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Christians' Series.
A few weeks ago we thought about two particular beliefs that people hold to in the 21st Century. Two beliefs that are very much part of the culture of which we are a part. (1) The belief that I am a `good` person and (2) That God is so loving, he could never punish.  Therefore, `good` people go to heaven.

There is another belief that is also very popular and that is that basically all religions are the same.  The belief that it does not matter which religion you choose, because they all lead to God.  Behind that belief is, of course, the rejection of the claim that Jesus is the only way to God.  That claim, in our multi-faith, multi- cultural society cannot be tolerated.  Something of all that is behind the question Siobhan submitted: “I struggle with the Christian faith as the only one that saves.  If I had been born in a different place or time – say Nepal in the 19th Century, my values would have led me to Buddhism.  I was born into the 20th Century Western Europe and Christianity…….”

So where do we start when trying to get to grips with Siobhan's question.  Why don’t we start at the beginning? Genesis – that is what Genesis means, a book of beginnings, so no better or more appropriate place to start!

We learn from Gen 1:31, that in the beginning, everything was “very good”.  “God saw all that he made and it was very good”.  It was a perfect world.  Everything was in order and in perfect harmony.  Man, the highpoint of God's creation, walked with God and was in a perfect relationship with Him.

How many `gods` were involved in this act of creation?  How many `gods` were there in the garden?  One! Our God.  “In the beginning God created the heavens and earth” (1:1).  Now what, or who is this God?  The Hebrew word for God in this verse is “Elohim”.  What is the significance of that?  Is it important for us as we consider Siobhan's question?  It most certainly is.  The basic meaning behind the name is one of strength…of power…. power to effect….to bring into being.  Elohim is the infinite, all powerful God who shows by His works that He is the Creator…. the Sustainer and the Supreme Judge of the world.  He is the all-powerful, all–knowing, all-seeing, universal God who rules over all.  He is God of gods Lord of Lords (Deut. 10:17) and we are to give this God our thanks and praise - “Give thanks to the God of gods” (Psalm 136:2). So He is `God of gods`, not in the sense that He is the “big” God who has lesser gods working for Him – the thrust is that there is only one God – and is just one of the many Old Testament names for this God given to us as part of His revelation of Himself - “Elohim”.  

 One of the inter4sting things to note that when Genesis was written, the author was aware of other creation accounts originating in Mesopotamia.  One account, written about 1600 BC tells of the creation of the word and also refers to a great flood.  Another later account begins with the divine spirit and primeval chaos.  It's main purpose is to glorify the chief Babylonian god, Marduk, who defeats the watery chaos monster, Tiamat.  Light then emanates from the gods, followed by the firmament, dry land, the heavens and eventually mankind.  The gods then rest and celebrate.  These stories would have been known to the people of God and although there are some similarities, how different is the Genesis account!  No room for myths.... no room for legend.... no room for numerous gods.  As one commentator I read says, “The author of Genesis 1 shows that he was aware of other cosmologies and that he wrote, not in dependence of them, so much as a deliberate rejection of them” (Gordon Wenham, from his Commentary on Genesis).

In other words, way back at the very beginning the people of God were having to contend with those who rejected the Hebrew God and came up with their own ideas about God, how we should understand him and how it all began.  Does that sound familiar?!

So, this God Elohim created everything and it was “very good”.   Adam and Eve had everything they needed in that perfect world.  God had graciously given them all things to enjoy.  The only prohibition was given in Gen 2: 16-27 - “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden, but you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it, you will surely die”.  So, what exactly is this ”tree of the knowledge of good and evil”?  The knowledge of good and evil refers to moral knowledge or ethical discernment.  We will see the significance of this as we progress.

So, there was only one God involved in this creation.  There was only one God in the garden.  “Allah” wasn’t there.  Buddha wasn’t there.  Baal wasn’t there.  Molech (another Old Testament god we read of) wasn’t there – only 'Elohim'. 

The only other` god `who was there was Satan.  He is the one behind the temptation to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  “Go on”, he said, “eat from it.   Do not believe God.  You cannot trust Him.  He is withholding things from you”.  To quote Gen 3: 4-5 “You will not surely die…. for God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil”.
Wow!  To be like God….to know good and evil!  This temptation, this subtle, devious temptation of Satan was successful.  Adam and Eve succumbed.  They believed they would now have a source of discernment and knowledge independent of God.  It was a rebellious act.  A definite `kicking over the traces`, thinking, “great! We can make our own decisions!  We can be masters of our own destiny.  Independent of God.  We can decide what is right and wrong.  We can decide whether to believe God or not”.

Now, hold that thought before you.  Those words of Satan changed the course of history.  “Did God really say….?” They brought about the fall recorded in Genesis 3, and man down the centuries has believed that lie of Satan: You will not die.  You will be like God.  You will be in control.  You can question everything this God claims to say.  You do not have to obey. You choose!

So, Adam and Eve believed the lie, succumbed to the temptation thinking that they had `arrived`.  The outcome though was disastrous.  What followed was moral failure and spiritual confusion.
Moral failure  

Sin, in other words!  Immediately after the fall – Cain and Abel Chapter 4.  Envy, anger, jealousy, falsehood - sin.

The Lord says to Cain, “Why are you angry? If you do what is right, will you not be accepted?  But if you do not do what is right, sin is crouching at your door, it desires to have you, but you must master it” (Gen 4:7).  The knowledge of good and evil.  You can choose.  You know what is right, so do the right thing.

Sin was crouching at Cain's door.  It desired to “have” him -  to master him - to control him.  There's picture given to us here in that Hebrew word `crouching`.  It is a word used in other literature referring to a demon crouching at the door of a building to threaten people inside.  A graphic picture of sin – a demon waiting to pounce on Cain, desiring to have him.

Cain knows what he should do - he knows the right thing to do, but the demonic power of sin is too strong…. he doesn’t master it – and murders his brother.  An extreme example of moral failure, and the demonic power of sin.

But that is just the beginning.  Look through the rest of Genesis…. read through the rest of the Old Testament.  What do you see?  Moral failure, more than that, moral chaos!  Polygamy…homosexuality…rape…bestiality…prostitution…adultery…. Incest… people plotting and scheming… people lying and cheating…… dysfunctional families… hatred and deceit and deception…. the list goes on and on.  A catalogue of moral failure – people living under the demonic power of sin.  That is the inevitable consequence of Adam and Eve's rebellion…. that is the inevitable consequence of having a source of discernment and knowledge independent of God.  Total and complete moral failure…. absolute and unadulterated moral chaos.  That is the only way you can describe it - and it has been the same in every age and in every generation.

But God does not give up on a rebellious man.  Right from the very beginning, in Genesis 3, right after the fall, this God – the one true God, talks of salvation: “You will strike his heel” (vs 15), which points to the woman's offspring eventually crushing the serpent's head – a promise fulfilled in Christ's victory over Satan, a victory in which all believers will share.  So, this God is a God who saves – who saves His people from their sin.  The law and the prophets all talk of that salvation – and the law and the prophets – the whole of the Old Testament point to Christ.  The Old Testament highlights the seriousness and the problem of this `moral failure` - this bondage to sin.  The Old Testament does not ignore it, or seek to explain it away.  It faces it, head on – and points to the way of salvation.  It provided the sacrificial system.  As the writer to Hebrews puts it, “day after day every priest stands and performs his religious duties, again and again he offers the same sacrifices, which can never take away sins” (10:11).  The sacrificial system emphasised that “the law requires that nearly everything be cleansed with blood, and without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness” (9:22).  Moral failure, sin, is so serious it requires the shedding of blood.  Now, that sounds a bit strange – even `over the top` to our sensitive 21st century ears!  “Shedding of blood” is just a way of referring to the fact that without death there is no forgiveness of sin.  The punishment for sin is death (Gen.2:17).  “The wages of sin is death” (Rom. 6:23), so blood has to because the punishment for sin is death. Therefore, in the Old Testament in the sacrificial system, animals were sacrificed and their blood was shed so that a person could be made clean – cleansed – another way of saying have their sins forgiven.  But the sacrificial system and the High Priest had to offer sacrifices over and over again -  “Day after Day” – repetition was essential.  Why? Because not one of those sacrifices could remove sin or cleanse the conscience with permanent effect.  It points to the need for a perfect sacrifice….it points to the perfect lamb of God….” the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world” (John 1:29).

So, what I am stressing is simply this:  The God of the Old Testament (and the New) is a God who takes sin very seriously.  He sees it as man's greatest problem – and sees his greatest need is forgiveness of sins – salvation.  That is the thrust of the Old Testament wonderfully accomplished for us in the sacrificial death of Jesus.

The question that now follows is this:  How do the other religions view this problem of moral failure?  How do they view sin?  What do they offer in terms of salvation?  Let us have a quick summary of how the major world religions view these two issues.
JUDAISM.  Judaism believes that, in general, people have the ability to follow the law of God.  Grievous sins within Judaism is not anticipated.  Presumably, that means “good” Jews don’t commit terrible sins – only minor ones!  Salvation is dependent on how obedient the person has been to the Ten Commandments.  It's salvation by works, plain and simple.  Jews are not “evil” they are “good people” and Jewish people are assured of happiness and peace in the next life – because they are Jews.
ISLAM.  Islam does not accept the doctrine of original sin.  Human beings do not have sinful natures.  People are sinless until they rebel against Allah.  People should not behave according to their lower (animal) nature.  Instead, they should use their free will to act in total submission to Allah.  Salvation is attained by believing the teachings of the Koran and by obeying Allah's commands and doing his will.  People must atone for the sins themselves – Allah is not seen as doing any work to deliver Muslims from their sins.  Again, it is another religion denying the seriousness of sin and offering only salvation by works.
BUDDHISM.  Buddhism does not view sin in ethical or moral terms, but as ignorance of the true nature of reality.  All existence is one undifferentiated unity;  evil and good are ultimately the same, but nevertheless, people are responsible to have a proper sense of virtue and decency.  Salvation is seen as striving to attain what the Buddha achieved – spiritual enlightenment.  Buddhists have countless re-births and to end these re-births a Buddhist will seek to purify his heart and to let go of all yearnings towards sensual desires and the attachment to oneself.  That escape is achieved by taking the steps on the Eightfold Path.  You can see that online, salvation by works – again!

We haven’t got time this morning to go through all the world religions – and then there are the Cults – but basically, they are all the same.  Man is basically good – the seriousness of sin is downplayed – and salvation is attained by good deeds.  Now I know that is an over simplification, but essentially those two things are at the heart of all religions and in all the cults.  Christianity is unique in that God takes the initiative himself – for us – on our behalf.  We have all sinned.  We have all fallen short – we all need forgiveness of sins.  Who can forgive sins? Can Allah? Can Buddha? Can Judaism? Can any of the cults offer forgiveness?  Who can forgive sins?  God alone.  The one true God.  The power of forgiving sins in the scriptures is always spoken of as the special prerogative of God. “Who can forgive sins but God alone?” (Mk 2:7).  That was said by Jews who refused to acknowledge the claims of Christ.  They wanted to hold onto their false religion, yet knew that it was God alone who has the power to forgive sins and provide salvation. And the only one who could forgive their sins was standing right in front of them! 

People may, and do, find it hard to accept that the Christian faith is the only one that saves.  But only God can forgive sins.  There is and can only be one way of salvation.  That is the claim of Christianity.  That is what we believe.   That is what we know to be true.  That is what we have to proclaim, “Salvation is found in no-one else, for there is no other name under heaven given to men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).

Next week we will consider another consequence of the Fall - spiritual confusion and to see how it is that the one true God speaks into that confusion.
