House Groups Hot Topics – Other World Religions

Introduction
We live in a world in which it is cool to be broadminded and politically correct.  The implication behind such an assertion “all religions lead to God” is that either God must be rather uninformed if He insists on only one way to Himself, or second, that you are being dogmatic and bigoted to believe it.  Today's thinking emphasizes that uncertainty and agnosticism are more valuable than conviction and commitment. People can make their own way to God if they are sincere and determined.  And that everyone should find their own way to God. So my way is just as good as yours. 
Many people think all religions lead to God because they assume that all religions are essentially the same when you reduce them to their core beliefs. They liken the religions to different paths up a mountain, believing that as we approach the summit we realise how much we have in common. If you let each religion speak for itself, you find they differ greatly on the basic concepts - God, truth, reality, the basic human dilemma and the solution to that dilemma. They differ so much that many of their statements contradict one another. For example, God cannot be both personal, as Christians, Jews and Muslims believe, and impersonal, as Buddhists and Hindus believe. Jesus cannot be a false Messiah as Judaism teaches, a prophet as Islam teaches and the Son of God as Christians believe. Those are contradictory statements. According to the rules of logic, contradictory statements cannot all be true. Therefore, all religions cannot possibly be true. And if they are not all true, and if they lead us in different directions, then not all of them can lead to God. Being sincere is not the issue here. You can be sincere but sincerely wrong. 
Some opening discussion – what images come to mind when you hear the words, ‘Buddhist temple’, ‘Islamic dress code’, ‘Hindu holy man’ or ‘Sikh Festival’? 

· What does the word ‘Tolerance’ mean? Can you be tolerant of something, someone, a belief and yet express disagreement?

· How would you respond to people when they say ‘all religions lead to God?’

Read Psalm 96
· What does this psalm say about other beliefs? (as opposed to what the people of Israel believed)

· Does this psalm convey tolerance to other beliefs? What are we encouraged to DO in this psalm?

Read Acts 17 v 16-34
· What is Paul’s response to this very religious city?

· Find words in this passage which describe Paul’s engaging with the crowd he meets. Look at his ‘sermon’ in detail – what exactly does Paul teach about God?

Paul doesn’t preach about Jesus here in Athens – why do you think that is? (apart from a sentence on the resurrection)
Paul quotes from Greek literature here – how important is it that we are familiar with what other religions believe? How can that be used as a bridge in conversations about the Christian faith?

Discuss – what are some of the similarities between religions – particularly Judaism, Islam and Christianity?

At best religions are a preparation for the gospel – they lead people to an awareness of a creator God, a holy God, their own sin and need of a Saviour, or solution to their problem. People in various ways sense that there could be a Being greater than themselves and even respond to their consciences. (see Ecclesiastes 3 v 11)
Discuss – what are some of the unique points about the Christian faith?

What do we mean when we as Christians say that ‘Christianity is not a religion but a relationship’?

Some questions about World Faiths
· How much of our Christian faith do we owe to Judaism? What has Christianity to offer that cannot be found in Judaism?

· Muslims believe that ‘God is One’. How would you explain the Trinity to a Muslim?

· Muslims centre their faith and practise around ‘Five Pillars’ – a statement of faith, prayer, giving to charity, fasting and pilgrimage. How could you use these important features to share your faith with a Muslim?

· Muslims see no need for Jesus’ death to be forgiven. How will you explain why Jesus’ death was necessary?

· Buddhists believe that ‘all life is suffering and that nothing is permanent.’ Does Christianity teach this at all? Buddhists love to read the book of Ecclesiastes! Could you use this book in evangelism?

· Eastern Religions (Hinduism, Buddhism, Krishna Consciousness) place a great emphasis on Meditation. How would you explain Christian meditation to them? (see Romans 12 v 2 and Psalm 19 v 14)

Some concluding thoughts

Paul says ‘I am not ashamed of the Gospel because it is the power of God for the salvation of everyone who believes, first for the Jews, then for the Gentile’ (and the Muslim and Buddhist and Hindu…)

Only Christianity speaks about God becoming a human being to rescue us. Is this a message we love to share?

For further reading – ‘Who is my neighbour?’ (Martin Goldsmith, published by OMF ( I have several copies £5!)

Also – World Religion Fact sheets available to anyone
