Measuring Pluralism: A
Difficult Task

Steve Cable examines the data concerning American Christians’
beliefs about pluralism, the belief that all religions are
true and valid ways to know about God, the world, and
salvation.

We are in the process of examining two related Pew Research
surveys taken by about 35,000 people, once in 2007[{1} and
again in 2014{2}. In today'’s post we want to consider the
question of religious pluralism among American Christians. As
there are different views concerning the meaning of “religious
pluralism,” for this post we will use this definition:
Pluralism 1is basically the belief that the various world
religions are true and equally valid in their communication of
the truth about God, the world, and salvation. I.e., there are
multiple religious beliefs and practices which will suffice to
get one to heaven. It does not mean that all religions are
sufficient, but that more than one distinctly different
religious concept will result in eternal salvation.

In their 2007 survey, Pew had one question dealing with
pluralism:

Which of these two statements comes closer to your own views
even if neither is exactly right?

1. My religion is the one, true faith leading to eternal life.
[OR]
2. Many religions can lead to eternal life

The responses to this question for Evangelical Christians and
for Non-Evangelical Christians{3} are given in the table
below.

Table 1 — Percent of Respondents Who Said “My Religion is the
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One, True Faith”
Age Range 18 — 27|30 plus
Evangelical 44 .6% | 36.4%
Non-Evangelical Christian| 19.0% 14.2%

Not surprisingly, the percentage of Evangelicals who selected
statement #1 far exceed the percentage of Non-Evangelical
Christians.

However, it is disappointing that significantly fewer than one
half of Evangelicals would select that statement. And it 1is
surprising that the younger cohort is much more likely than
the older cohort to make such a statement.

Which brings up the question: When someone says “my religion
is the one,” are they referring to Christianity vs. other
major religions, OR are they referring to their denomination
vs. other Christian denominations? One would guess that many
Christians, especially from older generations, may be thinking
about the latter.

In fact, the Pew Research organization realized this issue
almost immediately after releasing the results of the 2007
survey. They did another smaller survey in 2008{4} to get
insight into this question and reported:

One of the most frequently asked questions to arise from the
2007 Landscape Survey findings is how the 70% of religiously
affiliated respondents who said “many religions can lead to
eternal life” interpreted the phrase “many religions.” For
example, do Christians who express this view have in mind only
Christians from denominations other than their own, or are
they thinking more broadly of non-Christian religions? To shed
light on this issue, the new survey asks those who believe
that many religions can lead to eternal life a series of
follow-up questions . . . nearly three-quarters (72%) of
evangelicals who say many religions can lead to salvation name
at least one non-Christian faith that can do so.{5}



Turning this around, they found that 28% of evangelicals who
said that many religions can lead to eternal life were only
talking about other Christian religions. Thus, this group of
evangelicals would not be considered pluralistic. So, I
analyzed the data from this 2008 survey and used those results
to calculate data of Christians’ views on pluralism as shown
in Table 2.

Table 2 — Results from 2008 Religion and Public Life Survey

18 —
Age Range 30 plus
27
One True Faith 64% 49%
Evangelical Only Christians in 748 61e
Heaven{6} ’ ’
One True Faith 24% 16%
Non-Evangelical . :
Christian Only Christians in 37% | 22%
Heaven

So we can see that adding these people who were pluralistic
only among different Christian faiths, we add another ten
percent or so to those Christians who are not pluralistic.
However, this 2008 data introduces another issue. Those who
said their religion was the one, true faith appears to have
increased by almost 20 percentage points for Evangelicals
under 28 (from 45% to 64%). I don’t believe this is possible
given the lack of events in 2008 to account for such a
significant, sudden change. However, the Pew report comments
on it this way, “ the number of people saying theirs 1is
the one, true faith that can lead to eternal life increased
slightly between 2007 and 2008, from 24% to 29%. The increase
is especially pronounced for white evangelical Protestants,
among whom the figure rose from 37% to 49%."{7}

In the 2014 Religious Landscape survey, the ambiguity was
resolved by asking two questions:



1. The question asked in the 2007 survey listed above, and
2. ASK IF CHRISTIAN AND SAY “MANY RELIGIONS” to prior
question: And do you think it’s only Christian religions
that can lead to eternal life, or can some non-Christian
religions also lead to eternal life?

a) Only Christian religions can lead to eternal life
b) Some non-Christian religions can lead to eternal life

We can then compare the results from both Religious Landscape
surveys as shown in table 3 below:

Table 3 — Comparing 2007 and 2014 Religious Landscape Results
with Estimates for Shaded Areas

Evangelical Non-Evangelical Christian
Y
ear 2007 2014 2007 2014
Surveyed
30 30 35
Age Range | 18-27 18-24|25-34|18-27 18-24(25-34
plus plus plus
My
lig3
he rgion 45% | 36% | 52% | 42% | 39% | 19% | 14% | 23% | 19% | 15%
is one,
true faith
Only
Christians |55%{8}| 50% | 60% | 54% | 59% | 32% | 20% | 27% | 27% |25%
in heaven

Note: the numbers for 2007 Only Christians in heaven are
estimates and could be off significantly.

And the results from the 2008 Religion and Public Life with
the 2014 Religious Landscape survey as shown in table 4:

Table 4 — Comparing 2008 Religion and Public Life Survey with
2014 Religious Landscape Survey
Evangelical Non-Evangelical Christian




Year

2008 2014 2008 2014
Surveyed

Age Range |18-27 30 18-24|25-34 35 18-27 30 18-24125-34 35
plus plus plus plus

My
religion
is one,

true faith

Only
Christians| 74% | 61% | 60% 54% | 59% | 37% | 22% | 27% 27% | 25%
in heaven

64% | 49%

o\

52% | 42% | 39% | 24% | 16% | 23% | 19% | 15%

I think the important things to note from the two tables are:

1) Adding those who said “Many religions can lead to
eternal life but non-Christian religions cannot” to those
who said “My religion is the one, true faith leading to
eternal life.” we see an increase of between 8 and 20
percentage points;

2) The increased percentages in 2014 also even out the
results from across age groups. For example, for
Evangelicals you can see a swing of 13 percentage points
from the 18 to 24 age group compared to the 35 plus age
group on the “one, true faith” response. But, when you
look at “only Christians in heaven,” you see the swing
across age groups has dropped to 1 percentage point.
Apparently, the youngest adults are less likely to be
thinking only of their denomination when they answered the
first question with “My religion "

3) Finally, there is a slight drop off in Evangelicals who
are not pluralists between 2007 and 2014.

As this somewhat tortuous journey through the subject of
pluralism exploring three different surveys clearly shows, it
is hard to nail down what people are thinking when asked about
pluralism. The primary takeaway is that slightly less than one
out of two Evangelicals (~40%) have a pluralistic view, while



three out of four Non-evangelical Christians have such a view.
An Evangelical with a pluralistic viewpoint has no reason to
be concerned with evangelism and technically 1is not an
Evangelical. In a subsequent post, we will examine the
difference in worldview beliefs between non-pluralist
Evangelicals and pluralist Evangelicals

Notes

1. The U.S. Religious Landscape Survey 2007, Pew Forum on
Religion & Public Life (a project of The Pew Research Center).
The Pew Research Center bears no responsibility for the
analyses or interpretations of the data presented here. The
data were downloaded from the Association of Religion Data
Archives, www.TheARDA.com, and were collected by the Pew
Research Center.

2. The U.S. Religious Landscape Survey 2014, Pew Forum on
Religion & Public Life (a project of The Pew Research Center).
The Pew Research Center bears no responsibility for the
analyses or interpretations of the data presented here. The
data were downloaded from the Association of Religion Data
Archives, www.TheARDA.com, and were collected by the Pew
Research Center.

3. Consists of Mainline Protestant Denominations, Catholics,
and some Historically Black Denominations.

4. Pew Research, Religion and Public Life Survey 2008, Pew
Forum on Religion & Public Life (a project of The Pew Research
Center). The Pew Research Center bears no responsibility for
the analyses or interpretations of the data presented here.
The data were downloaded from the Association of Religion Data
Archives, www.TheARDA.com, and were collected by the Pew
Research Center.

5. Pew Research, Many Americans Say Other Faiths Can Lead to
Eternal Life, December 18, 2008

6. This factor was determined by looking at the people who
answered the first question: “Many religions can lead to
eternal life” but in answering subsequent questions said



Islam, Hinduism, Atheism and No Religious Faith cannot achieve
eternal life. When they answered the first question with “many
religions”, they obviously were referring to many Christian
religions (or possibly Christian and Jewish religions). I did
not include the subsequent question about the “Jewish
religion” because the Bible is clear that many OT Jews will be
in heaven.

7. Perhaps the candidacy of Barack Obama triggered this
decrease in pluralism for white evangelical Protestants. If it
did, its effect had dissipated by the 2014 survey with results
much closer to the 2007 survey than the 2008 survey. I think
it was probably the result of surveying cell phone users as
well as landlines in 2008.

8. This number is estimated by taking the number for One, True
Faith and adding the percentage of those Christians in the
2008 survey who said that many religions could lead to eternal
life but not Islam, Hinduism, atheism, and No Religious Faith.

© 2018 Probe Ministries

“You Should Improve Your
Article ‘A Short Look at Six
World Religions'”

My name is and I am a born again Christian. I have a BA
in Pastoral Theology and a MA in Philosophical Theology. I
believe that there could be improvements to your article A
Short Look at Six World Religions.

I do believe that “snapshot” looks at our neighbors’ faiths
are valuable but they do have limitations. It can be difficult
to convey the rich diversity of their sects, denominations,
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and teachings. This being the case, and given that adherents
of any faith often do not align strictly to orthodox doctrine,
it may be worth noting in your piece in the sections that deal
with “relating with folks from these faiths” that on top of
prayer and Biblical knowledge they should listen closely to
the others’ perspectives. Listening at first will give more
clarity to the type or specific tradition the person is a part
of.

Islam has been called a religion of works, but I have found
this to not be true upon both study and speaking to Muslims.
They are fully dependent on Allah’s mercy and the grace of
God. They will often say that even if they were perfect and
without sin, God could cast them into hell if he wanted
because God owes no one anything-it is His grace and mercy
alone that allows salvation. This is an important facet of
Islam that I feel should be included. The six tenets of faith
are of course much more flexible in many Muslims’ eyes than
the five pillars and this could be emphasized. I also would
say that Islam is no more fatalistic than many expressions of
Christian faith. As many Christians would say, God is
sovereign and everything that happens is in His purview and 1is
because He allows it. Even Satan’s and hell’s existence 1is
only because of His allowing it to be so. I do not think of
Christianity 1is fatalistic because of this teaching. One
Christian tradition that may deviate from this is Process
Theologies of Christianity, which in my reading give more a
‘participant’ role to God than ‘sovereign’. You write that
Allah is a distant spiritual being, but again this is not how
I have heard Muslims describe God. They will often as
Christians do also balance transcendence and immanence. I have
read of Allah being the center of all things, not ‘out there’.
It is we who may feel like we’'re ‘out there’ when we are
distanced by sin.

I appreciate that you note Hinduism’s diversity. Star Wars,
however, I would argue is closer to Taoism.



There are some forms of Buddhism that pray, and worship divine
beings. I would disagree with C.S. Lewis—Buddhism may be said
more properly to be a ‘reformation’ of Hinduism, not a heresy.
Buddha wanted to bring a more ‘democratic’ and less austere
faith. The ‘I don’t exist’ is the ego. A Buddhist would
recognize a pinch hurts and that a pinch hurts any living
creature. Buddhists would say that Nirvana is not a goal, and
is not something that is sought. There is no inconsistency of
no-self and karma continuing the ripple effects. Karma is just
cause-effect. A Buddhist would seek to absolve all action,
cause-effect. Though a person dies, the consequences of their
actions will still effect the next generation and their
environment.

It may be worth noting the Messianic Jewish movement-I
worshipped alongside these folks in a St. Paul Minnesota
Temple and they are really Jews for Jesus!

It may be more appropriate to refer to Mormonism and Jehovah’s
Witnesses as ‘sects’ rather than cults as this is the trend in
writing, commentary, and popular usage.

I hope that some of this may be useful to you, even if to a
small degree. I do thank you for your ministry at Probe and am
grateful that you write on these other religions with great
love in your writing voice. My best wishes to you!

Thank you,

It may be helpful for you to understand that the article on
our website is the radio transcript of a week of programs I
was asked to do for Moody Radio some years ago, giving a
35,000-foot overview of major religions to their radio
audience in a very restricted time parameter. And that'’s why
it’s called a “Short” look at world religions.

Your excellent observations are about fine-tuning the details
of an article that was intentionally written with broad brush
strokes. So I'm going to add it to our website from a link at



the bottom of the article, highlighted in a “See Also” box.

Thank you, thank you for “hearing” the love in my heart and in
my fingertips as I wrote this article! You have greatly
blessed me today!

Warmly,
Sue
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“How Do I Talk To My Brother
About Taoism?”

Greetings Mr. Gleghorn.

I recently read your article “Philosophical Taoism: A

Christian Appraisal.”

Recently my older brother confessed to me, “I am not the most
religious person in the world, but I do believe in God, a
universal consciousness from which all things were created.
And I do consider myself to be a spiritual person, though more
in alignment with nature and the universe that falls outside
the confines of organized religion. I have studied the eastern
traditions of Taoism and Buddhism, and while they are separate
and distinct from Christianity, the precepts found in the
commandments and in western religion, including the concept of
forgiveness, are all found there.”

I want to help him very much but I don’t want to preach to
him. But I believe that God has placed this burden on my heart
to help bring my brother into a right relationship with him or
at least to use me for some part of this purpose. I would like
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to know if you could help me with any thoughts or resources
that might help me to witness to him or to help him to see
that he is on the wrong path for salvation. I do not believe
that he is saved at this point in time.

Thanks for your letter. I think you are wise to avoid
preaching to your brother. As I'm sure you know, however, it
is extremely important that you be praying for him. Also, it
would probably be good for you to familiarize yourself with a
few important religious texts which your brother might be
reading. Here I'm thinking of, for example, the Tao Te Ching
(the classic text of Taoism). Finally, I would highly
recommend reading the chapter on Taoism (and whatever other
chapters may be relevant) in Dean Halverson’s book, The
Compact Guide to World Religions. You can find it here:
www.amazon.com/Compact-Guide-World-Religions-Halverson/dp/1556

617046/ .

Finally, be patient. It may take time (e.g. many years) for
your brother to come to Christ. Keep praying for him, keep
engaging him in conversation, and keep pointing him back to
Jesus. Although Taoism does speak of the greatness of
forgiveness, it really doesn’t have any genuine means of
providing it. The Tao 1is generally understood to be
impersonal-not personal-and hence, incapable of extending
forgiveness (which, after all, only a personal being can do).
Furthermore, Taoism has no atonement for sin. Only
Christianity offers a personal God, who loves us, and who sent
His Son to be an atonement for our sins. This 1is often
overlooked. But it is the only hope for man—-and the only real
“good news” there is (at least in an ultimate sense).

Shalom in Christ,
Michael Gleghorn

© 2010 Probe Ministries
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“You Condemn All Other
Religions!”

I agree with there is one true God but in all the pages I have
read on this site, I find that you are condemning all the
other religions. But in my studies I have seen all religions
have the same basis of love, peace, and understanding, and the
belief that how you act on earth determines how you will spend
eternity. But it’s cocky religious people that spend their
weeks living the way they want but then condemning others for
living the way they see unfit and breaking the laws they’re
supposed to live by. Correct me if I'm wrong but doesn’t the
Catholic Church Bible say “Let he who is without sin cast the
first stone,” and seeing how it also says sex is a sin then
doesn’t that mean we all have sinned by being born and should
not judge? But the religious people of the world constantly
judge and they are hypocrites for cramming one religion down
other people’s throats.

Dear ,

It is true that various world religions all address concepts
like love, peace, and understanding. But that doesn’t mean
they have the same basic concepts. The various world religions
are extremely different in their core beliefs. It’s also true
that we take the unpopular position that biblical Christianity
is the only way to know God in this life, and the only way to
live with Him in heaven after death. But the reason we take
that position 1is because Jesus Himself made the claim,
outrageous if it’s not true, that He is God, that He came from
heaven, and that He is the only way to God the Father: “I am
the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father
except by Me.” That claim is absolutely CRAZY unless He really
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is God, and He really is the only way to be reconciled to God.
Since He said He would be put to death and would come back to
life, and then He did, He backed up His claim.

So we believe Him.

It’s not just the Catholic Church’s Bible that says “Let him
who is without sin cast the first stone” (all versions say
that), but it’s important to understand the context of Jesus’
statement. It doesn’t mean we are not to judge at all, it
means we are not to point fingers at someone else’s sin when
we are guilty of the same thing. I'm afraid you have a
misunderstanding about the Bible’s statements about sex. God
doesn’t say sex is a sin. He invented sex and gave it to us as
His gift, to be contained within the only safe place for it:
marriage. Sex outside of marriage is sin; sex within marriage
i1s His good gift to be enjoyed. Being conceived during sex
(which has always been God’s good plan) is not what makes us
sinners; we are all sinners because we inherited a “bentness”
for sin from our first father, Adam. This has nothing to do
with sex.

I appreciate that you’'re bothered by religious people
attempting to cram their beliefs down the throats of anyone
else. Based on what I know of God’'s heart from reading all of
His words, I think He’'s bothered by it too. He offers a
quality of abundant life on earth, and the promise of life in
heaven with Him, but He also says it is our choice to accept
His offer or not. Nowhere in the Bible is there any hint that
cramming religion 1is acceptable. That’s because God wants to
be in a love relationship with us, and force or manipulation
are opposites of love.

See  , all of us have a sin problem. We are sinners, and
God is a holy God. Our sin keeps us from having a relationship
with Him, and God can’t allow any sin into heaven when we die.
The different world religions have different solutions to the
sin problem. Some of them deny that it exists, then they have



a real problem explaining events like 9/11. Others suggest
that enough good works can outweigh our sins, but they offer
no proof that this is true-or even hint at how many 1is
“enough.” That’s a terrible thing to be wrong about! We
believe that because Jesus provided proof that He is God, we
can trust what He said about being reconciled to God the
Father through Himself as the only way.

I hope this helps. . . and I am sending this with a prayer
that you will carefully consider the same question Jesus asked
when He was on earth: “Who do you say that I am?”

Warmly,
Sue Bohlin

© 2009 Probe Ministries

Buddhism: A Christian
Perspective

Dr. Patrick Zukeran gives a brief overview of the basic
beliefs of Buddhism, covering the doctrine of salvation,
eternal state, the founder, and a comparison to Christianity.

This article is also available in Spanish.

For centuries, Buddhism has been the dominant religion of the
Eastern world. With the rise of the Asian population in the
United States, Buddhism has had a tremendous impact on this
country as well. Presently, there are an estimated 300 million
Buddhists in the world and 500 thousand in the United
States.{1} It remains the dominant religion in the state of
Hawaii, and many prominent Americans have accepted this
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religion, including the former governor of California, Jerry
Brown, {2} Tina Turner, Phil Jackson (coach of the Los Angeles
Lakers), Richard Gere, and Steven Seagal. The Dalai Lama has
become a prominent spiritual figure for many throughout the
world.

The Origin of Buddhism

Buddhism began as an offspring of Hinduism in the country of
India. The founder was Siddhartha Gautama. It is not easy to
give an accurate historical account of the life of Gautama
since no biography was recorded until five hundred years after
his death. Today, much of his life story is clouded in myths
and legends which arose after his death. Even the best
historians of our day have several different—-and even
contradictory—accounts of Gautama’s life.

Siddhartha Gautama was born in approximately 560 B.C. in
northern India. His father, Suddhodana, was the ruler over a
district near the Himalayas which is today the country of
Nepal. Suddhodana sheltered his son from the outside world and
confined him to the palace where he surrounded Gautama with
pleasures and wealth.

Despite his father’s efforts, however, Gautama one day saw the
darker side of life on a trip he took outside the palace
walls. He saw four things that forever changed his life: an
old man, a sick man, a dead man, and an ascetic. Deeply
distressed by the suffering he saw, he decided to leave the
luxury of palace life and begin a quest to find the answer to
the problem of pain and human suffering.

Gautama left his family and traveled the country seeking
wisdom. He studied the Hindu scriptures under Brahmin priests,
but became disillusioned with the teachings of Hinduism. He
then devoted himself to a life of extreme asceticism in the
jungle. He soon concluded, however, that asceticism did not
lead to peace and self-realization but merely weakened the



mind and body.

Gautama eventually turned to a life of meditation. While deep
in meditation under a fig tree known as the Bohdi tree
(meaning, “tree of wisdom”), Gautama experienced the highest
degree of God-consciousness called nirvana. Gautama then
became known as Buddha, the “enlightened one.” He believed he
had found the answers to the questions of pain and suffering.
His message now needed to be proclaimed to the whole world.

As he began his teaching ministry, he gained a quick audience
with the people of India since many had become disillusioned
with Hinduism. By the time of his death at age 80, Buddhism
had become a major force in India.

Expansion and Development of Buddhism

Buddhism remained mostly in India for three centuries until
King Ashoka, who ruled India from 274-232 B.C., converted to
Buddhism. Ashoka sent missionaries throughout the world, and
Buddhism spread to all of Asia.

Even before its expansion, two distinct branches developed, a
conservative and a liberal school of thought. The conservative
school is labeled Theravada, and it became the dominant form
of Buddhism in Southeast Asia. Thus, it is also called
Southern Buddhism. Southern Buddhism has remained closer to
the original form of Buddhism. This school follows the Pali
Canon of scripture, which, although written centuries after
Gautamas death, contains the most accurate recording of his
teachings.

The liberal school is Mahayana Buddhism, which traveled to the
north into China, Japan, Korea, and Tibet, and is also called
Northern Buddhism. As it spread north, it adopted and
incorporated beliefs and practices from the local religions of
the land. The two branches of Buddhism are so different they
appear to be two different religions rather than two branches



of the same tree. Here are a few differences.

Theravada Buddhism sees Buddha as a man. Gautama never claimed
to be deity, but rather a “way shower.” Mahayana Buddhism,
however, worships Buddha as a manifestation of the divine
Buddha essence. Since Gautama, many other manifestations or
bodhisattvas have appeared. An example is Tibetan Buddhism,
which worships the spiritual leader the Dalai Lama as a
bodhisattva.

Theravada adheres to the Pali Canon and Buddhas earliest
teachings. Since Mahayana believes there have been many
manifestations, this branch incorporates many other texts
written by the bodhisattvas as part of their canon.

Theravada teaches that each person must attain salvation
through their own effort, and this requires one to relinquish
earthly desires and live a monastic life. Therefore, only
those few who have chosen this lifestyle will attain nirvana.
Mahayana teaches that salvation comes through the grace of the
bodhisattvas and so many may attain salvation.

Divine beings do not have a place in Theravada. The primary
focus 1s on the individual attaining enlightenment, and a
divine being, or speculations of such, only hinders the
process. Therefore, several sects of this branch are
atheistic. Mahayana, on the other hand, has many diverse views
of God since this branch is inclusive, and has adopted the
beliefs and practices of various religions. Many schools are
pantheistic in their worldview while others are animistic.
Buddha is worshipped as a divine being. Some schools pay
homage to a particular bodhisattva sent to their people. Other
schools have a mixture of gods whom they worship. For example,
Japanese Buddhism blended with Shintoism and includes worship
of the Shinto gods with the teachings and worship of Buddha.

When speaking with a Buddhist, it 1is important to understand
what branch of Buddhism they are talking about. The two



branches are dramatically different. Even within Mahayana
Buddhism, the sects can be as different as Theravada 1is to
Mahayana.

The Way of Salvation

The main question Gautama, the founder of Buddhism, sought to
answer was, “Why is there pain and suffering?” His belief in
reincarnation (the belief that after death one returns to
earthly life in a higher or lower form of life according to
his good or bad deeds) prompted a second question that also
needed to be answered: “How does one break this rebirth
cycle?” The basic teachings of Buddhism, therefore, focus on
what Gautama believed to be the answer to these questions.
These basic tenets are found in the Four Noble Truths and in
the Eight-fold Path. Let us begin with the Four Noble Truths.

The First Noble Truth is that there is pain and suffering in
the world. Gautama realized that pain and suffering are
omnipresent in all of nature and human life. To exist means to
encounter suffering. Birth is painful and so is death.
Sickness and old age are painful. Throughout life, all living
things encounter suffering.

The Second Noble Truth relates to the cause of suffering.
Gautama believed the root cause of suffering is desire. It is
the craving for wealth, happiness, and other forms of selfish
enjoyment which cause suffering. These cravings can never be
satisfied for they are rooted in ignorance.

The Third Noble Truth is the end of all suffering. Suffering
will cease when a person can rid himself of all desires.

The Fourth Noble Truth is the extinguishing of all desire by
following the Eight-fold path. “The Eight-fold path is a
system of therapy designed to develop habits which will
release people from the restrictions caused by ignorance and

craving.”{3}



Here are the eight steps in following the Eight-fold path. The
first is the Right View. One must accept the Four Noble
Truths. Step two is the Right Resolve. One must renounce all
desires and any thoughts like lust, bitterness, and cruelty,
and must harm no living creature. Step three is the Right
Speech. One must speak only truth. There can be no lying,
slander, or vain talk. Step four is the Right Behavior. One
must abstain from sexual immorality, stealing, and all
killing.

Step five is the Right Occupation. One must work in an
occupation that benefits others and harms no one. Step six 1is
the Right Effort. One must seek to eliminate any evil
qualities within and prevent any new ones from arising. One
should seek to attain good and moral qualities and develop
those already possessed. Seek to grow in maturity and
perfection until universal love is attained. Step seven is the
Right Contemplation. One must be observant, contemplative, and
free of desire and sorrow. The eighth is the Right Meditation.
After freeing oneself of all desires and evil, a person must
concentrate his efforts in meditation so that he can overcome
any sensation of pleasure or pain and enter a state of
transcending consciousness and attain a state of perfection.
Buddhists believe that through self-effort one can attain the
eternal state of nirvana.

In Buddhism, ones path to nirvana relies on the effort and
discipline of the individual. By contrast, Jesus taught our
goal is not a state of non-conscious being, but an eternal
relationship with God. There is nothing one can do to earn a
right relationship with God. Instead, we must receive His gift
of grace, the sacrificial death of His Son, Jesus Christ and
this restores our relationship with our creator.

Karma, Samsara, and Nirvana

Three important concepts in understanding Buddhism are karma,
samsara, and nirvana.



Karma refers to the law of cause and effect in a person’s
life, reaping what one has sown. Buddhists believe that every
person must go through a process of birth and rebirth until he
reaches the state of nirvana in which he breaks this cycle.
According to the law of karma, “You are what you are and do
what you do, as a result of what you were and did in a
previous incarnation, which in turn was the inevitable outcome
of what you were and did in still earlier incarnations.”{4}
For a Buddhist, what one will be in the next life depends on
one’s actions in this present life. Unlike Hindus, Buddha
believed that a person can break the rebirth cycle no matter
what class he is born into.

The second key concept 1is the law of samsara or
transmigration. This 1is one of the most perplexing and
difficult concepts in Buddhism to understand. The law of
Samsara holds that everything is in a birth and rebirth cycle.
Buddha taught that people do not have individual souls. The
existence of an individual self or ego is an illusion. There
is no eternal substance of a person, which goes through the
rebirth cycle. What is it then that goes through the cycle if
not the individual soul? What goes through the rebirth cycle
is only a set of feelings, impressions, present moments, and
the karma that is passed on. “In other words, as one process
leads to another, .. so one’s human personality in one
existence is the direct cause of the type of individuality
which appears in the next.”{5} The new individual in the next
life will not be exactly the same person, but there will be
several similarities. Just how close in identity they will be
is not known.

The third key concept is nirvana. The term means “the blowing
out” of existence. Nirvana 1is very different from the
Christian concept of heaven. Nirvana 1is not a place like
heaven, but rather an eternal state of being. It is the state
in which the law of karma and the rebirth cycle come to an



end. It is the end of suffering; a state where there are no
desires and the individual consciousness comes to an end.
Although to our Western minds this may sound Llike
annihilation, Buddhists would object to such a notion. Gautama
never gave an exact description of nirvana, but his closest
reply was this. “There is disciples, a condition, where there
is neither earth nor water, neither air nor light, neither
limitless space, nor limitless time, neither any kind of
being, neither ideation nor non-ideation, neither this world
nor that world. There is neither arising nor passing-away, nor
dying, neither cause nor effect, neither change nor
standstill.”{6}

In contrast to the idea of reincarnation, the Bible teaches in
Hebrews 9:27 that “man 1s destined to die once and after that
to face judgment.” A major diverging point between Buddhism
and Christianity is that the Bible refutes the idea of
reincarnation. The Bible also teaches that in the eternal
state, we are fully conscious and glorified individuals whose
relationship with God comes to its perfect maturity.

Jesus and Gautama

There is much I admire in the 1life and teachings of Gautama.
Being raised in the Japanese Buddhist culture, I appreciate
the ethical teachings, the arts, and architecture influenced
by Buddhism. As I studied the life and teachings of Gautama
and of Jesus, I discovered some dramatic differences.

First, Buddha did not claim to be divine. Theravada remains
true to his teaching that he was just a man. The idea that he
was divine was developed in Mahayana Buddhism 700 years after
his death. Furthermore, Northern Buddhism teaches that there
have been other manifestations of the Buddha or bodhisattvas
and some believe Jesus to be one as well. However, Jesus did
not claim to be one of many manifestations of God; He claimed
to be the one and only Son of God. This teaching was not the
creation of his followers but a principle He taught from the



beginning of His ministry. In fact, the salvation He preached
was dependent on understanding His divine nature.

Second, Buddha claimed to be a way shower. He showed the way
to nirvana, but it was up to each follower to find his or her
own path. Christ did not come to show the way; He claimed to
be the way. While Buddhism teaches that salvation comes
through Buddhas teachings, Christ taught salvation is found in
Him. When Jesus said, “I am the way the truth and the life”
(John 14:6), He was saying He alone is the one who can give
eternal life, for He is the source of truth and life. Not only
did He make the way possible, He promises to forever be with
and empower all who follow Him to live the life that pleases
God.

Third, Buddha taught that the way to eliminate suffering and
attain enlightenment was to eliminate all desire. Christ
taught that one should not eliminate all desire but that one
must have the right desire. He stated, “Blessed are they who
hunger and thirst for righteousness for they shall be
satisfied.” Christ taught that we should desire to know Him
above all other wants.

Fourth, Buddha performed no miracles in his lifetime. Christ
affirmed His claims to be divine through the miracles He
performed. He demonstrated authority over every realm of
creation: the spiritual realm, nature, sickness, and death.
These miracles confirmed the claims that He was more than a
good teacher, but God incarnate.

Finally, Buddha is buried in a grave in Kusinara at the foot
of the Himalaya Mountains. Christ, however, is alive. He alone
conquered sin and the grave. His death paid the price for sin,
and His resurrection makes it possible for all people to enter
into a personal and eternal relationship with God.

After a comparative study, I came to realize Buddha was a
great teacher who lived a noble life, but Christ is the unique



revelation of God who is to be worshipped as our eternal Lord
and Savior.
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A Short Look at Six World
Religions - Understand the
Beliefs of Non-Christians

An overview of Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Mormonism
and Jehovah’s Witnesses from a conservative Christian
perspective.

Islam

There are three monotheistic religions in the world, religions
that teach that there is only one God: Christianity, Judaism,
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and Islam.

The term “Islam” means “submission” to the will of God, and
the person who submits is called a “Muslim.”

The founder of Islam is Muhammad, who was born in 570 A.D. At
age 40 he claimed to begin receiving revelations from a spirit
being he believed was the angel Gabriel. These later were
recorded and became the Qur’an, Islam’s holy book.

There are Six Articles of Faith that all Muslims hold to. The
first is that “there is no God but Allah.” The second Article
of Faith 1is belief in a hierarchy of angels, of which the
archangel Gabriel is the highest. Each Muslim is assigned two
angels, one to record his good deeds and the other to record
the bad deeds. At the bottom of the angelic hierarchy are the
jinn, from which we get the word “genie.” They are a Muslim
version of demons.

The third Article of Faith is belief in 104 holy books, with
the Koran as the final revelation. The fourth is belief in the
prophets. According to the Qur’an, God has sent a prophet to
every nation to preach the message that there is only one God.
124,000 prophets have been sent, most of them unknown but some
of them biblical characters, including Jesus. Muhammed,
though, is the prophet for all times, the “Seal of the
Prophets.”

The fifth Article of Faith is belief in predestination. All
things, both good and evil, are the direct result of the will
of Allah. Islam is a very fatalistic religion.

The sixth Article of Faith is the day of judgment. Those whose
good deeds outweigh their bad will be rewarded with Paradise;
those whose bad deeds outweigh their good will be judged to
hell. Islam is a religion of human works. The Bible tells us,
though, that we can never earn God’'s acceptance on the basis
of our deeds.



There are Five Pillars of Islam, obligations every Muslim must
keep. The first is reciting the creed, “There is no God but
Allah, and Mohammed is his messenger.” The second is prayer:
17 cycles of prayer, spread out over five times of prayer each
day. They must wash in a prescribed manner before they kneel
down and face toward Mecca.

The third pillar is almsgiving, 2.5% of one’s income for the
poor. The fourth pillar is fasting during the lunar month of
Ramadan. Muslims must forego food, water and sex during
daylight hours. The fifth pillar is making the pilgrimage to
Mecca at least once in their lives.

Sometimes you will hear people say that Allah is another name
for the God of the Bible. Is it the same? “Allah” 1is the
Arabic name for God, and Arab Christians use the name Allah to
describe the God of the Bible. Mohammed taught that there is
one true God who is the same God that Jews and Christians
(“the People of the Book”) worship. He began Islam on the
foundation of the God of the Bible. We can say that in
principle, we worship the same God. Islam began on the
foundation of belief in the one true God to combat the pagan
polytheism of the area. However, Mohammed departed from this
foundation, and we differ in our understanding of how God has
fully revealed Himself. In the Qur’an, Allah is a distant
spiritual being, but Yahweh is a Father to His children. Allah
does not love wrongdoers, but God demonstrates His love for us
in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us. Allah
has predetermined everything about life; the God of the Bible
invites us to share our hearts with Him.

Hinduism

Hinduism may seem like an alien religion of people on the
other side of the world, but it has infiltrated our culture in
all sorts of ways. You're probably familiar with most of the
basic Hindu concepts without even realizing it. Have you seen
the Star Wars movies? They are filled with Hindu ideas. Ever



watch Dharma and Greg on TV? “Dharma” 1s an important Hindu
term for moral duty. 30% of Americans believe 1in
reincarnation, which is a Hindu concept. Transcendental
Meditation is thinly disgqguised Hinduism. George Harrison’s
song “My Sweet Lord” invokes a Hindu chant. New Age philosophy
is Hinduism wrapped in Western garb.

Hinduism is tremendously diverse. It encompasses those who
believe in one reality, Brahman, as well as those who believe
in many gods—as many as 330 million! Some Hindus believe the
universe is real; most believe it is illusion, or maya. (This
world view isn’t consistent with reality. You won’t find
Hindus meditating on railroad tracks, for instance.) Some
believe Brahman and the universe are one; others see them as
two distinct realities.

Despite the diversity within Hinduism, there are five major
beliefs of this religion. The first is that ultimate reality,
called Brahman, 1is an impersonal oneness. In The Empire
Strikes Back, Yoda tells Luke that everything-the tree, the
rock, etc.—is all part of “The Force.” This is monism: the
belief that all is one. Nothing is distinct and separate from
anything else.

Another Hindu belief is that just as the air in an open jar is
identical to the air around the jar, we extend from and are
one with Brahman. All is one, all is god-and that means that
we are god. In her book and movie “Out on a Limb,” Shirley
MacLaine relates a time when she stood on a beach, embracing
this concept and declaring, “I am god! I am god!” It’'s a very
Hindu concept.

Humanity's primary problem, according to Hinduism, is that we
have forgotten we are divine. The consequence 1is that we are
subject to the Law of Karma, another important Hindu belief.
This is the moral equivalent to the natural law of cause and
effect. You always reap what you sow. There is no grace, there
is no forgiveness, there 1s never any escape from



consequences. It’'s a very heavy burden to carry. Not only
that, but Hinduism says that the consequences of our choices,
both bad karma and good karma, follow us from lifetime to
lifetime. This is another Hindu concept: samsara, the ever-
revolving wheel of life, death, and rebirth, also known as
reincarnation. A person’s karma determines the kind of
body—whether human, animal, or insect-into which he or she 1is
incarnated in the next lifetime.

The final major Hindu concept is liberation from the wheel of
birth, death, and rebirth. One can only get off the
reincarnation merry-go-round by realizing that the idea of the
individual self is an illusion, and only the oneness of
Brahman is real. There is no heaven, though—only losing one’s
identity in the universal oneness.

Praise God that through the Lord Jesus, Christianity offers
hope, forgiveness, grace, and a personal relationship with a
personal God in heaven. Jesus means there’s a point to life.

Buddhism

Buddhism does not believe in a personal God. It does not have
worship, prayer, or praise of a divine being. It offers no
redemption, no forgiveness, no hope of heaven, and no final
judgment. Buddhism is more of a moral philosophy, an ethical
way of life.

"

In his essay “De Futilitate,” C.S. Lewis called Buddhism “a
heresy of Hinduism.” Buddhism was founded by a Hindu,
Siddhartha Gautama, during the sixth century B.C. After being
profoundly impacted by seeing four kinds of suffering in one
day, Siddhartha committed himself to finding the source of
suffering and how to eliminate it. One day he sat down under a
fig tree and vowed not to rise again until he had attained
enlightenment. After some time, he did so and became the
Buddha, which means “enlightened one.” He started teaching the
“The Four Noble Truths,” the most basic of Buddhist teachings.



The First Noble Truth is that life consists of suffering. The
Second Noble Truth is that we suffer because we desire those
things that are impermanent. This is absolutely central to
Buddhism: the belief that desire is the cause of all
suffering.

The Third Noble Truth is that the way to liberate oneself from
suffering is by eliminating all desire. (Unfortunately, it’s a
self-defeating premise: if you set a goal to eliminate desire,
then you desire to eliminate desire.) The Fourth Noble Truth
is that desire can be eliminated by following the Eight-Fold
path.

In the Eight-Fold Path, the first two steps are foundational
to all the others. Step one is Right Understanding, where one
sees the universe as impermanent and illusory and believes
that the individual does not actually exist. If you ever hear
someone say, “The world is an illusion, and so am I. I don’t
really exist,” they’re probably exploring Buddhism. (You might
want to pinch them and see what they do.) Right Thought means
renouncing all attachment to the desires and thoughts of
oneself, even as he recognizes that the self doesn’t exist.

Other parts of the Eight-Fold path are Right Speech, Right
Action, Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Awareness, and
Right Meditation. Ethical conduct is very important 1in
Buddhism. There are commands to refrain from the taking of any
life (that includes ants and roaches in your house), stealing,
immorality, lying, and drinking.

The Eight-Fold Path is a set of steps that describe not only a
good life but one which will move the follower toward Nirvana,
the goal of Buddhism. Nirvana is not heaven; it is a state of
extinction, where one’s essence—which does not actually exist
in the first place-is extinguished like a candle flame,
marking the end of desire and thus the end of suffering.

One of the important concepts in Buddhism is samsara, a cycle



of birth, death and rebirth. It differs from the Hindu concept
of reincarnation in that Buddhism teaches there is no self to
continue from one life to the next. Another important concept
is karma, the belief that you reap what you sow, and your
karma follows you through the cycles of samsara. Note the
inherent inconsistency here: there is no self to continue from
one life to the next, but one’s karma does?!

Buddhism says there are many paths to the top of the mountain,
so there are many ways to God. Jesus says, “I am the way, the
truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father but through
Me. n

Judaism

Both Christianity and Judaism have their roots in O0ld
Testament faith. But Christianity is really a sister, rather
than a daughter, to Judaism, which is the religion developed
by rabbis from 200 B.C. on.

When the Temple was destroyed in 70 A.D., that spelled the end
of sacrifices and the priesthood. Instead of being guided by
prophets, priests and kings, the Jewish people turned to
rabbis as their authorities on matters of laws and practice.

There was basically one kind of Judaism until the eighteenth
century when the Age of Enlightenment swept through Europe.
That’s when the three major branches of Judaism arose.

That one basic kind of Judaism 1is what is now called “Orthodox
Judaism.” It has a strong emphasis on tradition and strict
observance of the Law of Moses.

Reform Judaism began in Germany at the time of the
Enlightenment. Reform Judaism is the humanistic branch. In
fact, there are many Reform Jews who don’t believe in God at
all. For them, Judaism is a way of life and culture with a
connection to one’s ancestors that is about legacy, not faith.



The middle-ground branch, seeking to find moderate ground
between the two extremes of the Orthodox and Reform branches,
is Conservative Judaism.

If there is any religious principle that Judaism explicitly
affirms and teaches, it is the unity of God. You may have
heard of the Shema, found in Deuteronomy 6:43“Hear 0 Israel,
the Lord our God, the Lord is One.” This one all-important
principle is the reason so many Jewish people have a hard time
understanding Christianity, which they see as a religion of
three gods, not one God in three Persons.

The 0ld Testament is the Scripture of Judaism. Many Jews,
though, do not consider the 0ld Testament to be the Word of
God or inspired, although they do give it respect as a part of
Jewish tradition and history.

There are some lifestyle practices that set people apart as
distinctively Jewish. Traditional Jews, usually Orthodox but
including some from other branches, observe the Sabbath. This
means abstaining from work, driving, and lighting a fire from
Friday night to Saturday night. Orthodox Jews also keep
kosher, which means keeping the 0ld Testament dietary laws.
The most well known is the prohibition against mixing meat and
milk at the same meal, although many people are also aware
that most Jewish people do not eat pork or shellfish.

It is difficult for Jewish people to place their faith in
Jesus as Messiah because it is not considered a Jewish thing
to do. In fact, they see “Jewish Christian” as an oxymoron.
For many, being Jewish equals “Not Christian.” But there’s
another big reason it is so hard for Jewish people to come to
faith in Christ. They don’t see a need for “salvation,”
because there is nothing to be saved from. If there is a God,
then Jewish people already have a special relationship with
Him as His chosen people. Jesus is superfluous for Jews.

If you know someone who is Jewish, pray that God will cause



the scales to fall from the eyes of their heart and they will
see the truth: that there’s nothing more Jewish or more godly
than submitting in faith to one who was, and is, the very Son
of God, and who proved His love for them by dying in their
place on the cross.

Mormonism and Jehovah’s Witnesses

Have you ever answered your door to find a couple of nicely-
dressed people asking to talk to you about spiritual things?
Chances are they were either Mormons or Jehovah’s Witnesses.
Since both groups send many missionaries not only into
American homes but to foreign countries, it makes sense to
cover them in a discussion of world religions.

Many people think of Mormons and Jehovah’s Witnesses as
Christians in slightly different denominations, but this 1is
not the case. To put it bluntly, both religions teach another
gospel and another Jesus. They are cults, not Christian
denominations.

Mormonism was founded by Joseph Smith, a teenage boy in New
York. He claimed that he was visited by first God the Father
and the Son, and then by the angel Moroni, who gave him golden
plates, which he translated into the Book of Mormon. He said
that Christianity had been corrupted since the death of the
last apostle, and God appointed him to restore the truth. But
Joseph Smith provided nine different versions of these events,
which set the tone for the rest of his teachings.

Deuteronomy 18:22 gives God’s standards for His prophets: 100%
accuracy. Joseph Smith wrote a lot of prophecies, many of
which never came true. He was a false prophet, and the
religion he founded is not from God.

Mormonism is not Christian because it denies some of the
essential doctrines of Christianity, including the deity of
Christ and salvation by grace. Furthermore, Mormon doctrine



contradicts the Christian teaching that there is only one God,
and it undermines the authority and reliability of the Bible.

Jehovah’s Witnesses was founded by Charles Taze Russell,
another false prophet. His Watchtower Bible and Tract Society
has produced a prodigious amount of literature. It has
prophesied the return of Christ in 1914, 1925, and 1975.
Again, by God’'s standards, the representatives of the
Watchtower Society are false prophets.

Jehovah'’s Witnesses deny the basics of the Christian faith.
They deny the Trinity. They believe there is one singular God,
Jehovah. Jesus 1is actually the created being Michael the
Archangel, and who became flesh at the incarnation. The Holy
Spirit is not God but an active force much like electricity or
fire. They deny the bodily resurrection of Christ. Like
Mormons, they deny the existence of hell and eternal
punishment.

Both of these religions teach salvation by works, not God’s
grace. And they teach that salvation is only found in their
organizations.

What do you do if they come to your door? First, don’t do
anything without sending up a prayer of dependence on God. If
you are not well-grounded in your own beliefs, unless you know
not only what you believe but why it’s true, then you should
probably politely refuse to talk to them, and work on your own
understanding of your faith. Both Mormons and Jehovah’s
Witnesses are very successful at drawing in church-goers who
can’'t recognize false teaching because they don’'t know what's
true.

If you do know the Bible and what you believe, then
prayerfully and humbly answer their questions and comments by
showing them what the Bible says. And pray that God’s Spirit
will show them the truth. He is grieved that people for whom
Jesus died are so deceived.
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Do All Roads Lead to God? The
Christian Attitude Toward
Non-Christian Religions

Rick Rood discusses the fact of religious pluralism in our
age, the origin of non-Christian religions, and the
Christian’s attitude toward other religions.

Few facts have become more evident in our lifetime than the
fact that we live in a pluralistic world and society. With the
rapid increase in the transmission of information and the
ability to travel on a worldwide scale has also come an
increasing awareness that both our world and society contain a
multitude of diverse and conflicting viewpoints on many
different issues.

No where is this pluralism more evident than in the realm of
religion. More than ever before, we are conscious of the
existence of the world’s many religions-not only the major
religions of Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism, but also
a host of smaller yet enduring religious movements.

According to the World Christian Encyclopedia, there are
approximately 1 billion Muslims, over 650 million Hindus, over
300 million Buddhists, over 200 million followers of Chinese
folk religion, in addition to the world’s 1.6 billion nominal
Christians. What is important for us to understand is that
these figures are more than statistics in a book or almanac.
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They represent real people; people who are born, live, and die
every day.

What brings this reality home even more, however, 1is the fact
that an increasing number of followers of non-Christian
religions are living in our cities, in our communities, and in
our neighborhoods. Islamic mosques and Buddhist and Hindu
worship centers can be found in every metropolitan area of the
United States.

As followers of Jesus Christ, what should our attitude be
toward non-Christian religions and toward those who embrace
them? Among those who are seeking to respond to this question,
three distinct answers can be heard today. Some are saying
that we must acknowledge that all religions are equally (or
nearly equally) valid as ways to approach God. Though there
may be superficial differences among the world’s religions, at
heart they are fundamentally the same. Often the analogy is
used of people taking different paths up the same mountain,
but all arriving at the same summit. This is the viewpoint
known as religious pluralism.

Others, more anxious to preserve some sense of uniqueness for
the Christian faith, yet equally desirous of projecting an
attitude of tolerance and acceptance, are committed to the
viewpoint known as Christian inclusivism. In their opinion,
though people of another religious conviction may be ignorant
of Christ—or possibly even have rejected Him-yet because of
their positive response to what they know about God, or even
due to their efforts to follow the dictates of their
conscience, they are unknowingly included in the number of
those who are recipients of Christ’s salvation. The analogy 1is
sometimes used of a person who receives a gift, but is unaware
of who the ultimate giver of the gift may be.

A third viewpoint is known as Christian exclusivism. This 1is
the viewpoint traditionally held by the majority of those who
accept the Bible as their authority in spiritual matters. It



is the view that though there are indeed truths and values in
many other religions, there is only one saving truth, namely
the gospel of Jesus Christ. This view is most naturally
deduced from Jesus’ well known statement: “I am the way, the
truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except by me”
(John 14:0).

What should the Christian’s attitude be toward non-Christian
religions and their followers? This is a question becoming
more difficult to ignore. To answer this question accurately
and fairly we must look into the way non-Christian religions
began.

The Origin of Non-Christian Religions

There are, of course, what we might call “naturalistic”
explanations of the origin of all religions. Those committed
to a naturalistic worldview that denies the existence of God
or of a supernatural realm see all religions as the product of
man’s imagination in some way. They might say that religion 1is
the expression of man’s fear of the overwhelming forces of
nature, or of his desire to overcome death. While such
naturalistic factors may indeed play a role in the development
of some religious sentiments, they are hardly sufficient to
account for the origin of all religious belief.

From the perspective of one committed to a supernaturalistic
worldview, and particularly from the Christian viewpoint,
there are several elements that may have contributed to the
origin of non-Christian religion. First, where we find truth
in non-Christian religion, we must attribute this to God. He
is the source of all truth. We know that, in the beginning,
the truth about God was universally known. And it is possible
that remnants of this “original revelation” have survived in
the memory of peoples around the world. It is also possible
that some elements of truth were implanted in some cultures by
ancient contact with God'’'s people, Israel, with early
Christians, or with portions of the Scriptures. We know, for



example, that Islam owes a great deal to the influence of both
Judaism and Christianity due to Mohammed’s early contact with
representatives of both religions.

Second, we must recognize that where there is falsehood or
even a twisted perspective on the truth, this is the result of
man’s sinful nature in repressing the truth about God. Romans
1 states that man’s nature is to suppress the truth about God
that is evident to him, and to substitute for it what Paul
calls “futile speculations” (Rom. 1:21).

Third, we cannot deny the influence of Satan and his demons in
inspiring “counterfeit” religious expressions and experiences.
For example, Psalm 106:36-37 states that those who serve idols
offer sacrifices to demons. The apostle Paul says the same
thing in 1 Corinthians 10:20. And in his first letter to
Timothy he attributed false religious teachings to “deceitful
spirits” (1 Tim. 4:1). In his second letter to the
Corinthians, he stated that Satan “disquises himself as an
angel of light” (2 Cor. 11:14) and that he disgquises many of
his agents as “servants of righteousness” (2 Cor. 11:15).
Satan often promotes what is evil. But he can just as easily
promote a high level of morality or religion so long as it
discourages people from recognizing their need for the
unmerited grace of God, expressed through the death of Jesus
Christ.

In summary, non-Christian religions can (1) represent man’s
response to the truth about God that he knows. It can also (2)
represent man’s attempt to suppress the truth and substitute
his own speculations. Finally, it can (3) represent the
deception of Satan, who replaces the truth with a lie.

Are There Many Ways to God?

Now we must turn our attention to a related issue concerning
non-Christian religions, the idea or attitude called religious
pluralism. Religious pluralism suggests that there are only



superficial differences among the religions and that these
differences are greatly overshadowed by their similarities.
Thus, to this school of thought all religions share a
fundamental unity that renders them equally valid as
approaches to God.

Of course, the most immediate difficulty posed by religious
pluralism for the Christian is that it compels him to deny any
claims to the uniqueness of Christ or of Christianity.

The claims of the New Testament that Jesus Christ is the
unique Son of God and Savior of the world must be recast as
mere exaggerations of the early Christians. It is impossible
to embrace religious pluralism and hold to the authority of
the New Testament when it speaks of the uniqueness of Christ
and of the salvation He has provided.

Beyond this, however, religious pluralism significantly
underestimates the differences between the teachings of the
various religions. This can be seen, for example, in the
differences between Buddhism, Hinduism, Islam, and
Christianity, with regard to their teaching concerning
salvation. In classical Buddhism, the problem facing humanity
is the suffering caused by desire. Since whatever man desires
is impermanent, and ultimately leads to frustration and
sorrow, the way to peace of mind and ultimate “salvation” 1is
through the elimination of all desire-even the desire to live!
In classical Hinduism, the problem facing humanity is our
being trapped in this illusory, material world over the course
of many lifetimes primarily due to our ignorance of our true
identity as fundamentally divine beings! The solution to our
dilemma is our recognition of our true divine nature. In
Islam, man’'s problem is his failure to live by the law of God
which has been revealed through His prophets. The solution is
to commit ourselves to obeying God’s laws, in hope that our
good deeds will outweigh the bad. In Christianity, the problem
is similar—our rebellion against the will of God. But the
solution is much different. It is through faith in the



sacrifice of Jesus for our sins, provided by God’s unmerited
grace. From these examples alone, it is evident that though
there may be superficial similarities among the world’s
religions the differences are fundamental in nature!

Not surprisingly, most pluralists are unfazed by these
differences in belief. They emphasize that in spite of these
differences, if the various religions foster a common
“religious experience” or result in the moral and ethical
improvement of man, this is enough to show that they are valid
ways to God. The problem is that with regard to “religious
experience.” Even here there are significant differences. And
with regard to the moral and ethical effect of the various
religions, this is something impossible for us to measure.
For, as Jesus so strongly emphasized, morality is as much a
matter of the heart as it is of action. And this is something
only God can know!

We must conclude, then, that due to its denial of the
uniqueness of Christ, and to its failure to take seriously the
vast differences among the world’s religions, religious
pluralism does not represent a valid point of view for the
Christian.

Are the Followers of Other Religions
Recipients of Christ’s Salvation?

A more subtle and attractive theory of reaching out to non-
Christians 1is the concept called Christian inclusivism.
Inclusivists hold that, though Christ is the unique Savior,
nonetheless there are many people included in His salvation
who are ignorant of this fact-even followers of other
religions.

Inclusivists generally hold that Christ’s salvation 1is
available to those who positively respond to the truth they
have—whether it be through creation, conscience, another
religion, or some other means. Such individuals are sometimes



termed anonymous Christians.

There is no question that this is a very attractive approach
to the problem of world religions. Inclusivism seeks to widen
the extent of God’s grace while still preserving a commitment
to the uniqueness of Christ. It must be acknowledged also,
that God could have arranged things in this way if He had so
chosen. The question is not, however, whether inclusivism is
an attractive position, or a logically possible one, but
whether the evidence 1is convincing that it is true. And for
the Christian, this means the evidence of Scripture.

Inclusivists generally recognize this and seek to find support
for their view in Scripture. We will briefly look at one
biblical example that is often used to support the idea of
inclusivism—the case of Cornelius the centurion recorded in
Acts 10.

In this chapter Cornelius is referred to as “a devout man,

who feared God,” even before he heard the gospel. This is
often pointed to as evidence that he was an anonymous
Christian before believing in Christ. It must be remembered,
however, that in the next chapter (specifically in Acts
11:14), it is clearly stated that though Cornelius was
favorably disposed to God he did not receive salvation until
he heard and believed in the gospel.

Other examples could be discussed. But in each case we would
see that a good deal must be read into (or out of) the text to
arrive at the conclusion that salvation can come to those who
do not know Christ.

Furthermore, there are clear statements that it is necessary
to hear and believe in the gospel to receive salvation.
Perhaps the clearest is Romans 10:17, “So faith comes from
hearing, and hearing by the word of (or about) Christ.”
Hebrews 9:27 also strongly suggests that this faith in Christ
must be expressed before we die: “It is appointed for men to



die once and after this comes judgment.”

What then of people, like Cornelius, who do respond to the
truth they know about God, but do not yet know of Christ? Is
there no hope for them? Actually, the case of Cornelius
provides a good illustration of what seems to be the biblical
solution to this problem. Because he had responded to what he
knew about God, God saw that he eventually received the
gospel—in his case through Peter. But it was only then that he
experienced Christ’s salvation and the forgiveness of sins.
This principle was also well summarized in Jesus’ statement:
“To him who has, shall more be given” (Mark 4:25).

Based on our confidence in the faithfulness of God, we can be
assured that the gospel will come to all those whom God knows
would be prepared, like Cornelius, to receive it. And He has
commissioned us to carry the message to them!

What Should Our Attitude Be Toward Other
Religions?

In the course of this short discussion we have examined the
attitude of religious pluralism, as well as that of Christian
inclusivism. The former holds that all religions are equally
valid. The latter holds that Christ is the unique savior, but
that His salvation can extend to followers of other religions.
In both cases, we concluded that the evidence in support of
these views 1is inadequate.

The only remaining option is the attitude of Christian
exclusivism—the view that biblical Christianity is true, and
that other religious systems are false. This is more than
implied in numerous biblical statements, such as in Acts 4:12:
“And there is salvation in no one else; for there is no other
name under heaven that has been given among men, by which we
must be saved.”

This is not to say, however, that there are no truths at all



in non-Christian religions. There are certainly moral and
ethical truths, for instance, in Buddhism. In Buddha’s
Eightfold Path, he appealed to his followers to pursue
honesty, charity, and service, and to abstain from murder and
lust. We should certainly affirm these ethical truths.

Likewise, there are theological truths in other
religions—truths about God that we could equally affirm. These
may be more scarce in religions such as Buddhism and Hinduism.
But Orthodox Judaism and Islam certainly share our belief in a
personal Creator—-God, though Christianity is unique in the
monotheistic tradition with regard to the doctrine of the
Trinity. There are even truths about Jesus that we share in
common with Muslims—that He was a prophet of God, and the
Messiah, and that He worked many miracles, though they deny
that He was the Son of God, or that He died for the sins of
the world.

We can, and should affirm these moral and theological truths
that we share in common with followers of other religions. We
must acknowledge, however, that in no other religion is any
saving truth to be found. And as mentioned earlier, there is
no other religion that presents the human dilemma, or solution
to that dilemma, in quite the same way as does the Christian
faith. In Christianity, the problem is not ignorance of our
divine nature—as in Hinduism-—nor simply our desire—as 1in
Buddhism. The problem is our alienation from God and His
blessing due to our failure to live according to His will—what
the Bible calls sin. And the solution is neither in self-
discipline, nor in revised thinking, nor even in moral effort.
The solution lies in the grace of God, expressed in His
provision of His Son, Jesus Christ, as a sacrifice for our
sin. Salvation is not something we achieve; it is something we
receive.

It is clear, then, that though there are superficial
similarities among the world’s religions, there are
fundamental differences. And the most important difference is



the person and work of Christ.

What should our attitude be toward followers of other
religions? It is important for us to distinguish our attitude
toward non-Christian religions from our attitude toward
followers of those religions. Though we are to reject the
religion, we are not to reject them by mistakenly perceiving
them to be “the enemy.” The biblical injunction is to love our
neighbors as much as we love ourselves no matter what their
religion. Rather than viewing them as “the enemy,” we should
see them as “the victims” of the enemy who are in need of the
same grace that has freed us from spiritual slavery—in need of
the gospel of Jesus Christ.
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What 1s Islam? - And a
Christian Response

The history, current status, basic beliefs and practices of
Islam are surveyed; as well, a Christian response to Islam 1is
offered.

This article is also available in Spanish.

It's not every day that religion appears as a front page story
in today’s newspapers, particularly on a regular basis. But
over the past 20 years one religion has made the front page
perhaps more than any other . . . the religion of Islam. Islam
claims up to one billion followers worldwide. It is not only
the fastest growing religion in the world, but its influence
touches virtually every area of life-not only the spiritual,
but the political and economic as well. What is more, 1its
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influence is being felt closer and closer to home. There are
now up to 5 million Muslims in the U.S., and over 1,100
mosques or Islamic centers.

What does Islam teach? How are the teachings of Islam similar
to those of Christianity? How are they different? What should
our attitude be toward Islam, and toward those who follow this
powerful religion? These are some of the questions we want to
address in this essay.

The History of Islam

First, we want to take a look back at the history of Islam.
Islam was founded in the early seventh century by Muhammed.
When he was 40 years of age, in A.D. 610, Muhammed claimed to
be receiving messages from God. These messages were later
compiled and recorded in the Koran-Islam’s holy book.

About this same time, Muhammed began preaching against the
greed, economic oppression, and idolatry that plagued the Arab
peoples. He called on the many factions of the Arab peoples to
unite under the worship of Allah, the chief god of the Arab
pantheon of deities. Though his message was iniltially
rejected, by the year 630 he had succeeded in gaining control
of Mecca, the economic and religious center of the Arabian
peninsula.

Though Muhammed died two years later, the religious/political
movement he founded rapidly spread throughout the Arab world,
and far beyond. By A.D. 750, the Muslim empire spanned from
Spain in the west to India in the east. In the centuries that
followed, Islam penetrated deeper into Africa and Asia,
extending as far as the Philippines. During its “golden era”
Islam claimed some of the world’s finest philosophers and
mathematicians. It was during this time also that Islam and
Christianity clashed as a result of the Crusades to reclaim
the Holy Land from the Muslims.



Beginning around 1500, and accelerating after the industrial
revolution of the 1700-1800s, Islam felt the increasing
influence of the European powers. Eventually, large portions
of the Muslim world were colonized by European countries. This
political and economic domination by Europe continued until
the end of WWII, after which Muslim countries began to attain
political independence. With the discovery and development of
the vast o0il reserves in many Muslim lands, economic
independence suddenly came within reach also. At last, Islam
had in its grasp both the opportunity and the resources to
reassert itself as a powerful force in the world. After being
on the defensive for many centuries, Islam was now on the
offensive!

The Current Status of Islam

At this point we should discuss the current status of Islam.
In doing so, it’s important to realize that Islam is not a
monolithic system. Though all Muslims draw their inspiration
from Muhammed and the Koran, there are many identifiable
groups and movements within Islam.

The most obvious division is that between Sunni and Shia
Islam. The Sunnis (who compose about 90% of all Muslims) draw
their name from the fact that they look both to the Koran and
to the “sunna” in establishing proper Muslim conduct. The
“sunna” 1s the behavior or example of Muhammed and of the
early Muslim community. Of course, there are many sub-
divisions among the Sunnis, but they all identify themselves
as Sunni.

The other major group of Muslims are the Shi’ites (who compose
about 10% of all Muslims and reside mainly in Iraq and Iran).
The word Shi’ite means “partisan,” and refers to the fact that
Shi’ites are “partisans of Ali.” Ali was the son-in-law and
cousin of Muhammed and one of the early Caliphs or successors
to Muhammed as leader of the Muslim people. Shi’'ites believe
that the leader of Islam should be among the descendants of



Ali, whom they believe possess a special divine anointing for
this task. The last of these divinely appointed leaders, or
“imams” most Shi’ites believe to be in “hiding” in another
realm of existence. The Ayatollah Khomeini was believed to
have been a spokesman for this “hidden imam.”

A third group that should be mentioned are the Sufis—those
Muslims (among both Sunni and Shia) who seek a mystical
experience of God, rather than a merely intellectual knowledge
of Him, and who also are given to a number of superstitious
practices.

In addition to these divisions within Islam, mention must also
be made of attitudes among Muslims toward their contact with
the Western world in modern times. Though the situation 1is
much more complex than we are capable of dealing with in this
pamphlet, two broad trends have been evident within Islam.

One trend is toward some degree of accommodation and
adjustment to the West and to modern ways of life. This has
manifested itself most obviously in countries like Turkey,
which have instituted largely secular forms of government and
Western ways of life, while maintaining Islamic religious
practices.

The opposite trend is toward a return to a more traditional
approach to Islamic life and a rejection of Western and modern
ways. The most extreme expression of this trend is manifest in
the various forms of Islamic fundamentalism, which insist on
the implementation of Muslim law (called the Sharia) in every
area of life. Fundamentalists have been most successful in
Saudi Arabia, Iran, Pakistan, and Sudan; but they are active
in virtually every Muslim country, at times resorting to
violence and terrorism in attempting to implement their
agenda.

In understanding this potent religious and political movement,
it is important to understand the various divisions and



attitudes within Islam and the basic beliefs at Islam’s core.

The Basic Beliefs of Islam

Though the beliefs of Muslims worldwide are about as diverse
as those among Christians, there are six basic articles of
faith common to nearly all Muslims.

The first of these is that there is no God but Allah. The pre-
Islamic Arabs were polytheists. But Muhammed succeeded 1in
leading them to devote themselves solely to the chief God of
the pantheon whom they called Allah (which simply means God).
To worship or attribute deity to any other being is considered
shirk or blasphemy. The Koran mentions numerous names of
Allah, and these names are found frequently on the lips of
devout Muslims who believe them to have a nearly magical
power.

The second article of faith is belief in angels and jinn. Jinn
are spirit beings capable of both good and evil actions and of
possessing human beings. Above the jinn in rank are the angels
of God. Two of them are believed to accompany every Muslim,
one on the right to record his good deeds, and one on the left
to record his evil deeds.

The third article is belief in God’'s holy books, 104 of which
are referred to in the Koran. Chief among these are the Law
given to Moses, the Psalms given to David, the Gospel (or
Injil) given to Jesus, and the Koran given to Muhammed. Each
of these is conceived to have communicated the same basic
message of God’s will to man. Obvious discrepancies between
the Jewish and Christian Scriptures and the Koran
(particularly with reference to Jesus and Muhammed) were
accounted for by Muhammed in his suggestion that the Bible had
been tampered with by Jews and Christians.

The fourth article of faith is belief in God'’'s prophets,
through whom Allah appealed to man to follow His will as



revealed in His holy books. There is no agreement as to how
many prophets there have been-some say hundreds of thousands.
Among them were Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. But all
agree that Muhammed was God’'s final and supreme prophet—the
“seal” of the prophets. Though Muhammed himself said that he
was a sinner, nonetheless there are many Muslims throughout
the world who appear to come close to worshiping him.

The fifth article of faith is belief in the absolute
predestinating will of Allah. Though some Muslims have
modified this doctrine somewhat, the Koran seems to support
the idea that all things (both good and evil) are the direct
result of God’s will. Those who conclude that Islam is a
fatalistic religion have good reason for doing so.

The sixth and final article of faith is belief in the
resurrection and final judgment. At the end of history, God
will judge the works of all men. Those whose good deeds
outweigh their bad deeds will enter into paradise (pictured in
rather sensual terms). The rest will be consigned to hell. The
paramount feature of Islamic belief, aside from its strong
monotheism, is that it is a religion of human works. One’s
position with regard to Allah is determined by his success 1in
keeping His laws.

The Basic Practices of Islam

Now we want to focus on the most important of those works.
These are summarized in what are usually called the “Five
Pillars of Islam.”

The first pillar is recitation of the creed: “There is no God
but Allah, and Muhammed is his prophet.” It is commonly held
that to recite this creed in the presence of two witnesses 1is
to constitute oneself a Muslim—one in submission to God. Of
course, the word Islam simply means “submission.”

The second pillar is the regular practice of prayers. Sunni



Muslims are required to recite specific prayers accompanied by
prescribed motions five times daily. (Shi’'ites do so only
three times a day.) ALl male Muslims are also enjoined to meet
for community prayer (and sermon) each Friday at noon.

The third pillar is almsgiving. Born an orphan himself,
Muhammed was deeply concerned for the needy. The Koran
requires that 2.5% of one’s income be given to the poor or to
the spread of Islam.

The fourth pillar of Islam is the fast during the month of
Ramadan (the ninth lunar month of the Muslim calendar, during
which Muhammed is said to have received the first of his
revelations from God, and during which he and his followers
made their historic trek from Mecca to Medina). During this
month, Muslims in good health are required to forego all food
and liquid during daylight hours. This fast promotes the
Muslim’'s self-discipline, dependence on Allah, and compassion
for the needy.

The fifth pillar is the Hajj or pilgrimage to Mecca. If
possible, every Muslim is to make a pilgrimage to Mecca once
during his life. It can be made properly only on a few days
during the last month of the Muslim year. The Hajj promotes
the ideas of worldwide unity and equality among Muslims. But
it also contains many elements of prescribed activity that are
of pagan origin.

A sixth pillar, that of jihad, is often added. (The term means
“exertion” or “struggle” in behalf of God.) Jihad is the means
by which those who are outside the household of Islam are
brought into its fold. Jihad may be by persuasion, or it may
be by force or “holy war.” The fact that any Muslim who dies
in a holy war is assured his place in paradise provides strong
incentive for participation!

Muslims around the world look to these pillars for guidance in
shaping their religious practice. But in addition to these



pillars, there are numerous laws and traditions contained in
the Hadith-literature that was compiled after the completion
of the Koran, that reportedly contains the example and
statements of Muhammed on many topics. Because the laws of the
Hadith and Koran cover virtually every area of life, Islam has
well been referred to as an all-encompassing way of life, as
well as a religion.

A Christian Perspective on Islam

At this point it is appropriate to offer a brief evaluation of
Islam from a Christian perspective.

At the outset, it must be stated that there is much in Islam
that the Christian can affirm. Among the most significant
Islamic doctrines that can be genuinely affirmed by the
Christian are its belief in one God, its recognition of Jesus
as the virgin born, sinless prophet and messiah of God, and
its expectation of a future resurrection and judgment.

There are, however, some very significant areas of difference.
We will mention just a few. First, the Muslim perception of
God is by no means the same as that revealed in the Bible.
Islam portrays God as ultimately unknowable. In fact, in the
Koran, Allah reveals His will, but He never reveals Himself.
Neither is He ever portrayed as a Father to His people, as He
is in the Bible.

Second, though Jesus is presented as a miracle working prophet
and messiah, and even without sin, Islam denies that He is the
Son of God or Savior of the world. Indeed, it is denied that
Jesus ever died at all, least of all for the sins of the
world.

Third, though mankind is depicted as weak and prone to error,
Islam denies that man is a sinner by nature and in need of a
Savior, as the Bible so clearly teaches. People are capable of
submitting to God’s laws and meriting his ultimate approval.



According to Islam, man’s spiritual need is not for a savior
but for guidance.

This leads to the fact that since in Islam, acceptance by God
is something we must earn by our works, it cannot possibly
provide the sense of security that can be found in the grace
of God as taught in the Bible.

Many of us will find opportunities to befriend Muslim
neighbors, co-workers, or friends. As we do, we should be
aware of some of the barriers that exist between Muslims and
Christians, due to past and current animosities.

The attitude of many Muslims toward Christianity and toward
the West is colored by the history of conflict that has found
expression in the Crusades of Medieval times, European
domination and colonialism, as well as Western support for
Zionism in most recent times. We must allow the love of God to
overcome our own fear and defensiveness and to penetrate these
barriers.

In the past several years many Muslims have been deeply
impressed by the compassion shown by Westerners (and
particularly the United States) toward Muslim countries that
have endured severe hardship. This kind of compassion can be
shown on an individual level as well. As we do, we can then
invite our Muslim friends to join us in a study of the New
Testament, which reveals the only source of acceptance before
God in His love and grace, expressed through the sacrifice of
His Son Jesus Christ and His gift of the Holy Spirit.
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