INVESTIGATION OF ARMSTRONGISM

by
John L. Rothra

Copyright © 2006
John Rothra Ministries

www.jrothraministries.com



INVESTIGATION OF ARMSTRONGISM

Many cults arose throughout history, some evenngathemselves Christian.
Armstrongism and the Worldwide Church of God, elsshkd by Herbert W. Armstrong,
is one of those cults. Because of the populafithis church in the recent past and its
influence in some areas of life today, this repaltinvestigate the history, teachings,
and heresies of Armstrongism. Beginning with ittdry and teaching, it will also
discuss its major heresies and how to argue aghiosé heresies by comparing them to

heresies from the first century.

History and Basic Beliefs

Armstrongism began with the ministry of Herbert ®Wmstrong in 1934. H.
W. Armstrong was born to Quaker paréritsDes Moines, lowa on July 31, 1892. He
married his wife in the parsonage of Hyde Park Bagthurch in Chicago, lllinois.
Armstrong began a career in advertising as a capywor The Merchants Trade
Journal, where he worked from 1912 to 1915. From 1916ufh the late 1920’s,
Armstrong attempted to start three businessesydial his own advertising agency. All

three ventures quickly ended in faildre.
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His venture into ministry began in 1926 when hifewoined a Seventh-day
splinter cult called the “Church of God” and corsed him that Saturday is the Sabbath.
In an attempt to prove her wrong, he became comditicat her beliefs were true.
Armstrong was licensed as a minister in 1931 byQhegon Conference of the Church of
God (Seventh Day) and began his ministry by brosttiog over the radio on January 7,
1934. This ministry became the Worldwide ChurcléGofl. Over the next forty years,
the Worldwide Church of God started three magazinesdcast over three hundred
radio stations and fifty television stations, stdrthree colleges called Ambassador
College, and maintained a budget of $40 milliony®ar? which, after inflation, is
equivalent to about $164,300,202.84 today.

During the tenure of Herbert Armstrong, and his,$earner Ted Armstrong,
the Worldwide Church of God proclaimed various teags regarding God, Christ Jesus,
the Holy Spirit, salvation, and others. Each @fsiteachings is claimed to be based on
the Bible, but actually stems from Armstrong’s @@ view of hermeneutics, which
states, “to interpret the Bible is to put your megrinto it—to twist it to mean what you
want to make it mean, instead of what God madenmeéan and wants you to

understand®

4 Sumner, 22-32.
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Armstrongism taught that God was once like manasspssing a human
form.” It denies the Trinity, but teaches God exista ged-family’> This is based on the
Hebrew word Elohim, which Armstrong says is “a piural noun which reveals God to
be a family.® Jesus was not the Son of God at His conceptigrexisted as part of the
God family from all eternity as an inferior géd.According to H. W. Armstrong, “in
nature, He [Jesus] is equal with God the Fatheygh the Father is greater-"The God
the Father and God the Son are not the same. , d&sasding to Armstrongism, is the
Yahweh God of the Old Testament, not the FathéFhe Holy Spirit is not a person, but
simply an “impersonal force” no different than'aiand the “germ by which we are
begotten.**

According to Armstrongism, God created man sinfud &t him fall.

Salvation is a six-step procésbased on works and special knowle@gkat is only

" Tkach, 91-92.
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guaranteed to those who earn the right to be bgaim&’ This rebirth, though, only
comes after the resurrectidh.This cult teaches that Jesus came only to shattttle
law, meaning the Ten Commandments could be folloWetkesus was not saved until he
was born again after his resurrectf8nwWhen resurrected, man becomes spirit, just as
Christ was only spiritually resurrectét.Upon rebirth, man will become part of the God
family, meaning man will become G%dand will be worshipped by other men just as
Christ is worshippe@ Until this resurrection and subsequent rebirttues, after a man
dies, his soul, which is not distinct from his bpdymains asleep, a concept called “soul
sleep.®*

Herbert Armstrong believed God gave him a specideustanding of the Bible
and no other person since the apostle John tabghyaspel correctl? He claimed the
Bible was written in code and hidden from the wéflcHe also claimed he was Elijah, or

at least the new Elijah promised in Malachi 4:5-8Because of Armstrongism’s
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legalistic interpretation and staunch requirementghold the Ten Commandments,
Jewish festivals, and strict adherence to the Je@a@bbath, Armstrongism has been
called “baptized Judaisnt®

The final major teaching of Armstrongism is the cept of the United States
and Britain being the ten lost tribes of Israeljew called British-IsraelisAf or Anglo-
Israelism. This teaching, though, was not unigqui.tW. Armstrong, but originated
with Richard Brothers in 1798. According to Armstrong, the Davidic throne always
existed since David’s death. He stated the threpkanted itself in Ireland, Scotland,
and then London, is now held by Queen Elizabetd,that Christ will sit on the British
throne upon his returft.

The cult Armstrong founded changed dramaticallseitent years.
Christianity Todaystated in 2003 that, “ten years ago, the leadettse Worldwide
Church of God (WCG) began denouncing the fringéebebf their founder and
transforming their church into an evangelical deimation.”® Under the leadership of
Joseph Tkach and others, this church adopted arh@dristian doctrine. In May 1997,

the National Association of Evangelicals acceptedWorldwide Church of God as a

% Charles F. DeLoacfhe Armstrong ErrofPlainfield: Logos International, 1971), 18-19.
29 Sumner, 239.
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member and the Worldwide Church of God endorsed#fseciation’s statement of

faith 3

Specific Heretical Beliefs

Though some claim “Armstrong’s church incorpordigidamental teachings
of the Old and New Testament¥,&ven the most cursory examination reveals the
church’s teachings are more heretical than fundéahelose examination reveals
nearly every doctrinal teaching is heretical withyoa glimmer of truth. The basis of all
the heretical teachings of the church is Armstrenigtorrect view of scripture, the

Godhead, and salvation. It is these three teashtmag will be discussed here.

Scripture. Armstrong taught that God wrote the Bible in a gdddden from
all people, until God chose him to teach the cdBikde to the world. He claims that he,

alone, discovered the “key’ that opens the Billdaiman understanding> Combining
this with his personal view of how to interpretiptuire and the numerous recorded
Biblical misinterpretations, or reinterpretatioAsmstrong holds a low view of scripture
and a higher view of his personal opinions regayde Bible.

The Godhead.Herbert Armstrong proclaimed God as not a singhéjed
Godhead, but a god-family possessing multiple gatisch is polytheism. His view that

Jesus is both the God of the Old Testament, isr@@d but needed to be saved in

between devalues Christ to either a mutable gadgmd that somehow lost his deity. In

% Tkach, Transformed by Truth. Un-numbered seditidmack titled "Statement of Faith,
National Association of Evangelicals.”

3 vEvents and PeopleThe Christian Centurg03, no. 4 (January 29 1986): 88.
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either case, Jesus required God selecting hincvwe divinity after his resurrection and
is no longer a member of the Trinitarian GodheAdcording to Armstrong, “Jesus
qualified to become this world's ruler by conqugratan the evil one. His human birth
was the arrival of the ‘second Adam.” He had cameualify, where the first Adam
failed.”® His view of Christ, depending on which articlebmoadcast is studied, varies
so greatly and is so confusing, determining exaetigt Armstrong believed about Christ
is difficult. An example of his double-speak ab@Qinrist is seen in this confusing
statement:
The Word, then, is a Personage who was made flespectten by God, who
through this later begettal became his Fatherhe3e we find revealed originally
two Personages. One is God. But these two Pegesmveere spirit, which is

invisible to human eyes unless supernaturally nestel. Yet at the time described
in verse one Jesus was not the Son of God and @sdet his FatheY.

Not only does Armstrong redefine God the Fatherewlis as a polytheistic
duo in which one adopted the other, he also deheepersonage of the Holy Spirit. He
sees the Spirit as nothing more than “a divineijtsiai love.”® Such a view is seen as
ditheism, a view of only two members of the Godhedtich was condemned as a
heresy by early church fathefs.

Salvation. Herbert Armstrong taught two critical errors nefjag salvation.

First, salvation is a process by which man earaesatility to spend eternity in heaven.

% Gary A. Hand, "Herbert W. Armstrong®n Doctring 2001,
http://www.ondoctrine.com/10armsth.htm. (accesselrary 26, 2006).

¥ Ibid.

3 Charles L. Manske and Daniel N. Harnelilikorld Religions Today: Comparative Outlines
of Contemporary Faiths Around the Wof(ldvine: Institute of World Religions, 1996), 63.

39 Edward Rocie Hardy, edThe Library of Christian Classi¢csol. 3,Christology of the Later
Fathers(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1954), 202.



Second, upon being born again, man will become Geljarding works-based
salvation, Armstrong spent much time denying hghasuch doctrine. In one instance,
Armstrong stated, “your ‘works’ won’t get you comtexl—won’t earn you God’s
Spirit—won’t earn salvation—as | have made plaithis article. But, the lack of good
works can get you lost, if persisted in.” Sumne&nmarizes this statement as proving
works-based salvation saying, “he is saying thatgmwill ‘introduce’ you to Christ, but
from there on, it is up to yod® Sumner also noted Armstrong argued against his ow
denial of works-based salvation when he said, &asbved'—to inherit eternal life in
God’s Kingdom—you must still be traveling that waygood life] at the end of your
life!” +*

Regarding man becoming God, various authors stafgsre, understood
correctly, argues against such a false teachirng idea man can become like God, or

become God himself, needs little qualification éodeen as heretical. Some arguments

against this teaching will be included in the fisattion of this report.

Comparison to First Century Heresies

One could rightfully view Herbert Armstrong as theretic’s heretic because
his teachings pulled from Jehovah’s Witnesses, Moism, Seventh-Day Adventists,
Christian Scientists, Judaism, Ebionites, and nuhgrs** Investigation of his beliefs
show a very close comparison to the heresy of dymamnarchianism, or simply,

Adoptionism. This teaching states, basically, tasus is a man endowed with a special

40 suymner, 150.

“11bid., 146.



power from God.*® Though Hopkins mentions a similarity to Gnosticjsand while
some of Armstrong’s teachings do lend themselvékisoheresy, this is a small aspect of
his teachings. Adoptionism is the dominant heddygerbert W. Armstrong.

As stated earlier, Armstrong believed that Jeswaysd existed with God as a
lower God, and is even Yahweh of the Old Testamelawever, after his birth, Jesus
was simply a man who came only to show the lawabel kept. Jesus was not the Son
of God at his conceptiotf,but only became the Son of God at his bifthlesus
possessed a sin nature; though Armstrong claimus Jes/er sinned. Furthermore, Jesus
was born again after his resurrection, having agdénis salvation by his works. These

teachings are very similar to the ancient teacbimgdoptionism.

Early Arguments Against First Century Heresies

The first recorded propagator of Adoptionism is dthetus of Byzantiuni®
Some place its origin in Rome around A.D. 190, Ipa$ a response to Gnosticism.
Adoptionism never became a major force in the Gestturies of the church, though it did
gain a wide following beginning in the early 18d0s.

Despite its lack of popularity, this heresy diditiaane major disciple in Paul

of Samosata (ca. 200-275), the bishop of Antidehul taught that Jesus was born of a

2 DelLoach, 18.
*3Harold O. J. BrownHeresiegPeabody: Hendrickson Publishers, 1988), 95-96.
* Sumner, 105.
> Benware, 44.

46 Newman, Albert HenryA Manual of Church HistoryAncient and Mediseval Church
History (To A. D. 1517Philadelphia: American Baptist Publication Sogj€i933), 198.

4" Brown, 96-97.
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virgin and the Holy Spirit was poured out upon tatrhis baptism. While he did refer to

Jesus as God, he referred to Jesus’ “moral pevféciind the powers granted to him at
his baptism which allowed him to remain in constambn with God.

Because it never gained a widespread following,péidoism was not highly
debated. Two major councils—Nicea in 325 and Gidda in 451—countered the
small-time heresy by simply affirming Christ's deff Two minor councils were formed
in Antioch to force Paul of Samosata to stop teaghiie heres§” Also, two slogans,
Irenaeus’ “God made man” and Tertullian’s “true Godl true man” are credited for
having “swept Adoptionism from the stag®.”

Three major arguments rose to counter Adoptionrsthe early church from
Gregory of Nazianzus, the second Antioch counaitl Alcuin of Britain. Gregory of
Nazianzus, while arguing against Apollinarianisiiie@d an argument against ditheism.
He affirmed the trinity and described it this way:

The Father is the begetter and the emitter; witlpassion, of course, and

without reference to time, and not in a corporeahner. The son is the begotten,
and the Holy Ghost is the emissitn.

Gregory also affirmed the triune Godhead as one &waldone Godhead, saying, “all that
proceeds from him is referred as one,” though iadtpersons. One person is not more
and another less God; one is not before and anattegr He uses the illustration of

seeing one bright light that comes from multiplasuThe light, which is one essence, is

“8 Brown, 97-98.

9 Gonzalez, Justo IA History of Christian ThoughErom the Beginning to the Council of
Chalcedon(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1970), 251.

%0 Brown, 97-98.

1 Hardy, 161.



11

the Godhead and each sun is the person in whicBaoldéead dwells. The strongest
argument made by Gregory, though, is his call frailsts to do as they claim. He states
that ditheists claim to hold firmly to scripture ihat the same time arguing against
God’s word. He calls for them to truly hold to Gedord>?

The second council of Antioch rejected Paul of Ssatess use of the word
opoovolog, meaning “consubstantial,” which he used to cltismmWord of John 1:1 had
no subsistence of its own. They claimed the otadaching of the Son and the Father
maintaining the same essence is the Biblical viemtpaot Paul’'s. Noteworthy, though,
is the Council of Nicea, in 325, used this sameetérgord, but in a different sense, and
sparked debate as to whether or not the Councibfigtadopted Paul’'s Adoptionism.

Alcuin, a British prelate and educator, accusedéhaccepting Adoptionism of
practicing Nestorianism because they separateditiraty of Christ from the humanity
of Christ. He argued that Jesus, though like uaany things, in most things he was not
like us. He reinterpreted scripture to argue festus never prayed for himself or his
disciples, because being divine, was capable ofighray whatever blessing was needed
to his followers. The prayers of Jesus in whictséems to pray for himself or others are
simply Jesus doing something for effect, not sultsta He also stated Christ is not
merely human, or a man in unity with God, but isaat, a God-man. Alcuin stated God

the Son took on the form of man, but that Jesusimesa eternally God by nature.

2 Hardy, 202-204.

%3 Gonzélez, 251-252.
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Alcuin’s argument is based on a strong emphasth®wleity of Christ and nearly de-

humanizes Jesuds.

Arguments Against Armstrongism

Based on both the argumentations of those who alneaidthe false teachings
of Herbert W. Armstrong and the arguments madeably @pologists, one concludes the
best way to debate Armstrongism is to point topgare itself. Following the advice
offered by Gregory of Nazianzus, one must holdngjlypto a correct interpretation of
scripture, especially since Armstrongism uses tideBexclusively. While Herbert and
Garner Ted Armstrong’s teachings were deemed ¢quhe Bible, they never presided
over scriptur€® Rather, they leaned heavily upon the Bible, alaeiery flawed
understanding of scripture.

There are many scriptures that deal with every@sgfehe original teachings
of the Worldwide Church of God. Rather than ounignevery possible argument against
all teachings, this report will highlight the magmuments against the three major false
teachings of Armstrongism: scriptural authoritysu& identity, and salvation.

Scriptural Authority. The second letter Paul wrote to Timothy states,

You, however, continue in the things you have ledrand become convinced
of, knowing from whom you have learned them, arad fftom childhood you have
known the sacred writings which are able to give e wisdom that leads to
salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesédl Scripture is inspired by God
and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for catien, for training in righteousness;

so that the man of God may be adequate, equippevény good work. (2 Tim.
3:14-17, NASBY®

5 Newman, 358.
55 Sumner, 40.

%% Scripture quotations taken from the New Americtan8ard Bibl& unless noted. Copyright
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It is clear from Paul’s letters that Timothy hadreed scripture and was to apply them.
In fact, Paul states scripture is God’s word to raad is given with a specific purpose:
“so that the man of God may be adequate.” In dimethis objective to be reached, the
Bible must be understood by Timothy. Also, thaiakiis understood must be God’s
meaning, not man'’s, otherwise God'’s purpose wouatdoe achieved, but man’s.

Jesus instructed those around him on the Mountigé©to make disciples,
teaching others to obey all that Christ commantedt(Matt. 28:19). While Herbert
may claim this happened up until A.D. 69 and ceassil he began teaching, such an
understanding is hollow in light of other passageaul also wrote to Timothy saying,
“this is good and acceptable in the sight of God®avior, whadesires all men to be
savedand to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Th®-4, emphasis added). Since
God desires all men to be saved, and because Haittedfrom hearing, and hearing by
the word of Christ,” (Rom. 10:17) meaning the phaeag of the word, it can only be seen
that God wanted all those people from the falletidalem until Herbert Armstrong’s
ministry to be saved. God desired all those petupleear the word of God, so it is not
likely God would hide that which is needed to filliéod’s plan. This concept of
preaching the gospel is also found in the Old Teet#, a favorite of H. W. Armstrong.
Deuteronomy 6:6-7a states, “These words, which tammanding you today, shall be
on your heart. You shall teach them diligentlytar sons.” God instructs His people to
always teach His word, so it stands He would nebke that rule after the fall of the

Temple.

© 1960, 1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 199%7,11995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by
permission.
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Jesus’ Identity. John 1:1 states the Word was God. It is alsardleat it was
through the Word, Jesus, that all things were eckafAlso, God said, “Let Us make man
in Our image, according to Our likeness” and sod@oeated man in His own image”
(Gen. 1:26-27). These text clearly show that Jpsesxisted the creation of man, and
that God created man, though Christ, in His owngenalf Jesus was merely human, he
could not have created mankind.

Regarding the idea of Jesus belonging to a Godiaasione of many gods, or
potential gods, Moses told the Hebrews, “Hear, r@dk Yahweh is our God, Yahweh
alone” (Deut. 6:4, personal translation of the Hebtext). Whether translated “one,”
“alone,” or “only” as some versions translate tieist, the idea is there is only one God,

and that God is Yahweh. If Christ was a god whorged to a family of gods, then

Yahweh would not be the only God. Also, the Hebtexis clearly state'é‘\tﬁ?@ﬁ hinh

(Y éhwahElshéna), meaning Yahweh is our God, followedR 71777, which means,

Yahweh is one, or Yahweh alone. This clearly st#tat Yahweh (Jesus according to
Armstrongism) is Elohim, and only Yahweh is Elohitm. other words, if Jesus is
Yahweh, then Jesus is the only God and there @ty God. For Elohim to be a God-
family with Jesus as a member, this verse canntiulee Furthermore, Exodus 20:5a
states, “you shall not worship them [other god&lots] or serve them; for I, the LORD
your God, am a jealous God.” The phrase, “the LORLYahweh in Hebrew. So, based
on Jesus being Yahweh, Jesus is commanding usrghipmnly him and not God the
Father or other men who become gods in the soec&ltal-family.

Salvation. The Bible is full of texts showing God’s grace alhaation.

Beginning with God’s clothing Adam and Even in G&ee3:21 rather than killing them
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and culminating with Christ dying on the cross amding back up, God is continually
showing mercy to His people. Scripture, in conteixhe whole Bible, makes it clear
God is the actor in salvation and man does nottaradtain God’s favor. Jesus said God
loved us so much that He sent His son to die doatkanight live (John 3:16). Isaiah
53:6 states that God “caused the iniquity of uscafall on him [the Messiah].” Paul
writes, “For by grace you have been saved throagh;fand that not of yourselves, it is
the qift of God; not as a result of works, so thatone may boast” (Eph. 2:8-9). Paul
states “by grace you have been saved in versdtfabsame chapter. It is clear salvation
comes as a work of God, not of man. If man cowduything to earn salvation, then
Christ died in vain. For if our works were goodagh, then Christ needed not die.
Moses directs the people, “you shall not sacrifeccehe LORD your God an ox or a sheep
which has a blemish @ny defect, for that is a detestable thing to t&&kD your God”
(Deut. 17:1). God required a completely unblenushieimal for sacrifice because any
blemish is not good enough. Under the same remeing man is blemished by sin. God
still requires an unblemished sacrifice to paydor sins. If one could earn salvation by
our works, then one’s blemished self is good enouldtis is not so. Only Jesus’
unblemished sacrifice is good enough.
Regarding the idea of losing salvation, this isasgible, based on scripture.
Jesus said,
My sheep hear My voice, and | know them, and tloélpdv Me; and | give

eternal life to them, and they will never perishglano one will snatch them out of

My hand. My Father, who has given th&mrMe, is greater than all; and no one is

ggl)e to snatch thewut of the Father's hand. | and the Father are(dobn 10:27-

Also, Paul wrote, “In Him, you also, after listegito the message of truth, the gospel of

your salvation—having also believed, you were sealeHim with the Holy Spirit of
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promise” (Eph. 1:13). Based on these versesciem that man cannot break that which
God holds; man is not stronger than God. Alsi, the Holy Spirit that seals man’s

salvation, not man. Only Christ is able to brd# seal (cf. Rev. 5).

Conclusion

Armstrongism, as taught by Herbert W. and Garner Aenstrong and all
those who follow their teachings, is a cult. Ih@ a Christian organization, but a sect
that teaches heretical doctrines. The belieftisfcult are not new, but stem from
heresies found in the early church period. In otdelefend and correct the teachings,
one need be knowledgeable of scripture and “acelyrhindling the word of truth” (2
Tim. 2:15). Christians must understand what Godts/them to know so that they are
ready “in season armult of season” to “reprove, rebuke, exhort, witbajrpatience and
instruction” (2 Tim. 4:2). Those who follow Armetrg’s teachings depend greatly on
scripture, so as believers, Christians must “alwa/®ady to make a defense to
everyone who asks you to give an account for thpehibat is in you, yet with gentleness

and reverence” (1 Peter 3:15).
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