
World Religions
Week 8: Conclusion

Abrahamic Religions

Judaism:

Notable History: 

Judaism was always small, but began spreading after the destruction of Jerusalem. Growth continued slowly 
until the Holocaust, after which growth never returned to normal. Two main branches are Reformed and 
Orthodox.

Notable Beliefs: 

Reform: No original sin. Salvation attained through betterment of society. The Messiah isn’t a person, but a 
Utopian Age. Afterlife isn’t important; salvation is legacy.

Orthodox: Humanity is morally neutral. Messiah is a person who will restore the old Jewish kingdom. 
Physical resurrection exists. Membership through birth only; laws strictly followed.

Islam:

Notable History:

Muhammad was born in 570 A.D. and saw a vision from he angel Gabriel at age 40. His revelations 
happened in a cave near Mecca were written down in the Qu’ran. He conquered most of Arabia before his 
death and retook Mecca as Islam’s holy city.

Notable Beliefs:

The Five Pillars:
• Shahādah – Confession of faith spoken multiple times a day
• Salāt – Ritual prayer spoken at daybreak, noon, mid-afternoon, sunset, and before rest
• Zakāt – Alms-giving or charity to the Islamic state and the needy
• Sawm – Fasting, done any time for growth of faith, but primarily during Ramadan
• Hājj – The annual pilgrimage to Mecca to reaffirm oneness with other Muslims

Two types of Muslims:
• Sunni – More orthodox; believe that Muhammad’s successors are the rightful caliphs
• Shī‘a – Believe that Muhammad’s son-in-law, Ali, is the rightful caliph; more teacher focused

Eastern Religions

Hinduism:

Notable History:

Started in the Indus River region of India. A mix of local beliefs and beliefs from nomadic Aryans created the
Vedas, a four part religious text; written in Sanskrit. Still popular in India to this day and even had 
movements in western society: transcendental meditation, Hare Krishna, and yoga.

Notable Beliefs:
• Polytheism – In the Hindu faith there are many gods and many avatars/incarnations of those gods. 

Brahman is the god in whom all things exist and is revealed in three forms: Brahma when creating, 



Vishnu when preserving, and Shiva when destroying. Krishna, Ghandi, and Jesus are believed to be 
avatars of Vishnu.

• Karma – Acting according to one’s dharma (moral duty) in an attempt to tip one’s moral scales in the 
favor of good over evil.

• Reincarnation – If one’s karma is high, they will be granted a higher form when reborn (and vice-
versa). If high enough, rebirth will happen outside the mortal plane and a Buddhist will become one 
with Brahman and the universe.

• Yoga – A path focused on works, knowledge, meditation, and breathing in an attempt to get in line 
with one’s dharma.

Buddhism:

Notable History:

Siddhartha Gautama (Buddha) was a human prince who was humbled to the point of asceticism and who 
eventually reached enlightenment by meditation. He taught what he had learned to others, which would 
become the focal point of Buddhist belief. Buddhism spread throughout the Asian continent, slowly changing
in terms of devotional life and rituals. The overarching understanding of self-enlightenment remains 
consistent across the branches.

Notable Beliefs:

Karma and Reincarnation – Buddhists accept these two Hindu beliefs, but for the purpose of creating peace 
within the universe and attaining ultimate enlightenment, not becoming one with any god.

The Four Noble Truths:
1. The First Noble Truth is that everything (birth, aging, sickness, despair, and death) is suffering. 
2. The Second Noble Truth is that the origin of suffering is desire, which makes people cling to 

existence and crave gratification. 
3. The Third Noble Truth explains that a person can be delivered from suffering by 

letting go of desire. 
4. The Fourth Noble Truth is that “the Eightfold Path” leads to end of suffering. 

The Eightfold Path:
1. Right understanding (of the four Noble Truths), 
2. Right intention (the aim to renounce desire), 
3. Right speech (speaking pleasantly and abstaining from lies and unkindness), 
4. Right action (helping others and abstaining from wrong), 
5. Right livelihood (earning a living that does not harm others), 
6. Right effort (achieving a good mental state and eliminating evil), 
7. Right mindfulness (awareness of one’s body and mental state), 
8. Right concentration (finding peace by removing emotion). 

Confucianism:

Notable History:

Created by Master Kong (Confucius) around 500 B.C. Created in an attempt to unite people and foster 
economic stability, leading to less need for rebellion. 

Notable Beliefs:

Good moral character is the primary purpose of Confucianism. Focus on the day to day life and interactions 
is far more important than any afterlife beliefs. Family is extremely important in Confucian beliefs.



Taoism:

Notable History:

Invented by Lao Tzu and his writings on virtue, life, and strength, Taoism became popular across China and 
even became the state religion for a short time. During the communist takeover of China, Taoism was banned
and eventually replaced by Confucianism.

Notable Beliefs:
• Tao – The path to living in harmony with nature and the universe
• Chi – The energy of action that keeps the tao balanced
• Wu Wei – The inaction of letting the tao alone guide you

The Three Jewels of Tao:
1. Compassion, kindness, love
2. Moderation, simplicity, frugality
3. Humility, modesty

Other Beliefs

African Religions:

Notable History:

Because Christianity and Islam did not spread far south in Africa, tribal religions were the central belief 
systems of different regions. Some history of tribal beliefs can be traced back to the ancient Egyptian belief 
system, but many split off and varied the farther south they moved.

Notable Beliefs:
• Animism – Most tribal belief systems believe that everything, animate and inanimate, has a spirit. 

Because of this, any object can communicate and impose its will on those living.
• Divination – The belief that objects and their spirits can grant information to those listening to them.
• Herbalism – Tribal religions focus on the healing power of natural plants instead of medicines as 

processed medication gets too far away from nature and might upset the spirits that reside in nature.
• Ancestral Veneration – Seen also in Asian religions, honoring the dead (because of the belief that they

still dwell in and affect the mortal realm) is a large part of tribal beliefs.
• Sacred Locations – Places, instead of texts, are considered sacred depending on what happened in that

location because it indicates what kind of spirit resides there.

Agnosticism:

Notable History:

As agnosticism is often the transitory between belief systems, any history is dependent on the history of the 
person claiming to be agnostic.

Notable Beliefs:

Agnostics believe that one cannot believe something without any certainty. This remains true as long as they 
are transitioning, but not after they begin to follow a belief system.

Atheism:

Notable History:

New atheism arose after the attacks on September 11th as a response to the evil religion has created. Newer 
atheism arose within the last few years after a realization that religion, though spiritually inaccurate, can still 
provide net positives to society and communities.



Notable Beliefs:

New Atheist: There is no God/gods. Science is the explanation to everything that happens. The only way the 
world can achieve peace is through the removal of all belief systems.

Newer Atheist: There is no God/gods. Science answers most questions, but religion can help fill in gaps. A 
world without religion would feel empty. Religion should continue and provide positives to society by 
building community and addressing questions of creation and life after death.

Conclusion

So what was the point of this study?

1. To build our own faith as we understand what we believe and how it’s different than other belief 
systems, primarily by seeing how personal our God is.

2. To help prepare us to build relationships by understanding our neighbors and being able to create 
meaningful conversation with them.

3. To give us tools to use when we finally get to a point of talking about our own faith and sharing the 
Gospel.

But what about the similarities? Doesn’t this show that all religions are pretty much the same at the 
core?

While many of the religions overlap in beliefs about God, life after death, works for the fellow man, etc., 
where those beliefs stem from and the purpose of those beliefs is incredible different.

Two belief systems can believe that good works are important, but if one of them believes they are for the 
purpose of attaining salvation, the end result will always be pride instead of humility, even when doing 
humble acts.

Two belief systems can believe that a savior was sent for them, but if one believes that savior was only a 
teacher and nothing more, humanity is left on its own creating a picture of existence as cold and detached; 
impersonal.

This is why we don’t say the Jewish, Muslim, and Christian god are the same, despite all stemming from 
Abraham and his faith. A god with a different personality isn’t just a different picture of the same god, it’s a 
completely different being. That’s also why it’s vitally important that we read the Old Testament in light of 
the New Testament and vice-versa. Understanding Yahweh in light of Jesus leads us to a picture of a Triune 
God, different than the strict one person god in Judaism.

So how does this impact our evangelizing?

Understanding that the similarities in religions are actually distinct differences should lead us to realize that 
other beliefs are farther away from Christianity than atheists are. Sure, them accepting certain beliefs might 
come easier, but so will holding onto old non-Christian beliefs.

This means building a relationship and sharing the Gospel with those of a different faith will not be fast. In 
fact, it could be a life-long process as the small details which separate our God from theirs will need to be re-
explained multiple times before they even hear the differences.



Bonus: Mormonism
Identity

A religious organization founded in Fayette, New York, in 1830 by Joseph Smith, Jr. (see history below). The
Latter-day Saints (LDS) understand themselves as a restoration movement. They regard themselves as the 
means through which divine authority and true doctrine, which they claim were lost from the earth when the 
early Christian church fell into apostasy following the death of the apostles, have been and are being 
restored. Mormonism holds to the principle of continuing revelation through its prophets to supplement 
biblical teaching and to correct errors in Christian churches. It does not regard the Bible as the sole source 
and norm of teaching, and claims “an expanded canon” to include additional writings by Mormon prophetic 
leaders (see “Texts” below). Latter-day Saints claim that the fullness of the Gospel of Jesus Christ has been 
restored only in its organization and that they are “the only true and living church upon the face of the earth.”

Statistics

12.6 million members worldwide (2005); 47,000 missionaries (2005)

History

Joseph Smith (1805-1844) on September 21, 1823, claimed to have been visited by an angel Moroni in a 
vision, in which he was told of a book written on golden plates. Four years later the plates supposedly were 
given to Smith. He translated the plates with the aid of two stones also given to him (from an ancient 
language referred to as “Reformed Egyptian,” with the help of Oliver Cowdery) and published The Book of 
Mormon in 1830.5 The “Church of Christ” (the original name, which was later changed to the Church of the 
Latter-day Saints and in 1838 became The Church of Jesus Christ of the Latter-day Saints) was founded by 
Smith on April 6, 1830, in Fayette, New York, with six members. The group soon left New York over 
religious differences with local denominations and settled in Kirtland, Ohio, where Sidney Rigdon, a 
Campbellite minister, and nearly all of his followers joined the Mormon church. Following economic 
collapse in Kirtland in 1838, the group fled to Missouri, where it soon experienced strong opposition from 
local residents and civil authorities. It again fled, this time to Nauvoo, Illinois. There Smith’s teachings on 
polygamy and his own multiple marriages provoked exposure by the newspaper The Nauvoo Expositor led 
by four previous converts. Following the destruction of the newspaper office, Smith and his brother Hyrum 
were arrested and while being held in a Carthage, Illinois, jail were murdered by a lynch mob on June 27, 
1844. The Latter-day Saints split into two main groups, one following Smith’s brothers William and Joseph 
Smith III (forming the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints; renamed in April 2000 
“Community of Christ”) and the other following Brigham Young (1801-77). After local opposition, Young 
led the Mormons to the Great Salt Lake Basin, arriving in 1847. Salt Lake City became the church’s 
headquarters. The current president of the church is Gordon B. Hinckley (1995—). 

Sacred Texts

King James Version of The Holy Bible (annotated by the LDS) 
The Book of Mormon 
The Doctrine and Covenants 
The Pearl of Great Price 

Beliefs

• Continuing Revelation. The LDS holds to the principle of modern and continuing revelation through 
its prophets. Latter-day Saints “do not believe that the Bible contains all that God has spoken or will 
yet speak in the future.” The canon of authoritative scripture therefore is open to expansion, and 
includes the Mormon “Standard Works” (Book of Mormon, Doctrine and Covenants, Pearl of Great 
Price). Hence, “The Book of Mormon is the word of God.” The president of the church is the “seer, 
revelator, a translator, and a prophet, having all the gifts of God which he bestows on the head of the 
church.”



• Authority. Basic to Mormon theology are two priesthoods which are viewed as the power and 
authority of God delegated to humans on earth: Aaronic Priesthood and Melchizedek Priesthood. The 
Aaronic Priesthood, believed to have been imparted to Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery in a May 
15, 1829 appearance of John the Baptist, is conferred on “worthy young men” (who progress through 
the offices of teacher, deacon, and priest). The Melchizedek Priesthood contains “the power of 
apostleship and contains the right to confer the gift of the Holy Ghost and perform certain ordinances 
(sacraments).” This priesthood has five offices: elder, high priest, patriarch, seventy, and apostle. It 
originated, say LDS sources, in an 1829 appearance of Peter, James, and John to Joseph Smith and 
Oliver Cowdery. It is the principal channel of continuing revelation.

• God. The Father and Son and Holy Ghost worshipped by Mormons are separate beings, three distinct 
Gods. “The Father has a body of flesh and bones as tangible as man’s; the Son also; but the Holy 
Ghost has not a body of flesh and bones, but is a personage of Spirit. Were it not so, the Holy Ghost 
could not dwell in us.” God and man are not a “different species.” Latter-day Saints regard as “a 
central and saving doctrine” that the “Father” was once a man and is a man having a body of flesh 
and bones. “God is a glorified and perfected man, personage of flesh and bones.” Elohim (Hebrew 
name for God) is “the name-title of God the Eternal Father, the Father of the spirits of all men and 
women.” Elohim was once a human on another planet who attained the status of deity. Elohim sired 
every single person in the premortal existence before the earth was created. The doctrine of the 
Trinity as understood in historic and creedal Christian teaching is rejected.

• Jesus. Jesus is Jehovah of the Old Testament, “the pre-mortal God of the ancients,” who came to earth
as Jesus of Nazareth. LDS speaks of Jesus in his pre-mortal existence as the Father’s first-born spirit 
child who had already progressed to godhood in his pre-existence: “The first spirit born to our 
heavenly parents was Jesus Christ,” who in pre-mortality “advanced and progressed” to become one 
“‘like unto God’ [Abr. 3:24].” As Jehovah, Jesus created the world. He volunteered and was chosen to
carry out the Father’s plan of life and salvation. LDS appears to teach that the conception of Jesus 
was a physical act between the heavenly Father (who has flesh and bones) and the Virgin Mary: “She 
[was]…about to give birth to a half-Deity. No other man in the history of the world of ours has ever 
had such ancestry— God the Father on the one hand and Mary the Virgin on the other….” An LDS 
writer states that Jesus “inherited powers of Godhood and divinity from his Father, including 
immortality, the capacity to live forever.” He further states, “..the scriptures attest that the Father had 
power, knowledge, glory, and dominion that Jesus did not have at the time [in mortality].”

• Sin. The LDS does not subscribe to the doctrine of original sin, according to which the guilt of 
Adam’s transgression has been imputed to all his offspring and man’s nature and will have been 
totally corrupted. An LDS writer states: “Joseph Smith did not believe that human beings, because of 
intrinsic carnality and depravity are incapable of choosing good and evil. And he did not believe that 
children are born in sin, that they inherit the so-called sin of Adam, either by sexual union or by 
birth.” Joseph Smith taught that “it is in the power of man to keep the law and remain also without 
sin.” Sin is a potentiality, not a condition of depravity from birth, and comes into existence by a 
conscious action of wrongdoing. Sin becomes part of human nature as people grow up; they become 
responsible for the results of the fall at the time of accountability at the age of eight. The Fall in 
Genesis 3 introduces mortality, with the capacity to have children, so that spirit children may receive 
bodies in which to progress toward salvation. The Fall is viewed as a positive development.

• Plan of Salvation (Gospel). According to Mormon belief, salvation is a process that begins in pre-
mortal existence and culminates in judgment and resurrection to degrees of glory. Sometimes the 
LDS plan of salvation is called the law of eternal progression, according to which the process of 
being saved involves three stages of existence. Human beings are spirit sons and daughters of God 
who lived in a pre-mortal existence before birth who in their “first estate” progressed in obedience to 
God’s eternal law. These spirit children become mortals to operate in their “second estate” as they 
continue to progress toward god-likeness. This estate involves receiving a body of flesh and bone, 
experiencing sin, having faith in Christ and Gospel, repentance, baptism by an LDS Priest, reception 



of the Holy Ghost by the laying on of hands, obedience to “the laws and ordinances of the Gospel,” 
gaining a Temple Recommend by achieving and maintaining personal worthiness, and receiving 
endowment, marriage and sealing for time and eternity in an LDS temple ceremony. Upon death 
everyone goes to a post-mortal existence, first to an interim state, and then to a post 
judgment/resurrection state: 1) Paradise (temporary state reserved for righteous spirits) or the Spirit 
Prison (place where the wicked dwell; Hell). Righteous spirits may visit the wicked spirits in hell to 
share the message of salvation. Through baptism for the dead in LDS temples and proxy marriage, 
non-Mormons may receive the benefits of the LDS Gospel through repentance. Following Christ’s 
second coming and the final resurrection of all people, judgment will take place on the basis of 
obedience. 2) All except the sons of perdition (the most wicked) will be assigned to three degrees of 
glory in three heavenly kingdoms: telestial (for wicked, the majority of humankind), terrestrial (moral
non-Mormons and some Mormons), and celestial, the state of exaltation (salvation; reserved for those
who have been obedient to the Mormon Gospel). 

Foundational to Mormon teaching on salvation is the statement of The Book of Mormon: “For we 
know that it is by grace that we are saved, after all we can do” (2 Nephi 25:23). Salvation is faith in 
Christ and obedience. Christ’s suffering in Gethsemane and His atonement enable mortals to achieve 
salvation through moral choices of the human will (which is inherently good and can attain toward 
perfection and worthiness) and obedience to the Mormon Gospel and its ordinances. The LDS 
Missionary Guide thus speaks of Christ making it “possible for Adam and all of us to repent and 
overcome spiritual death.” Christ’s resurrection “made possible our return to our Heavenly Father.” In
summary, “[Jesus] became our savior and has done his part to help us return to our heavenly home. It 
is now up to each of us to do our part and to prove ourselves worthy of exaltation.” 

• Sacraments. To be valid, baptism must be performed by immersion and by a member of the LDS 
priesthood. A trinitarian formula is used. Children are baptized at the age of eight. The Lord’s Supper,
partaken of every Sunday, consists of bread and water. All members, including small children, 
partake. It is seen as a reminder of the obligation to obey God.

Lutheran Response

The response that follows focuses on key issues related to the LDS “plan of salvation.” It is not possible in 
this brief format to address many other Mormon teachings that Lutherans regard as contrary to the Holy 
Scriptures (e.g., baptism for the dead, provisions in Joseph Smith’s “Word of Wisdom,” eternal marriage, 
millennial views, pre-mortal existence of humans, etc.). Readers are directed to the sources listed at the end 
of this evaluation. It should be noted that this response addresses the teachings of Mormonism. It neither 
makes nor implies any judgment about the personal faith of individuals. It is written in a spirit of Christian 
love and respect for our Mormon friends and neighbors. 

A foundational teaching of the Lutheran Church is “that the only rule and guiding principle according to 
which all teachings and teachers are to be evaluated and judged are the prophetic and apostolic writings of 
the Old and New Testaments alone, as it is written, ‘Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path 
(Ps. 119[:105], and Saint Paul: ‘If…an angel from heaven should proclaim to you something contrary,…let 
that one be accursed!’ (Gal. 1[:8])”. Lutherans understand the Scriptures of the biblical canon to teach that 
God has directed and bound all Christians to the Word of the Apostles and Prophets on which alone [the 
foundation] the church is built (Eph. 2:20; 2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:20-21). Nowhere does the Bible promise new
revelations of Christian doctrine above and beyond the biblical revelation. Thus, Lutherans reject any claim 
of modern revelation given to “supplement” or “add to” the Word of God itself as in principle contrary to and
a rejection of the “Scripture alone” (sola scriptura) principle. 

Lutherans confess that the Scriptures teach “that there is one divine essence which is named God and truly is 
God. But there are three persons in the same one essence, equally powerful, equally eternal: God the Father, 
God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit.” Together with Christians from the very beginning of the Christian 
era, Lutherans confess in the words of the Nicene Creed that Jesus Christ is “the only-begotten Son of God, 
begotten of his Father before all worlds, God of God, Light of Light, very God of very God, begotten, not 



made, being of one substance with the Father….” LDS writers reject such creedal statements as “a 
superimposition of Greek philosophy upon Christian theology” that fail to “represent the simple Gospel of 
the New Testament,” and thus produce a “different God” than the one believed in and worshipped by first-
century Christians. While ostensibly professing faith in the Trinity and in the divinity of Christ, LDS explains
this doctrine to mean that there are three entities or beings, three gods. Moreover, the oneness of the Trinity is
not a oneness of essence (as the Christian church has always taught and confessed in its historic creeds), but 
only a oneness in terms of love, purpose, and “community.” Lutherans reject such teaching as clearly 
contrary to the Bible, which teaches the doctrine of the Trinity as summarized in the words of the eternal Son
of God Himself (John 8:58), the Second Person of the Trinity who became incarnate, suffered, died, rose 
from the dead and ascended into heaven. The Risen but not yet ascended Lord commanded baptism in “the 
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit” (Matt. 28:19; see also Rom 8:11; 1 Cor. 12:4-6; 2 
Cor. 13:14; Gal. 4:6; Eph. 4:4-6; 2 Thess. 2:13 etc.). 

The Mormon “Plan of Salvation” or “gospel” assumes that human beings are not born in a state of original 
sin. Thus, they do not possess a totally corrupted will and all humans from birth have the power within them 
(assisted by grace) to advance toward perfection through choices between good and evil. The Holy Scriptures
plainly teach, however, that since the fall of Adam all people born in the natural way are conceived and born 
in sin. St. Paul wrote, “Therefore, just as sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, 
and so death spread to all men because all sinned…” (Rom. 5:12). Referring to our natural state as human 
beings prior to conversion, St. Paul writes: “You are dead in the trespasses and sins in which you once 
walked” and “were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind” (Eph. 2:1,3). Hence, “the natural 
person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to 
understand them because they are spiritually discerned” (1 Cor. 2:14). “Those in the flesh cannot please God”
(Rom. 8:8). (emphases added) 

A key passage for the Mormon understanding of the “plan of salvation” is the previously mentioned 
statement of 2 Nephi 25:23: “…for we know that it is by grace that we are saved, after all we can do.” 
Mormon writings are replete with assertions that humans are saved or “obtain eternal life” through faith in 
Christ (see above for Mormon understanding of Jesus) and obedience, and that the atonement of Christ 
makes possible salvation. Such teaching, Lutherans hold, radically redefines the biblical Gospel and in fact is
in the words of Paul “another Gospel” that comes under divine judgment (Galatians 1). Against the Galatian 
error that justification by faith includes obedience, St. Paul argues forcefully that “no one is justified before 
God by the law, for ‘The righteous shall live by faith.’” (Gal 3:11). “‘Cursed be everyone who does not abide
by all things written in the Book of the Law, and do them,’” says Paul. The good news is that “Christ 
redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us…” (Gal. 3:13). “In him [Christ] we have 
redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of his grace” (Eph. 
1:7). To suggest or claim that in any sense God’s justification of the sinner through the work of Christ 
includes obedience to the law renders the death of Christ unnecessary and nullifies the grace of God (Gal. 
2:21). Such a claim also undermines St. Paul’s central argument that human beings are justified before God 
by faith alone, exclusive of works (Rom. 3:28). To be sure, while justification is by faith alone, faith is never 
alone; it is followed by works (Eph. 2:10). Obedience to Christ and His will is indeed a necessary fruit of 
faith (Gal. 5:22ff.). But obedience is in no sense the cause or basis of our salvation, nor does it give us any 
claim to our salvation. 

Lutherans understand the Scriptures to mean that the sacraments (Holy Baptism and the Lord’s Supper) are 
to be administered as instituted by Christ (Matt. 28:18-20; 26:26-29; Mark 14:22-25; Luke 22:14-23; 1 Cor. 
11:23-26). Since the Risen Lord commanded that Baptism be administered in the name of the Triune God 
and since Mormonism rejects the biblical doctrine of the Trinity, Lutherans do not regard Mormon baptism as
a valid sacrament. Lutherans believe that Baptism is God’s work, a precious means of grace through which 
He imparts the blessings of salvation earned by Christ, that its validity does not depend on human actions, 
the authority of those who administer it, or human responses, and that God intends it for “all nations” (which 
does not exclude infants). Lutherans also hold that the Mormon Lord’s Supper is not administered in accord 
with Christ’s institution and therefore is not a valid sacrament. 


