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Introduction



This book has been written specifically to support the OCR Religious Studies GCSE course.


There are two parts to the GCSE:





•  Part 1 Beliefs and Teachings and Practices



•  Part 2 Religion, philosophy and ethics in the modern world from a religious perspective.





Part 2 is divided into four themes:





1  Relationships and families.



2  The existence of God, gods and the ultimate reality.



3  Religion, peace and conflict.



4  Dialogue between religious and non-religious beliefs and attitudes.





Part 1 of this book is from the perspective of Christianity and Islam and Part 2 from the perspective of Christianity.


About the exams


Part 1, the Beliefs and Teachings and Practices are examined by two one hour exams; one for each of the two religions you have studied. There will be two questions on each exam paper and you have to answer both of them.


Part 2, the philosophical and ethical themes, are examined by a two hour exam paper. There is a question on each of the four themes and you must answer all four questions.


The exams for Part 1 are worth 50% of the marks and so is the exam for Part 2.


The Exam for Part 1


Each of the two questions in each Part 1 exam paper is broken up into five questions.


Questions (a) (b) and (c) These questions are each worth 3 marks.


Your response to these questions must have three points.


The question might ask for three things, for example: Give three reasons why a Christian would want to be baptised.


The question might ask you to describe one thing, for example: Describe one Christian teaching about why there is sin in the world.





•  In this case you must state a teaching then show further detail and development for the second and third marks.





The question might ask a more general question, for example: What do Christians mean when they describe God as ‘personal’?






•  In this case you could give three examples of what Christians mean or one with development.





Question (d) These questions are worth 6 marks.


Usually the questions will ask you to explain something, for example: Explain why Christians consider Easter to be an important festival in the Christian Church.





•  You should show a deep understanding of the reasons which a Christian might give for Easter being important to them.



•  A response might start with reference to the resurrection of Jesus and then explain why that is of significance to Christians in terms of belief and their hopes for salvation and for life after death.





Question (e) These questions are worth 15 marks.


You will be given a statement to discuss. You must refer to different views about the issue within the religion you have studied and you must engage and comment on them. It is best to treat these discussion questions as a short essay.





•  So you need first of all to explain the issue in the stimulus; then describe and explain different views within the religion about the issue comparing them with each other.



•  You should come to some sort of judgement or conclusion about the discussion to sum it up. You do not need to give a personal point of view.




•  You might however, have a personal view which you could use as a thread running through the discussion and against which you might compare other views but the requirement is to discuss the views of different Christian / Muslim groups within that religion.



•  In the discussion, where possible, you should show how these views are based on sources of wisdom and authority. For example you might be able to refer to texts from the Bible or teachings of the churches for Christianity or texts from the Qur’an or Hadith for Islam.





The Exam for Part 2


Each of the four questions in each Part 2 exam paper is broken up into four questions.


Question (a) These questions are each worth 3 marks


These questions are similar to the 3 mark questions for the Part 1 exam.


Question (b) These questions are worth 6 marks.


These will ask for factual knowledge and will ask you to describe or outline something. For example, outline the philosophical argument from design for the existence of God.


Question 4 This question examines the Dialogue theme. There is special instruction for question (b): ‘In your response you must consider that religious traditions in Great Britain are diverse, but mainly Christian.’






•  So at some point in your response, you have to show that you know and understand this. For example in a question about interfaith dialogue, you could start by saying that whilst Christianity is the dominant religion of Great Britain, there are many other faiths with many millions of followers, so interfaith dialogue is important because of the diverse nature of British society.





Question (c) These questions are worth 6 marks.


These questions are similar to the (d) question in the Part 1 exams. They will ask you to explain views or compare views about a topic.


In this question examiners will be assessing your ability to refer to sources of wisdom and authority.





•  For example, you might be able to refer to texts from the Bible or teachings of the churches for Christianity, or texts from the Qur’an or Hadith for Islam.



•  Explain why religious experiences are important to some Christians.





Question (d) These questions are worth 15 marks.


You will be given a statement to discuss but the task is slightly different to the discussion task in the Part 1 Exam.


The instruction on the exam paper is to: Explain and evaluate the importance of points of view from the perspective of Christianity’.





•  This means that, for example, if the topic is about euthanasia, you might refer to and comment on different Christian views, also non-religious / non-Christian views. If you do refer to non-religious / non-Christian views you must comment on how Christians might regard the non-religious views.



•  You do not need to try to develop a personal point of view, which is different from any of the views within the religion. If you do express a personal view, you must justify it with evidence and argument.



•  You might for example have a personal view which you could use as a thread running through the discussion and against which you might compare other views





There is also an instruction on the exam paper that you must: Draw on your learning from across your course of study, including reference to beliefs, teachings and practices within Christianity.





•  This means that where possible, you should show that there are beliefs, teachings or practices which could be the basis of Christian attitudes. In the case of a discussion about euthanasia, for example, you could refer to what you learned in Part 1 about the sanctity of life from the first three chapters of Genesis.






Command words


Questions will start with one of these words.


Part 1 Exam


Questions (a) (b) (c) Name / State / Give


Question (d) Explain / Compare


Question (e) Discuss


Part 2 Exam


Question (a) Name / State / Give


Question (b) Describe / Outline


Question (c) Explain / Compare


Question (e) Discuss


You will find more detail about the command words in the back of the OCR Specification.




BELIEFS AND TEACHINGS AND PRACTICES


Christianity



Introduction



Who are Christians?


Christianity is thought to be the largest religion in the world today, with a following of about 2.4 billion people. Since the origin of the religion in the first century CE, Christian teachings and beliefs have developed and it is now a diverse faith that has its roots in the life and teaching of Jesus Christ.


Christian beliefs


There are, of course, some things that all Christians have in common. One of these is that they are all followers of Christ or, more accurately, followers of Jesus of Nazareth, to whom they give the title ‘Christ’.


Christians believe that there is only one God, who is all-powerful, all-loving and created the universe. Most Christians, however, believe that God has three parts: the Father, the Son (Jesus) and the Holy Spirit.


Jesus


Jesus of Nazareth lived in Palestine in the first century CE and was crucified around 30CE. Jesus’ followers, or disciples, were initially Jewish people like him who had been with him during his life. They believed that he rose from the dead three days after his crucifixion, a belief that supported their claim that he was divine as well as human. These people believed him to be the long-awaited Messiah. Messiah was translated as ‘Christ’ in Greek, and so they became known as Christians.


Christians believe that Jesus died for the sins of humanity and that because of his death Christians can hope to spend eternity with God in heaven. Jesus also provides an example for Christians to follow when living their lives.


Sources of authority


By the middle of the first century CE many of the people who had known Jesus had died. This meant that it became important to create a record of Jesus’ life before the memory was lost. These writings became known as the ‘gospels’, which means good news. The writings of the first Christians became known as the New Testament; this collection of writings, along with the Old Testament, make up the Bible. The Bible is a key source of wisdom and authority for all Christians; it, like being a follower of Jesus, is something all Christians have in common. However, different Christians might interpret it in different ways; some might believe it is the actual word of God and that everything in it is absolutely true. Others believe that it was written in a certain time period and needs to be interpreted for today’s world.


To deal with disagreements about beliefs, statements of belief – known as creeds – were created. The word ‘creed’ is from the Latin word credo, meaning ‘I believe’. The Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed, which was finalised in 381CE, are both still recited by many Christians in their regular worship. These creeds are also important sources of wisdom and authority for Christians.


The sources of wisdom a Christian might refer to depends on the denomination they belong to. For most Protestants, the Bible is the most important – and possibly the only – source of wisdom and authority. For some other Protestant Christians, religious experiences – such as being filled with the Holy Spirit – are also a source of authority and wisdom. For Roman Catholics, the history of the Church, and the statements of the Pope and Church Councils, are important, as well as the Bible. In the Eastern Orthodox Churches, it is the voice of the patriarchs (the highest ranking Bishops in the Orthodox Churches), along with the Bible and ancient traditions, that are sources of authority.


Denominations


There are thousands of different Christian denominations, or groups. It is usually possible to point to the source of authority or wisdom that leads to different groups holding different beliefs. Sometimes a difference of belief or practice is based on different interpretations of what the Bible says.


The first major divergence in Christianity was the result of a disagreement in 1054CE about exactly what the words of the Nicene Creed meant. This became known as the East–West Schism. The Christians in the East of the Roman Empire considered themselves to be correct in their beliefs and took on the name of ‘Orthodox’, which in Greek means correct or straight beliefs, while those in the West continued to accept the authority of Rome and became known as Roman Catholics.


In the Roman Catholic Church a further divergence, known as the Reformation, occurred in the sixteenth century CE. It began as a protest in Germany, which then spread throughout many parts of Europe, against what many Christians believed was misuse of the power of the Roman Catholic Church. Christians who broke away from the authority of Rome at this time became known as Protestants. In England this development coincided with the reign of King Henry VIII who, having failed to obtain a divorce from the Pope to enable him to marry Anne Boleyn, separated the Church in England from the Roman Catholic Church and took on the role of Head of the Church in England. This led to the creation of a Church quite separate from the Roman Catholic Church, which became the official or established Church of England, of which the monarch is the head.


In the years that followed the Reformation, many other Protestant denominations were formed, which led to the diversity of Christianity today. In Britain the members of these denominations, such as Baptists and Presbyterians, refused to conform to the organisation and pattern of worship of the Church of England and so became known as non-conformists. Other denominations – such as the Methodists, the Quakers and The Salvation Army – expressed their own interpretation of the faith. During the last three centuries, Christian missionaries from many denominations have spread Christianity around the world, leading to the existence of Christianity in all its diverse forms in almost every country in the world.


The differences of belief that led to the diversity of Christianity today often caused very serious and violent reactions in the past. Today, however, Christians are generally tolerant of the diversity in their religion.


Practices


Prayer and worship are important to Christians as a way of communicating with and showing their feelings towards God. The way they do these things, though, will depend on the denomination they are part of and on their individual preferences. Sacraments are rituals where Christians feel they receive God’s blessing; examples of this include baptism and the Eucharist. Christians also hold services to mark special occasions in the lives of individuals, as well as to celebrate Christian festivals. Pilgrimage to holy sites is another way Christians might choose to show their faith. Christians try to follow the example set by Jesus during his lifetime, and this includes showing compassion and helping those in need; for some it also means sharing their faith with those around them and trying to encourage others to become Christian.





1 Beliefs and teachings
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Topic checklist





•  Nature of God



•  Concept of God as a Trinity of persons



•  Biblical accounts of Creation



•  The problem of evil and suffering and a loving and righteous God



•  Jesus Christ



•  The incarnation, crucifixion, resurrection and ascension



•  The concept of salvation




•  Eschatological beliefs and teachings
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Key concepts


Christians believe that there is only one God, but that he is made up of three ‘persons’. These three persons are known as the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. God is seen as the creator of the world, but Christians have different interpretations of what this may mean. All Christians agree, however, that God is loving and powerful despite the suffering that goes on in this world. The greatest evidence of God’s love, they believe, was when He took human form and revealed Himself on Earth as Jesus. Jesus’ life fulfils God’s promise of salvation and reveals more about what Christians believe will happen after death.
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To discuss


Look at the timeline.
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a  What conclusions can you draw about Christian belief in God based on this timeline?



b  What problems might this concept of God create?
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The nature of God


Christianity is known as a monotheistic religion because it teaches that there is only one God. Christians believe that this God is eternal – He is without a beginning or end, unlike humans who are born and who die. God is outside time; the word for this is ‘atemporal’. Time is part of the world that God Himself created, and so He is in control of both time and space. God is omniscient, which means He knows everything. He is able to see the whole of time, the past, the present and the future. His knowledge is therefore perfect. Existing outside time and space means that he is transcendent and above all created things.


Christianity, however, also teaches that God is immanent, which means He is involved with the world and human lives. In acting in this way God is able to demonstrate His benevolence (love and kindness) towards humans as well as, at times, His judgement. In the Bible God is often shown to be in a relationship with people through prayer, visions and the presence of the Holy Spirit. So Christianity understands Him to be a personal God.


God is omnipotent; He is all-powerful. This means He can do anything. So He had the power to create the universe, to perform miracles and to become a human being incarnate as Jesus Christ. Because He is good and loving, however, He cannot do anything that is evil, and He does not lie. Such actions would not be in God’s nature and so wouldn’t be possible.


Christians believe that God’s perfect nature and omniscience ensure that He is a fair and righteous judge of humans. God sees all that humans do, say and think. He has set rules for humans to follow, and Christians believe that He provided a perfect example of the right way to live when He came into the world as Jesus. So when humans fall short of God’s standards, He will judge them, and this will have eternal consequences for them after death. God, however, is also forgiving to those who seek His forgiveness.


Although all Christians believe God has these characteristics, different groups emphasise some more than others. For example, the characteristic of God as judge was strongly favoured by the Church in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, while more recently the forgiving and loving characteristics of God have been emphasised by some Protestant denominations.
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Stretch what you know


Boethius was a sixth-century CE Christian philosopher. While imprisoned and awaiting execution he wrote The Consolation of Philosophy. In this writing he explores how God can justly punish people after death if He knows the future. If our future is known by God and humans are simply acting out the plans that God has for them, then how can people really control what they do? Surely if this is the case, then God would be wrong to punish humans for something they really had no choice in.


Boethius had a solution to this problem. He believed God was omniscient, but that humans also had free will. He argued that God’s foreknowledge does not cause future events to happen. Rather, because God is atemporal, He sees all events simultaneously. To God there is no past, present or future; it is all the immediate. Boethius says: ‘his knowledge, too, transcends all temporal change and abides in the immediacy of his presence.’ Humans therefore remain completely free in their choices, and God is right to punish or reward humans for their actions.





a  Why did Boethius think there might be a problem in believing in both God’s omniscience and human free will?



b  Explain how Boethius was able to sustain belief both in human free will and in God’s omniscience.



c  Explain to what extent you agree with Boethius’ argument.
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Tasks





1  On a piece of paper, draw nine identical hexagons and cut them out. On each hexagon write one of the characteristics of God and include an emoji to symbolise the meaning of that characteristic:







    a  Benevolent


    b  Omnipotent


    c  Omniscient


    d  Eternal


    e  Transcendent


    f  Immanent


    g  Personal


    h  Forgiving


    i  Judgemental








2  Now put the hexagons together. Every time one side of a hexagon touches another, explain the link between the touching characteristics. Stick these into your book once you have arranged them effectively. For example:
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3  Now annotate your hexagons by drawing arrows to at least three different sides that touch and adding a Bible verse to each.



4  Using only your annotated hexagons, write an explanation of the Christian beliefs about the nature of God.



5  Based on your understanding of the Christian beliefs about the nature of God, explain how you think such beliefs would affect a Christian’s daily life.
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Bible bitz




‘Let all creation rejoice before the Lord, for he comes, he comes to judge the earth. He will judge the world in righteousness and the peoples in his faithfulness.’


(Psalm 96:13)







‘But the Lord is the true God; he is the living God, the eternal King. When he is angry, the earth trembles; the nations cannot endure his wrath.’


(Jeremiah 10:10)







‘“I am the Alpha and the Omega,” says the Lord God, “who is, and who was, and who is to come, the Almighty.”’


(Revelation 1:8)







‘Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves receive from God.’


(2 Corinthians 1:3–4)







‘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)







‘For you are great and do marvellous deeds; you alone are God.’


(Psalm 86:10)







‘And forgive us our sins’


(Matthew 6:12)







‘You shall have no other gods before me’


(Exodus 20:3)
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Different views on the nature of God


The Plymouth Brethren are a Christian denomination that focus very much on the holiness of God and his purity. Their understanding of the Bible teaching about God means that they believe only those who are part of the Brethren are able to truly know the oneness of God. The brethren live, as far as possible, lives separate from the rest of the world to remove themselves from evil. This follows their understanding of Bible passages such as 1 John 2:15−17:




‘Do not love the world or anything in the world. If anyone loves the world, love for the Father is not in them…the world and its desires pass away, but whoever does the will of God lives forever.’





In a similar way the Amish live in their own communities, separating themselves from the pollution of sin in the world. However the Amish believe that whilst God, in his love has provided salvation through the death and resurrection of Jesus they also believe that they must practice life of salvation by works. They believe that God is forgiving (Matthew 6:12) but they also believe that living in accordance with the laws and commands present in the Bible is necessary for salvation. This way of understanding God’s judgment of humans is linked to teachings such as the parable of the sheep and the goats (Matthew 25:31−46).


This emphasis on works for salvation is different from many free churches such as Hillsong. Hillsong church focuses on the grace of God for forgiveness, and does not believe that anything a person has done can lead to salvation as a reward. Hillsong churches believe that God’s forgiveness is a revelation of his benevolence and it is a gift. A simple belief and acceptance of this is all they believe is required for salvation (John 3:16).


Free churches such as Baptist churches teach that God is directly accessible by all believers. They do not believe that priests are necessary to intercede between humans and God in any way, unlike the Catholic Church where priests do fulfill this role, for example in confession and Eucharist. The Free Church emphasis is on the personal and accessible nature of God. This relationship they believe is exhibited in Jesus’ teaching for example when Jesus teaches the disciples to pray using the phrase ‘abba’ to speak to God, abba means ‘daddy’ and shows this close personal relationship. Furthermore the Bible speaks of Christians being ‘priests and kings’ (1 Peter 2:9), for free churches this is further reason to emphasise God as immanent.


The concept of God as a Trinity of persons


The word ‘trinity’ means triad or three united as one. The Bible presents God as a Holy Trinity, as being one God but having three distinct parts:





•  The Father



•  The Son



•  The Holy Spirit.
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To discuss


Look at the diagram of the Trinity.
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a  What can you say about God based on this diagram?



b  Discuss why Christianity is monotheistic (believes in one God) and not polytheistic (believes in many gods).
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Each of these is God and there is only one God. For example, in Matthew 28 Jesus instructs the apostles to baptise ‘in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit’, or in 2 Corinthians 13 Paul prays for God’s grace to be present with the Church through the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Each person of the Trinity is distinct. All persons of the Trinity are equal; they have the perfect, complete relationship.


Each person in the Trinity – Father, Son and Holy Spirit – fulfils a different role. The Father is often referred to simply as God, and the Son is identified by Christians as Jesus. Both God the Father and the Holy Spirit are unseen, while Christians believe that Jesus, the Son, was the human form of God who lived on Earth over 2,000 years ago and who then returned to heaven after his resurrection.



God the Father


Christians believe that God the Father is the creator of the universe. This is expressed in the Apostles’ Creed, one of the first statements of belief, which can be found in the Church of England’s Alternative Service Book:




‘I believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of heaven and earth.’





In the Bible Christians are taught to speak to God using the phrase ‘Abba, Father’ (Romans 8:15). Abba, a word from the Aramaic language that Jesus spoke, may be understood as similar to calling God ‘Daddy’ – a way of showing the close, loving relationship that Christians may have with the creator, like with a loving parent.


God as Father also conveys a sense of safety and protection for those who are His followers. This can be seen in Proverbs 18:10, where the righteous are said to be safe in God’s strength.


God the Son


Jesus is believed to be God in human form. In the Apostles’ Creed it says:




‘I believe in Jesus Christ, God’s only Son, our Lord, who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born of the Virgin Mary…’





Christians believe that Jesus was not conceived naturally but was placed in Mary by the Holy Spirit. They believe that Jesus was free of all sin because he was not made by two humans, unlike all other humans. Although the idea is a very difficult one, Jesus is understood to be completely human but also completely God. God came to Earth in the form of Jesus for three main purposes:





1  To reveal Himself to people, showing His love and power and teaching them how He wants people to live. This is explained in the section about Jesus Christ (p.25–27).



2  To sacrifice Himself on the cross, receiving God’s punishment for human sin in order for repentant people to be forgiven. This is explained in the sections about salvation (p.37) and the crucifixion (p.36).



3  To rise from the dead to show that God has power over death, that He is eternal, and that Christians, too, may have an everlasting life in heaven after death. This is explained in the sections about the resurrection (p.40) and eschatological beliefs (p.40).
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These symbols are often used to show the trinity and the idea of three in one





God the Holy Spirit


In the New Testament of the Bible the spirit of God is often referred to using the Greek word paraclete. The word paraclete means one who comes alongside someone else. The Holy Spirit is understood to be the part of God that is with Christians as their constant guide and comforter. The Holy Spirit’s presence in the lives of believers is described in the Bible in Acts 2:4, when it comes to Jesus’ followers at the feast of Pentecost after Jesus has died and ascended to heaven:




‘All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak in other tongues as the Spirit enabled them.’





Although Jesus had gone, the disciples now knew the Spirit of God was with them, as Jesus had promised.


Christians today believe that the Spirit helps them to live in the way that God requires, helping them to understand His teaching and giving them the promise of life with Him in heaven after death.
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To discuss




‘Bring me a worm that can comprehend a man, and then I will show you a man that can comprehend the Triune God.’


(John Wesley)








a  What point is John Wesley making?



b  What analogies could be used to help people to understand the Christian teaching on the Trinity?
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Do all Christians believe in the Trinity?


The belief that God is a Trinity of persons is held by almost all people who call themselves Christians. The Trinity is a vital way of explaining both how God could become human as Jesus and also how His power is felt in the world today through the Holy Spirit.


There are some denominations, however, that think belief in the Trinity leads to the idea that there is more than one God and so puts the monotheism of Christianity in danger. They see it as going against the second of the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20:3 (‘You shall have no other gods before me.’). Because of this, Unitarians such as the Christadelphians do not believe in the Trinity.
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Bible bitz




‘Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.’


(Matthew 5:48)







‘And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another advocate to help you and be with you forever – the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you.’


(John 14:16–17)







‘In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus:







Who, being in very nature God,







did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage;







rather, he made himself nothing







by taking the very nature of a servant,







being made in human likeness.







And being found in appearance as a man,







he humbled himself







by becoming obedient to death—







even death on a cross!’


(Philippians 2:5–8)
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Tasks





1  State what the word ‘trinity’ means.



2  Describe one belief about the Holy Trinity.



3  Explain the Christian teaching about the relationship between the three persons in the Trinity.



4  Explain how the relationship between the three persons of the Trinity may help a Christian understand what it means for humans to be ‘made in his [God’s] image’ (Genesis 1:28).



5  ‘Absolutely nothing worthwhile for the practical life can be made out of the doctrine of the Trinity’ (Immanuel Kant, Der Streit der Fakultäten).


    Provide a challenge to Kant’s claim about the Trinity and then explain which view you most agree with.


    Do you agree or disagree with Kant about the value of the doctrine of the Trinity? Explain your reasons.
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The Nicene Creed


The Nicene Creed is one of the most widely accepted statements of faith among Christian Churches. It is used by Catholics, Anglicans and most Protestant Churches. The final form was agreed at the Council of Constantinople in 381CE (a process that began at the Council of Nicea in 325CE, hence the name Nicene Creed). The First Council of Nicea was, the first ecumenical meeting of Christians. The contemporary version of the Nicene Creed is shown here:
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To discuss





a  What does the Nicene Creed say God has done ‘for our sake’?



b  What do you understand by the following phrases?







    •  ‘the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father’


    •  ‘God from God, light from light, true God from true God’








c  Why do you think the early Christian Church came together to write a statement of faith?



d  What purpose do you think the creed may have today when recited in church services?
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Stretch what you know


Christians had many arguments about how to express and explain their beliefs about God, Jesus and the Holy Spirit and how they related to each other. The Nicene Creed was written to ensure all Christians really did understand that Jesus Christ was truly both God and man. Some Christians, however, found it hard to see what it meant for Jesus as the Son of God to be fully God and also a real historical person called Jesus. One famous early Christian said:




‘For we do not hold that which the heretics imagine: that some part of the being of God was converted into the Son, or that the Son was procreated by the Father from non-existent substances, that is, from a being outside himself, so that there was a time when he, the Son, did not exist.’


(Origen, The Fundamental Doctrines 4:4:1, 225CE)








a  Explain the belief that Origen is rejecting.



b  Explain how the claim of the heretics in this quote would affect Christian teaching.
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Biblical accounts of Creation



Genesis 1


In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.


And God said, ‘Let there be light,’ and there was light. God saw that the light was good, and he separated the light from the darkness. God called the light ‘day,’ and the darkness he called ‘night.’ And there was evening, and there was morning – the first day.


And God said, ‘Let there be a vault between the waters to separate water from water.’ So God made the vault and separated the water under the vault from the water above it. And it was so. God called the vault ‘sky.’ And there was evening, and there was morning – the second day.


And God said, ‘Let the water under the sky be gathered to one place, and let dry ground appear.’ And it was so. God called the dry ground ‘land,’ and the gathered waters he called ‘seas.’ And God saw that it was good.


Then God said, ‘Let the land produce vegetation: seed-bearing plants and trees on the land that bear fruit with seed in it, according to their various kinds.’ And it was so. The land produced vegetation: plants bearing seed according to their kinds and trees bearing fruit with seed in it according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good. And there was evening, and there was morning – the third day.


And God said, ‘Let there be lights in the vault of the sky to separate the day from the night, and let them serve as signs to mark sacred times, and days and years, and let them be lights in the vault of the sky to give light on the earth.’ And it was so. God made two great lights – the greater light to govern the day and the lesser light to govern the night. He also made the stars. God set them in the vault of the sky to give light on the earth, to govern the day and the night, and to separate light from darkness. And God saw that it was good. And there was evening, and there was morning – the fourth day.


And God said, ‘Let the water teem with living creatures, and let birds fly above the earth across the vault of the sky.’ So God created the great creatures of the sea and every living thing with which the water teems and that moves about in it, according to their kinds, and every winged bird according to its kind. And God saw that it was good. God blessed them and said, ‘Be fruitful and increase in number and fill the water in the seas, and let the birds increase on the earth.’ And there was evening, and there was morning – the fifth day.


And God said, ‘Let the land produce living creatures according to their kinds: the livestock, the creatures that move along the ground, and the wild animals, each according to its kind.’ And it was so. God made the wild animals according to their kinds, the livestock according to their kinds, and all the creatures that move along the ground according to their kinds. And God saw that it was good.


Then God said, ‘Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness, so that they may rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky, over the livestock and all the wild animals, and over all the creatures that move along the ground.’


So God created mankind in his own image, in the image of God he created them; male and female he created them.


God blessed them and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and increase in number; fill the earth and subdue it. Rule over the fish in the sea and the birds in the sky and over every living creature that moves on the ground.’


Then God said, ‘I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food. And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds in the sky and all the creatures that move along the ground – everything that has the breath of life in it – I give every green plant for food.’ And it was so.


God saw all that he had made, and it was very good. And there was evening, and there was morning – the sixth day.


Genesis 2


Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast array.


By the seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing; so on the seventh day he rested from all his work. Then God blessed the seventh day and made it holy, because on it he rested from all the work of creating that he had done.


This is the account of the heavens and the earth when they were created, when the Lord God made the earth and the heavens.


Now no shrub had yet appeared on the earth and no plant had yet sprung up, for the Lord God had not sent rain on the earth and there was no one to work the ground, but streams came up from the earth and watered the whole surface of the ground. Then the Lord God formed a man from the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, and the man became a living being.


Now the Lord God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man he had formed. The Lord God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground – trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food. In the middle of the garden were the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.


A river watering the garden flowed from Eden; from there it was separated into four headwaters. The name of the first is the Pishon; it winds through the entire land of Havilah, where there is gold. (The gold of that land is good; aromatic resin and onyx are also there.) The name of the second river is the Gihon; it winds through the entire land of Cush. The name of the third river is the Tigris; it runs along the east side of Ashur. And the fourth river is the Euphrates.


The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it. And the Lord God commanded the man, ‘You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from it you will certainly die.’


The Lord God said, ‘It is not good for the man to be alone. I will make a helper suitable for him.’


Now the Lord God had formed out of the ground all the wild animals and all the birds in the sky. He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name. So the man gave names to all the livestock, the birds in the sky and all the wild animals.


But for Adam no suitable helper was found. So the Lord God caused the man to fall into a deep sleep; and while he was sleeping, he took one of the man’s ribs and then closed up the place with flesh. 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.


Adam and his wife were both naked, and they felt no shame.


(Genesis 1–2)
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To discuss


Read Genesis 1 and 2 with a partner.





a  How does God bring into existence everything, including the animals?



b  How does this compare to the way that He brings into existence Adam and Eve?



c  What do you think is significant about the differences?





[image: ]






The account of Creation in Genesis 1


In the Bible, God is shown to be the one who brings the world into existence. While there are different interpretations of the Creation stories (or narratives) in the Bible, all Christians agree that God caused the universe to exist. The main accounts of Creation are found in Genesis 1–3 and in John 1.


At the start of the Genesis account of Creation, God brings order to chaos and his Spirit is present, ‘hovering over the waters’. This image of the Spirit ‘hovering’ is meant to give the same idea as a bird sitting over a nest of eggs, caring for them, to bring them to life. In the same way, the Spirit is preparing to bring life into the world. By speaking aloud God then brings all things into existence, starting with light itself. Over six days, through the power of His Word, the Earth takes form and is filled with plants and creatures. The Moon, Sun and stars are also called into being at His spoken command. As soon as God commands something, it happens, for example:




‘God said “let the land produce vegetation” … And it was so.’


(v.11–13)





Everything in Creation demonstrates God’s power and purpose. All that God creates is described as ‘good’, and once Creation is completed God describes it as ‘very good’. Nothing in Creation is bad or evil. God also names parts of nature, for example ‘God called the dry land earth’ (v.10). This shows God’s authority over Creation. It is on day five that the world is ready for living creatures, as land, sea, sky and plants are all present. The final part of God’s Creation in Genesis 1 is the creation of humans.
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According to Genesis 1 God created the world over six days and on the seventh day he rested





The creation of humans


Humans are created as distinct from the rest of Creation,




‘Then God said, “Let us make mankind [humanity] in our image, in our likeness.”’


(v.26)





This, according to some Christians, is one of the first reference to the Trinity in the Bible, because the word ‘our’ in the statement suggests that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are speaking together.


Humanity, unlike any other part of Creation, is being made in the image or likeness of God. But humanity is also given a purpose: to ‘rule over the fish of the sea and the birds of the air, over the livestock, over all the earth, and over all the creatures that move along the ground’ (v.26–27). Humans are given this responsibility to look after and care for the Earth, acting as God’s stewards. They are accountable to God in a way that no other part of Creation is. God also creates them as male and female to have children and to be blessed by God (v.29–30).



The account of Creation in Genesis 2


Genesis 2 provides a second account of Creation, this time starting with the creation of Adam and Eve. The name ‘Adam’ means humanity, and the name ‘Eve’ means beginning. This account is in the form of a story and contrasts with Genesis 1, which is written in a poetic style. By starting with the creation of Adam and Eve, the writer shows the importance of humanity within God’s Creation. God is described much like a potter shaping clay as He creates Adam from the dust of the ground and breathes life into him. It is only after God has breathed life into Adam that Adam becomes a living being.


In Genesis 2 God is portrayed as displaying human qualities not seen before in Biblical descriptions of Him. The word for describing God by using human characteristics is ‘anthropomorphic’, for example when God ‘breathed into his [Adam’s] nostrils the breath of life’. This very physical description of how God brought Adam to life by His breath, which can also be translated as ‘spirit’, shows God’s unique relationship with humanity.


In Genesis 2 God also gives Adam one rule – that he should not eat fruit from a particular tree:




‘[you] must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat from it you will certainly die.’





He can, however, eat from any other plant, including the tree of life. This is the first law given by God to humanity and it carries with it a punishment if it is broken. Adam, however, is given a free choice to make. He can choose to obey or disobey God; this ability to choose is known as free will. God, aware of man’s need for a helper, creates Eve from Adam’s rib.




[image: ]


Tasks





1  Using words or images, record the six days of Creation found in Genesis 1.



2  Describe the different way in which, according to Genesis 2, God created humanity compared to the rest of creation.



3  Explain the way in which the Holy Spirit is seen in this chapter.
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The role of the Spirit in Creation


The Spirit is the agent of God in creation. In Psalm 33:6 it says:




‘By the word of the LORD the heavens were made, And by the breath of His mouth all their host.’





One of the names of the Holy Spirit is the breath of God and this passage demonstrates the creative work of the Spirit. In Job the Spirit’s creative work extends to man also:




‘The Spirit of God hath made me, and the breath of the Almighty hath given me life.’





In this passage the Holy Spirit is not only the creator of the physical form of man but also the life giver.



The role of the Word in Creation
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In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.…


The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us. We have seen his glory, the glory of the one and only Son, who came from the Father, full of grace and truth.


(John 1:1–5, 14)


The Greek term for the Word is ‘Ho Logos’, and it is the name given to the Son of God, God incarnate, Jesus.


The Word is present with God before the creation of the world and the Word is God. This clearly demonstrates Jesus as one of the three persons of the Trinity, distinct but one.


It is through Him that life was given. God is the one and only source of life; without God there would be no life.


This clearly shows that God the Son was directly involved in the creation of the world.


This is a reference to Jesus’ incarnation.


This is referring to humanity’s choice to disobey God, as seen in Genesis 3. Instead of receiving the light, which is the life given by the Word, humanity chooses disobedience that resulted in death.
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To discuss


In John 1 verse 14 it says, ‘The Word became flesh’.





a  What can you say about the existence of the Word based upon this verse?



b  Based upon your existing knowledge of the Trinity, whom is this verse referring to?



c  What role does the Word have in Creation? How do you know this?
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Biblical account of The Fall



Genesis 3


Now the serpent was more crafty than any of the wild animals the Lord God had made. He said to the woman, ‘Did God really say, “You must not eat from any tree in the garden”?’


The woman said to the serpent, ‘We may eat fruit from the trees in the garden, but God did say, “You must not eat fruit from the tree that is in the middle of the garden, and you must not touch it, or you will die.”’


‘You will not certainly die,’ the serpent said to the woman. ‘For God knows that when you eat from it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.’


When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food and pleasing to the eye, and also desirable for gaining wisdom, she took some and ate it. She also gave some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate it. Then the eyes of both of them were opened, and they realised they were naked; so they sewed fig leaves together and made coverings for themselves.


Then the man and his wife heard the sound of the Lord God as he was walking in the garden in the cool of the day, and they hid from the Lord God among the trees of the garden. But the Lord God called to the man, ‘Where are you?’


He answered, ‘I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.’


And he said, ‘Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?’


The man said, ‘The woman you put here with me – she gave me some fruit from the tree, and I ate it.’


Then the Lord God said to the woman, ‘What is this you have done?’


The woman said, ‘The serpent deceived me, and I ate.’


So the Lord God said to the serpent, ‘Because you have done this, ‘Cursed are you above all livestock and all wild animals! You will crawl on your belly and you will eat dust all the days of your life. And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.’


To the woman he said, ‘I will make your pains in childbearing very severe; with painful labour you will give birth to children. Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you.’


To Adam he said, ‘Because you listened to your wife and ate fruit from the tree about which I commanded you, “You must not eat from it,” ‘Cursed is the ground because of you; through painful toil you will eat food from it all the days of your life. It will produce thorns and thistles for you, and you will eat the plants of the field. By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground, since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return.’


Adam named his wife Eve, because she would become the mother of all the living.


The Lord God made garments of skin for Adam and his wife and clothed them. And the Lord God said, ‘The man has now become like one of us, knowing good and evil. He must not be allowed to reach out his hand and take also from the tree of life and eat, and live forever.’ So the Lord God banished him from the Garden of Eden to work the ground from which he had been taken. After he drove the man out, he placed on the east side of the Garden of Eden cherubim and a flaming sword flashing back and forth to guard the way to the tree of life.


(Genesis 3)



The Fall


In Genesis 1–2 God creates the world and the first humans and tells them not to eat from the Tree of Knowledge. In Genesis 3 Adam and Eve use the free will that God has given them. The serpent, a creature described as ‘crafty’, questions God’s command to Adam and Eve not to eat the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil. Eve repeats God’s command not to eat the fruit back to the serpent, but he is persistent and challenges what God has said by claiming that if they eat the fruit from the forbidden tree they will ‘surely not die’ (v.4). Furthermore, the serpent suggests that God wants to prevent Adam and Eve gaining the same knowledge as God. Eve is tempted by the way the fruit looks and by the possibility of gaining greater knowledge by eating it. She chooses to eat the fruit and also to share some with Adam. Adam and Eve have now disobeyed God and this disobedience is called sin. So by eating the forbidden fruit, sin has entered the world for the first time. This is known as original sin – the first occasion mankind disobeyed God. This event broke the perfect relationship that had existed between God and humanity.


God is once again given human characteristics by being depicted anthropomorphically, in this case walking in the garden (v.8). Adam and Eve instantly try to hide from him. They already know that what they have done is wrong and they show a sense of guilt. Their sinfulness is clear when God questions them. Adam blames Eve and Eve blames the serpent; neither of them accepts responsibility for their actions. After giving out punishments for this disobedience, God then sends Adam and Eve out from the Garden of Eden so that they can no longer take from the fruit of the tree of life and live forever.


The result of the Fall


‘The Fall’ is the term Christians use to describe this move by humans out of a perfect relationship with God and to disobedience and a broken relationship. Many Christians believe that the Fall has affected the entire human race. They believe that every person born since the Fall is affected by this original sin. Many Christians believe that original sin means that all humans are born out of relationship with God and in need of His salvation to bring them back into the relationship. Original sin means that unless the price of the sin is paid, which is known as redemption, a person has no hope of eternal life in heaven with God.
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Tasks





1  Describe the way in which God punishes Adam and Eve for their sinfulness. Refer to Genesis 3:14–19 in your answer.



2  What evidence might Christians point to as the effect of sin in the world today?



3  How might someone who is not religious explain the effects that you have given in your previous answer?



4  To what extent do you agree that sinful behaviour has an effect upon the world that you live in?
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Different and divergent interpretations of the Genesis Creation story


Christians have different ways of understanding the Creation story in Genesis. All Christians, however, agree that:





•  God created the universe.



•  God acted out of love and goodness; He cares for His creation, even in its broken and sinful state.



•  Human beings are made in God’s image but are sinful and lack His perfection.
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To discuss





a  How would you represent, through a piece of art, the work of the Holy Spirit in Genesis 1?



b  What would you want your piece of art to suggest to people about creation?





You may find it useful to research the way other artists have tried to represent the spirit’s work in Creation as you plan your responses to these two tasks.
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Literal interpretations of the Creation story


Some Christians take Genesis 1–3 literally. They believe that the Bible is God’s actual words and that the accounts in this section of Genesis provide an accurate historical account of the creation of the world and the Fall. These Christians are taking what is known as a Creationist approach. They reject any science that suggests that the world was not made in six days. Some creationists argue that the world is approximately 5,700 years old. This date is calculated by working back through the events in the Bible. Ultimately these Christians argue that the Bible is inspired by God and that God’s Word is infallible, unlike human knowledge, and as such it should be taken as an absolute truth.


The Creation story as a myth


Many Christians interpret the Genesis accounts as myths. A myth is a story that is used to convey important truths but is not meant to be taken literally. There are many reasons to support the view that these accounts are mythological, including the apparent differences between both the style and the order of the accounts given in Genesis 1 and 2. Also, scientific evidence has shown that the universe is billions of years old, rather than several thousand years old, so the Genesis accounts cannot be literally true.


Many of these Christians would also say that any attempt to match the Genesis accounts – which were written hundreds of years before science had developed – to scientific evidence, is unhelpful and also unnecessary. The details of ancient myths do not need to be taken literally but they do give us some very important truths about the uniqueness of humans and the possibility of humans having a relationship with God.


This approach leads some Christians to a view known as Theistic Evolution. They believe that life developed through the process of evolution, which is when characteristics beneficial to a species’ survival are passed on from one generation to the next, resulting over time in different forms of life developing. They also believe, however, that evolution was a process started by God and that it is the mechanism by which God brings about life.



The Creation story as compatible with science


Other Christians do not think that the days that are referred to in Genesis 1 need to be taken literally. This is because they say that God’s time is not the same as our time. This view would suggest that each day of the week in the Creation story actually represents a longer period of time, maybe even billions of years. This makes the Creation account more compatible with the evidence provided by science about the age and development of life on the Earth.
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Stretch what you know


Henry Morris (1918–2006) was a prominent supporter of Creationism, the belief that the world was created as it says in the Bible. He wrote several books to defend his position. His starting point was the view that the Bible is literally true and cannot be wrong. That means that he did not believe the Bible had any mistakes, and that he believed it was written by God and was meant to be taken literally. From this starting point Morris developed his views, which include a rejection of the claim that dinosaurs lived millions of years ago.





a  Find out more about Morris’ theology; you may find this web link helpful: http://creation.com/recent-creation-is-a-vital-doctrine




b  Now investigate Intelligent Design and Irreducible Complexity. Present your findings in a diagram, cartoon or essay.



c  Explain whether Morris’ theology is compatible with what you have found out about the Intelligent Design approach.





You may find this web link helpful in your research: www.intelligentdesign.org
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How Christians understand the accounts of Creation is based on their interpretation of the Bible






The problem of evil and suffering and a loving and righteous God
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To discuss





a  Divide the events shown in the photos on this page into two groups: those showing moral evil and those showing natural evil.



b  Do you think humans bear the greatest responsibility for either of these types of evil, or do you think God or the devil is to blame for all evil? Give reasons for your answer.



c  What could humans do to reduce suffering?



d  At times of disaster people often ask, ‘Why do innocent people suffer?’ What questions would you like to ask God about suffering and evil in our world?
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Evil and sin


The Genesis account of Creation describes the Fall, when Adam and Eve exercised their free will and made the choice to give in to temptation and eat the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, even though God had forbidden this. This was the first sin in the world, and as a result of this first sin, the perfect relationship between humans and God was broken. Christians believe that original sin caused humans to lose their immortality, and because of this all humans will one day die. This belief is seen when Paul writes to the Romans and explains to them that:




‘…sin entered the world through one man, and death through sin, and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned.’
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The terrible atrocities carried out in concentration camps like Auschwitz during the Second World War caused many people to question their faith in God





Suffering caused by death is therefore a direct result of original sin. When humans today continue to disobey God, their sin is seen as creating further suffering in the world.


Evil is a word used to describe everything that is the opposite of good. Some thinkers have said that it is good gone wrong or a complete lack of goodness. Some people have thought of evil as a force that works against everything good and have personified it in the form of the devil or Satan. Satan was expelled from heaven by God when he sinned (Isaiah 14:12). The Bible says that Satan acts to tempt humans and this leads them to disobey God. This in itself leads to evil and suffering in the world. He is described as a dangerous enemy to Christians, the destroyer and leader of a host of demons who help him in his attacks against God’s people (Ephesians 6:11). Whilst people can resist the devil, as Jesus did in the desert (Matt.4:1−11), he still causes suffering that may test their faith (1 Peter 5:8−9).


The existence of evil is a philosophical as well as a religious issue, so it is also an area of study in the Philosophy and Ethics themes for this course.


Natural and moral Evil


Evil is often divided into two categories: natural evil and moral evil. Natural evil is suffering created through no direct fault of humans. This includes all natural disasters – such as earthquakes, floods and tornadoes – that bring devastation and tragedy to innocent people. Moral evil is when suffering is caused by the actions of human beings, for example the immeasurable suffering caused when Adolf Hitler tried to kill the entire Jewish people in Europe in the 1930s and 1940s.
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Mackie’s inconsistent triad
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Inconsistent triad


Evil exists


God is omnibenevolent


God is omnipotent
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The problem of Evil


Mackie’s inconsistent triad shows the problem of evil. If God is omnibenevolent (all loving), then He would care enough to stop the suffering caused by evil, but He hasn’t, so maybe He is not omnipotent (all powerful).


On the other hand, if He is omnipotent and has the power to stop suffering but He hasn’t, maybe He doesn’t care enough, so He is obviously not omnibenevolent. It seems that it is impossible to hold on to a belief in an omnipotent and omnibenevolent God when evil and suffering exist in the world.


Christians have proposed responses to this problem. These responses are called theodicies, and one of the first attempts was by a Christian called Irenaeus, who lived during the second century CE.


Irenaean theodicy


Irenaeus argued that God allows evil and suffering to exist. The world was deliberately created with both good and evil in order that humans would be able to choose and learn what is right and good. This has become known as the soul-making theodicy because it basically suggests that it is through suffering that we learn and develop spiritually, just as it is through good and bad experiences that a child learns to be a responsible adult. God allows suffering because He wants our souls to develop.
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Irenaeus





Irenaeus also believed that God would not interfere with human decisions because this would affect human free will. For Irenaeus, the Fall was just a stage in the human learning process and was not the complete disaster that it might at first seem. If God gives people the freedom to choose between right and wrong, which is known as free will, then sometimes they will choose evil – but they will learn from it and choose the better path in the future. As long as they are open to learning from their actions they can get to heaven.


Augustinian theodicy


Saint Augustine offered an alternative explanation (theodicy) to the problem of evil, which starts with the understanding that God made a perfect Creation as recorded in Genesis. There is no evil in God’s creation. Augustine argues that evil is in fact the absence of goodness. Evil is when something good becomes corrupted and lacks its intended perfection. Augustine explains that when Adam and Eve make a bad use of their free will in the Garden of Eden by eating the fruit that God told them not to, evil enters the perfectly good creation.


So it is through human free will that evil comes into existence. This is known as the Fall, which is covered on page 18. This event of the Fall means that all humans inherit a sinful nature described as original sin. God does not intervene to stop Adam and Eve making their bad choice, because by doing so humans would no longer have free will and would be like robots rather than people who have the power to make decisions.


God does provide humans with the opportunity of salvation from their sin and the possibility of an eternal afterlife in His presence. He does this through the sacrifice of His son Jesus Christ. Humans remain free to accept or reject God’s offer of salvation.
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Tasks





1  Describe the difference between natural evil and moral evil.



2  State how the existence of these two types of evil creates a problem for the Christian concept of God.



3  Summarise two Christian theodicies that respond to the problem of evil.



4  For each theodicy, identify and explain at least three weaknesses that you think it has.



5  Imagine that God is on trial for doing nothing about evil and suffering in the world. Using your work from the questions in this box, prepare a speech in God’s defence and a speech to convict Him.
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What do Christians today think about evil and suffering?


The different views that have been explained in this section are still found today among different Christian groups. The problem of evil is probably one of the greatest barriers to belief in God for many people. This aspect of it will be discussed in the philosophy theme about belief in God (p.207).


Some conservative Christians see suffering in the way Augustine did, as a natural result of the sinful nature of humans. In this view, war, famine and disease all come from the evil that is within humans. But this does not explain why a loving God allows natural evils such as earthquakes or tidal waves, nor does it really explain why innocent people suffer.


Other Christians see the world as a test. Human evil is something humans are responsible for and should be able to deal with, especially if they are followers of Jesus’ teachings about loving others. Without natural disasters there would be no opportunity for people to show their love for others, as they are able to do when people are in need.


Others take the view that, like in all things, God has a purpose here that humans may not fully understand. Suffering has a purpose, therefore, which is not fully understood, but it is an opportunity to share in the suffering that Jesus himself experienced.
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To discuss
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a  Discuss what suffering is represented through this photo.



b  To what extent would you say this is an example of natural evil?



c  Discuss whether you think the photographer had a moral responsibility to do anything more than just take this photo.
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Jesus Christ
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‘At that time Jesus came from Nazareth in Galilee and was baptised by John in the Jordan’


(Mark 1:9)







[image: ]

‘he [Jesus] began to teach in the synagogue, and many who heard him were amazed … they asked … What are these remarkable miracles he is performing?’


(Mark 6:2)
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‘Just then his disciples returned and were surprised to find him talking with a woman’


(John 4:37)
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‘Then Jesus said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.”’


(Luke 7:48)
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‘Going a little farther, he fell with his face to the ground and prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, may this cup be taken from me. Yet not as I will, but as you will.”’


(Matthew 26:39)
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To discuss





a  The way Jesus lived provides an example that Christians seek to follow. From the images above, what may Jesus’ actions in these situations suggest to Christians about how they should live?



b  Why do you think Christians today seek to follow Jesus’ example more than the example of any other person in the Bible or within Christianity?
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Jesus’ life


The account of Jesus’ life is found in the four Gospels in the New Testament. They don’t give much detail of him or of his life and each Gospel has a different perspective on him. They focus instead on the things he said, what he did and on what happened to him, which made Christians realise that he was much more than just a good man. His disciples used words or titles to describe him that show they considered him to be God’s chosen one. Titles such as Messiah (Christ), Son of God, Lord and Saviour show that he was, for them, like God Himself.


So for Christians, Jesus’ life and example are important because they give them a pattern for their own lives. Jesus is also important because, as the Son of God, his death is the sacrifice that provides the means by which humans can be brought back into the relationship with God, which was broken by the sinful behaviour both of Adam and Eve and of humans throughout history.




[image: ]

‘Without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness of sins’


(Hebrews 9:22)





Jesus as the Son of God


Christians believe that Jesus was God incarnated, which means God in human form. Christians believe that his conception was not natural, but that he was conceived by the Holy Spirit. This means that Jesus was not formed like any other human as the result of sexual intercourse. Instead, Christians believe that the Holy Spirit caused Mary to become pregnant without the need for a human father. The Old Testament contains prophecies about God coming to Earth – Jesus’ miraculous conception and birth fulfil these prophecies.


Jesus as the Messiah


Jesus is often referred to as the ‘Messiah’, which means anointed one. Kings were anointed with oil to show they had been chosen by God, so by using the title Messiah, Christians are referring to Jesus as King or Lord. They believe he was sent by God to be the saviour of humanity.


The Jews had been waiting a long time for the arrival of the Messiah. They had many different ideas about what he would be like, but most Jews hoped he’d be like one of the old kings of Israel. Many Jews expected that he would help them to fight and destroy the Romans. Jesus is anointed with oil in Mark 14:3−9 and in Caesarea Philippi Jesus is called the Christ (Mark 8:27). This is significant to Christians because whilst Jesus’ life fulfilled the Old Testament prophecies he came as the Messiah for all people, not just the Jews. His kingdom and rule was not a military one but a spiritual one, through his life Christians believe their relationship with God can be restored and he can then rule in their hearts and lives.



Jesus as Lord and Saviour


Christians refer to Jesus as their saviour. The Bible teaches that after the Fall, the relationship between humans and God was broken, and since then all humans have been born with original sin. Jesus was sent to Earth by God the Father to take the punishment for all human sin and to restore the broken relationship between God and humanity. In the book of Romans it says that the punishment for sin is death. Jesus therefore came to Earth to die and his death was enough to pay for all human sin. His death was sufficient payment for human sin because he himself was perfect and was not affected by original sin.


Jesus didn’t just die for human sin but he was also able to beat death and return to life. He had the power to do this because, as God in human form, he was not just fully human, he was also fully God.


The result of Jesus’ death and resurrection was forgiveness from God, allowing His relationship with humans to be restored. Christians believe that Jesus has made it possible for them to spend eternity in heaven after their physical death. Christians worship Jesus and try to follow his example as they live out their lives. They recognise him as their Lord.


The Hebrew word for Lord is Adonai and in the New Testament Paul teaches that declaring Jesus as Lord is the route to salvation (Romans 10:9). The title of Adonai is a plural word and it shows that Jesus was one with God the Father, God the Holy Spirit and in complete control of the universe. This is significant to Christians because in acknowledging Jesus is Lord means that they recognise his divine authority and they are willing to submit to his rule in their lives.
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Tasks





1  State the differences between Jesus’ conception and the conception of all other humans.



2  Describe the effect this conception had on Jesus’ nature.



3  Why was it important that Jesus’ nature was different from the rest of humanity, who are affected by original sin?



4  Explain the relationship between sin, salvation and the death of Christ.
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Stretch what you know


The Bible tells us that before Jesus was born, the Jews were waiting for a Messiah to come. God had promised his coming to the Jewish people. The Jews had various ideas what the Messiah would be like but the most popular belief was that he would be a military leader or king. They hoped for a Messiah who would help them to overcome the Romans. Many Jews believed his coming would begin a time of peace. Of course, not everyone recognised Jesus as the Messiah and other people at the time claimed to be the Messiah as well.





a  Read the Old Testament prophecies about Jesus in the ‘Bible bitz’ box below. What do they reveal about the coming Messiah?



b  Research the Essenes and find out what they expected of the coming Messiah.



c  How do the Essenes’ expectations, the biblical prophecies and Jesus’ actual life compare?
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Bible bitz




‘The blind will be able to see, and the deaf will hear. The lame will leap and dance’


(Isaiah 35:5–6)







‘Look your king is coming to you! He comes triumphant and victorious, but humble and riding on a donkey’


(Zechariah 9:9)







‘May the kings of Tarshish and of distant shores bring tribute to him’


(Psalm 72:10)







‘Therefore the Lord will give you a sign: The virgin will conceive and give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel [which means God with us]’


(Isaiah 7:14)







‘…He was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our sins; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, by his wounds we are healed’


(Isaiah 53:5)
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The importance of Jesus’ example and teachings to Christians


The Sermon on the Mount is recorded in Matthew 5–7. It contains many of Jesus’ teachings about how Christians should live in order to please God. The Sermon can be divided into six sections:





1  The Beatitudes (5:3–16)



2  Jesus and the law (5:17–48)



3  True discipleship (6:1–18)



4  True righteousness (6:19–7:12)



5  The narrow gateway (7:13–23)



6  Building on solid foundations (7:24–29)
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Tasks


Find out about the work of Martin Luther King, Mother Teresa or Oscar Romero. Summarise their life and explain how they demonstrated the qualities promoted by Jesus in the Beatitudes.
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1 The Beatitudes


The word ‘beatitudes’ means blessings. In this passage in the Bible, Jesus describes the attitudes or qualities that God wants His followers to develop and that He will bless. These qualities include meekness, mercy and peacefulness.




‘Jesus said:
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“Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.







Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.







Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.





In the first three Beatitudes Jesus is helping his followers to see that by knowing their needs they are able to be better, truer people. They will be more open to God, knowing their needs and being able to receive from Him. They are then, in turn, better able to share God’s love through their actions, as they care for others. An example of a Christian who clearly demonstrated these qualities is Mother Teresa and her work in the slums of Kolkata.
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Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.







Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.







Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.







Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of God.





Beatitudes four to seven all focus on searching for God and truth and righteousness. Seeking to be ‘pure in heart’ means to be God-focused in all you do, and not to be distracted by selfishness. Martin Luther King’s work to bring about equality in America is a good example of this quality.
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Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.







“Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”’


(Matthew 5:3–12)





The final Beatitudes concentrate on suffering as a result of doing what is right in the eyes of God. If a Christian suffers because they are being faithful to God, they are ‘happy’ because they are being true to themselves and living with integrity. This is, however, not an easy thing to do, but it will be rewarded in heaven. An example of a Christian who suffered for doing what was right is Oscar Romero. He stood up for the poor in El Salvador, but was assassinated for taking this stand.
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2 Jesus and the law


Moses originally brought the law of God to the Israelites. Jesus’ teaching does not replace this law but it changes the way that believers should understand it. Jesus was teaching that obedience to the law must come from a person’s heart. He looks at how what a person is thinking is as bad as the actions a person does. The reason for this is that God knows all our thoughts as well as our deeds, and also because it is a person’s thinking and emotions that will then influence their actions. For example, in verses 21–26 Jesus considers the command ‘do not murder.’ Jesus explains that anger that is about hate for someone else is as unacceptable as murder. In the same way that murder robs a human of their God-given value, so does anger. Anger may also lead to murder and so Jesus condemns it.


Jesus also addresses the issue of adultery in this section of the sermon (5:27–30). In the same way that an inner feeling can lead to murder so, Jesus says, lust can lead to adultery. Lust means wanting to use someone’s body for sexual pleasure, rather than loving them completely. It focuses on physical pleasure rather than the whole of a relationship. Adultery is the act of having a sexual relationship with someone other than one’s husband or wife, which is damaging to the trust in a marriage and goes against God’s commands. Jesus says lust is the act of committing ‘adultery in the heart.’
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God gave Moses the ten commandments, but Jesus taught that it was thoughts as well as actions that were important
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Divorce




‘It has been said, “Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a certificate of divorce.” But I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for sexual immorality, makes her the victim of adultery, and anyone who marries a divorced woman commits adultery.’


(Matthew 5:31–32)
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Oaths




‘Again, you have heard that it was said to the people long ago, “Do not break your oath, but fulfil to the Lord the vows you have made.” But I tell you, do not swear an oath at all: either by heaven, for it is God’s throne; or by the earth, for it is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, for it is the city of the Great King. And do not swear by your head, for you cannot make even one hair white or black. All you need to say is simply “Yes” or “No”; anything beyond this comes from the evil one.’


(Matthew 5:33–37)
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Revenge and love for enemies


In the final section of the Sermon that is concerned with the law, Jesus presents a challenging interpretation to the law of Moses, based on love. In this section Jesus tells his followers not just to love their neighbours – that is, those people they are on good terms with – but also to love their enemies. In the Old Testament the Israelites were told not to ‘bear grudges’ (Leviticus 19:18). All humans are made in God’s image according to Christianity; every human therefore has the capacity to sin and the need to be loved and forgiven. Jesus extends this to include a person’s enemies. Jesus demonstrates exactly this love when he is prepared to die on the cross for human sinfulness. Other Christians throughout history have also put this love into practice. For example, Christian communities in Rwanda restoring relationships with those who participated in mass killings during the attempted genocide in 1994.
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To discuss


Explain what you think Jesus is teaching about divorce and oaths in this section of the Sermon on the Mount.
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3 True discipleship (5:1–18)


In this section, Jesus focuses on what it means to be a true follower. He dismisses outward acts of religion that are done for show in order that others may think a person is righteous. He gives examples of those who tell others about their own goodness of giving to the needy, or who pray so that everyone can see them. Instead, Jesus requires true disciples to be sincere in all they do, keeping their fasting and charity private, known only to themselves and God. In this way they are not doing things to receive praise from humans, instead they are doing them to serve and please God.
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To discuss


Christians pray for forgiveness as they themselves forgive others.





a  Read what Jesus says about forgiveness in Matthew 18:21–35.



b  Explain what Jesus means in this section of teaching.
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Jesus wants people’s prayers to be straight and to the point, not ornate and complicated as if such things will make a person more spiritual. He gives a pattern for prayer in what is now known as the Lord’s Prayer.




‘This, then, is how you should pray:
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For if you forgive other people when they sin against you, your heavenly Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.’


(Matthew 6:9–15)





This is a prayer that many Christians continue to use today, but the Lord’s Prayer also offers a structure for believers to base their own prayers on. It starts with worship of God, then it moves on to request that God meet their daily needs. This is not about praying for what a person wants, or worrying about the next day, it is about simply trusting God for the present. Next, Jesus includes a section of repentance and asking for God’s forgiveness. The forgiveness being asked for should also be reflected in the believer’s own life, as they should have forgiven others around them who have upset them or who owe them.



4 True righteousness (6:19–7:12)


Wealth (6:19–24)


In this section, Jesus requires his followers to take seriously their commitment to the faith. He warns believers not to build up treasures on Earth or to worry about their earthly needs; instead he wants them to have faith that God will provide for them.


Jesus teaches that true riches are spiritual ‘treasures’, which cannot be destroyed by moths or even stolen by other people. The qualities that he has presented in the Beatitudes represent some of these ‘heavenly treasures’. Jesus wants believers to understand that a person cannot worship both God and money. Either God is whom they worship, in which case worldly wealth should not be important, or they worship money, in which case they cannot be God-focused. Jesus is not saying that money itself is evil or wrong, he is saying that the love of money is wrong. This is because it becomes an idol that may lead to selfishness and greed.
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