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			Introduction

		

		
			Picture the first day at a new school. You walk through the front doors and immediately notice that not everyone talks the way you do. Some kids greet each other in languages you have never heard. The lunchroom smells different from what you are used to. Someone in your class wears a head covering. Someone else has a red dot on their forehead. A kid at the locker next to yours mentions that he cannot eat until sundown because his family is fasting. You smile and nod, but inside you are thinking, What is going on?

			That moment is not imaginary. It is happening in schools, neighborhoods, and workplaces all over the world, every single day. The planet has gotten smaller. The people in your life come from more backgrounds and believe more different things than at any other point in history. And whether you are ready for it or not, you are going to have conversations about what people believe and why.

			This book exists to help you be ready.

			Why This Book Matters

			Here is a truth that might surprise you: studying other religions is not dangerous. It is necessary. Some Christians are afraid that learning about other faiths will shake their own. But the opposite is usually true. The more clearly you understand what others believe, the more clearly you see what makes the gospel of Jesus unique.

			Think of it this way. A jeweler does not learn to spot a counterfeit diamond by avoiding diamonds. She studies the real thing so carefully that the fakes become obvious by comparison. That is what this book is designed to do. Every chapter will help you understand another worldview on its own terms, and every chapter will bring you back to the Bible so you can see the differences for yourself.

			This is not a book about winning arguments. It is a book about understanding people. The world is full of Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, Sikhs, and others who are not cartoon villains. They are real people, made in the image of God, who hold their beliefs with the same sincerity you hold yours. You can disagree with someone's theology and still treat them with dignity. In fact, that is exactly what Jesus expects you to do.

			What You Are About to Read

			This book covers some of the world's most significant religious traditions, organized in a deliberate order.

			Chapter 1 lays the foundation by walking through the core beliefs and practices of Christianity as taught in the New Testament. This is your home base. Everything that follows is measured against it.

			From there, the book moves outward in circles. Chapter 2 examines Catholicism, a tradition that shares Christianity's core creeds but adds layers of authority and practice that go beyond what Scripture teaches. Chapter 3 looks at Mormonism and the Jehovah's Witnesses, groups that use Christian language but have rewritten the story in fundamental ways.

			Chapters 4–5 cover Judaism and Islam, the two other faiths that trace their roots back to Abraham. Both worship one God, and both share parts of the biblical story, but each takes a dramatically different turn when it comes to Jesus.

			Chapters 6–9 move further from familiar territory. Hinduism introduces a world of many gods, karma, and reincarnation. Buddhism offers a path to escape suffering without any god at all. Chinese traditional religion blends multiple systems into a single cultural practice. And Sikhism presents a form of monotheism that grew out of the Indian subcontinent with its own distinct identity.

			Each chapter follows the same pattern. You will find an opening illustration to draw you in, a careful explanation of what the religion teaches, a comparison to biblical Christianity, four application points under “What This Means for Us,” and five discussion questions under “Talking Points.” The structure is the same every time so that you can focus on the content rather than figuring out where you are.

			Before You Start

			There are a few things to keep in mind as you read.

			First, be honest. If something in another religion sounds appealing, do not pretend it does not. Confucian respect for parents is admirable. Sikh generosity is inspiring. Buddhist honesty about suffering is refreshing. Acknowledging what is good in another tradition does not weaken your faith. It shows that you are paying attention.

			Second, be fair. Every religion in this book is summarized in a single chapter, which means every religion in this book is simplified. Entire libraries have been written about Hinduism, Islam, and Buddhism. One chapter cannot capture every detail or every perspective within a tradition. This book will give you an honest and accurate starting point, but it is a starting point, not the final word.

			Third, be confident. You do not need to be nervous about what you are going to find. The gospel has been tested by sharper critics than you, and that's not meant to be insulting. God's word has survived two thousand years of challenges, and it is not going to crumble because you learned what the Buddha taught about suffering. Confidence in the truth does not require ignorance of everything else.

			

			Fourth, be kind. The goal of this book is not to arm you for battle against your neighbors. It is to equip you for conversation with them. The people who follow these religions are not your enemies. Many of them are searching for the same things you are: meaning, hope, belonging, and answers to the questions that keep everyone up at night. When you know what they believe and why, you are better positioned to share what you believe with clarity and compassion.

			The apostle Peter wrote, “In your hearts honor Christ the Lord as holy, always being prepared to make a defense to anyone who asks you for a reason for the hope that is in you; yet do it with gentleness and respect” (1 Peter 3:15). That verse is the mission statement for this entire book. Be prepared. Be clear. And be kind.

			Turn the page.
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			New Testament Christianity

		

		
			Have you ever tried to give someone directions to your house? You probably start with a landmark they already know, like a school or a gas station, and then walk them through the turns from there. But here is the thing: you can only give those directions because you already know where your house is. If you did not know your own address, every set of directions in the world would be useless to you.

			This book is going to take you on a tour of the world's major religions. You will visit synagogues and mosques, temples and shrines. You will meet prophets, gurus, and monks. Some of what you discover will sound strange, and some of it will sound surprisingly familiar. But before you can understand how other religions compare to Christianity, you need to know Christianity itself. Not just the bumper-sticker version. Not just “Jesus loves me, this I know.” You need to understand what Christians believe, why they believe it, and how those beliefs shape the way they live every single day.

			Think of this chapter as your home address. Once you know it by heart, you will be able to navigate everything that comes next.

			One God

			Christianity begins with a bold and simple claim: there is one God. Not dozens. Not thousands. One. “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one” (Deuteronomy 6:4). That verse was the cornerstone of Israel's faith for centuries before Jesus was born, and it is still the foundation of Christianity today.

			But Christians believe something that surprises a lot of people: this one God exists as three persons. God the Father, God the Son (Jesus), and God the Holy Spirit are each fully God, yet there are not three gods. There is one. Christians call this the Trinity, and if it sounds hard to wrap your brain around, you are in good company. Believers have been wrestling with this truth for two thousand years. It is not a puzzle to be solved so much as a reality to be respected. The Bible does not use the word “Trinity,” but the idea runs all through its pages, from the Spirit hovering over the waters at creation (Genesis 1:2) to Jesus commanding his followers to baptize “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matthew 28:19).

			Why does this matter? Because the God of Christianity is not a distant force or an impersonal energy. He is a God who exists in relationship, and he invites people into that relationship.

			The Bible

			Every religion has its sacred texts, and for Christians that text is the Bible. It is actually a library of sixty-six books written by dozens of authors over roughly 1,500 years. It includes history, poetry, prophecy, letters, and law. The first thirty-nine books make up the Old Testament, which tells the story of God creating the world, calling a people (Israel), and making promises that would not be fully kept until Jesus arrived. The last twenty-seven books make up the New Testament, which records the life of Jesus, the birth of the church, and instructions for how to follow God until Jesus returns.

			New Testament Christians hold a conviction that makes them distinct from many other groups: the Bible alone is the authority for faith and practice. There is no creed book, no catechism, and no church council that gets the final word. If a belief or practice cannot be supported by Scripture, it has no place in the life of the church. That does not mean Christians agree on every detail, but it does mean the Bible is always the standard they come back to when there is a disagreement.

			This principle will come up again and again as you read through this book. When you look at other religions, one of the first questions to ask is always: Where does the authority come from?

			

			The Problem

			Here is where the story takes a turn that nobody likes but everybody recognizes. Something is wrong with the world, and something is wrong with us. The Bible calls it sin.

			Sin is not just breaking rules. It is a broken relationship. When the first humans, Adam and Eve, chose to disobey God in the garden of Eden, they introduced a fracture into creation that has never healed on its own. Every lie you have told, every unkind word you have spoken, every selfish choice you have made is proof that the fracture runs through you, too. “For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:23). That verse does not leave anyone out. All means all.

			The consequences of sin are serious. “For the wages of sin is death” (Romans 6:23). Not just physical death, though that is part of it. The Bible describes an eternal separation from God that awaits those who die without being reconciled to him. That sounds heavy, and it should. Christianity does not sugarcoat the problem. But it does offer a solution that changes everything.

			 The Solution

			The solution has a name: Jesus. Christians believe that Jesus of Nazareth was not simply a good teacher or an inspiring leader. He was God in the flesh. The Son of God left heaven, was born to a virgin named Mary, and lived a fully human life without ever sinning. That last part is important, because it means he was the only person in history who did not deserve death. And yet he died anyway.

			Around AD 30, Jesus was arrested on false charges, beaten, and nailed to a Roman cross outside the city of Jerusalem. He died and was buried in a borrowed tomb. But three days later, the tomb was empty. Jesus rose from the dead, appeared to hundreds of witnesses over the course of forty days, and then ascended into heaven where he sits at the right hand of God the Father.

			Why did all of this happen? Because God loved the world too much to leave it broken. “For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16). The cross was not an accident or a tragedy. It was a rescue mission. Jesus took the punishment for sin that every human being deserved, and his resurrection proved that death itself had been defeated.

			This is the heart of Christianity. Everything else flows from this one event.

			 Responding to the Good News

			If Jesus did all the work, does that mean people just sit back and accept it? Not exactly. The Bible teaches that salvation is a gift of grace. No one can earn it. But a gift still has to be received, and the New Testament is clear about how that happens.

			It starts with hearing the good news about Jesus. “So faith comes from hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ” (Romans 10:17). You cannot respond to a message you have never encountered.

			Next comes believing. Not just believing that God exists, but trusting that Jesus is who he claimed to be and that his death and resurrection actually accomplished what God said they would. “Without faith it is impossible to please God” (Hebrews 11:6).

			Belief leads to repentance, which means turning your life in a new direction. On the day the church was born, the apostle Peter told a crowd of convicted listeners, “Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38). Repentance is not just feeling sorry; it is making a decision to change.

			Then comes confession. Romans 10:9 says, “If you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.” Confession is going public with your faith. It is telling the world whose side you are on.

			Finally, a believer is baptized. Baptism is an immersion in water for the forgiveness of sins. It is not an empty ritual or an optional add-on. It is the moment when a person is united with Christ in his death, burial, and resurrection (Romans 6:3–4). When you come up out of that water, you come up as a new creation.

			Does this sequence of steps earn salvation? No. Salvation is still a gift from start to finish. But these are the ways God has told us to receive that gift, and trusting him enough to do what he says is what faith looks like in action.

			 The Church

			When someone is baptized into Christ, they are added to his church. Not a denomination. Not a building. The church is the body of Christ, a living community of people who belong to him.

			In the New Testament, each local church was led by a group of men called elders or shepherds. These were not distant executives running things from an office. They were mature Christian men who lived among the congregation and cared for it the way a shepherd cares for sheep. Churches also had deacons, who served practical needs, and preachers or evangelists, who taught and spread the gospel. There was no pope, no president, and no central headquarters. Each congregation answered directly to Christ through his word.

			The churches of Christ today try to follow that same pattern. You will not find a denominational structure or a human creed. The goal is simple: be the church you read about in the New Testament. That does not mean every congregation is perfect, but it does mean there is a constant effort to measure everything against Scripture.

			Worship

			

			If you walked into a church of Christ on a Sunday morning, you would notice a few things right away.

			First, you would hear singing, but you would not see a band. Churches of Christ practice what is called a cappella worship, meaning they sing without instruments. This is not because they dislike music. It is because the New Testament instructions for worship mention singing (Ephesians 5:19; Colossians 3:16) but never mention instruments, and the churches of Christ take seriously the principle of doing what Scripture authorizes rather than adding to it.

			Second, you would see the Lord's Supper served every Sunday. This is a simple meal of unleavened bread and grape juice that represents the body and blood of Jesus. The early church observed it on the first day of every week (Acts 20:7), and churches of Christ continue that practice today. It is a weekly reminder of Jesus' death on the cross and the cost of salvation.

			You would also hear prayers offered to God, a sermon from the Scriptures, and a collection taken to support the work of the church. None of it is flashy. The focus is not on entertaining the audience but on honoring God and encouraging his people.

			The Hope Ahead

			Christianity is not just about the past. It is also about the future. Jesus promised that one day he would return. When he does, the dead will be raised, and everyone who has ever lived will stand before God in judgment. Those who belong to Christ will receive eternal life. Those who rejected him will face eternal separation from God.

			Christians also believe in the resurrection of the body. The hope is not simply that your soul floats away to some cloudy spiritual realm. It is that God will make all things new, including you. Just as Jesus rose from the dead in a physical body, those who belong to him will be raised to live forever in a new creation where sin, suffering, and death are finally gone for good.
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