
 1

WHO IS GOD? 
THE GOSPEL COMPARED WITH HUMAN PHILOSOPHIES & RELIGIONS 

 
Notes For Week On e: Som e B asi c  Id eas 

 
The human mind has created many different theories to ex plain the origin and purpose of life.  Is 
the gospel of Jesus different from the rest of these in any important respects, or is it largely the 
same as many of the others?   Is it possible to believe the gospel and some other religion as well?   
To discuss these q uestions sensibly, we need first to identify the key aspects of the gospel. 
 
In The Beginning .  .  .  (John 1 :1 - 5 ) 
 
The most basic aspect of any religion or philosophy is its explanation of the source of life.  Like 
many religions, the gospel of Jesus presents God as the Creator of our universe, and of life itself.  
As simple as this idea may be, it has many significant implications.  If there is a conscious 
Creator who formed us, then it is important for us to know something about the Creator's will. 
 
Both Genesis and John look back to the very start of our universe, and though they provide 
different perspectives, they both tell us that the Word* of God was present when our world came 
into being (1:1-2).  In Genesis, God's voice calls things into existence and gives them physical 
life; in John, God's Word incarnate calls souls to return to God, and gives them spiritual life. 
 

* In Scripture, "the word of God" usually refers to God's word in a general sense, including but not limited 
to the written Scriptures.  Here, it refers most specifically to Jesus as the living incarnation of God's nature. 

 
God's Word is described as alive and personal in Scriptures such as 2 Timothy 3:16 and Hebrews 
4:12, yet we tend to view such verses as if they were written to convict unbelievers of their need 
to obey the Scriptures - but they were actually written to remind believers to see God's Word as a 
personal communication, not as a legal code.  John refers to the Word made flesh (John 1:14) 
because Jesus communicates God's will to us through his life, ministry, death, and resurrection. 
 
When John says that, "in him was life" (1:3-5), he ties together both ideas.  Through Jesus all 
things were made (see also Hebrews 1:1-2); so we owe our physical existence, and the presence 
of everything in the world, to God.  Y et Jesus also brings light, or spiritual life, to those who 
desire and value it.  The light of God shining in the darkness is a common theme in Scripture, for 
though physical life is given to us all, whether we desire it or not, spiritual life can be rejected. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: In context, what does this passage say about the 
creation?  How should we connect it with Genesis 1?  What 'Word' does John refer to?  In 
what sense was the world created through Jesus?  What is the difference between 
physical life and spiritual life?  Does light refer to either or to both of them? 

 
G race & Truth (John 1 :1 6 - 1 8 ) 
 
The grace of God is an essential characteristic of the gospel.  Likewise, the New Testament 
writings consistently urge us to seek the truth that is found in the gospel.  We have no way to 
reach God without his grace; our own knowledge and righteous deeds cannot ever be good 
enough to deserve his favor.  This humbling truth is essential to an understanding of Jesus. 
 
Our dependence on God's grace cannot be overstated (1:16).  Not only do we depend on grace 
for forgiveness of sins, so that we do not need to be punished for them, but we also depend on 
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grace for the blessings he gives us.  God gives us one blessing after another, not because we are 
so wonderful that we deserve them, but because "the fullness of his grace"* - that is, his mercy 
and compassion - moves him to give us blessings that we could not earn. 
 

* This phrase in the NIV  is a good way of making sense of the slightly convoluted original text. 
 
John's brief contrast between Moses and Christ encapsulates a lesson that is central to the gospel 
(1:17).  God gave his people the law through Moses, and later he gave them a theocratic kingship 
through the line of David - though he knew in advance that neither would be effective as a means 
of bringing their hearts to him.  Neither Moses nor David is at fault*.  Indeed, their personal faith 
merely lends emphasis to our need to seek God by grace, not by works or laws. 
 

* Consider, for example, what Hebrews 10:8 tells us.  The Levitical sacrifices did not please God, in the 
sense that they could not bring lasting forgiveness - yet at the same time God required them.  This is the 
nature of law - obedience cannot bring blessing, but disobedience can bring punishment. 

 
But Jesus brings us a better way of seeking God - indeed, the only one that works in the long run.  
It is also only under salvation by grace that we are all truly equal in God's sight.  Any other 
grounds of salvation gives an advantage to those with the minds or abilities most suited to 
whatever performance standard may be in effect. 
 
No one has seen the living God* in his true, eternal form (1:18).  Indeed, this same concern is 
present in many other religions that, like Christianity, offer a means or an explanation of how a 
person can come to God.  But the gospel tells us that Jesus, the only natural Son of God the 
Father, makes God known to us - and in a personal way, not through legal codes or logical proof. 
 

* The Scriptures do contain examples of persons like Moses and Isaiah having direct contact with God in 
some physical form.  But John is not contradicting such examples, because in such cases God is only 
manifesting himself in a lower, physical form that a person could perceive with the physical senses.  Only 
later will we be able to see God in his eternal, spiritual form. 

 
Jesus' open claim to be God made flesh (see also Hebrews 1:3) not only puts him on a different 
level from those who are only prophets or messengers; it also shows us that the God of the 
gospel is more interested in personal contact than in legal obedience or intellectual knowledge. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why can we only receive God's blessings by grace?  
Are there any that we can earn?  What is John saying about Moses - was his ministry bad 
or wrong?  If not, what should we learn from it?  In what sense has no one ever seen 
God?  In what sense does Jesus make him known? 

 
G od Is Not A n Old M an In The Sk y  
 
In this study, we are not so much trying to prove that Christianity is true, as much as we are 
interested in determining what makes it unique or different from religions and philosophies that 
originated through human initiative or ingenuity.  In order to do even this much, we shall need to 
consider our own assumptions, because God is not obligated to fulfill our human expectations. 
 
If we were to look at the teachings of each religion of the world, how could we tell which one(s) 
was (were) created by human beings, and which one(s) is (are) really the way to God?  Many 
persons simply choose their religion on the basis of personal experience - either assuming that 
whatever they were taught must be true, or selecting the one that teaches a lifestyle closest to 
their own preferred way of living, or one that helps them feel good emotionally.  But if we truly 
desire to find the truth, then we shall do our best to set aside our own agendas and expectations. 



 3

 
The experience-based religion of others might also influence us.  Suppose someone unfamiliar 
with Christianity met a random American "Christian", and formed an opinion of Christianity 
based primarily on what this person believed - it probably would not be very close to New 
Testament Christianity.  Likewise, you may meet a Hindu or a Buddhist or a Moslem - but it is 
not a good idea to base your understanding of any of those religions primarily on what an 
acquaintance has told you.  Most adherents of these religions hold about as closely to the real 
thing as most so-called Christians hold to the gospel in the Bible - that is, not very closely at all. 
  
The reasons are the same in both cases.  While these religions are not eternal truth in the way that 
the gospel of Christ is, many of them are philosophies that rival anything else that purely human 
minds have conceived.  But as with Christianity itself, power-hungry individuals have also used 
these other religions to serve their own interests.  In the process, these religions have splintered 
and divided into rival groups or denominations, just as 'Christianity' has.  Then too, just as many 
so-called Christians follow only the aspects of the gospel that fit their personality and life-style, 
so also many adherents of these other religions do exactly the same thing with their religions. 
 
We are not concerned with analyzing the details of doctrine and practice for all the subgroups of 
these religions.  Instead, we want to become acquainted with the basic claims, perspectives, and 
goals of the purest forms of these religions.  Our approach will be based on some rather basic 
questions: (i) whether their God (or gods) is a transcendent God or an anthropomorphic* 'god'; 
(ii) what kind of ultimate purpose or goal, if any, does God have for us; (iii) how does God 
expect us to reach this goal - what standards of merit or qualification does he have. 
 

* Anthropomorphic - a very handy word to know - literally means 'human-shaped'.  It is applied to anything 
other than a human that is portrayed as behaving like a human or being motivated by human incentives. 

 
We can tell from looking at the universe and events around us that, if there is a God who created 
it all, and/ or who is lord of it all, then that God must be a truly transcendent God.  In scientific 
terms, he must live in some kind of higher dimension or universe than we do, because he created 
matter, gave life, and never dies, while in this universe everything naturally tends towards 
entropy and decay.  That is, God must somehow be outside of our time and space, not limited or 
restricted by any of the physical factors in our universe. 
 
So, any description of God that presents him as a physical being, no matter how strong, 
intelligent, or powerful, cannot be the truth.  Religions that describe a 'God' with human 
characteristics, desires, or agendas are simply the result of humans creating God in their image.  
This is true whether they depict God as an old man in the sky or in some other anthropomorphic 
fashion.  The "gods" of many religions are really no more than cartoon super-heroes, and they 
can quickly be discarded by anyone who is truly seeking the living God. 
 
Most religions assume that God has a plan or a goal that he wants us to pursue.  If God is indeed 
a transcendent, eternal God, then the ultimate goal of any true explanation of God's wishes is 
also going to lie outside this physical universe.  Many religions claim to worship an eternal God, 
yet contradict themselves by describing their "heaven" as a mere physical or fleshly paradise.  
Most of the world's popular religions (including some that call themselves 'Christian') make no 
real attempt to describe a God who lives outside of our physical dimensions, nor are they 
consistent with an eternal, spiritual focus in describing God's plans and goals. 
 
The reason for this is simple - these are concepts that humans cannot fully understand on their 
own.  We can only grasp them at all if God explains them to us.  Human-made religions naturally 
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present goals and plans that are based on human experience and desires, and they are popular 
because they promise humans what they want.  Humans do not want a relationship with the 
Creator of the universe as much as they desire physical comfort or pleasure, freedom from 
responsibilities, or a sense of being superior to others.  The truth as revealed by the living God 
must have greater goals than these, even if those goals at first glance do not excite us.  
 
Finally, another important aspect of a religion is whether its goal (salvation, paradise, or 
something else) is reachable via human effort, or is only attainable through the deity himself 
(that is, through grace).  Human-made religions invariably present a standard of behavior, 
knowledge, or ritual that can be met on merit alone, rather than requiring God's grace.  But the 
living God is so much greater than our universe that any standard of achievement based on 
human action or goodness would have little meaning to him. 
 
Human-made religions have numerous ways of pursuing salvation by merit - through physical 
effort or sacrifice, through superior thought or meditation, through ascetic living, through 
righteous service, or other methods.  But none of these - even if practiced in the name of 
Christianity - can be the foundation of any genuine way of seeking and finding the living God. 
 
Later, we shall elaborate on the differences between the gospel of Jesus and various human 
attempts to describe God on their own terms.  But even these most basic differences already 
differentiate the gospel of Jesus from the pack, and they also distinguish it from the many false 
forms of Christianity.  With these thoughts in mind, we are now ready to begin looking at some 
of the many religions that humans in their ingenuity have invented.  
 
Primal Religions 
 
Before we study the major world religions, we shall look at the more basic forms of religion that 
are the forerunners of most human religions.  Many of these are still practiced by large numbers 
of humans, in some form.  While they may seem crude, or impossible to take seriously, they 
form the basis for the more complex religions that have been invented by humanity. 
 
Even the most rudimentary of religions demonstrates an awareness of a spiritual reality, and thus 
offers more real wisdom and practicality than any atheistic belief system, no matter how 
sophisticated.  Religions that came before today's major religions, and/ or that are not based on a 
written literature (such as the Bible or Koran), are often called primal religions.  Most of them 
fall into one of the following categories:   
  
- Animism, or belief in numerous "spirit beings" 
- Ancestor worship 
- Polytheism, a plurality of personal gods with concentrated powers) 
- Basic Monotheism 
 
Within these broad categories, many variations of doctrine and practice exist.  There is also a 
term called "pantheism", which means a belief that God is everywhere, especially in nature.  It 
can be similar to animism (see below), but the same term is sometimes used by those who simply 
believe that all 'gods' are equally true, and who consequently accept them all equally.  
 
Believers in Animism see a world filled with various vague "spirits", usually associated with 
particular objects, locations, and so forth.  Often this is accompanied with sacrifices or rituals 
designed to keep these spirits happy.  "Animism" comes from the Latin word 'anima', meaning 
"breath" or "spirit".  Animism differs from polytheism in that these spirits are more ethereal and 
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impersonal than the gods of polytheistic systems.  Animism includes nature worship, such as the 
Druid religion of the ancient Celts, and many Native American tribal religions.  Animism often 
involves rituals of magic, healing, and the like.  The Shinto religion of Japan is an example of an 
animistic religion that has become an established national religion.  
  
Other cultures have in one way or another worshiped their ancestors, as a way of guaranteeing 
their own future well-being.  Often this involves, as has historically been widely practiced in 
China, making actual sacrifices of items such as money or food to one's ancestors, to provide for 
them after their death, hoping that later one's own descendants will do the same.  The worship of 
ancestors has been practiced in this literal way in China for many centuries, but it is also a 
figurative element in many more 'advanced' religions and philosophies. 
 
A more unusual example of ancestor worship is the voodoo religion of Haiti, which originally 
arose as a combination of ancestor worship with some elements of Roman Catholicism*.  
Religions combining features of otherwise very different religions are often called syncretistic. 
 

* The Roman Catholic practice of worshiping and praying to 'saints', which was even more heavily 
emphasized in the past, was combined with forms of ancestor worship that originated in Wet Africa.  These 
two groups of spirits formed the original basis for the distinctive practices of voodoo (this term comes from 
the name of a West African God). 

 
Religions like those of the ancient Greeks and Romans are Polytheistic.  They believed in a 
collection of personal and powerful gods; for example, a god of the sun, a god of the ocean, and 
so forth.  Their conception of a finite collection of powerful but physically limited gods is an 
interesting example of a primal religion surviving, at least in literature if not in the hearts of the 
people, even when its people's culture became much more advanced.  It differs from Animism in 
that its "gods" are personal and well-defined, rather than ethereal spirits. 
  
Some primal religions are basically monotheistic, though their "God" may merely be a powerful 
fleshly being, a superhero whose special mission is rescuing or championing a given nation or 
people.  Such religions are similar to the gospel only in rejecting multiple gods with separate 
wills.  A very interesting historical example is Pharaoh Akhenaten's attempt in Egypt in the 14th 
century BC to replace polytheism with worship of the sun god as the only God*. 
 

* Novelist Allen Drury dramatized this in his books, A God Against The Gods and Return To Thebes. 
 
These forms of religion try to make sense of a large, complicated world primarily in terms of 
familiar objects, personalities, ideas, and experiences.  They usually do not attempt to define a 
transcendent God, yet even these simple religions reveal the almost universal awareness of a 
reality beyond our physical world - an insight many 'sophisticated' persons fail or refuse to make. 
 
Bibliographical Note 
 
By the nature of the topic, the material in our study will come from many different sources.  For 
a general background study of world religions, including a detailed look at primal religions, a 
recommended reference is Eerdman's H andbook To The W orld's Religions.  Additional sources 
and references will be given each week, as appropriate. 
 
- Mark Garner, June 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO IS GOD? 
THE GOSPEL COMPARED WITH HUMAN PHILOSOPHIES & RELIGIONS 

 
Notes For Week Two: Birth &Rebirth 

 
Many religions and philosophies offer an explanation for the existence of our world and of the 
life it contains.  But a serious religion or philosophy must also address the non-physical aspects 
of human nature.  We all have an inner awareness that there is a part of us, whether we call it a 
soul, a spirit, or our 'true self', with a life that transcends this physical universe. 
 
Review Of L ast W eek ' s C lass 
 
The gospel of John provides some useful thoughts* to keep in mind as we look at the world's 
various religions and philosophies.  John tells us that in the beginning was the living Word (John 
1:1-5).  This refers most particularly to Jesus, as the incarnation of God's nature and will.  God 
gave us physical life, and Jesus brings spiritual life as well.  He is a light that points us to God. 
 

* Throughout this study, we shall be using readings from John only to provide general thoughts.  All of 
these passages contain many significant ideas that we won't be studying in class.  If you would like to have 
a reference for studying John more fully on your own, two recommended sources for detailed study are The 
Gospel According To John, by Leon Morris (NICNT) and The Gospel Of John by F.F. Bruce.  (There are 
also many other commentaries on John - let me know if you want a recommendation for a briefer one.) 

 
Grace and truth are two of the most important blessings that we receive by God's grace through 
Jesus (John 1:16-18).  Moses brought the law, which - though it came from God - could not save 
us, nor could it teach us all about God's true nature.  Jesus brings grace and truth instead: he 
makes God known to us, and he provides the way to God by his gracious self-sacrifice. 
 
God is not an old man in the sky, nor is his true form anything else that can be fully described in 
human or physical terms.  There are three basic questions that are helpful to ask when we are 
comparing the gospel with another religion, faith, or philosophy: 
 
First, to be truly God, a deity should be transcendent, not anthropomorphic or limited by our time 
and space.  Then also, the ultimate purpose or goal of a transcendent God would also go beyond 
the concerns of this physical universe.  We then should also consider how a God (or gods) wish 
for us to reach the goal or fulfill the purpose that has been set for us - can we earn or deserve a 
relationship with God/the gods, or can it come only by his/their grace and favor? 
 
The most numerous religions in the world are the many primal religions practiced in specific 
regions or by specific peoples.  Such faiths may seem basic or 'primitive' on the surface, but they 
are inherently no better or worse than the religions that have attracted a larger following.  Most 
primal religions fall into a few general categories: Animism, or the worship of numerous 
impersonal spirit beings; Ancestor Worship; Polytheism (that is, a multiple number of personal 
deities); and Basic Monotheism. 
 
Y ou M ust Be Born A gain (Readings In John 3  & John 4 ) 
 
One of the gospel's distinctive features is its call for spiritual rebirth.  The life we have in this 
physical body is a gift from God, and he graciously allows each of us to use it as we please.  Yet 
our true nature, like God's, is spiritual.  Thus, in order to have lasting life, we must choose to be 
reborn.  The New Testament teaches this at many times with numerous helpful figures of speech. 
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In Jesus' well-known conversation with Nicodemus*, one of the key insights is that Spirit gives 
birth to spirit (John 3:1-8).  When Nicodemus is baffled by Jesus' reference to being born a 
second time, the confused but well-meaning Pharisee is thinking of purely physical birth.  One 
physical birth is sufficient to bring physical life, and indeed a second physical birth, after one has 
become old, seems impossible.  But the rebirth Jesus describes is a spiritual rebirth. 
 

* As a Pharisee, Nicodemus would have 'believed in' spirits, the resurrection of the dead, and other aspects 
of spiritual reality.  But, like many today who profess such beliefs, they were just words and slogans that 
did not affect his thinking.  This is the change that Jesus wants him - and us - to make. 

 
Everyone alive has been born in the flesh, but most humans do not and will not undergo the 
spiritual rebirth that Jesus calls for.  Spiritual rebirth can come about only by God's grace, and 
only if we have faith in God.  To be reborn spiritually, we must learn to nurture our spiritual 
needs first and foremost, even if this must come at the expense of fleshly desires.  The gospel 
openly addresses the spiritual needs of the soul, for it is the soul that houses our true selves. 
 
God so loved the world that he gave all of us an opportunity for spiritual rebirth through his Son 
(John 3:16-21).  The light of Jesus comes into our spiritually darkened world, yet no one is 
forced to respond to the light.  The God of the gospel wishes to give each of us a free choice, for 
it would mean little to him for someone to obey him out of coercion. 
 
Yet, our choice between light and darkness will ultimately lead either to salvation or to 
condemnation.  The gospel presents one and only way to be saved, and it rules out the usefulness 
of any attempt to prove our own worthiness through righteous actions or correct knowledge.  A 
unique challenge of the gospel is to understand grace and faith, two pure qualities that are alien 
to the ways that our fleshly minds think. 
 
In another well-known passage, Jesus tells a Samaritan woman about the "living water" that we 
can have through him (John 4:7-14).  The choice between darkness and light is paralleled here by 
the choice between thirst and satisfaction.  The world's 'water' might at times refresh us, but it 
never brings more than temporary relief or pleasure, and it always leaves us wanting and needing 
more.  "But whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst.  Indeed, the water I give him 
will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life" (verse 14). 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why did Nicodemus misunderstand Jesus?  How 
might we misunderstand the same teachings?  How does God show his love through 
giving us physical life?  How does he show his love by giving us a choice whether or not 
to accept spiritual rebirth?  What is 'living water'?  Why is this imagery appropriate for it?  
How do these ideas help us in distinguishing the gospel from human-made religions? 

 
H induism -  Introduction & Overview 
 
Hinduism is one of the world's oldest religions.  It has considerable historical significance, and it 
is still widely practiced.  It has been known in India for at least 5,000 years, and its origins* and 
founder (if any) have been long forgotten.  Many varieties of Hinduism have developed over the 
years, but they share some central concepts that have remained the same for many centuries. 
 

* The earlier versions of Hinduism are often called Vedic religion or Vedism (or sometimes Vedantism, 
which also can be used to refer to the central concepts of Hinduism as summarized in Brahman - see 
below).  Many rites and sacrifices of modern Hinduism come from much earlier versions of the religion. 

 
In Hinduism, life and the universe have no single beginning and no final end, but are part of an 
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endlessly repeating cycle.  The earth itself has undergone numerous regenerations at the hands of 
the Hindu gods.  Brahma is the Creator in Hinduism, and he creates a new world whenever one is 
needed.  This world is then protected by Vishnu, the Preserver, but is eventually destroyed by 
Shiva, the Destroyer* - and then the cycle starts up again.  Together, these three gods constitute 
Brahman, the World-Soul.  There can be many other gods in the various varieties of Hinduism, 
but in most forms of Hinduism these (or similar beings) are the most significant. 
 

* This is actually just one of the roles that Shiva plays.  He also oversees many essential life processes such 
as birth and death. 

 
Just as there is no real beginning or end to the universe, every soul, according to Hinduism, is 
continually reincarnated.  This recognizes the spiritual truth that there is something within us that 
will persist even after our present physical bodies are destroyed; and this awareness is the 
hallmark of Hindu religion. 
 
Much of Hindu teaching is based on the law of karma, which says that out of good must come 
good, and out of evil must come evil.  If your actions are not rewarded or punished immediately, 
then you can expect them to affect you later.  This could be in your next incarnation, so that your 
next life depends on how you lived this one.  Sooner or later, every good action or thought is 
rewarded in some specific way, and sooner or later every bad thought or action is punished. 
 
Karma finds its ultimate fulfillment after death.  Someone who lives a good life can expect to 
come back in better circumstances in the next life.  Anyone who has lived a life dominated by 
evil can expect to be worse off the next time*.  In some cases, someone can even come back as 
an animal, if they lived very badly and were already "low on the scale".  This rigid law of reward 
and punishment has a certain appeal to our fleshly natures, and in some senses it is similar to 
some common misconceptions held by believers in Christ. 
 

* Hindu society is historically known for its rigid caste system, wherein the status one holds at birth defines 
a strict social position and many other limitations (for example, the caste of 'untouchables' has historically 
been denied many basic rights).  The justification for this is largely found in the belief of the way that 
karma influences reincarnated status. 

 
In Hinduism, there is no hope of immediate escape from this cycle, but by living the best life 
possible - usually a life of ascetic self-denial and righteous sacrifices to the Hindu gods - you can 
at least hope to avoid most of the pains and ills suffered by the average creature. 
 
The ultimate goal of Hinduism is called Nirvana, or complete release (literally, nothingness).  
This comes when one is finally able to leave the flesh forever and be joined with the "World-
Soul".  Nirvana is very difficult to attain, and in addition to devoted study of the Vedas (see 
below), it requires rigorous physical discipline.  Yoga, a collection of methods of producing 
prolonged immobility and controlled breathing, was originally devised to make it more possible 
to achieve Nirvana.  
  
Because of its long history, Hinduism has a wide and varied collection of sacred writings.  The 
oldest are the Vedas ("books of knowledge"), which are a vast collection of hymns, prayers, 
chants, recited creeds, and the like.  The best known is the Rig Veda.  Another huge work, the 
Upanishads, contains many commentaries on the Vedas, and attempts to use them to answer the 
profound questions of life and reality.  The Hindu Scriptures also include two epics, the 
Ramayana ("the adventures of Rama") and the Mahabharata ("the great brothers").  The more 
influential is the Mahabharata, which includes the Bhagavad-Gita ("the Lord's song").  This is 
often considered the most important single Hindu text, and it contains a synopsis of most of the 
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major themes of Hinduism.  
  
In its pure form, Hinduism contains one great insight: that there is something indestructible about 
a human soul.  But Hinduism does not attempt to seek a transcendent God or a God in a different 
dimension, nor are Hinduism's gods interested in significant personal interaction with humans.  
Hinduism instead attempts to make sense of this world through an all-inclusive moral and 
religious system.  This purpose or goal of Hinduism does ultimately offer a chance to transcend 
the pains of physical reality, but this can be achieved only by extremely meritorious personal 
action or thought, and thus it does not come by grace. 
 
Hinduism's practical appeal is that it offers complete repayment for all good and for all evil, 
assuring the believer that every thought and action will eventually receive its just reward or due 
punishment.  Hindu reincarnation also offers an explanation for the many injustices and 
inequalities that seem beyond one's control. 
 
Although the outlook of Hinduism is often not positive, at least it offers a believer an explanation 
for his or her fate.  But because of Hinduism's basic pessimism, it is no surprise that at least two 
other major religions were begun by Hindus seeking a more positive view of the universe.  
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Consider Hinduism in light of the basic questions we 
want to ask about a religion (see last week's notes, or the review above) - how does 
Hinduism answer these questions?  How does Hinduism compare with the features of the 
gospel that we have seen in our readings so far from John?  Are there any conclusions 
that we could draw from these comparisons? 

 
The 6 th C entury  BC  -  Birth Of New Religions 
 
Several prominent world religions all arose suddenly in the 6th century BC.  Detailing all of the 
reasons for this coincidence would be beyond the scope of our study, but the basic reasons for 
the phenomenon are clear enough - and being aware of them can also help us in our attempts to 
determine whether any of these religions have anything to offer a believer in the gospel. 
 
To oversimplify just a bit, these new faiths all originated out of a feeling of dissatisfaction or 
discouragement with the more ancient religions.  In practical terms, ancient religions like 
Hinduism or Chinese ancestor worship, even if they contained some spiritual insight or relied on 
highly regarded literature, tended to present a somewhat simplistic view of life, often explaining 
suffering, injustice, and other difficult questions with trite sayings that rationalized inaction, or 
that even blamed suffering on the sufferers.   
 
These religions usually offered a vague explanation of what came after death, with Hinduism and 
its reincarnation idea being the most concrete.  Often they were rather negative in their very view 
of existence.  Their "sacred" writings tended to be obscure, and offered little solace or 
encouragement for the average person, mostly providing material for the arcane discussions of 
religious professionals.  For these and other reasons, the time came when many individuals 
interested in spirituality had the same idea of trying their hand at creating their own religion. 
 
Thus two important offshoots of Hinduism, called Buddhism and Jainism, began in the 6th 
century BC.  Prince Gautama Siddhartha, later called the Buddha, took the basic Hindu beliefs in 
karma and reincarnation, and added his own emphasis on enlightened thinking.  Prince 
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Vardaman, later called Mahavira, took Hinduism's basic teachings and added an emphasis on 
self-denial and non-violence, creating the religion known as Jainism*. 
 

* Jainism has a much smaller following in the present time (only a few million adherents, mostly in India), 
but it is important historically and culturally.  In upcoming lessons, we shall take a closer look at all of the 
religions mentioned here. 

 
During the same era, the new Chinese religions of Confucianism and Taoism arose.  The 
renowned sage Confucius added considerable new insight to the teachings of the ancient Chinese 
religions, while Lao-Tzu, the founder of Taoism, rejected the old religions (and also the 
teachings of Confucius), seeking instead an entirely different way of pursuing truth and meaning. 
 
We shall examine these specific religions in turn, but first it is worthwhile to consider some 
differences between the origins of these human-made religions and the way that Christianity 
came into being.  Christianity arose as the will of God, not of humans.  There was no popular 
outcry at the time of Jesus' birth for someone to offer himself as a sacrifice for the sins of 
humanity.  There was, of course, an outcry for a "Messiah" or a "King of the Jews" to save the 
Jews from the Romans, but that is not what Jesus came to do.  Even discerning Jews, who could 
recognize Jesus as the Messiah from study of Scripture, failed to understand why he came. 
 
Only God knew the kind of Savior that the world needed, and so Jesus' mission was God's idea, 
not humanity's.  Christianity did not arise as a revolt against Judaism, nor as the result of public 
demands, nor as a church committee's determination of how best to rewrite their doctrine for a 
new age.  Nor did it originate (as did, for example, Confucianism) as a human attempt to create 
an ideal earthly society.  
  
This sets the gospel of Christ apart from these other religions, which were all created by human 
will.  The teachings of pure Christianity involve needs, priorities, and solutions that only God 
can meet.  No human would ever have designed the gospel, and it stands out from the many 
religions that humans have invented, both in its origins and its nature.  Many humans have, of 
course, founded their own denominations by taking the gospel and adding elements from their 
own culture or their own opinions - but such inventions are not Christianity. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What do different persons seek from a religion or a 
philosophy?  What criteria might someone use in choosing one to believe?  How can our 
human desires influence our views of Christianity or other religions?  How can we seek 
the truth without our personal preferences leading us astray? 

 
Bibliographical Note 
 
Just as only the Bible provides a true and undistorted depiction of the gospel of Jesus, so also the 
best way to learn about other religions is to look at their own core writings that form their 
theological or philosophical basis.  Penguin Classics has good quality, inexpensive editions of 
some important Hindu writings: suggestions would start with the Rig Veda, the Bhagavad-Gita, 
and their selection of passages from the Upanishads.  The Eerdman's Handbook Of World 
Religions contains a good overview of Hinduism's history, practices, and cultural features. 
 
- Mark Garner, June 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO IS GOD? 
THE GOSPEL COMPARED WITH HUMAN PHILOSOPHIES & RELIGIONS 

 
Notes For Week Three: The Searc h For The Way  

 
If spiritual reality conformed to our human standards of logic, then our search for God could be 
done in a methodical fashion, first determining who God is, and then determining what he wants.  
B ut because our mortal minds cannot fully comprehend God's eternal nature, our search for God 
is inevitably intertwined with a continuous re-ex amination of our means of seeking him. 
 
Review Of Previous C lasses 
 
In the beginning, says John, was the Word incarnate, Jesus (John 1:1-5); likewise, Genesis tells 
us that God's voice spoke the words that brought our universe into being.  When we compare the 
gospel with another religion or philosophy, it helps to focus on some basic questions: (i) is this 
god (or gods) transcendent, anthropomorphic, or something in between; (ii) is the ultimate goal 
or purpose physical or earthly, or is it spiritual or eternal; (iii) is the goal or purpose fulfilled or 
reached by law (by works) or by grace.  The world's many primal religions (such as Animism, 
Ancestor Worship, Polytheism, and basic Monotheism) help illustrate the different possibilities. 
 
The gospel of Jesus calls us to be born again (John 3:1-8, 3:16-21, and 4:7-14).  Because Jesus' 
Father is spirit, we must worship him in spirit and in truth; so the rebirth we need is a spiritual 
rebirth.  "Flesh gives birth to flesh, but the Spirit gives birth to spirit"; and when we receive the 
Spirit, we can also receive the living water that satisfies the soul, not the flesh. 
 
Hinduism originated in ancient India and has been practiced for thousands of years.  In its purest 
form*, it is based on an endless cycle of regeneration overseen by Brahman, the World-Soul: 
Brahma the Creator, V ishnu the Preserver, and Shiva the Destroyer.  Life is an ongoing cycle of 
reincarnation, with the fate of a soul determined by the law of karma: from good must come 
good, either in this life or the next; likewise, every evil act and thought will be punished, in this 
life or in the next.  Nirvana, or nothingness, is a final escape from this otherwise endless cycle. 
 

* We are interested in the purest or original forms of religions, and in the essential spiritual concepts behind 
them.  Details of observance and practice, cultural influences, and the like are less important.  Just as most 
"Christians" erroneously see their faith primarily in terms of the superficial, so too do most adherents of 
these other religions.  It is easy to critique arbitrary rituals and social practices, so what we wish to do is to 
consider the spiritual insights behind these faiths.  We ought, of course, to do this with the gospel as well. 

 
D o Y ou W ant To G et W ell?  (Readings In John 5 ) 
 
God desires to know and love every person he has created.  In Jesus, he has done all that he can 
do in order to provide us with a way to him.  But he will not force anyone to come to him or to 
obey him.  If we wish to know his truth, then we must accept responsibility for the things we 
believe and the things we do.  We must not wait for the church or for others to find God for us. 
 
In Jesus' encounter with the paralytic at the pool, he tells the man to "pick up your mat and walk" 
(John 5:1-8a).  Jesus had also posed a seemingly odd question, asking the paralytic whether he 
wished to get well.  We too must respond personally to Jesus' call for us to 'get well' spiritually.  
God has reached out to us in many ways, and we need do nothing of merit to receive his grace.  
The paralytic did not earn his healing, nor did he do any work to make it possible.  He just had to 
show Jesus that he did want to be healed and that he believed that Jesus could help. 
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The healing by the pool also illustrates the effects of stumbling blocks such as Sabbaths (John 
5:9b-18).  The Pharisees* did not see the compassionate miracle for what it was, as they were too 
busy checking it against their laws**.  The basis on which we seek salvation or blessing 
invariably affects our perspective on other things as well.  One of the many reasons why grace is 
so important is that it allows us to see God's love for us and for others much more clearly. 
 

* The Pharisees, of course, always look pretty foolish in the gospels, and it can be an enjoyable pastime for 
us to detail their many errors.  Y et doesn't this make us just like them?  We should, instead, understand why 
they made these mistakes, so that we can learn from them.  We should also remember that, at the time, the 
Pharisees were highly respected and popular amongst 'religious' persons. 
 
** Neither here nor elsewhere does Jesus break an actual law from God.  He only violates the human-made 
rules that the Pharisees themselves had enacted and enforced.  God's prohibition of work on the Sabbath 
was not directed at physical activity per se, a point that even many Christians do not grasp. 

 
Jesus also makes some ironic observations about knowledge and belief (John 5:39-47).  The 
purpose of the Law was not to be a permanent standard, but to prepare the way for Jesus.  In 
particular, the Israelites' long experience with the law should have taught them the impossibility 
of using law as means of securing a lasting relationship with God.  Then too, the purpose of the 
Scriptures - which the Pharisees valued so highly, but only on a superficial level - is not for them 
to be read as knowledge for knowledge's sake, but to help us to find God. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What might Jesus' question, "do you want to get 
well?" mean if addressed to us?  What kinds of Sabbath-like hindrances might make it 
hard for us to accept the gospel?  What is the purpose of Scripture?  Is there a difference 
between how we should use the Old Testament and how we should use the New 
Testament?  What kinds of 'law' might be in our lives?  Can law serve a positive purpose? 

 
Buddhism -  Introduction & Overview 
 
Buddhism, along with its sister faith Jainism, both branched off from Hinduism in the 6th 
century BC.  Both new religions were started by individuals of royal lineage and religious 
families.  Siddhartha (or Buddha) and Mahavira (the founder of Jainism) both thought intently 
about the teachings and practices of Hinduism, and concluded that there should be a better way. 
 
Prince Gautama Siddhartha (who lived approximately from 563-483 BC) spent many years in 
deep devotion to Hinduism, seeking to make sense of the aspects of it that confused him.  He 
found little hope in the endless cycle of reincarnations and re-creations, and he was especially 
disturbed by the use of Hinduism to support a rigid and socially oppressive caste system.  When 
he questioned priests and religious leaders, he was disappointed with their superficial answers. 
 
Siddhartha came to reject his royal position and also much of Hinduism, including its system of 
prayers and sacrifices; its main Scriptures, the V edas; and its gods as creators of the world.  
Siddhartha did not reject Hinduism entirely, but instead chose to build a new way based only on 
certain key elements of it.  He built especially upon the law of karma (from good must come 
good, and from evil must come evil), so prominent in Hinduism, and on the concept of Nirvana 
(release, or nothingness), which had always been an elusive goal for the Hindus.  
  
His new way involved simplifying and re-interpreting Hindu ethics and practices, which rested in 
turn on a reinterpretation of karma and Nirvana.  Siddhartha taught that the way to truth and 
lasting reward comes solely through karma.  Thus, one's fate and identity are entirely self-
determined, not defined by gods, priests, or anyone else.  In Siddhartha's thinking, karma is an 
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absolute in itself.  So too, he proposed that Nirvana is an entirely personal attainment, having 
nothing to do with being united with the Hindu idea of the World-Soul. 
 
Siddhartha's followers called him "The Enlightened One", or in their language "Buddha".  
Buddhism is thus "Enlightenment", and a Buddhist is someone seeking enlightenment*.  Buddha 
taught his followers that the goal was to reach Nirvana, which is not a sensual heaven, but a 
complete release from the world's struggles and limitations.  The world goes on forever, but a 
soul can escape it - that is, achieve salvation - through enlightened living and thinking, breaking 
out of the cycle of endless reincarnations once and for all. 
 

* There are also Buddhists called Bodhisattvas, or "those destined for enlightenment".  Buddha considered, 
for example, that he himself had been a bodhisattva in his past lives.  Many Buddhist texts recount the 
'enlightened' and often heroic deeds performed by bodhisattvas as a demonstration of their status.  The 
concept of a bodhisattva is especially important in Mahayana Buddhism (see below). 

 
Buddhism by its nature does not have holy books in the same sense that religions with a genuine 
deity do, since Buddha did not claim to be a god in any divine or transcendent sense.  But certain 
influential writings are standard to some or most of Buddhism's many sects.  One of the oldest is 
the D hammapada ("the path of perfection").  V arious Buddhist sects have their own concepts 
and writings (among the better known of these is the Tibetan B ook Of The D ead*). 
 

* The Tibetan B ook Of The D ead records the classical Buddhist teachings on what to expect after death, as 
a soul undergoes the transition from one physical incarnation to another.  This interesting work is included 
in the Penguin Classics collection B uddhist S criptures (see Bibliographical Note below). 

 
From its origins in India, Buddhism spread into large areas of Asia, especially China.  As with 
most major world religions, it has numerous forms today*.  One of the best known is Zen** 
Buddhism (or, in Chinese, Chan), which began much later, and in which extensive meditation 
and enigmatic riddles play a prominent role.  Zen was most fully developed in Japan***, and the 
concept of enlightenment is usually called by the Japanese word 'satori' in Zen.  In Zen, the 
emphasis is almost entirely on the experiential, rather than any philosophical or theological basis. 
 

* The main division, between Theravada and Mahayana, took place not long before the time of Christ.  
Theravada ("the ancient teaching") is strongest in Southeast Asia, and it is the older variety, holding more 
closely to early Buddhist practice.  Mahayana Buddhism arose later, but it is much more widespread.  Its 
teachings are quite varied and flexible, with widespread differences in belief and practice. 
 
** Zen is one of the many branches of Mahayana Buddhism (see note directly above). 

 
Buddha was right in looking past some of the simplistic explanations of life offered by the 
Hindus, but he was not able to replace it with anything greater than oneself.  The Buddhist 
approach is more positive than Hinduism in one sense, in that it offers no limitations except what 
can or cannot be achieved by enlightened thinking.  It does not have the numerous gods and 
Scriptures that must be followed in order to have any chance of a better life.  But Buddha, in 
tearing away the Hindu 'gods' and their pretensions, left even less.  Nirvana in Buddhism is 
easier to attain, but is no longer even a joining with the gods, just a release from everything, and 
it is attained solely by one's own merit, with no grace or participation from the divine.  Buddhism 
is still a works-oriented religion that cannot answer the question of creation, and that cannot 
define anything outside of our physical universe. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What concerns of Siddhartha could be similar to 
things that might trouble us?  Are any of his ideas in accordance with the gospel?  How 
would Jesus have answered Siddhartha's questions?  Consider the ways that Buddhism 
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addresses the basic questions of God's transcendence, God's purpose or goal for us, and 
the way for us to reach this goal.  Can a Christian learn anything from Buddhism? 

 
Jainism,  Recap,  & Preview 
 
While Siddhartha was teaching his ideas of Enlightenment, another reformer was offering his 
own improved version of Hinduism.  Though Mahavira also taught his followers to look within 
themselves for salvation, he directed this search in a different way.  The basic ideas of Hinduism, 
Buddhism, and Jainism can help us to clarify our own perspectives in seeking God. 
 
Like Siddhartha, Prince Nataputta V ardhamana (who probably lived from about 556-484 BC, 
though quoted dates vary) had his own concerns about Hinduism, which were similar in nature to 
Siddhartha's.  He also sought Nirvana, and he also taught that salvation came from within 
oneself, but in a different way.  He taught asceticism (self-denial), vegetarianism, and absolute 
non-violence (even in self-defense).  V ardhamana's followers came to call him Mahavira ("The 
Great Hero"), and he is usually known to history under this name.  After his death, his followers 
claimed he was one of a group of "Conquerors" (Jains or Jinas) who formed the new religion.  
Today, while Buddhism has spread over large areas of the world, Jainism has only a few million 
adherents, mostly in India. 
 
Both Buddhism and Jainism, though elaborately designed as deeply considered responses to 
perceived human needs, have the same basic drawback.  Both Buddha and Mahavira, in rejecting 
the unsatisfying versions of "God" that they had been taught under Hinduism, declined to look 
for a truly divine God.  Instead, they looked within themselves for salvation.  So, from the 
beginning, their faiths could be no more than human philosophies hoping to bring satisfaction to 
our earthly natures - in both, there is no genuine God and no relationship with anything divine. 
 
While these new religions were starting in India, Confucianism and Taoism began in China, and 
Zoroastrianism began in Persia.  In the weeks ahead, we shall study these religions, as well as 
Islam, historical and contemporary Judaism, and some of the many versions of 'Christianity'.  
The chart on the next page is provided for your own use in making notes to this ongoing survey. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Regarding Mahavira and Jainism, answer the same 
questions as are given for Buddhism in the section above.  U se the chart on the next page 
to record your thoughts on these and other religions. 

 
Bibliographical Note 
 
As with Hinduism and with Christianity itself, the best way to learn genuine Buddhist teachings 
is to read classic Buddhist writings.  Penguin Classics has a good version of the D hammapada, 
which is short, easy to read, and has some good practical wisdom.  Penguin also has a collection 
called B uddhist S criptures, which assembles a wide variety of works, some overly abstruse and 
others rather interesting.  For a good summary of Jainism, Buddhism, and their practices (both 
classical and contemporary), see again Eerdman's H andbook To the W orld's Religions.  
Buddhism is also discussed in a number of volumes in the Religious Life Of Man Series. 
 
- Mark Garner, June 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO IS GOD? 
THE GOSPEL COMPARED WITH HUMAN PHILOSOPHIES & RELIGIONS 

 
Notes For Week Four: Desi res & Dec i si on s 

 
W ithin each of us is an eternal soul that longs for God, but in this life we also have a fleshly 
nature with its own needs and desires.  The soul and the body do not always desire the same 
things, so sometimes we must choose which one to please.  An eternal God will be aware of both 
our spiritual needs and our physical needs - and he will help us to learn how to deal with them. 
 
Review Of Previous C lasses 
 
In looking at world religions, we are focusing primarily on some basic questions.  First, is their 
God or gods transcendent (outside our time and space), anthropomorphic, or something else?  
Second, what is the main goal or purpose, if any, of the religion?  Finally, how can a believer 
reach the goal - is it by following laws, by doing good things, by grace, or by some other means? 
 
The gospel of Jesus calls believers to spiritual rebirth.  The Spirit gives birth to spirit, for the 
Spirit of God is like living water that can refresh our souls, even if our physical bodies wear out 
and die (John 3 &  4).  Jesus also asks us if we want to 'get well' spiritually.  Just as he told the 
paralytic to "pick up your mat and walk" (John 5), so also he calls us to trust him and seek him. 
 
Hinduism provides a comprehensive picture of a world undergoing a cycle of regeneration, with 
each soul repeatedly reincarnated.  This is under the control of Brahman, the World-Soul, as well 
as the law of Karma (good must lead to good, and evil must lead to evil).  The hope is someday 
to escape the physical world and attain Nirvana, being united with the World-Soul. 
 
Both Buddhism and Jainism branched off from Hinduism in the 6th century BC.  Gautama 
Siddhartha reinterpreted Hinduism, discarding its gods, its Scriptures (the V edas), and other 
elements, focusing on karma and Nirvana.   Known as Buddha, the Enlightened One, Siddhartha 
taught his followers to pursue enlightenment, which alone can help each of us attain personal 
Nirvana, release from this physical earth.  Nataputta V ardhamana (or Mahavira, the Great Hero) 
developed Jainism, a similar way to Nirvana, focusing on self-denial. 
 
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism all hinge on the great insight that inside each of us is 
something indestructible that will survive even after the physical body dies.  They share a belief 
in karma, and they all assume that each soul is continually reincarnated in a way that rewards or 
punishes deeds and thoughts in past lives.  But all three are, in essence, forms of works salvation.  
They teach their followers that the fate of every soul is exactly what that soul has deserved.  
There is no true element of grace in these religions.  Also, while Hinduism includes belief in 
gods who are eternal, the other two faiths see human souls as the highest form of consciousness. 
 
The Bread Of L ife (Readings In John 6 ) 
 
When Jesus miraculously feeds a crowd of thousands, there is strong sentiment for making him a 
king, by force if necessary.  Instead of welcoming this opportunity, Jesus chooses to use the 
occasion to teach some spiritual lessons.  In particular, Jesus calls his listeners to consider what 
they seek and how they seek it.  Are they focusing on the perishable, or the imperishable? 
 
The day after the miraculous feeding, the crowd seeks Jesus on the other side of the Sea of 
Galilee, and Jesus exhorts them to seek food that endures spiritually, rather than expecting him to 
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attend mainly to their earthly desires (John 6:25-35).  In any era, there are many possible reasons 
to seek Jesus, and many of them do not focus on the things that he wants us to value the most. 
 
The Israelites remembered the bread-like manna* that appeared miraculously to feed their 
ancestors in the wilderness.  But Jesus is the true bread from heaven.  When he came into our 
world, he did prove his ability to meet any earthly need or solve any earthly problem at will, but 
he then focused his believers on higher, spiritual, eternal priorities. 
 

* See Exodus 16 and Numbers 11, and note also Deuteronomy 8:2-4, which describes the purpose of the 
manna - it was not simply for sustenance, but to teach reliance on God. 

 
We are thus called to "feed on" Jesus himself (John 6:43-51).  Just as it caused confusion and 
disputes among its original hearers, this statement is provocative to today's believers.  While it is 
not meant literally, the image is still vivid and unexpected.  Since Jesus refers to himself as the 
bread of life, he calls us to feed on him* (that is, to life off him) instead of on the world's bread. 
 

* This part of John 6 is often associated with the Lord's Supper.  There are some natural parallels, yet this 
passage has a much more sweeping focus.  Jesus is using a graphic image to express the depth of 
dependence on him and closeness to him that he wants believers to have. 

 
The world offers many kinds of 'bread' - that is, many things that it claims will sustain us or give 
our lives meaning - but it can offer nothing that will prevent death.  But Jesus is the bread that 
leads to eternal life, "which a man may eat and not die".  The gospel calls us to turn away from 
the importance we have placed on fragile and perishable earthly things, and to put our faith and 
hope fully in Jesus' grace and compassion for us. 
 
This indeed a hard teaching, as Jesus knew it would be (John 6:60-65).  His only defense is that 
"the words I have spoken to you are spirit and they are life".  The gospel does not conform to the 
expectations of the human mind, nor does it cater to the desires of the body.  Jesus knows that 
even many who believe in him will find it difficult to accept the level of dependence on grace 
that he asks for.  When we compare the gospel (in its genuine form) with the religions that 
humans have invented, we can see how unusual the standard of pure grace really is. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What did the manna symbolize to the Israelites?  Did 
they learn the lesson from it that God intended?  What might we similarly misunderstand 
in our expectations of God?  In what sense should we 'feed on' Jesus?  Why does he use 
such graphic imagery?  Why doesn't he try to calm the listeners who were upset with it? 

 
C onfucius & C onfucianism 
 
In the 6th century BC, as Buddha and Mahavira were developing new faiths in India, two great 
Chinese teachers were responding to the traditional religious practices of China, and deciding 
upon their own ways of seeking the truth.  Confucius built on traditional beliefs, creating a more 
methodical and systematic approach, while Lao-tzu (see next section) took a different way. 
 
The Chinese people and culture are among the world's oldest, and Chinese religions have roots 
going back thousands of years, long before Confucius and Lao-tzu.  The earliest Chinese 
religions were animistic or naturalistic, worshiping various spirit beings, with a vague idea of 
higher spirits above them.  Over time, the Chinese also came to worship their ancestors (and in 
some cases other 'great' humans), and offered sacrifices to them. 
 
K'ung Ch'iu* (or Ch'iu K'ung) (born about 550 BC, died between 500 and 475 BC) was raised in 
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poverty by his widowed mother, who encouraged him from an early age to lead a life of serious 
study.  He entered the civil service, and soon acquired a reputation for vast knowledge of many 
subjects.  He was deeply disturbed by the social problems of his time, and felt a responsibility to 
improve things through learning.  Many persons in his region came to his home to ask questions 
and to hear him lecture, and he soon became known as K'ung-fu-tzu**, which means K'ung the 
Philosopher (or K'ung the Teacher, or Master).  In English, we usually call him Confucius***. 
 

* In these notes, all Chinese names and terms are spelled in the traditional way, since they are still written 
that way in many sources.  The modernized (pinyin) spelling of Chinese names and places may be quite 
different in some cases.  In modern sources, for example, you may see Kong Qiu instead of K'ung Ch'iu. 
 
** The suffix -tzu is often capitalized (-Tzu), and it is also sometimes spelled -tze.  Its full meaning cannot 
be conveyed by any one English word.  It is usually translated as Master or Teacher or Philosopher (in the 
older, literal sense of a "lover of learning", someone devoted to one or more fields of study). 
 
*** This form of the name originally came from a Jesuit translation of Confucius's works. 

 
Confucius held various governmental positions, and used them to teach his beliefs on social, 
ethical, political, and religious subjects, basing his governmental policies on his philosophical 
teachings.  At times his methods met with noticeable success, helping communities to deal with 
corruption and crime, or to find a higher standard of living and learning.  At other times, they did 
not work as well; while at still other times his political enemies undermined his efforts. 
 
After his death, his grandson Keigh collected and preserved Confucius's teachings and writings.  
The standard collection of Confucian teachings is called the Analects.  About a century later, a 
follower named Mang-tzu or Meng-tze ("Meng the Philosopher"; see also above), known in 
English as Mencius, organized the spread of Confucian teachings throughout China, establishing 
Confucianism as a dominant philosophical and religious force in the nation*.  
  

* In 212 BC, a massive book-burning under emperor Ts'in Shih Hwang-ti almost eradicated Confucius's 
writings from China.  (Ironically, this emperor's dynastic name, Ts'in or Ch'in, gave China its name.)  As do 
insecure rulers in any era, Ts'in wanted his people to listen only to him, not to philosophers or teachers.  
Confucius and other ancient writers were a particular threat to his plans, so he ordered these and many 
other writings burned, and anyone teaching them punished.  But many persons were willing to risk even 
death to preserve Confucius's teachings, and Confucianism actually increased in popularity as a result. 

 
Confucianism combines a heavy stress on basic virtues, such as courage, sincerity, truthfulness, 
and others, with a comprehensive statement of the deep importance of societal relationships, 
especially within the family.  Confucius saw good morals as the way to solve all of society's 
problems, and he missed no opportunity in his own career to put his teachings into practice.  The 
kinds of sayings often associated with Confucius reflect his manner of teaching.  He was very 
practical, looking for the best and most ethical ways of dealing with various practical situations. 
 
Confucius also taught his followers to devote careful study to the writings of the past, especially 
the I Ching, or "Book of the Changes".  One of Confucius's favorite themes was "filial piety", the 
responsibility of the younger generation to the older*.  This tied together his main interests of 
preserving good relationships and providing a solid foundation for governmental administration.  
Confucius was at heart a firm traditionalist who sought to preserve the best of the past (at least in 
his somewhat romanticized views of 'the old days'), and to use it to improve the present. 
 

* Ironically, Confucius's own son Le was hard-headed and irresponsible.  Le refused to take an interest in 
the many fields of learning to which Confucius devoted himself. 

 
Confucianism is not a pure 'religion' in the same way as the others we are studying, but it is 
usually classed as one because of its great influence, both historically and culturally.  Confucius 
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openly sought, and only sought, to make this world 'better'.  There is obviously nothing in 
Confucian teachings that attempts to seek a God in a realm higher than ours, and in fact it firmly 
emphasizes the importance of even the minor activities in this present world.  Thus, wise and 
learned as Confucius may have been, and as much practical help as his teachings may offer, his 
philosophy offers little to those who want to seek the true and living God.  
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: In what sense is Confucianism a religion?  Could 
someone follow Confucius's teachings and also those of another faith?  What might 
someone like Confucius think of today's societies and religions?  From the perspective of 
the gospel, what is good about Confucianism?  Where does it fall short?  Can a believer 
learn anything from Confucius's beliefs and teachings? 

 
L ao- Tz u & Taoism 
 
Confucius was not the only renowned Chinese teacher of his era.  Lao-tzu, the founder of 
Taoism*, was born about fifty years before Confucius, and the teachings of the two philosophers 
both became popular at about the same time.  Lao-tzu may have been the most elusive of the 
world's great religious reformers, and the faith he founded reflects this in a number of ways. 
 

* Sometimes spelled Daoism in modern sources.  See the first footnote in the section on Confucianism. 
 
Lao-tzu means "The Old Philosopher" (or Teacher or Master), which is what everyone called 
him.  His real name was probably Li, but even in his own lifetime, little was known about his 
personal life.  He was a greatly respected figure, but often deliberately hostile and intentionally 
elusive.  Confucius and Lao-tzu met on exactly one occasion in their lives.  Confucius listened 
with great patience to the older man, and told his own followers that Lao-tzu's philosophy held 
much wisdom.  Lao-tzu, on the other hand, ridiculed Confucius' teachings, especially his belief 
that we can change others through our own virtues, and his faith in human teachers.  
 
Despite their many differences, Confucius and Lao-tzu had similar motivations for developing 
their beliefs.  Both were appalled at the incompetence, disorder, and needless problems that they 
observed in so many areas of human affairs.  But, whereas Confucius thought he could change 
these timeless problems through the sheer force of his reasoning power and his good intentions, 
Lao-tzu attempted instead to find a level of significance to our existence that would involve 
rejecting the importance of most of the things that humans deem important. 
 
Li, who would come to be known as Lao-tzu, was born about 600 BC.  As a young man, he 
became the Keeper of the Imperial Library, and he remained so for many years.  His vast 
knowledge and outspoken opinions earned him the name of "The Old Philosopher".  But unlike 
Confucius, Lao-tzu did not value the acclaim he received, and he did not wish to instruct others.  
He preferred to spend most of his time alone, feeling that he had little in common with other 
persons.  Eventually, he became so hostile to society's values and faults that he decided to 
withdraw from society and public life completely. 
  
There is a Taoist legend that Lao-tzu was crossing a provincial border when he was detained by a 
soldier who admired his teachings.  This soldier supposedly would not let Lao-tzu continue on 
his journey until he wrote down a summary of his most important teachings.  Whether or not this 
is the genuine explanation, it is true that just before he withdrew from society, Lao-tzu wrote a 
short book containing his teachings, called the Tao-Te-Ching* .  The word Tao translates roughly 
as "way" or "path", and the religion named for these teachings is called Taoism.  
 

* Roughly translated, this means "The Book of V irtue and The Way".  The Chinese words are not easy to 
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translate precisely, which accounts for the many different translations of the name that you might see.  
"Ching" means book, usually a great book or classic book; "Te" means virtue or integrity or strength (but 
not raw physical strength); and "Tao" means way or path. 

 
The Tao-Te-Ching begins with the famous lines "The Way (Tao) that can be expressed is not the 
eternal Way.  The name that can be defined is not the unchanging name."  Lao-tzu's teachings 
were obscure, ethereal, and naturalistic, rejecting not only conventional human standards of 
living, but also conventional standards of reasoning.  Taoism is thus a mystical religion that 
offers no certainties except uncertainty, proclaiming this as the way to avoid the emptiness and 
futility that Lao-tzu saw as inherent in the fruitless ways that most humans spend their lives.  
  
Chuang-tzu, a disciple of Lao-tzu, popularized Taoism through his own entertaining and prolific 
writings.  Chuang-tzu's focus preserved the ethereal, withdrawn perspective of Lao-tzu, but with 
more of a focus on trying to explain Taoism to those unfamiliar with it.  Chuang-tzu aimed to 
communicate the paradoxical nature of Taoism without deliberately making it seem hopelessly 
abstract, and thus his teachings were effective in increasing Taoism's influence. 
 
As Taoism's popularity grew, many versions of it added superstitious or ritualistic practices 
unrelated to its essence, and much of what is called Taoism today has elements different from 
anything that Lao-tzu or Chuang-tzu envisioned.  Nonetheless, most versions still retain the 
naturalistic and elusive character of the original Taoists. 
 
To a believer in Christ, Taoism represents a good start gone wrong.  Lao-tzu correctly perceived 
the emptiness of living for any purpose in this world, but because his search for meaning led only 
to himself and to nature, and not to the living God, he found nothing positive or definite to live 
for instead.  His own life, spent largely in hostility and isolation, indicates that, wise as he was, 
there were some important questions that Lao-tzu and Taoism could not answer.  
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What insights did Lao-tzu have that might be useful 
to a believer?  How did his personality affect Taoism?  From the viewpoint of the gospel, 
where does Taoism fall short?  What can a Christian learn from Lao-tzu and Taoism? 

 
Bibliographical Note 
 
The best way to learn about Confucianism is to study the Analects, of which many editions are 
available; the Analects are easy to read, and contain some practical ideas.  For further study of 
Confucianism, read the writings of Mencius (again, Penguin Classics has a good edition).  The 
Tao-Te-Ching and the writings of Chuang-tzu, likewise, are available in many editions.  For 
Chuang-Tzu, besides the Penguin Classics edition, there is a very good collection called Chuang-
Tz u:  B asic W ritings, translated and edited by Burton Watson, published by Columbia U niversity.   
 
The I Ching, which represents earlier Chinese religious ideas, is also easy to find in translation.  
Finally, for a very good overview of Chinese religions past and present, see Leonard Thompson's 
Chinese Religion:  An Introduction (in the Religions Of Man series). 
 
- Mark Garner, June 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO IS GOD? 
THE GOSPEL COMPARED WITH HUMAN PHILOSOPHIES & RELIGIONS 

 
Notes For Week Fi ve: Hum an i ty  & God  

 
Any serious religion must consider the nature of the relationship between God ( or 'the gods')  and 
humanity.  This could be based on laws, on rituals, or on many other things.  In the gospel of 
Jesus, it is Jesus himself who defines this relationship through his own uniq ue nature, combining 
the personality of God and the physical nature of a mortal human, and bringing the two together. 
 
Review 
 
In considering world religions, we are starting by asking: (i) whether the religion's God (gods) is 
transcendent or anthropomorphic; (ii) what, if anything, is the ultimate purpose or goal; (iii) what 
is the means of reaching the goal.  External rites and rituals are generally much less significant. 
 
Hinduism is based on a continual regeneration of the physical world and the repeated 
reincarnation of each soul.  The World-Soul Brahman oversees everything, and every soul is 
subject to the law of karma.  Nirvana offers the hope of leaving the earth and being united with 
the World-Soul.  In 6th century BC India, Gautama Siddhartha left Hinduism and founded the 
religion of Buddhism*, or Enlightenment.  Buddha taught his followers to seek a personal 
Nirvana through enlightened thinking and living.  About the same time, Mahavira re-thought the 
teachings of Hinduism and founded Jainism.  Jains seek Nirvana through rigorous self-denial. 
 

* Buddhism began in India, but it later became even more popular in China and other East Asian nations. 
 
A similar process happened in China in the same era.  Ancient Chinese religions combined spirit 
worship with ancestor worship.  Confucianism, based on the teachings of K'ung Ch'iu, stresses 
virtues and morals, conceiving a society based on strong relationships, especially in the family.  
A main emphasis of Confucianism is "filial piety", the responsibility of the younger generation 
towards the older.  Around the same time, Taoism began from the teachings of Lao-tzu, "The 
Old Philosopher", and his follower Chuang-tzu.  The Tao-Te-Ching teaches how to follow the 
Path (or the Way), but Taoism warns its followers that the truth is forever elusive.  Classic Taoist 
teachings focus on nature, and usually have a mystical aspect to them. 
 
No M an E ver Spok e L ik e This (Readings In John 7 ) 
 
Jesus' unique nature can be seen both in his teachings and in his actions.  During the time when 
he lived on our physical earth, there were many different opinions about him, just as there are 
today.  Our expectations of the Messiah will inevitably influence whether we understand Jesus' 
life and ministry.  God chose to offer grace, life, truth, and spiritual blessings through his Son. 
 
Even in the Messiah's own lifetime, humans had many different opinions about him (John 7:1-5, 
12-17).  His own half-brothers consider him just a would-be public figure seeking attention for 
himself.  Many in the crowds are fascinated with his actions and teachings, debating what Jesus 
would do and whether his teachings were correct; but most of them fail to see him for who he is. 
 
Jesus does not promote himself as a personality or as a celebrity, but instead focuses attention on 
his teachings, for they reveal his Father to the world.  Thus he appeals to his listeners not merely 
to listen to what he says, and certainly not to argue about it, but instead to find out whether Jesus' 
teachings come from God.  Jesus speaks with the voice of divine authority, yet at the same time 
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he does not claim this authority on an arbitrary basis.  He wants each of us, as individuals, to 
consider and to understand what Jesus teaches us about God the Father. 
 
Even when Jesus does not raise the question himself, many who hear him are wondering whether 
he is the Christ, the Messiah (John 7:25-27, 40-44).  It is interesting to see the criteria that 
various persons use.  Some want to know what the religious authorities think about Jesus, while 
others debate the significance of his birthplace*.  Still others simply react to his teachings based 
on whether or not Jesus upholds their own preconceptions or beliefs.  Such reactions remind us 
that seeking the truth in Jesus has always required above all humility, prayer, and faith. 
 

* Some of them probably remembered the prophecy in Micah 5:2, but most of those in the crowd did not 
realize that Jesus was actually born in Bethlehem.  They probably assumed he had been born in Nazareth, 
where he had lived for most of his life on this earth. 

 
A group of guards had been sent by the religious leaders to arrest Jesus, but when the guards 
report back, they have an unexpected comment (John 7:45-46).  The guards' statement, "no man 
ever spoke the way this man does" is widely remembered for the impression that the Messiah 
made on them.  While the 'religious' persons in the crowd speculated and debated secondary 
points, these rough guards perceived something more important about Jesus.  We do not know 
how seriously they may have been looking for God, yet their response is a good example to us. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Identify the opinions of Jesus that we see in John 7.  
How do they parallel the ways that he is viewed today?  When Jesus encourages us to 
find out whether his teaching comes from God, what does he want us to do?  How could 
Jesus have made such an impression on the guards?  What could we learn from this? 

 
Z oroastrianism 
 
Another important faith began in ancient Persia, around the same time that Buddhism, Jainism, 
Confucianism, and Taoism were beginning.  Zoroaster, a devoted follower of the Persian 
religions of his time, was deeply concerned about the tension between good and evil.  He placed 
the struggle between the two at the center of Zoroastrianism, the religion that he founded. 
 
Zarathustra* (or Zoroaster) was a teacher in ancient Persia (now Iran), probably in the 6th 
century BC**.  The Persians originally had a naturalistic religion, with new "gods" added over 
time.  By Zoroaster's time, organized religion in Persia was characterized by pointless ritual and 
superstition, and it was controlled by greedy "priests" and other leaders who used it to make 
money, promising to persuade the "gods" to act on behalf of those who paid them.  For much of 
his life, Zoroaster humbly accepted the established gods, devoted himself to doing good works, 
and wondered about the origins of good and evil.  
 

* Zarathustra is actually his real name (that is, an English rendering of his name in the ancient 
Iranian/ Persian language).  The name Zoroaster is a Greek version, which dates back to the 5th century BC.  
Since he is more frequently referred to as Zoroaster, and since the religion he founded is almost always 
called Zoroastrianism, the notes will refer to him as Zoroaster. 
 
** The dates of Zoroaster's life are highly uncertain.  Since well before the time of Jesus, it was generally 
believed that he had lived in the 6th century BC, making him a contemporary of the other religious leaders 
we have studied.  But very recently, a number of academics with little else to do have proposed several 
widely differing times during which they think Zoroaster lived.  

 
But when the phoniness of the organized religions became too clear, Zoroaster withdrew to a 
mountain to think, and devised a new set of beliefs.  He saw good and evil as absolute and 
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unchangeable, so he concluded that each must have one absolute source.  He determined that 
there are only two divine powers, a creator of everything good, whom he named Ahura Mazda 
("Wise Lord"), and a creator of everything evil, whom he called Angra Mainyu ("Destructive 
Spirit").  Zoroaster interpreted all of life as a battle between these two forces, seeing the goal of 
our lives as joining the side of the good force to help it win. 
 
He rejected sacrifices and rituals, as irrelevant to this central struggle.  He taught extensively on 
ethics and morality*, basing his teachings on the cosmic battle of good and evil.  Zoroaster's 
writings formed the foundation of the Avesta, the Scriptures of Zoroastrianism.  To the original 
writings were added some works** by later authors, as well as further works that explained and 
expounded the original Avesta.  The complete set of these Scriptures is called the Z end-Avesta. 
 

* He was also known for teaching that dead bodies should be left in a remote place, not buried or burned. 
 
** Most Zoroastrian writings are anonymous, and indeed there are debates about Zoroaster's own role. 

 
Zoroaster's strategy for spreading his religion was based on winning over powerful or influential 
individuals, because he was convinced that the average person did not have enough education or 
insight to appreciate his teachings.  He did eventually win over his king, through debate with the 
other wise men of the kingdom.  And so, for a time, Zoroastrianism experienced a widespread 
following, led by teachers called the Magi.  In later generations, its influence and popularity 
depended heavily on who was in authority.  Islam ultimately replaced it as Persia's (Iran's) faith. 
 
Today, Zoroastrianism has few adherents, surviving mainly in a community called the Parsis (or 
Parsees), living in India.  The Parsi community descends from a group of Persian immigrants 
who left Persia and settled in western India several centuries ago.  They have maintained a 
loyalty to classical Zoroastrianism and to the traditions that it has accumulated over the years. 
 
From our perspective, the main significance of Zoroastrianism lies in the influence of Zoroaster's 
basic ideas.  His dualistic concept of a divine source of good battling a divine source of evil has 
influenced many other religions and philosophies.  When the Jews were in exile under Persian 
rule, some were influenced by Zoroaster's teachings.  Many persons also mistakenly view 
Christianity as a Zoroastrian-style battle between good and evil.  Even in recent times, 
philosophers such as the German atheist Friedrich Nietzsche* have been influenced by him. 
 

* In Zoroaster's beliefs, Nietzsche saw support for his own belief in the 'superman', the 'superior' kind of 
human who, in Nietzsche's opinion, was not subject to the constraints of conventional law and morality. 

 
Zoroaster was right in rejecting ritual and superstition, and in rejecting petty worldly ends as a 
basis for religion.  But his version of God is simplistic, and it trivializes God's purposes.  The 
living God is much more than a "good" cartoon super-hero battling an "evil" cartoon super-
villain.  Zoroaster reminds us not to limit our understanding of God to such a simplistic concept.  
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What similarities and contrasts are there between 
Zoroaster and the other religious reformers we have discussed?  Do these trends teach us 
anything about our own search for the truth about God?  Why would Zoroaster's views 
have become popular?  Why do some Christians develop similar perspectives? 

 
Islam -  Part One 
 
Chronologically, we now move ahead many centuries, to the founding of Islam in the Middle 
Ages.  Because Islam has considerable historical, cultural, and political significance, we shall 
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spend some extra time on it.   A comparison of Islam with Christianity can help us to understand 
Islam more fully, and it can also bring out some of the distinctive characteristics of the gospel. 
 
The early Arabs were nature-worshipers*.  Amongst the numerous Arab gods, they recognized a 
god called Allah-Taala, or Allah, as being higher than the rest.  But they did not demonstrate 
much devotion to Allah, and by Mohammed's lifetime they were known as a generally irreligious 
culture.  They did honor and worship the memory of their ancestor Ishmael, the first son of 
Abraham (Genesis 16).  Long before Islam began, the Arabs venerated Mecca as a sacred city, 
since it was said to have been built around the site of the sacred Well of Ishmael, which 
nourished Hagar and her son in the wilderness (see Genesis 21:19).  
 

* Because of the Arabs' proximity to Israel, ancient Arab religion does show some influence from Judaism 
and Christianity.  But before Mohammed these influences were relatively minor. 

 
Islam's founder, Mohammed, is among history's most influential humans.  Born in AD 570 in 
Mecca, he was orphaned by the age of six, and was raised by an uncle.  Working as a camel-
driver, he was highly valued by the merchants who employed him, due to his skill, intelligence, 
and conscientious attitude.  At 25 he married an employer, Kadijah, a wealthy widow 15 years 
older.  For the first time he lived in comfort; but as he enjoyed the good life, Mohammed became 
increasingly disturbed by the idolatry, drunkenness, and gambling that were then so pervasive in 
Arabia.  By the time he was 40, Mohammed felt strongly that his people needed a drastic change. 
 
During his years as a camel-driver, Mohammed had met many Jews and Christians, and now he 
wanted to know more about Judaism and Christianity.  Though he could not read, his wife had a 
Jewish cousin who would read the Old Testament to him whenever he wished, and he found 
others to read him the New Testament to him.  He became increasingly influenced by Jesus' 
teachings, and he began to think that the Arabians needed someone like Jesus. 
 
Thus, Islam had some roots in Christianity.  But Mohammed did not emphasize grace.  Instead, 
Mohammed admired Jesus as a tireless moral reformer, was thrilled by Jesus' denunciations of 
sin, and longed to see similar challenges issued to his own people.  Thus Mohammed (like many 
Christians) missed the main point of Jesus' coming - Christ came not to stamp out sins, but to get 
them forgiven.  This, then, is the fundamental difference between Islam and genuine Christianity. 
 
Bibliographical Note 
 
Because Zoroastrianism is largely a 'lost' religion, most modern sources discuss it either from a 
historical perspective or in terms of its cultural influence.  Eerdman's H andbook To The W orld's 
Religions has a good summary both of historical Zoroastrianism and of the Parsis.  The Z end-
Avesta is a lengthy work and often difficult to read, so it is less widely read than the Scriptures of 
the other religions we've studied.  If you wish to try it, see the three-volume reprinting of James 
Darmesteter's annotated edition by Forgotten Books.  Y ou can also read portions of the Z end-
Avesta on the Forgotten Books web site, free of charge.  Friedrich Nietzsche's philosophical 
work Thus S pake Z arathustra provides a good example of Zoroaster's cultural influence.  
Richard Strauss's classical music composition Thus S pake Z arathustra (familiar from its use in 
the film 2001 :  A S pace Odyssey) is another interesting example. 
 
References for the study of Islam will be given with next week's notes. 
 
- Mark Garner, July 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
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Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO IS GOD? 
THE GOSPEL COMPARED WITH HUMAN PHILOSOPHIES & RELIGIONS 

 
Notes For Week Six : Sin,  Gra c e,  & Tru th 

 
All religions and philosophies must acknowledge human imperfection, and must thus address the 
implications of the mistakes and sins that humans commit.  There are many different strategies 
for dealing with our sins and with others'  sins, but there is always one key question:  is it possible 
for an individual to atone for his or her own sins, or must we ultimately rely on grace?  
 
Review Of Religions S tu died In Recent Classes 
 
Hinduism is based on the regeneration of the physical world and the reincarnation of each soul, 
according to the law of karma.  Hindu Nirvana offers hope of leaving the earth and being united 
with the World-Soul.  Gautama Siddhartha, or Buddha, left Hinduism and founded Buddhism, 
teaching his followers to seek Nirvana through enlightenment.  Mahavira, who founded Jainism, 
also re-thought the teachings of Hinduism, and sought Nirvana through rigorous self-denial. 
 
Ancient Chinese religions combined spirit worship with ancestor worship.  In the 6th century 
BC, two teachers found the traditional religions inadequate for addressing practical problems.  
Confucianism stresses virtues and morals, conceiving a society based on strong family 
relationships.  Taoism, founded on the teachings of Lao-tzu ("The Old Philosopher"), teaches its 
followers that the truth is forever elusive.  Classic Taoist teachings are naturalistic and mystical. 
 
Z oroastrianism probably arose about the same time, and was based on Z arathustra's (that is, 
Z oroaster's) obsession with absolute good and absolute evil.  Z oroaster devised a belief in two 
equal and opposite gods, Ahura Mazda the "wise lord" and Angra Mainyu the "destructive 
spirit".  He viewed all of life* as a cosmic battle between the two, with the result always in 
doubt, and in which we must take sides. 
 

* In later generations, Z oroastrian practice became caught up in the kinds of ritual prayers and the like that 
Z oroaster himself considered to be unimportant to the central struggle. 

 
Z oroastrianism is most noteworthy today for its influence on culture and for its religious 
dualism*.  Christianity is often mistakenly perceived as being merely the same kind of battle 
between superheroes.  Genuine Christianity revolves around grace for the sinner, not superiority 
for those who have 'chosen the right side' or who 'help' God to 'win'.  Likewise, good and evil are 
by no means of equal power or influence in Christianity; there is no doubt who will prevail. 
 

* The word dualism can be used in differing ways.  Religious dualism generally refers to belief in a good 
god and an evil god, who are more-or-less equal.  In philosophy, dualism more usually refers to the 
awareness that our thoughts and beliefs are of a different, less tangible nature than our bodies and actions. 

 
F reedom  T hrou gh G race (Readings In John 8 ) 
 
Jesus' teachings about sin and grace contrasted sharply with those of the religious leaders of his 
day, and they also differ from our own fleshly logic and religious attitudes.  Any form of law or 
works salvation, no matter how carefully conceived, only leaves us in spiritual slavery.  Spiritual 
freedom comes only by accepting grace alone as the standard of our relationship with God. 
 
Jesus tells the accusers of an adulterous woman that they are not qualified to cast a stone at her, 
and then tells her "neither do I condemn you" (John 8:9-11).  Did Jesus let a sinner off too 
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easily?  She does not have to 'pay for' her sin - because she couldn't have paid for it, even if Jesus 
had wanted her to.  Jesus' preference, like his Father's, was not to have the sin punished, but to 
have it forgiven.  Human pre-occupation with punishment of sin does not come from God*. 
 

* This passage is revealing for what it shows about our own priorities.  It is quite common for 
commentators to emphasize that Jesus knew he was being tested, to speculate that his writing on the ground 
revealed some crucial fact, or to try in some other way to side-step the main point of the episode. 

 
Jesus also called her to "leave your life of sin".  To the fleshly mind, this seems like a 'command' 
that balances out Jesus' grace, but Jesus is merely pointing out the natural effect of grace.  When 
we finally grasp the depth of grace that God has given us, it produces a determination to leave 
sin and selfishness behind, because we realize our complete dependence on God. 
 
It is because Jesus brings such a complete change of perspective that he is the light of the world 
(John 8:12-16, 23-24).  He points out the fatal flaws in the standards of judgment that humans 
use, as they invariably are based on flawed standards.  Humans base their evaluations and 
opinions on personal agendas or self-interest; on fleshly loyalties to cliques, sects, or parties; or 
even on sensual desires and pleasures. 
 
Jesus is the only human who was not of this world, and thus who did not judge by this world's 
misguided standards.  When he was asked to choose between two sides of a legal case, when he 
was asked for his opinion on a controversial political question, or when he was challenged to 
take positions on doctrinal disputes, he simply explained that such things are of trivial 
importance compared with the real business of the gospel.  You and I shall never have the self-
control or the humility to turn aside from all of our own foolish opinions and fleshly 
controversies, but let us at least strive to do much better than we are doing now. 
 
The truth does set us free (John 8:31-36, 43-47), when we are humble and grateful enough to 
accept our need for God.  We are often like these stubborn persons who believe in Jesus, but who 
insist that they have never been slaves to anyone.  Their pride kept them in spiritual slavery, and 
it kept them from hearing the message Jesus brought.  Fleshly pride can do the same to us.  But 
the humble awareness of our sinfulness, and the grateful realization that God will eagerly give us 
blessings that we can never deserve, can release us from spiritual slavery.  Grace and humility 
can keep our hearts soft, our eyes able to perceive, and our ears ready to hear. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Why did Jesus allow the woman to go without even 
a rebuke?  What does it show about his priorities?  How does it challenge our priorities?  
In what respects is Jesus the Light of the World?  In what ways does the truth set us free?  
How could a crowd that believed Jesus turn against him so quickly?  What should we 
learn from this? 

 
Islam  -  Its Beginnings & Its S pread (continu ed) 
 
As Mohammed learned and thought about the problem of human sin, he became increasingly 
convinced that his people needed more than a few specific reforms.  He thus began the steps that 
led to the creation of the religion of Islam, or submission.  Like the gospel, Islam has been 
twisted and distorted by self-interested persons, but in its pure form it offers much to think about. 
 
Mohammed was born in Mecca in AD 570, and he built a career as a highly-regarded camel-
driver. After marrying a wealthy widow, Mohammed became increasingly disturbed by the 
sinfulness of his society.  By the time he was 40, Mohammed felt strongly the need for drastic 
change.  He found friends and relations to read the Jewish and Christian Scriptures to him, and 
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became increasingly influenced by Jesus' teachings.  He soon began to think that the Arabians 
needed someone like Jesus - thus, Islam had some roots in Judaism and Christianity. 
 
As Mohammed learned more about Christianity, Jesus' moral teachings were most important to 
him.  He longed for a reformer to come to Arabia and clean up the idolatry, drunkenness, 
gambling, and other rampant sin that surrounded him.  It was then that he is said to have begun 
receiving a series of visits (which would continue for some years) from the angel Gabriel, who 
called him to preach to his people the message* of submission to Allah, the only true God.  His 
message became "There is no god but Allah, and Mohammed is the Prophet of Allah". 
 

* At some point these messages were written down and became the Koran (see below).  Since it is 
generally understood that Mohammed could not read or write, there are different viewpoints on whether he 
was miraculously given the ability to do both, or whether he remembered the words and later had associates 
write them down, or whether they came to written form in some other way. 

 
Mohammed's earliest efforts met with little success.  Most of his early public preaching in 
Mecca* consisted of emotional reprimands of drunkards and gamblers, which caused more 
amusement than repentance.  Soon he began to preach against the rich merchants as well, which 
aroused greater antagonism, but which also began to earn him a small group of followers. 
 

* As with the Chinese names that we studied earlier, the notes will spell all Arabic names in the way that 
you are most likely to see them if you study on your own.  Mecca is sometimes spelled Makkah, which 
more closely corresponds to its spelling in Arabic.  The name Mohammed, of course, has many variations, 
but these are easy to recognize. 

 
Mohammed gradually developed a comprehensive set of teachings from various sources - some 
from Judaism and Christianity, some from ancient Arab beliefs and practices, along with many 
ideas and teachings that were purely his own.  He called his new religion Islam, which means 
"submission".  This reflects his belief that life is all about submission to the will of Allah.  He 
called those who followed him Moslems, which means "true believers". 
 
For several years, Mohammed dealt with threats and other attempts by the leaders of Mecca to 
suppress his teachings.  Finally, in AD 622, he found it necessary to escape to the city of Medina 
with a group of his followers.  The Moslem calendar begins with this trip; our year 622 is their 
first year* and is called "anno hegira"**, the year of the flight.  After a few years of building and 
strengthening his following, he had enough force to return to Mecca in 630 and conquer it. 
 

* The Moslem calendar is lunar, not solar, and is quite unusual.  A year on the Islamic calendar is 354 or 
355 days long, and the calendar makes no attempt ever to adjust for this incorrect length.  Thus the months 
and holidays of the Islamic year wander through the different seasons and months of our own calendar.  For 
that reason, we are currently in Islamic year 1430 (or 1430 AH), which began in December of AD 2008. 
 
** Or hejira, or hijira.  Islamic years use the abbreviation AH, for 'anno hegirae'. 

 
For most of the early period of Islam, the teachings of Mohammed were widely memorized and 
passed along orally, rather than in written form.  This oral tradition fit in well with Arabian 
culture of the time, and it also guaranteed the preservation of the sacred teachings during times 
of persecution.  Two years after his return to Mecca, Mohammed died, and his successors 
compiled his teachings and revelations into a book called the Qur'an, or in English "Koran", 
which became the sacred book of Islam*.  The title means "the reading" or "the recital". 
 

* The Koran is organized in a pattern roughly similar to that of the Bible, except that its 114 writings are 
called surahs (also spelled suras), or "chapters", instead of books.  Each surah is divided into verses.  The 
longer books are all towards the beginning, and several of them refer directly to events in Mohammed's 
lifetime, so that an awareness of that period in history is sometimes needed to understand them. 
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Despite struggles over leadership, Islam spread rapidly in Western Asia and Northern Africa (in 
part through military force*), and it has ever since been one of the world's most influential 
religions.  The two major branches of Islam today are the Sunni and the Shi'ite groups, a division 
that goes back many centuries to a dispute over leadership succession in the generations 
following Mohammed.  There are also many other branches and divisions of contemporary 
Islam; but the distinctions among them, though they can be highly emotional, are usually not 
about spiritually substantial matters. 
 

* Mohammed and the Koran explicitly authorized the use of force in self-defense, but not the use of force 
to persuade someone to become a Moslem.  Over the centuries, various Moslems and their leaders have 
developed many differing views concerning the times at which force is 'necessary'. 

 
Many major teachings of Islam are identical on the surface to Christian teachings, or else they 
differ mainly in details.  Both teach monotheism, both present a high standard of human 
morality, and both promise an afterlife that depends on how one lives in this world.  Islam 
teaches that the afterlife, for obedient believers, is expected to be one of physical and sensual 
pleasure - this is not much different from common misconceptions of Christian 'heaven'.  In fact, 
when we set aside the ways that Islam has been abused and exploited for military and political 
purposes, then it closely resembles what many persons erroneously think Christianity is about. 
 
Islam particularly emphasizes prayer, fasts at specified times, and the giving of alms; and it lays 
great emphasis on the city of Mecca, encouraging all Moslems to make pilgrimages there.  Based 
on these teachings and other considerations, the zealous Moslem's goal is to live a life good 
enough to merit Allah's reward.  Islam and the Koran promise that, if one has done enough good 
things, then Allah will be merciful and not punish you for your mistakes.  On the other hand, if 
your mistakes outweigh your good deeds, then you will be punished in hell. 
 
This is, in fact, the mistaken view that many have of Christian judgment and Christian heaven.  
The concept of our good deeds and our sins being weighed against each other, in order to 
determine our eternal fate, is an Islamic teaching, but it has nothing to do with the gospel.  The 
Christian who understands the gospel will realize that no human life can ever merit reward from 
an eternal God.  Nor is heaven essentially a place of sensual pleasure; rather, it is a chance to live 
in God's presence, and to experience joys that we cannot know in our fleshly bodies. 
 
Of the religions that attempt justification by works, Islam is the one whose teachings most 
closely resemble Christianity.  But the gospel of Jesus is much more than morals or righteous 
deeds.  Grace and humility are more important than both.  Jesus promised foremost an eternal 
relationship with the living God, not a sensual reward for fleshly actions. 
 
In these and other important respects, the gospel of contrasts dramatically with Islam, just as it 
does with other human religions.  A zealous Moslem inherently compares himself or herself with 
others; a Christian knows that Jesus died for the sins of each person, so that we all stand in equal 
need of grace through his blood. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: How did Mohammed's personality and personal 
experience influence Islam?  What factors helped make it popular?  Are these good 
reasons or bad reasons for a religion to spread?  What differentiates Islam from the 
gospel?  What similarities are there between the two?  Are the differences or the 
similarities more important? 

 
S u m m ary & Preview 
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So far, we have looked at the major world religions that began in antiquity or in the Early Middle 
Ages, and that remain influential today.  In every case, the founders of these faiths had important 
insights into spiritual reality, and/ or proposed solutions for the human needs they had observed 
around them.  In each case, though, there are some basic contrasts with the gospel of Jesus. 
 
Future topics will include a look at Judaism, both in history and today.  Judaism has obvious 
significance to an understanding of Christianity, and its relation to the gospel is often 
misunderstood.  We shall also look briefly at early Christianity, and also at the divisions that led 
to the proliferation of all the sects and denominations that clutter up the religious landscape.  
Finally, there are some more recently invented faiths, such as Baha'i and Sikhism, that we shall 
put into perspective. 
 
In all cases, the variety of ritual and practice, together with the internal divisions in many of 
these religions, can make the whole subject seem intimidating or bewildering.  So we shall 
continue to review them first of all using the same basic questions: the transcendence of God; a 
faith's goal or purpose; and its means of reaching the goal. 
 
Bibliographical Note 
 
One of the obstacles to studying Islam is that the numerous rivalries and divisions within Islam 
can influence almost any book or article, even a translation of the Koran.  For casual reading of 
the Koran, there are inexpensive editions available from Penguin and Dover.  For more serious 
study, a recommended version is the annotated English translation of the Koran by Maulana 
Muhammad Ali, a writer from the first half of the 20th century who made numerous efforts to 
promote Islam in English-speaking nations.  He also wrote several other books about Islam, and 
he approaches it from a moderate perspective that makes several of his books quite useful for 
those with an interest in learning about Islam. 
 
In reading the Koran and in studying the history of Islam, it is often helpful or even necessary to 
know the historical background.  The book A History Of The Arab Peoples by Albert Hourani is 
a good source that covers many centuries of history.  As before, Eerdman' s Handbook To The 
World' s Religions has a good section on the culture and typical practices of Islam. 
 
- Mark Garner, J uly 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO IS GOD? 
THE GOSPEL COMPARED WITH HUMAN PHILOSOPHIES & RELIGIONS 

 
Notes For Week Seven : Ap p earan c es & Reali ty  

 
Although we all share a natural tendency to focus on the ex ternal and the visible, the things that 
matter most to our spiritual growth are unseen.  The eyes of the flesh see only on the surface, 
and appearances can easily lead us astray.  The eyes of the soul are searching for God and for 
truth, and it is our choice whether we shall look for the unseen things that our souls long for.  
 
Review Of Religions Studied So Far 
 
Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism all taught their followers to seek Nirvana by different means, 
all based on one's own actions or thoughts.  Confucianism and Taoism arose as responses to the 
disorder in this world, which can seem so incompatible with an awareness of spiritual reality.  
Zoroaster's preoccupation with absolute good and evil led him to devise the dualistic religion of 
Zoroastrianism, in which humans must choose sides in a battle between two equal gods. 
 
The religion of Islam, or "submission" (that is, to Allah) had some of its roots in Christianity.  
The prophet Mohammed promoted Islam as a more perfect fulfillment of God's messages to 
Jews and Christians, and he called his followers Moslems or Muslims, the "true believers".  
Much of the early history of Islam revolves around Mohammed's flight to Medina in AD 622 (to 
avoid persecution) and his subsequent victorious return to Mecca, his hometown. 
 
The Qur'an (Koran), or 'Recital', originated with the messages that Mohammed said he had 
received from the angel Gabriel.  In his own lifetime, his teachings were primarily passed along 
via oral preservation; after Mohammed's death the written compilation became more important.  
On the surface, Islam and the gospel have some obvious similarities, especially in terms of 
morality and ethics.  The crucial difference is that Islam teaches a divine judgment based on 
balancing out one's good deeds and one's bad deeds, whereas the gospel tells us that only by 
grace, by forgiveness through the blood of Jesus, can we hope to have our sins forgiven. 
 
Sight & Blindness (Readings In John 9) 
 
This account of Jesus' healing of a blind man illustrates a number of points about spiritual sight.  
To other persons, the blind man represents either a problem to be blamed on someone, a mystery 
to be solved, or a situation to be controlled.  But to Jesus, he is a soul who needs compassion and 
truth.  In return, the blind man sees Jesus more clearly than the others can see him. 
 
Jesus shows again why he is the light of the world (9:1-5).  Others look at the blind man in a 
worldly manner, debating various aspects of the situation, but Jesus treats him as a human being, 
so that the man can in turn understand God's grace and compassion.  Jesus' perspective sharply 
contrasts with the ways that the worldly - in every time and place - often view problems as an 
opportunity to promote their own pet theories or as an excuse to pursue their own desires. 
 
The news of the healing reaches the religious authorities, who are so blinded by religion that they 
cannot see God's hand at work (9:13-16, 26-28, 34).  Many are preoccupied with defending their 
theological 'turf', and they quickly discredit whatever does not conform to their preconceptions. 
 
We all have a lot of human myths and worldly lies tangled up with the truths that God has 
graciously taught us.  We allow our view of God to become obscured and muddled by things we 
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have been taught about our nation or our culture - things that really have nothing to do with the 
gospel.  Study the behavior of the Pharisees in this passage, because their emotion and insecurity 
can tip us off when we start falling into the same disorders.  Once we recognize our worldly 
allegiances and beliefs for what they are, we can humbly ask God to help us overcome them. 
 
Spiritual sight not only helps us to recognize sin, but it also allows us to remain humble and to 
rely on God's grace for the forgiveness of sin (9:39-41).  Those who, like the Pharisees, think 
they are 'pretty good', or who think that their good deeds 'outweigh' their sins in God's eyes, are 
dangerously deluding themselves.  When we understand our spiritual blindness, then we joyfully 
receive God's grace, and we do not use it as a cheap slogan or an excuse for fleshly indulgence. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What changes occur in the blind man in this chapter?  
Which changes were most important?  What is revealed about the Pharisees by this 
incident?  What would other observers have noticed?  What might an average Christian 
have done in a similar situation?  What lessons should we learn from this chapter? 

 
Perspectives On Judaism: Shadows & Realities 
 
Despite being the target of repeated persecutions, Judaism has retained a large and loyal 
following through the centuries.  We shall first take a brief look at some thematic ideas that can 
help put Judaism into a clearer perspective from the viewpoint of a believer in Jesus.  After that, 
we shall take a look at classical and contemporary Judaism from a historical point of view. 
 
Ancient Israel was a visible sign of God's presence in this world.  More importantly, it prepared 
the way for the coming of Jesus, the ultimate sacrifice for humanity's sins.  Since the Jews were 
indispensable to God's plans, the basis of their law was instituted by God himself.  The law 
included a system of blood sacrifices, providing ongoing atonement for the nation's sins, to 
preserve the nation until its purpose in Jesus had been fulfilled. 
 
Israel also received the many kinds of blessings that Paul enumerates in Romans 9:4-5.  Spiritual 
blessings such as the prophets, the temple, and other reminders of God were given to Israel by 
grace.  God emphasized, even at the time, that they had done nothing to earn or deserve a special 
status*.  The failure to appreciate this led to many problems over the years, for many Jews 
thought of themselves as a 'chosen people' in a sense entirely different from what God intended. 
 

* For example, see the continuation of Romans 9 (especially verses 10-13).  Such passages are often 
misinterpreted because of their apparent 'unfairness'.  But what looks like 'unfairness' is just God's grace: 
the truly good things of this world cannot be earned by anyone.  All that anyone has comes by grace. 

 
Moreover, none of these great blessings were permanent.  They were only shadows of a new 
covenant, the coming of which God repeatedly promised over the centuries.  "Christ is the end of 
the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes" (Romans 10:4).  The 
laws, the tabernacle, the Levitical priesthood, the Ten Commandments, the Promised Land of 
Canaan, these things were wonderful to be a part of.  But they were temporary, and God always 
intended to replace them in their entirety with something new, better, and more lasting. 
 
The center of the historical Jewish religion was the sacrificial system.  The regular and repeated 
sacrifices of animals and other offerings were a visible reminder of sins, impressing the need for 
forgiveness and for the shedding of blood upon the minds of God's people: "without the shedding 
of blood there is no forgiveness" (Hebrews 9:22).  The Levitical ministry was also a carefully 
conceived shadow of the covenant and the sacrifice that Jesus brought with him*. 
 



 3

* The book of Hebrews deals at length with this.  Note especially Hebrews 8, which explicitly declares the 
Old Covenant obsolete, and implicitly declares it already to have been obsolete from the time that the New 
Covenant was promised - that is, the old law became imperfect and obsolete even before Jesus came. 

 
The repeated sacrifices graphically illustrated the consequences of sin.  Only constant shedding 
of blood allowed the people to continue in God's presence*.  Those who focused on the 
procedures for their own sake missed this point entirely.  The people could also see how God's 
presence - symbolized by the Most Holy Place in the tabernacle or temple - was carefully kept 
separate from any uncleanness, lest disaster occur.  Jesus fulfilled this purpose more completely. 
 

* Similarly, when God commanded Israel to destroy a pagan nation, this also was an expression of the 
consequences of sin, rather than being primarily a punishment.  If the Israelites were to remain as God's 
people, then they could not remain in close contact with those whose sins were not atoned for. 

 
The earliest Christians were Jews who understood this.  They saw Jesus as the fulfillment of the 
law and the sacrificial system.  The Messiah had come to provide forgiveness of sins and not to 
fulfill some earthly purpose; and thus Judaism's purpose was complete when Jesus finished his 
ministry on this planet.  Since that time, Jews and Gentiles alike have had to choose between the 
obsolete old covenant and the living new covenant, between serving God by law or by grace. 
 
The choice to do 'some of both' does not exist in God's eyes: for example, when some of the 
early Christians wanted to bring circumcision into Christianity, Paul told them that, "I declare to 
every man who lets himself be circumcised that he is obligated to obey the whole law" 
(Galatians 5:3).  We are saved by grace alone, and we must rely entirely on grace: And if by 
grace, then it is no longer by works; if it were, grace would no longer be grace" (Romans 11:6). 
 
The Old Covenant is obsolete in its entirety.  If part of it were in force today, then all of it would 
still be in effect.  Only our struggle to understand God's grace - in particular, our unfounded fear 
that grace means a license to sin - makes this so difficult to accept.  The Old Testament is useful 
for its teachings about God's nature and character, and for its shadows of the New Covenant.  But 
none of its outward observances or laws is part of the gospel: this applies equally to dietary laws, 
animal sacrifices, holy days including the Sabbath, the temple, and everything else. 
 
In AD 70, the city of Jerusalem was besieged and sacked by the Roman army (see also the next 
section).  The temple was destroyed along with most other important buildings of Jerusalem.  
That marked the permanent end of the once crucial, but now superfluous, sacrificial ministry.  
From AD 70 to the present, all forms of Judaism have been easily distinguished from the 
Judaism of the Old Testament by the lack of its most important feature: never again has blood 
sacrifice, or any other system effective for providing atonement for sins, been re-introduced. 
 
Thus there is no reason for confusion.  Salvation is, always was, and always shall be based on 
forgiveness of sins.  Once, being a Jew provided atonement and the promise of the Messiah.  But 
the Messiah has come.  Salvation is now by grace alone, through faith in Jesus Christ. 
 
Even under the old law, humans were judged individually by God, and were responsible to him 
as individuals.  When we become confused about whether someone Jewish can be saved without 
Jesus, based on their heritage, it is simply because we have forgotten this.  As a religion, Judaism 
is now neither better nor worse than any other religion.  Its one defect is that it cannot provide 
the grace that everyone needs to receive permanent forgiveness of sins - but this is a fatal defect. 
 
The things of this world are not distributed by merit, nor are they distributed equally.  Believers 
and unbelievers alike receive many things, good and bad, because of where they live, who their 
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relatives are, or many other reasons beyond their control.  But this never applies to salvation.  
Each and every human being will someday stand before God to be judged individually. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: In what sense was Israel chosen?  For what purpose 
were they chosen?  Answer the same two questions about the church.  Did the Israelites 
understand these things properly?  Do Christians?  Why do many Christians erroneously 
think that today's nation of Israel has theological significance?  What simple points can 
help us to avoid being confused about Israel and Judaism today? 

 
Judaism Through The Time Of Jesus 
 
Most Christians are familiar with the basics of Judaism in the Old Testament era, so we shall not 
go into any detail on its origins or its basic teachings.  But the history of Judaism since that time 
is quite interesting in itself, and it also can help us to understand events of the present time.  Our 
overview of Jewish history shall conclude next week. 
 
Christians are most familiar with Israel as it was before the exile to Babylon.  This era includes 
the patriarchs, the journey to Egypt, the exodus from Egypt, the return to Canaan, the period of 
judges, and the formation of the kingdom.  After the reigns of Saul, David, and Solomon, Israel 
divided into two rival kingdoms.  The northern kingdom was conquered by Assyria in 722 BC, 
and the southern kingdom, Judah, was conquered by the Babylonians in 586 BC*. 
 

* The Babylonians raided Judah in 606 BC and in 597 BC, both times taking many captives.  In 586 BC, 
they decided to destroy the temple and most of Jerusalem, and to take most of the population back to 
Babylon to serve as slaves. 

 
God used the period of exile in Babylon to purify the people from idolatry, pride, and other 
chronic problems.  During the time that they lived in a foreign land with pagan rulers, they were 
forced to reconsider their identity, which different persons did in various ways.  After Babylon 
itself fell to the Medes and Persians in 538 BC, the Persian rulers allowed the Jews to return to 
their homeland.  Many did; many didn't; and the Old Testament ends with one group of Jews 
working to rebuild in their old homeland, while other remained content in their new homes. 
 
The Inter-testamental period (about 400 BC to the birth of Jesus) was a time of constant change 
for the land of Israel and for the Jewish people.  For the most part, the Jews and the Persians co-
existed peacefully.  It was Persian policy to gain support of minority populations through 
generosity, rather than by the intimidation that the Babylonians and Assyrians had practiced. 
 
But when Alexander the Great conquered the Persian Empire in 330 BC*, the Jews - both in 
Israel and in the other areas where they had settled - came under Greek rule.  The Greeks were 
far less benevolent to conquered persons, and they aggressively tried to stamp out foreign 
religions and other aspects of foreign cultures*. 
 

* The Greeks and Persians had fought each other for many decades, with the Persians originally holding the 
upper hand, only to see the Greeks gradually gain superiority.  By the time that Alexander came to power in 
Macedon, the Persians were much weaker, and Alexander dismembered their empire quickly and easily. 
 
** These efforts were called Hellenization, from Hellas, the Greek name for Greece. 

 
Dealing with the Greek rulers caused internal disagreements amongst the Jews, and ultimately 
led to the formation of the Pharisees and the Sadducees, who represented two different ways of 
responding to Greek cultural pressure*. Moreover, after Alexander's death in 323 BC, his various 
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heirs quickly began to fight each other, each one hoping to gain the entire empire instead of just 
the pieces that Alexander had left each one. 
 

* The Pharisees were those who thought it important for the Jews to retain a separate identity, while the 
Sadducees felt that the Jews would be better served by cooperating with the Greeks (and later the Romans) 
so that they could obtain wealth and advancement. 

 
The Ptolemies, a family of Alexander's heirs based in Egypt, and the Seleucids, a rival family 
based in what is now Syria, fought constantly over the territories occupied by the Jews, and took 
turns oppressing and terrorizing the Jews.  After a particularly brutal series of persecutions and 
outrages, the Maccabean revolt of 167 BC led to a long period of guerilla warfare that, rather 
surprisingly, led to Israel gaining independence.  But leadership conflicts and the formation of 
political factions soon created a period of constant bitterness and turmoil, gradually weakening 
the country.  When the Roman general Pompey launched a campaign in the area, he found it easy 
to take Jerusalem in 63 BC and to establish Roman rule in the land, ending Israel's independence. 
 
Initially, the Jews benefited from Rome's policy of ignoring local affairs if they were under the 
control of effective local rulers who could keep peace and quiet.  In the reign of Herod the Great 
(37-4 BC), Judea (the Roman name for the province that included Jerusalem) enjoyed a time of 
relative favor, because of Herod's ability to flatter and please the Romans.  But under his 
successors, a series of conflicts and revolts brought the Jews into disfavor with Rome. 
 
The Romans eventually had enough of the ongoing disorder, and they sent future emperor Titus 
to besiege and destroy Jerusalem in AD 70. After the fall of Jerusalem, the Jews were scattered*, 
and a long and much different period of Jewish history began. 
 

* A group of survivors fled to the mountain fortress of Masada, and put up a lengthy resistance to the 
Romans.  When defeat was finally inevitable, most of the defenders committed group suicide. 

 
Bibliographical Note 
 
Besides the Old Testament, the works of Flavius Josephus provide an interesting perspective on 
this era.  Josephus lived in the first century AD; though a faithful Jew, he admired and supported 
the Romans.  Two of his works, The Antiq uity Of The Jews and The W ars Of The Jews, provide 
especially valuable insight into the aspects of Jewish history that are not covered directly in the 
Old Testament or the New Testament.  The theological works of Philo of Alexandria (20 BC to 
AD 40) provide an interesting look at the religious attitudes and disputes amongst the Jews in the 
time of Jesus.  Both Philo and Josephus are important enough in ancient history that many 
editions of their works are available, from inexpensive paperbacks to more expensive original 
language editions.  Of the two, Josephus is much more readable.  Finally, Merrill Tenney's book 
N ew Testament S urvey includes an excellent summary of many of the topics in this study, and it 
is a good easy-to-read source of background material for New Testament study. 
 
Next week, we shall look at important Jewish writings such as the Talmud, the Mishnah, and the 
Midrashim.  Sources for studying those and other topics will be given in next week's notes. 
 
- Mark Garner, July 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO IS GOD? 
THE GOSPEL COMPARED WITH HUMAN PHILOSOPHIES & RELIGIONS 

 
Notes For Week Eig ht: The Shep herd  & The Sheep  

 
It is always worth trying to look at things from God' s point of view, and this can also help us to 
clarify what we actually think of God.  Most religions detail what a human being ought to do, 
measured against an impersonal standard of good and bad.  In contrast, the gospel repeatedly 
emphasiz es God as a Father, personally calling for his lost children to return to him. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes 
 
Since Islam and Judaism both have some obvious connections with the gospel of Jesus, we are 
studying these two religions a little more thoroughly than we have done with most of the others. 
 
Islam, or "submission" (that is, to Allah), originated with Mohammed's impassioned response to 
the sin and social disorders of his time.  He called his followers Muslims, "true believers".  
Mohammed's flight to Medina is used as the beginning of Islamic history, while Mohammed's 
subsequent return to Mecca began the process of establishing Islam as the dominant religion in 
the Arab world.  The Qur'an (Koran) is a faithful record of the visions that Mohammed himself 
proclaimed.  On the surface, the teachings of Islam are similar to those of the gospel; but Islam's 
adherents try to do enough good things to outweigh their faults and sins, whereas the gospel 
teaches us to accept God's grace, humbly and faithfully, through the blood of Jesus. 
 
A Christian perspective on Judaism begins with identifying how the various aspects of Judaism 
provide shadows of the spiritual realities that are fulfilled in Jesus.  The Israelites' many earthly 
blessings came to them by grace, not because they deserved them; and blessings such as the law, 
the temple, and the prophets were never meant to be permanent, for they were merely shadows of 
the New Covenant.  The sacrificial system in the Levitical law was indispensable in providing 
the atonement necessary for Israel to continue to live in God's presence and to be his people.  
Jesus' ministry fulfills not only the entire system of Levitical sacrifices, but indeed the rest of the 
Law as well, making the Old Covenant obsolete in its entirety. 
 
Much of the history of Judaism, up through the time of Jesus, can be studied in the Scriptures.  
The Old Testament describes the process by which God chose and preserved his people Israel to 
lay the foundation for the Messiah.  Since the Old Testament ends in about 400 BC, there is a 
lengthy Inter-testamental Period in which the Jews were subject first to the Persians, then to the 
Greeks, and then, after a period of uneasy independence, the Romans.  When the Romans 
successfully besieged Jerusalem in AD 70, they destroyed the city and leveled the temple.  
Although Judaism has survived and now has several different forms, AD 70 marked the 
permanent end of the Levitical sacrificial system, meaning that the surviving versions of Judaism 
no longer contain any effective means of obtaining atonement or forgiveness for sin. 
 
T he G ood S hepherd (Readings In John 10 & 11) 
 
The image of a shepherd caring for his sheep is one of the most memorable of the images 
representing Jesus in the New Testament.  The sheep often will barely notice the care, sacrifice, 
and devotion that the shepherd devotes to them.  But Jesus has left us with some unmistakable 
proofs of the compassion, understanding, and concern that he feels for his sheep. 
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In these well-known verses, Jesus emphasizes that he alone is the true shepherd of God's lost 
sheep (10:1-3, 7-8, 10).  The most that any human teacher or leader can do is to point others to 
Jesus and to God.  Jesus uses strong language to refer to those who would claim leadership in 
their own name: such persons are liars, thieves, even killers.  The habit of exalting someone as a 
leader, and following a person's instructions without question, is completely contrary to the 
gospel.  The sheep who belong to God will ignore the deceitful voices of this world, and will 
listen only to the gentle voice of the good Shepherd, Jesus. 
 
The true shepherd has also proven that he is willing to lay down his life for the sheep (10:11-18).  
He genuinely loves the sheep, and he has chosen to be their shepherd for their sake, not for his.  
Humans who set themselves up as leaders or authorities do so in order to gain glory for 
themselves.  Though they may sometimes do things that benefit the sheep, they do not have the 
true interests of the sheep at heart.  When danger comes, they will not sacrifice themselves, but 
will protect their own interests. 
 
This is why Jesus alone can promise "life to the full" for his followers.  This by no means assures 
us of the kind of easy life that our flesh desires.  What Jesus promises is genuine life, life as it 
was intended to be.  Those who live for their own gain or glory are soulless, and they can never 
enjoy even the greatest blessings for very long.  But those who give themselves to Jesus, and 
who rely on his grace, will learn to sense the depths of God's grace.  They can fully appreciate 
the gracious blessings they have now*, and they can anticipate the eternal blessings that await us. 
 

* This is similar to the meaning of various passages in the Old Testament that promise blessing in return for 
faithfulness and obedience, but warn of suffering in return for disobedience and rebellion.  The faithful still 
have troubles, and the faithless still receive many undeserved blessings.  But those with the faith God 
desires have humility, and they can appreciate everything God gives them.  The unfaithful and disobedient 
generally feel entitled to the good things they have, and thus cannot appreciate them nearly as much. 

 
Jesus is also the resurrection and the life, as is illustrated in his time with the family of Lazarus 
(11:11-12, 21-27).  This passage helps us to see the difference in perspective between Jesus and 
human beings.  Even though he knows of Lazarus's illness, Jesus does not go to him until he 
knows that his friend is already dead.  To Jesus, death is not permanent, and it is not the worst 
thing that can happen.  Even though he knows all along that he will raise Lazarus from the dead, 
he first uses the occasion to teach his disciples and Lazarus's sisters, and to help them strengthen 
their own understanding. 
 
The good shepherd has the same perspective towards us today.  When the blessings we hope for 
are delayed or denied, or when we must endure the unpleasant things of this world, Jesus knows 
that such conditions are never permanent.  Nor do they usually involve our most important 
needs.  The good shepherd's love for us is deeper and more genuine than we can grasp, but we 
can understand that he proved his love by what he did and what he sacrificed for our sake. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What are the most important characteristics of the 
good shepherd?  Which of them cannot be equaled by human 'shepherds'?  In what ways 
did Jesus prove his love for the sheep?  What do we learn about Jesus' perspective from 
his handling of Lazarus's illness and death? 

 
Overview Of Ju daism , Continu ed 
 
With the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the temple in AD 70, Judaism was permanently 
changed; and the changes have continued through the centuries since.  The purpose of Judaism 
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was fulfilled in Jesus, and afterwards its identity has been increasingly shaped by human events 
and human minds.  Many issues that are central in the Old Testament are no longer emphasized. 
 
Both during and after the time of Jesus, relations between the Jews, Romans, and Christians went 
through some tumultuous stages.  At first, many Jewish Christians retained close ties with the 
mainstream Jewish community, fully participating in synagogue* activities and other aspects of 
daily living.  Over time, though, things changed considerably.  After the time of the New 
Testament, Jewish converts became increasingly rare, and this contributed to a steady weakening 
of ties between Christians and Jews that was probably complete in the mid-second century AD. 
 

* Note that God did not institute the synagogue and its activities - the synagogue was a social institution 
that developed during the years that the Jews were subject to Gentile rulers. 

 
Along with the temple and numerous other institutions, the Jewish Sanhedrin, or assembly of 
elders, ceased to exist after the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70.  Jewish leaders obtained permission 
to set up a new council, again calling it the 'Sanhedrin', in the town of Jamnia*, near the seacoast 
(about 15 miles from the present-day city of Tel Aviv).  During this era, the title of Rabbi, 
previously an informal term, began to be used to designate teachers held in particular respect. 
 

* This English spelling is the way that you will usually see the name spelled in reference works.  The 
Hebrew name is Yavne, and the Roman name is Iamnia. 

 
In addition to the more formal recognition of individual teachers, there was also an increased 
interest in the influential but non-inspired* Hebrew writings of the past.  The term Tannaim is 
used to denote the authors of these other works (which thus are sometimes called Tannaitic).  
Some of these writings became the authoritative Mishnah and Midrashim (see below). 
 

* The ancient Jews maintained a clear distinction between the divinely-inspired books of Scripture and the 
authoritative but human-written Tannaitic writings.  Historians often refer to the Council Of Jamnia, at 
which such matters are supposed to have been clarified.  It is uncertain, though, whether there was actually 
such a formal council to discuss these matters, or whether a consensus was reached by common consent. 

 
Soon, relations between the Jews and the Romans began to deteriorate once again, culminating in 
a disastrous revolt in AD 132* that the Romans brutally put down.  After this, the Romans paid 
more attention to the province, which they renamed Palestine, and they instituted new 
restrictions on Jewish life and practices.  The Romans did allow the Jews to name a Patriarch, 
who had (at least in theory) authority over all Jews living within the Roman Empire.  Outside of 
Roman territory, certain prominent Jews were recognized as Exilarchs, and played a similar role. 
 

* The revolt was led by Simeon bar-Kokhba, a charismatic leader thought by many to be the Messiah, and 
by the highly regarded Rabbi Akiba ben Joseph.  The revolt started when the Romans began construction of 
the new city (colony) Aelia Capitolina on the ruins of Jerusalem. 

 
The Middle Ages brought more changes.  In the 7th century, the swift Islamic conquests in 
Africa and Asia suddenly brought many Jews under Islamic authority.  Ironically, this was at 
first very fortunate for the Jews.  Islamic and Jewish philosophers, teachers, and scientists shared 
in leading the revival of learning and science in the first half of the Middle Ages*.  While the 
Moslems did not recognize the Jews as fully equal, they did not persecute them as Romans and 
'Christians' had done earlier. 
 

* Likewise, Islamic and European teachers and philosophers sometimes shared their pursuits in places like 
Spain and Sicily, where Islam had established footholds. 

 
The notorious "Crusades"* that began in the 11th century were, in the long run, a disaster for all 
concerned - but perhaps most of all for the Jews, who were often in a helpless position both in 
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Europe and in Islamic-held territories.  Jews who lived in areas taken by the Crusaders were 
brutally persecuted, and often killed in horrifying ways.  Throughout Europe, attitudes towards 
the many Jews living there became even worse than before, resulting in frequent violence (often 
called pogroms) and civil persecutions that continued in some places for centuries. 
 

* The Crusades were preached as acts of faith by medieval Roman church leaders, and they were supported 
by the leaders and armies of most of the European nations.  In 1095, the first 'Crusade' was proclaimed by 
Pope Urban II, ostensibly to 'liberate' territories controlled by Islamic governments.  For almost 200 years, 
an ongoing series of Crusades exploited popular religious fervor in the pursuit of plunder and military 
power.  The disastrous 9th Crusade in 1272 finally brought a merciful end to the crusader era.  Although 
the Crusades were usually promoted as Christian campaigns against Muslims, the actual situation was 
many-sided, with Jews and the Eastern Orthodox church often the targets of 'Christian' armies. 

 
All of this turmoil produced various Jewish responses.  Two significant perspectives that arose 
during the Middle Ages were mysticism and atheism.  The practice of Kabbalah* has been 
widely followed for centuries, and even today it is popular because of its 'New Age' style.  
Kabbalists usually emphasize the Shekinah (divine presence) as a mystical form of reality, and 
combine Jewish beliefs with astrology and visions.  At the opposite extreme, many prominent 
Jews began to question the religious aspects of their heritage, and many Jews openly embraced 
atheism, though retaining their cultural identity**. 
 

* Also spelled as Kabbala or Cabalah or Cabala.  The name literally means "receiving", suggesting that 
followers of Kabbalah receive new messages from God.  Kabbalists often imagine the biblical prophet 
Elijah to be acting as God's messenger in bringing them new insights and thoughts. 
 
** One particularly important example is the great rationalist philosopher Baruch Spinoza in the 1600s. 

 
Judaism has a long history of devotion to education and to the written records of the past.  
Besides the Scriptures (our Old Testament)*, there are some other important works that are 
usually included in the canon of Judaism.  Two especially important forms of writing, Mishnah 
(from a word meaning 'study' or 'review') and Midrash (from a word meaning 'investigate'), both 
arose long ago.  Mishnah consists of decisions or opinions by Tannaitic writers (see above) on 
practical matters of worship or religious observance, while Midrash is a commentary or 
observation on a particular passage of Scripture.  There are many different midrashim (the plural 
of midrash), which are used mainly for inspiration, meditation, or debate.  The Mishnah, 
however, are purely practical; and it is the Mishnah that forms the basis of the Talmud. 
 

* The Hebrew term for our Old Testament is the Tanakh, a term formed from the initial Hebrew letters for 
their main divisions of the Scriptures: the law (or Torah), the prophets, and the writings. 

 
The Mishnah is a specific work, compiled during the second century AD from the most valued 
and respected Jewish oral traditions.  It is divided into six large sections, which broadly cover a 
wide range of practical questions that could arise in religious observance.  Over time, additional 
comments, examples, and opinions called Gemara were added to the original Mishnah.  The 
resulting collection, many times larger than the original Mishnah, is called the Talmud*.  It is the 
Talmud that became, in practice, the source for definitive opinions (which often did not agree 
with each other) on questions of practical significance. 
 

* There are actually two separate Talmuds, one compiled in Jerusalem in the 4th century AD, and one 
compiled in Mesopotamia in the 5th century AD.   The latter is usually called the Babylonian Talmud, after 
Babylon, at the time the name of a province of Persia.  The Babylonian Talmud became much more 
influential; when someone refers singularly to 'the' Talmud, they usually mean the Babylonian Talmud. 

 
Judaism today has been heavily influenced by centuries of historical developments and changes.  
The modern nation of Israel* is the first majority Jewish nation since ancient times, yet it still 
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contains only a portion of the world's adherents of Judaism**.  Although such a widespread 
religion will always include considerable variety in beliefs and practices from place to place, 
most Jews today belong to one of three groups: Orthodox, Reformed, or Conservative***.  There 
is also a separate cultural distinction between Ashkenazi and Sephardic Jews****, but this is 
based on ancestry and cultural heritage, rather than religious convictions. 
 

* Modern Israel was created in the aftermath of World War II, when the widespread feeling of horror at the 
Nazi persecution of Jews produced a strong sentiment in favor of creating a new Jewish homeland in the 
Middle East.  The United Nations plan was carried out in a way that thoroughly antagonized the Palestinian 
population and the neighboring Arab nations, leading to the unrest that continues today. 
 
** For example, there are almost as many Jews in New York as there are in the nation of Israel. 
 
*** Hasidic (or Chasidic) Judaism is a particular (some would say extreme) branch of Orthodox Judaism. 
 
**** Ashkenazi Jews are the descendants of the medieval Jews of Europe, originally from Germany or 
France, but later the inhabitants of other European nations as well.  The Ashkenazi Jews developed 
Yiddish, a distinctive language combining German with many Hebrew words and elements.  Sephardic 
Jews trace their ancestry to Spain, or to other African or Asian areas once ruled by Islamic kingdoms. 

 
Orthodox Jews are as faithful as possible to the accumulated regulations set by previous 
generations.  But, though they rigorously follow many of the ancient laws, they do not practice 
the sacrifices for atonement - a crucial departure from Scriptural Judaism.  Reformed Judaism 
emphasizes only the cultural aspects of its heritage, and rejects most supernatural elements and 
laws.  Many Reformed Jews do not believe in any God at all.  "Conservative" Jews are actually 
moderates, generally holding to a belief in God and to some other classical beliefs and practices, 
but not accepting the binding nature of the laws as the Orthodox follow them.  Note that the roots 
of all three of these perspectives can be seen in the earlier eras of Jewish history. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What are the differences between ancient Judaism 
and Judaism today?  Which matter the most?  What lessons can a Christian learn from the 
history of the Jews and their religion?  What should Christians know about Judaism? 

 
Bibliographical Note 
 
It can be quite enlightening to read passages from the works of ancient Judaism, but they are 
very lengthy and often dry.  Penguin Classics has assembled a good set of passages from the 
Talmud entitled The Talmud - A S election.  (The full Talmud fills up many volumes.)  Jacob 
Neusner has made an English translation of the complete Mishnah in one volume, though it is 
lengthy and somewhat expensive.  (Neusner has also written works about other aspects of 
Judaism.)  The Classics Of Western Spirituality series has a collection of Midrashim entitled The 
Classic Midrash:  Tannaitic Commentaries on the B ible. 
 
Penguin Classics also has some good collections of Jewish writings from other eras, such as The 
Kabbalistic Tradition:  An Anthology Of J ewish Mysticism and The Penguin B ook Of Hebrew 
Verse.  A key medieval theological work, The Guide For The Perplexed by Moses Maimonides, 
makes for fascinating (if sometimes complicated) reading.  Finally, if you are using the 
Eerdman' s Handbook To The World' s Religions as a reference, it has a good section on modern 
varieties of Judaism and their connections to historical developments. 
 
- Mark Garner, J uly 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
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WHO IS GOD? 
THE GOSPEL COMPARED WITH HUMAN PHILOSOPHIES & RELIGIONS 

 
Notes For Week Nine: Wa iting  For The Messia h 

 
Many religions teach their followers that a S avior or Messiah is coming or has come.  The more 
challenging questions concern the expectations we have of what our Messiah will be.  There 
were times when J esus enj oyed nearly universal popularity, but in the end he died amidst 
widespread scorn - because he would not conform to popular expectations of what he would do. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes 
 
Islam, or submission to God* (Allah), originated as Mohammed's response to the sins and social 
problems he observed.  He called his followers the true believers, or Muslims.  Islam is 
fundamentally different from the gospel in that Islam teaches a standard of good works and 
proper beliefs, so that the believer in Islam hopes that his or her good points outweigh the bad. 
 

* Allah was an ancient Arabian name for their most powerful god.  When Mohammed became familiar 
with Judaism and Christianity, he associated Allah with the God that Moses and Jesus proclaimed. 

 
The important elements of ancient Judaism were shadows of spiritual realities that came through 
Jesus.  Ancient Judaism bears many outward similarities to the Judaism of today, but with a 
crucial difference: since AD 70 when the temple was destroyed, there has never been a 
resumption of the sacrificial system that produced atonement for sin in anticipation of the Christ. 
 
There were numerous conflicts between the Jews, the Romans, and Christians.  Later, many Jews 
came under Islamic rule after the Islamic conquests in the 7th century AD.  For some time, 
relations between Jews and Moslems were largely peaceful.  The Crusades of the 11th through 
13th centuries created a multi-sided conflict with widespread violence.  The Jews were brutally 
persecuted by Crusader armies, and in Europe there were also heightened persecutions against 
Jews.  Jewish responses included mysticism (Kabbalah) and philosophical atheism. 
 
Besides the Tanakh (our Old Testament, of which the Torah is the first five books), the canonical 
writings of Judaism are the Mishnah, the Midrash(im), and the Talmud.  The Mishnah are 
practical teachings that, with additional material, form the basis for the Talmud.  A midrash, of 
which there are many, is a commentary on Scripture used for inspiration or meditation. 
 
Judaism today is broadly divided into three branches.  Orthodox Jews follow many laws and 
traditions closely (though without sacrifices for sin).  Reformed Jews usually value their cultural 
heritage but do not accept classical Jewish religious beliefs, and they often do not believe in God 
at all.  Conservative Jews are actually moderate in comparison with these other branches. 
 
T he H ou r H as Com e (Readings In John 12 & 13 ) 
 
As the end of Jesus' earthly life drew near, the Savior focused his attention even more directly on 
the sacrificial ministry that he knew he must fulfill.  He showed equal acceptance of popularity 
and of condemnation, focusing his own energy on neither of these.  He instead devoted himself 
to teaching and ministering to his closest followers, to prepare them for what was ahead. 
 
As Jesus begins the last week of his earthly life, he is greeted in Jerusalem like a conquering 
hero, with his entry accompanied by shouts of "blessed is he who comes in the name of the 
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Lord" (12:12-16).  Almost the entire city unites in welcoming the Messiah, but the crowd is 
celebrating what they desire from him, not what he wants to give them.  Their excitement and 
enthusiasm manifest themselves only in fleshly self-expression, not in spiritual ministry. 
 
Since Jesus had a clear awareness of his purpose on this earth, he also had an awareness of the 
death that awaited him (12:23-24, 27,32, 13:1-5).  The fear of death is nearly universal, and Jesus 
had the additional burden of knowing how painful and humiliating it would be.  And we are 
familiar with his prayer in Gethsemane, when he showed how badly he wished that it did not 
have to be so.  Yet, as the time of his death approached, his main concern was not for himself. 
 
In John's own words, Jesus spent his final hours with his disciples teaching them "the full extent 
of his love".  By serving them and teaching them, by humbling himself and edifying them, he 
spent every moment in a way that could strengthen them after his departure.  He knew how 
confused and unprepared they would be in any case, but he could at least make sure that they 
knew his love for them, and he could make sure that his death did not surprise them completely. 
 
The Messiah further emphasized that he was setting an example for them to follow (13:12-16, 
34-35, 36b).  They would be his servants and his messengers, and as such they would be treated 
in the same way that the world treated him.  Jesus' followers are not conquerors in this world; 
they are servants.  They should not expect to be honored and admired on this earth; they should 
be prepared to be unappreciated and misunderstood.  As Jesus poured out his life for them, they 
should be ready to do the same for others. 
 

Questions For Discussion or Study: What kind(s) of 'Messiah' might the crowds in 
Jerusalem have expected?  Was their excitement about Jesus' arrival sincere?  Is there a 
way to tell whether Christian excitement today is sincere?  What did Jesus emphasize 
during his last free hours before his arrest?  What expectations did he try to instill in his 
followers?  In what ways did he set an example for them? 

 
T he E arly Chu rch & E arly Christians 
 
The New Testament tells us how the church of Jesus Christ began, and it describes the teachings 
and practices of its early years.  Yet we know that the church later turned into something quite 
different.  In our historical survey of Christianity, we shall look for the roots of these changes, 
and shall also watch for ways we can benefit from the experiences of the early believers in Jesus. 
 
Christianity as a distinct faith or religion essentially began with Jesus' crucifixion and 
resurrection*.  This kind of beginning is unusual in religious history.  Most religious leaders take 
the lead in establishing the religions they created**, while Jesus deliberately left to others the 
work of teaching the world about the Savior.  Other religious leaders would have considered 
death, especially by execution, as a failure - and their followers would have thought the same.  
The belief in Jesus' resurrection is an aspect of Christianity that is not imitated in other religions. 
 

* Jesus himself lived as a Jew, and made no efforts himself to establish new or separate leadership or 
institutions.  Even after his death and the beginning of Christianity, the Romans and Greeks considered 
Christianity to be a mere offshoot of Judaism - in fact it took some time before the Roman government 
changed the legal status of Christianity to make it distinct from Judaism. 
 
** Note also that Jesus even left to others the task of making a written record of his ministry, which again 
stands in contrast to the originators of other faiths. 
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When studying Judaism, we noted that the Jews, Romans, and Christians went through numerous 
changes in their relations with one another in the early years of the church of Jesus Christ.  The 
earliest persecutions of Christians came from Jewish religious authorities, but it was not long 
before the Romans became the chief danger to the church. 
 
Although the extent of persecution in the first century AD has often been overstated*, when there 
were persecutions, they were often cruel and brutal.  The most notorious of the early 
persecutions began in AD 66 when emperor Nero blamed the Christians in Rome for the great 
fire that Nero himself had probably caused**.  Christians were already hated in Rome because 
their habits and lifestyle contrasted so sharply with those of unbelievers.  Christians were often 
suspected or accused of many bizarre and disreputable acts, so Nero simply exploited these 
existing stereotypes for his own advantage.  The persecution was brief but deadly***. 
 

* For example, emperor Domitian (AD 81-96) is often portrayed as a constant persecutor of Christians, but 
there is no evidence to support this.  He did hate Christians, but most likely he was only responsible for a 
few isolated acts of persecution against them. 
 
** Nero did this to force the reluctant Roman Senate to grant him funds for new construction projects. 

 
*** Although it has never been proved beyond doubt, it is usually understood that Paul died in this 
persecution.  There are many who believe that Peter also died in it. 

 
Even in the New Testament itself, we can see that the church struggled with divisions and false 
teachings from its beginning.  The earliest problems came from Judaizing influences - former 
Pharisees and others devoted to the old law, who wanted to require Christians (especially Gentile 
converts) to be circumcised and to follow other such remnants of the old law*.  As the gospel 
was preached in areas inhabited largely by Gentiles, there were similar problems with Greek and 
Roman converts who wanted to import elements of the many religions in their cultures**. 
 

* The discussion in Acts 15, and most of the book of Galatians, both deal with these issues. 
 
** The book of Colossians addresses some of the problems that arose when some believers wanted to teach 
elements of the Greek 'mystery religions' in the church of Jesus Christ. 

 
By the second century, there would be many such divisions and false teachings.  The most 
widespread was the teaching known as Gnosticism, a belief that the physical and spiritual were 
strictly separate and irreconcilable.  One branch of Gnostics went to extremes of self-denial; 
while another branch decided that, since the physical was irrelevant to the spiritual, Christians 
should be able to do anything with their bodies that they wished to do.  The first century roots of 
these problems can be seen in the Scriptures (for example, in 1 John). 
 
In the second and third centuries, the church underwent a gradual transition that led to it taking 
on a more institutional, highly organized nature.  Inevitably, this put more of a focus on matters 
of procedure, technical issues, and leadership disputes, rather than the Christ-centered focus of 
the earliest churches.  The development of church hierarchies began in the late first century, and 
accelerated with the increase of false teachings and divisions.  The leaders of congregations in 
large cites, especially Rome, began to assume authority over the congregations in their areas*. 
 

* This process led to the establishment of the papacy in the Middle Ages, as the 'bishop' (originally, a 
single elder) of Rome assumed authority over the Western ("Catholic") church.  Before the early Middle 
Ages, the bishops of Rome claimed increasing authority, but not to the extent that they would claim later. 

 
The existence of multiple layers of human authority always produces a feeling of false security, 
but in church history it has inevitably pulled the focus off of individual ministry and onto the 
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authority and agendas of a few leaders.  Many of the distinctive features of the first century 
church were lost quickly once a hierarchy began to develop. 
 
Periodic persecution of Christians continued.  Early in the 2nd century, the Roman government 
ceased open persecution, but left anti-Christian laws on the books to be used when convenient.  
Emperor Marcus Aurelius (161-180) disliked Christians, and occasionally used the law against 
them.  But it was not until the 3rd century AD that the worst persecutions occurred.  Several 
emperors in this period launched wide-scale attacks on the church; and the attacks also produced 
new divisions in the church, as Christians differed from one another in their responses*. 
 

* For example, for much of the 3rd century the Romans attempted to confiscate and destroy all written 
copies of the New Testament; and there were sharply different opinions in the church as to how to respond.  
In Rome itself and in many parts of Europe, churches relied on making and hiding many copies, so that 
they could afford to surrender any that the Romans found.  Most of the churches in North Africa took an 
opposite position, strongly resisting the Roman authorities, even when Christians were severely punished. 

 
The turning point in the history of the church occurred in AD 313, when Constantine I emerged 
the victor in a multi-sided civil war, became emperor, and announced that he was a Christian.  As 
soon as it acquired the support of the government, the church began to be transformed from a 
persecuted minority to an authoritarian establishment.  It was not long before other religions 
were persecuted with the same methods formerly used against Christians.  Within the church, a 
new group of ambitious, politically-motivated 'leaders' soon assumed authority. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What lessons are there in the earliest centuries of 
church history?  How do the divisions in the ancient church parallel things that we may 
have to deal with?  What can we learn from the persecutions they endured?  Was it good 
or bad when the emperor became a Christian?  What should we learn from this? 

 
Christianity In T he Middle Ages 
 
Much of world history during the Middle Ages is closely intertwined with religion, yet this has 
given rise to many misconceptions.  The established churches overtly sought political and 
military power.  While religious issues and loyalties were, on the surface, a common feature of 
daily life, they often were little more than pretexts for pursuing other, very different desires. 
 
From the accession of Constantine and the establishment of Christianity as the state religion, up 
until the fall of Rome in the 5th century*, the largest congregations of the church enjoyed 
significant power and influence.  Able to associate openly, leaders from the congregations in 
large cities began to assert ever-increasing authority, intervening in local matters and 
establishing a much higher degree of uniformity in church teachings. 
 

* In AD 410, the V isigoths invaded Roman territory and sacked the city of Rome, then withdrew.  In 455, 
the V andals sacked Rome and permanently ended its position of political and military leadership.  The 
Roman line of emperors pretended to rule from Ravenna until 476, when the Germanic military chieftain 
Odoacer deposed the last Roman emperor and declared himself king. 

 
The 4th and 5th centuries were dominated by powerful church councils*, at which 'bishops' and 
other authorities debated doctrinal and theological issues, then imposed their decisions on others.  
With the power of the government behind them, they could persecute those they considered 
'heretics', strengthening their authority and stifling any diversity of belief and practice. 
 

* The most well-known of these was the Council at Nicaea (present-day Iznik, Turkey) in AD 325, at 
which the "Nicene Creed" was formulated as an aid towards orthodoxy.  This council condemned the views 
of Arius, whose teachings implied that Jesus was a created being.  It also established Rome, Alexandria, 
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and Antioch as having authority over all other congregations of the church.  Several councils followed at 
irregular intervals, dealing with increasingly arcane (not to say irrelevant) theological issues, which 
nevertheless aroused considerable emotion (not that our society would ever fall into such a situation). 

 
After the demise of Roman authority, a long-simmering division between western and eastern 
churches took definite shape.  The church at Rome assumed authority over the churches in 
western Europe, calling itself the Catholic ("universal") church.  The church at Constantinople 
(present-day Istanbul) assumed authority over the churches in most other areas, calling itself the 
Orthodox ("correct") church.  Throughout the Middle Ages, the two engaged in an endless series 
of conflicts over numerous issues, most of them remarkably unimportant.  Both of these 
established medieval churches stifled dissent and persecuted those with divergent teachings. 
 
In Europe, the established church came to embrace Scholasticism, the academic pursuit of 
definite, concrete answers using Aristotelian logic.  Thomas Aquinas is the most renowned 
practitioner and promoter of this perspective.  While much of this had only a superficial effect, it 
reflects how firmly the European church adopted a mentality acquired from its own culture.  For 
its part, the Orthodox Church came to venerate icons, a rather obvious form of idolatry that 
persists even today; and it supported the authority of the Byzantine Empire. 
 
With the established medieval churches usually having little of spiritual value to offer, it is no 
surprise that monasticism and mysticism acquired strong followings.  Many orders of 
monasticism were established; the few that survived and avoided the obvious pitfalls sometimes 
filled a spiritual void, though in essence they offered a rather artificial means of seeking God. 
 
Except for a few well-known examples such as Hildegard of Bingen, the medieval Christian 
mystics are largely forgotten today, or else they have left a more institutionalized legacy (e.g. 
groups like the Masons).  But, at times, they offered some alternative thinking amidst all the 
ultra-orthodoxy.  Finally, there were occasional teachers such as Peter Waldo who sought to 
return the church to its New Testament form and practices.  In the Middle Ages, such movements 
occasionally attained short-term success, but eventually they were all ruthlessly suppressed. 
 
Bibliographical Note 
 
There are many books written on Christian history and on specific periods in Christian history.  
For an introductory study of mainline church history, a recommended source is Bruce Shelley's 
book Church History In Plain Language.  A good, more detailed source is Eerdman' s Handbook 
To The History Of Christianity, edited by Tim Dowley.  For a more technically focused 
approach, see Kenneth S. Latourette's two-volume set A History Of Christianity. 
 
For study of the early centuries of Christianity, it is a very good idea to read the writings of those 
who lived at the time.  Penguin Classics has inexpensive editions of works of writers like 
Eusebius of Caesarea, who in the 4th century wrote a history of the church up to that time, and of 
the group from earlier centuries (such as Clement and Ignatius) usually called the 'Apostolic 
Fathers'.  Augustine of Hippo's City Of God is a very influential work from the 4th century, but it 
is quite long and not always easy to read.  Finally, present-day church historian Everett Ferguson 
has written many useful books about various aspects of the early church and its members. 
 
Additional references for study of later eras in church history will be given next week. 
 
- Mark Garner, J uly 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 



 6

Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 
 



 1

WHO IS GOD? 
THE GOSPEL COMPARED WITH HUMAN PHILOSOPHIES & RELIGIONS 

 
Notes For Week Ten: Rem a in In Me 

 
The personal, relational nature of the gospel of J esus is in sharp contrast with the teachings of 
most human-made religions.  In the S criptures, Christianity is not a pattern to be followed or a 
test to be passed.  It is first and foremost an appeal from our Creator for us to be j oined with him 
through the blood of his S on, and then to remain in J esus, who alone can keep us spiritually safe. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes 
 
Judaism in our Old Testament is full of important shadows of the spiritual realities that would 
come through the Messiah, Jesus.  Judaism in the Scriptures differs fundamentally from today's 
Jewish religious groups, which no longer have a sacrificial system to provide atonement for sins.  
The major varieties of Judaism today are based on historical trends: Orthodox Judaism teaches 
its followers to follow many laws and traditions closely, Reformed Judaism distances itself from 
belief in God, while Conservative Judaism is really a middle-of-the-road approach. 
 
The early church of Jesus Christ began, as described in the New Testament, after the crucifixion 
and resurrection of Jesus.  Unlike human religious leaders, Jesus neither wrote the Scriptures nor 
assumed any formal position of leadership.  The early church did have two considerable 
problems - persecution and division - almost from the very beginning.  Beginning in the late first 
century AD, the church gradually developed a leadership hierarchy*, feeling that stronger 
leadership would make it easier to deal with the ongoing problems of persecution and division. 
 

* At first, many congregations simply appointed a head elder, or bishop.  Soon afterwards, the bishops of 
larger congregations would assume authority over the smaller congregations in the same city or region. 

 
When Constantine I became the first Christian emperor in AD 313, the church reached a major 
turning point.  From being a persecuted minority, suddenly Christians could assume the most 
powerful positions in the Empire.  Since joining the church was now a good way to fulfill 
personal ambitions, a hardened, authoritarian hierarchy developed, stifling diversity and dissent. 
 
By the Early Middle Ages, this process was complete.  During the 4th and 5th centuries, both 
ministry and doctrine were controlled by the powerful church councils, which in turn were 
dominated by those with close ties to the secular government.  After the fall of Rome, the church 
split into an eastern church ("Orthodox") and a western church ("Catholic").  These two 
established churches frequently fought with each other, but both of them effectively suppressed 
minority voices until the time of the Reformation (see below).  Two alternatives did become 
popular: monasticism, which retained popularity for some centuries, and mysticism*. 
 

* In the Middle Ages, mysticism attracted a following in all three of Islam, Judaism, and Christianity.  The 
Islamic teaching of Sufism is a mystic movement that still has many adherents.  Medieval Jewish 
mysticism survives today in Hasidic teachings (considered a branch of Orthodox Judaism). 

 
F ather, S on, & S pirit (Readings In John 14 , 15 , & 16 ) 
 
In the last few hours before his arrest and trial, Jesus addressed his disciples at length.  He 
appealed for them to remain in him, and he assured them that the Counselor would come to them 
after Jesus himself had gone.  By remaining in Jesus, we too can be assured of remaining in his 
Father.  In turn, allowing the Spirit into our lives will help us to remain in Jesus. 
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Jesus often spoke of the interrelationship between him, the other personalities of the Deity*, and 
believers (14:6-9, 18-21, 25-27).  Statements such as such as "you are in me and I am in you" do 
not need to confuse us - they do not describe technical aspects of the relationship between the 
Father, the Son, and the Spirit; but rather they speak to the personal, relational nature of God.   
 

* Although the term 'Trinity' is almost universally used to describe the combination of Father, Son, and 
Spirit, it is not itself a Scriptural term.  Alternate terms could be 'Godhead' (used several times in the King 
James) or simply Deity (used in the equivalent passages in NIV  and NASB). 

 
God is not impersonal or detached, but is by his nature defined in terms of relationships.  Instead 
of relying on technical terms, theological speculations, or analogies to understand the Godhead, 
we can simply focus on what we know: the close inter-relationships, the joining of wills from 
distinct personalities, and the eagerness to be joined with believers.  If and when we understand 
and apply these truths - and only then - will we have any valid reason for inquiring into the more 
elusive aspects of God's nature. 
 
Jesus uses his famous imagery of the vine and the branches to emphasize similar points (15:4-5, 
9-10, 18-21, 26-27).  In order for the branches to live, they need a permanent, absolute 
connection with the vine, their source of nourishment and support.  Branches have no chance to 
survive independently.  Many aspects of the life of a disciple are direct consequences of this. 
 
A properly connected branch will bear fruit.  Thus our attention should be focused on remaining 
attached; Jesus' statement that we shall bear fruit is meant as a promise, not a 'command'*.  
Closeness with Jesus will also make it easy to obey him; again, our focus should then be on 
drawing closer to him, so that our obedience can become natural, not forced. 
 

* Note that this also renders moot any debate about what exactly constitutes 'fruit'.  If our focus is on 
remaining in Jesus, and thus in his Father, then we shall bear fruit.  Then, if we still wish to do so, we can 
analyze what kind of fruit God has produced in us. 

 
We must also expect opposition and persecution.  The closer we are to Jesus, the more we shall 
become like him.  The Messiah was not an innocuous teacher of good behavior, but was a direct 
threat to everyone powerful or influential in this world.  Likewise, the Spirit, by his nature, 
testifies about the Father and the Son.  So shall we, when he makes his home in our hearts. 
 
God has never promised that we will not be unhappy or discouraged; but Jesus promises 
believers that any present grief will be turned later to joy (16:5-7, 20-22, 31-33).  Jesus' ministry 
meets meet deep, eternal needs, sometimes at the expense of present happiness.  It is the nature 
of his Father to provide first for our spiritual needs, and it is the nature of the Spirit to teach us 
spiritual, eternal truths. 
 
God's wish for his children is not for them to dominate and conquer in this world, but to 
overcome the world, to rise above it, to show that its concerns do not limit them or keep them 
from knowing God.  Thus even Jesus, God's Son, had no tangible possessions on this earth.  
Moreover, he even allowed himself to be killed, only to show afterwards that he could even rise 
above death. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: In what ways are we 'in' Jesus and his Father?  In 
what sense are they 'in' us?  In what sense does Jesus serve as our 'vine'?  How can we 
understand these ideas in the way that God wishes us to?  What kind of present grief 
might we have to endure?  What kind of joy will replace it? 
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T he Reform ation & Its E ffects 
 
In late medieval Europe*, the excesses and deceptions of the established church gradually 
became so obvious that cries for reform came from numerous sources.  The resulting 
developments, usually called the Protestant** Reformation, gave rise to several new fellowships, 
and started the process that has led to the dozens of varieties of 'Christianity' that we see today. 
 

* Although the events in Europe of this era are not necessarily more important, in themselves, than events 
in other parts of the world, we are focusing extra attention on Western European religious groups because 
they are the ancestors of most of the religious groups that are common in our nation today. 
 
** The term Protestant was first used in 1529, to refer to a group of Lutherans who protested an edict that 
discriminated against non-Catholics. 

 
In the late Middle Ages, the Roman (or Catholic, "universal") church held considerable political 
and economic power in Europe.  It maintained this unchallenged position even though it went 
through internal disputes and divisions*; and it was usually able to extend its influence without 
much opposition.  The church hierarchy found that it could, by a combination of theological 
sophistry and emotional manipulation, find new ways to profit from its followers. 
 

* For example, one dispute in the 14th century led to a rival papacy being established in the French city of 
Avignon, in addition to the 'legitimate' papacy in Rome.  This lasted for several decades, and at one point 
there was also a third 'pope' involved. 

 
The teaching of purgatory* was by this time well-established in Roman church doctrine, and 
based on this, the church began to sell indulgences** to fund new activities.  The practice of 
indulgences descended from the earlier practice of penance, which had been known since the 
early Middle Ages.  During the first Crusade, Pope Urban had offered indulgences as an 
incentive to participate, and many had eagerly responded.  Soon afterwards, the church realized 
that it could also simply sell indulgences for cash, as an easy way to raise money for cathedrals, 
privileges for church leaders, and the like. 
 

* Purgatory is a doctrine that arose because human nature has such a distrust of grace.  Thus the Roman 
church taught (and still teaches) that only a few persons are good enough to go directly to heaven, while 
most persons have to pay for their sins first in Purgatory, a place of punishment and purging. 
 
** An indulgence is a reduction in the term a person will have to spend in Purgatory.  Originally, an 
indulgence was offered for the person obtaining it, in return for money or service.  By the time of the 
Reformation, the church had discovered that it was even more effective to sell indulgences for a purchaser's 
dead relatives, who might already - according to Roman church doctrine - be suffering in Purgatory. 

 
The church and the civil authorities in most European countries had developed complicated 
relationships that combined inter-dependence and rivalry.  They worked together to enhance 
each other's wealth and power at the expense of the populace, but often fought each other over 
the riches and authority they had to share.  All of these things gradually became too obvious to 
pass by without opposition. 
 
Martin Luther and the other reformers of the 16th century could thus count on some popular 
support, whereas the forerunners of Luther, such as Jan Hus (executed by papal command in 
1415), could not.  One exception was John Wycliffe* in the 14th century, whose resourcefulness 
kept him continually one step ahead of church officials who sought to punish him. 
 

* Wycliffe was also known for his pioneering effort to translate the New Testament into everyday English. 
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The best-known of the reformation efforts was the Lutheran Church in Germany.  There, Martin 
Luther obtained support and protection from some powerful German princes, who combined 
their religious convictions with a desire to become politically independent of the powerful popes.  
Thus the Lutheran church was shaped as much by their desire to consolidate civil power as it was 
by Luther's own ideas.  In practice, the Lutheran church retained many elements of Catholicism. 
 
Switzerland was another major center of reformation activity, led there first by Ulrich Z wingli 
and afterwards by John Calvin.  The Swiss reformers and the German reformers held many 
beliefs in common, but were never able to work together.  Although there were many disputes 
about technical matters or obscure doctrines, there were few substantial differences between the 
two.  They conflicted, of course, as to who should be in authority, and in some matters Luther 
was more cautious and conservative than his Swiss counterparts.  Both took advantage of the 
civil authorities to suppress and punish those who disagreed with them. 
 
In England, the Reformation took a rather different course because of the nature of its monarch, 
Henry V III.  Wanting to gain a divorce from his first wife Catherine, and being denied 
permission by papal authorities, Henry declared the Church Of England (or Anglican Church) to 
be independent of Rome, with the monarch himself as the church's head. 
 
Since the Church of England remained very similar to the Roman Church (with the only real 
difference being the authority structure), believers in England who wanted a more sweeping 
reform of the church soon became a strong opposition group.  Those known as the Puritans often 
took advantage of opportunities to establish churches in British colonies (such as the future 
United States) where they would experience less interference from the Crown. 
 
We shall pass over the many disputes amongst these groups, and many other events of historical 
interest*, because this entire era culminated in an event that puts it all into perspective: The 
Thirty Years War (1618-1648).  The numerous conflicts amongst religious leaders and secular 
leaders finally erupted in a thirty-year period of widespread violence that affected almost every 
part of Western Europe.  Alliances were formed and broken as everyone saw fit, and religious 
issues were often made the pretext for violence and exploitation.  The legacy of the Thirty Years 
War led to a change in European perspectives that in some ways still persist. 
 

* The Roman Catholic Church also went through a process of reform that is usually called (somewhat 
misleadingly) the Counter-Reformation, during which indulgences and other abuses were curbed. 

 
Questions For Discussion Or Study: What similarities might we have with reformers like 
Luther and Calvin?  What might we be able to learn from their experiences?  What does 
it mean to reform the church?  Is this a goal that we should have today?  What were the 
root problems that led to teachings like indulgences and Purgatory?  What can we learn 
from this? 

 
Christianity And Other Religions In T he Modern E ra -  Introdu ction 
 
In many parts of the world, religion holds a different place in society today than it did a few 
hundred years ago.  In itself, this is not necessarily either a bad thing or a good thing, just a 
change.  In developing a perspective on the religions that we see today, we shall start by taking 
note of a few of the trends that have shaped the role that religion plays in modern society. 
 
A number of the trends that shaped modern society can also help us to understand the place that 
Christianity and other religions hold today.  In the late 17th century, it became popular to blame 
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the horrors of the Thirty Years War on churches and on the religious differences that had often 
served as pretexts for violence.  Many prominent scientists and philosophers began to distance 
their studies from religion*, and sought to explain things in purely rational terms, a development 
that historians call "The Enlightenment".   Likewise, the era from 1648 (the end of the Thirty 
Years War) to 1789 (the start of the French Revolution) is usually called "The Age Of Reason". 
 

* A noticeable exception was Isaac Newton, who maintained a firm belief that God and science must 
always be in harmony. 

 
Many in the academic community felt that living by pure reason would usher in a golden age, but 
all such pretensions were exposed as folly by the senseless brutality that accompanied the French 
Revolution.  The 19th century was an age of revolution, in many respects.  Large parts of Europe 
experienced frequent periods of political and military turmoil, while industrialization and other 
trends disrupted long-standing institutions and relationships. 
 
Thus, Darwin's theory of evolution, with its consequences in religious circles, was just one of 
many such upheavals that the average person was confronted with during this era.  Human nature 
never truly changes, but the pace of life and its trials certainly picked up during this era for many 
persons.  Again, in itself this is not necessarily good or bad. 
 
In all circumstances, human nature can make it difficult for us to desire and seek the personal 
relationship with God that our Creator has always wanted.  The prominence of large, powerful 
organized religious groups often distracts us from what God really wants from us.  We'll 
continue with these topics next time. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: Is it fair to blame Christianity for problems like 
religious wars, crusades, and the like?  Is Christianity the same as the church, or any 
church?  Are there ways we can help others to put these things into proper perspective?  
What mistakes can such events help us to avoid? 

 
Bibliographical Note 
 
The books by Latourette and Shelley, mentioned in last week's notes, are suggested for a more 
detailed study of the overall history of Christianity.  Owen Chadwick's The Reformation (The 
Pelican History of the Church, V olume 3) and Roland Bainton's book Here I S tand - A Life Of 
Martin Luther provide useful and readable overviews of the Reformation era.  In Will and Ariel 
Durant's series "The Story Of Civilization", volume 6 is The Reformation, and it provides a 
detailed and interesting look at this era, from a much different viewpoint. 
 
In the Pelican series, volume 4 is The Church In The Age Of Reason, by Gerald Cragg.  In the 
Durant series, volume 7 is The Age Of Reason B egins. 
 
- Mark Garner, August 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
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WHO IS GOD? 
THE GOSPEL COMPARED WITH HUMAN PHILOSOPHIES & RELIGIONS 

 
Notes For Week El ev en: Tha t They  Ma y  B e One 

 
J ust before he was arrested, J esus prayed for those who would follow him.  One of his main 
concerns was that believers in him would be unified, so that they could strengthen and 
encourage one another in a world that they no longer belonged to.  Over the centuries, this has 
proven to be one of the most difficult things for believers in J esus to do. 
 
Review Of Recent Classes (Overview Of Christianity T hrou gh H istory) 
 
The early church had two chronic problems: persecution and division.  Beginning in the late first 
century AD, the church gradually developed a leadership hierarchy, feeling that stronger 
leadership would make it easier to deal with these ongoing problems.  When Constantine I 
became the first Christian emperor in AD 313, Christianity became the official religion of the 
Empire.  Thus the church hierarchy soon grew even more hardened and authoritarian. 
 
In the 4th and 5th centuries, powerful church councils, on behalf of the government, wielded 
authority.  After Rome fell, the church split into the Orthodox (eastern) church and the Catholic 
(western) church.  These two established churches suppressed minority voices.  Two alternatives 
became popular: monasticism, which remained popular for centuries, and mysticism. 
 
The medieval church was seriously flawed in many respects, but it was the abuse of indulgences 
that finally provoked the Protestant Reformation.  In the Late Middle Ages, the idea of purgatory 
(a place of punishment for those not 'good enough' to go to heaven, but not 'bad enough' to be 
sent to hell) was exploited to get believers to pay money to the church in return for promises that 
their dead relatives could thus be excused from part or all of their punishment in purgatory. 
 
Martin Luther in Germany and Ulrich Z wingli in Switzerland were the most prominent of those 
on the European continent who revolted against the practices of the medieval Roman Church.  
Henry V III of England, motivated primarily by personal desires, also started a new church.  This 
increasingly divisive situation led to the Thirty Years War (1618-1648), a lengthy period of 
suffering during which religious beliefs were often used to justify violence and brutality. 
 
Historians refer to the years 1648-1789 as "The Age Of Reason", and they often speak of the 
reaction against religion during this era as The Enlightenment.  The dream of using science, 
education, and logic to build a better society was exposed as folly by the gruesome excesses in 
the name of reason that accompanied the French Revolution.  The era since 1789 is sometimes 
called an age of revolution, because of the upheavals it has seen, not least in the area of religion. 
 
Jesu s & T hose Who Believe In H im  (Readings In John 17 ) 
 
In this prayer, we can look into the Savior's heart as he considers what his followers would need 
after he returns to the Father.  This world will be inhospitable towards those who believe in 
Jesus, and the Savior does not ask for this to change.  Instead, he prays for them to know true joy 
and true glory; and above all he prays that they will stay close to him and to each other. 
 
As he prays, Jesus knows that the time has come for him to die for the sins of humanity (17:1-5).  
Jesus wants glory for himself, and life for his followers.  But, unlike us, Jesus knows what life 
and glory truly are.  His idea of glory is not to have popularity or fame or authority, but to lay 



 2

down his life* for others.  His idea of life is not fun or self-fulfillment, but to know God and to 
be with him in eternity.  Unless we too understand what life and glory truly mean, then we are 
not really able to follow Jesus; and we certainly will not understand what he tries to teach us. 
 

* Note also what Jesus says to Peter in John 21:18-19.  For us to glorify God does not mean to win victories 
or to receive blessings, but to sacrifice ourselves on behalf of others and of the truth. 

 
Jesus also prays specifically for his disciples.  Knowing their hearts but also knowing their 
weaknesses, he prays for the Father to protect them (17:6, 10-11, 14-16).  Notice how he speaks 
of them as belonging to the Father, who in turn gave them to Jesus.  The personal, relational 
nature of the Deity is always clear when we remember to look for it.  Jesus does not pray for 
them or us to be spared the ills of the world, nor does he pray for them or us to withdraw from 
the world.  He wants us to rise above the world's level while we are still here. 
 
Jesus is well aware that neither he nor those who love him belong to this world.  Physical 
presence on this earth does not, in itself, make us citizens of this world.  Our true home is 
determined in our hearts.  We see, of course, many persons who claim to love Jesus, only to 
show by their lives that they love this world much more.  Those who come to a true appreciation 
of what Jesus has done for them will never again find this world to be so enticing or exciting. 
 
Jesus also prays for all those who will believe in the future (17:20-22, 26).  God is personal, so 
he does not view humans as cases to be judged or candidates to be evaluated.  He wants us to 
know and love one another, and to know and love him.  Jesus does not pray, "may they not have 
problems", but rather, "may they also be in us".  If we love God and trust in the Savior's blood, 
then we have more in common with one another than with anyone or any group in this world. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: How does Jesus' prayer reflect the situation he faces?  
Given the things he considers important at this time, what implications does his prayer 
have?  What kind of unity or oneness does he pray for?  Are there any ways that we can 
help make his prayers become reality? 

 
Christian F ellowships In T he Modern E ra 
 
Today, Christianity is associated with a large number of different groups, many of which claim 
to have found the best or only way to God.  While we won't be able to describe all of these 
groups in detail, it can help just to know a little about the origins of these various fellowships.  It 
can also help to clarify what we should and should not focus on in our ministries. 
 
After the Thirty Years War, it became the norm in Europe for a particular denomination, usually 
the one favored by the monarch, to be favored as what amounted to a national church.  Other 
denominations were usually permitted, but they were seriously disadvantaged in competing with 
the established churches, which were heavily supported by taxes.  In response, a new generation 
of would-be church reformers and restorers* arose to challenge the churches of the Reformation. 
 

* A reformer generally wants to keep a church the same body, but with important changes.  Martin Luther 
and Ulrich Z wingli initially wanted only to reform the Catholic Church.  Restorationists generally perceive 
a need to start over, or at least to make sweeping changes that would essentially create something new. 

 
In the 1600s and 1700s, many new fellowships were formed, and in some cases they led to major 
denominations that remain influential today.  Many of these groups shared the same stated 
objective of returning the church to what it was like in the New Testament, yet they differed in 
many ways as to what they emphasized in pursuing that goal. 
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In the USA and Great Britain, there were also several periods in the 1700s and early 1800s when 
a revivalist spirit produced changes and challenges in the churches of the time.  This is often 
called the "Great Awakening", and its after-effects can still be seen in many churches of today.  
In particular, the fellowships that eventually became the Churches of Christ and related bodies 
began in one wave of the "Great Awakening" in the early 1800s. 
 
In our survey of today's major denominations, we are less interested in their distinctive 
characteristics than in their relations with one another and with earlier developments.  Many 
specific teachings of churches today are mere historical accidents or leftovers, which their 
current members barely understand.  (Not that we would ever fall into such a habit ourselves.) 
 
The Swiss Reformation is the ancestor of a number of Calvinist denominations.  The two most 
common are the Reformed Church and the Presbyterian Church.  Although churches today with 
these names often differ in noticeable ways, originally they referred to the same set of Calvinist 
teachings.  The name Reformed was generally used in areas where the Calvinist doctrines 
became established by the government, and the name Presbyterian* was used elsewhere. 
 

* The name refers to the Presbytery, or assembly of elders (in practice, the assembly was usually broader in 
composition than this would imply) that governed the church in areas such as England where it was not 
supported by the secular government.  In places such as Geneva, where the secular government upheld 
Calvinist teachings, the government itself directly guided the affairs of the Reformed Church 

 
The American Restoration Fellowships (the Churches Of Christ, the Disciples of Christ, and the 
Christian Church) are usually viewed historically as descending from the Presbyterian Church.  
This is because several of the most influential early leaders of this movement were members of 
the Presbyterian Church who had come to object to its hierarchical structure. 
 
Two descendants of the Anglican Church are influential in our nation today: the Episcopalians 
and the Methodists.  The Episcopalian Church is the name used in the Americas* for the 
Anglican Church.  Methodism began in the 1700s, as a movement within the Anglican Church 
that sought to replace the cold formality of Anglican worship with emotional fervor and an 
emphasis on social ministry.  Led primarily by brothers John and Charles Wesley, the movement 
had a noticeable social impact in England**, but in the long run it proved more successful, 
despite widespread opposition, in the New World.  The name Methodism comes from the 
emphasis on conformity that was characteristic of the Wesleys and the movement's other leaders. 
 

* The situation is broadly parallel to the use of Reformed and Presbyterian.  In England, the Anglican 
Church is (still) supported by the secular government, and the monarch is still considered the titular head of 
the church (in practice, the Archbishop of Canterbury is the most powerful official within the church).  In 
the USA, the church is instead governed by a structure of bishops - the name Episcopalian simply comes 
from the Greek word επισκοποs ("episkopos"), which means overseer or bishop. 
 
** Some writers go so far as to suggest that Methodism may have saved England from something similar to 
the gore and fanaticism of the French Revolution.  This may be an exaggeration, but in its early decades 
Methodism did leave a widely-known legacy of compassionate community involvement. 

 
The Pentecostal movement had several forerunners in Europe, but Pentecostalism as it exists 
today is an American phenomenon.  Most of today's Pentecostal congregations trace their 
ancestry to one of a number of revivals that took place in the first decade of the 1900s.  
Pentecostals share with so many other reformers the desire to see the church return to its New 
Testament roots, but they see the events of Acts 2 (which occurred on the day of Pentecost) as 
the norm for the church in every era, not as a one-time beginning of the church. 
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From the start of the Reformation, baptism has been hotly debated.  Groups objecting to baptism 
of infants or small children were called Baptists or Anabaptists (literally, re-baptizers).  Baptist 
Churches in the USA, though, descend from colonists who believed in separation of church and 
state*, and who objected to close ties between colonial governments and established churches. 
 

* Believers of earlier eras often understood this issue better than Christians today do.  Religious movements 
with close ties to secular governments inevitably are used for the governments' own agendas. 

 
The Anabaptists of the Reformation* are the ancestors of today's Mennonite Churches (including 
the Amish).  Originally a movement objecting to infant baptism and insisting on separation of 
church and state, Mennonite fellowships are now distinctive in other respects as well. 
 

* The original protestant reformers refused to reconsider the practice of infant baptism, and both they and 
the Roman church vigorously persecuted the Anabaptists. 

 
Groups such as the Jehovah's Witnesses, the Mormons, and Christian Science are offshoots of 
Christianity, retaining some Christian teachings, but relying on new or altered revelations to 
support their teachings.  The ecumenical movement of the 20th century is also something of an 
offshoot.  The ecumenical United Church of Christ is a recent association of several smaller 
bodies, acknowledging as truth only those beliefs accepted by all. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What general reasons have given rise to the vast 
number of denominations of Christianity?  Is this a good thing or a bad thing?  What can 
we learn from the origins of all these churches?  How can so many of these groups claim 
to want the church to return to its New Testament roots, but have so many differences? 

 
World Religions In T he Modern E ra 
 
Although most of the ancient religions retain large followings today (see chart on last page), 
there are a few more recent religions that have now established sizable numbers of adherents.  
The human mind has a variety of different ways of dealing with the supernatural and the 
metaphysical, yet it is noticeable that the same few basic ideas keep recurring over the centuries. 
 
The Baha'i* religion arose from Shi'a Islam** in 19th century Persia.  It represents a considered 
response to the multiplicity of world religions and their contentious relationships with one 
another.  Baha'i descends from Babism (from the Arabic word for 'gate'), a short-lived movement 
within Islam that was brutally crushed by the authorities. 
 

* "Baha'i" comes from an Arabic word that means "glory".  It is actually an adjective, and is normally used 
by itself only in reference to a follower of the Baha'i faith. 
 
** Shi'a (the Shi'ites) and Sunni are the two main branches of Islam.  The split goes back to leadership 
disputes after Mohammed's death.  Although they have many points of disagreement with each other, there 
is no essential difference in their basic view of Allah or of his basic means for judging humanity. 

 
Baha'i is based on three core beliefs: the oneness of God (monotheism), the unity of humanity, 
and the unity of religion.  Baha'i faith sees the world's major religions as equally important and 
equally valid.  It presents God as willingly changing his policies and requests in response to 
changing times, and thus often sending new messengers (or covenants) as conditions warrant. 
 
Many Baha'i teachings are close to Islamic teachings, but Baha'i leaders try to be neutral towards 
all religions.  As to salvation, its teachings simply emphasize good ethical and social behavior.  
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The Baha'i view of judgment is vaguely similar to that of Islam.  There is a distinct "next world", 
in which our standing will be determined by comparing our good deeds with our bad deeds. 
 
Sikhism* arose out of Hinduism in 15th century India, and it was influenced by Islam, but it is 
distinct from both of those faiths.  Today, the majority of its followers are in the state of Punjab 
in India.  Its founder, Guru Nanak Dev (1469-1539), combined reincarnation and monotheism 
with an emphasis on meditation and closeness with God.  Nanak Dev was the first of a series of 
ten mystical gurus, whose teachings Sikhs regarded as authoritative.  The tenth Guru assembled 
the poetic teachings of them all, producing the Guru Granth S ahib, the Scriptures of Sikhism. 
 

* The name comes from a Sanskrit word meaning 'learner'. 
 
In its original form, Sikhism placed little or no importance on ritual or outward observance.  
Nanak taught his followers to avoid an endless cycle of reincarnation by avoiding conflicts and 
by resisting worldly temptations, so that they could achieve a saving spiritual union with God.  
Although Sikhism, like many religions, has become more cultural than spiritual, in its pure form 
it was quite challenging in its sincere emphasis on spirituality instead of materialism. 
 
Alternative religions, and movements often called 'neoreligions', have recently attracted many 
adherents.  The practice of Spiritism, contacting personal spirits of the dead, has long been 
known as an offbeat pastime; but today in some areas (most notably Brazil) it has attracted 
considerable attention as a primary religious affiliation.  The so-called 'Neoreligions' are a 
collection of religions devised in the past 50-75 years, mostly in Asia, mostly syncretistic, and 
usually emphasizing spirituality in a form considered relevant to the present time. 
 
Today, as in most eras, certain religions are considered to be closely associated with particular 
parts of the world.  Those who seek the truth, though, must learn to look beyond the teachings 
and rites that happen to be popular in their own time and place.  Most of today's religious groups 
have been shaped by human history as much as, or more than, by spiritual reflection.  We too, 
regardless of what we think we know, regardless of our background and upbringing, regardless 
of our emotions and desires, must learn to seek truth alone if we wish to know and love God. 
 
Bibliographical Note 
 
For reading about contemporary American churches, Handbook Of Denominations In The United 
S tates, by Frank Mead and Samuel Hill, is very useful.  Many books have also been written 
specifically about the origins and purpose of the Churches Of Christ.  Monroe Hawley's books, 
beginning with The Focus Of Our Faith, are one good starting place.  Mark Noll's The Old 
Religion In A New World is an interesting study of the changes that occurred when European 
versions of Christianity were brought to America.  The Library Of America's collection 
American S ermons presents a wide collection of sermons representing various groups and eras. 
 
Eerdman' s Handbook To The World' s Religions has a good overview of the Baha'i faith and of 
Sikhism.  The Baha'i faith has no true Scriptures of its own, as it accepts the sacred writings of 
many groups.  Full English translations of Sikhism's Guru Granth S ahib are very lengthy and 
often hard to read - instead, recommended is Teachings From The S ikh Gurus:  S elections From 
The S ikh S criptures, edited by Christopher Shackle and Arvind-Pal Singh Mandair. 
 
- Mark Garner, August 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
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ADHERENTS OF WORLD RELIGIONS TODAY  
Nu m b er Of  Dec l a red  Fol l ow ers,  As Of  Ab ou t 2 0 0 7  

 
                                                                                        Au stra l ia /     Ca na d a /     Sou th/ La tin   Worl d  
Rel ig ion Af ric a  Asia  Oc ea nia  Eu rop e USA Am eric a  Tota l  

" Christia nity "  4 4 1 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  3 6 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  2 7 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  5 6 5 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  2 7 3 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  5 3 3 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  2 , 1 9 9 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  
Catholic 1 5 5 ,000,000 1 27 ,000,000 8 ,6 00,000 27 5 ,000,000 8 3 ,000,000 4 7 2,000,000 1 ,1 21 ,000,000 
Protestant 1 7 2,000,000 6 0,000,000 1 3 ,000,000 96 ,000,000 6 4 ,000,000 5 9,000,000 4 6 4 ,000,000 
Orthodox 4 1 ,000,000 1 4 ,000,000 8 00,000 1 7 0,000,000 6 ,5 00,000 1 ,000,000 23 3 ,000,000 
Offshoots 3 ,6 00,000 3 ,3 00,000 7 00,000 4 ,5 00,000 1 1 ,8 00,000 1 1 ,5 00,000 3 5 ,000,000 
No Affiliation 1 21 ,000,000 1 95 ,000,000 6 ,000,000 4 9,000,000 1 3 0,000,000 5 2,000,000 5 5 3 ,000,000 

Isl a m  3 7 8 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  9 6 2 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  4 0 0 , 0 0 0  4 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  5 , 5 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 , 8 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 , 3 8 7 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  
Hind u ism  2 , 8 0 0 , 0 0 0  8 6 8 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  5 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 , 7 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 , 7 0 0 , 0 0 0  8 0 0 , 0 0 0  8 7 5 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  
Chinese Tra d itiona l  4 0 , 0 0 0  3 8 4 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 5 0 , 0 0 0  3 0 0 , 0 0 0  7 0 0 , 0 0 0  2 0 0 , 0 0 0  3 8 6 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  
B u d d hism  1 5 0 , 0 0 0  3 7 9 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  6 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 , 8 0 0 , 0 0 0  3 , 3 0 0 , 0 0 0  7 0 0 , 0 0 0  3 8 5 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  
Prim a l  Rel ig ions 1 1 4 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 4 6 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  3 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 , 2 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 , 6 0 0 , 0 0 0  3 , 7 0 0 , 0 0 0  2 6 6 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  
" Neorel ig ions"  1 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 0 4 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 0 0 , 0 0 0  4 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 , 6 0 0 , 0 0 0  8 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 0 7 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  
Sikhism  6 0 , 0 0 0  2 2 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  5 0 , 0 0 0  5 0 0 , 0 0 0  6 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 0 , 0 0 0  2 3 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  
J u d a ism  1 3 0 , 0 0 0  5 , 7 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 , 8 0 0 , 0 0 0  6 , 2 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 5 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  
Sp iritism  - - -  - - -  1 0 , 0 0 0  1 5 0 , 0 0 0  1 6 0 , 0 0 0  1 3 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 3 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  
B a ha ’ i Fa ith 2 , 1 0 0 , 0 0 0  3 , 7 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 3 0 , 0 0 0  1 4 0 , 0 0 0  7 0 0 , 0 0 0  9 0 0 , 0 0 0  8 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  
Conf u c ia nism  - - -  6 , 4 0 0 , 0 0 0  5 0 , 0 0 0  2 0 , 0 0 0  - - -  - - -  6 , 5 0 0 , 0 0 0  
J a inism  8 0 , 0 0 0  5 , 1 0 0 , 0 0 0  - - -  - - -  1 0 , 0 0 0  - - -  5 , 3 0 0 , 0 0 0  
Ta oism  - - -  3 , 4 0 0 , 0 0 0  - - -  - - -  1 0 , 0 0 0  - - -  3 , 4 0 0 , 0 0 0  
Shinto - - -  2 , 7 0 0 , 0 0 0  - - -  - - -  6 0 , 0 0 0  1 0 , 0 0 0  2 , 8 0 0 , 0 0 0  
Z oroa stria nism  - - -  1 5 0 , 0 0 0  - - -  5 , 0 0 0  2 0 , 0 0 0  - - -  1 8 0 , 0 0 0  
Other 8 0 , 0 0 0  7 5 , 0 0 0  1 0 , 0 0 0  2 6 0 , 0 0 0  7 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 , 2 0 0 , 0 0 0  
" None"  6 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  6 1 6 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  4 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  9 5 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  3 9 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 7 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  7 7 7 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  
Atheist 6 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 2 8 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  4 0 0 , 0 0 0  2 0 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  2 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  3 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  1 5 3 , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0  

 
Notes: 
(a) All numbers are rounded, and thus do not always add exactly to the totals shown.  Numbers less than 5,000 are not shown. 
(b) Subtotals for varieties of Christianity include many persons who claim membership in more than one denomination, and thus do not add to the totals shown for overall 
"Christian".  'Offshoots' includes Mormons, Jehovah's Witnesses, and Christian Scientists. 
(c) Chinese Traditional (sometimes called "Chinese Universist") refers to religions of China that existed before Confucius and Lao-tzu.  See this week’ s notes for a discussion of 
Sikhism, Baha’ i Faith, Neoreligions, and Spiritism.  The other religions listed are described in the notes to one or more previous classes. 
 
- Adapted from information in The World Almanac And B ook Of Facts 2009.  See also the various editions of the Encyclopedia  
B rittanica B ook Of The Y ear or the Encyclopedia B rittanica Almanac.  
- M.G., 8/ 09, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
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WHO IS GOD? 
THE GOSPEL COMPARED WITH HUMAN PHILOSOPHIES & RELIGIONS 

 
Notes For Week Twelve: What Is Truth? 

 
The search for truth has challenged humanity for thousands of years.  It is often very difficult to 
discern truth and reality amidst the world's noise and confusion.  For this reason, many persons 
abandon their efforts to find truth.  Even as believers in Jesus, we often find ourselves distracted 
from the few important truths that we can know, because of the temptation to focus on the trivial. 
 
Review Of Last Week's Class (Christianity & Other Religions In T he Modern World) 
 
Most of today's Christian fellowships (or denominations) have roots in one of the medieval 
churches (Catholic or Orthodox), in a major branch of the Protestant Reformation (Lutheran, 
Swiss, or Anglican), or in a fellowship that branched off from one of these.  In the aftermath of 
the Reformation and the Thirty Years War, the norm throughout Europe was an "established" 
(government supported and managed) church in each nation or principality, with other churches 
at best tolerated.  This provoked a new generation of reformers and restorers.  In England and 
North America, there was a sequence of spiritual revivals usually called the Great Awakening. 
 
We have made a mere survey of today's major denominations, as many of them have long and 
interesting histories of their own.  From the Calvinist (Swiss) branch of the Reformation are 
descended the Reformed Churches and the Presbyterian Churches.  Descendants of the Anglican 
Church include the Episcopalian Church (similar in doctrine, different in administration) and the 
Methodist Churches.  Methodism originated as a 1700s revival movement most closely 
associated with the Wesley brothers.  In the early 1900s, the Pentecostal movement arose, largely 
out of Methodist churches, amongst those feeling that Methodism itself was in need of revival. 
 
Groups rejecting the baptism of infants or small children have existed since the Reformation, and 
have variously been called Baptists or Anabaptists (the latter are now usually known as 
Mennonites).  Offshoots of Christianity, such as Jehovah's Witnesses, Mormons, and Christian 
Science, add their own original revelations or alterations to the New Testament. 
 
Recently formed world religions include the Baha'i Faith and Sikhism.  The Baha'i faith began as 
a branch of Islam devoted to reconciling differences amongst religions.  Its teachings are closer 
to Islam than to other religions, yet it recognizes the legitimacy of all major religions and their 
sacred writings.  Sikhism arose in the 15th century, combining Hindu and Islamic perspectives 
into a distinct faith.  It is monotheistic, but retains the Hindu idea of reincarnation based on 
goodness in this life.  Amongst alternative religions are the so-called neoreligions of Asia, which 
generally combine elements of other faiths with an emphasis on current applicability. 
 
Most areas of the world are strongly associated with one or more major religions, but the gospel 
does not favor or cater to any particular time, place, or personality.  As we search for the truth, 
we should be ready and willing to question every assumption, so that we can see God as he is. 
 
T ru th & Betrayal (Readings In John 18  & 19) 
 
In the sequence of events resulting in Jesus' crucifixion, we can see several betrayals of the truth.  
Judas, Peter, and Pilate each denied or betrayed the truth in some way; and in each case their 
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actions are paralleled by ways that persons today treat Jesus.  Of these three, only Peter would 
later acknowledge his mistake and return to the truth and love that are in Jesus. 
 
Jesus is first, and most blatantly, betrayed by Judas Iscariot (18:1-2).  Judas occupied a position 
of trust in Jesus' ministry*, and Jesus' love for Judas was such that he even washed his feet along 
with those of the faithful disciples.  Since the Scriptures never tell us his exact motivation for 
betraying Jesus, we can only speculate; but in any case his actions were dishonest and 
treacherous.  Even when Judas led the authorities to Jesus, he first came to Jesus as if he were a 
friend.  We also know that Judas exploited Jesus' trust in him by stealing money (John 12:4-6) 
 

* We are told that Jesus knew which of his disciples would betray him (John 6:64, 6:70-71).  So it is an 
interesting but largely unanswerable question why Jesus gave him the responsibility of keeping the money 
for the group of disciples.  We know only that Jesus gave Judas the same love and trust that he showed the 
other disciples.  Jesus' foreknowledge did not deny Judas of his free will. 

 
Judas's betrayal is a drastic example, yet in a certain respect there are those who betray Jesus in 
the same way today.  Personal self-interest and pride can blind us to the truths that God wishes to 
teach us.  When that happens, the world is always full of those who would provide us with 
pretexts and rationalizations to turn away from or to distance ourselves from our Savior, just as 
the selfish religious leaders exploited whatever dissatisfaction Judas had with Jesus. 
 
Peter's denial of Jesus also has its figurative parallels in every era (18:17, 25-26).  Despite his 
closeness with Jesus, and Jesus' great patience with his faults, Peter denies his friendship with 
Jesus and even denies any association with him.  In each case, Peter is not being threatened, and 
he is not dealing with anyone powerful.  Of course, once again it is easy to rationalize Peter's 
behavior; but if we do, we are really saying something about ourselves, not about Peter. 
 
Too often we do the same thing, becoming embarrassed if we are seen to be too fond of God or 
too appreciative of God's blessings.  More subtly, we are often far too quick to trust worldly 
experts or authorities whenever their words and ideas conflict with those of God.  In essence, this 
is much the same as what Peter did in denying Jesus. 
 
Finally, Jesus is abandoned by Pilate, even though the governor was well aware of Jesus' 
innocence (18:36-38; 19:12-16).  Once again, it is not impossible to rationalize Pilate's 
willingness to sacrifice an innocent man rather than face up to an angry crowd*.  But Pilate is 
guilty of running from responsibility, and as a result he committed an extreme act of injustice. 
 

* Pilate had been in trouble with the Roman authorities before, and would likely have faced discipline or 
removal if the Jewish leaders had complained to the Emperor.  The emperor at this time was the paranoid 
Tiberius, who was always ready to believe the worst about anyone. 

 
Like Pilate, we are going to face times in our lives when our responsibilities conflict with our 
self-interest.  Like Pilate, we are going to find ready-made rationalizations waiting for us, if we 
wish to use them.  But our example should be Jesus, who alone always did what was right, even 
when it resulted in negative consequences for him personally. 
 

Questions For Discussion or Study: In betraying Jesus, did Judas also betray himself or 
the truth?  What kinds of similar (if less drastic) betrayals might we be tempted to 
commit?  In what situations might we be tempted to act as Peter did?  What situations 
might parallel Pilate's conflict between responsibility and self-interest?  Are any of the 
things Judas, Peter, or Pilate did unforgivable?  Are they inexcusable? 
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Philosophy: Plato, Aristotle, & Reality 
 
Many of our attitudes towards specific things depend on our underlying perceptions of reality.  
Long before the time of Jesus, there were philosophers and other seekers of truth who considered 
and debated the nature of reality.  The great Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle present two 
contrasting attitudes that are still quite useful in helping us to consider our own view of reality. 
 
Because questions about the existence and nature of God are inherently intertwined with 
questions about the nature of reality, it can be both interesting and helpful to study these matters 
from the perspective of classical philosophy*.  In particular, the three great Greek philosophers 
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle provide us with a foundation that illustrates many of the basic 
principles and viewpoints involved. 
 

* Note also that the concept of philosophy has been, for most of history, more all-inclusive than it is today.  
The word 'philosophy' literally means, 'love of learning', and it was in this sense that the classical 
philosophers often used it.  Modern academia sees life and knowledge as being divided into distinct 
departments that only occasionally overlap, whereas the ancient Greeks (and many other cultures in later 
centuries) saw all worthwhile knowledge as being inherently inter-related.  Aristotle, for example, wrote 
extensively on scientific and political topics, and even subjects like poetry, as well as matters that today 
would be considered pure 'philosophy'. 

 
Although there were many notable philosophers (several of whom we have discussed in previous 
classes) before Socrates (469-399 BC), he is often, with good reason, considered as an important 
starting point in the history of philosophy.  Socrates de-emphasized his own opinions, instead 
focusing attention on the means* by which we arrive at the beliefs we profess on subjects such as 
morality, justice, politics, and religion.  Socrates persistently showed that even the most 
universally held views of his time and place were usually based on emotion, bias, or self-interest 
of one kind or another.  For this valuable but unpopular service, he was executed** by popular 
demand of the citizens of Athens. 
 

* Socrates was particularly known for examining the reasons why someone believes (or claims to believe) 
something.  His characteristic approach to philosophical discussion was to ask questions rather than to 
make statements.  This is still called the Socratic method, though this approach is often misunderstood or 
misused in contemporary academia. 
 
** Some of Plato's most celebrated dialogues describe the circumstances and events involved.  (See the 
Bibliographical Notes below.)  The charges against Socrates included 'corrupting the morals of the youth of 
Athens'.  Only a few years earlier, Athens had lost the Peloponnesian War, and its leaders were in part 
looking for scapegoats. 

 
Most of what we know of Socrates comes from the writings of two of his most loyal and capable 
students, Xenophon and Plato.  In particular, it is Plato (428-347 BC) who used the teachings of 
Socrates as a basis to pursue his search for reality.  Plato was especially impressed with Socrates' 
willingness to die for abstract principles, and he was intrigued by the outrage that the leaders of 
Athens demonstrated towards Socrates.  From these things, Plato reasoned that morality, truth, 
and justice went much deeper than could ever be described by mere lists of rules or laws. 
 
Plato thus believed that there can be no true standard of right and wrong unless there is some 
kind of higher reality or higher realm than our physical world.  His famous "cave analogy" 
demonstrates some of the implications of this.  In this illustration, our present lives correspond to 
a group of prisoners in a cave, with their faces permanently looking at the cave's back wall.  The 
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only source of light is behind their backs, where they cannot see it directly.  On the wall, they 
can see the shadows of objects and persons behind them, but this is all they can know of reality. 
 
Plato believed that this paralleled our experience in this world, and as he imagined the steps that 
one of these prisoners would have to take in order to understand reality, he considered the 
difficulties inherent in our own search for truth and reality.  Plato ultimately conceived true 
reality as consisting of what he called the "world of forms", an abstract realm holding absolute 
qualities such as beauty, ugliness, music, color, good, evil, and other pure concepts.  The things 
we see here and now are never more than specific, limited examples of these pure 'forms'. 
 
Consider how we might apply this analogy to the gospel.  On one level, this is similar to the 
relationship between the shadows of the Old Covenant and the spiritual realities of the New.  
Then too, it could also correspond to the difference between this temporary, imperfect, but 
visible world, and the (currently) unseen, eternal realm where God lives. 
 
Plato in turn had an especially capable student, Aristotle (384-322), who assimilated his teacher's 
views but then sought to establish his own course.  Though he appreciated the wisdom of his two 
great philosophical predecessors, Aristotle became impatient with the uncertainty and vagueness 
that are inherent in the teachings of both Socrates and Plato.  Aristotle thus oriented his own 
teachings around a search for certainty, and a desire for knowledge that could be considered to 
have been established beyond any doubt. 
 
Aristotle's search also involved a quest for the quality of 'eudaimonia' (ευδαιμονια), which is 
roughly the Greek equivalent of what we call 'happiness'.  In Aristotle's orderly mind, he 
believed that there should be a direct correlation between doing right and experiencing 
eudaimonia or happiness*.  Aristotle did not accept Plato's teaching that human thought involves 
more than physical evidence and logical evaluation.  Aristotle believed that even Plato's abstract 
'forms' - qualities like beauty and ugliness, right and wrong - could always be reduced to logical 
concepts and thus could be fully explained through logic or mathematics**. 
 

* In his famous works on Ethics, for example, he calls eudaimonia the supreme good, and he indicates that 
any proper theory of ethics should result in the best (most ethical) persons also being the happiest persons. 
 
** This was a common view of his time - for example, many Greeks attempted to devise mathematical 
formulas to explain why some persons and objects were attractive, and some were not. 

 
Aristotle developed an entire theory (mostly new at the time) of deductive logic, to assist him in 
his efforts to systematize all worthwhile knowledge.  Deductive logic, of course, has its 
limitations, and eventually this became apparent even to Aristotle.  But he simply determined 
that anything that could not be described in purely logical terms was without significance or 
importance. 
 
The existence and nature of God (or of the gods) is obviously an important topic, but Aristotle's 
convictions ruled out the possibility that anything so important could involve faith, grace, or 
uncertainty.  Thus, Aristotle devised numerous logical proofs* that purported to prove logically, 
beyond any doubt, that a divine being or beings existed. 
 

* The one most associated with Aristotle today is the 'prime mover': every motion, action, or change must 
have a cause or impetus, which in turn must have had its own cause or impetus.  But since an infinite, 
unending chain of causes could never have started in the first place, there must be a 'prime (first) mover' 
behind it all.  This prime mover is a god or the gods. 
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In the Middle Ages, the Roman Catholic theologian Thomas Aquinas developed a great 
admiration for Aristotle's logical approach, and considered Aristotle an ideal model for Christian 
theology.  Aquinas adapted Aristotle's 'proofs' of God's existence, to which were added similar 
arguments from other medieval theologians, creating what are now referred to as the Classical 
Proofs of God.  Most of them rely on semantic or logical tricks, and though some believers may 
find them comforting, they are of very limited value in a rigorous search for truth. 
 
Plato and Aristotle, with their different perspectives on reality, truth, and logic, thus provided the 
foundation for many areas of philosophy.  Since their time, of course, there have been many 
other philosophers, theories, and philosophical methods.  We shall continue with a look at a few 
of these next time.  But first it bears thinking for a moment about the views of Plato and Aristotle 
as they relate to Christianity.  In the early church, those teachers and writers who studied 
classical philosophy usually looked to Plato for thoughts and ideas about spiritual reality.  Only 
in the Middle Ages did believers in Jesus start following figures like Aquinas, and began looking 
to Aristotle and his promises of logical certainty for their spiritual perspectives. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: In general, are there any reasons for a Christian to 
consider the thoughts of unbelieving philosophers?  In what ways does Plato's thinking 
correspond to the teachings of Scripture?  What differences are there?  How does 
Aristotle's perspective compare with the teachings of Scripture? 

 
Bibliographical Notes 
 
The second volume of Will and Ariel Durant's "Story Of Civilization" series, titled The Life Of 
Greece, is an excellent source for reading about these philosophers, both in the context of their 
time and place and in terms of their importance for later eras. 
 
There are many books written about any of the great philosophers, but for those with a serious 
interest there is no real substitute for reading at least some of their original writings.  Socrates 
wrote nothing himself; his teachings are known through the writings of Plato and Xenophon.  
Plato wrote a series about the last days of Socrates under the titles Euthyphro, Apology, Crito, 
and Phaedo; Penguin Classics has a good edition, and there are many other English-language 
versions available.  Plato's theory of forms is discussed most fully in the Timaeus, which is a 
sequel to Plato's masterwork The Republic, in which he had outlined his views of an ideal 
society.  (Socrates is portrayed as a speaker in The Republic, but this time the views he expresses 
are Plato's.)  Amongst Aristotle's voluminous works* that survive, his works on Ethics are a 
good starting point, because they so clearly show Aristotle's confidence in resolving all 
significant questions and problems with the use of logic and reason.  His works on logic itself are 
extensive, and include Categories, On Interpretation, Prior Analytics, and Posterior Analytics.  
There are again Penguin Classics editions of all of these, as well as many other versions. 
 

* Although it is the convention to refer to Aristotle as the author of the many works that bear his name 
today, in actuality most of them were not written down by him personally - most of them are transcriptions 
of his classes and lectures, written down by his students and/or by others who attended them. 

 
Next week, we shall take a look at some later philosophers, and next week's notes will have 
further applicable references. 
 
- Mark Garner, August 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
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WHO IS GOD? 
THE GOSPEL COMPARED WITH HUMAN PHILOSOPHIES & RELIGIONS 

 
Notes For Week Thirteen: Is There More? 

 
Death comes as the end for us all, but it can also be a beginning.  For centuries, both religion 
and philosophy have concerned themselves with the question of what - if anything - comes next, 
and have debated whether we even can know.  As Christians, we believe that the life we have on 
this earth is only a small part of our eternal existence.  Of course, not everyone accepts this. 
 
Review Of Last Week's Class (Philosophy: Plato, Aristotle, & Reality) 
 
Many significant perspectives of classical philosophy come from Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle.  
After Socrates was executed in Athens for his habit of relentlessly exposing the superficial nature 
of popular beliefs and attitudes, his student Plato, convinced that Socrates' teachings and death 
pointed towards truths that transcended our physical world, undertook his own search for reality. 
 
Plato's cave analogy expressed his belief that physical reality consists only of shadows.  Plato 
imagined a "world of forms" containing pure, true entities.  The things we see now are only 
rough examples.  But his student Aristotle preferred certainty to unknowable truth.  Aristotle 
further maintained that truth should always result in 'eudaimonia', the Greek concept of 
happiness.  Aristotle thus relied entirely on logic (he also elaborately defined what constituted 
proper logic), but his approach also reveals that logic has its limitations.  This is especially true 
when we try to apply logic to spirituality or to other subjects that are intangible or metaphysical. 
 
Many influential and renowned philosophers have followed after Plato and Aristotle; yet to some 
degree they all address the same basic issues and questions that these ancient Greeks raised.  In 
church history, Thomas Aquinas was a great admirer of Aristotle who approached Christian 
morals and doctrine with pure logic.  He and other medieval philosophers overhauled some of 
Aristotle's ideas to produce what are often called the 'classical proofs' of God's existence. 
 
Life & Death & Life (Readings In John 19 & 20) 
 
Together, the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus form the most remarkable and important chain 
of events in human history.  Life and death are commonplace in themselves, and in earthly terms 
there was little remarkable about Jesus' death except for its unfairness and brutality.  Even for 
Christians, these events can become so familiar that we forget their importance and power. 
 
Death on a cross was gruesome and stomach-turning (19:17-19, 23-24, 28-30).  The harsh rituals 
of a crucifixion, such as the written charge and the division of the condemned person's 
possessions, are practiced here just as they would have been with a common criminal.  One irony 
comes from Pilate's provocative decision to label Jesus' offence as being "the king of the Jews".  
Whether the governor understood it or not, this was indeed exactly why Jesus had to die. 
 
Consider Jesus' life in earthly terms.  If it had not been for his resurrection, he would be 
remembered much differently, if at all.  He would have been just one more fringe figure who 
attracted a following for a short time.  He had no possessions to his name, and left no written 
legacy.  He is nothing like the other religious leaders we have seen, and his unique nature defies 
the world's efforts to dismiss him as a mere teacher of morals. 
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Death is usually the end, and it is only our knowledge of what is to come that changes our 
response to the death of Jesus (19:33-34, 38-42).  Otherwise we could better appreciate what he 
went through, and perhaps we also could better understand the various responses to his death.  
We do see in the gospels the observation of the various rituals surrounding death.  Though 
different in details, they have much in common with those of any time and place.  The one added 
observance is the cold Roman method of making certain that crucified persons had actually 
expired*; otherwise the elaborate burial practices are little different, in substance, from our own. 
 

* John is the only one of the gospel writers who describes this.  The Romans broke the legs of a victim 
because this insured that he could no longer breathe - the position of a prisoner on the cross made it 
impossible to breathe without pushing one's body up with the legs.  John makes special note of the different 
means they used to confirm Jesus' death.  It fulfilled Scripture; and it also made quite an impact on John. 

 
Because we know about the resurrection, we can smile both at the Romans* and at the 
meticulously conscientious burial procedures carried out by Joseph and Nicodemus.  The 
expensive spices and carefully wrapped burial clothes are not going to remain in place very long! 
 

* In this connection, note also the further precautions described in Matthew 27:62-66. 
 
The crucifixion is merely a beginning, for it is followed by Jesus' resurrection (20:4-8, 11-14, 
18).  The mystery of the empty tomb no longer puzzles us, but it came as a surprise even to those 
closest to Jesus.  Neither the disciples nor Mary expected anything like the resurrection, while 
we almost take it for granted.  Yet, watching their reactions to the empty tomb and the 
appearance of Jesus, we must admit that we too are usually unprepared for spiritual reality. 
 
The reality of the resurrection puts many other things into perspective.  It is the crucifixion, the 
blood sacrifice for our sin, that we really need; but without the resurrection we could not be sure 
that the Lamb of God was also truly the Son of God.  The resurrection also demonstrates the 
helplessness of sin, Satan, and death in the face of God's grace and truth. 
 
When we see the frantic efforts of humans to find truth and meaning in their lives, even when we 
see how the world's great religions answer the basic questions of life, we always run up against 
the basic problem of death and what lies beyond it.  Only Jesus manages this problem truthfully 
and satisfactorily.  "Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so 
that by his death he would destroy him who holds the power of death - that is, the devil - and free 
those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death" (Hebrews 2:14-15). 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: What aspects of the crucifixion are the easiest for us 
to grasp?  What are the hardest things about it for us to understand?  How can we better 
understand and learn from the crucifixion?  What aspects of the resurrection could we 
understand better?  How could we do this? 

 
Modern Philosophy: Perceptions Of Reality 
 
Despite the apparent differences between philosophy and religion, many of the things that 
philosophers debate can provide believers in Jesus with helpful insights.  In our all-too-brief 
survey, we shall now jump many centuries beyond ancient Greece, to look at some of the ways 
that more recent philosophers have approached the matter of defining reality. 
 
The Protestant Reformation brought changes in the world of philosophy, just as it did in the 
religious world.  The French philosopher Rene Descartes (1596-1650) is particularly important, 
for in many respects he was the founder of modern philosophy.  Descartes shared with Aristotle 



 3

the desire for certainty, but he also had a keen awareness of the fallibility of our senses.  So, 
instead of building as much as possible on a broad array of 'obvious' assumptions, Descartes 
instead began by discarding any piece of knowledge that involved uncertainty. 
 
Descartes concluded that the only real certainty is our own existence.  We may not really live in 
the time, the place, or the form in which we think we do, for someone (or our own senses) could 
be deceiving us - but we do exist, because we cannot be deceived unless we exist first.  
Descartes' statement "I think, therefore I am" (often quoted in Latin: Cogito, ergo sum) is one of 
the best-known philosophical principles.  From this, Descartes developed other aspects of his 
philosophy, including a demonstration of God's existence, using methods similar to Aristotle's. 
 
Descartes' influence led to the founding of new schools of philosophy that themselves gave rise 
to new areas of philosophical exploration.  One of these was Deism, which arose in the 1600s* 
as a response to the excesses of religious zeal in the Reformation and the Thirty Years War.  
Deists accept the existence of God, but not the Bible or the supernatural teachings of Scripture. 
 

* In 1624, Herbert of Cherbury wrote a book called De Veritate (On Truth) that is usually considered to 
provide the foundation for Deism. 

 
Deism is thus a way to acknowledge the obvious existence of spiritual reality without being 
constrained by the moral standards or doctrinal teachings of Christianity or other religions.  It 
quickly became very influential during the Age Of Reason (see earlier class notes), and it 
remains quite popular today, though the term is used less often.  Many 'Christian' denominations 
today are now guided more by Deist principles than by Scripture or even history. 
 
Since Descartes, modern philosophical debate has tended to devote particular attention to the 
question of how we perceive reality*.  Behind this is the idea that it makes little sense to draw 
conclusions about reality unless we have examined and critiqued the means by which we obtain 
the facts and evidence upon which we shall base our conclusions.  We shall, out of necessity, 
concentrate on only a few of the many worthwhile topics and specific philosophers of the 
modern era.  Our focus will be on a few subjects particularly significant to Christianity. 
 

* Philosophical works often use the term "epistemology" to refer to the study of how we 'know' things. 
 
The modern era has seen the rise of the empiricists in philosophy.  Empiricism puts its emphasis 
squarely on things that we can perceive with the senses*.  To an empiricist, no amount of 
morality, faith, or even logic can outweigh the physical evidence of the senses.  An empiricist 
acknowledges Descartes' concerns about the ways that our senses can lead us astray, but then 
chooses to be guided by them anyway, feeling that the senses are still more reliable, or more 
'real', than abstract logic or values.  Empiricism, in itself, can be used in various ways. 
 

* A different idea is Rationalism, which chooses to go with logic even when it conflicts with the 
observations of the senses.  Both ideas emphasize reason, but in different ways. 

 
Empiricism and Christianity were blended by John Locke (1632-1704).  In The Reasonableness 
Of Christianity*, he harmonized the supernatural aspects of Scripture with Empiricism.  For 
example, Locke defended the validity of Jesus' miracles on the grounds that they consistently had 
a valid purpose, for the gospel accounts show them to have similar, pertinent contexts, rather 
than being sideshows or self-promotion tactics.  Locke defined Empiricism not in terms of rigid 
logic alone, but also on the basis of what, to our senses, 'makes sense' or 'seems right'. 
 

* Locke's most influential work is his lengthy An Essay Concerning Human Understanding.  All of Locke's 
works are interesting and complex - but unfortunately, his style can make them quite difficult to read. 
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Locke's influence was, and is, considerable.  Two specific examples illustrate this.  In 1776, 
when Thomas Jefferson's committee wrote the Declaration of Independence, they took almost 
every major idea directly from Locke's essay On Civil Government, written in 1688 to support 
England's "Glorious Revolution"*.  Locke's writings also had an enormous influence on 
Alexander Campbell, one of the founders of the movement that produced the Churches Of 
Christ, when Campbell was a student in Scotland.  Locke's perspective can often be seen - for 
good and for ill - in the beliefs, practices, and disputes that historically typify our fellowship. 
 

* Protestant William Of Orange replaced the Catholic King James II.  William, who proclaimed himself 
William III, based his claim to the British throne on his wife Mary, James's daughter by a previous wife. 

 
The opposite use of empiricism, to support atheism, was promoted by Scottish philosopher 
David Hume (1711-1776).  As an atheist, Hume was intrigued by the mystery of human 
morality, which he saw as irrational, arbitrary, and largely undesirable.  Hume put more 
confidence in the senses than he put in pure logic, and his study of morality and other subjects 
led him to focus on the relation between cause and effect.  Ultimately, Hume concluded that 
most of our perceptions of cause and effect are simply an illusion, created in our minds. 
 
Though an atheist, Hume was unusually honest in acknowledging that there is no true standard of 
morality without a God.  Hume taught a purely utilitarian (see below) view of morality, seeing it 
as of practical use only, with no spiritual or metaphysical significance.  Though his philosophical 
works (see Bibliographical Note) are based on the flawed premises of atheism, they are worth 
reading because they are honest developments of the logical implications of atheism. 
 
The German Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), in his great classic The Critique Of Pure Reason, 
sought to investigate the limits of logic.  Kant accurately observed that no one, not even Aristotle 
and certainly not Hume, had provided a satisfactory explanation of morality and ethics that relied 
on logic, reason, or empirical observation alone.  Kant developed the idea of the 'categorical 
imperative'*, a religion-neutral** awareness of right and wrong, to demonstrate that everyone 
has an innate sense of things like morality and justice that transcends logic alone. 
 

* This states simply that a person's standards of behavior should be those that he or she would be willing to 
see made universal.  (This is a slightly more technical statement of Jesus' teaching in Matthew 7:12.) 
 
** Kant is often erroneously described as an atheist or agnostic.  In fact, Kant selected Jesus Christ as the 
perfect example of what he meant by the 'categorical imperative', because he recognized the ethical and 
moral perfection of Jesus' life, even setting aside the question of his divinity. 

 
The 1800s saw the rise of Utilitarianism*, with the foremost utilitarians being Jeremy Bentham 
(1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873).  The idea was not new**, as it was primarily the 
philosophy of the ancient Greek Epicurus (founder of Epicureanism).  Bentham repackaged the 
idea and promoted it with his superficially attractive slogan of seeking "the greatest good (or 
greatest happiness) for the greatest number". 
 

* Utility is an economics term meaning the satisfaction or pleasure derived from one's actions. 
 
** Likewise, today's trendy "post-modernist" philosophies are nothing new.  (For that matter, there wasn't 
anything particularly new about 'Modernism'.)  Post-modernism simply recycles some simplistic ideas from 
past eras, and combines them with a dose of adolescent jargon and attitudes. 

 
Mill's writings boosted Utilitarianism to the point that it became almost universally accepted in 
European and American circles.  Mill devised a 'calculus' of happiness that he promoted in 
making public decisions.  Today, the concept of "the greatest good for the greatest number" has 
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so completely dominated every public discussion that it is rarely if ever questioned, and it is the 
principle on which a good many ungodly and oppressive things have been based. 
 
These ideas show how philosophy became increasingly intertwined with matters such as politics 
and economics.  The two most familiar economic philosophers are Adam Smith (1723-1790) and 
Karl Marx (1818-1883).  Smith promoted free market economics based on his concept of "The 
Invisible Hand" - the law of supply and demand that, in his mind, automatically led to an optimal 
equilibrium.  His ideas have commonly been used in support of capitalism.  Marx, on the other 
hand, questioned the supremacy of capital, focusing instead on the contributions of labor. 
 
Between them, Marx and Smith provided the foundations for more recent economic theories.  
Yet no economic theory has come anywhere close to resolving basic inequities without creating 
new ones.  Indeed, no theory based on money or material things will ever have a solid 
foundation.  If we accept what the gospel tells us about the temporary, fragile nature of this earth, 
then we shall not be surprised by this; and more importantly, we can learn to put all of our faith 
in the living God, instead of squandering so much of it on fallible human experts and rulers. 
 

Questions For Discussion Or Study: From the viewpoint of the gospel, what is useful in 
Descartes' approach to reality?  What would the Scriptures say about Empiricism?  Why 
is the concept of "the greatest good for the greatest number" appealing to human logic?  
From the viewpoint of the gospel, what flaws does it have?  What basic flaws do the 
major theories of economics share? 

 
Bibliographical Notes 
 
Descartes Meditations On First Philosophy is essential to anyone interested in the history of 
philosophical ideas.  Amongst many others, Penguin Classics has a good edition.  A good 
follow-up study is Descartes' Discourse On Method.  Both books are relatively short, and are not 
difficult to read.  Hume's most significant philosophical works* are An Enquiry Concerning 
Human Understanding, A Treatise On Human Nature, and Dialogues Concerning Natural 
Religion.  Oxford World Classics has a good edition of the first of these; and Penguin Classics 
has nice editions of the other two.  Kant is difficult to read, and those unfamiliar with him should 
probably start with general philosophical references such as those listed above.  (The same 
applies to Georg Hegel, whose dialectical method significantly influenced Marx.)  J.S. Mill's 
best-known work is On Liberty, which is very easy to find.  Adam Smith's The Wealth Of 
Nations, as well as The Communist Manifesto by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, are also both 
easy to find.  (Marx's Das Kapital is more comprehensive, but much longer and harder to read.)  
 

* Hume's best, most perceptive, and best-written work is actually his multi-volume History Of England. 
 
Philosophy is an enormous field, and to acquaint oneself with every major figure takes quite a 
while.  A good general source, useful for reference and for concise introductions to individual 
philosophers, terms, and ideas, is The Oxford Dictionary Of Philosophy, edited by Simon 
Blackburn.  A similar book, Dictionary Of Theories by Jennifer Bothamley, is a handy reference 
for philosophical ideas and also for those in other fields such as science, mathematics, and 
economics.  For those with a more serious interest in the philosophers and ideas in this week's 
class, see volume 8 (The Age Of Louis XIV, for Descartes and Locke) and volume 9 (The Age Of 
Voltaire, for Hume and Kant) in Will and Ariel Durant's "Story of Civilization" series. 
 
- Mark Garner, August 2009, © 2009 by Mark Garner 
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Congregations and individuals may make or print copies of these notes for home, class, or small 
group study, without further permission, provided that the author and congregation are credited.  
Any other use requires the permission of the author. 
 
 
 


