The Definition of a Cult

Defining the term ‘Cult’

(1) Historically has been a religious term

(2) More recently has become a term with psychological and sociological ramifications

(3) Other terms: alternate faiths, new religious movements.

(a) the problem: implies all religions have equal validity

(b) cults are destructive to people’s spiritual welfare

(4) Another term: spiritual counterfeits

(a) positively: holds biblical Christianity to be the true

(b) negatively: does not carry to force of ‘cult’

(5) ‘Cult’ comes from culte (French) cultus (Latin) = cultivation

(6) Dictionary definitions vary greatly

(7) Closer definitions:

(a) a cult is “a group of people polarized around someone’s interpretation of the Bible, 

and is characterized by major deviations from orthodox Christianity relative to cardinal doctrines of the Christian faith, particularly the fact that God became man in Jesus Christ.

(Martin, W. “The Rise of the Cults” Bethany, p. 12)

(b) a cult is a “separate religious group generally claiming compatibility with Christianity,

but whose doctrines contradict those of historic Christianity, and whose practices and ethical standards violate those of biblical Christianity.”

(Ankerberg, J. and Weldon, J. “Encyclopedia of Cults and New Religions”, Harvest House, 1999. p. xxii)

(c) a cult is “any religious organization”  (not a standard world religion):

1. promoting the indoctrination (to teach to accept the system of 

                       thought uncritically) of unbiblical theology in key doctrinal areas


      2. demanding submission to an unbiblical authoritarian structure,

                       or an individual leader.

                   3. promoting excessive spiritual or psychological regulation or 

                       dependence.


      (Ankerberg, J. and Weldon, J. op. cit. p. xxii)
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(8) How do define a group that holds to most biblical doctrines of Christianity but rejects some?

(a) aberrant (aberration = deviation, a wandering off) where the group is basically doctrinally sound but contains some behavioural extremes common to cults – authoritarianism, isolationism, financial exploitation, legalism, intimidation

(b)  sect – groups that hold to many biblical teachings (that cults generally reject)

      but on others waver (eg. Seventh Day Adventism)

(c)  definitions like these equate biblical doctrinal standards as the more important test,       

      and behavioural standards as a secondary test

