Publishing 
House. All rights reserved.

Manufactured in the United States of America

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10     29 28 27 26 25 24 23 22 21 20



3

BROKEN PIECES

When I was in seminary in St. Louis, I took 
frequent trips to the Cathedral Basilica—a beau-
tiful place to sit, pray, and reflect. Often, my eyes 
wandered to the various pieces of stunning art-
work throughout the space. The most eye-cap-
turing pieces in the cathedral are the mosaics, 
made with more than forty-one million pieces 
of glass in seven thousand colors. From a dis-
tance, they don’t look like mosaics at all—they 
look like paintings. 

Why start with mosaics? It is because every 
person’s life consists of millions of little pieces 
that make the picture of who they are. Some of 
these pieces are great moments, like the birth of 
a child, while some are dark memories, like the 
death of a loved one or the end of a marriage. 

As a child, and grandchild, of divorce, I wres-
tled with how this piece added to the mosaic 
of my life. I went through the normal stages of 
grief, like many do, before finally learning in my 
college years that, because of Christ, anything 
can be made whole again. One of the best pieces 
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of wisdom that communicates this truth is from 
Dr. Jacob Youmans, who told me, “Travis, if you 
believe in the resurrection, then you believe that 
God can restore absolutely anything.” 

If you gain nothing else from the remainder 
of this writing, I pray that you would know that. 
God can, and does, make your broken life whole 
through the precious blood of Jesus.

BIBLICAL REASONS FOR DIVORCE
Brokenness is not what God intended for the 

world. God created this beautiful place called 
the Garden of Eden, which was absolute perfec-
tion. It was free from death, wrongdoing, and 
any corrupted intentions. In this garden, God 
made Adam and Eve. 

When Adam saw Eve, he said, “This at last 
is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” 
(Genesis 2:23). Immediately after that, we see 
the words that are read at most Christian wed-
dings: “Therefore a man shall leave his father 
and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and 
they shall become one flesh” (Genesis 2:24).

Unfortunately, this uncorrupted, beautiful 
garden did not stay that way for long. Adam and 
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Eve listened to Satan, disobeyed God, were ban-
ished from the garden—and here we are today. 

Divorce was never part of God’s plan. Rather, 
it is the result of a fallen world. Please do not 
take this as a judgmental statement—it is sim-
ply fact. Every person who has entered a marital 
union, or has been part of any relationship, is 
a sinful individual. The apostle Paul, who wrote 
much of the New Testament, calls himself the 
“foremost” of sinners (1 Timothy 1:15). He ex-
plains, “For I do not do what I want, but I do 
the very thing I hate” (Romans 7:15). In every 
relationship, sin rears its ugly head and reminds 
us of imperfection. 

Divorce was not part of what God wanted for 
humans; nevertheless, we live in a world where 
this is reality. In the New Testament, we hear 
about divorce from two people: Jesus and Paul. 

Let’s take a look at what Jesus says about it in 
the Gospel of Matthew:

Now when Jesus had finished these say-
ings, He went away from Galilee and 
entered the region of Judea beyond the 
Jordan. And large crowds followed Him, 
and He healed them there. And Phar-
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isees came up to Him and tested Him 
by asking, “Is it lawful to divorce one’s 
wife for any cause?” He answered, “Have 
you not read that He who created them 
from the beginning made them male 
and female, and said, ‘Therefore a man 
shall leave his father and his mother and 
hold fast to his wife, and the two shall 
become one flesh’? So they are no longer 
two but one flesh. What therefore God 
has joined together, let not man sepa-
rate.” They said to Him, “Why then did 
Moses command one to give a certificate 
of divorce and to send her away?” (in ref-
erence to Deuteronomy 24:1–4). He said 
to them, “Because of your hardness of 
heart Moses allowed you to divorce your 
wives, but from the beginning it was not 
so. And I say to you: whoever divorces 
his wife, except for sexual immorality, and 
marries another, commits adultery.” 
(Matthew 19:1–9, emphasis added)

Jesus gives the first reason for divorce: sexu-
al immorality. 
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Now, let’s look at what Paul says in 
1 Corinthians:

To the married I give this charge (not I, 
but the Lord): the wife should not sepa-
rate from her husband (but if she does, 
she should remain unmarried or else 
be reconciled to her husband), and the 
husband should not divorce his wife. 
To the rest I say (I, not the Lord) that if 
any brother has a wife who is an unbe-
liever, and she consents to live with him, 
he should not divorce her. If any woman 
has a husband who is an unbeliever, and 
he consents to live with her, she should 
not divorce him. For the unbelieving 
husband is made holy because of his 
wife, and the unbelieving wife is made 
holy because of her husband. Otherwise 
your children would be unclean, but as 
it is, they are holy. But if the unbelieving 
partner separates, let it be so. In such cases 
the brother or sister is not enslaved. God 
has called you to peace. For how do you 
know, wife, whether you will save your 
husband? Or how do you know, hus-
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When it comes to homosexuality, many 
sincere Christians believe that Jesus was 
silent on the topic. Or that times change, 
and Scripture doesn’t apply. Or even that 
the Bible has been misinterpreted. Has it? 

If you are attracted to the same sex, or 
you know someone who is, be assured that 
it is not a sin to be tempted. Rather, Scrip-
ture teaches that all people sin, and we can-
not escape temptation. It also assures us 
that God loves us unconditionally in Christ.

Conversations about same-sex behavior 
can be delicate, but they can take place with-
in a safe environment when we listen with a 
caring heart, without judgment, and—most  
important—with the assurance of Christ’s 
love and forgiveness. 

The Biblical Response series offers easy-
to-read summaries of important cultural 
topics for people who want to know what 
God’s Holy Word says about cultural issues 
that touch our lives. 
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Why are you reading this? 
Did a friend or family member give you this 

booklet because you are gay and that person 
wants you to know what God says about it? Or 
did you pick it up on your own because you want 
to know what the Bible teaches about homosex-
uality, and you’re confused why some Christian 
denominations condemn it and others approve 
of it? Do you want biblical guidance because your 
son or daughter or husband or wife or mother or 
father or friend just announced that he or she 
is gay? Maybe you are reading this because you 
already know what the Bible says about this top-
ic, and you want to know if God loves someone 
who has same-sex desires. 

Whatever your reason for reading this, there 
is something you must know:

God loves you!
Whether you are a Christian or a non-Chris-

tian, gay or straight, married or single, whatever 
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your desires or behaviors—know that God loves 
you. 

An Overview

Ever since the first two humans rebelled 
against God (Genesis 3:1–8; 2 Corinthians 11:3), 
we all have been conceived as people who do 
not love God and who do not trust Him (Gen-
esis 8:21; Psalm 51; Romans 5:12). We all engage 
in behaviors that the Bible clearly condemns as 
sinful and rebellious against God’s will. We de-
serve nothing but His just wrath (Ephesians 2:1–
3). But God does not leave us there. He chose 
to love us and to save us from ourselves and 
the condemnation we deserve. Look closely at 
Ephesians 2:4–10. God’s grace is a gift; we do not 
earn it. The entire Bible can be summed up as 
God’s plan to save us from our own evil choices 
so that we might live eternally in His love.

The apostle Paul wrote, “The saying is trust-
worthy and deserving of full acceptance, that 
Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners, 
of whom I am the foremost” (1 Timothy 1:15). 
Paul also wrote, “For if while we were enemies 
we were reconciled to God by the death of His 
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Son, much more, now that we are reconciled, 
shall we be saved by His life” (Romans 5:10). 
God’s Son willingly suffered God’s wrath when 
He suffered and died on the cross for all of our 
sins—including our sexual sins. 

When God confronts us about the sin in our 
life, whether through this booklet or a sermon 
or a Bible reading, it is so we might understand 
that our sin is evil and receive forgiveness and 
new life through His Son (1 John 1:7–2:2). When 
God moves us to grieve over our sin and trust in 
His Son, He makes us into new people whom He 
cherishes (2 Corinthians 5:14–19) and through 
whom He does good works that are pleasing in 
His sight (John 15:5; Ephesians 2:10). 

Christians continue to struggle with evil de-
sires and behaviors because we have a sinful 
nature (Romans 7:14–24; Galatians 5:17), but we 
are forgiven because of Christ’s sacrifice on the 
cross. God adores us as His dearly loved chil-
dren (Romans 7:25–8:1; 1 John 3:1–2).

So if you are convicted of sexual sin in your 
life, know that 

God loves you.
And through faith in His Son, you are forgiv-

en and holy in God’s sight.
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If you are concerned about someone else who 
is practicing same-sex behavior, be assured that 
God loves that person even more than you do, 
and He can use you to share His forgiveness and 
saving Word with them.

“Heterosexuality” versus “Homosexuality”

To understand what the Bible teaches about 
this topic, we must first recognize that Scripture 
does not make a distinction between heterosex-
uality and homosexuality as though the former is 
normal and the latter abnormal. Instead, Scrip-
ture speaks of sexuality as “very good” when it 
takes place between one man and one woman 
within God’s gift of marriage (Genesis 1:27–28; 
2:24; Matthew 19:1–6). Scripture also speaks of 
the single and celibate life as a vocation that can 
give glory to God and be a blessing to others 
(Matthew 19:12b; 1 Corinthians 7:7).

The problem is that when we adopt the 
world’s distinction between heterosexuality 
and homosexuality, we can fall into the error of 
thinking that opposite-sex behavior outside of 
marriage is not as sinful as same-sex behavior. 
We must recognize that Scripture clearly teach-
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Conversations about abortion are often un-
comfortable. Maybe you’ve experienced that 
discomfort. Maybe you’ve faced anxiety, an-
ger, or fear. Maybe you’re mourning with or for 
someone who has had an abortion. Or perhaps 
someone you know and love is dealing with a 
surprise pregnancy.

Take comfort. You don’t have to win any argu-
ments. You don’t have to silence the opposition. 
You don’t have to be the expert. You don’t have 
to be successful. You cannot change anybody’s 
mind; only God can do that. You are called sim-
ply to witness to the truth in love. Jesus Christ 
knows how to change hearts. He has the power 
to save lives. His Gospel will take root and bear 
fruit, in His time and according to His will.

You may remain calm and cheerful. You may 
have confidence and conviction. You have the 
opportunity to share joy and hope! The Lord has 
put it in your heart. He will put it on your lips. 
Let’s learn how together.
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INTRODUCTION
The Bible proclaims God’s love for life. Our 

almighty Maker creates every human life. Our 
Lord and Savior redeems every human life. Our 
heavenly Father calls every human life priceless. 
His grace gives worth and purpose to every hu-
man life, from fertilization to forever. Nobody’s 
age, appearance, or ability can impair this worth 
or purpose or improve upon it.

This sanctity of life lies at the very heart of 
the Gospel of Jesus Christ. The Lord God does 
not limit His respect and protection for human-
kind to a few isolated passages in the Scriptures. 
Every page and every word reflects it. Our Lord 
gives us the privilege and the courage to speak 
this truth. And He gives us, His beloved baptized 
children, the responsibility and compassion to 
show this love.

Sanctity of life involves more than political 
controversy or personal choice. It deals with un-
deniable realities beyond legislation, elections, 
majorities, and magistrates. It is concerned with 
the truth about humanity, and it impacts every 
one of us. Perhaps we ought to consider this is-
sue as the sanctity of lives, because life issues 
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such as surprise pregnancies involve multiple 
people. Pregnancy complicated by poverty al-
ways includes the pregnant mother, her child, 
and the father—all facing destitution. Pregnancy 
made difficult by abuse or abandonment always 
has a woman abused or abandoned. Congenital 
diseases, disabilities, and deformities affect the 
parents and the child.

HISTORY OF THE CHRISTIAN RESPONSE 
TO ABORTION

Abortion intentionally ends a child’s life be-
fore birth. It has been happening for millennia. 
The devil has long deceived individuals and 
whole civilizations into using death to address 
distress and resolve suffering. Ancient cultures 
from the Egyptians to the Indians, Persians, 
Polynesians, Greeks, and Romans developed 
abortion medications and procedures.

The earliest Christians opposed abortion. 
The Didache, that is, The Teaching of the Twelve 
Apostles, was written around the same time as 
the New Testament. It states plainly, “Thou 
shalt not murder a child by abortion nor kill that 
which is begotten” (The Teaching of the Twelve 
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Apostles 2.1). The Epistle of Barnabas, from the 
second century, also instructs, “Thou shalt not 
slay the child by procuring abortion; nor, again, 
shalt thou destroy it after it is born” (The Epistle 
of Barnabas 19.1). And Church Fathers Clement 
of Alexandria, Tertullian, Hippolytus, Ambrose, 
Augustine, Jerome, and John Chrysostom, as 
well as multiple ecumenical councils, all con-
demned abortions. They embraced and assisted 
women who experienced surprise pregnancies. 
They advocated against the barbaric practice of 
abortion, and they labored to outlaw it. Abor-
tion dwindled in the medieval empire but never 
entirely disappeared.

It took hold again in Enlightenment-era Eu-
ropean societies. They romanticized the pagans 
of old and revived their evils. Martin Luther lift-
ed his voice in favor of little ones: “How great, 
therefore, the wickedness of human nature is! 
How many girls there are who prevent concep-
tion and kill and expel tender fetuses, although 
procreation is the work of God!” (LW 4:304). 
“For those who pay no attention to pregnant 
women and do not spare the tender fetus be-
come murderers” (LW 5:382). Reformers John 
Calvin and Ignatius Loyola said the same.
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WHAT IS ABORTION?

Modern science didn’t invent abortion, but 
it has made abortion methods highly effective. 
Many hormonal contraceptives, or birth control 
pills, can cause an unborn baby’s death. They do 
this by preventing an embryo from implanting 
in the uterine lining. (One emergency contra-
ceptive, the morning-after pill Ella, works this 
way as well.) Intrauterine devices, or IUDs, 
work by inflaming the walls of the womb. These 
plastic or metal fragments also inhibit embryo 
attachment.

Chemical Abortion
Most abortions before ten weeks’ gestation 

use drugs. We call these chemical abortions. The 
abortion pill (sometimes known as RU-486, its 
research trial title) actually consists of two sub-
stances: mifepristone and misoprostol. The first 
disables the placenta, and the baby starves and 
suffocates. The second induces labor to deliver 
the dead body. A mother usually takes mifepri-
stone at a clinic and, twenty-four to forty-eight 
hours later, takes misoprostol at home.
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Thoughts can be dark and defeating. Hope 
can be elusive, like a leaf carried away in the 
wind, always beyond reach, and then . . . lost. 

Sometimes there is a way through. One foot 
in front of the other. Eventually a toehold on the 
other side. But sometimes mental pain persists 
and overwhelms for days, months, even years, 
making life excruciatingly difficult. The mind 
can take an insidious turn and is convinced that 
no one cares, no one understands, no one is 
there. Relentless waves of self-loathing, worth-
lessness, and hopelessness crash upon some. 
Death seems to be the only answer when the de-
sire to live diminishes. 

PLEASE NOTE: If you need help, tell  
someone immediately. Call the  

National Suicide Prevention Lifeline  
at 1-800-273-8255, call 911, or go to  

suicidepreventionlifeline.org.
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Such anguish can make us wonder if Christ 
loves us. He does. He loves YOU, and He declares 
this truth in His Holy Word. He who gave His 
back for you will never turn His back on you. He 
who stretched out His arms for you will never 
fold them with indifference. The cross proves 
His love for you; the empty tomb that He lives. 
His promise to never forsake you stands—it is 
unbreakable. He inclines His ear to you in the 
richest of mercy. The love of Christ for you is 
far deeper than your deepest wound. The Lord 
“heals the brokenhearted and binds up their 
wounds” (Psalm 147:3). 

Who comes to mind when you hear the word 
suicide? A relative, an acquaintance, a friend? 
You? Suicide is more common than some people 
think. In fact, it’s one of the leading causes of 
death in the United States. In 2018, the National 
Suicide Prevention Lifeline received more than 
two million calls. Due to the steadily increas-
ing number of calls, the hotline, currently ten 
numbers (1-800-273-8255), will be reduced to 
three—988—in 2022. 

While sometimes there are warning signs, 
suicide cannot always be predicted. Valued pos-
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sessions may or may not be given away. Des-
perate words of hopelessness, being trapped in 
endless pain, or being a burden to others may or 
may not be expressed. Dangerous behavior may 
or may not be displayed.

Every case is different, but there are risk 
factors, such as relationship problems, loss of 
employment, drug or alcohol abuse, mental ill-
ness, mood disorders, chronic illness, grief, or 
bullying. 

The act of suicide can be contemplated for a 
long time or a short time. There may be repeated 
suicidal attempts. Or not. 

The person who is contemplating suicide has 
questioned or even abandoned the great biblical 
truth of God’s unending love and enduring com-
passion. The distress is so unrelenting that the 
person cannot believe that the Lord still loves 
him or her. But God does. Unconditionally. 
Eternally. He declares His love in His Word, and 
we are comforted knowing “the sum of [His] 
word is truth” (Psalm 119:160). The Lord loves 
us “with an everlasting love” (Jeremiah 31:3). 
In love He bids us, “Come to Me, all who labor 
and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest” 
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(Matthew 11:28). Your Baptism is a rich, deep 
well of comfort, and the Lord’s house a refuge for 
your soul, where you are strengthened through 
Word and Sacrament. The Lord bestows upon 
you, most faithfully and lovingly, the gifts of for-
giveness, life, and salvation. 

As a law enforcement chaplain, I am regularly 
called to emergencies. One of them was espe-
cially personal. I walked into the motel room 
where a member of my congregation held a 
shotgun under his chin, the end of the gun on 
the floor. Marriage troubles. Job loss. Excessive 
alcohol consumption. Clouded judgment. Men-
tal anguish. Life had become for him an unnavi-
gable labyrinth of pain. He saw no other way. At 
the coaxing of a police officer, the man finally 
placed the gun into my hands. 

Another call came from the anguished mother 
of a fifteen-year-old girl to meet her at the hos-
pital emergency room. The girl’s stomach had 
been pumped to rid her body of an excessive 
intake of vodka. Hours later, the girl spoke only 
of intense and unyielding pain stemming from 
her parents’ bitter divorce, leaving her feeling 
unwanted, unloved, and responsible for it all. 
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This was her cry for help, an attempt to end her 
pain. 

I remember the conversation with a young 
man. He didn’t know what he wanted to do with 
his life. His father was a successful businessman, 
but the young man didn’t measure up in his 
father’s eyes. He was, using his own words, “stu-
pid, ugly, a mistake, a failure.” That is what he 
learned from his “successful” father. This young 
man’s inner dialogue was that of self-loathing 
and worthlessness. He sought to end it all but 
thankfully reached out for help.

Have you thought of yourself in such a way? 
As worthless? a mistake? Have you wanted to 
end it all? Why do we believe foul lies of the devil 
but dismiss the truth of what the Lord speaks in 
His Word? 

I remember the devastating phone call. My 
brother-in-law had taken his own life. Our entire 
family was overwhelmed with shock and sad-
ness. We asked a plethora of questions: Hadn’t 
we seen him not long ago at a family gathering? 
He seemed fine, didn’t he? How could we not 
have seen this coming? How could we have let 
this happen? 
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GOD IS OUR CREATOR, AND WE ARE HIS 
CREATURES.

This relationship defines the whole universe—
but it was also deeply disordered by humanity’s fall 
into sin. The roles of Creator and created are con-
fused every time we sine, but they are particularly 
distorted in the practice of witchcraft. Witchcraft, 
simply defined, is any practice by which a per-
son seeks to gain control over his or her circum-
stances through the use of magical, supernatural, 
or occult means. Witchcraft can take many forms; 
some self-proclaimed “white witches” attempt to 
harmonize themselves with nature, while others 
use witchcraft in search of physical health or pros-
perity. Still, others use witchcraft for outright vi-
olent ends, such as revenge or aggression, going 
so far as to “hex” (to cast a magic spell meant to 
personally harm) neighbors, loved ones, or even 
politicians they feel have wronged them.
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The problem with witchcraft is ultimately the 
problem with every sin: We are not God; we are 
not the Creator. We are God’s creatures. But 
we have rejected that and want to take His 
place. Being God’s creatures means we neither 
mete out justice nor blessing because we cannot. 
Not only have we sinned and are now unable to 
be righteous on our own, but we also will always 
remain in a totally different role than God. Being a 
creature isn’t a bad thing, though; it’s a wonderful 
thing to receive all of the good gifts of God our  
Father. However, creatures aren’t gods, nor are 
gods to be found among creatures. Jesus Christ 
took on human flesh to redeem us, a lost and 
guilty people, but He is the only man in all of hu-
man history to be both God and man. And He lived 
and died for people who practice witchcraft too. 
Because they, like us, have sinned, they also, like 
us, need Jesus. This tract seeks to provide you 
basic information about witchcraft in both his-
torical and contemporary contexts and to give 
you the tools to respond biblically to people in 
your life who practice witchcraft.
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WITCHCRAFT TODAY

Witchcraft and the occult have grown rapidly 
in popularity since the 2010s—hardly a commu-
nity in America does not have a New Age section 
in their local bookstore, an avid astrology follow-
ing, or even a coven or other group of self-iden-
tifying witches. Today, there exists a wide range 
of organized groups that practice witchcraft, as 
well as individuals outside of organized pagan re-
ligions who may pick and choose elements to in-
corporate into their worldviews. The largest and 
most well-known group is Wicca, a group that de-
veloped in England during the twentieth century 
and that sought to reclaim pre-Christian English 
paganism. Others may be neo-pagans, who also try 
to reconstitute pre-Christian folk religious prac-
tices, such as the worship of the Norse gods Thor 
and Odin. Satanists may also practice witchcraft, 
though some “satanists” are not actually religious 
but are instead atheists or agnostics who identify 
with the rebellion and “independence” Satan rep-
resents. Still others, who may not formally iden-
tify as “witches” or may identify as something else 
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entirely—even Christian!—may incorporate cer-
tain beliefs or practices borrowed from witchcraft.

Because of the diversity of groups that practice 
witchcraft today, it can be difficult to nail them all 
down in a single definition. There are, however, 
some general characteristics that apply to most 
groups and individuals who practice witchcraft:

• Polytheistic: worship two or more gods

• Pantheistic: believe gods, goddesses, and/or a 
“divine presence” are in all things, especially 
nature

• No sin, no salvation: lack a concept like the 
Christian idea of sin, and, by extension, lack a 
concept of redemption, salvation, heaven and 
hell, or a bodily resurrection

• “Do no harm”: the chief ethical demand made 
of witches, though this is not always followed 
(for example, by those who use magic to pun-
ish enemies)

• Affinity with nature: high view of nature derived 
from pantheism; some witches may be involved 
in ecological activism or “green” politics
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“You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love 
your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to 
you, Love your enemies and pray for those who 
persecute you.” (Matthew 5:43–44)

A CHRISTIAN RESPONSE
In forming a loving Christian response to 

Muslims, it is necessary to understand some  
of the basics about their beliefs. In addition to some 
serious misunderstandings that Muslims  have  
about Christianity, there are irreconcilable differ-
ences between the religions.

This booklet provides the Christian with some 
basic teachings of both religions so that common-
alities, as well as differences, can be identified and 
understood.

Dialogue is about listening to the other per-
son’s story. But it is not one-way communication. 
We listen sincerely and sympathetically, pointing 
out commonalities between the two religions, 
with the view of building bridges between Islam 
and Christianity. But the Christian must be able 
to lovingly and uncompromisingly point out how 
the Gospel differs from Muhammad’s message so 
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that the Muslim can see God’s love as revealed in 
Jesus Christ.

THE RISE OF ISLAM
For fourteen hundred years, since the seventh 

and eighth centuries AD, Islam has proclaimed  
itself the corrective to and the fulfillment of the 
Christian message.

For Islam, the Reformation did not take place 
in Germany in 1517, but in Arabia in AD 610.  
Muhammad claimed that he had received a reve-
lation from Allah through the archangel Gabriel. 
Muslims believe the Qur’an is the record of that 
revelation, in which Jesus Christ was deemed to 
be merely an earlier Muslim prophet. Further-
more, the Jesus of the Qur’an foretold the advent 
of the prophet Muhammad. Christ was considered 
inferior to Islam’s prophet, who claimed to be the 
final messenger of Allah, “the seal of the proph-
ets” (Qur’an 33:40).

In less than a half century, the followers of 
Muhammad conquered most of the Old World by 
force, vanquishing Christian-majority provinces 
in the Middle East and North Africa. Traumatized 
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and subjugated, Christian communities in those 
lands were confronted by an insecure future.

Christians and other non-Muslim popula-
tions became second-class subjects in the newly  
declared Islamic lands. They were given three  
options: convert to Islam, pay jizya (a tax up 
to half of their possessions), or die under the 
sword. Before the rise of the nineteenth-century  
European empires, Islam spread from China to 
Eastern Europe, and to North Africa.

Islam’s imperial and military power collapsed 
with the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in WWI 
(1914–18) and the abolishing of the Ottoman  
caliphate in 1923. However, radical Islam rose in 
the second half of the twentieth century all over 
the world with the spread of the Muslim Brother-
hood, the Wahhabi ideology, and the immigration 
of millions of Muslims to the West, including the 
United States.

Radical Islamists have established Islamic cen-
ters in the West, where they promote their version 
of Islam among Muslim immigrant populations. 
Of particular concern is that second-generation 
Muslims in many parts of the West have become 
more radicalized than the first-generation Muslim 
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immigrants. This is due to the establishment of 
Islamic parochial schools and centers generously 
supported by Saudi and Gulf petrodollars.

Some think that the terrorist attacks of Sep-
tember 11, 2001, were a setback to Islam in the 
West. Not so. In fact, the attacks ignited a new  
interest in Islam all over the West. It is estimat-
ed that around twenty-five thousand people con-
vert to Islam every year in North America. Almost 
two decades after the attacks against the United 
States, Islam is on the offensive in the West.

The twenty-first century has brought an explo-
sion of Islamic propagation via print and broad-
cast media. This propagation targets Muslim pop-
ulations in their homelands as well as the Muslim 
diaspora. Christianity is criticized and disparaged 
on Islamic social media platforms and satellite 
television broadcasts.

Some Christian apologists believe that Islam 
is the main threat to the West in general and to 
Christianity in particular. They fear that Chris-
tians who are not well catechized, who are bib-
lically illiterate, and who are not secure in their 
faith can be swept away by Islamic apologists who 
skillfully attack Christianity.
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INTRODUCTION

In 1978, the United States Army added a new 
religion to its manual for chaplains, Religious Re-
quirements and Practices. Under section VII, “Oth-
er Religions,” the Church of Satan was recognized 
as an official religion that would be served by a 
chaplain.

Satan clearly holds an appeal for some people, 
maybe even for you. After all, the US Army pro-
tects the rights of its soldiers to practice it. The 
purpose of this booklet is to describe satanism 
and its appeal, give a brief history of modern sa-
tanism, and listen to what the Bible says about Sa-
tan and satanism.

HISTORY OF MODERN SATANISM

On April 30, the spring equinox of 1966, a for-
mer carnival worker named Anton LaVey and a 
group of his followers organized the Church of 
Satan in San Francisco. In 1969, he published The 
Satanic Bible, which is a mix of occult teachings, 
black magic, and essays ridiculing Christianity.
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Consider LaVey’s Nine Satanic Statements as 
found on page VII–20 in the chaplain’s manual:

1.  Satan represents indulgence, instead of absti-
nence!

2.  Satan represents vital existence, instead of 
spiritual pipe dreams!

3.  Satan represents undefiled wisdom, instead of 
hypocritical self-deceit!

4.  Satan represents kindness to those who de-
serve it, instead of love wasted on ingrates!

5.  Satan represents vengeance, instead of turn-
ing the other cheek!

6.  Satan represents responsibility for the 
responsible, instead of concern for psychic 
vampires!

7.  Satan represents man as just another animal, 
sometimes better, more often worse than 
those that walk on all fours, who, because of 
his “divine and intellectual development,” has 
become the most vicious animal of all!
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8.  Satan represents all of the so-called sins, as 
they lead to physical, mental, or emotional 
gratification!

9.  Satan has been the best friend the church has 
ever had, as he has kept it in business all these 
years!

Many satanists today claim reading LaVey’s The 
Satanic Bible led them into satanism.

Atheistic Satanism

You may have noticed that in the Nine Satanic 
Statements, LaVey repeatedly wrote, “Satan rep-
resents.” LaVey and his Church of Satan never 
worshiped Satan as an actual being. In fact, they 
don’t believe in a personal being named Satan, nor 
do they believe in God the Creator or the Holy 
Trinity—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. They be-
lieve in Darwinian evolution.

They call themselves satanists because they like 
what Satan stands for in Christianity—rebelling 
against authority so we can seek our self-interest 
and become whatever we want to become. Many 
of these satanists have strong libertarian traits.



6

They don’t believe in the God of the Bible, 
but they contend that the Christians established 
a Judeo-Christian culture based on the arbitrary 
rules of their God. They see the Christian God as a 
domineering dictator from whom mankind should 
break free.

For Christians, this may seem to be a really 
strange idea. But how many of us have felt this 
same way at some point in our lives—possibly 
in our teens or twenties? If you can recall a time 
you wanted to rebel against your parents’ rules, or 
a law you thought was too restrictive, or a com-
mandment of God that only seemed designed to 
take the thrill out of life, then you can understand 
the appeal of satanism. And often, the more firmly 
authorities set boundaries in place and enact laws 
and rules to curb our individual desires, the stron-
ger becomes our sinful desire to defy those laws. 
Indeed, the Nine Satanic Statements are a pretty 
good exposé on the desires that arise from our sin-
ful nature.

In case you are curious about the state of the 
Church of Satan today, it is still going strong, but 
it is far from united. As early as 1971, rifts began 
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WHAT IS LIBERAL CHRISTIANITY?
Well, this is an interesting combination of 

words: liberal and Christianity. What is up with 
qualifying Christianity with liberal? The word lib-
eral gets a lot of press. In the political arena, it 
is contrasted with conservative, and all kinds of 
connotations are attached to each label. Let’s 
back up and look at the academic origins of the 
word liberal to see how it eventually affected the 
way people talk about God. 

Initially used in academia, the word liberal 
represented the good goal to practice “liberty 
of thought,” in the sense of making education 
as thorough and complete as possible. This was 
consistent with referring to institutions of high-
er education as universities. Notice what word 
is contained within the word university: universe. 
This was a place where all academic disciplines 
converged to provide the most complete expo-
sure to knowledge. The person equipped this 
way was considered educated.
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If a university offered a liberal arts program, 
one could enroll in it and count on acquiring a 
working knowledge of science, mathematics, 
history, philosophy, literature, and even theol-
ogy (or at least religion or religious studies). 
In this context, “liberal” is something to be ad-
mired. 

With that background, the phrase “liberal 
Christianity” might seem positive, as though it 
means to uphold the Christian faith with max-
imal knowledge. Could there be a more praise-
worthy goal? First, start with as much knowl-
edge about the world and universe as possible; 
then, hold to the wonderful Christian faith that 
advocates the greatest commandments of God 
to love Him and to love fellow human beings 
(Matthew 22:37–39).

Notice, however, that the description above 
highlights the ethical or moral aspect of the com-
mandment to love God and neighbor; it doesn’t 
mention the rest of the Bible and what God re-
veals there. Liberal Christianity emphasizes the 
moralistic and therapeutic at the expense of 
upholding the rest of Scripture, especially the 
miraculous. In other words, liberal Christianity 
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(also referred to as progressive Christianity or 
modern American Christianity) is a feel-good 
religion that affirms people regardless of what 
they believe in or practice while permitting the 
world’s knowledge to qualify the rest of Scrip-
ture. No wonder liberal Christianity is so pop-
ular! 

This contrasts with biblical Christianity. 
Biblical—that is, actual—Christianity is about 
more than morality. Biblical Christianity stress-
es what the Bible reveals about who Jesus is and 
what Jesus did, does, and will do to save human-
ity from sin, death, and the real powers of dark-
ness. 

FROM CENTRAL TO EQUAL
Until the early 1800s, biblical Christiani-

ty was known as the “queen of the sciences” 
among all academic disciplines. One could not 
properly pursue other disciplines without the 
foundation of biblical Christianity. For exam-
ple, biblical Christianity’s article of biblical cre-
ation set the stage for the scientific method. The 
world’s existence is not random but specifically 
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designed, so that one may observe its unique 
characteristics. The scientific method begins by 
observing this one-of-a-kind creation. Further-
more, because the natural order is created, it is 
not in itself divine. As a result, humans are per-
mitted to experiment on what has been created.

In other words, biblical Christianity as re-
vealed in the Word of God was the central dis-
cipline: the single most important source of 
knowledge and truth. Everything Holy Scripture 
taught was considered true. From this truth—
whole and unqualified—all other disciplines 
could properly approach the world God created 
and the life God graciously bestows.

But over time, biblical Christianity lost that 
central position and instead came to hold an 
equal or even inferior position among the other 
disciplines. Whereas Christianity had once in-
fluenced our understanding of all other fields, 
now those other fields could also influence the 
understanding of Christianity. And while fields 
such as linguistics, geography, or history may 
genuinely help us to understand Scripture, we 
must recognize the shift that occurred: Christi-
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anity was demoted from the primary sphere of 
influence.

GOD’S WORD IS NO LONGER PRIMARY
So what happens when Christianity becomes 

liberal Christianity, when it becomes just one 
discipline or field of knowledge among others? 
The main result is the growing assumption that 
human reason is the highest authority, even 
above the Word of God.

Martin Luther and other faithful reformers 
confessed Holy Scripture as the absolute au-
thority for what God calls us to believe, teach, 
and confess. Their teaching of sola Scriptura—
Scripture alone—expresses that the Word of 
God is the only authoritative source that forms 
the confession of the Christian Church. Biblical 
Christianity affirms that Scripture is inspired, 
or “breathed out,” by God (2 Timothy 3:16) and 
therefore inerrant (that is, without error).

However, because liberal Christianity is led 
mainly by human reason, it ends up denying 
both the inspiration and the inerrancy of God’s 
Word. God’s Word is demoted from being the 
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AN AMERICAN RELIGION
It was a historic moment. In 2012, Mitt Rom-

ney became the first Mormon nominated by a 
major party for president. Suddenly, Mormonism 
took center stage across America. Many had more 
questions than answers. Romney tried to frame 
those discussions. “ ‘How Mormon am I?’ he said. 
‘You know, the principles and values taught to me 
by faith are values I aspire to live by and are as 
American as motherhood and apple pie. . . . [Mor-
monism] is in some respects a quintessentially 
American faith.’ ”1

He’s right. Mormonism, also known as the 
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (LDS), 
is an American religion. It uniquely captures the 
American spirit and work ethic. You can achieve 
anything if you’re willing to work hard for it. 
Roll up your sleeves, and with enough can-do 
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determination, you will be the master of your fate. 
People come to the US in pursuit of this Ameri-
can dream. For similar spiritual reasons, many are 
drawn into Mormonism.

Its roots stem from American religious revival-
ism. In 1823, Joseph Smith claimed to find golden 
plates in upstate New York and translated them 
into the Book of Mormon. They spoke of Jesus 
appearing in the Americas. Smith asserted that 
the true Christian church was now being restored 
through him.

Mormonism is now one of the fastest-grow-
ing religions around the world. In two hundred 
years, Mormonism has grown to nearly seventeen 
million members. As a point of comparison, with 
thousands of years of history, the world’s Jew-
ish population is only about fifteen million. This 
American religion is on the move.

CULT OR CULTURE?
Many Christians refer to Mormonism as a cult. 

Its exotic teachings and particular practices out-
side of Christianity’s norm meet that theological 
definition. Cults are often associated with brain-
washing, fraudulent claims, and isolationism, 
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which are all real concerns Christians have for 
Mormons. Here are a few examples of notable dif-
ferences from Christianity:

• Polygamy. Joseph Smith practiced the prin-
ciple of plural marriage. Social pressures 
eventually contributed to a new revelation, 
which discontinued this practice. Mormon-
ism still teaches eternal marriage, allowing 
for the potential of polygamy in heaven.

• No coffee or tea. Mormons will also avoid 
alcohol and tobacco. These restrictions, 
known as the Word of Wisdom, must 
be kept for a Mormon to be considered 
worthy.

• No crosses. Mormon chapels stand out 
because they have steeples without cross-
es. While the cross is a central focus for 
biblical Christians, Mormons view it as a 
symbol of death.

• Temples. Temples, different from their 
churches, replace the cross in Mormon-
ism as the gateway to eternal life. Access 
is highly restricted; less than 50 percent 
of Mormons are considered templewor-
thy. Here they perform ordinances: an 
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endowment ceremony, sealings (eternal 
marriages), and baptisms. Since most of 
these temple ordinances are for the dead, 
Mormons are very involved in genealogy 
studies. Templeworthy Mormons wear 
sacred undergarments they believe will 
provide divine protection. 

• Ongoing revelation. The president of the 
LDS Church is considered a prophet who 
can share new revelations. Mormonism 
uses additional scriptures: the Book of 
Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants (D&C), 
and the Pearl of Great Price. Mormons also 
use the King James Version of the Bible but 
believe it is their least reliable scripture, 
claiming “many plain and precious things” 
were taken from it (1 Nephi 13:28, Book of 
Mormon).
While these differences may seem cultish, 

that perspective can unintentionally cause Chris-
tians to focus on correct teaching and winning a 
debate rather than winning a soul. Instead, see 
Mormonism as a culture. It has a unique history, 
foods, dress, and (as we’ll later see) even its own 
language. Like a missionary in a foreign country, 
try to understand why their beliefs are different. 
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Focus on the heart of the matter: helping Mor-
mons understand Jesus’ saving role.

GIFT VS. PLAN
“For by grace you have been saved through 

faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the 
gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one 
may boast” (Ephesians 2:8–9). Consider what this 
means for you. God gives salvation. Jesus is your 
substitute. Trusting that He did everything means 
you now have complete confidence. You know 
how your story ends.

Imagine being taught this instead: “For we 
know that it is by grace that we are saved, after all 
we can do” (2 Nephi 25:23, emphasis added). That 
changes everything, doesn’t it? Here god only does 
his part if you do yours. Since there is always more 
a person could do, this throws open the door to 
uncertainty.

Mormonism teaches their god gives a plan of 
salvation. An architect can draw up a blueprint, 
but it still must be built. Jesus is their example and 
shows them the way. From beginning to end, it is 
then up to Mormons to follow the plan.
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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.




