- APPENDIX

THE LOCAL CHURCH
OF WITNESS LEE*

It should be mentioned at the outset that the Local
Church and its leader, Witness Lee, are different from the
other groups we are dealing with in this book in that by and
large the Local Church is composed of Christians who have
been confused about major areas of doctrine and Christian
practice. We must be sure to distinguish between the doc-
trines and practices of this group, which are not in harmony
with the Bible, and the members of the Local Church, who
are confused Christians. Technically speaking, the Local
Church of Witness Lee cannot be called a non-Christian
cult, but it has strong elements of cultism in some of its
theology and practices.

HISTORY

The Local Church sect, under the direction and leader-
ship of an elderly Chinese man, Witness Lee, has a 30-year
history which began in the Orient and came to the Western

world in the early sixties.
Lee began his religious career in China, under the direc-

% Researched by Cal Beisner and Robert and Gretchen Passantino.
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tion of the Chinese Christian mystic, Watchman Nee, Nee

headed what he called ‘‘the Little Flock Movement,’’ a
Christian pietistic movement with roots starting in 1923 in
China. During the time that Lee worked in the churches

under Watchman Nee, he rose through the ranks to become
the senior worker in Shanghai and the Philippines.'

Lee was born in 1905 in the Chefoo region of China. He
was raised under both Christian and Buddhistic influences,
and he made his public decision for Christ in 1925.2 In 1927,
Witness Lee began studying the magazine published by
Watchman Nee’s group, and later began preaching for the
movement. For several years after that time, Lee presided at
the “‘Little Flock’’ in Chefoo, until he was asked to move to
Foochow to help Watchman Nee in the work there in 1946,

According to the well-known Watchman Nee biographer,
Angus Kinnear, Witness Lee—

...is energetic and authoritarian, thriving on large
numbers, and has a flair for organizing people....Witness
Lee was careful, of course, to disown the concept of
‘“‘organization.’...But he exhorted everyone in the church to
be submissive. ‘““Do nothing without first asking,”’ he urged.
““Since the Fall, man does as he pleases. Here there is order,

Here there is authority. The Church is a place of strict
discipline.”’*

Some differences in doctrine and practice led to a split
between Witness Lee and other leaders of the “Little
Flock® after Watchman Nee was imprisoned. Lee finally
struck out on his own, in the early 1950s, taking with him
many of the Church members from Taiwan and the Philip-
pines. :

Witness Lee patterned his movement after the Little Elock—
movement plan used in China by Watchman Nee and his
followers. The churches are based on the idea that the body
of Christ can only be expressed in one gathering of believers
in each city. This is often referred to as a “locality”” doc-
trine, and is the trait by which the name ““Local Church”
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was acquired. .

In 1962 Lee founded the first American Local Church, in
Los Angeles. Since then the movement has grown mﬁom&w%
but not dramatically, until some membership was lost in

1978 in a split.* Some Local Church spokesmen have claim-

ed worldwide membership of 60,000, but the more likely
figure is closer to 20,000. We know that there are 7000
members in Taiwan and the Philippines, 5000 members in the
United States, and an additional 8000 members in other parts
of the world.

The founding of the Local Church in Los Angeles was
called “a new move of the Lord,””> and marked the
Americanization of Lee’s movement. For the first time, ac-
tive recruitment was attempted with non-Chinese people.
The individual churches call themselves after the name of
the town in which they meet. The Church in Anaheim is
considered the worldwide headquarters, and it is from there
that Lee presides as leader. T Living Stream Ministries is the
publishing arm of the movement and is also located in
Anaheim.

Problems between the Local Church and other Christians
were slight and scattered until 1974. In 1974, the churches
following Lee began to proselytize much more openly than
before, and to make their disdain of ‘‘organized Christiani-
ty’” much more plain. Church members in the Southern
California area began to disrupt other church’s services, and
to call other Christians members of ‘‘Babylon.”” These prac-
tices soon spread to the other Local Churches.

During the summer of 1974, Robert and Gretchen
Passantino (researchers with Christian Research Institute
and Christian Apologetics: Research and Information Ser-
vice) researched the teachings and practices of the Local
Church and lectured on their findings. Spiritual
Counterfeits Project (in Berkeley, California) and indepen-
* More about the split later in this chapter.

1 Although the churches claim no ‘‘leadership,” ‘headquarters” or even
“‘membership,’’ such is not the case.
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dent researcher Jack-Sparks also produced materja] critical

of the movement. In addition to the Passantino lectures,
CARIS devoted several radio programs to discussions by the )
Passantinos on the Local Church. Jack Sparks’s book The

Mindbenders and Spiritual Counterfeit Project’s book The
God-Men later dealt with the erroneous teachings of the

.group,

Christian Research Institute published a booklet on the
teachings of the Local Church and followed that up with a
longer written treatment in 1978. All of these efforts by
Christians to expose the errors of the movement were quick-
ly attacked by members of the Local Church.

The debate erupted into the media in October 1977, when
the Local Church published large advertisements in major
newspapers throughout the country, challenging the allega-
tions of Prof. Walter Martin, whose own allegations had
been made in a lecture at Zo_o%_mﬁa Christian Center on
the first Sunday in October. The first advertisements spawn-
ed additional ones, until some observers estimated that over
$50,000 had been spent by the Local Church in advertising
solely for the purpose of denying the claims of Martin, the
Passantinos, Sparks, and SCP, CRI, and CARIS.

However, the media blitz of the Local Church was less
than successful in assuring its members of the truth of
Witness Lee’s teachings. In September 1978, Max Rap-
poport, then reputedly the number two man in the Local
Church (and considered by some as most likely to succeed
Lee in the event of Lee’s death), defected from the Local

Church. This powerful blow to Lee’s authority was follow-

ed by the defections of two other trusted leaders, Gene Ford
and Sal Benoit. In leaving, the three church officials con.
vinced quite a few local members to_follow-them:~Sal-—
Benoit, former leader of the Boston .Local Church,
declared, ““You don’t know how insidious it is until you
come out, and then you are amazed you could have been in

it and not seen through it.’’s
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day; -although the sect has suffered severe damage

from internal problems and from the momm. of SO many
members through defection, the Local er:.omn is m2=.~.:§ per-
sonally by Lee, and still disseminates mountains of literature

and tapes to-its members.

CHURCH STRUCTURE

>w we said earlier, one of the cardinal tenets of the Local

Church is the idea that the body of Christ can only be €x-
pressed in one gathering of believers in each city. This
“‘locality’’ doctrine caused problems when Watchman Nee
first promoted it in a mild form in China,” and the problems
continue today under Witness Lee. -

When the Local Church says that there is only one expres-
sion of the Body of Christ'in any locality, it is not saying
that there are many gatherings in one city that are rmm'
monious. There is no other meeting of God’s vaoE.o in a ci-
ty, in essence, except for the Local Church Bomau._m. Lee
statés that his followers are the only ones in a given city who
are representing the body of Christ. He says, ‘“‘Roman
Catholicism and Protestantism, as well as Judaism, all fall
into this category, becoming an organization of Satan as his
tool to damage God’s economy [the Local QERE.:..

[Satan] has taken another step by creating all the moam.
denominations and divisions in the Body of Christ....God is
ao&:m in these days to recover. What is the way of His
recovery?...the recovery of the proper unity. Not until these
three things are recovered among us will we have a proper and
adequate church life.®

... Thus, two cities, Babylon and Jerusalem, are opposed to
each other. These two lines continue to the present day. dma
[Local] church is today’s Jerusalem, and the Roman omﬁm_a
Church is today’s Babel, Babylon....Only the pure, genuine
local churches are in the line of Jerusalem today. '
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What is this great Babylon? It is the mixture of Christiani-

ty. The great Babylon is a harlot mother with many harlot
daughters. The Roman Catholic Church is the mother, and
the denominations are the daughters.**

...HEo:ms all the centures since then, religious people
have followed in their steps, persecuting the genuine seekers

and followers of the Lord in spirit and life, while still con-
sidering themselves to be defending the interests of God.
Roman Catholicismm and Protestantism, as well as Judaism,
all fall into this category, becoming an organization of Satan

as his tool to damage God’s economy [the Local Church].'

Do not be cheated by today’s Christianity. In Christianity
there is a great deal of vain talk, especially regarding the
church, but little of this talk is practical....If you do not have
the local church, you do not have the church. God is express-

ed in Christ, Christ is expressed in the church, and the
church is expressed in the local churches."

...Consider all the denominations. They only have division
and confusion. Every denomination is a deviation from
God’s center lane. Some denominations are larger and others
are smaller, some are farther away and some are closer, but
none of them is in the center lane.'*

Judaism is Satanic, Catholicism is demonic, and Protestan-
tism is without Christ. They teach Christ’s name, but He is
not there. Do you really believe that today the living Lord
Jesus is in the Protestant churches? Whether you believe it or
not, the Lord says that He is outside the door, ,

We must all realize that there are four things on the earth
today: Satanic Judaism, worldliness, demonic Catholicism,
and Christless Protestantism.... .

...We must be saved from Satanic Judaism, demonic

e

This divisiveness is not the biblical teaching. The most ob-
vious contradiction to localism found in the Bible is express-
ed in Romans 16:5. Paul, writing to the church in Rome,

1 Further comments later about the Local Church doctrine that the church is
becoming God. :
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asked the members there to greet the church -which was

ing in t is fri Aquila and Priscilla.
meeting in the home of his friends, A
Although they too lived in Rome, they evidently had a
church that was meeting independently ».H.OB the one Paul
was writing to, since he specifically asked his readers to greet

, . iscil ila had been members
the two laborers. If Priscilla and Aquila ha :
of that church, or even if their congregation had been in

subjection to it, they would have been present at the reading
of the letter. There would have been no need to send some-
one to them with Paul’s greetings.'® o
The Local Church teaches that the méﬁa. of unity is
localism, but Jesus said that the ground is Himself. Mat-

thew 7 NNA-N.N says:

Therefore everyone who hears these words o.m B.Sm and
puts them into practice is like a wise man who built his house
on the rock. The rain came down, m:a the m:om.ﬁ_m. rose, and
'the winds blew and beat against that house; yet it did not fall,
because it had its foundation on the rock. But everyone who
hears these words of mine and does not put them into Emo:mo
is like a foolish man who built his house on sand. The rain
came down, the streams rose, and the winds blew and beat
against that house, and it fell with a great crash.

In other words, if our “ground” of faith is a living EW.E in
Jesus Christ, we cannot fail. But if our “‘ground”’ of faith is
anything else, even localism, we will not .co mwﬁ. to last.

Matthew 16:16,18 confirms this by saying, .m.:so: w_ommm
answered, ‘You are the Christ, the mo.: of the living God.’.
Jesus replied, ““On this rock I will build my church, and the
gates of Hades will not overcome it.” .

Lee would have us believe that the Church is only repre-
sented in one gathering in any given locality. .E other words,
since there is a Local Church of Witness Lee in Los Angeles,
there cannot be any other church in Los >=m£mm.. .

Jesus refutes this in Matthew 18:15-20. He is talking
about dealing with a problem between brothers. He tells
how to solve the problem within the context of the church.
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That the context of thig entire section is the church s evident

from verse 17, which says, ‘“If he refuses to listen to them,
tell it to the church; and if he refuses to listen even to the
church, treat him as you would a pagan or a tax collector.”

Then, in verses 18 and 19, Jesus m?o_m the source of the
authority for the judgment of verse 17. He states that the

church has God’s blessing from heaven for this judgment.

Finally, Jesus defines just what the church is, so that con-
cerned Christians can discern whether they have the authori-
ty to make such judgments. Jesus’ definition of the church
is clear (v. 20): ““For where two or three come together in my
name, there am I with them.*’ .

The great church historian of the last century, Philip
Schaff, noted the form of the early Christian church in

<o_=5m~0m=mm monumental History of the Christian
Church, . .

We have no reason to Suppose that it was at once fully
organized and consolidated into one community. The Chris- -
tians were scattered al over the immense city [of Rome], and
held their devotional meetings in different localities, The
Jewish- and the Gentile converts may have formed distinct

communities, or rather two sections of one Christian com-
munity.'?

-..In larger cities, as in Rome,
divided itself into sev

which, however, are
unit, '#

the Christian community
eral such assemblies at private houses,

always addressed in the epistles as a

Even Witness Lee’s predecessor, Watchman Nee, did not

momm».mlsamaxn_cmmsmsmﬁ:a Local Church does today.
Nee declared:

It is not my desire here to attack denominational Christianity -
as wrong. I only say again that, for the Body of ChiFist to find
effective local expression, the basis of fellowship must be a
true one. And that basis is the life-relation of the members to
their Lord and their willing submission to Him as Head. Nor
am I pleading for those who will make a fresh sect of
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ing called localism’—that is, the strict demarcation of

iti thing could easily happen.
churches by localities. For m=o~.~ a
If what we are doing to-day in life becomes to-morrow a mere

method, so that by its very character some of His own are Qm-
cluded from it, may God have mercy upon us and break it

:2:.

AUTHORITARIAN RULE

Part of the Local Church structure concerns the
authoritarian system rigidly administered @.w Lee. ,.E._m
authoritarianism produces negative vmwowoﬁo@nm_ results in
I hurch members.
ﬂmﬁ%%o@m%% members are S:mE.A. to put the church
before anything else in their lives. As is common ﬂ.o most
cults, denial of self and exaltation of the organization are
rampant. .

... The church should be our only interest. What m.m your in-
terest today—school? business? family? My only interest is
the church. We all need to be such “‘drunkards” for the
church.? _

In the Local Church, members are kept s0 busy s&.r
church functions that they have almost no time for their
families and, of course, no time to reflect on what they are
taught.§

We all need to devote more time for contacting people. One

: o<_o.=§m out of the week should be E@@ for your personal af-

fairs, three nights for the church meetings, mEm mra three re-

maining nights for contacting people. In addition to Eamo

three nights, I hope that you will use every lunch hour for this

purpose. Make an appointment with people to have lunch or
dinner with them.?!

Of course, as the rmma of the Local .QESF éwam.mm Lee
is regarded as the church’s supreme ooBBman. H..H.m is con-
sidered specially led by God and to be obeyed implicitly. Lee

§. See this topic in Chapter 1.
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ozaa_momoz.c& Enunouoam::ﬁmﬁosﬁm himself by Local
Church members: - ,

Let me tell you the secret to being solidly perfected to bea
strong pillar for the Lord’s move. Brothers like Benson
Phillips and John So have been perfected because they have

had no concepts of their own. Recently, Brother Benson

- declared strongly that he only knows to follow the ministry of
Brother Lee. When John So stayed with us in Los Angeles, he
knew nothing except to absorb everything of this
ministry....Even when they saw mistakes, they forgot about

them, having no time to waste discussing them.??
Lee expects his teachings to be followed as if they were from
God Himself. He is confident that his years as a leader in

God’s organization have m?mz_ him the necessary credentials
to demand the obedience of his followers.

These words are not merely a teaching, but a strong
testimony to what I have comn.unmonomzm and experiencing for
more than 35 years. I have been captured by this vision, By
the mercy of the Lord I have never changed my way or my

- tone. r2* o . .

Concerning the whole concept of the Local Church and
Lee’s direction of it, Lee said, “Do not think this is my
teaching; it is the Lord’s revelation.’’?* We see, then, that
the structure of the Local Church is completely
authoritarian, with the wishes of the Church, determined by
Witness Lee, the all-important goal toward which every
Local Church member should strive. _ _

LOCAL CHURCH MEMBERS |
Hrm Local Church attracts all types of individuals—sim-
ple, intellectual, emotional, _depressed; joyful, etc.
However, as diversified as those are who attach themselves
to the movement, there is on¢ basic umwaro_ommn&_ooasoz

% Contrary to this claim, Lee contradicts himself numerous times in-his writings,
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denominator among the members: all seem to rm<o.moEa
emotional need in their own lives that was not previously
met. Often this need is simply a desire to feel needed mzn
loved. . ‘ . . :
Through the many Local Church functions, zzm need
often appears to be met. However, many people o&maw the
group, especially the families of the ones involved, notice a
very unhealthy change. Not only does it appear to them that
the emotional need has not been met, but it appears that the
member has been presented with a whole new set of prob-
lems. Several families have contacted us that had moaocm_.w
contemplated obtaining professional therapy for Em.mo_ fami-
ly members who were in the Local QERF. since the
members now seemed unable to cope with reality as they
had been able to do before joining the Local Church. .
From the outside, the Local Church appears very loving
and considerate of its members. This is true. It is con-
siderate of its own members, as long as those members are
cooperative. However, we. have already seen the Local
Church attitude toward nonmembers, and the group’s com-
U_&o rejection of any other churches. However, if one Emm
to ~om<o,.5n..h0o& Church, he is often told that God will
punish him, that he has committed the unforgivable sin, or
that he might die by God’s judgment. The mﬁroa have on
file testimonies from ex-Local Church members to whom
these ‘‘divine threats’’ were made. .
One of the characteristics of the cults that we &mommmom in
Chapter 1 of this bookis the inculcation of a paranoia in z.a
individual members—a fear of persecution. This is true in
the Local Church. Members are taught that all who are not
in “the Lord’s Recovery,”” another name for the Local
Church, are ““tools of Satan.” _
| ‘However, before we go further, we should point out one
important difference between the Local Ov.ﬁ&w wam ﬁo
other groups discussed in this book. At this time in its
development, the majority of the _S_Q,:cma of the Local
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Church are born-again Christians who have been'swept into

this group because they have not critically thought about
what they have joined. Partly responsible for this
phenomenon is the fact that most of the evangelism done by

the Local Church is to people who are already. Christians.
Comparatively little is done to-evangelize non-Christians.
The members’ concentration on the Church sometimes
even seems to obliterate their relationship to Christ. For ex-
ample, when Gene Ford was still a leader in the Local
Church, he gave his ““testimony’’ twice in a small booklet
which was published in response to the first CRI booklet ex-
_posing the group. These ““testimonies’’ are not about Jesus:
they are about the ‘‘the Church life.”” Each member talks

. about how empty his life was before he found the church,
before he joined ‘‘the Lord’s Recovery.”’ :

...let me tell you a little about myself. I graduated from a
fundamental Presbyterian college and from the School of
Theology of Drew University. 1 was a minister in the
Methodist Church from 1949 to-1958. In 1958 I became an
Episcopalian for doctrinal reasons and was ordained to the
priesthood of that denomination....Through the testimony
of Father Dennis Bennett of Seattle, I was introduced into the
charismatic revival in 1962 and was active in the so-called
‘“‘Pentecostal Revival’ for several years. At the end of 1968,
through the gracious mercy of God, my eyes were opened to
see the Lord’s up-to-date move on the earth today. Since that
time I have been fully given to the Lord’s recovery.?s

Allow me to give a word of personal testimony....I was not
born yesterday. I am forty-six years old, with a certain
amount of experience. I have a respectable amount of educa-
tion. I have also spent a number of years in Christian work.
Also, I am reasonably well acquainted with the Word of God.

e

1 saw the truth of the Lord’s Recovery-in-1968, and when I
saw it, I took this way. Since being under the ministry of
Witness Lee, I have enjoyed riches of Christ I never knew ex-
isted. Do you think I would be so. foolish as to give up.my
future'in the ministry if I had not found something worth giv-
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ing it up for?%
i ies i iking
Paul’s testitnonies in the New ﬂﬂmawamﬂn are a stri 1
contrast to Local Church testimonies. In 1 Corinthians 2:2

he said, *“For I resolved to know nothing while I.was with

you except Jesus Christ and him crucified.”

THE LOCAL CHURCH AND THE MIND

Local Church members have been taught not to wm “in
the mind”’ or to question anything they are taught, since to
do so would be to act like the pagan EQE. The Local
Church does not have any E&&mﬂmﬁ& Bible study. All
study is exactly in’harmony with what Witness h.mo says. The
Local Church ¢“Bible studies’” are actually studies of r,o.om_
Church teachings, with the Bible used as backup material.
Individuals studying the Bible have no need of any study
books or even any thinking. Instead of using the intellect
‘which God gave us to understand His Word, Lee tells us to
“‘close our minds’® when we approach the Bible.

>w,_o=m as [Jesus] is with us, we need no _..omc_mao_sm.. no
rituals, no doctrines or forms....Do you come to the Bnocsmm
for teaching or for learning? We must come to the meetings
for [spiritual] feasting.”’

...there is no need for us to close our eyes to pray. It is bet-
ter for us to close our mind!...Do not try only to learn the Bi-
ble. We must realize that this is a book of life, nota book of
knowledge. This book is the divine embodiment of the living
Spirit, and he is life.”* |
. Simply Eo_w up the Word and pray-read a few verses in the
morning and in the evening. There is no need for you to exer-
cise your mind in order to squeeze out some utterance, and it
is unnecessary to-think over that you read....It is better for us
to close our mind!...There is no need for you to compose any
sentences or create a prayer. Just pray-read the Word. Pray
the words of the Bible exactly as they read. Eventually, you
will see that the whole Bible is a prayer book! You can open
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to any page of the Bible and start to pray with any portion of
the Word....There is no need to explain or expound the
Word! Simply pray with the Word. Forget about reading,
researching, understanding, and learning the Word. You
must pray-read the Word.?® .

The Bible completely condemns this practice. Matthew

m.& declares, “And when you pray, do not keep on babbling
E%” pagans, for they think they will be heard because of
a.?w: many words.’” Second Timothy 2:15 exhorts all Chris-
tians, *‘Do your best to present yourself to God as one ap-
proved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and
who correctly handles the word of truth.”” In Acts 17:11 the
Bereans are commended for their diligent study: ‘“Now the
w.onmmnm were of more noble character than the Thessalo-
nians, for they received the message with great eagerness
and examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul
said was true.”’

Unfortunately, members of the Local Church act as
though experience is the test for truth and the way to sure
knowledge. Reasoning, logic, and intellect have nothing to
do with knowledge; if one’s reason contradicts one’s ex-
perience in the Local Church, his reason must be wrong.

.Hrm Local Church structure and organization fits the
criteria of a cult in several respects. However, we should be
careful to reiterate that many of the members of the Local
O_:.:o: are Christians who have been drawn away from
their original Christian churches and into the false system of
the Local Church. Let us now look at the doctrines of the
Local Church, which also conform to the characteristics of
cultic doctrines. .

DOCTRINE—

Several cardinal doctrines of the Bible have been changed
c.% _mro Local Church. While claiming to be representing
biblical Christianity, the Local Church at the same time con-
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— fuses the biblical mmmmwsm of the Trinity, the nature of Jesus

Christ, the nature of man, the biblical process of salvation,
and the doctrine of the church. Although most of the pre-
sent members of the Local Church are Christians (and, we
believe, can have assurance of their faith), we must not
forget that the doctrines they promulgate are not biblical
and cannot in themselves draw a person to biblical faith.
The majority of Local Church members are Christians, not
because of the Local Church, but because they came to a
saving knowledge of Christ before they became members of

Witness Lee’s movement.

The Trinity

The doctrine taught by the Local Church on the Trinity is
known generally in church history as monarchianistic
modalism. This doctrine arose in the third century A.D. as
the result of the teachings of a man named Sabellius.
Sabellius was not the only man who believed in a modalistic
Trinity. Before him were Noetus, Praxeas, Epigonus,
Cleomenes, Calistus, and Beryllus. Philip Schaff, noted
church historian, observed that these forerunners of
Sabellius were properly called Patripassians (meaning that
they believed the Father suffered on the cross) rather than
classic modalists. As he said, the Patripassians were em-
bryonic modalists. Sabellius was the one who logically com-
plicated the doctrine.

Although the Local Church does not believe everything
that Sabellius taught in exactly the same way that Sabellius
believed it, its understanding of the Trinity comes under the
general category of what is known theologically as
“‘Sabellianism’’ or modalism, which identifies the Person of
the Father with the Person of the Son (and identifies the
Person of the Holy Spirit with the Persons of the Father and
the Son). The modalist generally describes God as one
Nature and one individual Person who projects Himself in
three distinct modes or aspects of His Being. Although a
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modalist may say that hé believes in three Persons, he has

merely redefined the word ““persons’’ and still has an
‘‘economic’’ Trinity rather than the genuine biblical Trinity.,
There are two major types of modalists. There are the

“logical” ones, who claim that God cannot be both Father
and Son and Holy Spirit at the same time and who therefore

say that God was first the Father, became the Son, and then
became the Holy Spirit. The illogical modalists recognize
that often the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are spoken of at
the same time. These modalists iry to say that the Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit somehow exist at the same time and yet
are each other. .

Witness Lee and the Local Church teach both kinds of
modalism. They teach that God was the Father, became the
Son, and then became the Holy Spirit (and even that the
Holy Spirit is becoming the Church—a topic we will deal
with later). Witness Lee says:

Thus, the three Persons of the Trinity become the three suc-
cessive steps in the process of God’s economy. #3° .

In the heavens, where man cannot see Him, God is the
Father; when He is expressed among men, He is the Son; and
when He comes into men, He is the Spirit. The Father was ex-
pressed among men in the Son, and the Son became the Spirit
to come into men. The Father is in the Son, and the Son
became the Spirit—the three are just one God.*

Likewise, the Father, Son, and Spirit are not three Gods,
but three stages of one God for us to possess and enjoy,*?

The Father as the inexhaustible source of everything is em-

bodied in the Son....In the place where no man can approach
Him (I Tim. 6:16), God is the Father, When He comes forth

to manifest Himself, He is the Son....We know the Lordis -

the Son and that He is also called-the Father....Now we read
that He is the Spirit. So we must be clear that Christ the Lord
is the Spirit, too....As the source, God is the Father. As the
expression, He is the Son. As the transmission, He is the

# All emphasis is ours,
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Spirit. The Father is the source, the Son is the mxbnomm.mom‘ and
the Spirit is the transmission, the communion. This is the

triune God....*?
Such views are clearly unscriptural. They present a chang-

ing God, contrary to Malachi 3:6 (“I the Lord do not
change’’) and Hebrews 13:8 (“Jesus Christ is the same
yesterday and today and forever’’). Even the Holy Spirit is
called the “‘eternal Spirit>’ in Hebrews 9:14. The three Per-
sons of the Trinity are eternally coexistent, and no one of
them becomes another Person at any time.

Shortly after the first booklet by the Passantinos on the
Local Church appeared, in which this error was pointed out,
the Local Church tried to avoid the label of Sabellianism by
indicating that Lee did not believe in successionism, but that
he believed that all three Persons existed at the same time.
The Local Church, however, did not change any of its
previous statements, and Lee did not retract any of the
quotes which were used by Christian researchers to prove
that he believed in successionism. Both sets of statements
continued to deny a real distinction among the Persons,
teaching that the Father in His Person was the Person of the
Son, and that the Person of the Son was the Person of the
Holy Spirit.

Although He is one God, yet there is the matter of
threefoldness, that is, the threefold Person—the Father, the

Son, and the Spirit....3

The Son who prays is the Father who listens. ...

...the Son is the Father, and the Son is also the Spirit.
Otherwise, how could these three be one God?3¢

The Son is the Father, and the Son is also the Spirit.*’

While Lee thus tried to escape the charge of Sabellianism
(without denying his previous assertions), he merely m%i:-
ed his support of another modalistic heresy, Patripas-
sianism, which taught (as Lee does) that the Father and the



396 / THE NEW CULTS

Son are actually the same Person at the same time. (Few

Patripassians of the third and fourth centuries said much

about the Spirit; one who did, Marcellus of Ancyra, taught
the personal identity of the Spirit with the Father and Son,

- just as Lee does.)*

Even in this form, Lee’s teaching is clearly unscriptural,
That the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are distinct Persons
is obvious in Scripture. They have separate, though never
conflicting, wills (Luke 22:42; 1 Corinthians 12:11). Jesus is
sent by the Father, and He and the Father send the Spirit
(John 17:8; 15:26; 16:7; 14:26; 20:21). The Father speaks to
to the Son employing the second-person pronoun ‘‘you’’:
‘““You are my beloved Son...” (Luke 3:22). Jesus offered
Himself to the Father through the Spirit (Hebrews 9:14), We

should remember Jesus’ words when He said: that He came
not to testify of Himself, but of Him who sent Him.

It is true that the Local Church and Witness Lee say that
they somehow believe in the ‘“‘three-and-one”’ God. This is
their attempt to say that they belicve as we do; yet they
believe in the merging of the Persons of the Trinity, too.
Gene Ford, a former Local Church spokesman, said, “We
say unequivocally that God being three is one, and that God
being one is three,’’s However, the word ““‘unequivocal’’
means ‘‘admitting of no doubt or misunderstanding; clear.”?
The Local Church’s position on the “three. and one” is
anything but unequivocal. They have used the terms ““one’’
and “three”” without defining what they mean. God is one.
One what? One Person? One God? One body? One princi-
ple? God is three. Three what? Mary Baker Eddy, the
founder of Christian Science, believed that “God is three.”
Her problem was that she believed that ““three” referred to
the “three divine principles” of *“leve, truth, and life.” The
Local Church means by three ““the matter of threefoldness,
that is the threefold Person....’"* Notice that they believe
that the one Person has ““threefoldness’’—not that there are
three eternal and distinct Persons, as the Bible teaches.

The Local Church of Witness Lee / 397

ortiinately, —the  great early-church theologian,
Augustine, did not suffer from such ambiguity. .
But when it is asked three what, then the. great poverty
from which our language suffers becomes apparent. But the

 formula ““three persons” has been coined, not in order to give
-a Saﬁ_ao explanation by means of it, but in order that we
"might not be obliged to remain silent.*
msn on the other hand it could not say that they were R.:
three somethings (tria quaedam), since by n_o_:ﬁ:m. .&_m
Sabellius fell into heresy. From the Scriptures we learn with
absolute certainty that which we must piously believe, 85. the
eye of the mind perceives it with its unfailing un_,,oou:.ow.
namely, that there is the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,
that the Son is not the same as the Father, and that the Holy
Spirit is not the same as the Father and the Son. When asked
to explain what these three were, it answered substances or -
persons.* .
The biblical Trinity may be defined as follows: within the
nature of the one eternal God are three distinct Per-
sons—the Father, the Son, and the Holy mnErHromo three

Persons are the one God. " . o
How can we demonstrate from the Bible that the Trinity

is not an “‘economic’’ Trinity but a Trinity of three eternally
distinct Persons in the one essential Being? The easiest way
is to demonstrate each part of our definition in order to

substantiate the definition as a whole.
~The Bible teaches that there is only one God. We can see
this from countless verses, such as Isaiah 43:10,
Deuteronomy 6:4, 1 Corinthians 8:4-6, and H.,EBAEG Nuu..
Our second step in testing our definition is to see if the Bi-
ble teaches that there is an eternal Person called the Father
Peter 1:17 calls the Father ““God’’ and clearly distinguishes
Him from the Son. First Corinthians 8:6 emphatically states
that there is “‘one God, the Father.” .
After we have determined that there is an eternal, distinct
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Person called the Father, we must see if there is a Person
who is called the Word or Son in Scripture who is also called
God and is distinguished from the Father. John 1:1 states of

the Son, ““In the beginning was the Word, and the Word
was with God, and the Word was God.” Hebrews 1:8
quotes the Father speaking to the Son, showing a distinction
between the two and yet calling the Son “God.”” Hebrews
13:8 says, ‘‘Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and
forever.”

Finally, the Bible also teaches that there is an eternal and
distinct Person called the Holy Spirit who is neither the Son
nor the Father, but who is called God. Hebrews 9:14 talks of
the eternal Spirit who worked in offering up Christ for our
sins. In John 14:16 Jesus, speaking of the Holy Spirit, called
him “‘another Comforter,” which according to the original
Greck word means another Person of the same nature or
kind.

After careful study of these and many oEQ passages, we
can clearly see that there are three distinct Persons within
the nature of the one God. We are forced by the Bible to the
conclusion that these three distinct Persons are the one God.
In Jesus® baptism, we see this distinctness illustrated: the
Son came up from the water, the Holy Spirit descended as a
dove, and the Father spoke from heaven.

Regardless of our reasoning, if the Bible teaches a certain
doctrine, then as Christians we must believe it. We should
discard our presuppositions and see what the Bible teaches.
If the Bible teaches the doctrine of the Trinity as outlined
above—that there are three eternally distinct Persons within
the nature of the one God—then that is what we must
believe as Christians. We cannot try to simplify this doctrine
or try to make it easy to understand.-Wesee what the Bible
teaches and we believe it because it is the Word of God. We
must never base our faith in God on experience alone,
because experience can lie. We can only fully trust the Word
of God.

kY
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Christ

The Local Church doctrine of Christ has been covered to
some extent in the preceding section on the doctrine of the
Trinity. We have seen that the Local Church has taken away
Christ’s unique existence as the beloved of the Father and

the sender of the Comforter. He becomes, in Local Church -

theology, merely one of three aspects of the one Person of
God.

However, the Local Church also misinterprets other
aspects of Christ. They teach the error that, when the Word
of God was incarnated, He ““mingled’’ His two natures and
became neither distinctly man nor distinctly God but a new
nature, a mixture of God and man.

Formerly it was impossible for man to contact the Father.
He was exclusively God and His nature was exclusively
divine. There was nothing in the Father to bridge the gap be-
tween God and man....But now He has...become incarnate
in human nature. The Father was pleased to combine His own
divinity with humanity in the Son.*?

With the Incarnation a dispensation began in which God
and man, man and God were blended into one.*

This doctrine can be answered by many passages of Scrip-
ture, but one is sufficient. The clearest teaching on the two
natures of Christ, known as the hypostatic union, is found
in Philippians 2:5-7:

Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus:
Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality
with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing,
taking the very nature of a mo?ma being made in human
likeness....

This clearly teaches that Christ was both man and God, not
a strange mixture of the two. He was truly God, according
to verse 6, and, since we know from Malachi 3:6 that God
never changes, we know that when He emptied himself and
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became a man, He could not have stopped possessing the
nature of God. He assumed an additional nature—that of a

human. The Christian church has consistently taught that
Christ had two natures, human and divine, which were in
submission to one Person, the eternal Logos or Word.

These two natures were never mingled.

Romans 9:5, speaking of all the blessings that Israel has
had, culminates by declaring that Christ was the greatest
blessing they had ever received: *‘...from [the Jews] is trac-

ed the human ancestry of Christ, who is God over all,
forever praised!”’

Mankind

The Local Church doctrine of mankind is affected by the
Church’s doctrine of Christ, already discussed, and its doc-
trine of the church, which will be discussed later.

Man as He was Created
At the very beginning of the Scriptures, God is seen
creating man as the center of the whole creation for the pur-
pose of expressing Himself. In His economy God intended

that man should express Himself as the center of His whole
universe.**

Lee also teaches that ‘“‘flesh’® is bad in itself. This is
known as asceticism and is also related to ““docetic
gnosticism.”” (That ancient heresy taught that Jesus had no
flesh, since flesh was bad; Jesus, being good, was pure
spirit.) Lee says:

Man’s body as originally created by God was something
very good, but it has now become the flesh. The body was

pure, since it was created good, but when the body was cor-

rupted by Satan, it became flesh-*—

Nowhere does Lee clarify what he means by *‘flesh’” as op-
posed to a ‘‘body,” although he does refer to becoming
flesh as obtaining a damaged, ruined body.

The Local Church doctrine of man (as it concerns man
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after the fall in Eden) is closely affiliated with the Church’s
strange doctrine of sin (and Satan). For this reason, we will
suspend discussion of the doctrine of man for a short space

and deal with the doctrine of sin.

Sin
Sin, to the Local Church, is nothing more or less than

““the embodiment of Satan.’’ After we define the Local
Church concept of sin, we will discuss its doctrine of the fall

of man and how sin affected that event.

The body simply became the residence of Sin, which is the
embodiment of Satan....Sin is the embodiment of Satan and
death is the issue or effect of Satan. This corrupted,
transmuted body is called the ‘body of sin,” and the ‘body of
death,’ because this body became the very residence of
Satan.*’

According to the Local Church, the original sin of man
was not a matter of ethics or doing good, but was a matter
of choosing to be mingled with either God or Satan. The
tree of life represented God (see The Economy of God,
pages 105-06) or Christ (who is nothing more than the em-
bodiment of the Father). The tree of knowledge represented
Satan, with the result of death from mingling Satan with
man. Man chose the tree of knowledge (that is one reason
knowledge is so disparaged in the group today) and thus
became mingled with Satan, also known as Sin.

The significance of Adam taking the fruit of the tree of
knowledge was that he received Satan into himself.... When
he took the fruit of the tree of knowledge into himself...he
received Satan, who then grew in him...thus, Satan grew in
Adam and became a part of him.*

This doctrine actually takes away from the personality of
Satan and makes him little more than a force. The Bible
teaches clearly that Satan is a person and is distinct from
man, even fallen man. In Matthew 4:1-11 Jesus was tempted

b T
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by Satan (he is even called the tempter), and there is
dialogue between them. If both were merely forces, they
could not communicate at all. If Satan were a mere force,

Jesus could not hold a conversation with him. This shows
that Satan has independent personality, apart from any per-

sonality that he may demonstrate through a person who is

Satan-possessed.

The distinction between Satan and fallen man is clearly
shown in Revelation 20:10, where Satan is cast into the lake
of fire, but not until verse 15 do we find that fallen men are
also cast there. This succession of events necessitates a
distinction between Satan and unsaved men.

Lee’s insistence that the ‘‘body’’ is corrupt because the
Bible calls the “‘flesh” corrupt displays his complete ig-
norance of the Bible’s use of the literary device called
metonymy. ‘‘Flesh’” is used biblically to mean *‘‘sin.”’ It
does not necessarily bear any relatinship to the actual body
that man possesses, any more than calling a king the
“Crown” (a common example of metonymy) makes the
king become the crown.

Before we return to the doctrine of man and see the dif-
ferent kinds of man that the Local Church envisions, we
should deal with the Local Church doctrine of salvation,
since that doctrine directly affects the doctrine of man held
by the group.

Salvation

The doctrine of salvation in Local Church theology is
closely linked with its doctrines of man and of the church.
Since we need to return to our discussion of man, we will

discuss only one aspect of the doctrine of salvation-at-this—

bt

point and will discuss the other aspects and its ultimate im-
plications under the section on church theology.

Lee teaches that in the same way that man fell, he was
saved. He fell when Satan mingled with him, and he was
saved when God mingled Himself, first in Jesus and then
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subsequently in each man who becomes a Christian. This
goes into the doctrine of the deification of the church, or the
church becoming God. Lee said:

[After the fall] Satan was joyful, boasting Emﬁ. he :m@ suc-
ceeded in taking over man. But God, who was still outside of

man, seemed to say: ‘I will also become incarnated. If Satan

wrought himself into man, then let Me enter man and put
man upon Myself.’*?

...Subsequently, the Lord came and put man upon mﬁam.:
to bring him to the cross....At the same time, Satan within
this fallen man was put to death also....Christ brought man
with Satan into death and the grave and brought man without
Satan out of death and the grave. He left Satan buried in the

grave....Now this resurrected man is one with
Christ...through this resurrection man with God became one.

By incarnation God came into man, and by resurrection man
with God became one. Now God is in man’s spirit.*°

Since Lee has identified sin with Satan, he has detracted
from the biblical value of the cross. We know that sin is
disobedience to God—not Satan. According to the Bible,
God did not mingle Himself with man in Christ (see the
previous section on the doctrine of Christ), and it was not
Satan who was put to death on the cross.

Romans 5:9,10 shows us that Christ died instead to justify
us and to reconcile us: “‘Since we have now been justified by
his blood, how much more shall we be saved from God’s
wrath through Him!...We were reconciled to [God]
through the death of His Son....”” Acts 20:28 shows us that
it was God Himself who made the perfect sacrifice and who
was sacrificed on the cross for our benefit—not some imper-
sonal divinity mingled with -a humanness: ‘‘...the
church...which he bought with His own blood...."”" Finally,
Hebrews 9:14 shows us that Christ’s sacrifice was made fo
God, and not as some trick to trap and kill Satan:
«..Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered himself

unblemished to God....”” Hebrews 10:10 tells us that the
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cross sanctifies us:*‘by [God’s] will we have been made holy
through the sacrifice of the body of Jesus Christ once for

all.”

The Natures of Man

The Local Church teaches that man, at various times,
has different natures. It teaches that the first man, before
the fall, was ‘‘neutral,”’ containing only human elements,
but was created for the purpose of expressing God
throughout the universe if he chose to “‘eat God’’ as
represented in the tree of life. If that had happened, God
would have immediately mingled with man and this new
manifestation would have expressed God to the universe.
However, man chose to ‘‘eat Satan’’ by taking the fruit of
the tree of knowledge, and therefore man and Satan (also
known as Sin) were mingled and became one. When Christ
was incarnated, this ‘‘Sinman’’ clothed the divinity of
Christ, allowing God to “‘trap’’ Satan and kill him (it) on
the cross. This enabled God to return to His original plan of
mingling Himself with man. Since that time, men who have
come to Christ have lost their mingling with Satan and are
now mingled with God in the same way. We are now ready
to discuss Witness Lee’s complicated and confusing doctrine
of the church.

The Church

The Local Church teaches not only that it is the only true
church, but also that the church is of a nature not usually
taught in history. We shall see that it is not taught in the Bi-
ble, either!

Witness Lee teaches that the church; the Body of Christ,
is Christ, and is becoming more and more ““full’’ of God, to
the point where eventually the church is God manifest in the
flesh, fulfilling God’s original intention to ““‘work Himself
into man.” -
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Prior to the Incarnation God was God and man was
man....The two were quite separate.... With the incarnation

a dispensation began in which God and man, man and God
were blended into one...the very nature of God may c.n
wrought into the nature of man...the life of the creature is
blended with the life of the Creator....He invariably chooses
the lot of each [Christian] with this goal in view—an increase
of the divine content in our lives.*'

The Father is in the Son, the Son is in the Spirit, and the
Spirit is now in the Body. They are now four in one: the
Father, the Son, the Spirit, and the Body.**

Speaking of the Church and Christ: ‘‘In number we are dif
ferent, but in nature we are exactly the same.* .

This Christ has expanded from one Person to Eocmmn.am
and thousands of persons. He was once the individual Christ,
but in Acts He has become a corporate Christ.

Then the day will come when the Triune God and the resur-
rected man will be one expression....*

Eventually, God will become us.**

The Bible says that man can never become God or a part
of God. There is only one God, who is eternally the same.
He will not become one in essence with us. Isaiah 43:10
declares, ‘“You are my witnesses, declares the Lord, and my
servant whom I have chosen, so that you may know and
believe me and understand that I am he. Before me no god
was formed, nor will there be one after me.”

CONCLUSION

We have seen that Witness Lee and the Local Church
teach error conerning the doctrines of God, Christ, man,
sin, salvation, and the church. Witness Lee is not a sound
Bible teacher, and the Local Church is cultic in many ways,
both doctrinally and in structure, even though many of its
members are Christians. One cannot be truly obedient to

:
i
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God and join or remain in the Local Church or support the

teachings we have critically analyzed here. :
‘E..o »,m.nﬂ that many immature Christians have been
deceived into joining this group does not mean that the

Local Church is close to orthodoxy, but only that it has
become a clever counterfeit of the truth, Although we can-

not and will not pass judgment on the souls of Local Church
members, we can pass judgment on a number of Local
Church teachings, which are not biblical. The ‘Book of Acts
describes the type of situation we find in the Local Church:
“‘Even from your own number men will arise and distort the

Mn%wwvi order to draw away disciples after them’’ (Acts
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