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Introduction



1. How to use this book


This revision guide covers the Common Entrance Theology, Philosophy and Religion (TPR) syllabus. The book is set out to correspond to the layout of the examination paper.





•  The first section covers Section 1: Theology. It sets out the content of the Bible texts, the interpretation of the texts and various ways these might be evaluated.



•  The second section covers Section 2: Philosophy. It sets out factual information about four important philosophers and four contemporary ethical issues, the ways the philosophers’ ideas and ethical arguments might be understood and various ways these might be evaluated.



•  The third section covers Section 3: Religion. It sets out a summary of the main beliefs and practices of each religion (Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Islam, Judaism and Sikhism), how these might be understood and various ways their beliefs and practices might be evaluated.





The first two sections contain two topics each. Section 3 covers the six religions, and under each religion heading there are two topics. The content of each topic is set out in the same order as the topics in the Common Entrance TPR syllabus.


Read


At the start of each topic you are referred to pages in the two TPR pupil textbooks published by Hodder Education (Theology and Philosophy for Common Entrance 13+ and Religion for Common Entrance 13+, both by Susan Grenfell and Michael Wilcockson). You are strongly advised to read these pages first and then use this revision guide, because the textbooks give you more detail with pictures and activities to practise, and, when you have read them, you will have a much fuller understanding of the topics you are revising.


Knowing about, understanding, evaluating


Every sub-topic is set out to correspond to the three parts of an exam question:





•  Part a questions test knowledge and factual information. Each knowledge topic in this book is introduced as ‘Knowing …’. The bullet points which follow give a very brief summary of the key information you need to know. The words in bold draw your attention to the key points but you should use a highlighter pen to highlight other points.



•  Part b questions test understanding and interpretation and meaning of key ideas. Each understanding topic in this book is introduced as ‘Understanding …’, although in the Theology chapter the topics are introduced as ‘Interpreting the story’.



•  Part c questions test evaluation and your assessment of a statement. Each evaluation topic in this book is introduced as ‘Evaluating …’. To help you form an argument there are two bullet points: ‘On the one hand …’ and ‘On the other hand …’. Each point contains one or two sentences suggesting some ideas you might like to develop or adapt yourself. You may decide that you don’t like what is suggested and, if that is the case, you should write your own brief notes on the book and use these to revise from.





Test yourself


At the end of each topic there is a set of 10–14 Test yourself questions. Use these to see how much you can remember. Go back over the topic and check you have got the right answers.


Use the book Theology, Philosophy and Religion for Common Entrance 13+ Exam Practice Questions and Answers to test yourself further.



Glossary



Each set of two topics ends with a glossary or list of key words. Test yourself by reading each key word and saying out loud how it is defined. Now cover it up and see how much you can remember by writing down the word and its definition. Then uncover and check your answer. In summary:


LOOK, SAY, COVER, WRITE, CHECK


Dates


B.C.E. and C.E. are used throughout this guide. B.C.E. means Before the Common Era and is equivalent to using B.C. C.E. means the Common Era and is equivalent to using A.D.



2. Guidance on the exam


The syllabus and your exam


You have 60 minutes to complete the examination. You must choose two questions from two of the three sections.





•  Each section has a choice of four questions.



•  The first two questions are from Topic 1 and the second two questions are from Topic 2.



•  Choose one question from either Topic 1 or Topic 2.



•  Spend no more than 30 minutes on each question.





The three sections are:





•  Section 1 Theology



•  Section 2 Philosophy



•  Section 3 Religion





Your teacher will tell you which two sections you have prepared. You should choose your questions from these two sections.


Examination questions


Each question has three parts which become increasingly more demanding.





•  Part a tests factual knowledge. Part a questions are worth 6 marks each.



•  Part b tests your ability to interpret and explain. Part b questions are worth 6 marks each.



•  Part c tests your ability to discuss, evaluate and present an argument. Part c questions are worth 8 marks each.





In the examination, spend approximately the following amount of time on each question:





•  Part a: 9 minutes



•  Part b: 9 minutes



•  Part c: 12 minutes





Part c questions are the most demanding because these are designed to test your argument and essay skills. For part c questions:





•  Spend at least two minutes planning your argument.



•  Make sure you start a new paragraph for each side of the argument.



•  You must end with a conclusion in which you refer to the question and briefly say whether you agree or disagree with it. Your conclusion must be a separate paragraph. Keep the conclusion brief – one sentence is enough.








THEOLOGY





1 God’s relationship with the world
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Read Theology and Philosophy for Common Entrance 13+ pages 4–48.
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In this topic we consider how various writers in the Old Testament and New Testament have portrayed and reflected on God’s relationship with the world. Such a relationship lies at the very heart of all theological issues and poses some difficult questions. Although the biblical writers considered God to be the all-powerful creator of the universe, they did not think God was remote from the world but that He played a constant part in it. This causes a theological tension between the God who is infinitely greater than humans and beyond their knowledge and the God who reveals Himself as love and the source of justice and mercy.


Themes


As well as knowing the set stories from the Bible, you will also be tested on the following themes:





1  The nature of God – what is God like?



2  The nature of revelation – how does God reveal who He is?



3  God’s relationship with Creation – how do God and His Creation interact?



4  God’s commands and call to worship – how does God want people to live?



5  The miraculous – how does God act in the world?



6  The divine nature and mission of Jesus



7  Jesus’ fulfilment of Old Testament hope



8  God’s plans of salvation






You will see that these themes are referred to in each of the stories in this chapter, in the Interpreting the story sections.



1.1 The Creation


Read Genesis 1:1–2:4


Knowing the story





•  In the beginning God created the heavens and the Earth.



•  Nothing had any shape or form.



•  On the first day God created light, which He called day.



•  On the second day God separated the waters and created the sky.



•  On the third day God created land, seas and plants.



•  On the fourth day God created the stars, the sun and the moon.



•  On the fifth day God created birds and sea creatures.



•  On the sixth day God created land animals. He created human beings in His own image.



•  God gave humans responsibility over all creatures.



•  God commanded humans to increase and rule the Earth.



•  God completed His work on the seventh day and rested. He made this a holy day.





Interpreting the story
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Themes


1, 2 and 3
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Most scholars think that the two Creation stories were written at different times and therefore make slightly different points.


There are two Creation stories at the start of Genesis: the first (Genesis 1:1–2:4) focuses on God and the world; the second (Genesis 2:4–25) on God and humans.


The first Creation story teaches that there is a God-given order and design of the universe.





•  God is a majestic creator and creates just by commanding.



•  Humans are given control over Creation because they are made in God’s image and share in His power.



•  Humans have a responsibility to steward and maintain the God-given order of the world.



•  Everything has its proper place in the Creation.



•  Creation is viewed as perfect in its original state, reflecting its creator.



•  The day of rest is remembered in the fourth of the Ten Commandments as a time of renewal and recreation.





Evaluating the story


Does the theory of evolution suggest that humans are not specially created by God?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … humans have evolved naturally as part of God’s general plan for the world; humans are not specially created but are nonetheless a significant aspect of creation.



•  On the other hand … conservative Christians argue there is no firm evidence that humans evolved from lower life forms – that there are many so-called ‘missing links’ between simple life forms, apes and humans – and therefore God must have specially created intelligent humans.





Does the universe have a meaning?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … the universe is very well designed so it must have a meaning given to it by God. As Genesis suggests, the world is ordered, beautiful and things appear to work well.



•  On the other hand … many atheists and humanists argue that it is we who give the universe meaning and impose order on disorder; that we like to see patterns in nature when in fact there are none and that suffering suggests that if God did design the universe, then He did it very badly.






1.2 The call of Moses


Read Exodus 3:1–17


Knowing the story





•  Moses was tending Jethro’s (his father-in-law’s) sheep.



•  He led them to Horeb.



•  God’s angel appeared in the flames of a bush.



•  The bush was not destroyed by the flames.



•  God called to Moses from the bush ‘Moses! Moses!’.



•  Moses said ‘Here I am’.



•  God told Moses to take off his sandals because he was on holy ground.



•  God said He was the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.



•  Moses hid his face; he was afraid to look at God.



•  God said He had seen the suffering of the Israelites in Egypt and had come to rescue them.



•  He promised to lead them to a land ‘flowing with milk and honey’.



•  Moses was to go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt.



•  Moses asked why he should do this.



•  God answered that He would be with Moses and when he had rescued the people they would worship him at Horeb.



•  Moses asked what he should do if the people asked for God’s name.



•  God told Moses to tell the Israelites that ‘I am who I am’ had sent him.



•  God told Moses to tell the people about His promise to take them to a new land.





Interpreting the story
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Themes


1, 2 and 5
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•  This is one of the most important moments in Exodus because Moses learns of his mission as prophet and leader; also, for the first time God reveals His name.



•  Taking one’s shoes off is a sign of respect for God; Moses recognises that this is a holy place.



•  At first, Moses learns that this God is the god of his ancestors (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob). Then he learns that God is far greater than this and that He just ‘is’ – God is unique and there is nothing else like Him.



•  ‘I am’ can also be translated as ‘I will be what I will be’ and implies that God is eternal and can never fully be understood by humans and that He has future plans for humans which are as yet a mystery.



•  The ancient Israelites believed that knowing the name of a god was a means of being able to call on him to act.



•  The land ‘flowing with milk and honey’ is Canaan. God’s covenant promise with the Israelites will be to give them a land like Eden. This represents God’s generous nature and love.



•  Moses is shown as questioning and unsure; he needs reassurance from God.





Evaluating the story


Can we ever know God?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … humans can never know God because He is, by definition, greater than the human mind can imagine. Some argue that we might be able to know about God from miracles or answers to prayer but this never tells us much about who He actually is.



•  On the other hand … God reveals aspects of Himself to His leaders such as Moses or to prophets such as Isaiah. Christians believe that in Jesus, humans are able to know about God’s love in a new way.





Is the story of Moses at the burning bush the most important moment in the Old Testament?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … it is the first time God reveals His true nature and calls Moses to start the exodus. Without these two things, the Israelites would not have become a great nation, the Law would not have been given to Moses and this key event would not have inspired the later prophets.



•  On the other hand … the burning bush is not the most important moment because it is the giving of the Law at Sinai which is the first moment when the Israelites can think of themselves as a distinct and civilised nation with a code to live by.






1.3 Passover


Read Exodus 12:1–13


Knowing the story





•  God told Moses and Aaron that every Israelite family was to take a lamb big enough to feed each person in their household.



•  The lamb had to be a one-year-old male without defect.



•  On the 14th day of the first month all the lambs were to be slaughtered at twilight.



•  The blood of the lambs had to be painted on the sides of the door frames where the family was living.



•  The meat had to be roasted and eaten with bitter herbs.



•  The Israelites were to eat unleavened bread.



•  All of the meat had to be eaten before morning.



•  While they were eating, they had to be dressed as if ready to leave – cloak tucked in, sandals on feet, staff in hand.



•  That night God would kill all the first born (human and animals) except those of the Israelites who had painted the blood of the lamb on their door frames – He would pass over them.





Interpreting the story
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Themes


1, 2 and 8
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•  Passover marks the start of one of the key events in Israel’s history, the Exodus. The Exodus is a sign that God sides with those who are oppressed and those who suffer injustice. During the Exodus, Moses received the Law at Sinai. Eventually the end of the Exodus was marked when Joshua brought the Israelites into the Promised Land.



•  The symbol of exodus is used by the later prophets to describe God’s covenant relationship with His people. Isaiah says that although God punishes those who stray from His commandments, He also ‘leads them out’ of suffering and rewards those who repent.



•  The first month in the Jewish calendar is Nisan (March/April in the calendar). Passover night for Jews today begins on 14 Nisan.



•  God’s command to eat the lamb at home stresses the Jewish importance of the family.



•  Jews today place some of the roasted lamb shank bone on a plate at Passover, but it is not eaten.



•  Bitter herbs symbolise the suffering of the Jews when they were slaves in Egypt and all the other times when they have suffered (for example, when exiled to Babylon in 586 B.C.E. and during the Holocaust).



•  Today the bitter herbs are dipped into haroset, a mixture of nuts and dates which symbolises the cement the Jewish slaves used to build Pharaoh’s store houses.



•  Unleavened bread is a reminder that there was no time to bake bread with yeast. It was also eaten at the beginning of the spring barley harvest and therefore symbolises new beginnings. The Jews remove leaven as an offering to God and a sign of sacrifice or dedication.



•  Rather than eating the Passover meal in haste, Jews are now encouraged to lean on the table as a sign of being free. Passover reminds people that freedom is one of the most important aspects of human society and is not to be taken for granted.



•  God’s passing over the Israelites is a sign of God’s love and generosity which the later prophets considered to be a characteristic of His covenant relationship with Israel.





Evaluating the story


Should God take sides?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … God should not take sides because this suggests that He favours some people more than others and He is supposed to love all people equally. Some argue that if God is a god of justice then to be biased towards some people more than others shows that He cannot really be omnipotent (all powerful) because He is acting emotionally, like a human being.



•  On the other hand … if justice means righting wrongs, then it is right to treat those who have suffered unfairly first. This is what it means for God to take sides because He is a just and generous God who is prepared to be involved in human history.





Does the Passover, which happened three thousand years ago, teach us anything today?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … Passover is a powerful story about leadership, bravery, risk-taking and trust and therefore can continue to inspire Jews and non-Jews alike. Some argue that Jesus used the Passover symbols to teach about the meaning of his sacrificial death. Some also point out that Martin Luther King used the Exodus/Passover idea to inspire the people to march to Washington to protest against racial injustice.



•  On the other hand … life three thousand years ago was very different from now and the Passover is unrealistic in terms of how we can achieve justice today. For example, painting blood on doorposts and eating unleavened bread sounds more like magic than genuine religious behaviour. It is unfair that innocent Egyptian children and animals should have died simply because they did not carry out these strange commands.






1.4 Crossing the sea


Read Exodus 14:10–31


Knowing the story





•  When the Israelites saw Pharaoh and his army chasing them they were afraid and wished they had stayed as slaves in Egypt.



•  Moses told them to have courage and believe that God would fight for them.



•  God instructed Moses to raise his staff and stretch out his hand over the sea to divide it – this would prove to the Egyptians that He was God.



•  Then the pillar of cloud moved behind the Israelites, between them and the Egyptian army.



•  Moses stretched out his hand and all night God made the east wind blow and part the waters.



•  The Israelites then walked over the dry land.



•  The Egyptians marched after them.



•  Towards the end of the night God made the wheels of the Egyptian chariots come off which threw them into confusion.



•  The Egyptians realised that God was on the side of the Israelites.



•  God ordered Moses to stretch out his hand over the waters again.



•  He did so and at daybreak the sea returned and drowned all of Pharaoh’s army.



•  When the Israelites saw this, they put their trust in God and Moses, His servant.





Interpreting the story
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Themes


1, 2 and 5
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•  Moses probably passed over the northern end of the Red Sea or Sea of Reeds on his way from Egypt to the Sinai desert (and then on to the Promised Land).



•  Moses is completely obedient to God’s will and although the people doubt him, by the end of the story they recognise and trust him as God’s loyal servant.



•  The sea here is a reminder of the waters of chaos which God separated when He created the world or dry land (according to Genesis 1).



•  The sea symbolises both death and new life.



•  Passing through the sea on dry land symbolises a moment of new creation, new life and renewed hope.



•  The wall of water is a symbol of God’s protection against evil; it does not have to be taken literally.



•  Christians interpret the passing through the Red Sea as a symbol of baptism when one passes from one’s old life of sin, washing it away to live a new spiritual life.



•  The story is about liberation and freedom – politically and spiritually. The Israelites are no longer political slaves in Egypt; they are also now spiritually free to worship God.



•  The cloud symbolises God’s presence on Earth. The Jewish rabbis called this the Shekinah of God. The ‘cloud’ leads the Israelites by inspiring them.



•  The crossing of the sea forms a very important moment in the exodus from Egypt to freedom. Exodus means way out and inspires Jews and Christians today to campaign for freedom and justice.





Evaluating the story


Does it matter whether the crossing of the sea actually took place?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … it does matter because it shows how God is actually involved in the world and sides with those who have been unfairly treated and acts to bring about justice. God gave Moses and the people the courage not to be defeated by the Egyptians but to seek freedom.



•  On the other hand … it doesn’t matter if it actually took place because the story is about individuals and the way they have to overcome their fears and weaknesses to be inspired by God to achieve good.





Is it fair of God to allow the Egyptians to die?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … God is fair because He is protecting the Israelites who as slaves in Egypt had no power and were used by Pharaoh to make bricks. Many died because of this hard labour. The death of the Egyptians simply reversed the conditions and the Egyptians then experienced what they had inflicted on the Hebrew slaves.



•  On the other hand … it is not fair of God because He should care for all humans equally. If it was wrong for the Egyptians to exploit the Hebrew slaves and allow many of them to die or to suffer, then it must also be wrong for God to make the Egyptians suffer and die.






1.5 Elijah at Zarephath


Read 1 Kings 17:8–24


Knowing the story





•  God commanded Elijah to go to a place called Zarephath where he would meet a widow who would give him food.



•  Elijah did as he was commanded and met the widow at the town gate, where she was picking up sticks.



•  Elijah asked her to give him a drink and some bread to eat.



•  She replied that she had no bread and only a handful of flour in a jar and some oil in a jug – enough to feed her son and then die.



•  Elijah told her to make enough bread for him and for herself and her son – reassuring her that the flour and oil would not run out until the drought in Israel had ended.



•  The widow did as Elijah instructed, and she fed her family.



•  Some time later the widow’s son was very ill and he stopped breathing.



•  The widow blamed Elijah, saying that the boy’s death was due to Elijah’s judgement of her sin.



•  Elijah carried the dead boy to his room, cried out to God and stretched himself on the boy’s body three times.



•  God heard Elijah’s call and restored the boy to life.



•  Elijah returned the boy to his mother and said, ‘Look, your son is alive!’




•  The widow responded that she now knew Elijah was a man of God and the words he spoke from God were true.





Interpreting the story
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Themes


2 and 5
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•  The background to the story is that there had been a drought in Israel for some time as God’s judgement and punishment of the people who were worshipping the god Baal.



•  Although Zarephath is outside Israel, God had punished the people there because of their worship of Baal.



•  The drought explains why the woman says she only has enough flour and oil for one last meal before she and her son die of starvation.



•  As a widow, the woman is very poor. She has no husband to provide for her and her son is too young to earn money.



•  The miracle of the flour and oil symbolises God’s care, love and generosity and demonstrates that He is far greater than Baal who has none of these qualities.



•  The miracle of the bread is also a reminder of God’s generosity in the wilderness when He provided manna (bread) for Moses and the Israelites.



•  The second part of the story shows that the miracle of the flour and oil is not enough for the woman to believe and trust that Elijah is a prophet of the true God and not Baal. God therefore performs the greater miracle of giving life.



•  Elijah touches the boy’s dead body even though it would have been considered unclean.



•  The miracle of the widow’s son’s return to life symbolises the power of God to bring life out of death and hope out of despair – God forgives her sins.





Evaluating the story


Are natural disasters really signs of God’s judgement?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … natural disasters can be explained scientifically and without the need to refer to God. Natural disasters are not disasters unless they affect humans and cause harm. In these cases, humans have to think what they can do to improve how they live alongside nature.



•  On the other hand …if God is the creator of the world, then He can use nature as a means of rewarding and punishing humans. If one believes that miracles are signs of God’s action in the world, then natural disasters may also be signs of God’s judgement.





Is the miracle of the dead boy just a symbol of hope over despair?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … it is unlikely the boy was actually dead; he was probably in a deep coma. Elijah’s actions helped to revive him and he then used this to teach about not giving up and having hope that good can emerge out of suffering.



•  On the other hand … we don’t know everything about the world, so it is possible that God revived the dead boy. A miracle may be a symbol of hope over despair but it is more than this because as it actually happened, it points to God’s presence in the world.





Does the story teach anything about true faith?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … the story teaches very little about true faith. The woman’s faith in God disappears when her son dies and she only believes in God once her son is brought back to life. True faith should not need ‘proofs’ of this kind – this is also the lesson Thomas learned at Jesus’ resurrection.



•  On the other hand … the miracle of the bread would not have worked had Elijah not seen the woman’s trust in God to provide. The death of her son did not shake her faith in God but showed her that her sins could be forgiven.






1.6 Elijah at Carmel


Read 1 Kings 18:19–39


Knowing the story





•  Elijah challenged 450 prophets of Baal and 400 prophets of Asherah to a contest at Mount Carmel.



•  Elijah told the people that they had to choose between the worship of God and the worship of Baal.



•  Two bulls were cut in pieces and placed on two piles of wood but not set alight.



•  Whichever god set the pile alight would be the true god.



•  The prophets of Baal called on their god, but nothing happened.



•  Elijah teased them and told them to shout louder to wake Baal up, but nothing happened.



•  Elijah built an altar of 12 stones (one for each of the 12 tribes of Israel) and then poured four jars of water on the wood three times.



•  Elijah prayed to God; God sent fire to consume the sacrifice.



•  The people shouted, ‘The Lord – he is God! The Lord – he is God!’






Interpreting the story
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Themes


1, 2, 3 and 4
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•  The drought had lasted over three years, so many had started to worship the Canaanite god Baal who was the god of rain.



•  Elijah was Israel’s greatest prophet and believed that only God should be worshipped.



•  Waking up Baal was part of usual Canaanite worship but Elijah used it to tease and taunt the prophets of Baal.



•  The 12 stones Elijah used symbolised the whole nation (ten tribes in the south and two in the north).



•  Elijah’s prayer was simple and direct compared to those of the other prophets.



•  The people’s cry that God is one is contained in the most important Jewish prayer today called the Shema.





Evaluating the story


Should violence be used to defend one’s beliefs?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … in some extreme cases it is right to defend one’s beliefs against those who would be prepared to harm or even kill you. Use of force is also a symbol of the power of belief.



•  On the other hand … the use of violence never really persuades people. Oscar Romero believed that true change comes only when people act together in faith and solidarity. Defending one’s beliefs might mean having to die for them, as he did.





Are celebrities today’s false gods?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … no celebrity can ever live up to people’s hopes and expectations. The ‘perfect’ lives they live are created by the media and give people false expectations of what can be achieved in life.



•  On the other hand … society admires successful people. Celebrities give people hope and they demonstrate what humans can achieve. They are only false when they misuse their success and power.






1.7 The paralysed man


Read Mark 2:1–12


Knowing the story





•  Jesus was at Capernaum.



•  There were so many people there that four men who carried a paralysed man could not get near Jesus.



•  They therefore climbed on to the roof of the house, dug a hole in it and lowered the man down.



•  When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralysed man that his sins were forgiven.



•  The lawyers present criticised Jesus and said his words were blasphemy – only God can forgive sins.



•  Jesus asked the lawyers whether it was easier to forgive sins or to heal.



•  To prove that the Son of Man had authority to forgive sins, Jesus told the man to pick up his mat and go home.



•  Everyone was amazed as the paralysed man picked his mat and walked.





Interpreting the story
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•  In the first century, some illnesses were considered to be punishment by God for sin.



•  Jesus cured the paralysed man because of the faith of the four friends.



•  Blasphemy is when a person sets themselves up to be equal with God.



•  Jesus was accused by the lawyers of blasphemy. The punishment for blasphemy in Jewish law could be the death penalty.



•  Jesus’ answer was to show his concern for the man’s body and soul equally.



•  By saying he was the Son of Man, Jesus was not claiming to be God but rather that he was acting with God’s blessing.



•  So, Jesus’ command to pick up his mat avoids any direct blasphemy, but the lawyers know that indirectly he is also forgiving the man’s sins.



•  The people were amazed partly because the lawyers could not think of a reply to Jesus’ words and partly because the man got up and walked.





Evaluating the story


Do healing miracles happen today?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … God can and does work in ways that we do not understand. There are many reported healings at Lourdes, for example, which doctors cannot explain.



•  On the other hand … there are better ways of explaining unusual cures. The mind can sometimes give people unusual inner strength. In many cases ‘cures’ turn out to be short term and it is clear there has been no miracle.





Is it wrong for doctors to assist very sick people to die?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … it is cruel to make someone go through a lot of pain and it would be more caring and loving to end their lives when they want to do so with their family around them.



•  On the other hand … it is never right deliberately to shorten a person’s life by killing him or her. The hospice movement is a much better alternative: assisting very sick people and allowing them a dignified death.






1.8 The calming of the storm


Read Mark 4:35–41


Knowing the story





•  Jesus told his disciples to cross the Sea of Galilee by boat to the other side.



•  A storm suddenly blew up and waves washed over the side of the boat.



•  The boat was full of water.



•  Jesus was asleep in the stern of the boat.



•  The disciples woke him and asked him whether he cared if they were to drown.



•  Jesus commanded the wind to be quiet and the waves to be still.



•  There was a great calm.



•  Jesus asked the disciples why they were afraid and lacked faith.



•  The disciples were terrified.



•  They wondered who Jesus was that the wind and waves obeyed him.





Interpreting the story
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•  This is a nature miracle. Nature miracles are often more spectacular than healing miracles and usually do not require faith in order for Jesus to perform them.



•  Nature miracles illustrate Jesus’ divine powers because just as God is described in Genesis 1 as creating the heavens and the Earth, Jesus is also able to control them.



•  The wind represents the forces of the heavens, the waves the forces of the Earth.



•  This power to control nature led the disciples to ask who Jesus is – the only answer is God.



•  The disciples’ fear was due to the belief at that time that deep waters and storms were associated with the powers of evil which cause human suffering.



•  The story might be interpreted more as a parable about our inner fears (‘storms’) and how we can overcome them (faith in God’s care).



•  The contrast is between Jesus’ complete trust in God (he sleeps) and the disciples’ noisy fear.





Evaluating the story


Do nature miracles prove that Jesus is God?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … if nature miracles work by suspending the laws of physics, then only God is capable of doing this without upsetting all the other laws of nature. If we believe Jesus was able to perform nature miracles, then it follows he must be God.



•  On the other hand … nature miracles are really stories or symbols about life. In this story, the storm represents all the suffering and evil in the world. Nature miracles are not there to prove Jesus was God but as a parable to contrast his faith in God with our own failings.





Are there evil powers in the world?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … there are evil powers in the world because there are some people who have done terrible things which no ordinary person would do. As these people are not thinking in a human way, then it is clear they are in some way possessed by an evil power.



•  On the other hand … there are no evil powers because as in the story of the calming of the storm, Jesus trusts in God and does not believe in the superstitious ‘evil powers’ which frighten his disciples. Evil people are not possessed, they are just very bad people.






1.9 The feeding of the five thousand


Read Mark 6:30–44


Knowing the story





•  Jesus’ disciples reported to him all that they had done and taught.



•  There were so many people that they hadn’t a chance to eat.



•  Jesus took them in a boat to a quiet place to be alone, but many people knew where he was going and got there before him.



•  As it was late, the disciples told Jesus to send the crowd away.



•  Jesus told the disciples to feed the crowd.



•  They said they hadn’t enough money to buy food for that many people.



•  Jesus asked them what food they had.



•  They replied five loaves and two fishes.



•  Jesus sat the people down in groups.



•  He took the bread and looked up to heaven, gave thanks, broke it and gave it to the disciples to distribute.



•  He did the same with the fish.



•  Everyone ate and was full.



•  The disciples picked up 12 baskets of leftover bread and fish.



•  There were five thousand men there.





Interpreting the story
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•  Jesus’ disciples are presented in very human terms. They are tired at the end of a long day and want to send the crowds away. Jesus challenges them – it is never too late to enter the Kingdom of God.



•  The meal is a reminder of the way God fed the Israelites in the wilderness with manna or bread (Exodus 16).



•  The meal is a foretaste of the heavenly messianic banquet, the fulfilment of the Kingdom of God – the time of peace, justice and contentment.



•  The five loaves symbolise the five books of the Torah; the 12 baskets symbolise the 12 tribes of Israel. Both symbols illustrate that the Kingdom of God is the fulfilment of the Torah and the birth a new community (the Church).



•  The people were all full because in the Kingdom of God everyone will be mentally and spiritually satisfied.



•  Jesus’ actions of blessing, breaking and giving point towards the Last Supper and Holy Communion. Holy Communion is also a foretaste of the Kingdom of God.





Evaluating the story


Did Jesus actually produce more food from nowhere?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … if God could provide manna for the Israelites in the wilderness then there is no reason why Jesus, as God’s son, could not do the same. In both cases, the bread symbolises God’s care for His people and His generosity – both signs of the Kingdom of God to come.



•  On the other hand … the real miracle was that the people were so inspired by Jesus’ teaching on generosity and equality that they all shared the little they had – so much so that they found they had more than enough. The feeding was a dramatic parable of life in the Kingdom of God.





Are miracles just important insights into the world?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … miracles do not break the laws of nature but are dramatic moments when we see the world in a new way. For example, the birth of a new child is a miracle because we are reminded how extraordinary life is. However, birth is an everyday event in nature.



•  On the other hand … miracles have to be more than merely insight. They are extraordinary moments when the most unlikely or even impossible things happen. If God is the creator of the universe, then only He has the ability to do these things; this is why miracles are especially important moments for confirming belief in God.






1.10 The Transfiguration


Read Mark 9:2–13


Knowing the story





•  Jesus took Peter, James and John up a high mountain.



•  Jesus was transfigured.



•  His clothes were dazzling white.



•  Elijah and Moses appeared, talking to Jesus.



•  Peter suggested that they build three shelters for Moses, Elijah and Jesus.



•  A cloud appeared and from it a voice spoke.



•  The voice said ‘This is my Son whom I love. Listen to him.’



•  Suddenly Moses and Elijah had gone and only Jesus was there.



•  On the way down, Jesus told the disciples not to tell anyone what they had seen.



•  The disciples asked Jesus why Elijah must come first.



•  Jesus explained that Elijah must come first to restore society.



•  In fact he had already arrived.



•  So now Jesus, as the Son of Man, would suffer many things.





Interpreting the story
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•  The Transfiguration reveals to the disciples Jesus’ divine identity as God’s son.



•  Transfiguration means a change in a person’s appearance.



•  The event describes the disciples’ spiritual experience of who Jesus is.



•  In their vision, the disciples saw Moses and Elijah: Moses represents the Law and Elijah represents Jewish prophecy.



•  Jesus is greater than these two figures and therefore is the fulfilment of the Law and the hope of the prophets.



•  This is another example of the Messianic Secret. On their way down the mountain, Jesus tells the disciples to keep his identity to themselves.



•  It was believed that Elijah would come to prepare the people for the Messiah. So, if John the Baptist fulfils Elijah’s role, then Jesus is the Messiah.



•  Once again Jesus uses the title Son of Man to speak of his sufferings, relating back to Isaiah’s suffering servant.





Evaluating the story


If Peter saw Jesus revealed as the Son of God at the Transfiguration, why did he later deny knowing him?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … Peter may not have fully understood what he experienced in the vision of the Transfiguration. Or he may have thought that when Jesus was being interrogated by the Jewish authorities, if he were God’s son he could have easily escaped. He was confused and therefore denied knowing him.



•  On the other hand … although Peter may have understood some of the vision, it took a long time for it to make complete sense. It was probably not until the Resurrection when Peter experienced the risen Jesus that he realised that this was the same Jesus he had experienced in the Transfiguration.





Do religious experiences tell us anything about God?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … a religious experience makes a great impression on a person and they feel they have come into direct contact with God. This means that God is not just an idea but alive and real. Many people feel that they have experienced God’s loving presence through nature, music or art.



•  On the other hand … religious experience is unreliable; it might just be our own emotional response to something. Often people claim to have experienced God when they are upset and need comforting, so it could be a form of wish fulfilment.






1.11 The Crucifixion


Read Mark 15:22–39


Knowing the story





•  The soldiers brought Jesus to Golgotha.



•  They offered Jesus wine mixed with myrrh but he refused it.



•  The soldiers crucified him.



•  They cast lots for his clothes.



•  The charge above Jesus’ head read: ‘The King of the Jews’.



•  Two robbers were crucified with him.



•  Passers-by taunted him by saying that if he was able to knock down the Temple and rebuild it in three days, he could also save himself from the cross.



•  Members of the Sanhedrin mocked him by saying that although he saved others he could not save himself.



•  At noon and for three hours the land was plunged into darkness.



•  At three in the afternoon Jesus cried out ‘Eloi, Eloi lama sabachthani’, which means ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’.



•  Some thought he was calling for Elijah.



•  One man offered him a sponge soaked in wine vinegar on the end of a stick.



•  He wondered whether Elijah would now save Jesus.



•  Jesus died with a loud cry.



•  The curtain of the Temple was torn in two from top to bottom.



•  When the centurion saw how Jesus had died, he said, ‘Surely this man was the Son of God’.





Interpreting the story
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•  Pilate has just ordered the Crucifixion of Jesus because he probably thought if Jesus was considered some kind of king by his followers, then this was treason against Caesar and the Roman punishment for treason was the death penalty.



•  Jesus refuses the drugged wine because he wants to be conscious and for those who have crucified him to see that he is not afraid and for them to be aware that they are killing an innocent person.



•  Dividing up his clothes shows that the only thing the soldiers value about Jesus are his possessions, not him as a person.



•  Jesus quotes from Psalm 22 when he cries from the cross and asks for God’s help. His cry might sound as though he thinks God has abandoned him.



•  Many of the details of Jesus’ death are from the prophet Isaiah’s description of a suffering servant (Isaiah 53) who dies at the hands of those who mock him. The servant’s death causes those who mock him to repent of their sin.



•  Jesus’ death is also a sacrifice for human sin. As the suffering servant, his death is an offering to God as a ransom to pay off human sin and restore people’s relationship with God.



•  Jesus’ death is therefore an atonement for sin by making humans ‘at one’ with God.



•  The atonement is symbolised by the tearing of the Temple curtain in two which shows that the barrier between God and humans has been removed.



•  The Temple curtain separated the Holy of Holies from the ordinary people.



•  The darkness at noon symbolises the sin of the world.



•  The centurion who is guarding the crosses is a Roman and therefore probably not a believer in the one God; however, he is moved by Jesus’ dignified death and trust in God and he comes to believe Jesus is either a great immortal hero (like Hercules) or actually God’s son.





Evaluating the story


Was it really necessary for Jesus to die?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … in an imperfect world the sacrifice of a few is necessary to save the lives of others. This is what happened in the story of the miracle on the River Kwai when a soldier gave up his life to save hundreds of others from being executed. Jesus’ death was necessary to take away the sins of the world.



•  On the other hand … Jesus did not intend to die and his teachings and healings were sufficient to make his message about God’s Kingdom clear. His death was unfortunate but not necessary.





Did the centurion believe Jesus was God?


Points to consider:





•  On the one hand … as a Roman, the centurion would have believed that great humans on Earth would be rewarded after death by becoming immortal as sons of the gods. So, although the centurion is impressed by Jesus, he did not think he was God.



•  On the other hand … the story intends us to think that the centurion did think of Jesus as the Son of God because he is the first to experience the new relationship Jesus established with God once the Temple curtain had been symbolically torn down.






1.12 The Resurrection


Read John 20:24–9


Knowing the story





•  Thomas had not been with the disciples when they met the risen Jesus.



•  He said he would not believe unless he had seen Jesus’ marks of crucifixion.



•  A week later, Jesus passed through the locked doors and said, ‘Peace be with you.’



•  He told Thomas to put his finger in the marks on his hands and side.



•  He said, ‘Stop doubting and believe.’



•  Thomas said, ‘My Lord and my God’.



•  Jesus said that those who believe without seeing are also blessed.





Interpreting the story
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•  Various people before Thomas had encountered the resurrected Jesus. Each recognised him in different ways.



•  Mary Magdalene thought at first the resurrected Jesus was a gardener until he spoke her name and then she realised who he was.



•  Then the disciples experienced the resurrected Jesus in a locked room and knew it was him because he showed them the crucifixion marks on his hands and side.



•  The purpose of the story of Thomas is to show that Jesus was not a ghost but real.



•  The resurrected Jesus teaches Thomas that belief in the Resurrection has to be based on experiencing God’s presence and the accounts of others, not on direct physical proof.



•  Jesus’ resurrected body is not like an ordinary body because it can appear and disappear. It is hard to know exactly what this means. Some believe the resurrected Jesus had a special spiritual ‘body’.



•  For Christians, the Resurrection is the climax of Jesus’ life and mission and shows how death, sin, evil and suffering can be overcome.
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