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SESSION OBJECTIVE: OVERVIEW PT. 1 
To learn about the characteristics of a cult, terminology, and how they survive.


“See to it that no one takes you captive through philosophy and empty deception, according to the tradition of 
men, according to the elementary principles of the world, rather than according to Christ.” (Col. 2:8, NASB)


Terminology 
The term cult is not a particularly popular term for a variety of reasons, but namely, it immediately shuts down 
any opportunity with members of that group for further discussion. The preferable term is New Religious 
Movement. However, with that said, we will use the term cult for our purposes in this class.


Characteristics 
One of the most common questions when talking about cults is, “How do you know if it is a cult?” Can any 
group be considered a cult, or do these groups all have certain characteristics in common? Below are seven 
characteristics that make up a cult.


1. A MODERN-DAY LIVING PROPHET, CALLED BY GOD 
That they are, “modern-day” means that they have a contemporary presence. That they are a prophet means 
that they hear from god, and that they are called by god means that they have authority.

• Usually very intelligent
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• Usually very charismatic

• Also usually crazy (sociopathic)

• These are, by definition, “anti-christs” (1 Jn. 2:18)

• Branch Davidians: “Koreshians”


2. SPECIAL MESSAGE FROM GOD NOT INCLUDED IN THE BIBLE 
This message can stem from either a set of extra books, or a special reading of the Bible.

• LDS: The Book of Mormon, The Doctrine and Covenants, The Pearl of Great Price

• JW: The Bible (NWT)

• The Way International: The Bible


3. AN APOCALYPTIC MESSAGE 
“Join our group because the end of the world is coming!”

Heaven’s Gate: “Hale–Bopp brings closure to Heaven's Gate ... Our 22 years of classroom here on planet 
Earth is finally coming to conclusion—'graduation' from the Human Evolutionary Level. We are happily 
prepared to leave 'this world' and go with Ti's crew.”


4. AUTHORITARIAN LEADERSHIP 
Usually there is a very strict chain of command, and no one questions the living prophet. In fact, you can’t 
question the living prophet because to do so would be to question God Himself.


5. VERY EXCLUSIVE 
“We are the only ones who are right, everyone else is wrong.”


6. LEGALISTIC LIFESTYLE 
Cults usually have very rigid rules that include, “Do this, and don’t do that.”

• LDS: Food, religious garments

• JW: No holidays, no birthdays


7. PERSECUTION MENTALITY 
The more a group is persecuted, the more they will use this as proof that they are correct.


How Do They Appear Normal? 
In order for a cult to have success, they have to appear normal. There is a certain level of social capital that 
one must spend to be a part of any group, and if that social capital is too high, they will not appear normal. If 
a group asks you to wear a pink clown mask every Tuesday for a 10-hour window, how many Americans are 
going to join that group?


A. A group will be seen as normal if a secular group deems them normal.

1. The IRS (501C3)

• LDS: City Creek Center

• 5 billion dollars

• Apple rents a space from LDS church

• LDS currently has largest cash reserve in the world (Conservatively 100 billion in cash)


• Scientology

2. In some countries (e.g. China), a government must approve a religion for it to be legal.


B. A group will be seen as normal if their members serve or comply in the military.

1. JW: No military, “nothing patriotic”
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2. LDS: Prior to 1952, Mormons were considered very weird.

C. A group will be seen as normal if they abandon claims to solve common medical problems.


1. You not only should not, but CANNOT, go see a doctor.

• Not talking about healing

• Tom Cruise: “Scientologists have a responsibility to stop when they go past a car wreck because they 

know they are the only ones who can help.”

• Christian Science: No such thing as pain or evil, all an illusion


D. A group will be seen as normal if they allow their kids to go to public school.

1. Hilldale, UT / Colorado City, AZ: HQ for FLDS

• All run by FLDS church, including sheriffs (until recently)

• “Escaping Polygamy”

• The Lost Boys

• Educate their kids in a COMPOUND ONLY

• Brian Mackert, SBC Missionary


E. A group will be seen as normal if they have publicly accessible worship services.

1. JW: Kingdom Hall


2. LDS: Meeting House
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