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1. An Overview of Christianity

Christianity is the religion of all Christians.
Most Christians belong to one of three major
branches of Christianity — the Roman Catholic
Church, the Eastern Orthodox Churches or Protes-
tant churches. These branches have different be-
liefs about Jesus and his teachings, but all consid-
er Jesus central to their religion. Christians believe
that Jesus was the Son of God and was sent by
God into the world as the Savior of mankind.

According to the New Testament of the
Bible, Jesus Christ was a Jew who lived in what is
now Palestine in the first century. Jesus preached
and performed miracles, and many people believed
in him and followed him. Since some of the things
he taught were in conflict with traditional Jewish
laws and beliefs, at the request of the Jewish reli-
gious leaders, the Romans killed him by nailing
him to a cross. Jesus’ followers were convinced
that he returned to life after his death, and they
soon spread Christianity throughout the Roman
Empire. Today, Christians make up over one third

of the world’s population. Christianity is the major
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" PART! Christianity 2%

religion in Europe, the Americas and Australia. It
also has followers in Africa and Asia.

The teachings of Christianity have had a last-
ing effect on the conduct and social relations of the
Western people. Christianity has had an enormous

influence on Western civilization, especially on

philosophy, literature, art and music.

2. Christian Beliefs

Most Christians share some of the basic be-
liefs, no matter how their doctrines may seem to
be different:

They believe that there is one God, who cre-
ated the universe and is almighty in ruling over all
that are in heaven and on earth, and morally fair
in judgment over good and evil, and who, above
all, loves mankind and is merciful to them.

They believe in the Trinity, the doctrine that
in one God there are three Persons— the Father,
the Son, and the Holy Spirit (or Holy Ghost) .
They believe that God sent his Son, Jesus, into
the world as the Savior of mankind, and that after
Jesus’ earthly life, God remained present on earth
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in the form of the Holy Spirit.

They regard Jesus as God who took on the
human appearance and characteristics of a man.
They believe that Jesus is the Saviour who died to
save humanity from sin, making their salvation
and eternal life possible.

They believe that God intended them to wor-
ship together in groups, that is, in churches, so
that they can encourage one another to lead upright
lives according to God’s moral law.

They think that it is important that when peo-
ple become members of a church, a ceremony
called baptism should be held for them, in which
they are sprinkled or covered with water as a sym-
bol that sin is washed away.

They also accept the Eucharist, also called
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Holy Communion or the Lord’s Supper, as an im-
portant ceremony, in which Christians share bread
and wine as a sign of their unity with each other
and with Jesus.

They hold the Bible as sacred writings and in-
spired by God. They base many of their beliefs
and customs on the teachings found in the Bible,
especially in the New Testament, a collection of
Christian writings added to the Jewish holy books
known as the Old Testament, or Hebrew Bible.

3. The Origin of Christianity

The founder of Christianity was Jesus. When
he began to preach at the age of thirty, Jesus an-
nounced that the kingdom of God, or the rule of
God, was at hand, and people should feel sorry
for their sinful ways to get ready for the kingdom.
As a preacher, Jesus followed the Jewish doctrine
of the Old Testament but carried the message of
love and humanity much further, making them ap-
ply to all men and not only to the Jews.

According to the Bible, while preaching, Je-
sus performed many miracles, healing the sick and
even bringing the dead back to life. Many people
believed in him and followed him. Jesus’ populari-
ty alarmed Jewish officials. They accused Jesus of
disrespect for God, and demanded that he should
be put to death. The Roman officials crucified Je-

sus as a criminal.
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The followers of Jesus believed that Jesus
came back to life after his death and later rose to
heaven. Jesus’ Resurrection (coming back to life)
convinced his followers that he was not only the
one who announced the coming of the kingdom of
God, but also the Messiah, the Saviour of the
Jewish people promised in the Old Testament,
who would come to earth to save the people. They
believed that through his death and Resurrection,
Jesus began to free the human race from all suffer-
ing and evil. His followers also believed that he
would .come again to complete the work he had
begun.

Jesus had chosen 12 men, known as the a-
postles, to preach after his death the good news of
the approaching kingdom of God. According to
the New Testament, about 50 days after the Cruci-
fixion (Jesus death on the Cross), the Holy Spirit
had entered the apostles and given them the ability
to speak foreign languages. This ability enabled
them to spread Jesus’ teachings to all lands.

Peter, the leader of the apostles, became an
authority among the Jewish Christians in Jerusalem.

The apostle Paul was the most important fig-
ures in early Christianity. He was the greatest
missionary of Christianity and its first theologian.
He made several journeys to many cities through-
out the eastern Mediterranean within 30 years after

the death of Jesus, and everywhere he persuaded

the people to become Christians and helped them
set up churches. He did a lot in spreading Chris-

tianity to non-Jewish people.
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