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The study of religions


1 CHRISTIANITY


Introduction


An introduction to Christianity


Beliefs and teachings


Over 2000 years of existence, Christianity has seen many changes. Many different groups (denominations) belong to it, with different names, but all calling themselves ‘Christians’.


The early Christian community established by Jesus soon became known as the Catholic (universal) church; everyone who was a Christian was a Catholic. However, time has seen disagreements about beliefs, leadership, organisation and practices, so new groups have been formed. Each group is known as a denomination. The Orthodox Church was the first to break away from the Catholics in 1054CE, which was known as the Great Schism. The main factors causing this were an attempt by Rome to force all Christians to use Latin as their religious language, mistreatment of Orthodox Christians by Western Crusader knights and differences in interpretation of creeds. This created the Eastern Orthodox and the now Roman Catholic Church, representing the Church in the East and the West, respectively.


In Europe, until the sixteenth century, people were Roman Catholics. However, a new movement grew up and protested against Rome, becoming known as the Protestant movement. European countries set up churches of their own. Hence, in Britain, the Church of England was born, with Henry VIII as its head. As time progressed, many disagreements occurred and people protested against their State form of the Church and began to form new groups with separate leadership. These were known as non-Conformists as they refused to conform to the rules of the State. The table below shows you this:






	Roman Catholic

	Found worldwide – the largest Christian group






	Orthodox Church

	Examples of groups – Russian Orthodox, Greek Orthodox, Ethiopian Orthodox






	Protestant Church

	Example of groups – Church of England

Non-Conformist – Methodist, Baptist, Elim Pentecostal, United Reformed Church, Congregational Church









The Trinity is a key belief for all Christians. They believe in one God, who has three persons (aspects): God the Father in heaven, Jesus the Son on Earth (and now with God in heaven) and the Holy Spirit, which is the power of God remaining at work in the world today.


The Bible is the holy book. It is a single collection of 66 books. Now available in most languages of the world, it can be found in old, modern and even children’s versions. It is divided into two sections: the Old Testament and New Testament. The Old Testament begins with the book of Genesis and includes 39 books in total. It contains the history of the Jewish people, so we hear about the lives of Adam, Noah, Moses, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and David, and this history leads up to the life of Jesus (who, remember, was Jewish by birth).


With 27 books in total, the New Testament starts with the four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John), all relating the life of Jesus. Gospel means good news. Then there are the books and letters that record the spread of early Christianity. The Bible can be interpreted in many different ways.


Many Christian churches have statements of faith (creeds), which were put together by Christian Councils in the early centuries of the Christian Church – for example, the Nicene Creed (first written in 325CE, then slightly changed in 381CE) and the Apostles’ Creed (c. sixth to seventh century CE). They sum up the basic beliefs of the Christian faith.


Practices


Each Church has its own leader, with leadership levels below them to support this individual. The leader of the Roman Catholic Church is the Pope, who is chosen from leaders worldwide and lives in the Vatican City in Rome. The Orthodox Church has the Patriarch, known as the Patriarch of Constantinople. The Church of England has the Queen as its head as a ceremonial leader, but the Archbishop of Canterbury leads in reality.


Church buildings are all different too. From the outside, traditional churches are easily recognisable; it is the more modern ones that you might miss. However, on the inside, these buildings all share some common key features, such as the altar (communion table), the pulpit, the lectern, stained glass windows and, of course, the symbol of the cross. On most occasions, it would be very clear that the building you were inside was a church, but it is not always called a church. You might hear the term cathedral (a church which is often very big and ornate, and is presided over by a bishop) or chapel, or even house churches. Different names, different styles – but all for the purpose of worship of God, and that is the important thing to remember. The church leaders have different names too (for example, priests, vicars, ministers and pastors) but essentially their roles are the same: to look after the people in the community and to lead church services. Most services, though not all, have a combination of hymns, prayers, Bible readings, teachings and sermon, and most churches have some kind of celebration of the meal eaten by Jesus at his Last Supper, which included bread and wine.


The Christian calendar follows the same pattern every year, with events being celebrated at the same time each year. Advent consists of the four Sundays leading up to Christmas (birth of Jesus), Epiphany (when the wise men visited Jesus) is on 6 January, Ash Wednesday (the first day of the 40 days of Lent) remembers the temptations of Jesus, Holy Week (including Good Friday) and Easter remember the death and resurrection of Jesus, Pentecost celebrates the gift of the Holy Spirit and the birth of the Church, and Ascension Sunday remembers Jesus being taken up to heaven. There are others, and indeed each Church has variations on how they celebrate each of them.


Sacraments: Some churches, such as the Roman Catholic, Orthodox Churches and some Anglican Churches, have seven of these special occasions. They are seen as rites, events of special significance. Many Protestant Churches have two – the baptism of a child or adult, and the celebration of the Last Supper – as these are required of Christians in the Gospels. You will learn about these two later.


Key Christian teachings


This is the Apostles’ Creed. A creed is a statement that a person believes in. It gives a good outline of everything you need to know for this part of the course.
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I believe in God, the Father almighty,


creator of heaven and earth.


I believe in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord,


who was conceived by the Holy Spirit,


born of the Virgin Mary,


suffered under Pontius Pilate,


was crucified, died, and was buried;


he descended to the dead.


On the third day he rose again;


he ascended into heaven,


he is seated at the right hand of the Father,


and he will come to judge the living and the dead.


I believe in the Holy Spirit,


the holy catholic Church,


the communion of saints,


the forgiveness of sins,


the resurrection of the body,


and the life everlasting.


Amen.


[image: ]





Some things the book refers to, which you might not know:


The Gospels are the first four books of the New Testament – Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. They are called gospel, which means good news, as they tell the story of the life of Jesus.


The Catechism of the Catholic Church is a collection of the key teachings which Catholics should believe and follow.





1.1 Beliefs and teachings



The nature of God


Christians believe God has many qualities, many of which we can try to understand in human terms. However, they also believe that, as God is the creator of all, then it is impossible to understand God fully, because as humans we cannot really comprehend the nature of God. You need to specifically know about three qualities, but they are closely linked to many others as well.
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‘Great is our Lord and mighty in power’ (Psalm 147:5)





God is omnipotent


Omnipotent means ‘all-powerful’. God can do anything. Omnipotence is part of being supreme or absolute. It also means God is eternal, because there can be nothing which can overpower or overcome God. Christians believe God’s power is used with wisdom, and because God is omnibenevolent (all-loving), then this power is used justly and fairly.


The best example of God’s power is the belief that the world was created from nothing, as described in the book of Genesis (see page 10). This also shows us God is omniscient (all-knowing), as to be able to create takes intelligence as well as power. The creation was initially perfect, a paradise. Many scholars have said that only God creates; humans reshape or copy what they see around them, taking ideas and using them but never coming up with a totally new thing. In this sense, creation is something entirely divine.


In the Bible, there are many examples of God’s power. For example, when releasing the Israelites from their slavery in Egypt, God sent ten plagues upon the Egyptians. In the Gospel stories about Jesus, Jesus claims his power to heal comes from God. They also recount that Jesus himself rose from the dead – the ultimate show of power, proving he was the Son of God.
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Influences


Believing God to be omnipotent, I look at the natural world around me and feel awestruck. A beautiful sunset – God did that; the power of the waves or lightening in a storm – God at work. If I believe God can do everything, I pray in the belief that God can help me.
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God is loving




‘For God so loved the world that He gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in Him shall not perish but shall have eternal life.’ (John 3:16)





The word used for God is benevolent, or omnibenevolent. It means that God loves everyone regardless of their character or actions. This is an absolute, all-encompassing love which accepts them for good and bad. The Bible says that God’s love is limitless – it is constantly there through all time. Humans built a barrier between themselves and God by committing sins and not following God’s ways. God’s supreme act of love was to send Jesus, the Son of God, to die as a sacrifice and atonement for those sins. Humans could not break the barrier, only God could – and God’s love was the motivation for that sacrifice. It is this love which ensures God is fair in judgement of us – so at Judgement Day, after death (see page 13) when our soul will be judged, God will allow us into heaven as long as we are truly sorry (repentant) for our sins.
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Influences


If I am influenced by my belief that God is love, I want to show that love to others. I try to help when I see help is needed, not for any reward but just to share God’s love. I know that God is loving, and whatever I do, I will still be loved, which is a comfort.
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Christians believe the love of God is seen all the time in the world. Miracles are a way God intervenes to help us. People who do great good, such as Mother Teresa, are said to be reflections of God on Earth, or it is thought that God is working through them. Many Christians talk about feeling comforted by God when they are going through difficult times.


God is just




‘For I the Lord love justice.’ (Isaiah 61:8)





This means God is always fair. God sees everyone as having equal worth. God’s fairness is absolute, so there can never be any bias held or shown by God. God is omniscient (all-knowing), which makes it possible to be fair in any judgement – after all, God knows everything about everything. God is also transcendent (beyond space and time, seeing all things at once) so cannot be influenced, and can be impartial in any judgements made. This means that God can judge with absolutely no prejudice. Christians believe God hates injustice – so they should always strive to treat others in a just manner.
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Influences


If I believe God is just, I know God will always be just to me. This influences me in the way I deal with other people. I always try to be fair-minded in making decisions, and fair to others – regardless of how they are with me.
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The most important time when God is just will be at Judgement Day in the afterlife. God will judge between those who have done right and those who have done wrong. God will then deal with each of us based on that judgement.


Since God is all-loving, Christians believe that God’s justice is dispensed with mercy. Mercy is when compassion is shown in dealing with someone who has done wrong, so deserves punishment. God understands that humans do wrong, and that circumstances influence us – as long as the person is truly sorry, God will be merciful.
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The Basics





1  Explain why many Christians say it is very difficult to understand God.



2  What does it mean to say God is omnipotent? Give some examples of this.



3  What does it mean to say God is loving? Give some examples of this.



4  What does it mean to say God is just? Give some examples of this.



5  ‘It is impossible to describe the nature of God.’ Do you agree with this statement? Explain arguments to agree and arguments to disagree. Then write a justified conclusion showing which of the two sides you think is stronger, and why.
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The problem of evil and suffering
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Evil and suffering provide the greatest challenge to a person’s faith – in the face of terrible evil, how can we believe in God?
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The problem


Christians believe God is all-knowing, all-loving and all-powerful. At the same time, they see evil and suffering in the world around them everywhere, as they see people in pain, and they themselves experience it. So how can their idea of God be compatible with their experience of the world? For many centuries, Christian theologians have tried to solve that conundrum – God must be allowing evil and suffering; God could easily have made a world without it, or stop it when it starts. However, this doesn’t happen – God lets us experience evil and suffering, but why? No one has managed to come up with an explanation that perfectly resolves the issue – every proposed solution has flaws.


Some suggested solutions to this conundrum


Evil and suffering exist as a punishment for the things we do wrong


Everyone does things they shouldn’t, so when we suffer, it is as a consequence of sin. God is punishing us.



Evil and suffering are tests of our faith


In this solution, God allows us to suffer to see if we stay strong in our beliefs. Many people turn more strongly to God at difficult times, finding comfort in their belief or even finding belief.


Evil and suffering exist so that we learn and take responsibility for the world


Christians believe humans were given the duty of stewardship over the creation. This includes helping others. You cannot see something as good unless you can see its opposite – bad – in the world somewhere. There has to be the contrast for either to have meaning. By seeing bad, we can step in and do something to help. Hence, God allows evil and suffering to help us to develop as compassionate beings, which is achieved by taking responsibility.


Evil and suffering exist – just accept that, and that a human will never understand why God allows it


This is the idea that we cannot begin to understand God, so how can we understand the rationale behind what God does or does not allow? People who believe this think you accept the evil and suffering, don’t blame God, but look for ways to help others and reduce their suffering.
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Influences


If a person believes in God, they might decide that any suffering they face is just a test of their faith. This influences them to turn to God in prayer, accepting God’s will. Someone else might be influenced by the existence of evil and suffering to do charitable work, trying to help reduce the suffering of others.
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Is God responsible for it all?


We can split evil into that which comes from the natural world (natural evil), such as disease and natural disasters, and that which comes from humans (moral evil), such as murder and exploitation. All evil causes pain – physical, mental or emotional – which we call suffering. God created the world, so must be responsible for that – though we aren’t doing much to look after it! Humans are responsible for moral evil, not God, as God has given humans free will – the ability and licence to make decisions for ourselves, including whether to be selfish and hurtful or kind and caring.


Christians believe we cannot blame God for moral evil. In Genesis 3, the story of the Fall is told – where Adam and Eve disobeyed God and were thrown out of paradise as a punishment. The temptation to disobey and thus do evil was introduced into the creation, and is part of every person – the important thing is to resist it, and living a Christian life helps a person to do that.
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The Basics





1  What is the problem of evil and suffering for Christians?



2  Using examples, explain the two types of evil.



3  Explain some of the ways Christians have tried to explain why God allows evil and suffering.



4  ‘An all-loving God would not allow evil to exist.’ Do you agree with this statement? Explain arguments for and against the statement. Then write a justified conclusion.
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The oneness of God and the Trinity





‘I believe in God, the Father almighty, maker of heaven and earth, and in Jesus Christ his only Son … I believe in the Holy Spirit.’ (Apostles’ Creed)
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Christians believe in one supreme God understood through the concept of the Trinity – three persons-in-one. This does not mean that there are three separate gods – the three are one. All three share the same divine nature, and all three are equal. This Trinitarian belief about God makes Christianity quite different from all other religions.
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The Trinity has several alternative names. ‘Tri’ means three, so most names for it include this as part of their wording. Triune God and Tripartite God are two alternative names; it is also called the ‘Godhead’.
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Sounds quite complicated, doesn’t it? But that should not be a surprise because how can humans really comprehend God? So the idea of the Trinity symbolises how complex the nature of God really is. It emphasises that God is different from humans, and not fully understandable by us, even if we can make sense of some aspects, like God’s omnipotence and benevolence.


From this diagram, we can see that the three parts (persons) of the Trinity are the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. God is all these, and all three are God. However, each of the three is different from the other two. One way to make sense of this on a simple scale is to think about any student, and the roles they assume in their life. You are sitting in class, learning about the Christian belief of the Trinity. How you present yourself, speak, the skills you use – they are all specifically for the role of student. When you go home, and all schoolwork is done, you probably present yourself differently, speak differently and use different skills – because you are in the role of son/daughter. However, when you go out to spend time with friends, you probably change all those aspects again – the role of friend. There will be more ‘persons’ to your existence as well. So, in a much more elevated way, God also has different roles, or persons, to make three persons-in-one.
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The Trinity can be expressed through this simple diagram






Beliefs about … God the Father





•  God the Father is the creator of heaven and Earth, sustainer of the universe. God the Father has no source.



•  It is God the Father who blesses Jesus at his baptism, proclaiming him as God’s ‘beloved Son’.



•  It is to God the Father that Jesus prays in the Garden of Gethsemane before his arrest, and to whom he cries out when he is about to die on the cross.



•  Jesus taught his disciples the Lord’s Prayer, which begins ‘Our Father …’.



•  At his Ascension, Jesus said he was ascending ‘to my Father and your Father, to my God and your God’ (John 20).





… God the Son


God the Son is Jesus Christ, God made incarnate to live as a human. The Son comes from the Father to bring God’s message to Earth so that humans know how to live their lives as God wants them to.





•  Jesus performed miracles to reveal the power and glory of God.



•  He was born to die as a sacrifice for the sins of humans – his crucifixion was an atonement for human sin, which had caused a barrier between us and God, preventing us from getting to heaven.



•  Then he rose from the dead, showing his power over death.



•  Jesus Christ is the personification of God’s love – God’s love made flesh.



•  The Gospels describe his life. John’s Gospel calls Jesus ‘logos’ or Word, saying the Word was with God at the creation. John (1:2) also says that through Jesus all things were made and without him nothing was made that has been made.





… God the Holy Spirit


God the Holy Spirit is at work in the world all the time. The Spirit comes from Father and Son.





•  In Genesis, the creation story tells of how the Spirit of God moved over the void (nothingness) that was before the creation.



•  For Christians, they believe that they receive the Holy Spirit at their own baptism, because Jesus told his disciples that they would be baptised with the Holy Spirit.



•  Christians believe the Holy Spirit is the source of their strength to keep their faith, to help others, to proclaim their message. They believe God the Holy Spirit is in their hearts, driving them forward and comforting them when in need.



•  In John’s Gospel, Jesus talks of a Spirit (paraclete) who will replace his presence in the world. It is this which came to the disciples after Jesus’ death, giving them the courage to go out into the world and tell everyone about Jesus’ message.
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Influences


Believing in the Trinity is shown in every Christian’s life. They refer to the Trinity in every act of worship; they give and receive blessings in the name of the Trinity. They repeat creeds which describe the Trinity, such as the Apostles’ Creed. This belief influences them to live their lives following the message of the Son, Jesus. It influences them to be thankful for God’s mercy in sending Jesus, the Son of God. It influences them to think God is always with them as the Spirit, giving a sense of comfort and protection.
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The Basics





1  Explain what is meant by the concept of the Trinity.



2  Copy the diagram of the Trinity and make notes about each of the three persons of God around the image.



3  Explain how belief in the Trinity might influence a Christian.



4  ‘God the Son is the most important part of the Trinity.’ Do you agree with this statement? Explain arguments to agree and to disagree. Give a justified conclusion showing which side you favour and why.
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The creation



Christian beliefs about the creation of the world are related in the book of Genesis, chapters 1–3. Christians believe the several stories here describe literally or allegorically how and why God created the world. Genesis 1 describes the making of the world day by day. Genesis 2 focuses on the creation of man and woman, and their place in the creation – that is, that they will be the rulers of it. Genesis 3 describes the Fall – the original sin being committed, which results in the fall from grace of humans, and their separation from God. God is transcendent, omniscient and omnipotent – to create the world is easily within God’s powers.


Genesis 1
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Day 1: In the beginning there was nothing but darkness, the Earth was without form and the Spirit of God blew over the restless waters. Then God said, ‘Let there be light’, and there was light. God said it was good and called the darkness night and the light day.
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Day 2: God then separated the firmament from the waters and called the firmament ‘Heaven’. The heavens were above the Earth with a space in between.
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Day 3: God said, ‘Let the waters under the heavens be gathered together and let the dry land appear.’ God called the dry land earth and the waters seas. God said it was good. God then created vegetation on the land – grass, herbs, and fruits of all kinds from the trees.
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Day 4: God said, ‘Let there be lights in the firmament to divide the day from the night, the seasons and for the days and years.’ God made the moon and the stars for the night and the sun for the day.
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Day 5: God created fish for the waters, whales and small fish, and birds to fill the air. God blessed each of them saying, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, fill the waters and the skies.’
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Day 6: God said, ‘Let the Earth be filled with living creatures, creeping things, cattle, beasts of every kind. Let us also make man in our image and give man dominion (power) over the seas, the skies and the earth.’ He created male and female alike. God then blessed them and told them to be fruitful and multiply. God had given humans everything and it was all good.


Day 7: God finished the work of creation and rested. God blessed the seventh day and made it holy.
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Influences


If I believe that God created the world, I might be awestruck at the power I see around me in the world, and hence the power of God. As the world is God’s creation, I will want to show respect to God by looking after it.
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Interpreting Genesis


There are a number of ways to interpret Genesis.


Fundamental/literalist approach


Fundamentalist Christians see Genesis as an absolute truth – that is, word-for-word correct. For those holding this interpretation, where there is any dispute with science, it is science that is wrong. They believe in an infallible, omnipotent God, so it is easy to believe that God created the world as per Genesis. When challenged by fossil evidence, for example, these believers would say that God put the fossils in place as a test of our faith. They point to statements in the Bible which say God will give clear information, which needs no interpretation – this is then applied to Genesis, so what it says is what happened. God is not trying to trick anyone.


Genesis as allegory (non-literal)


The majority of Christians from across the different denominations believe that Genesis is allegorical not factual. The intention behind Genesis is to describe the relationship between God and the created world – that the world was created deliberately by a Supreme God, and the world is the place for humans to serve and glorify God their creator. The idea of ‘six days’ is not meant to be taken as days of our time, rather periods of time, or ‘God days’ (so geological time descriptions for the phases of creation still fit). This interpretation makes it easier to believe Genesis as well as scientific theories for the origins of the universe.


Genesis as myth


Some people believe that the Genesis creation stories are just ways to express belief in a Supreme God. The stories are inspired by the world we live in and a sense of there being something greater than all of us which was responsible for it all in some way, and that we are special within the world. Really, the stories are giving us messages – the creation was deliberate, we are special, the creation itself is special and we have trusteeship (stewardship) over it.


The role of the Trinity in creation


Belief in the Trinity is reflected in the creation story. On Day 1, we see that God is there, as is the Spirit, which moves over the void. The Gospel of John opens:




‘In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in the beginning. Through him all things were made; without him nothing was made that has been made. In him was life, and that life was the light of all mankind. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.’ (John 1:1–5)





This is telling us that Jesus is the Word and was there at the beginning of time and crucial to the creation. God is the Trinity, so it makes sense that the Trinity created the world.
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The Basics





1  Where do we find the creation stories of Christianity?



2  In your own words, outline the Christian creation story.



3  There are several interpretations of the creation story. Explain each one.



4  Explain the role of the Trinity in the creation.



5  Which interpretation of the creation story do you find most reasonable? Explain why.



6  ‘The only important detail in the Genesis creation stories is that God created the world.’ Do you agree? Explain arguments for and against this statement. Give a justified conclusion in summary.
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Beliefs about the afterlife



According to Christianity, we will each live again after our physical death. Physical death is when the brain dies and organs cease to function; however, Christianity teaches that death is not the end. Rather, it is the point where life on Earth ends, hopefully to be replaced by life with God. This life on Earth is temporary and limited (because of time and space), whereas life with God is eternal, beyond time and space.


In simple terms, Christians believe that, after death, our soul leaves our body. Catholic and Orthodox Christians believe there is then a time of purification, called purgatory. Purgatory is for those who have not committed sins which bring eternal damnation (where a person has died without feeling remorse or repentance for their misdeeds in life). Then there is the Judgement Day, when Jesus Christ will judge each person according to their behaviour on Earth. The judgement given results in being placed in heaven for the good/repentant who have been forgiven by God, or hell for the bad/unrepentant. Heaven is eternal bliss with God; hell is eternal damnation. Each of these ideas is expressed in several ways by different Christian groups, so we will look at the key aspects – resurrection, Judgement Day, heaven and hell.


Resurrection




‘I believe in the resurrection of the body.’ (Apostles’ Creed)
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The Resurrection in Cookham Churchyard, by Sir Stanley Spencer





For Christians, the afterlife is about resurrection. The soul is what makes us us; it is the special spark which makes each of us unique. Resurrection is the belief that our soul is reborn into some new body. Whether this body is a physical resurrection into a physical body or some other kind is not clear. Traditional ideas speak about the dead coming out of their graves for Judgement Day, which suggests this body gets revived somehow. This has encouraged Christians throughout history to have burials rather than cremations. St Paul said:




‘The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable. It is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body.’ (1 Corinthians 15: 42, 44)





This is interpreted to mean that we don’t climb out of our graves in the same, but rejuvenated, body. Instead, we gain a new, spiritual body, which lives forever, leaving the earthly body to decay on Earth. Throughout a Christian funeral, there are many references to resurrection and an afterlife. This gives loved ones comfort in the belief that their loved ones are continuing their journey towards God, and that death is not the end.


The hope for resurrection comes from Jesus’ resurrection – he had a physical body according to the Gospels. The disciple Thomas was even invited to put his hand inside a wound in Jesus’ side which had been inflicted at the crucifixion, so as to have proof Jesus was really back from the dead. That Jesus was physically resurrected encourages the Christian teaching that resurrection for them will also be a physical resurrection.


All through his teaching ministry, Jesus spoke of life after death with God; indeed, several of his Parables are specifically about that, such as the Parable of the Sheep and Goats. This Parable describes Judgement Day, when people are divided up according to the good deeds they did for others during their lifetime. Jesus also said that life after death was ‘through him’ – you have to believe in Jesus to have life after death.




[image: ]


The Basics





1  Give two understandings of what death is.



2  What is the soul?



3  Briefly describe what Christians believe about life after death.



4  Explain different Christian beliefs about the resurrection.



5  Do you think it is unfair to suggest that only those who believe in Jesus Christ can have eternal life? Explain your answer.
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Judgement Day
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All Christians believe that there will be a Judgement Day, when Jesus Christ judges the living and the dead to decide if they are worthy of a place in heaven with God. In one of his Parables (stories told to explain a religious idea) – the Parable of the Sheep and Goats (Matthew 25:31–46) – Jesus describes the judgement at the end of time. On Judgement Day, all people are brought together and sorted by Jesus ‘as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats’. Jesus explains that the blessed are going to heaven because they helped him during their lives on Earth:




‘For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in, I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.’ (Matthew 25:35–36)





The people say they were not aware they had helped Jesus. Jesus responds that by helping others, they helped him. Those who never helped are condemned to hell:




‘Truly whatever you did not do for one of them, you did not do for me.’ (Matthew 25:45)





God is just and merciful, so Christians believe that those who commit sins (i.e. disobey God) can still be admitted to heaven; they just must repent, i.e. be truly sorry. This means that the judgement will take into account what people did to make up for the wrongs they committed.


Many Christians believe in one judgement, done on Judgement Day, which happens at the end of time after the coming of the Kingdom of God on Earth (a time of peace, when all live according to God’s ways). However, Roman Catholics believe in two forms of judgement – at death, there is the particular judgement, when souls are judged and sent to purgatory, heaven or hell. Purgatory is for the purification for souls, making them worthy of heaven. Only the truly good or truly wicked will go to heaven or hell at this point, meaning most souls experience purgatory. Praying for the souls of the dead is done in the hope that those prayers will ease the passage through purgatory. The second, final judgement takes place when Christ returns at the end of time. The dead are resurrected, and then judged. All souls are judged according to their belief in Christ, and only those who reject Christ go to everlasting condemnation. Those good souls who did not know of Christ – for example, having lived in a non-Christian country with no information about Jesus – would be saved by the mercy of Christ and the atonement made when he was crucified.
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The Basics





1  What is meant by Judgement Day? When does it happen, according to most Christians?



2  What happens on Judgement Day?



3  Outline the Parable of the Sheep and Goats.



4  ‘The way to reach heaven is to help others.’ Do you agree with this statement? Explain arguments for and against, and then give a justified conclusion showing which side you think is stronger.
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Heaven and hell


Following the judgement, Christians believe our soul will be sent to heaven or hell. Given God is just and merciful, and that most people would be truly repentant in the face of God, then maybe we should expect heaven to hold many more souls than hell.


Heaven is not part of the physical universe: Jesus says, ‘My Kingdom is not of this world’ (John 18:36). St Paul’s letter to the Hebrews tells them that ‘heaven is not of this creation’. This makes sense if the resurrection is of a spiritual body, as the universe is a physical universe, not a spiritual one, and science only covers the physical and material world, not any spiritual one.


Heaven is eternal bliss with God, which is interpreted by some to be a timeless existence of goodness and happiness. While most of us imagine heaven as a physical place with abundant food, beautiful gardens and so on, Christians tend to think more of a spiritual existence with God.


Hell is described by some Christians as a place of eternal damnation – a place of suffering and torture. Historically, the Church taught that hell was a place of eternal punishment and suffering, with all souls in torment without end. Many modern Christians do have a problem with that idea, though, because they do not think it is compatible with believing in an all-loving, merciful God. Some of these Christians see hell as temporary – people who have committed truly wicked acts must be punished, as must those who have been generally unkind or bad people. Indeed, Jesus said that every person does wrong at some time – for example, when asking ‘those without sin’ to cast the first stone at a woman accused of adultery (no one did!). However, some Christians believe that there must be a point for each person at which their punishment is enough for the crimes they committed. God being all-loving and omniscient (all-knowing) would be able to recognise that point and then welcome them into heaven. For some Christians, hell is just nothing – no resurrection, no life with God – it is separation from God forever. They do not believe God would torture even the worst people; rather God would not give them a new life at all.
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Influences


Christians believe there is life after death, but that it is decided based on two things – believing in Jesus, and being someone who shows compassion to others. So, Christians follow Jesus’ teachings, trying to live their life as he described a good person should. They should also make it their habit to help others however they can. This becomes part of their nature through the transforming influence of the Holy Spirit when welcomed into their life.
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The Basics





1  Describe how Judgement Day affects whether a person goes to heaven or hell after death.



2  Explain what is meant by heaven.



3  Explain different Christians’ interpretations of hell.



4  Explain, using examples, how belief in the Christian idea of life after death might influence a person in their daily life.



5  ‘It is not important for a Christian to believe in life after death.’ Do you agree? Explain arguments to agree and disagree. Then write a justified conclusion showing which side you feel is stronger.
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The Incarnation and Jesus as the Son of God
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A nativity scene showing the Incarnation





Incarnation means ‘born in the flesh’. Christians believe Jesus was God, but was born and lived fully as a human. They believe Jesus was actually the Son of God – a part of the Trinity, fully God. John’s Gospel begins by saying that Jesus was with God as the Word when God created the world (see page 11):




‘The Word became flesh and lived amongst us. We have seen His glory, the glory of the one and only [Son], which came from the Father, full of grace and truth.’ (John 1:14)





So Christians believe Jesus was fully human, but fully divine at the same time. He had to be fully human to be able to live in the world as a man, and to then die. He had to be fully divine to be able to rise from the dead, and mend the relationship between God and humans which had been broken.


Why did the Incarnation have to happen?


Christians believe God had to be born as a human to show God’s love. This was done in several ways through Jesus. First of all, Jesus taught people to help them understand how they should live. His message was one of love, summed up in the teaching ‘Love your neighbour’, which he said was one of the two great commandments, alongside ‘Love God’. He also performed miracles to help people but also to show the power of God, as he claimed his power to perform miracles came from God. Finally, he was crucified and died as a sacrifice for humans – an atonement for human sin (see page 23). Christians believe that humans had strayed so far away from how God wanted them to live that they had created a barrier between them and God. This barrier could not be broken by humans, so God sent Jesus, the Son of God, to be sacrificed. Christians believe that the death of Jesus broke down that barrier and made it possible for humans to be reunited with God in heaven after death. Jesus then rose from the dead, showing his divine power, before ascending to heaven, returning to God.




‘For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in Him should not die but should have everlasting life.’ (John 3:16)





Roman Catholics believe Jesus’ sacrifice, which was an atonement, was the key reason for God to come to Earth as the Incarnation. For Protestants, the fact that God walked among humankind as a man, showing love through God’s message and miracles, was just as important a reason – and some believe it to be a more important reason.
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Christus Victor is the idea that Christ has power over death






Why do Christians believe Jesus to be the Son of God?



The Bible and Christian teachings give Christians many reasons to believe that Jesus was the Son of God. Some examples are:





•  Before Jesus was born, his mother, Mary, was visited by the Angel Gabriel. This visit is called the Annunciation, and is celebrated by Roman Catholic and Orthodox Christians. Mary was told that she was ‘with child’, having been chosen to bear God’s Son. Gabriel also visited others and told them of the impending birth of the Messiah, the Son of God.



•  The birth stories speak of Jesus receiving visitors – wise men and shepherds – who had been led to the birth place by a star and by angels. In fact, if we combine the two versions of the birth, found in Matthew and Luke’s Gospels, we see that the whole of creation is represented at the birth – wise men (rich), shepherds (poor), animals (nature) and angels (heavenly hosts). Jesus – as Son of God – completes the set.



•  As a boy, Jesus was found at the temple discussing the religious law with the priests. They were astounded at his knowledge and confidence.



•  Jesus’ power to perform miracles shows he was something special. He healed people (for example, blind Bartimaeus was given sight), raised people from the dead (for example, he raised Lazarus days after he had died) and had control over nature (for example, he calmed a storm on the Sea of Galilee). He claimed this power to have been from God.



•  In Mark’s Gospel, Jesus is asked if he is the Son of God – he answers, ‘I am.’ In John’s Gospel, he says ‘I and the Father are one.’ Before his ascension, Jesus tells his disciples, ‘I came out from the Father and have come into the world, again I go away from the world and go to the Father.’ These quotes suggest Jesus claimed to be the Son of God.



•  The Apostles’ and the Nicene Creeds both sum up Christian belief, and are recited by Catholic, Orthodox and Anglican Christians. They both describe Jesus as the Son of God – it is a central belief for Christians.
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Influences


For a Christian, the belief that Jesus was the Son of God gives greater importance to Jesus’ teachings. Over the centuries, it has been the main reason for following the teachings – they come from such an important source. If I believe Jesus was the Son of God, then I believe what he said to be the truth. Believing Jesus to be the Son of God means I will worship Jesus, as he isn’t just a prophet, as religions like Islam believe.


If I believe God was willing to live on Earth as a human, setting aside his divinity, then I feel more grateful for the love he showed through his sacrifice. That gratitude might make me more compassionate to others – I am using Jesus as a role model.


[image: ]







[image: ]


The Basics





1  What does it mean to say Jesus was the Incarnation of God?



2  Explain two teachings about the Incarnation.



3  Why do Christians believe the Incarnation had to happen?



4  Why do Christians believe Jesus was the Son of God?



5  Explain how belief that Jesus was the Son of God might influence Christians today.



6  ‘If Jesus was the Son of God, humans can’t copy him as a role model.’ Do you agree? Explain arguments to agree and disagree, and then write a justified conclusion.
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The crucifixion



Jesus’ death is central to Christian belief, stated in the Nicene and Apostles’ Creeds. He was executed by the Roman method of crucifixion. The story of Jesus’ death by crucifixion begins a week earlier than the day Christians call Good Friday. It begins when he enters Jerusalem, with crowds cheering for him, on Palm Sunday, possibly the day that the Jewish religious leaders finally decided they had to get rid of him. Together, the Gospels record some variations in the details of events leading up to the actual crucifixion, which are probably due to the different sources each Gospel writer used.
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An artwork showing the crucifixion of Jesus





The events leading up to and including the crucifixion





•  The evening before he was crucified, Jesus hosted the ‘Last Supper’, where he shared bread and wine with his disciples. He said this was his body and blood, and told them to eat it in remembrance of him. This is why Christians share the Eucharist (see pages 37–38). He also said Judas would betray him and Peter would deny he knew him.



•  Later, while his disciples slept, Jesus prayed in the garden of Gethsemane. He asked God to free him from the suffering he was due to face, but was given no reply, so he accepted God’s will as his fate.



•  Jesus was arrested after Judas identified him to soldiers, fulfilling Jesus’ prediction about betrayal. The disciples began to fight the soldiers to defend Jesus. As a man of peace, and accepting his fate, Jesus stopped them.



•  Jesus then underwent a series of trials before Sanhedrin (religious leaders), Herod and finally Pontius Pilate (the only one with the power to have him executed). Pilate had him whipped, hoping to satisfy the demands of the religious leaders. Seeing no other option, and scared that these men would complain to the Roman Emperor that he was not doing his job, Pilate then washed his hands of Jesus’ fate and allowed him to be executed. Soldiers dressed Jesus in a purple robe and placed a crown of thorns on his head – mocking him as a king without power.



•  The morning of the crucifixion, Jesus was forced to carry his cross to Golgotha (a hill near Jerusalem, the name of which means ‘place of the skull’), where he was to be executed. He was unable to carry his cross all the way, so a man called Simon of Cyrene was forced by the Romans to help him.



•  Jesus was crucified between two criminals. One mocked him, the other showed pity for Jesus, who he said was innocent. Jesus said they would be with him in paradise that day.



•  Soldiers threw dice for his robe, and made fun of him – telling him to get off the cross if he really was the Son of God.



•  On the cross, he asked for something to quench his thirst, and was given sour wine. A spear was stabbed into his side. He asked God, ‘Father forgive them, they know not what they do.’



•  Jesus cried out, ‘Father why have you forsaken me?’, and then ‘It is finished.’ The sky went black, and the curtain in the temple (which hid the holiest part of the temple from non-priests) tore in two to give anyone sight of the interior. One soldier said, ‘Surely this man was the Son of God.’ Jesus died (‘gave up his soul’).






Why did Jesus have to die?


We can answer this from several perspectives.


Jewish leaders


At this time, Palestine was controlled by the Romans, who were ruthless in putting down any rebellion. There were many rebellions against Roman rule both before and after Jesus lived. Given the popularity of Jesus, and the fact he drew huge crowds to hear his words, revolutionaries might have been prepared to use Jesus to trigger a rebellion. The Jewish leaders wanted to stop this because it would have brought severe reprisals on all the Jewish people and would have meant them losing their leadership roles in the Jewish community. More importantly, the Romans would have stopped them from carrying out worship as prescribed in the Torah, which was a key duty. In other words, Jesus was a potential threat to them.


More importantly, Jesus had challenged the religious authority of these leaders. He said and did things they felt to be against their religion, even blasphemy (insulting God) and at the very least he allowed people to think he was the Messiah (the chosen one sent by God). Blasphemy was punishable by death under Jewish law.


Christians


Christians now believe Jesus had to die because that was why he was alive. Jesus was the Incarnation, the Son of God. Only Jesus’ death as a sacrifice was capable of breaking down the barrier that humans had generated between themselves and God. This barrier was forged from sin and selfishness; his death made atonement for that sin and broke the barrier, allowing humans to be reunited with God in heaven (see page 23).
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Influences


If I believe Jesus was crucified for my sake, I will be thankful for that sacrifice – it gives me the chance to be reunited with God. I might show my thanks by doing things for others, such as using some of my wealth to sponsor a child in a developing country. I would also worship Jesus as God, and during Lent (the period leading up to Easter) spend time in prayer and reflection about what Jesus did for me. Daily reflection and meditation help to calm a person, as well as giving them a chance to better understand the whole idea of sacrifice.
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The Basics





1  Why is the crucifixion an important event for Christians?



2  Outline the events leading up to and including the crucifixion.



3  Explain some reasons why Jesus ‘had to die’.



4  ‘No person can be blamed for the death of Jesus.’ Do you agree? Explain arguments to agree and to disagree. Write a justified conclusion, showing which point of view you support and why.





[image: ]






The resurrection



The resurrection is the term given to Jesus rising from the dead. Just as the crucifixion is central to Christian belief, so is the resurrection, also stated in the Creeds. For many Christians, this is the most important point of Jesus’ life. It is celebrated on Easter Sunday (see pages 43–44).
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This altar is dominated by an empty cross – the symbol of Jesus Christ’s resurrection





All four Gospels record the resurrection, and a series of appearances after it. After Jesus died, his body was taken down from the cross and moved to the tomb of Joseph of Arimathea. Nothing could be done to prepare it for full entombment because it was the Sabbath, so it was wrapped in a shroud and laid in the tomb. The intention was that, when Sabbath was over, female followers would come to tend to the body before the tomb was sealed. So, on the Sunday after Jesus’ crucifixion, Mary and others went to do this work, only to find the stone rolled away from the tomb, and the tomb itself empty. In Matthew’s version, they are told by angels that Jesus has risen and that they should go and tell the disciples the news. In John’s version, Mary sees a man she assumes to be the gardener and asks him where he has hidden the body. He then reveals himself as Jesus.


Later, Jesus reveals himself to all the disciples while they are hiding in an ‘upper room’, afraid of being arrested like Jesus was. Following this, there are several other resurrection appearances, which include Jesus continuing to teach his message and giving them the duty to do that in the world.


The crucial point is that Jesus had risen from the dead – as he said he would. His power over death shows he was the Son of God, and that God’s love for Jesus is absolute. Christians believe that Jesus rising from the dead shows that they can have a life after death, in heaven with God – that death is not the end.




[image: ]


Influences


Christians must believe in the resurrection. This helps them believe in life after death, so when someone close to them dies, they know that person will be with God and that they will see them again, which comforts them. It is also the proof that Jesus was the Son of God, so validates all their other Christian beliefs. For Christians, Easter is the most important festival because of this event.


[image: ]






The ascension



Of the Gospels, Luke (24:50–53) and Mark (16:19) mention the ascension, which is when Jesus ascended to heaven to return to God. The Acts of the Apostles also include a longer version of the story (1:1–11). It is also found in the Creeds, so is a core belief for Christians. It is celebrated on Ascension Thursday.
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An artwork showing Jesus ascending to heaven





Forty days after his resurrection, Jesus appeared to his disciples for the final time. He led them to the village of Bethany, where he blessed each one. He told them to return to Jerusalem and that they would receive the Holy Spirit (an event which is now celebrated at Pentecost), which would help them to preach his message everywhere. They then watched as he was ‘taken up’ to heaven, hidden by a cloud. As they continued to gaze towards heaven, two angels interrupted their thoughts, asking why they were looking in that direction – Jesus was gone but would return.


The ascension marks the end of Jesus’ earthly ministry. His ‘human’ life had ended at the crucifixion, but the ascension marked his return to full glory as God. This might have been the first time that the disciples saw him as his true self – indeed, the accounts both suggest the disciples were in awe when they saw this event.
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Influences


If I believe in the ascension, my belief that Jesus was the Son of God part of the Trinity is confirmed. This makes what he taught even more important because it is teaching from God, so I follow that teaching. At the ascension, Jesus gave his disciples a task to preach his message – believing this might make me want to do the same, to talk to people about Jesus’ message.
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The Basics





1  Describe the resurrection events.



2  Explain two reasons why the resurrection is an important event for Christians.



3  Describe the ascension.



4  Explain two reasons why the ascension was an important event for Christians.



5  ‘The resurrection is the most important event for Christians.’ Do you agree? Explain arguments to agree and to disagree, before coming to a justified conclusion as to which point of view is stronger, and why.
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Sin



Sin is an act which goes against God’s laws. Sins are acts which hurt God and hurt others. The result of sin is that it separates a person from God. Sin was the reason that there was a barrier between humans and God; in other words, a barrier to salvation (see pages 24–25). This barrier prevented humans from being allowed into heaven with God. God was incarnated as a human – Jesus – to break the barrier down because humans could not do it for themselves. Jesus’ death was the atonement that made up for that sin, making it possible to be reunited with God (see page 23).




‘For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.’ (Romans 3:23)





Everyone commits sins – big ones, little ones, deliberately or by default. Jesus said there were two great commandments – ‘Love God’ and ‘Love your neighbour’ – so anything which goes against either of these can be considered a sin. For example, for many, to deny God’s existence is to insult God, so that would be against ‘Love God’. Committing murder takes a life, and emotionally hurts many people – it is blatantly not ‘Love your neighbour’. Both of these would be sins.
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Influences


Belief in sin influences Christians in many ways. They will try to know and understand what is and what is not a sin. This helps them avoid committing sin through ignorance. They will accept that humans are frail and are likely to sin, but can reduce how much they sin by being mindful of God. This might make them pray very often. Many young Christians use the phrase ‘What would Jesus do?’ as a guide in their lives, helping them avoid sin. Many Christians do good deeds to make up for sin – they might act humbly, offer apologies for wrongs, and be proactive in doing good.
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Roman Catholics see there being two kinds of sin – mortal and venial. Mortal sins are deliberate breaches of God’s law on serious matters – for example, blasphemy, adultery or murder. They are considered to seriously offend God, throwing the love for us back in God’s face, causing separation from God. If a person dies without having truly repented for these sins, they cannot go to heaven. They are called ‘mortal’ sins because they cause the ‘spiritual death’ of the soul. Venial sins are wrongs which upset God – for example, gossip or telling small lies (which do not lead to serious consequences). They are thought to weaken the soul – that is, they make it more likely that worse sins will be committed.


All Christians believe the crucial thing is to try not to sin, and to be truly sorry when you do. They believe that you can make up for sin by repenting of the wrongs already done, doing good deeds and by worshipping God. For many Christians, the sacraments of Confession and Eucharist are good ways to say sorry to God, and so have a ‘clean slate’ with God (see pages 34 and 37–38).
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Roman Catholic churches have Confession boxes. These are linked cubicles for the purpose of confessing sins. The priest sits in one side, hidden from all, while the believer enters the other and seeks forgiveness for their sins privately and without the priest knowing their identity. They are there given tasks of penance






Original sin


For Christians, evil came into the world through the Fall, which we can read in Genesis 3. This is the story of Adam and Eve eating from the Tree of Knowledge in the Garden of Eden. God had forbidden them to eat from this tree, but a serpent persuaded Eve that there was no harm in eating its fruit. Eve persuaded Adam to taste the fruit. At this first show of disobedience, the two understood they had done wrong, so when God visited, they hid. God knew what they had done and threw them out of the Garden of Eden, telling them they would now have to fend for themselves. Man would have to work the land to get food; woman would struggle with childbirth; both would grow old and die.
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Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden choosing to break God’s rule that they should never eat of the Tree of Knowledge





The term ‘original sin’ was coined by Irenaeus, a Greek theologian of the second century CE. He said that all humans had the capacity to sin, and this ‘ability’ had itself come from that original sin by Adam and Eve. They realised they could disobey God, and then went ahead and did so – this is the first (so original) sin, which became the mind-set for humans going forward.


The Orthodox Church believes everyone inherits this original sin. Baptism is done to wash a baby clean of it. The Roman Catholic Church believes we inherit the capacity to sin, not Adam and Eve’s actual sin – we then give in to temptation to commit sin. The Anglican Church sees sin as totally personal, and nothing to do with Adam and Eve; rather, it is part of the human condition, which can be fought against by living a ‘life with Christ’. In complete contrast, Quakers focus on the ‘inward light’ of humans, that there is something of God in everyone. Sin, for them, comes from our abuse of our free will, not an inbuilt capacity to sin.
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The Basics





1  What is sin?



2  Using examples, explain how sin breaks Jesus’ two great commandments.



3  Using examples, explain the two forms of sin which Roman Catholics believe in.



4  Explain two reasons why sin is such a big issue for Christians.



5  In your own words, retell the story of the original sin.



6  Explain two contrasting understandings of the impact of original sin.



7  ‘It doesn’t matter what you do, God will forgive you.’ Do you agree? Explain arguments to agree and to disagree, including Christian arguments.
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Atonement



You have already read this word a lot in your studies so far. It is really important in Christianity. It is one of the main reasons God was incarnated as Jesus Christ on Earth.




‘For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whosoever believes in Him shall not die but shall have everlasting life.’ (John 3:16)
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Christians believe that, when Jesus was crucified and died, his death was an atonement, or making up, for the huge number of sins done by humans, which had separated us from God. If you think of ‘atonement’ as ‘at-one-ment’, it helps you to understand the term in its Christian sense – Jesus’ sacrifice made humans be ‘at one’ with God again, so reconciled with God, or back on the right terms.
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atonement
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noun





1  the action of making amends for a wrong or injury



2  in Christian theology – the reconciliation of God and humankind through Jesus Christ
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Bridge of Life by the Gospel Graffiti Crew





This image, Bridge of Life, shows the idea of atonement through a picture story. The human on the right of the image, kneeling, seeks forgiveness from God for their sin. Through the death of Jesus, symbolised by the cross, a bridge to God is created, and – at their death – the human can walk across because they have said sorry for sin, and Jesus’ death has made atonement for them as well. Once on the far side, they are with God in heaven, having a new life, hence bridge to life. The cross is empty, as Jesus is with God in heaven, having conquered death.
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Roman Catholic rosary beads





The crucifix is a symbol of both sacrifice and atonement. It shows Jesus dead on the cross – his death was the atonement: he was a sacrifice for our sake. For Roman Catholic and Orthodox Christians, it is the most powerful symbol for Christianity, and many carry with them that symbol in the form of jewellery or rosary beads.
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The Basics





1  What is meant by atonement?



2  How was Jesus’ death an atonement?



3  Explain two ways in which atonement is important to Christians today.



4  ‘Believing in the atonement, Christians should always make up with those who wrong them.’ Do you agree? Explain arguments for and against this statement.
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Salvation



Salvation is being saved from the consequences of sin, so that it becomes possible to be reunited with God in heaven after death. So salvation is about getting into heaven. Just because Jesus made atonement for sin by his death, it does not mean there is an automatic pass into heaven – Christians believe a person has to be sorry (repent) for their own sin. Christians believe there are a number of ways to gain salvation.


Salvation through law




‘Obey what I command you today.’ (Exodus 34:11)





‘Salvation through law’ means following God’s laws all the time, the idea being that a person gains salvation by always doing what is right by God’s laws. The original sin (see page 22) was Adam disobeying God’s law (to not eat from the Tree of Knowledge), leaving humans in need of salvation. So it is logical to think that, by keeping God’s laws, salvation can be obtained. God’s laws are found in the Bible, and in other sources of authority accepted by the Church – for example, for Catholics, it is the words of the Pope. The Bible is the most important source to help humans understand what God wants them to do; in other words, to teach them right from wrong in God’s eyes.
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Andy


I believe in the power of the Holy Spirit. When I go to worship, I feel the Spirit bless me.
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Zara


I was baptised as a child, but then went through an adult baptism. I wanted to be born again into a life with God, which was given to me through making that commitment.
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Dewi


I do my best to be a good person, following laws – both God’s law and man’s law – and living a morally right life.
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Salvation through works (action)




‘A man may say, you have faith, and I have works; show me your faith without your actions, and I will show you my faith by my actions.’ (James 2:18)





Jesus emphasised that a person needs to show their beliefs through their actions (works). He said it was not enough to just have beliefs: they have to set an example and be role models, following his own example. This has motivated Christians over the centuries to do good – setting up orphanages, schools and hospices, and doing a lot of social care. You can see it in modern schemes such as food banks and street pastors (see page 46), as well as in the work of Christian charities (see pages 51–52). By doing good, they might also hope to be rewarded by God with salvation.


Salvation through grace




‘For by grace you have been saved through faith. This is not your own doing; it is a gift of God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast.’ (Ephesians 2:8–9)





God’s grace is God’s unconditional love for each person, given in spite of the fact we might not deserve or have earned it. This is brought by the sacraments, which are considered outward signs of inward grace (see page 34). Orthodox and Catholic Christians keep all of the seven Sacraments. Most Christians observe the two sacraments of baptism and communion, bringing God’s grace. Baptism is the beginning of life with God, and communion allows a person to say sorry for wrongs, and get a fresh start. In the case of communion, the person is making a conscious effort to ‘be right with’ God, and so taking responsibility for their own salvation. Many Christians take communion weekly, constantly renewing their promises to God.
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Helena


I believe in Jesus, but I also believe that I have to earn salvation. I make every effort to do things for the church and others.
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Teemu


I believe that only God can give me salvation. My belief in God, and love for God means He will welcome me to His kingdom.
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Paul


Love God, live a morally upright life by doing good. That will bring me salvation – with God’s grace, that is.
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Salvation through the Spirit




‘He saved us, not because of the righteous things we have done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit.’ (Titus 3:5)





Before the ascension, Jesus told his disciples he would leave the Holy Spirit as a guide and comforter. Christians believe the Holy Spirit is the presence of God’s grace in their hearts, and as a result they will be transformed by the Spirit.


Evangelical Christians believe that wherever Christians come together to worship, the Holy Spirit is with them, as Jesus said that was so. They allow the Spirit to work through them, so worship can be very joyful and expressive, including clapping, laughter, singing, dancing, speaking in tongues, healing, etc.
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Influences


Christians believe in salvation, and this influences them to be thankful for Jesus’ sacrifice, without which they could not have salvation. This leads them to do many things – obey God’s laws, show compassion for others through good deeds, keep the sacraments to be blessed by God’s grace, and worship.


[image: ]







[image: ]


The Basics





1  What is meant by the term salvation?



2  Explain how each of the following bring salvation according to Christians – law; works; grace; Holy Spirit.



3  Read each of the speech bubbles to identify which kind of salvation is being suggested by each person. Explain each.



4  ‘Salvation by grace is the most important way to gain salvation.’ Do you agree? Explain your arguments before presenting a different point of view. Then write a justified conclusion to show which argument is stronger, and why.
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Getting prepared
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The Beliefs section of an exam paper is made up of five questions. Here you can read the wording, some tips for doing well and some examples of each.


1.1 question – Multi-choice: 1 mark


For example:





A  Which one of the following means sin?







    a  Breaking the law


    b  Disobeying God


    c  Hurting someone


    d  Bad behaviour








B  Which one of the following is not a means of salvation?







    a  Works


    b  Grace


    c  Festivals


    d  Law
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Tip


Lots of these are definition questions, so make sure you know the meaning of all key words.
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1.2 question – ‘Give two …’: 2 marks


This tests knowledge (not understanding).


For example:





A  Give two of the parts of the Trinity.



B  Give two beliefs about atonement in Christianity.
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Tips


Keep your answer to a minimum: give only two words, or phrases. Example A could be answered simply by ‘God the Father, God the Son’, or in a longer version, ‘God the father created the universe, God the Son was Jesus who died as a sacrifice for sin.’ The shorter version takes less time, but gets the same marks.


The exam paper gives prompts of ‘two’ to remind you to give two answers.
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1.3 question – Influences: 4 marks


This is testing your understanding of how what a person believes affects what they think/say/do – how it influences them.


For example:





A  Explain two ways in which belief in God’s creation might influence Christians today.



B  Explain two ways in which belief in heaven and hell might influence Christians today.
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Tips


You get a mark for each way, plus an additional mark as you explain each way: 2 + 2.


The question wants you to say, ‘If a Christian believes ______, then they will (think/say/do).’ Don’t make the mistake of explaining the belief itself.


Using examples is a good way to explain in this question because it shows how the influence is acted upon.
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1.4 question – Beliefs and teachings: 5 marks


For example:





A  Explain two Christian teachings about the nature of God.


Refer to sacred writings or another source of Christian belief and teaching in your answer.



B  Explain two Christian teachings about the resurrection.


Refer to sacred writings or another source of Christian belief and teaching in your answer.
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Tips


You get a mark for each teaching, plus an additional mark for each explanation. The final mark is for giving a relevant teaching which you will probably already have done! As this question is about teachings, as long as you give an accurate teaching or its source, the fifth mark should be very easy!


‘Teaching’ doesn’t mean you have to give quotations; you could give beliefs or concepts.


You will need to know the key terms – because that is what you are being asked about; if you haven’t learned what the resurrection is, you can’t answer Example B here!
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1.5 question – Analysis and evaluation: 12 marks, plus 3 marks for the quality of written English (SPaG)


For example:





A  ‘For Christians, the Trinity is the most important Christian belief.’


Evaluate this statement.


In your answer, you should:







    •  refer to Christian teaching


    •  give reasoned arguments to support this statement


    •  give reasoned arguments to support a different point of view


    •  reach a justified conclusion.








B  ‘The crucifixion of Jesus is more important than his resurrection.’


Evaluate this statement.


In your answer, you should:







    •  refer to Christian teaching


    •  give reasoned arguments to support this statement


    •  give reasoned arguments to support a different point of view


    •  reach a justified conclusion.
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Tips


The question wording gives you a great way to check your answer – use the different bullet points to check you have done all the things you need to do.


If the statement says something is ‘best’, ‘most important’ or gives any kind of value words, then challenge it by saying, ‘It depends what is meant by …’. This is a good technique to make your brain think more widely in answering.


You have to give an agree side and a disagree side in your answer – failure to do so will cost you any mark above Level 2 (6 marks out of 12). Similarly, failure to explain anything you write will also keep you stuck at Level 2 at best.


By giving and explaining all arguments for one side, then doing the same for the other side, you write a clearer answer which is easier to mark.


‘Justified conclusion’ is a posh way of asking you to say whether the agree or disagree side is stronger, and why you think that. It doesn’t mean for you to rewrite arguments you have given already! So one side might have more arguments, might be clearer, might be more compelling/persuasive or might fit with what you already think. These are all useful ways to justify a conclusion. Sometimes, you just can’t decide – and it is okay to say that as well.
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1.2 Practices



Public worship




‘Make a joyful noise unto the Lord … come before His presence with singing … enter into his gates with thanksgiving, and into his courts with praise: be thankful to him, and bless His name.’ (Psalm 100)





Public worship is worship done in groups, rather than in ones or twos. It doesn’t mean worshipping in a public area. Worship usually, but not always, takes place in a Christian place of worship – church, chapel, cathedral, etc. Acts of worship can take place in public places – when the congregation has come together somewhere bigger than a church – for example, a congregation having a Christmas service in the local shopping centre, or an act of worship held in a park or stadium when the Pope visits a country.


Worship is important because it is praise of God. Christians are showing their devotion to God, and having a chance to hear and better understand God’s message. Jesus said that wherever a few gather in his name, then his Spirit is with them – so getting together to worship was part of Christian tradition from the very beginning, as well as bringing the Holy Spirit to the group.


All Christian worship is based around the Bible, as this is considered to be the word of God or inspired by God, containing Jesus’ teachings and those of the early Church. The service will usually include:





•  Bible readings (often one each from the Old and New Testaments)



•  hymns (inspired by or using words from the Bible)



•  prayers (including the Lord’s Prayer from the Bible)



•  a sermon (inspired by a Biblical message or based on a Biblical story).





The different Christian denominations follow different forms of worship. For the course, you need to know about each of the following – liturgical, non-liturgical and informal.
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My name is James. I am an Anglican Christian. In our church, we use liturgical worship. This just means we have a set programme to the service, with set wording for much of it, which follows the Book of Common Prayer, which dates back to 1549 (though it has been updated a few times). We each follow what the vicar says as we read the service from this book, and say aloud some statements as guided by it. The Bible readings and prayers are set for each service – so you could go into any Anglican Church and hear the same ones. They follow a themed approach, which follows the ‘Church Year’. Of course, the vicar’s sermon isn’t fixed – they have to stick to the theme, but they will have written their sermon themselves. I like this kind of worship because I feel comforted and confident by the familiar structure of it. It feels very proper as it is quite formal – I am getting it right.
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My name is Grace. I attend a Methodist Church, where we use non-liturgical worship. That means we don’t have a set pattern with set words and readings. For each service, our minister will decide a theme, and then build a service around that theme. Sometimes it is obvious, like at Christmas, but they are always relying on the Spirit to inspire their work. The service has a familiar pattern in terms of hymns, prayers, readings and sermon, so you know what happens next, but not the exact content of it. I like this kind of worship because it is always fresh. Often it gives a perfect, timely response to things that are happening in the world, helping me as a Christian to reflect on them, and on what God might want me to learn or do. I feel that I have been able to give praise to God and take peace from these services, so setting me up for the week.
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My name is Nat. I attend a Community Church, where worship is guided by the Spirit. There is no fixed pattern, and no fixed words; it is informal worship. So the theme of the day (which is really a kind of message to us as Christians) is chosen for each service, and the hymns, prayers, readings and sermon are chosen to fit with that theme. We might sing several hymns together, or have prayers by a few people. Some of the service might be to listen to someone playing music or singing; I have seen screenings of Christian bands from other parts of the world within a service. The point is, we are showing our love and devotion for God, coming together to praise God and be filled with the Spirit – and the Spirit moves us to proclaim our love in different ways. I love the vibrancy of these services, and the emotions they bring out – I always leave feeling refreshed and revitalised.
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The Basics





1  What is worship?



2  Explain the use of the Bible in worship.



3  Explain each of the three types of worship – liturgical, non-liturgical and informal.



4  Explain the benefits of each type of worship.



5  ‘As long as it is focused on the Bible, it does not matter what kind of worship a Christian does.’ Do you agree? Explain arguments to agree and disagree, including different Christian perspectives.
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Private worship



Christians believe a person can worship God at any time, anywhere – as God is everywhere and always with them. Private worship is a person’s worship which is guided completely by themselves, and not as part of a formal act of worship for a congregation. It is personal – between them and God. It takes as many forms as there are people choosing to do it, because it is personal. Hence, people do this at different times, for different reasons, using different things to support their worship or as a focus for their worship. It is an important kind of worship because it shows the devotion of an individual. Some would say this is harder because people have to make more time for it, and think more about it, as well as actually leading and doing the worship. It shows a person’s personal commitment to God, but this commitment is tailored to exactly what they need to say and do. Some would say this is the most honest form of worship because the person has no distractions and cannot just go through the motions of public worship.
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Someone praying alone before a crucifix in church
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Although I go to church on Sundays, on many days I take time out to read some passages from the Bible. It might be something we heard at church, or something random. I find having a bit of quiet time and just reflecting on the words makes me feel closer to God, calmer and more assured of God’s love for me.
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I worship God alone most days. I will give time in prayer, telling God my thoughts. If I tell God my cares and worries, I feel they are lightened – God has taken my load from me, or at least is helping me to bear it. I share my joys as well. I must thank God for the good that happens in my life. I feel that when I pray to God, my relationship with God is strengthened; I feel comforted by that.
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