World Religions Notes: God

Christianity: good and evil

Much of religion is to do with ideas of good and evil. However, it is often difficult to say exactly what we mean by these words.

Christian Teaching
Although we might say that lots of things are 'good' we are more likely to say that things that we do not like are 'bad' rather than evil. Something which is evil is not simply something which we do not like but is usually something which can do people harm.

It would seem sensible to say that if we believe in God we would always do good things because God is good. Yet if we look around the world we can see that often evil things do happen. This has led people to believe in the power of evil - a force which actually persuades people to choose the wrong thing to do and to act in an evil way.

Christians might say that although God allows this evil force to exist, he wants us to act according to his rules. At the end of the day, God judges us on the way in which we have led our lives. Other people say that the evil force is simply a weakness in human beings and that we have the choice whether to follow God's wishes or not. It is this ability to choose which makes us human, otherwise we might just as well be robots.
One of the questions which people often ask is, 'If God is good, how can he let evil things happen?' Christianity tries to produce an answer to this question. It also teaches that one of the most important things about the relationship between people and God is forgiveness. God is always ready to forgive wrong if people are willing to change and follow his laws.
Christianity teaches:

The first sin happened in the Garden of Eden when Adam and Eve chose to disobey God and eat the fruit from the tree of knowledge. 

As well as a power for good there is also a power of evil - traditionally this is said to be Satan (or Lucifer), one of the archangels who disobeyed God and was sent to hell. (Luke 10:18) 

Some people say that they have been possessed by the devil and people try to exorcise the demons. There are examples in the New Testament of Jesus driving out demons. 

When Jesus came to earth, human beings were given a chance to begin a new life and escape everlasting punishment after death. 

Jesus showed people how God wanted them to live. 

He died on the cross for people's sins and because he was innocent those sins were forgiven - this is called atonement. 

Jesus rose from the dead and from that time onwards people who follow his teachings will have new life before and after death. 

When the Eucharist is celebrated, Christians remind themselves of Jesus' actions and the fact that they are forgiven because of him. At the Eucharist, by sharing bread and wine Christians remember the meal Jesus shared with his disciples on the night before he was put to death (the Last Supper): 

While they were eating, Jesus took bread, gave thanks and broke it, and gave it to his disciples, saying, "Take and eat; this is my body." Then he took the cup, gave thanks and offered it to them, saying, "Drink from it, all of you. This is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins."
Matthew 26:26-28 
Christianity: good and evil Test

1. Jesus died for people's sins. 

True 


False 

2. At the Last Supper Jesus forgave sins. 


True 


False 

 3. Jesus was possessed by a devil. 

True 


False 

4. The first sin was committed by Moses. 

True 


False 

5. Lucifer was an angel who became a devil when he was exiled from heaven. 

True 


False 

6. Exorcism is when people get rid of demons.
True 


False 

7. God does not mind how we behave. 


True 


False 

8. Jesus said the bread was his body. 


True 


False 

9. Evil is a stronger word than bad. 


True 


False 

10. The Eucharist reminds Christians of the Garden of Eden. 

True 


False 

Christianity: good and evil Test Results 

1. You said a - True. 

Well done. Christianity teaches that Jesus died for people's sins. 

2. You said b - False. 

Well done. Jesus did not forgive sins at the Last Supper. 

3. You said b - False. 

Well done. Jesus was not possessed by a devil. 

4. You said b - False. 

Well done. Moses did not commit the first sin. 

5. You said a - True. 

Well done. Lucifer is another name for Satan, a devil who was sent to hell from heaven. 

6. You said a - True. 

Well done. Exorcism is how people get rid of demons. 

7. You said b - False. 

Well done. God is concerned about how people behave. 

8. You said a - True. 

Well done. At the Last Supper Jesus said that the bread represented his body 

9. You said a - True. 

Well done. Evil is a stronger word than bad. 

10. You said b - False. 

Well done. The Eucharist is celebrated to remind Christians that Jesus died so that their sins would be forgiven.

Christianity: revelation

This section looks at what Christians believe about revelation. This is how they believe that God communicates with them.

Scripture

This is perhaps the most important type of revelation for Christians. It deals with the Bible and the way in which Christians think about it. The Bible is different from any other book because it contains God's words.

There are different approaches to the Bible and Christians may disagree about them:

The Bible is a very old document written by humans. It contains some good teachings about God but it needs to be reinterpreted for today. Some people say that this is putting human beings above God.

The Bible is the Word of God. Every word is true and is exactly what God wanted it to be. There are no errors in the Bible. When two passages of the Bible appear to contradict one another or they cannot be understood, some people say that this is because humans are simply not intelligent enough to understand what it says. 

The Bible is the Word of God but it was written down by human beings and has been copied by human beings. Therefore you would expect there to be mistakes in it. Also parts of the Bible were originally written in at least three different languages (Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek) and although it is now translated into English and many other languages, it is not always possible to know what it originally meant.

Some people look at the Bible as simply a very interesting piece of literature and try to work out how it was written and put together.

Looking at the kinds of truth described in the Revision Bite on Knowledge, faith and belief, we can see how the Bible can show these:

Christians would say that the Bible has moral and spiritual truth. 

Some stories in the Bible obviously have aesthetic truth - they are true to how people behave. 

It is very difficult to prove that there is historical truth in the Bible because although archaeological findings have suggested some things written down in the Bible happened, there is no evidence to show whether most of the events took place or not. 

The teaching of the Church

Many Christians are members of a particular church. The different Christian churches have different views about their teaching.

The Roman Catholic Church bases much of its teaching on the tradition of the church and they believe that sometimes when the head of the church, the Pope, is speaking, he is speaking with God's authority.

Miracles

There are many examples of miracles in the New Testament and Christians may see these as acts of God. Many miracles are said to have happened in the world, especially at places such as Lourdes, and these are seen as revelations of God's will. Whether these miracles actually happened or not, Christians believe they can teach people something about God.

Question 

What do Christians mean when they say that the Bible is 'revealed'? Explain the different ways in which people think about the Bible. 

Classical and modern arguments

How can we know if there is something we call 'God'? This section describes the five main arguments used to 'prove' that God exists. These arguments are usually applied to Christianity. They can be divided into classical and modern arguments.

Classical arguments

· Ontological

Anselm (1033-1109)

God must exist because people describe him (or her) as 'that than which nothing greater can be conceived'. 

You cannot think of anything greater or more important than the idea of God so therefore there must be a God. 

· Cosmological

Thomas Aquinas (1225-74)

Everything has to come from something. You cannot make something out of nothing. 

Therefore the universe has to have been created by something and that something (or 'first cause') is God. 

· Teleological (or Design)

William Paley (1734-1805)

If you were walking along and saw a watch you would assume that its parts had not come together by chance, because it is too complicated. Therefore someone must have made it. 

Because the universe is so complicated someone must have made this too and that someone was God.

Modern arguments

· Experience

People claim that they know that miracles have happened. Therefore there must be a God who made them happen. 

Other people say that they have had a vision of God or a particular prayer to God has been answered. For these reasons they say that God must exist. 

· Morality

Some people will say that everyone knows the difference between 'right' and 'wrong'. They describe this as having a sense of morality. 

How can we get this sense of morality unless God gives it to us? Therefore there must be a God.

Have a look at this typical exam question and think about how you might answer it. Then look at the example of a plan that you might use

Question 
'No one can prove that God exists.' How far do you agree with this statement?
Bottom of Form
Islam: good and evil

Islamic teaching
Although we might say that lots of things are 'good' we are more likely to say that things that we do not like are 'bad' rather than evil. Something which is evil is not simply something which we do not like but is usually something which can do people harm.

It would seem sensible to say that if we believe in God we would always do good things because God is good. Yet if we look around the world we can see that often evil things do happen. This has led people to believe in the power of evil - a force which actually persuades people to choose the wrong thing to do and to act in an evil way.

Muslims say that although Allah (God) allows this evil force to exist, he wants us to act according to his rules. At the end of the day, Allah judges us on the way in which we have led our lives.
Islamic teaching

Islam teaches:

Everyone is born without sin (fitrah) but with free will. People can choose to follow Allah or they can choose sin. 

Allah created angels (Mala'ikah) from divine light (nur). From fire he made other spirits called Jinn. He then made the first human, Adam, from clay. 

Allah ordered all the angels and Jinn to bow down to Adam. Iblis, one of the Jinn, refused: 

(Allah) said: 'O Iblis! What is your reason for not being among those who prostrated themselves?' (Iblis) said: 'I am not one to prostrate myself to man, whom You created from sounding clay, from mud moulded into shape.' (Allah) said: 'Then get you out from here; for you are rejected, accursed. And the curse shall
be on you till the Day of Judgement.'
Surah 15:32-35

Iblis, who is sometimes called Shaytan (the devil) said that for ever he would try to tempt humans to choose wrong rather than right. 

Although Iblis is allowed to test a Muslim’s faith he is not equal to Allah and he cannot hurt people unless Allah allows him to: 

(Shaytan) cannot harm the believers in the least, except as Allah permits; and on Allah let them put their trust.
Surah 58:10 

Muhammad (peace be upon him) warned Muslims:

Beware of Shaytan, he is desperate to divert you from the worship of Allah, so beware of him in matters of religion.

Hadith 

For Muslims life is a period of testing and temptations. People have to find their own solutions to these problems.

Allah has said that he will forgive people as he forgave Adam and Hawwa' when they were tempted by Shaytan and ate the forbidden fruit in Al-Jannah (Paradise):

If, as is sure, there comes to you guidance from Me, whosoever follows My guidance, on them shall be 
no fear, nor shall they grieve.
Surah 2:38 

Muslims are required to follow Allah's example of justice, mercy and forgiveness in their treatment of other 
people:
Hold to forgiveness; command what is right; but turn away from the ignorant.
Surah 7:199

Islam: good and evil Test 

1. People are born with original sin. 

True 


False 

2. Allah created Adam from clay. 

True 


False 

3. Adam and Hawwa' were tempted by Shaytan. 

True 


False 

4. Allah did not forgive Adam. 

True 


False 

5. Shaytan is an angel. 

True 


False 

6. Shaytan is as powerful as Allah. 

True 


False 

7. Muhammad (peace be upon him) warned people not to be tempted by Shaytan. 

True 


False 

8. People are born with free will. 

True 


False 

9. Evil is a stronger word than bad. 

True 


False 

10. Allah does not allow people to be tempted by Shaytan. 
True 


False 

Islam: good and evil Test Results

1. You said b - False. 

Well done. Islam teaches that everyone is born without sin (fitrah). 

2. You said a - True. 

Well done. Allah did create Adam from clay. 

3. You said a - True. 

Well done. Adam and Hawwa' were tempted by Shaytan. 

4. You said b - False. 

Well done. Allah forgave Adam after he was tempted by Shaytan. 

5. You said b - False. 

Well done. Shaytan is one of the Jinn. 

6. You said b - False. 

Well done. Shaytan is not as powerful as Allah. 

7. You said a - True. 

Well done. Muhammad (pbuh) did warn people not to be tempted by Shaytan. 

8. You said a - True. 

Well done. Islam teaches that everyone is born with free will. 

9. You said a - True. 

Well done. Evil is a stronger word than bad. 

10. You said b - False. 

Well done. Allah does allow people to be tempted by Shaytan. 

Islam: revelation
This section looks at what Muslims believe about revelation. This is how they believe that Allah communicates with them.

Holy books 

Experiences such as miracles
Holy books

This is certainly the most important type of revelation for Muslims. Islamic beliefs about revelation are based on the Qur'an (the Islamic holy book). The Qur'an is different from any other book because it is composed entirely of the words of Allah.

In 611 CE the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) was reflecting in a cave when the Angel Jibril appeared to him.

Muhammad (peace be upon him) was illiterate but three times Jibril ordered him to 'read':

The angel said: 'Read! In the name of your Lord and Cherisher, who created - created man, out of a (mere) clot of blood: Read! And your Lord Is Most Bountiful, - he who taught (the use of) the pen, - taught man that which he knew not.'
Surah 96:1-5 

Jibril then told Muhammad (peace be upon him) that he was to be the messenger of Allah.

These revelations continued for the next 23 years:

This day I have perfected your religion for you, completed My favour upon you, and have chosen for you Islam as your religion.
Surah 5:3

Muhammad (peace be upon him) remained illiterate and the Qur'an was written down by his friends and followers. The Qur'an has 114 Surahs (or chapters). These are arranged in the order decreed by the Angel Jibril from Allah, not by chronological order.

For Muslims the Qur'an contains only the literal unchanged words of Allah. It is direct revelation from Allah to humanity. Because the Qur'an is the word of Allah it cannot be contradicted. To do so would be seen as not only irrelevant but most importantly, it would be very disrespectful.

To preserve the true words of Allah, the Qur'an is always recited for worship in Arabic. Versions of the Qur'an in other languages are called interpretations, because the true meaning of the words can only be found in the Arabic. However, these interpretations can be used to read and study the Qur'an.

The Qur'an is Iman (faith), unchanging and unchangeable. It is the last and most complete book of guidance from Allah and applies to all people for ever.

In his sermon on Mount Arafat, Muhammad (peace be upon him) made it clear that this was the final revelation:

No prophet or messenger will come after me and no new faith will emerge.
Hadith

Looking at the kinds of truth in the Revision Bite on Knowledge, faith and belief, we can see how the Qur'an can show these:

Muslims would say that the Qur'an has moral and spiritual truth. 

They would also say that it has historic truth.

Question 

Explain what Muslims mean when they say that the Qur'an is 'revealed'.

Buddhism
Buddhism is based on the teachings of Siddattha Gotama, the Buddha, or the Enlightened One. 

The Buddha
Siddattha Gotama was probably born in 563 BCE, in Kapilavastu near the India/Nepal border.He was the prince of a small kingdom but at 29 he left his home and family to seek a better way of life. He was looking for peace and spiritual truth which would release him from the cycle of rebirths. After six years he discovered this enlightenment while sitting and meditating under a bodhi tree. After this he spent the rest of his life travelling and preaching his message. He gathered together a group of followers who formed a monastic community known as a sangha.

The Buddha's teachings

The Four Noble Truths:

1. Life is suffering. 

2. Suffering is caused by attachment to desires. 

3. Suffering can be ended by overcoming attachment to desires. 

4. The way to end suffering is the Noble Eightfold Path. 

The Noble Eightfold Path:

1. Right view 

2. Right thought 

3. Right speech 

4. Right action 

5. Right livelihood 

6. Right effort 

7. Right mindfulness 

8. Right contemplation 

Buddhist beliefs

Anatta (anatman) - there is no permanent self or soul. Existence is impermanent - everything is subject to change (anicca or anitya) 

Dukkha - suffering 

Samsara - Buddhism reinterprets the Hindu idea of a continuing cycle of birth, death and rebirth. Ignorance in one life means that a person clings to life and this causes another cycle of rebirth. 

Kamma (karma) - for every action there is a consequence. Kamma can lead to rebirth as a human, an animal, or even as a type of god. Buddhism accepts that there may be gods but they have no special status and they can be reborn into lower levels of existence. These gods are not creators nor do they control human life. They are concerned with pleasure and so do not look for enlightenment. 

Nibbana (Nirvana) - the end of rebirth. This is the ultimate aim of Buddhism and is reached when all want and suffering has gone. 

Reaching Nibbana involves the four Abodes of Brahma:

1. loving kindness 

2. compassion 

3. sympathetic joy 

4. equanimity 
Buddhism Test
1. Nibbana is the end of rebirth. 

True 


False 

2. Kamma means doing nothing. 

True 


False 

3. Buddhists believe that the gods created everything. 

True 


False 

4. Samsara is the cycle of rebirth. 

True 


False 

5. Anatta means there is no permanent soul. 

True 


False 

6. The Noble Eightfold Path is the way to end suffering. 

True 


False 

7. Suffering is caused by knowledge. 

True 


False 

8. The Buddha achieved enlightenment sitting under a maple tree. 

True 


False 

9. The Buddha was 15 when he left home. 

True 


False 

10. Dukkha means suffering. 

True 


False 

Buddhism Test Results. 
You said a - True. 

Well done. Nibbana or Nirvana is the end of rebirth and is the ultimate aim in Buddhism. 

2. You said b - False. 

Well done. Kamma or karma means that for every action there is a consequence. 

3. You said b - False. 

Well done. Buddhists do not believe that the gods are creators. 

4. You said a - True. 

Well done. Samsara is the cycle of rebirth. 

5. You said a - True. 

Well done. Anatta is the impermanence of the soul. 

6. You said a - True. 

Well done. The Noble Eightfold Path is the way to end suffering, according to Buddhism. 

7. You said b - False. 

Well done. Suffering is caused by attachment to desires. 

8. You said b - False. 

Well done. The Buddha achieved enlightenment by sitting under a bodhi tree. 

9. You said b - False. 

Well done. The Buddha was 29 when he left home to seek enlightenment. 

10. You said a - True. 

Well done. Dukkha does mean suffering.

Knowledge, faith and belief
The real problem with any religion comes when people ask 'why do you believe?' and the answer is often not a very easy one to give. Some people might just say 'because I do' or 'because I know something is true'. This is not quite the same as saying that 'I know it is three o'clock because that is the time on my watch', or saying 'I know that tomorrow it is Sunday'. There is a difference between religious belief and beliefs of other kinds.

Aesthetic truth

This is the sort of truth which we can find in pictures, novels or films. We are not saying that what we are looking at, reading or watching actually happened. However, we might say that it is 'true to life'. By this we mean that it is believable - it could happen.

Historical truth
This is quite straightforward. We can say that we 'know' that something happened in the past even though we were not there and did not see it for ourselves.

We know that it happened because we have seen evidence (this might be archaeological or films or documents), and from this evidence we know that certain things happened or took place.

Moral truth

When we talk about moral truth we mean that we 'know' that something is right or wrong. This is almost like an instinct. We know that it is wrong to steal or to kill people. We may also know that we will be punished in some way if we do this but we are saying that we know within ourselves that this is wrong anyway. 

This sort of truth is linked with the moral argument for the existence of God.

Scientific truth

Scientists can only say that something is 'true' if they can prove it by experiments, and they have to be able to show that each time they conduct the experiment that same thing happens. When the same result is obtained from an experiment that is repeated over and over again, this is known as empirical evidence and is the basis of scientific truth.

Spiritual or religious truth

This is obviously the sort of truth which we find in religion. This sort of truth deals with faith and belief. People may say that they 'know' God but they cannot prove it in a scientific way and, unlike some of the other sorts of truth, it is very difficult to persuade other people if they are sceptical or do not believe themselves.

People who follow a particular religion may say that by doing so they are discovering the 'real truth' about life and about God. This definition of truth is linked with the experience argument for the existence of God.

Of course, one of the problems is that often people from different religions claim that they have 'the truth' and that other people do not. This is a difficult situation because it may be almost impossible to convince other people that you are right.

People who do not believe in God at all are called atheists. People who are not sure what they believe are often called agnostics.

Knowledge, faith and belief Test
Fill in the gaps in this passage using the words below. Write the correct word in the box provided. 

· belief 

· believe 

· luck 

· faith 

· prove 

· empirical (practical/experiential)
· responsible 

· experience 

· knowledge 

· prayer


Religious people may say that they believe in God. They may have (1)[image: image1.wmf]

 which means that they trust God to look after them and to take care of them. Some people might say that they have (2)[image: image2.wmf]

 of God which they have gained by (3)[image: image3.wmf]

 . This could be a (4)[image: image4.wmf]

 answered or some particular piece of good (5)[image: image5.wmf]

 like winning the lottery, and they think that God is (6)[image: image6.wmf]

 for this. Other people might say that they do not (7)[image: image7.wmf]

 in God. The reason for this might be that their prayers have not been answered. Religious believers have to talk about faith and (8)[image: image8.wmf]

 because they do not have any scientific or (9)[image: image9.wmf]

 evidence by which they can (10)[image: image10.wmf]

 that God exists.
Knowledge, faith and belief Test Results
1. You said faith. 

Well done. You chose the right word. 

2. You said knowledge. 

Well done. You chose the right word. 

3. You said experience. 

Well done. You chose the right word. 

4. You said prayer. 

Well done. You chose the right word. 

5. You said luck. 

Well done. You chose the right word. 

6. You said responsible. 

Well done. 

7. You said believe. 

Well done. You chose the right word. 

8. You said belief. 

Well done. You chose the right word. 

9. You said empirical. 

Well done. You chose the right word. 

10. You said prove. 

Well done. You chose the right word.
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