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How to use this book


Introduction


This book covers the subject content of Unit 2: Religion and Ethical Themes through the perspective of Christianity, Buddhism, Islam and Judaism, for the new WJEC GCSE Religious Studies qualification.


The book is set out in the order of the WJEC specification to help students and teachers work through any course of study in specification order.


The book includes information on all of the key concepts and detailed content for each part of the specification.


What is the assessment structure?


The assessment structure for the GCSE Religious Studies qualification requires students to complete two examination papers; one for Unit 1 Religion and Philosophical Themes and one for Unit 2 Religion and Ethical Themes.


The content below covers Unit 2 only.


Part A


Part A is the study of core beliefs and teachings of two religions.


For the first section of Part A students must study Christianity.


For the second section of Part A students must study a second world religion, we are only covering Buddhism, Islam and Judaism in this book.


The length of the examination paper for this unit is two hours.


Part B


Part B is the study of two ethical themes:





•  Issues of Relationships



•  Issues of Human Rights





These must be studied through the perspective of Christianity and one other world religion, which should be the same as the second world religion you studied for Part A.


Assessment objectives


In each component there are different types of questions on the examination paper to assess the two different assessment objectives. The assessment objectives are referred to as A01 and A02 in the specification.


The two different assessment objectives test different dimensions of your religious knowledge and understanding.


In the GCSE examinations, each assessment objective is worth 50 per cent of the total mark.



Assessment objective 1


You need to demonstrate knowledge and understanding of religion and belief*, including:





•  belief, practices and sources of authority



•  the influence on individuals, communities and societies



•  similarities and differences within and/or between religions and belief.





The form of questions for this assessment objective will vary but common rubric instructions for this assessment objective are:





•  What is meant by …? or What do Christians/Muslims/Jews/Buddhists mean by…?



•  Describe …



•  Explain …





Assessment objective 2


You need to analyse and evaluate aspects of religion and belief*, including their significance and influence.


The form of question for this assessment objective will provide you with a statement followed by the rubric instruction:


Discuss this statement showing that you have considered more than one point of view. (You must refer to religion and belief in your answer.)


Answering the questions


It is important to know the structure of the exam paper and the type of questions that will be asked.


For all exam questions consider two questions:





•  How many marks are awarded for the question? This will help you consider how much time should be spent on your answer and the depth of your answer.



•  What is the question asking you to do? No question will ever ask you to write all that you know! What are the most important words in the question? Remember you can highlight them to help you focus on what the question is asking.





It is important to remember that there are four types of questions. The space in your exam booklet will give you an idea of how much to write though there is no requirement to fill all of the lines. It is also important to look at the marking grids so you can see what is required for each of the mark bands.



Question (a) – AO1





•  1 mark for a straightforward definition.



•  2 marks for a developed definition and/or an example.





These are always the first question in each unit. They ask you to state what the key concept means. Your responses can include an example.


Throughout the book you will find examples of the definitions of all the key concepts. There are twelve key concepts for the Part A and eight key concepts for the Part B.


Remember there are only two marks available for these questions so it important you are able to give an accurate definition which is to the point.


Question (b) – AO1


In these questions you will be expected to describe a particular religious teaching, belief, idea, practice, place, event or view. There is a maximum of five marks for this type of question. To gain full marks you should be able to show your knowledge using appropriate religious terms and any relevant sources of wisdom or sacred texts.






	Band

	Band Descriptor

	Mark total






	3

	An excellent, coherent description showing awareness and insight into the religious idea, belief, practice, teaching or concept.

Uses a range of appropriate religious/specialist language and terms and, where relevant, sources of wisdom and authority, extensively, accurately and appropriately.



	4–5






	2

	A good, generally accurate answer showing knowledge and understanding of the religious idea, belief, practice, teaching or concept.

Uses religious/specialist language and terms and/or sources of wisdom and authority generally accurately.



	2–3






	1

	A limited statement of information about the religious idea, belief, practice, teaching or concept.

Uses religious/specialist language and terms and/or sources of wisdom and authority in a limited way.



	1






	0

	No relevant information provided.

	0








Question (c) – AO1


These questions expect you to ‘explain’ a religious teaching, belief, idea, practice, event or view in the religions you have studied. There is a maximum of eight marks for this type of question. You need to use appropriate religious terms and relevant sources of wisdom or sacred texts.


In the Part B (Religion and Ethical Themes), you will be required to consider two religious perspectives for the (c) questions. The two perspectives must come from Christianity and the other religion you are studying in Part A.






	Band

	Band Descriptor

	Mark total






	4

	An excellent, highly detailed explanation showing awareness and insight into the religious idea, belief, practice, teaching or concept.

Uses a range of religious/specialist language, terms and sources of wisdom and authority extensively, accurately and appropriately.



	7–8






	3

	A very good, explanation showing awareness of the religious idea, belief, practice, teaching or concept.

Uses a range of religious/specialist language, terms and sources of wisdom and authority accurately and appropriately.



	5–6






	2

	A satisfactory explanation showing some awareness of the religious idea, belief, practice, teaching or concept.

Uses religious/specialist language, terms and/or sources of wisdom and authority with some accuracy



	3–4






	1

	A limited explanation showing little awareness of the religious idea, belief, practice, teaching or concept.

Uses religious/specialist language, terms and/or sources of wisdom and authority in a limited way and with little accuracy.



	1–2






	0

	No relevant information provided.

	0







Question (d) – AO2


These are very important questions as they are worth fifteen marks. The question requires you to read and understand a statement and then:


Discuss this statement showing that you have considered more than one point of view. (You must refer to religion and belief in your answer)


(15)


Responses must analyse, evaluate, offer different and/or alternative views and reach well supported judgements.


Non-religious beliefs can be included (but don’t have to be) in any appropriate (d) question that lends itself to a non-religious response.


Throughout the book there are tasks which will help you develop skills needed for the examination:





•  Using religious and sacred text references and references to other sources of wisdom and authority.



•  Using religious language and terms.



•  Showing the diversity of beliefs and practices within a religious tradition.









	Band

	Band Descriptor

	Mark Total






	4

	An excellent, highly detailed analysis and evaluation of the issue based on comprehensive and accurate knowledge of religion, religious teaching and moral reasoning.

Clear and well supported judgements are formulated and a comprehensive range of different and/or alternative viewpoints are considered


Uses and interprets religious/specialist language, terms and sources of wisdom and authority extensively, accurately, appropriately and in detail.



	12–15






	3

	A very good, detailed analysis and evaluation of the issue based on thorough and accurate knowledge of religion, religious teaching and moral reasoning. Judgements are formulated with support and a balanced range of different and/or alternative viewpoints are considered. Uses and interprets religious/specialist language, terms and sources of wisdom and authority accurately, appropriately and in detail.

	8–11






	2

	A satisfactory analysis and evaluation of the issue based on some accurate knowledge of religion, religious teaching and moral reasoning. Some judgements are formulated and some different and/or alternative viewpoints are considered. Uses and interprets some religious/specialist language, terms and/or sources of wisdom and authority with some accuracy.

	4–7






	1

	A weak analysis and evaluation of the issue based on limited and/or inaccurate knowledge of religion, religious teaching and/or moral reasoning. A limited and/or poor attempt or no attempt to formulate judgements or offer different and/or alternative viewpoints. Poor use or no use of religious/specialist language, terms and/or sources of wisdom and authority.

	1–3






	0

	No relevant point of view stated.

	0







Question 1(d) will also have 6 marks available for spelling, punctuation and the accurate use of grammar.



Additional note


The complete WJEC specification is available on the WJEC website.


There are a variety of digital resources and other materials to support the teaching of this specification on the WJEC website.


Further information may be found in the specification content about alternative routes through the specification based on the study of other world faiths (Catholic Christianity, Hinduism, Sikhism) not included in this textbook.


*The term ‘belief’ includes religious and non-religious belief as appropriate to the subject content requirements.





Christianity
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Key Concepts


Baptism This sacrament is a rite of initiation, through which people become members of the Church. The word ‘baptise’ means to immerse in water. Water is used as a symbol of the washing away of sin.


Bible Christian sacred text believed by Christians to be revealed and/or inspired by God, made up of the Old and New Testaments.


Confirmation A rite through which a person who has been baptised (particularly one baptised as an infant) affirms their Christian belief and is recognised as a full member of the Church.


Eucharist Meaning ‘thanksgiving’ and also called ‘Holy Communion’. The service which celebrates the death and Resurrection of Jesus. Bread and wine represent (or, as some Christians such as Catholics believe, actually become) the body and blood of Jesus. The Eucharist is a re-enactment of the Last Supper.


Free will The ability to make choices (particularly moral choices) voluntarily and independently. The belief that nothing is predetermined.


Heaven/Hell Heaven – a ‘place’ or ‘state’ in the afterlife where those who have accepted God’s grace and forgiveness in this life will enjoy an eternal existence in God’s presence in the next life. Hell – a ‘place’ or ‘state’ of punishment in the afterlife for those who, through their own free will, reject God’s grace and forgiveness and will have chosen to live eternally outside of God’s presence.


Judgement The belief that God will judge whether or not humans are worthy to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.


Marriage symbols Features of the wedding ceremony that indicate the purpose and meaning of marriage. For instance, the wedding ring, being a continuous circle of precious metal symbolises the never-ending, precious love between the bride and groom.


Pilgrimage A journey made to a sacred place as an act of worship or devotion, for example, Christians may visit Jerusalem to walk in Jesus’ footsteps.


Reason The process of logical thought; the ability to think in a logical way. To form judgements and opinions through rational and evidence-based consideration.


Revelation God making himself known to humankind; for instance, through the Bible.


Vows Promises made between people or a person’s promises to God. Wedding vows are promises which the bride and groom make, committing themselves to one another.
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Core Questions
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How do Christians mark stages on life’s journey?
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Is the Bible true?
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What is the Bible used for?
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Why do modern Christians go on pilgrimage?
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Is there life after death?
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What do Christians need to do to get to heaven?
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1 Christianity: Beliefs and teachings


The Bible


The Bible as the Word of God


Although the Bible is usually published as a single volume of text it is, in fact, a collection of 66 separate books written by 40 different people (though the Catholic Church recognises 73 books and the Orthodox Churches 76 or more). These books are arranged in two sections called the Old Testament and the New Testament.


The Old Testament comprises 39 books. It covers the laws, history, prophecies, poetry and philosophy of the ancient Israelite (Jewish) people and was written between about 1400BCE and 100BCE. It is roughly the same as the Jewish Bible. It was written in the Hebrew and Aramaic languages.
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Key Concept


Bible Christian sacred text believed by Christians to be revealed and/or inspired by God, made up of the Old and New Testaments.
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All of the Christian denominations agree that the New Testament consists of 27 books, written between about 50CE and 100CE. It covers the life and teachings of Jesus, events in the lives of the first Christians, teachings of the early Church, and prophecy. It was written in Greek.
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The Word of God


Those who are not Christians may consider the Bible to be a work of fiction. They are likely to point out that the Bible was written by human beings over a long period of time. They would say that it was humans who decided which books were to be included and which to be left out. They would add that there are no surviving original texts of the New Testament books: the vast majority of the New Testament derives from copies of documents produced hundreds of years after they were originally written. These non-Christians would go on to explain that none of the New Testament writers actually knew Jesus; the earliest book was written 20 years after he died.


However, Christians believe that the Bible is not the invention of human beings, but is the Word of God. They do not agree about what this means, and we shall see (on page 11–13) that there are different ways of interpreting the Bible.





•  Some believe that it is literally true, dictated, as it were, by God to the biblical writers.



•  Some hold that the Bible writers were somehow influenced by God in their work.



•  Some believe that the Bible contains metaphors or symbols rather than literal truth.



•  Nevertheless, all Christians agree that somehow the Bible contains teachings that come from God.
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A lectern, a stand on which the Bible is placed. In many Anglican churches, it has the figure of an eagle with the Bible on its back. This symbolises the Word of God being carried around the world.
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Task





1  Could a Christian believe that the Bible is the Word of God without believing that it contains the words of God?



2  Why might someone disagree with the idea that the Bible is the Word of God?
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Authority


If the Bible is the Word of God, as Christians believe, then it has authority in both senses of the word. Christians would say that:





•  The Bible is the product of God’s supreme knowledge and wisdom and so is true, final and definitive.



•  Because the Bible is true, it has power to inspire people to follow its teachings in their lives.





Sacred scripture


Scripture literally means ‘writings’. However, sacred scripture refers particularly to those writings that have special religious significance. In the case of Christian scripture, it means those books that together constitute the Word of God. This collection is called the biblical canon. Canon means ‘rule’, implying that the list of books that make up the Bible is official.
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Task


Explain what Christians mean when they say that the Bible has authority.
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However, the books of the Christian Bible were written by many people from different cultural backgrounds over many centuries. The biblical canon came about through a natural process, during which some books were thought to be authoritative and some not.


It was not until the sixteenth century CE that the list and order of the biblical canon was finally confirmed by a group of Church officials known as the Council of Trent.


For books to be included in the canon and accepted as Christian scripture, they had to meet four criteria.





•  Apostolic origin – a New Testament book must have been written by, or based on the teachings of, a first-century follower of Jesus.



•  Universal acceptance – the inclusion of the book must have been agreed by all early Christian communities and (in the case of the Old Testament) Jewish authorities.



•  Liturgical use – the book must have been used in worship by early Christians.



•  Consistent message – all books should contain teachings that complement those of the other accepted Christian writings.





What makes Christian scripture sacred is the belief that those men who confirmed the final and authoritative list of the books of the Bible were guided by God in making their decisions. Therefore, Christians believe that the Bible is complete, insofar as it contains the authoritative teachings given by God, with nothing added and nothing taken away.


This is emphasised in the book of Deuteronomy:




Now, Israel, hear the decrees and laws I am about to teach you. Follow them so that you may live and may go in and take possession of the land the Lord, the God of your ancestors, is giving you. Do not add to what I command you and do not subtract from it, but keep the commands of the Lord your God that I give you.


(Deuteronomy 4.1–2)





Inspiration


As we have seen, Christianity teaches that the writers of the books of the Bible were in some way influenced or guided by God so that their writings are the Word of God. A verse in the New Testament says, ‘All Scripture is God-breathed.’ (2 Timothy 3.16). The Greek word that is translated as ‘God-breathed’ literally means ‘breathed out by God’. This implies that the process of transferring the Word of God is a deep and personal one in which God implanted his mind into the minds of the biblical authors.


Inspiration could mean one of three things.





•  God dictated, word for word, what the authors were to write.



•  The authors wrote in their own style, influenced by their personal backgrounds and cultures, yet God ensured that what they wrote was what he wanted them to write.



•  The authors used their own words to explain their personal experiences of God.






Revelation
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‘The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands.’ (Psalm 19.1)





Revelation refers to ways in which God reveals himself or makes himself known to human beings. Christians believe that he can be discovered by everyone in his creation, for example, in the beauty of the natural world. This is known as general revelation. On the other hand, Christians believe that God also reveals himself to individuals directly through spiritual experiences. This is called special revelation.
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Key Concept


Revelation God making himself known to humankind; for instance, through the Bible.
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The divine inspiration of scripture means that God has taken an active part in the production of the Bible. God has somehow communicated with individual people and has had a hand in what the Bible has to say. This is a form of special revelation.


It is also a form of general revelation, since it is a means for God to make himself known to all people.
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Task


Explain the difference between general and specific revelation with reference to the Bible.
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The Bible as a collection of human writings


The Bible was written over many centuries by people from a variety of social, political and cultural contexts. Each of the writers had his own reasons for writing and his own objectives. Analysing the historical and social contexts of the biblical authors can provide greater understanding of their writings. This kind of exploration of biblical texts is called historical criticism. In this context the word ‘criticism’ does not mean ‘criticise’. Rather it means that biblical texts can be explored in an academic way, just as other ancient texts can be studied.


The general aim of historical criticism is to try to discover what the original author intended his text to mean in his time and place. More specifically, it tries to answer questions such as:





•  Who wrote the text? (AUTHORSHIP)



•  Why was it written? (AUTHOR’S INTENTIONS)



•  For whom was it written? (AUDIENCE)



•  What else was happening at the time it was written? (CONTEXT)



•  In which culture was it written? (SOCIETY)
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Examples of the results of historical criticism





•  Biblical scholars were aware that three of the four gospels contained passages that were very similar and, in some cases, identical. Historical criticism was able to establish that Mark’s Gospel was probably the first to be written and that Matthew and Luke copied parts of it into their accounts. But some material common to Matthew and Luke does not appear in Mark. So Matthew and Luke must have had another source of information, probably a collection of Jesus’ sayings, which they included.



•  Historical criticism has explored the aims of the gospel writers based on who they were and who their audiences were. For example, the author of Matthew’s Gospel was a Christian from the Jewish tradition. He wrote between 80 and 90CE to Jewish Christians in Syria who were being pushed out of their communities by Jewish leaders. Matthew emphasises Jesus’ Jewishness – his descent from King David and Abraham. He presents Jesus as the Messiah, the King of the Jews. His purpose is to show his readers that Jesus is the fulfilment of Old Testament prophecy.



•  Paul, in his letter to Christians in Rome, seems to imply that homosexuality is sinful. Some historical critics have examined Paul’s use of language in the context of the Roman world-view at the time. First-century Romans did not consider sexuality to be a feature of personal identity; people were not thought of as gay or straight. Homosexuality, rather than being seen as a particular sexual orientation, was thought to be an example of sexual excess and a lack of self-discipline. So Paul may not have been criticising people for being gay, but for lacking self-control.
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Unsurprisingly, biblical criticism is a subject of controversy among Christians. While some maintain it is a scholarly and academically sound method of analysing complex texts, there are those who would say that it is inappropriate to apply secular methods to writing that is divinely inspired.
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Task


We must never forget that the Word of God transcends time. Human opinions come and go. What is very modern today will be very antiquated tomorrow. On the other hand, the Word of God is the Word of eternal life, it bears within it eternity and is valid for ever.


Pope Benedict XVI, Papal Audience on St Jerome, 7 November 2007


Explain Pope Benedict’s view on historical criticism.
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How the Bible is used


Uses/usefulness


St Paul wrote a letter to his friend and colleague, Timothy, to encourage him to be strong in his faith. In it, he says that Timothy’s knowledge of sacred scripture will help him because it will give him wisdom. He goes on to say:




All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.


(2 Timothy 3.16–17)





We have seen that ‘God-breathed’ literally means that scripture is breathed out by God into the mind of a human writer; God is the inspiration for what is written. The rest of the passage explains why scripture (that is, the Bible) is useful and how it can be used.


Teaching


For Christians, the Bible contains answers to ultimate questions, such as:





•  Is there a god?



•  What is God like?



•  Does life have a purpose?



•  What is the meaning of life?



•  Why does life entail suffering?



•  What is death?



•  What happens beyond death?





The Bible, then, teaches Christians about their faith and enables others to learn about Christian beliefs.


Rebuking


Rebuking means exposing shortcomings. The Bible contains teachings about ethics, values, behaviour and social living. It describes the consequences of failing to live up to the expectations that God has of people. The Bible enables Christians to extend compassion to others by pointing out sinfulness when they see it and encouraging them to avoid it. In so doing, Christians may recognise their own shortcomings and take steps to overcome them.


Correcting


The Bible is not just about describing sin and its consequences. It also explains how people can modify their outlook and change their behaviour to meet God’s expectations. The Bible is, essentially, the story of how human beings broke God’s trust and how they can mend their relationship with him.


Training in righteousness


Christians believe that they can have a personal relationship with God. The Bible teaches that God, the creator of all life, is like a father. As such, he has a role as a parent in teaching people how to get on in life, managing relationships, making wise decisions and coping when things go wrong. Christians believe that he does this through his sacred scripture.


The end result of using the Bible in these ways, says St Paul, is, ‘so the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.’ In other words, Christians believe that the Bible contains the complete teachings necessary for a person to think and act in the world as God wishes them to.


Absolute Law


The word ‘testament’ means covenant, or contract. The Jewish Bible is described by Christians as the Old Testament because it contains the contract that God made with the ancient Jewish people. This contract stated that God would protect them if they obeyed his laws.


The laws of the Old Testament fall into two categories.





•  Most of them are case law or casuistic laws. These are conditional laws; they describe particular circumstances or cases and their consequences. They apply only to people in those circumstances. For example, ‘If you lend money to one of my people among you who is needy, do not treat it like a business deal; charge no interest.’ (Exodus 22.25). This law applies to loans made to very poor people. Others may be charged interest.



•  Some laws in the Old Testament are absolute and are known as Apodictic Law. These are direct commands that apply to everyone. The Ten Commandments are examples of apodictic law, for example, ‘You shall not murder.’ (Exodus 20.13). This applies to everyone.
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Biblical laws are contained in the Old Testament. Jews call it the Torah.





Christianity teaches that the New Testament replaces the agreement that the Jewish people had with God and is a new contract. This is a new relationship that God has with all people, not just Jews. Where does this leave the Old Testament? Jesus is recorded as saying:




Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfil them.


(Matthew 5.17)





Does this mean that Christians are not subject to the laws of the Old Testament? Christians believe that the casuistic law, which mainly covers Jewish rituals and civil cases, applies just to Jews. However, the apodictic law (for example, the Ten Commandments) applies to everyone, including Christians, in spite of the new relationship they have with God.


Guidance


Christians believe that God not only requires them to live in a certain way, but guides them in how to do it:




For this God is our God for ever and ever; he will be our guide even to the end.


(Psalm 48.14)





The Bible itself teaches that God’s guidance is transmitted through his spirit and is made known through sacred scripture.




Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God.


(Ephesians 6.17)





Some of the Bible’s teachings are general and provide universal guidance on how to live. For example, the Bible says that people should love God and their fellow humans (including their enemies), worship God and give him thanks, feed the poor, seek justice for the oppressed, be faithful to their marriage partners and so on.


However, it is often the case that the Bible does not give specific direction on how to act in specific circumstances. Christians believe that God’s Holy Spirit continues to work through them by giving them the power to apply biblical teachings to particular situations. In his letter to Christians in Rome, St Paul writes:




… be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is – his good, pleasing and perfect will.


(Romans 12.2)





In other words, Christianity teaches that God reshapes a person’s mind so that they can make wise decisions. In this way, God communicates directly with them through scripture.


Use during worship


Many Christians read passages from the Bible privately. They might read studies or commentaries to help them understand it better and they might pray to deepen their understanding. In addition, most Christian denominations use the Bible as a central part of communal worship:





•  Church services often include the singing of hymns, which are based on biblical passages.



•  Some churches display posters or banners of Bible verses.



•  Prayers are usually based on the Bible.



•  Most sermons are based on a passage of the Bible.



•  Some churches follow a lectionary, a schedule of Bible readings for each day of the year.



•  In chapels, the Bible is placed on the lectern in front of the congregation to show that worship is about to start. The congregation stands out of respect for the Word of God.



•  In Anglican and Catholic churches, the congregation stands when the Gospel is being read.



•  Orthodox Christians may kiss the Bible out of respect.
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Uses of the Bible in worship





The Bible is also used in particular ceremonies.


Christening


Christening is a baptism service in which a baby is formally given its Christian (first) name. There is always at least one reading from the Bible, but the baby’s parents are free to choose which. If there is only one reading, it is usually taken from the gospels. For example:




At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptised by John in the Jordan. Just as Jesus was coming up out of the water, he saw heaven being torn open and the Spirit descending on him like a dove. And a voice came from heaven: ‘You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.’


(Mark 1.9–11)





This passage describes the baptism of Jesus by his cousin, John. It shows that the tradition of baptising originated with Jesus.


In addition, there may be a reading that clarifies the purpose of baptism and the importance of developing a life of faith, for example:




Repent and be baptised, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit.


(Acts 2.38)





Christening, or infant baptism, marks the beginning of a person’s spiritual journey through life. Parents or godparents may buy a Bible as a present for the child, to provide them with guidance as they grow up. Friends and family may give picture books of Bible stories to help with the child’s Christian upbringing.




[image: ]

A picture book of Bible stories is a popular christening present.





Marriage


The Liturgy of the Word is a sequence of Bible readings that takes place during a Catholic mass and forms part of the Catholic marriage ceremony. It consists of three Bible readings that explain biblical and Church teachings about marriage: one (from a choice of nine) from the Old Testament; one (from a choice of 13) from the New Testament, usually one of St Paul’s letters; and one (from a choice of 10) from the Gospel. Couples are encouraged to meditate on each of the readings in order to choose the most appropriate for their married relationship.


Popular readings include:


From the Old Testament




Then the Lord God made a woman from the rib he had taken out of the man, and he brought her to the man. The man said, “This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called “woman”, for she was taken out of man.” That is why a man leaves his father and mother and is united to his wife, and they become one flesh.


(Genesis 2.22–24)





From the New Testament




Marriage should be honoured by all, and the marriage bed kept pure, for God will judge the adulterer and all the sexually immoral. Keep your lives free from the love of money and be content with what you have, because God has said, ‘Never will I leave you; never will I forsake you.’


(Hebrews 13.4–5)





From the Gospel




So they are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined together, let no one separate.


(Matthew 19:6)





Other denominations are less prescriptive in the choice of Bible readings. Most have lists of recommended texts (including some of those used in the Catholic Liturgy of the Word), but the bride and groom are free to choose any passage that has a special meaning for them.


Funerals


Christianity teaches that God has power over life and death. This is reflected in some passages in the Bible that are read out at funeral services. For example:




Jesus said … ‘I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even though they die; and whoever lives by believing in me will never die.’


(John 11.25–26)





Biblical passages designed to comfort the bereaved may also be read. For example:




Even though I walk through the darkest valley, I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.


(Psalm 23.4)
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Task


Explain how and why the Bible is used in Christian worship.
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Interpreting the Bible


Although most Christians would describe the Bible as the Word of God, insofar as God, somehow, has influenced its content to a greater or lesser extent, they cannot agree on what this means. Because of this, different Christians interpret biblical teachings on philosophical and ethical issues differently. This is why there is such a diversity of Christian belief.


In essence, there are four ways of interpreting biblical writings:





•  literal



•  conservative



•  symbolic



•  mythological.
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Christians have different beliefs about how the Bible should be interpreted. Does it need to be adapted to apply to modern society or is it the direct Word of God that should always be followed?





Literal


Literalism is the view that the Bible contains the actual words of God. This means that it must be taken literally and cannot be subject to human interpretation. Literalists believe that everything about the Bible was written with deliberate precision by God. Everything is accurate – chronological order, cosmology, biology, narrative – and nothing is false.


This means that biblical accounts take precedence over science. So, for example, literalism holds that God created the universe from nothing in six days; that God created a single man from the earth and a women from his rib; that the man and the woman disobeyed God and were banished from the Garden of Eden; that the world was flooded, killing all human life except for Noah and his family; that Jesus performed miracles; and that Jesus rose from the dead.


Conservative


Conservatives believe that the Bible is true and without error in presenting God’s vision, aims and expectations for human beings. In the early 1960s, the Second Vatican Council of the Catholic Church put forward a conservative view of biblical inspiration that fell short of supporting literalism.




In composing the sacred books, God chose men and while employed by Him they made use of their powers and abilities, so that with Him acting in them and through them, they, as true authors, consigned to writing everything and only those things which He wanted.


Since everything asserted by the inspired authors or sacred writers must be held to be asserted by the Holy Spirit, it follows that the books of Scripture must be acknowledged as teaching solidly, faithfully and without error that truth which God wanted put into sacred writings for the sake of salvation.


(Dei Verbum, Chapter III §11)





So, the conservative view is that the Bible was written by human authors, using their human powers and abilities, but they wrote only what God wanted them to. Therefore, the Bible needs to be interpreted in order to understand the true meaning of the text:




However, since God speaks in sacred scripture through men in human fashion, the interpreter of sacred scripture, in order to see clearly what God wanted to communicate to us, should carefully investigate what meaning the sacred writers really intended, and what God wanted to manifest by means of their words.


(Dei Verbum, Chapter III §12)





So conservative Christians do not believe that the universe was created literally in six days and believe that human beings are a product of evolution. They would accept scientific views of creation, but look for messages and Christian truths: God created the universe; human beings were the high point of creation; human beings control the earth on God’s behalf; human disobedience broke their relationship of trust with God; and so on.


Symbolic


Those who favour a symbolic interpretation of the Bible believe that the Bible has layers of meaning that have spiritual rather than literal importance. For example, it is not important whether or not, in fact, Noah built an ark to survive the global flood. The importance of the story lies in its message about judgement and grace: God’s hatred of sin and love for his creation. Of course, there may be some historical facts in the Bible, but, to the symbolic interpreter, their significance lies in their meaning.


Symbolic interpreters will focus on symbolic links between different biblical narratives.


Finally, symbolic interpretation analyses the meanings of stories and parables in the Bible. So, for example, Jesus may or may not have actually cured a person with leprosy, but the significance of the story lies in the fact that lepers were untouchables and outcasts and by touching the man, Jesus showed how they should be treated; with respect and compassion.


Similarly, someone who interprets the Bible in a symbolic way might argue that Jesus may, or may not, have actually cured the blind man or turned water in to wine, but the real significance of these stories lie in the meaning, for example, that Jesus fulfilled the Old Testament prophecy that the Messiah would ‘give sight to the blind and set the downtrodden free’.


Those who interpret the Bible symbolically, therefore, do not believe that God dictated his words to the writers; they wrote his message in their own style and with their own intentions.


Biblical myth


Most Christians accept that the Bible was written by men in a pre-scientific age, many of whom adapted stories from other cultures for their own purposes. Through these primitive writings, they tried to express their understanding of the nature of the universe and their beliefs about the part God plays in it.


So those who interpret the Bible through biblical myth recognise that the story of the creation of the universe, for example, lacks scientific credibility and is just plain wrong. Many of the myths are borrowed from earlier civilisations. For example, the story of the Flood can be found in the Epic of Gilamesh, a Sumerian poem. Similarly, other religious traditions contain stories of miracles and supernatural events that are also found in the Bible.


Those who interpret the Bible mythologically would say that a literal interpretation is too narrow. Not only does it make Christian belief look absurd in the scientific age, it limits God’s actions in the world to historical events. By interpreting the Bible more liberally, biblical teachings can be seen to apply in all places at all times.
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Interpretations of the Bible – a summary


Literal





•  God wrote the Bible, not humans (though he wrote it through humans).



•  The Bible contains no errors and is factually accurate.



•  Biblical accounts take precedence over science.





Conservative





•  The Bible contains God’s words through humans.



•  The Bible needs to be interpreted carefully to see behind the historical and cultural contexts in which it was written.



•  God’s truths are revealed in the Bible as he intended them.





Symbolic





•  The symbolic meaning of biblical texts is more important than their literal meaning.



•  Symbolic meaning reveals God’s teachings.



•  Teachings may be spiritual or moral, but not scientific.





Biblical myth





•  The Bible was written by primitive people in a pre-scientific era.



•  Many biblical narratives come from earlier cultures.



•  The mythological interpretation of the Bible makes Christian teachings universal, not limited to history.
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The Bible and other sources of authority


The authority of the Bible means, for Christians, that it is a reliable and credible source of wisdom. They therefore use it to guide them in decision-making in relation to moral issues or the management of relationships. However, many twenty-first-century problems are not covered in the Bible and Christians have to interpret the information they have in the best way they can.


For example, the Bible says nothing about abortion. However, it has plenty to say about the sanctity of life, about its creation by God, about God’s love for each individual and about the wrongness of taking life. A Christian would use these passages to help them form a view about abortion, but are likely to turn, too, to other sources of authority. Not all of these will be religious.


Conscience




When Gentiles, who do not have the law, do by nature things required by the law, they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law. They show that the requirements of the law are written on their hearts, their consciences also bearing witness, and their thoughts sometimes accusing them and at other times even defending them.


(Romans 2.14–15)





Gentiles have not been brought up in the Jewish tradition so may not be aware of the laws of the Old Testament. Nevertheless, St Paul says that some gentiles follow these laws ‘by nature’; they seem to know these laws by themselves, even though they have not been taught them (‘they are a law for themselves, even though they do not have the law’). It is as if they are ‘written on their hearts’, so they know when they are doing right or doing wrong.


In other words, St Paul is saying that a person’s conscience, the intuitive understanding of right and wrong, is actually knowledge of God’s laws put into their mind by God.


Many Christian thinkers, therefore, believe that the conscience is the highest authority in deciding what is good or bad, right or wrong. Pope John Paul II claimed that the conscience is an ‘infallible’ guide; it is never wrong:




The individual conscience is accorded the status of a supreme tribunal of moral judgment which hands down categorical and infallible decisions about good and evil.


(John Paul II, Veritatis Splendor, 1993)





The Second Vatican Council of the Roman Catholic Church described the conscience as the voice of God:




Man has in his heart a law written by God; to obey it is the very dignity of man; according to it he will be judged. Conscience is the most secret core and sanctuary of a man. There he is alone with God, whose voice echoes in his depths.


(Vatican II, Gaudium et spes §1, 1965)
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Task





1  Explain what John Paul II believed about the conscience.



2  Do you agree with him? Give reasons for your opinion.
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Family




The family remains a permanent and necessary unit of social and personal life. It is the primary form in which God intends his children to share in common life and experience.


(The Methodist Conference, A Christian Understanding of Family Life, the Single Person and Marriage, 1992)





Christians believe that children should be brought up in a loving family, founded on marriage and embracing Christian teachings and values. This is because they believe that marriage is given by God solely to human beings so that they may have children and bring them up to love God. This means that parents should train their children in the moral standards expressed in the Bible. They should be exemplars of living a Christian life, bringing their children up to experience and exercise love and forgiveness.
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Task


The family is often described as the basic unit of society. What do you think this means? What might a Christian view be?
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Reason




Reason in man is rather like God in the world.


(Thomas Aquinas, Opuscule II, De Regno)





Thomas Aquinas, a thirteenth-century Christian philosopher, believed that conscience is a natural and God-given ability to distinguish between right and wrong. However, he thought that it is not entirely reliable. People sometimes do the wrong thing when they believe they are doing good.


So Aquinas said that conscience needs to be applied using reason: people need to think through what their conscience is telling them and what the consequences of different courses of action are likely to be.
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Key Concept


Reason The process of logical thought; the ability to think in a logical way. To form judgements and opinions through rational and evidence-based consideration.
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Society


Many people believe that Christianity has a declining influence on the moral thinking of society in the United Kingdom today. Political structures have greater authority than religious ones and the scientific world-view carries greater weight than a spiritual one. Some Christians believe that the influence of politics and science on society actually undermines Christian teachings.


On the other hand, there are examples of Christian teachings maintaining an influence on society:





•  Members of Parliament and the House of Lords swear an oath of loyalty to the monarch and may do so on the Bible.



•  In times of crisis, people who have previously had little connection with Christianity may turn to biblical teachings for comfort.



•  Christian values, such as the sanctity of life, have great impact on political decisions about moral issues.
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People often turn to religion when in difficult circumstances. This poster was placed in memory for the victims of the bombing at the Manchester Arena in 2017.





Situations


We have seen that the Bible, written over 2,000 years ago, does not make pronouncements on all moral situations. In addition, some Christians believe that it is not good enough simply to follow the moral laws presented in the Bible, for example the Ten Commandments. These commands teach people to avoid wrongdoing, but do not specifically encourage people to be good. They would say that Jesus, in the New Testament, provides a template for the Christian life and it is based on love (agape).


Situation ethics is an ethical system developed within Christianity. It says that, in each individual situation, a person should decide what is the most loving course of action.




All laws and rules and principles and ideals and norms, are only contingent, only valid if they happen to serve love.


(Joseph Fletcher, Situation Ethics: The New Morality, 1966)





For example, one of the Ten Commandments says that it wrong to murder. A situationist, while agreeing with the general principle, would say that there may be exceptions, depending on circumstances. Shooting a serial killer may be an acceptable course of action to prevent further deaths.


Civil Law


Civil Law consists of the laws that govern relationships between people or between people and institutions.


For centuries, traditions in the United Kingdom evolved against a background of Christian belief. Many laws have been based on biblical moral teaching, particularly the Ten Commandments.


However, since the middle of the twentieth century, the influence of Christianity over British law has been challenged. The general acceptance of biblical values by the population has been replaced by a drive for individual freedoms, including freedom of religion and freedom from religion. Challenges to Christian values have included changes in laws relating to abortion, divorce, blasphemy, obscenity and same-sex marriage.
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This painting of Moses receiving the Ten Commandments hangs in the House of Lords in London.





Laws change in response to changes in public moral thinking. Morality changes relative to time (moral relativism). Yet many Christians maintain that the laws of the Bible are absolute and apply to all people at all times in all circumstances.
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Tasks





1  What evidence is there that the United Kingdom is a Christian country?



2  ‘Moral decisions should be based on absolute religious laws’. Explain your response to this statement and include the following words: Relativism, Agape, Situation ethics, Civil laws, Biblical morality, and Absolute.
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Circumstances


Moral relativism is the idea that moral attitudes change over time or between cultures and across circumstances. Situation ethics is a form of moral relativism that says that moral action needs to be decided in individual circumstances based on love. Christian Situation Ethicists would say that this conforms with the teachings of Jesus: Jesus was prepared to adapt Jewish laws to fit particular circumstances.


However, other Christians would say that biblical morality is absolute. It is absolute because it is commanded by God to apply to all people at all times in all circumstances.


The Afterlife


Christians believe that after the body dies, something unseen survives and continues to live in a spiritual way. This spiritual life beyond death is called the afterlife. Indeed, this belief in life after death is at the very centre of Christianity.


Belief in life after death


Christianity teaches that three days after Jesus was crucified and died, he rose from the dead and came back to life: the Resurrection. The apostle Paul, in a letter to the Corinthians, sums up the importance of this for the Christian faith when he writes:




If the dead are not raised, then Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished.


(1 Corinthians 15–17)
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Christianity teaches that Jesus came back to life three days after his execution on the cross.





St Paul asserts that if Jesus’ Resurrection did not happen and if belief in life after death is false, then the Christian faith is meaningless.


There are a number of references in the New Testament to teachings about death and the afterlife, and belief in an afterlife is affirmed in both the Christian creeds. For example, the Nicene Creed ends with a reference to resurrection:




I look for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come.





This explains why the story of Jesus’ crucifixion and Resurrection is so important to Christians, because it provides them with evidence that death is not the end and, although physical bodies die, their immortal souls live on. The cross is important in Christianity because it is symbolic both of death and resurrection.


Christians believe this life is a preparation for an afterlife, to be with God in heaven.
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Tasks





1  What do Christians believe happens after death?



2  Where do Christians find the main references to life after death in the Bible?
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Many of the biblical references to the afterlife occur in John’s Gospel, the last to be written and perhaps the most philosophical.


In one account, Jesus raises a man called Lazarus from the dead (see page 22). When Jesus performs this miracle, it is a sign of his power and it has a profound effect on the faith of the people who witness it. At that point, Jesus says that anyone who believes in him will never die.




Jesus said to her, ‘I am the resurrection and the life. The one who believes in me will live, even though they die; and whoever lives by believing in me will never die. Do you believe this?’


(John 11.25–26)





John goes further, saying that the opportunity for humans to live eternally was the sole purpose of God’s coming into the world as Jesus:




For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.


(John 3.16)





The words of Jesus in the following passage offer an insight into the nature of heaven and explain that the way to heaven is through faith in Jesus:




I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you really know me, you will know my Father as well. From now on, you do know him and have seen him.


(John 14.6–7)





Gospel records of the Resurrection


So central is the Resurrection of Jesus to the Christian faith that all four gospels contain an account of it, while only two relate the story of his birth. There are slight differences between the four versions of the story, but unanimous agreement on the significance of it.


The accounts agree that it was early on Sunday morning, three days after Jesus’ execution that female friends of Jesus went to his tomb. When they arrived, the stone that covered the entrance to the tomb had been removed. One or two young men or angels were waiting for the women. They were told that Jesus had risen from the dead, as he promised he would; that Jesus had gone to Galilee and that the women could catch up with him there. Then they should tell Jesus’ disciples.


The women were frightened, but remembered what Jesus had said. They went to tell his disciples what had happened. At first, the disciples could not believe what they heard, so went to the empty tomb themselves to confirm it.


The women and the disciples met Jesus shortly afterwards and he remained for several weeks before being taken up to heaven.


The gospels record different things that Jesus said after his Resurrection. Luke has him explaining the significance of his death and Resurrection:




‘This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.’ Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. He told them, ‘This is what is written: The Messiah will suffer and rise from the dead on the third day, and repentance for the forgiveness of sins will be preached in his name to all nations beginning at Jerusalem.’


(Luke 24.44–47)
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Tasks


‘If the gospel writers cannot agree on the details of the events around Jesus’ Resurrection, then the stories cannot be true.’


Do you agree with this view? Give reasons for your answer and explain what a Christian might say.
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Judgement, responsibility and free will


Judgement
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Key Concept


Judgement The belief that God will judge whether or not humans are worthy to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.
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Christians believe that there will be a Day of Judgement, when people will be judged by God for how they behaved in their lives. Christians believe that, on this day, Jesus will return to Earth in a ‘second coming’. This will mark the end of human existence on the Earth.


Judgement will result in reward or punishment. Reward takes the form of entry to heaven. Punishment is banishment to hell.


Responsibility for actions


Jesus frequently used parables to explain his teachings. Matthew’s Gospel (Chapter 25) describes how Jesus will separate the people who will go to heaven from those who will go to hell, just as a shepherd separates sheep from goats.


Those chosen for heaven – the sheep – are selected because:




I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.
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Jesus will separate those who are going to heaven from those who are going to hell, just like the shepherd in the parable separates the sheep from the goats.





Jesus explains that, in helping others, they have served him.


On the other hand, those bound for hell – the goats – are punished for doing nothing to help others. This is an offence against God.


The Parable of the Sheep and the Goats teaches that people are accountable to God for the way they have lived. The Apostles’ Creed – a statement of Christian beliefs – states quite explicitly that God ‘shall come to judge the living and the dead’. People who are already dead will be resurrected on this day, but they will be transformed into some glorified state. Illness, pain and death will no longer exist and the world will be purified of sin.


Free will


There is some debate about whether, in the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats, Jesus is saying that those who do good deeds will go to heaven, or those who believe in him.


Many Christians would say no one is completely good, but that those who have faith in Jesus are likely to be motivated to do good deeds. Therefore, it is faith that leads to salvation, not good deeds alone. So an atheist who does good deeds is not necessarily saved.


However, people must exercise free will to develop faith. It is a personal choice.
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Key Concept


Free will The ability to make choices (particularly moral choices) voluntarily and independently. The belief that nothing is predetermined.
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By the same token, having free will means that human beings can choose to reject God. If God is a fair judge (and Christians believe he is), then those people must face the consequences of their lack of faith.
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Task


Summarise the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats in no more than four sentences.
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Resurrection


Christians believe that the spiritual part of a person, their soul, is able to join God in heaven when they die. Some believe, in addition, that, at the end of time, there will also be a physical resurrection. This means that people will be brought back to life with physical bodies, just as Jesus was. This belief is stated in the creeds.


Jesus himself did not teach a great deal about the nature of the afterlife, but St Paul, in his various letters to early Christians, puts great emphasis on the resurrection of the dead.


In 1 Corinthians, Paul argues that, if there is no resurrection, then there is no point to Christianity: people die, and that is the end of it. It makes no difference how they lead their lives, because there will be no reward for the righteous, and no punishment for the wicked:




If the dead are not raised, ‘Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die.’


(1 Corinthians 15.32)





Paul is emphatic that Jesus did overcome death; or rather, he was raised from the dead by God the Father.




But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead, the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep. For since death came through a man, the resurrection of the dead comes also through a man. For as in Adam all die, so in Christ all will be made alive.


(1 Corinthians 15.20–22)





Paul says that it was a human being – Adam – who broke God’s trust and brought sin and death into the world at the Fall, when he and Eve ate the fruit that God had forbidden. Therefore, only a human being can renew the relationship with God and overcome death.


If Jesus were only God and not human in any way, then resurrection would be easy for him, because God is eternal, but it would not affect humans. It is only the fact that Jesus was also a human being that is proof, for Paul, that all humans can overcome death.


However, Paul is not entirely clear about how the resurrection of humans might come about. In some of his writings, he suggests that the Parousia (the second coming of Jesus to judge the living and the dead) would happen in his lifetime (1 Thessalonians 4.15); in others, he implies that it will happen some time after his death (Philippians 1.21–24). Again, he writes that there will be a general resurrection of the dead at the Parousia (Acts 24.15, 1 Thessalonians 4.16–17); elsewhere, he writes that there will be personal judgement of individuals on dying (2 Corinthians 5.8). Finally, he is not clear whether resurrection involves the physical body (Romans 8.11) or is a spiritual event (1 Corinthians 15.42–44).


Heaven and hell
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Key Concept


Heaven/Hell Heaven – a ‘place’ or ‘state’ in the afterlife where those who have accepted God’s grace and forgiveness in this life will enjoy an eternal existence in God’s presence in the next life. Hell – a ‘place’ or ‘state’ of punishment in the afterlife for those who, through their own free will, reject God’s grace and forgiveness and will have chosen to live eternally outside of God’s presence.
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Although there are numerous references in the Bible to heaven, there are not many descriptions of it; and where there are descriptions, they are expressed in language that can be interpreted in different ways.


For example, in John’s Gospel, Jesus is reported as saying:




Do not let your hearts be troubled. You believe in God; believe also in me. My Father’s house has many rooms; if that were not so, would I have told you that I am going there to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going.


(John 14.1–4)
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Traditionally it was thought that heaven was above the sky and hell was below the earth.





It is not clear from this passage whether heaven is a physical place in which resurrected bodies live, or whether Jesus is speaking metaphorically and heaven is a spiritual state or condition. In any event, he seems to be suggesting that all people have access to heaven – there is enough ‘room’ for everybody.


The condition of entry is belief in God and belief that Jesus is God.


Christians have different opinions, too, about what hell is. Again, there are no clear descriptions in the Bible.


The Hebrew Bible (the Old Testament) says that the dead, both righteous and wicked, go to a place of darkness, cut off from God. Later, the idea developed in the Church that hell was a place of suffering and separation from God for the wicked.


Today, Christian thought about hell falls into three beliefs:





•  Hell is a physical place of eternal suffering.



•  Hell is the state of being separated from God for eternity, unable to experience his love and blessings.



•  Hell is complete annihilation of one’s existence, both physical and spiritual.
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Parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man


The Parable of Lazarus and the Rich Man shows there is a clear divide between those who will be rewarded in heaven and those punished in hell, and that entry to heaven is only achieved by faith and good actions, regardless of success or wealth in an earthly life.
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