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SECTION 1


Christianity
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CHAPTER 1


Beliefs and teachings


1.1 Introducing Christianity
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Aim

To give some broad detail about Christianity that will help you study the course
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Starter

What makes someone a Christian? See how many ideas you can note down.



Christian worldviews

Christianity began as part of Judaism around 2000 years ago. The movement was initially a group of followers of the preacher Jesus which eventually became a religious faith in its own right. There are many different types of Christians and the list of views and groups can be bewildering. Rather than thinking about the type of Church (the denomination), it may be helpful to think of the ways that Christians see the world as falling into roughly three different types – but of course this is a simplification and it is usually wiser to use words like ‘some’ or ‘most’ when describing different views.
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Key word

Denomination – a group within a religion
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■  The Bible is the holy book for all Christians



Christians may see and understand the world through one of the three ‘lenses’ described below.
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	Catholic lens

	Liberal (Protestant) lens

	Evangelical (Protestant) lens




	These Christians tend to be found within the Roman Catholic denomination and take their views from the Bible and the interpretation/teachings of the Church. They believe that the Church holds the correct interpretation of the Bible and say that human reason is a God-given tool.

	These Christians respect the Biblical writings but do not believe that they need to be followed in a precise or literal way. They believe that Christian teachings need to be interpreted for the modern day using Biblical principles.

	These Christians believe that the Bible is the only authority that Christians need to decide their beliefs and practices. They tend towards a more literal interpretation of the Bible.






Even within these lenses, there are further lenses linked to how Christians express their views in their life and worship. In this book, we will use the following words:


	●  Traditional – to reflect the lens that a formal approach, which has worked for almost 2000 years, is still the right way to express Christianity.


	●  Modern – to reflect the lens that Christian life should be more reflective of society today and how it has changed.


	●  Charismatic – to reflect the specific approach that believes Christian life should be led by the Holy Spirit in a radical way.




Different denominations

There are lots of different organised Christian groups called denominations. The groups below are five of the most well-known denominations in Britain today. The Catholic Church was the only Christian Church in the Western world until the Reformation. There was a movement in the sixteenth century that said that the Church had lost its way. The churches that emerged from the Reformation ‘protested’ in different ways against the Catholic Church and so are known as Protestant churches. Each denomination contains a range of different lenses, such as those listed above, which makes it even more challenging to talk about each denomination generally.
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	Catholic

	Protestant groups




	Roman Catholic Church

	Church of England

	Methodist

	Baptist

	Pentecostal




	The Catholic Church is the oldest Christian Church, tracing its foundation to St Peter, the disciple of Jesus, who is regarded as the first Pope.

	The Church came into being when Henry VIII broke away from Catholicism in the sixteenth century and joined the European Protestant movement. It is the Established Church in England.

	The Methodist Church began in the eighteenth century, initially as a group within the Church of England. They tend to have simpler worship services and focus on preaching and social action.

	The Baptist Church is a Protestant group which came into being in the sixteenth century. They tend to be largely evangelical, believing in adult baptism by immersion rather than baptism of infants.

	The Pentecostal Church is an evangelical group which came into being in the twentieth century. They tend to have lively, modern worship services with a focus on the Holy Spirit’s action in the world.






The Bible as a source of authority

The common source of authority for Christians is the Bible. This is a collection of books made up of the Old Testament (Jewish history before the time of Jesus) and the New Testament (stories about Jesus in the Gospels and the early history of the Christian Church).


	●  Evangelical Christians tend to believe that the Bible was revealed to the world by God and so it has authority for all time. The more liberal the lens of a Christian, the more they see the hand of a human author in these books and also, sometimes, the more they see the need to interpret the teachings for the modern day.


	●  Catholics believe that the Bible contains all key teachings for life but that the interpretation of the Bible is the role of the Church and so Church teachings hold as much authority as the Bible.




1.2 The nature of God: core characteristics
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Aim

To examine some key Christian beliefs about what God is like
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Starter

What comes to mind if someone talks about God to you? Make a spider diagram to represent your thoughts.



In order for Christians to believe in and worship God, they need to be clear on what they mean when they describe God.

When God created the universe, the Bible emphasises that God already existed before time began and that God’s creation was of all material things. Throughout the story of the Bible, God intervenes in the story of humanity, knows what is happening on Earth and is able to perform miracles but is, in some way, always separate to human activity and therefore human experiences of time.








	Characteristic

	Christian belief




	
Eternal


	
God was not created alongside us or the universe. God cannot have been created by anything, otherwise, there would be something greater than God.

By emphasising that God is eternal, Christians also understand that God is outside of time. This means that God can see something going wrong and can intervene to help out.





	
Omniscient


	
God knows everything that there is to know.

Logically, this links to the belief that God is outside of time but it also means that God has knowledge of the past and future as well as the present.





	
Omnipotent


	
God can do anything.

This emphasises that God is the greatest being – able to help Christians, whatever they need.
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Key words

Eternal – separate to or outside of time

Omniscient – all-knowing; able to know everything there is to know

Omnipotent – all powerful; able to do anything



All of these elements are found in the creation story in Genesis 1:


	●  Eternal: God is outside of time when creating the universe out of nothing. ‘In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth’: it was God’s creation that created time, so God must be separate to what we know of as time.


	●  Omniscient: at each stage of creation, God sees everything that God is making. God must therefore be able to see (and know) differently to us.


	●  Omnipotent: the very fact that God is able to create the universe and everything on Earth in careful order demonstrates ultimate power.




The Bible emphasises that there is just one supreme God.
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■  Winchester Cathedral’s design (top) emphasises different aspects of the nature of God to Liverpool Metropolitan Cathedral (bottom)





Source of authority

‘I am the LORD your God … you shall have no other gods before me…’ (Exodus 20:2–3)










	Characteristic

	Christian belief




	
Monotheism


	
If God is so separate to the universe and to humans, how can God be close enough to be worshipped?

The belief in one supreme God could be emphasised in the Bible because when the Bible was put together, other religions accepted many gods and this unique Jewish idea needed to be explained.





	
It is clearly one God who creates the universe; this God is revealed as guiding humanity and is named Yahweh (often written as ‘the LORD’ in Bibles).





	
The ultimate guide for life, the Ten Commandments, devotes the first four commandments to the greatness of God, especially his oneness.





	
Transcendent

Immanent


	
Christians often talk about God being both beyond the world (transcendent) and also within the world (immanent).





	
For some Christians, being able to focus on the greatness of God is important and, for others, it is the closeness of God that is important. Indeed, most Christians would say that being able to focus on these two aspects at different times is the key.





	
Christians understand God's transcendence to mean that God is beyond anything that a human could fully describe or understand. God's immanence means that God can be known in some way and it is a focus on God's immanence that means that humans can pray.





	
This is seen in forms of worship within Christianity:


	●  Traditional worship emphasises the mystery of God either through the choice of language or how formal the service is. Some traditional Catholics prefer to worship God in Latin which might emphasise transcendence.


	●  Modern worship tries to bring God into the midst of the people. In charismatic worship, such as in the Pentecostal Church, God’s ability to speak through the people during a service emphasises immanence.
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Key words

Monotheistic – the belief that there is only one God

Transcendent – beyond everyday life; outside the human universe

Immanent – part of everyday life; within the human universe




Analyse and evaluate








	
Does it matter if God is eternal, omniscient or omnipotent?







	Yes

	No




	God cannot be worthy of worship if God is anything but the greatest possible being.

	Christians should focus on daily life rather than trying to understand God, who is beyond human understanding.




	If God cannot know when and where to intervene for the good of humans, then there seems little point to Christianity.

	As long as God is greater than humans, it does not matter whether or not God is completely all-powerful or all-knowing.




	
Many Christians would argue that what is important is an understanding of a range of different aspects of the nature of God.
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Activities

Review


	❶  Write three bullet points to show you understand God’s eternity.


	❷  What is the difference between calling God transcendent and calling him immanent?




Develop


	❸  Look at these Gospel passages and link them to the aspects of the nature of God you have studied on these pages: Matthew 6:8, Matthew 19:26, Matthew 25:46, Mark 12:29, Luke 2:14 and John 3:16.




Link


	❹  How do Christian beliefs about Jesus Christ link to the words studied on these pages?




Debate


	❺  Do you agree that real Christianity focuses on God’s work in the world more than God’s transcendence?




Stretch


	❻  If God knows the future, can humans really claim that they are free to make decisions in their lives?






1.3 The nature of God: seen in daily life
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Aim

To consider aspects of God that relate to daily life
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Starter

Look at the two pieces of artwork on this spread. In your opinion which represents better the Christian God?










	Characteristic

	Christian belief




	
Benevolent


	
God’s benevolence is a way of describing God's love for creation.





	
It is important for Christians to understand what is meant by love when describing God or the Christian life. The term used for this is agape, which is a Greek word that means a specific sort of love, which is:


	●  selfless and sacrificial


	●  centred on justice


	●  unconditional.








	
Understanding love in these terms gives a better view of what God’s love might be like. God’s love is expressed through the idea of ‘grace’ – the unconditional gift of love that God gives. This is shown in many ways but for Christians, ultimately, through the Jesus story: God comes to Earth to work with humanity and to give the gift of self-sacrifice to save humans for eternity.





	
God’s benevolence is also shown in the Genesis creation story, where the special place humanity has in creation shows God’s love for it.





	
Personal


	
The Christian belief that God loves humans leads to another important aspect of God’s nature: that God is personal.





	
There is little point for Christians in worshipping a God who is remote or with whom it is impossible to have a relationship. This is what worshipping a personal God is all about: the ability to enter into a relationship.





	
Some Christians emphasise the gap between humans and God but others focus on the nature of the relationship with God as a friend or parent.





	
In the Lord’s Prayer (‘Our Father’), given by Jesus in Matthew 6:9–13, Jesus uses the word for ‘Dad’ to describe God.





	
Judge

Forgiving


	
As Christianity has so much emphasis on living the right way and on the afterlife in either heaven or hell, it is natural for there to be a focus on God as judge and on how forgiving God is.





	
Some Christians emphasise the gap between humans and God but others focus on the nature of the relationship with God as a friend or parent.
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Key words

Benevolent – loving, compassionate, kindly

Personal – able to be related to as a person, not an invisible force

Judge – someone who has the authority to decide right from wrong or make decisions about a person

Forgiving – able to move on from feeling angry or from wishing to punish
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Top tip

For each of the four key words relating to the nature of God, make sure you can say three different things about them and link your points to something from the Bible.




Source of authority

‘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)
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■  Stefan Lochner’s Last Judgement



Biblical evidence

The Lord’s Prayer teaches Christians to pray daily for God’s forgiveness and Jesus’ teachings often explore these themes. In the Parable of the Lost (Prodigal) Son (Luke 15:11–32), Jesus teaches that:


	●  However bad a person's sins are (the son wished his father was dead and he lived a very bad life), God forgives them before they even have to ask (the father ran to greet his son before the son even said sorry).


	●  Every story of forgiveness is a cause for real celebration (the father says his son was dead and now is alive again).




In the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats (Matthew 25:31–46), it is assumed that God judges somebody's actions and whether they go to heaven of hell. In this parable, somebody's actions towards those in need decide whether they go to heaven or hell.

In other parables, such as that of the wise and foolish builders (Matthew 7:24–27), judgement is based on our response to the entire message of God.

Different Christians emphasise God’s forgiveness in different ways:


	●  Protestant Christians tend to say that God’s forgiveness was won for all time by Jesus’ sacrifice on the cross. When God judges, it is by a person's faith and if they have given their lives to being true followers of Jesus, they will go to heaven.


	●  Catholic Christians say that their faith requires an active decision to turn to God, away from their sins. In Catholic practice, there are different ways to help people to do this, such as going to Confession. For Catholics, they are judged based on their actions and their faith.
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■  Rembrandt’s The Return of the Prodigal Son




Analyse and evaluate








	
Should Christians think of God as a friend?







	Yes

	No




	The Bible teaches that human relationships with God should be close, for example, in the Lord’s Prayer.

	God is too great to be thought of as a friend. If humans think of God in these terms, they will end up devaluing God.




	God’s benevolence emphasises God’s willingness to be a sacrifice for humans: much like close friendship.

	It is not relevant to think of a judge as a friend and the Bible is clear that God will judge humanity.




	
Many Christians would argue that there are times to focus on their closeness to God and times to remember their unworthiness in the face of the creator of the universe.
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Activities

Review


	❶  What do Christians understand by the description of God as benevolent?


	❷  What do different Bible passages teach about God as a judge?




Develop


	❸  Look at these Gospel passages and link them to the aspects of the nature of God you have studied on these pages: Matthew 5:43–48, Matthew 7:7–11, Luke 8:4–15 and Luke 10:25–37.




Link


	❹  Should Christians in modern Britain focus on faith or on actions in their daily lives?




Debate


	❺  Does it really matter whether Christians fully understand God?




Stretch


	❻  Research the debate about whether humans are justified (saved) by their faith alone or by their actions (works). Prepare three to five key points.






1.4 The Trinity




[image: image]
Aim

To examine the concept of God as a Trinity of persons
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Starter

Water can come in three different forms but is still ultimately H2O. Is it fair to say that it is still the same thing, whatever form it takes?
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Father, Son and Holy Spirit

The vast majority of Christians believe that God has been revealed to the world in three persons: the Trinity. Christians also believe that the understanding of the Trinity is a mystery that cannot be fully understood by humans.
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Key word

Trinity – the Christian concept of God as one God in three persons: Father, Son and Holy Spirit



By describing the Father, Son and Holy Spirit as persons, Christians emphasise the possibility of having a relationship with God in different ways and at different times but always with the same God.

Christians are clear that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are not the same as each other but are all God. They are also not subdivisions of God: each one is fully God on its own. So great is the mystery that many Christians describe the relationship as a ‘communion of love’. If any of the persons were not fully God, they would not logically be able to fulfil their purpose properly.









	Father

	Son

	Holy Spirit




	
Creator

Transcendent

Protector

Eternal

Judge


	
Saviour

Immanent

Incarnate

Resurrected

Ascended


	
Guide

Comforter

Inspiration

Active in daily life

Power







Biblical evidence

Christians see the presence of the Trinity from the moment of creation: God the Father as creator, the Son as the Word (who was made flesh – see John 1) who speaks at creation and the Spirit hovering over the face of the waters:

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth … and the Spirit of God was hovering … And God said… (Genesis 1:1–3)

Jesus’ final words in Matthew’s Gospel are a clear statement of the Trinity, even though the word ‘Trinity’ is not used anywhere in the Bible. Paul, in his letters, also makes clear references to all three persons of the Trinity: by the time he was writing (10–20 years after Jesus), the Trinity seems to be being discussed.

[image: image]
■  A traditional icon of the Trinity




Sources of authority

‘Go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit…’ (Matthew 28:19)

‘Grace and peace to you from God our Father … we have heard of your faith in Christ Jesus … your love in the Spirit.’ (Colossians 1:1–8)



Other interpretations

Some Christians reject the idea of the Trinity as being too difficult or not fully evidenced in the Bible. They believe that the wording of views on the Trinity ends up as polytheism and that belief in one God is ultimately the most important to preserve. The debate goes back to the early Church. The hard work in the first 400 years of the Church to establish basic Christian beliefs can be found in the early creeds, such as the Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene Creed, which are still used in worship today.
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Key words

Polytheism – the idea that there are many gods

Creed – a statement of beliefs



Some examples of these views are:


	●  The belief that Jesus is the Son of God but only the Father is God. The Holy Spirit is the active force that God uses to make things happen on Earth. This is the view, for example, of Christadelphian and Jehovah’s Witness communities.


	●  The belief that the Father, Son and Holy Spirit are united in their purpose but are separate to each other, each with distinct roles. This is the view of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (also known as the Mormon Church).





Analyse and evaluate








	
Does it matter if Christians understand the concept of the Trinity?







	Yes

	No




	Christians need to understand God if they are going to be true followers.

	God is a mystery and it would be wrong of humans to claim they could understand God fully.




	It is in the Bible and so should be understood by Christians.

	As long as Christians understand that Jesus saved the world, that is all that matters.




	
Christians could argue that they will understand the different persons of the Trinity at different times in their lives and that as long as they can access this belief when they need to, this is all that matters.
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Activities

Review


	❶  Write three bullet points to explain the Trinity.


	❷  Give details of one Christian group that rejects the concept of the Trinity.




Develop


	❸  Look up either the Apostles’ Creed or the Nicene Creed as a further source of authority and make notes on what it says about each person of the Trinity.




Link


	❹  What does studying the Trinity add to our understanding of the nature of God? Review and develop your notes from spreads 1.2 and 1.3.




Debate


	❺  To what extent can only people who believe in the Trinity call themselves Christians?




Stretch


	❻  Some people believe that Paul did not fully believe in the Trinity as Christians do now. Look at these passages and decide what you think the evidence points towards – and whether it matters: Romans 8:9–11, 1 Corinthians 12:3, 2 Corinthians 13:13, Galatians 4:4–6, 2 Thessalonians 2:13–14 and 1 Timothy 1:17.






1.5 Biblical accounts of creation
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Aim

To analyse the text of Genesis 1 and 2
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Starter

Is a creator God more like a magician or a potter?
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■  The first creation account



First creation account: Genesis 1:1–2:3

The first creation account divides the process of creation into six days where God works to create order and observes that the work is good. On the seventh day, God rests and this leads to teachings about observing a Sabbath day.
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Key word

Sabbath – a day of rest and focus on God




[image: image]
Top tip

Genesis 1 and 2 are set texts. This means that you need to be able to write about them in detail.



The text portrays God as the creator, powerful enough to create by only word. The emphasis is on God’s ability to create something out of nothing. God’s creation has a purpose and it is perfect (represented by the word ‘good’ on each day).

The image of God changes when humankind is created. No longer is God simply creating as a remote figure but God seems to be personally interested in the creation of people. God seems to shift from being a creator to a Father who gives blessings and gifts to the people. Creation here is described as very good.

God’s two agents of creation are God’s Word and the Spirit. The Spirit brings order to the chaos in verse 2. The word for ‘Spirit’ in the Hebrew text is the same as ‘wind’ or ‘breath’. Jesus is often associated with the Word (which we will examine in spread 1.6). Breath makes us able to speak words and so some Christians see the Trinity as being named and united in this verse.

Thinking about God’s Spirit as breath or wind reminds some Christians of the power of the Holy Spirit in the world today; able to move freely around the world and also being identified with the life force in each human being.

The role and purpose of humans in this passage is:


	●  to be honoured as the pinnacle of creation: they are created last


	●  to rule over all animals: good rulership is about being stewards and taking care of everything


	●  with God’s blessing, to be fruitful and increase in number: God’s first command to humans is to populate the world.
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Key words

Pinnacle – the high point of something

Steward – someone who takes care of something



Second creation account: Genesis 2:4–25

The second creation account develops the story further, focusing in on humankind. Some Christians believe that the second account is an alternative version to the first, which was brought together by the editor of Genesis; others believe that the second acts like a magnifying glass on the first. We see the following features in this section:


	●  Parts of the Earth already existed.


	●  Man is created from the dust of the ground and God’s breath (Spirit) is breathed into his nostrils.


	●  Man is placed in the Garden of Eden and his purpose is to look after it.


	●  God allows the man to eat from anything except the tree of knowledge of good and evil; otherwise he will die.


	●  God wishes to make a helper for the man and so makes all animals, none of which is suitable.


	●  The man (now named Adam) is therefore caused to sleep and one of his ribs is used to create woman (who is not named until Chapter 3).


	●  This physical unity between Adam and Eve is used to represent the need for absolute unity between husband and wife.


	●  Both Adam and Eve are naked and feel no shame.




Having humans created first in this text emphasises their special role in the world.

Different Christian views


	●  Some Christians, such as some evangelicals, believe that Adam being created before Eve and Eve being described as a helper to Adam means that men should be in charge of women in a marriage.


	●  Some, such as Catholics, say that this text simply emphasises the difference between the two genders.


	●  Others say that the text is outdated.





Analyse and evaluate








	
Do the two creation accounts contradict each other?







	Yes

	No




	The order of creation is clearly different between the two accounts.

	They are two views on the same complex issue. The different words for God emphasise this.




	The two accounts use different words for God (‘God’ in Chapter 1 and ‘Yahweh’ in Chapter 2) and so are clearly completely different.

	The second account is like a spotlight on humanity’s early days. This is seen by the fact that creation already exists at the start of the chapter.




	
Some Christians might argue that the question does not matter because what is important is not the historical accuracy but the religious truths behind the stories.
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Activities

Review


	❶  What is learned about God and humanity in each of the two creation accounts?


	❷  Create a table or diagram to show the similarities and differences between the two creation accounts.




Develop


	❸  What are the implications of saying that God created matter out of nothing? Think about what is true for science as well as for religion.




Link


	❹  Does anything in the two creation accounts contradict the understanding of God studied in the previous pages in this book?




Debate


	❺  Is there anything useful about the role of humans found in Genesis 1–2 for Christians today?




Stretch


	❻  There have been different attempts to identify where the Garden of Eden might have actually been located. Research this on the internet and summarise two different views.






1.6 Interpretations of the creation story
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Aim

To explore interpretations of the creation story
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Starter

Discuss: is being told something using a story with a meaning better or worse than simply being told something?



John 1:1–18

John’s Gospel is shaped very differently to the other three Gospels. For many Christians, this is because Matthew, Mark and Luke focus on the stories about Jesus’ time on Earth, whereas John, writing later than the others, shapes his Gospel symbolically to present truths. For other Christians, the Holy Spirit inspired this writer in a different way.
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■  For Christians, the Incarnation is where heaven touches Earth. Michaelangelo represented the creation of Adam as a deliberate act of God. Christians consider the Incarnation to be another deliberate act of God the creator, renewing the world



John’s opening verses deliberately recall the Genesis creation accounts and use the symbolism of Genesis to explain some of the truths of Christianity. The key points are:


	●  The phrase ‘in the beginning’ echoes Genesis 1:1.


	●  The ‘Word’ is a reference to the words that God spoke when creating the world: John emphasises that God’s words at creation were a way of understanding the ‘Word’ who then became human in Jesus.


	●  The Greek for ‘word’ (logos) also echoes the idea of logic or reason: this reminds Christians that the Word is more than just a word.


	●  The Word was a part of the creation of the whole universe. It pre-existed the universe and was not just an aspect of God but was God.


	●  Life and light are given a new meaning as representing more than just the life and light of Genesis but also the life and light that is needed in the darkness of a world of sin.


	●  As divine light, nothing can overcome it.


	●  The prophet John the Baptist (a different John to the one who wrote the Gospel) was sent by God to point the world to the light.


	●  True light came into the world and, despite being the creator of the world, was not recognised and was rejected.


	●  Those who had faith in the true light became children of God – like the new Adam and Eve.


	●  The Word (i.e. God) became a human being in the Incarnation and Jesus as the Son is clearly being identified alongside the Father (rather than as lower than the Father in some way).


	●  The Word (i.e. Jesus) replaced the temporary ways of the Old Testament by coming to Earth as God-made-man to restore the close personal relationship with God seen at the start of Genesis.




Therefore, John not only links Jesus to creation but makes a direct claim that Jesus is God, who created the universe and became a human in order to bring light in the darkness. This sets up a very different understanding of what Jesus then went on to do. This clear link and sophisticated thinking is one of the reasons many Christians consider John’s Gospel to be so different to the other Gospels.
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Key word

Incarnation – the term used to describe God becoming a human being in Jesus
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Top tip

John 1 is a set text and you need to understand verses 1–18 in detail.




Source of authority

‘The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us.’ (John 1:14)



Christian interpretations of Genesis

As we have seen, many Christians understand Genesis symbolically. They might believe that the text contains religious truth but not literal or scientific truth. They might understand the text metaphorically. For example, the seven days of creation could be understood to represent seven long periods of time.
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Key word

Metaphorical – figurative or symbolic or not literally the case



While some evangelicals take Genesis to be literally true, there are also some Christians who simply reject the truth of the account on the basis that it was written by people who were trying to understand why the Earth existed.


Analyse and evaluate








	
Are the Genesis accounts literally true?







	Yes

	No




	The whole Bible is directly revealed by God. God works through humans in many ways and so it is reasonable to believe that God revealed the Bible to humans.

	Similar stories from other religious traditions near to the Holy Land exist, suggesting that this is not a genuine account from God.




	Any contradictions between the accounts are explained by them being different perspectives on the same thing.

	Modern scientific discoveries have demonstrated that better explanations exist for creation, such as the Big Bang and evolution.




	The possible issue of the Sun and moon being created only on day four is solved by remembering that the universe existed before the Sun: God created light in general at the start and created the Sun later on.

	Day four of the first creation story does not make sense. The idea that humans were created first from dust and then from a rib also does not make sense.




	We should not apply our worldview to the Bible. For example, there are three days with no Sun or moon so we need to understand literal truth differently.

	John’s Gospel shows that even at the time of Jesus, metaphorical truth was seen as a valid type of truth. John does not seem to have read Genesis literally.




	
Many Christians wonder whether God could simply have used evolution as a tool for the creation of life.





	
Many Christians feel that the attempt to reject Christianity on the basis of Genesis being possibly inaccurate is an excuse by those who do not wish to be challenged by the Christian lifestyle.
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Activities

Review


	❶  Summarise what is learnt about the Word from John 1.


	❷  What are the strongest arguments for and against whether Genesis is literally true? Why did you choose these?




Develop


	❸  Do you think a Christian’s daily life is affected by whether or not the creation story is literally true? Give at least one argument to agree and one to disagree.




Link


	❹  What are the possible implications of the different viewpoints given in this spread when it comes to understanding the death and resurrection of Jesus?




Debate


	❺  ‘Symbolism is too difficult. If something is worth saying, then it should be presented at face value.’ Is this a valid view? Make sure you use examples from Christianity in your discussion.




Stretch


	❻  Look at some of the miracles of Jesus. How could they be explained if they are not literally true? Think about alternative explanations and metaphorical understandings. Does it matter?


	You could start with the bleeding woman (Mark 5:25–34), the centurion’s servant (Matthew 8:5–13) and the exorcism of a demon-possessed man (Luke 8:26–39).






1.7 The Fall and Original Sin
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Aim

To explore the text of Genesis 3




[image: image]
Starter

Is it ever right to punish someone for what someone else has done?



Genesis 3:1–19

Whether this passage is read metaphorically or literally, it describes a moment of absolute change for the human race. This change came about by Eve and then Adam using their free will to be tempted and then act on the advice of the serpent, rather than follow the instructions of God.
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Key word

Free will – the ability to make choices for ourselves



If taken literally, the passage shows us that there was a moment when the first humans disobeyed the direct instruction from God (in Chapter 2). All descendants of Adam and Eve – the whole human race – were punished by God for this moment of Original Sin.
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Key word

Original Sin – the first sin of Adam and Eve that is passed on to humans



If taken metaphorically, the passage could be interpreted as saying that human nature turns us away from the perfect idea of good that God offers. Alternatively, it could be seen as a story that represents just how far humans are from God. The remainder of the Bible could be about the human quest to become united with God and how God has helped humanity with this.
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Key word

Good – something that is approved of or is of a high standard



Some key features to note about the passage are:


	●  The snake or serpent represents the Devil or Satan, who some Christians believe to be a real figure, perhaps a fallen angel. Other Christians believe the Devil to be symbolic of all the temptation that humans are subject to.


	●  God had told Adam and Eve not to eat from the tree in the centre of the garden and they would die if they did this. Adam and Eve clearly do not die and some feel that this is a lie told by God. However, Christians would respond by saying that God has not lied but is talking about the death of Adam and Eve’s innocence. We see this idea that innocence and the pure relationship with God is destroyed because Adam and Eve are ashamed they are naked.


	●  Some Christians believe that the idea of God walking in the garden shows that the passage is to be understood in a metaphorical way; others believe that the relationship was different in the Garden of Eden and so we can understand God’s presence differently.


	●  The punishment given by God is to have to struggle to work for success (Adam) and for childbirth to become difficult (Eve). The serpent is also given a hard future.
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Top tip

Genesis 3:1–19 is a set text. You could also be asked about the narrative in Chapters 1–3 as a whole.
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■  The Fall of humanity
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Key word

The Fall – the moment when Adam and Eve permanently broke the relationship with God



The concept of good

Christians consider God to be the ultimate source of goodness. This goodness is first revealed in the creation of the universe, which God sees is ‘good’. God then shows goodness by guiding creation (by giving them guidelines, such as not eating from the tree of knowledge, and later on by giving the Ten Commandments and other guides to life) and then ultimately sending Jesus as a gift to the Earth.


Source of authority

‘Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.’ (Matthew 5:48)



Christian interpretations

Christians believe that God is the perfect standard of goodness. Christians should try to be like God and if they fail to be like God, this is a sin. Sin is the use of free will to reject God’s goodness.


	●  Catholics describe sin as a failure in humans' love for God; it is a turning away from God’s law. It is always possible to turn back to God.


	●  Many Protestants believe that Original Sin has broken this relationship with God permanently and it is only through God’s grace that humans can be saved from this sin.





Analyse and evaluate








	
Are humans being punished for the sins of Adam and Eve?







	Yes

	No




	The punishment given by God to Adam and Eve is clear. They broke the relationship between God and humans and it remains broken.

	As God is benevolent, punishing all humans for the sins of two people so long ago does not seem likely.




	Adam and Eve may not be the first humans but perhaps they were chosen to represent the human race and their punishment therefore can be given to all humans.

	The Adam and Eve story is not literally true. Christians learn that each time they sin, they are separating themselves from God.




	
Even if the passage is symbolic, it is symbolic of the permanent gap between God and humans which humans need to work to overcome.
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Activities

Review


	❶  Explain how the Adam and Eve story might be understood both by someone who takes the Bible literally and through a more liberal lens.


	❷  What do Christians understand by the word ‘good’?




Develop


	❸  Take the arguments in the Analyse and evaluate box above and write a counterargument for each one.




Link


	❹  Which of the aspects of the nature of God are challenged and which are strengthened by understanding that the Adam and Eve story is literally true or symbolically true?




Debate


	❺  Do you think Christianity spends too long thinking about the Genesis story and not enough time on more important aspects of faith?




Stretch


	❻  Some might argue that the fact that Eve ate the fruit first has led to poor treatment of women for thousands of years. Adam was, of course, created first in this account. Read Genesis 2–3 again and write an analysis from a feminist viewpoint.






1.8 The problem of evil
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Aim

To understand Christian responses to the problem of evil and suffering




[image: image]
Starter

Make a list of evil things. What is the cause of each one? Which are caused by people and which are not?



The concept of evil

The word ‘evil’ tends to be used for things that are completely opposed to the goodness and perfection of God. It is a reality that we all encounter in different ways in our lives and Christians try to combat it through prayer and right living.
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Key word

Evil – the opposite of good; something that brings suffering



The possible causes of evil are varied. They could be linked to:


	●  a particular situation (for example, the relationship between two people)


	●  the mindset of a person (for example, if they are angry or ignorant or they have been through a trauma)


	●  the actions of a person directly involved or more distant (for example, war)


	●  natural forces (for example, earthquakes).




It is usual to divide the idea of evil into two types:


	●  Moral evil is evil that is the result of other people and their own free choices. There has been a moral decision at the heart of it. For example: murder or violence.


	●  Natural evil is evil that has come from natural sources and humans do not seem to be directly linked to it. For example: earthquakes or volcanoes.




One thing is for certain: evil leads to suffering. Whether it is mental or physical suffering for one person or many – or for animals or the environment – suffering refers to the pain or harm that results from evil.
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Key words

Moral evil – evil that is a result of human free choices

Natural evil – evil that comes from nature or natural sources

Suffering – pain or harm experienced as a result of evil
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■  What causes suffering?



Christian responses

Evil is a challenge for Christians for two broad reasons:


	1  There is so much evil in the world and some of it is so extreme that it is hard to explain why God would want to watch the suffering of people who were created out of love.


	2  It does not make logical sense for an omnipotent and benevolent God to allow creation to suffer through evil.




There have been many attempts to explain evil. Three broad responses are offered here:


	1  Catholic: a response based on the idea of evil as a punishment because God is righteous and God’s benevolence is not just about love.


	2  Evangelical: a response based on having faith in God’s plan.


	3  Liberal: a response based on developing our characters towards perfection.
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Key word

Righteous – morally good




Source of authority

‘Do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also.’ (Matthew 5:39)

‘For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways.’ (Isaiah 55:8)











	Catholic response

	Evangelical response

	Liberal response




	
Catholics argue that the ultimate cause of evil and suffering is the Fall. Not only was the good order of the world messed up by Original Sin but also the ongoing human misuse of free will means that suffering continues. Catholics try to explain the issue broadly by saying:


	•  Evil is defined as an absence of goodness or a lack of perfection. It is often caused by people being tempted by the Devil.


	•  Through Adam and Eve (literally or symbolically), humanity chose to turn away from God and broke the relationship with God.


	•  Humans deserve to be punished but God sent Jesus to bring them through this punishment.


	•  Natural evil comes as a result of the Fall and moral evil comes through the ongoing use of our free will.





	
Evangelical responses to evil focus around the Fall and how all disobedience to God is the responsibility of humans. Evangelical Christians might argue that Christians should focus on having faith that God has a plan for them. This is why God might allow natural evil to cause suffering: God could prevent it but God’s ways are sometimes beyond human understanding.


	
One possible liberal response to the problem of evil is that life is an opportunity to perfect our virtues. Some Christians argue that at the Fall, humans broke the perfect relationship that they had with God and as a result humans need to do all they can to perfect themselves in order to come back into a perfect relationship with God. Somebody's response to suffering can help them to become a better person with better virtues.

This approach is often associated with some liberal Christians. It is clear that some people do not achieve perfection before they die and so some versions of this theory say that humans continue the process of perfection in the afterlife, until we all return to the perfect state and we all go to heaven. Traditional Christians would not accept that all people go to heaven.








Analyse and evaluate








	
Is there a purpose to suffering?







	Yes

	No




	Suffering is a tool given by God to help humans to repair the damage caused by human disobedience.

	There cannot be a purpose to suffering when innocent babies suffer or bad people do not seem to suffer.




	Suffering is part of God’s plan: as humans we may not understand it but why should we understand the creator of the universe?

	There is no purpose but suffering is the fault of humans who disobeyed God and God cannot remove suffering without removing free will.




	
Some Christians could argue that it does not matter if there is a purpose to suffering; what matters is people's response in terms of both their faith and their action.
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Activities

Review


	❶  What is the difference between moral evil and natural evil? Which is more challenging for Christians and why?


	❷  For each of the three possible responses to the problem of evil, explain how free will is central to understanding why God allows evil and suffering in the world.




Develop


	❸  Research the Old Testament story of Job. How is this man’s story a possible solution to the problem of evil? Does it work?




Link


	❹  How is the problem of evil seen differently by those who understand God’s benevolence in different ways?




Debate


	❺  How far is it true to say that suffering is simply the price that humans pay for free will?




Stretch


	❻  Would Christianity survive if Christians had to change their understanding of God’s benevolence or omnipotence in order to try to explain the problem of evil?






1.9 The Incarnation
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Aim

To understand the terms Incarnation, Messiah and Son of God
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Starter

What elements of the Christmas story can you recall? What is the significance of each part of the story?



The birth of the Messiah

The Christmas story begins with the angel appearing to Jesus’ mother, Mary, to say that she would conceive, despite being a virgin, by the power of the Holy Spirit. An angel appeared to her betrothed, Joseph, to say that he should not divorce her. They travelled to Bethlehem because a census demanded their presence there. Mary went into labour but there was no regular place to stay and so Jesus was born in the animal area and placed in a manger. He was visited by shepherds who had been summoned by angels and by wise men who had followed a star from a distant land.

This well-known story is actually a combination of the accounts in Matthew and Luke. For Christians, it is the culmination of the whole process since the Fall: the process of God setting out to repair the damage created by humans. The Old Testament prepared the Jewish people for a figure who would:


	●  be born in Bethlehem (and therefore be from the same family as King David, the great king)


	●  bring about peace


	●  restore those who were poor or outcasts


	●  give sight to the blind


	●  suffer for his people


	●  restore God’s people and their relationship with God.




The Hebrew term used for this figure is ‘Messiah’, which means ‘anointed one’. The Greek word for ‘Messiah’ is ‘Christ’. Three different groups of people were anointed in Old Testament times: prophets, priests and kings. The Messiah brings together all three of these roles:


	●  Prophets speak the Word of God to the people and deliver those in need.


	●  Priests sacrifice on behalf of the people to take prayers to God.


	●  Kings represent the people and hold authority.
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Key word

Messiah – the awaited Jewish promised one; anointed one



[image: image]
■  The Christmas story




Source of authority

[Jesus asked:] ‘“Who do you say I am?” Simon Peter answered, “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.”’ (Matthew 16:15–16)



The Son of God

However, from the start of the Gospels, Jesus’ role seems to go beyond the expectations of the Messiah. In the Christmas story, it is not just a human that is born: Jesus is conceived by the Holy Spirit and angels celebrate his birth.

Calling Jesus the Son of God does not necessarily mean that he is separate to God. Culturally, the term ‘son of’ can also be used more symbolically, perhaps suggesting someone is like someone else. It primarily shows that Jesus has a close relationship to God. The idea that it was a statement that Jesus was God developed later in the Christian teaching about the Incarnation – the belief that God became a human being and so Jesus was both God and man.
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Key word

Son of God – title used to refer to Jesus being God




[image: image]
Top tip

Further evidence for Jesus being the Son of God can be found over the next few pages.



The central Christian belief that Jesus was fully God and fully human, in a way that cannot be completely understood by humans but which was possible for the creator of the universe to achieve, is summed up in the message of the angels to the shepherds in Luke 2:11–12, where both the human and divine aspects of Jesus come together.
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Relevance for Christians today

For most Christians, the Christmas story and the terms ‘Messiah’ and ‘Son of God’ show that God’s grace is active in the world and that God did all he could to repair the damage caused by sin. A core aspect of belief in the Trinity is the understanding that Jesus was incarnated as both fully God and fully man. In spread 1.4, we examined the views of some Christians who do not believe that Jesus is fully God, which are also relevant here.


Analyse and evaluate








	
Is the Incarnation relevant to Christians today?







	Yes

	No




	The Incarnation is a huge indicator of God’s grace. It sets in motion events that would change and save the world: without the Incarnation, Jesus could not have died.

	The Incarnation may be important but other aspects, such as Jesus’ teaching on how to live, as well as his death, are actually relevant for modern Christians.




	The Christmas story reminds people that Jesus is for all people, even shepherds – considered outcasts at the time – and foreigners like the wise men.

	Titles such as ‘Messiah’ and ‘Son of God’ are meaningless for modern Christians and so the idea of the Incarnation is outdated.




	
The Incarnation has become a commercialised Christmas. The Christmas that we see each year is not Biblical so while the Incarnation is important, it is not relevant as expressed in modern society.
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Activities

Review


	❶  What do Christians understand by describing Jesus as the Messiah?


	❷  What is the Incarnation?




Develop


	❸  How does the baptism of Jesus (Matthew 3:13–17) develop Christian understandings of the terms ‘Messiah’ and ‘Son of God’?




Link


	❹  Look again at John 1:1–18. This is John’s version of the Christmas story. What points is John making about the Incarnation and Jesus as the Messiah and Son of God?




Debate


	❺  Can Jesus ever be fully understood from his various titles?




Stretch


	❻  Matthew and Luke’s Christmas stories are very different. Mark (the earliest Gospel) has no Christmas story. John’s is symbolic. Research different explanations for why the Gospels have been developed in this way and present one approach you agree with and one you disagree with.






1.10 The life of Jesus Christ
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Aim

To explore the ministry of Jesus Christ
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Starter

Make a list of things that Jesus (a) said and (b) did. Can you sort these lists into any categories?



Jesus’ work

According to the Gospels, Jesus moved around the Holy Land for about three years, spreading his message. Jesus’ work on Earth took a number of different forms:


	●  As a preacher, his sayings were memorable and inspirational, and his teaching challenged the society of his time.


	●  As a teacher, he taught partly in parables. These stories with meanings were designed to be easily remembered and relevant to his audience.


	●  As a religious guide, he taught people that their relationship with God was of vital importance and that God could be approached as a friend. He emphasised that what was important on the inside was more important than what was seen on the outside.


	●  As a miracle-worker, he demonstrated that God’s love was unconditional and offered to all, including outcasts. This love is known as agape love.




Jesus withstood challenges from religious authorities who felt challenged by what he represented. He never undermined them, however; he simply encouraged them to think carefully about what their priorities were.
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Key word

Agape – Greek word for ‘love’ emphasising unconditional love; the Greek word used to describe God’s love for the universe
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■  An icon of Jesus



Different Christian views

Christians today have much they can learn from Jesus’ life:


	●  Most Christians believe that stories from the Gospels sometimes need to be applied to their lives in order to understand them.


	●  The majority of Christians believe that there is something to learn from all the Gospel stories, although some liberal Christians might consider some of the passages to be outdated because Jesus was speaking into a cultural context that is very different from our own.


	●  Evangelical Christians might emphasise the idea that the Gospels are directly revealed by the Holy Spirit and provide direct guidance for their lives.


	●  More liberal Christian lenses might focus on the broad approaches that the Gospels teach and encourage people to be inspired to apply these to their lives. When faced with a difficult situation, some Christians often ask, ‘What would Jesus do?’
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Top tip

Studying Christianity will hopefully encourage you to get to know the story of Jesus in detail. You could read a Gospel or a children’s Bible or watch a film version of his life.



Agape love

Jesus’ coming to Earth was a sign of God’s grace. Jesus’ teachings were designed to show people how to live lives full of agape when dealing with others. Agape love is unconditional, sacrificial and selfless, and focused on justice. The table gives some examples of how Christians might lead the ideal life and the next spread focuses on one specific example.
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■  The parable of the Good Samaritan is one of Jesus’ best-known teachings











	Teaching

	Reference

	Possible example for Christians today




	
Healing of the Bleeding Woman


	
Mark 5:25–34


	
Christians should demonstrate agape to sidelined members of society.





	
Healing of the Centurion’s Servant


	
Matthew 8:5–13


	
Non-Christians are as welcome to be shown agape as anyone else.





	
Parable of the Sower


	
Luke 8:4–15


	
People need to receive and work with God’s message of agape properly.





	
Parable of the Good Samaritan


	
Luke 10:25–37


	
Christians must show neighbourly love to anyone, even those they don’t like.





	
Parable of the Lost Son


	
Luke 15:11–32


	
Agape demands unconditional forgiveness by humans as well as by God.





	
Parable of the Sheep and the Goats


	
Matthew 25:31–46


	
People will be judged based on how they have shown agape to those in need.





	
Great Commission


	
Matthew 28:16–20


	
Christians must take on Jesus’ role of spreading the good news of agape to the world.







Some Christians are nervous about the emphasis on agape love because they believe that good living needs more structure. Catholics, for example, would emphasise that the specific teachings of the Church are necessary in order to make decisions about what is right and what is wrong.


Analyse and evaluate








	
Does the life of Jesus have much to teach Christians today?







	Yes

	No




	Jesus’ examples used in his teachings are timeless and easy to understand in the twenty-first century.

	Jesus’ parables are full of examples from the first century which are not useful for Christians today.




	Jesus’ miracles demonstrate that God’s love is available for everyone and this is a message that is relevant in any time.

	Jesus was a unique person and so how he lived his life is not relevant to people today.




	
Some Christians might argue that it is important to be inspired by Jesus but to live their lives in their own ways.
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Activities

Review


	❶  List the different ways in which Jesus taught.


	❷  What is meant by agape love? Give examples to illustrate your answer.




Develop


	❸  Look at Luke 4:16–21. Here, Jesus is saying that he is fulfilling the prophecies about the Messiah. Why might Christians argue that Jesus went far beyond everything Jewish people might have hoped for?




Link


	❹  Different Christians might read the Gospel stories through different lenses. What might be the impact of doing this? Think about literal and metaphorical lenses as well as others of interest.




Debate


	❺  ‘Jesus’ parables are more helpful to Christians than his miracles.’ How true would you say this is?




Stretch


	❻  Look at Matthew 16:13–20. The passage ends with an example of the Messianic Secret – when Jesus insists that people do not tell others who he is. Why might Jesus have asked for this?






1.11 The Sermon on the Mount
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Aim

To examine the Christian ideal as found in the Sermon on the Mount
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Starter

Can being good ever be too difficult to do?



The Christian ideal

Many Christians believe that the Sermon on the Mount expresses the ideal way to live a Christian life. Some believe Jesus preached it as one sermon; others think that it is a collection of Jesus’ teachings over time. Understanding the Sermon on the Mount gives a further insight into agape, morality and religious life.

To understand the Sermon on the Mount, it is important to understand that Jesus was teaching in a Jewish society where people tried carefully to follow the Jewish law at all times. Jesus felt that some people sometimes took the law too far and were so careful to follow the rules that they forgot to look after the people around them.

The other thing to look out for throughout the text is Jesus’ emphasis on intention rather than action. Being a good Christian is not just about doing things to impress others or even because a Christian has to do them: it is about wanting to and meaning it from the heart.

[image: image]
■  Jesus teaching at the Sermon on the Mount
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Top tip

The Sermon on the Mount is in Matthew 5–7. You have already met some of the text in earlier spreads.



Different Christian views


	●  Some Christians might observe that while the issues in the text are timeless, there are some aspects that are specific to a Jewish audience and there are many modern issues that are not covered here (or anywhere in the Bible). They might therefore reject a more evangelical approach to using the Bible as the sole authority when deciding how to live.


	●  Other Christians would argue that the Sermon on the Mount gives enough information to allow a person to be a good Christian and to respond to whatever situation presents itself.


	●  The Catholic Church reminds us that the human desire for true happiness comes from God and this is at the heart of the Sermon.




Summary of the text

The Sermon starts with the Beatitudes (5:3–12), a list of groups who are blessed or happy in God’s sight. These are not the expected people – they are those who are kind or on the fringes of society. It goes on to encourage people to be proud of their good deeds to make the world a better place (5:13–16).

After insisting that what he teaches does not contradict the Jewish law but instead focuses on intention and true righteousness (5:17–20), Jesus continues:


	●  Murder is wrong but so is anything that could ever lead to murder: anger or cursing someone, for example (5:21–26).


	●  Adultery is wrong but so is lusting after someone (5:27–30).


	●  Old rules about divorce and taking oaths need to be tightened up so that society does not become too loose with its morals (5:31–37).


	●  Always be the bigger person: turn the other cheek and go the extra mile – and even love your enemies: the Christian should be perfect, just like God is (5:38–48).


	●  Give to those in need, and pray and fast as if they are private moments between you and God: don’t be a hypocrite and make it all about yourself (6:1–18).


	●  Store up treasures in heaven, not on Earth: don’t prioritise money or image (6:19–34).


	●  Don’t be a hypocrite and judge others (7:1–6).


	●  Ask God for what you need (7:7–12).


	●  Christian life is a challenge but you need to be good from the inside – and then you can hope to enter the kingdom of heaven (7:13–23).


	●  Get the foundations right in order for the rest to follow on (7:24–27).
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Top tip

It is important to know a range of points from the text, backed up by quotations.




Analyse and evaluate








	
Is the Christian ideal as found in the Sermon on the Mount realistic for today?







	Yes

	No




	The Sermon emphasises that people's hearts must be pure, which is a timeless ideal.

	The sermon was intended for people living in a Jewish community 2000 years ago. It can inspire but not totally guide Christians today.




	The Sermon covers religious life, moral decisions and relationships with others, which can be applied to modern situations.

	Most Christians accept that violence is sometimes needed and that anger and impure thoughts are natural – it is what they do next in those situations that matters.




	
The Sermon on the Mount is helpful in some circumstances but does not give guidance on every aspect of modern life.
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Activities

Review


	❶  Collate three to five short quotations that illustrate the range of teachings in the Sermon on the Mount.


	❷  Which do you think are the two most relevant teachings in the Sermon on the Mount to Christians today and why?




Develop


	❸  Look back over spreads 1.1–1.10 and identify where other quotations from the Sermon on the Mount have been used. How does this develop your understanding of the Christian ideal?




Link


	❹  Draw together all learning on agape from this and earlier spreads and present a Christian understanding of the concept in a creative way.




Debate


	❺  Is it better to aim to be perfect and to fail or to aim to be good and succeed?




Stretch


	❻  Should Christians decide what is right and what is wrong based on the Bible alone or should they use a combination of the Bible, Church teachings and their reasoning?






1.12 The death of Jesus Christ
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Aim

To examine the significance of the death of Jesus for Christians




[image: image]
Starter

Can someone’s death ever be good?



The Good Friday story

The crucifixion account starts before Good Friday as Jesus, knowing what is to come, enters Jerusalem in great triumph. He encounters his opponents, is betrayed by one of his disciples and then is arrested, put on trial, flogged to the point of death, humiliated and then sent to be crucified.


[image: image]
Key words

Crucifixion – the death of Jesus on the cross

Good Friday – the day in the year when Jesus’ crucifixion is remembered



While on the cross, Jesus continued to demonstrate his characteristic virtues of forgiveness and kindness. Many of the events surrounding his death allow the prophecies of the Old Testament to be fulfilled, emphasising further that the Messiah would be a Saviour.

Crucifixion was the punishment of choice for the Romans who ruled over the Holy Land at the time and they were experts at ensuring a prisoner’s death was as painful and public as possible. But for Christians today, the emphasis is on the willingness to suffer that Jesus demonstrated, which emphasised his agape love for all.

[image: image]
■  One depiction of Jesus's crucifixion



Christian practices


	●  On Good Friday, churches are often stripped bare and the worship is simple. Many traditional Christians hold back from celebrating the Eucharist or from worshipping with too much music. Local communities often celebrate with a walk of witness around their area, often doing this alongside Christians from other denominations.


	●  For some modern Christians, the focus is not so much on the suffering of Jesus but on the idea that the crucifixion saved humanity. Their worship may emphasise thanksgiving and praise.
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Key word

Eucharist – one of the central Christian church services where bread and wine are used to remember the body and blood of Jesus



Jesus as Saviour

This title given to Jesus is hardly found in the Bible but it is an important one for Christians today because the understanding that Jesus saved the world through his death on the cross is central to Christian belief. We have already seen the title used by the angels during the Christmas story; the other mention is at the end of a long discussion in John’s Gospel during which those who had heard Jesus’ message said: ‘We know that this man really is the Saviour of the world’ (John 4:42).

Different Christian views


	●  Some Christians might argue that the lack of Biblical references to this title means that we should focus on other titles of Jesus.


	●  Others would respond that it is so fundamental to the work of Jesus that it is acceptable to use this title for Jesus in prayer and worship.


	●  For some Christians, when considering Jesus as Saviour, it is more than just about his crucifixion. These Christians might emphasise his incarnation and his teachings or, indeed, his part within the whole history of God’s work to save humanity from Original Sin.
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Top tip

Understanding the crucifixion fully requires study of the material in the next few spreads.




Analyse and evaluate








	
Is the story of the crucifixion of Jesus helpful to Christians today?







	Yes

	No




	It demonstrates true agape through the emphasis on Jesus’ willingness to suffer for all humans.

	Crucifixion is an outdated punishment and so Christians cannot fully understand what Jesus went through.




	It reminds Christians that God has saved the world from the terrible sin of Adam and Eve.

	Christians should focus more on other aspects of Jesus which are more relevant today, such as his teachings.




	
Some Christians might argue that the crucifixion story is helpful to Christians in the context of the whole of God’s plan or the whole of the life of Jesus. We should not single it out.
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Activities

Review


	❶  Give at least two ways that Good Friday is marked by Christian churches.


	❷  Where in the Gospels is Jesus described as a Saviour?




Develop


	❸  Read one of the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ crucifixion, such as Mark 15:21–41. Make a list or storyboard of what happened. What is the significance of each aspect?




Link


	❹  What do you think is the significance of Jesus’ death, given the belief that he was both fully God and fully human?




Debate


	❺  Could it be true to say that the crucifixion is the one part of the Jesus story that simply has to be literally true?




Stretch


	❻  Research further how Good Friday is celebrated in two different denominations and give at least three similarities and three differences between the two.






1.13 The resurrection and ascension of Jesus
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Aim

To explore the significance of the resurrection and ascension of Jesus
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Starter

What evidence would you need to believe in a miracle?



[image: image]
■  A painting of the empty tomb



The Easter story

After Jesus’ crucifixion, he was placed in a tomb, a stone was rolled in front of the entrance and guards were placed in front of the tomb. Early on the Sunday morning, some of the women went to perform the ritual anointing of his body and found the tomb empty. The accounts in the four Gospels differ at this point but the tradition seems clear that Jesus was found to have risen from the dead and his body was changed in a heavenly way. He appeared to some of his followers and then after some time (tradition says 40 days) he ascended into heaven. The Easter story, therefore, begins on Easter Day, the day of the resurrection, and continues on to celebrate the ascension and then, for many Christians, the gift of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost. Celebrations at Easter are full of joy for all Christians.
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Key words

Easter – the festival when Christians celebrate the resurrection

Resurrection – rising from the dead; having been completely dead and then coming back to life again

Ascension – Jesus being taken up into heaven




Source of authority

‘The angel said to the women, “Do not be afraid, for I know that you are looking for Jesus, who was crucified. He is not here; he has risen, just as he said. Come and see the place where he lay.”’ (Matthew 28:5–6)



The resurrection

For most Christians, the resurrection of Jesus is the reason they have a religion and the reason Jesus was more than just an inspirational preacher. The resurrection is a sign that God is greater than death and that death is not necessarily the end. The Gospels, despite not agreeing in their accounts or even giving much space to the account, are careful to demonstrate their belief in the truth of the resurrection. For example:


	●  They refer to the measures the Romans took to guard the tomb in order to show that Jesus’ body was not stolen.


	●  They make the point that Jesus’ body was the same body, just glorified in some way: his body had the marks of the crucifixion, and he could eat but he could also pass through walls.




The ascension

The New Testament talks about Jesus gathering his disciples and being taken up to heaven in some way. Many Christians interpret this not as Jesus literally floating upwards but in some way transitioning from being on Earth to being in heaven. This is because Christians generally do not literally believe that heaven is up (and hell is down). In Matthew’s Gospel, the ascension is not the focus of the final passage; instead the focus is on the necessary work of the disciples:

‘…go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit…’ (Matthew 28:19)


Source of authority

‘He was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight.’ (Acts 1:9)



Jesus as Lord

The title ‘Lord’ is used frequently of Jesus throughout the Gospels. People call him Lord in their conversation with him and it seems to mean ‘sir’ or ‘teacher’ or ‘wise one’. However, for many Christians, some uses of the title have particular significance. This is because at the time of the New Testament, readers would have realised that Jewish people used the word ‘Lord’ instead of speaking God’s name. The title therefore is seen as a direct claim to Jesus being God. Like all the titles of Jesus, the significance comes from how Christians use the title as much as how it is used in the New Testament.


Source of authority

‘If you declare with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.’ (Romans 10:9)




Analyse and evaluate








	
Is the ascension important to Christians today?







	Yes

	No




	It shows that Jesus’ resurrection was not just so that he could die again in the future: Jesus really had beaten death.

	Christians understand now that heaven is not ‘up’ and so the story is too difficult to believe literally.




	It is important to know that Jesus has gone ‘up’ to heaven so that people can be with him when they die.

	There is very little focus on the ascension in the Bible.




	
Many Christians believe that the ascension is important in a symbolic sense but as long as they believe that Jesus is in heaven, having beaten death, the detail does not matter as much.
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Activities

Review


	❶  What is the significance of the resurrection and ascension for Christians?


	❷  Why do some Christians prefer to call Jesus ‘Lord’?




Develop


	❸  Read the accounts of the resurrection (start with Matthew 28 and Luke 24) and comment on (a) how the Gospels show Jesus to be the same but different and (b) how the Gospels try to give evidence of the truth of the story.




Link


	❹  You have studied four titles of Jesus: Son of God, Messiah, Saviour and Lord. Which might be most relevant for Christians today and why?




Debate


	❺  In 2017, a survey of British adults found that about a quarter of those who call themselves Christians do not believe in the resurrection of Jesus. Can they still call themselves Christians if they do not believe in this?




Stretch


	❻  Research further the impact of the death and resurrection of Jesus to Christians today and present five bullet points to illustrate your findings.






1.14 Salvation




[image: image]
Aim

To understand the concepts of salvation and atonement




[image: image]
Starter

From what you know so far, how does this image represent salvation?

[image: image]




The sacrifice of Christ

Christian belief is centred around the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross, given ultimate meaning through his resurrection when death was defeated. The role of Christ in salvation is expressed through the idea of Jesus being a ransom. Jesus paid the price for the sins of humanity through his death. Christians believe that the relationship between humans and God is broken through sin and, by willingly giving his life for the world, Jesus paid the price that was due. As the incarnate Son of God, only Jesus was good enough to pay this price: as a human, Jesus was able to represent humanity; as God, Jesus was able to demonstrate God’s grace. Jesus’ sacrifice was made ‘once and for all’. In Jewish custom, repayment for sin was made annually through sacrifice by the High Priest; Jesus as the eternal High Priest made the sacrifice for all time.


	●  Christians believe that humanity plays a part in salvation too, through its belief in this sacrifice of Jesus.


	●  Christians who read the Bible literally say that humans accept Christ’s salvation through their faith.


	●  Some evangelical Christians say that all that is needed to receive God’s forgiveness is to declare that Jesus is Lord.


	●  Other Christians, such as Catholics, say that it is through good deeds and repentance (e.g. through the sacrament of Confession) that salvation is accepted into a person’s life. Catholics remember that the relationship between God and humanity is broken through sin, whereas other Christians might think of the broken relationship of all humanity, represented by Adam and Eve.
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Key words

Salvation – being saved from sin or sin’s consequences

Ransom – a price paid for the release of someone or something
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Top tip

The material in this spread and the next one is linked.



Atonement

The diagram at the start of the spread demonstrates Christian beliefs about atonement. The relationship between God and humanity needed to be fixed and atonement (at-one-ment) brings together the broken pieces into a whole once more. The Bible teaches Christians:

‘…it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your ancestors but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect.’ (1 Peter 1:18–19)

This suggests that the sacrifice had to be made by God in order to make up for Original Sin, handed down through the generations.
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Key word

Atonement – repairing the relationship between God and humankind




Source of authority

‘The Son of man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.’ (Mark 10:45)



Different Christian views

As we have seen, Christians have different focuses to their beliefs about salvation, depending on a number of things, such as:


	●  whether the focus should be on their present salvation (for example, repenting from current sin) or their future salvation (for example, having faith in the power of Jesus’ sacrifice)


	●  whether the story of the Fall and Original Sin should be taken literally (so Jesus’ sacrifice atoned for the Fall) or metaphorically (so Jesus’ sacrifice atones for the ongoing sins of humanity)


	●  whether the role of humans is primarily to have faith (and believe that Jesus is the risen Lord) or to do good deeds (and to work for the good of the universe).





Analyse and evaluate








	
Is salvation gained through faith alone?







	Yes

	No




	The Bible teaches: ‘If you declare with your mouth, “Jesus is Lord,” and believe in your heart that God raised him from the dead, you will be saved.’ (Romans 10:9) This seems very clear.

	In the Parable of the Sheep and the Goats (Matthew 25:31–46), Jesus teaches that human judgement will be based on how they have treated those in need.




	In John’s Gospel, Jesus himself teaches: ‘I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me’ (John 14:6) and ‘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).

	When Jesus encounters the tax-collector Zacchaeus (Luke 19:1–10), it is because of his repentance that he is saved. Jesus states his mission as being ‘to seek and to save the lost’.




	
Some Christians might argue that true faith leads to good deeds and repentance from everyday sin. In the letter of James, the Bible teaches ‘faith by itself, if it is not accompanied by action, is dead’ (James 2:17).
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Activities

Review


	❶  What is the link between salvation and atonement? Try to refer to sources of authority in your answer.
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