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Doctrine of Salvation 

Humans are religious creatures.  Despite all the talk of atheism, secularism, and agnosticism, the 

statistical reality is that the vast majority of people in the world identify with one of the major world 

religions.  According to the Pew Research Center, “Worldwide, more than eight-in-ten people identify 

with a religious group. A comprehensive demographic study of more than 230 countries and territories 

conducted by the Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion & Public Life estimates that there are 5.8 

billion religiously affiliated adults and children around the globe, representing 84% of the 2010 world 

population of 6.9 billion” (Pew).  Accurate numbers can be difficult to track, but most estimates 

suggest that the six largest world religions (outside of Christianity, which is the largest at 2.1 billion) 

are: 1) Islam – 1.5 billion, 2) Hinduism – 900 million, 3) Buddhism – 376 million, 4) Sikhism – 23 

million, 5) Judaism – 14 million, & 6) Bahá'í – 7 million (Infoplease).  In our increasingly connected 

world it is of vital importance to understand what these religions believe.  What is their background?  

What are their basic teachings?  How do they answer some of the essential questions which all 

religions must address?  For Christianity, perhaps the most basic question is the one which the jailer 

asked in Acts 16:30 “Sirs, what must I do to be saved?”  The “doctrine of salvation” (a term which will 

be defined shortly), of each world religion tells us a lot about what that religion believes and of how we 

as Christians should interact with it.  Indeed, comparing the doctrine of salvation of each of these major 

world religions to that of Christianity reveals a fascinating fact.  Christianity offers a fundamentally 

different and distinct doctrine of salvation from other world religions. 

 

This paper will seek to survey each of the six major world religions listed above.  First, we will 

consider the doctrine of salvation of each of these religions.  Then, as the purpose of this paper is to 

critically contrast the Christian doctrine of salvation with that of the other major world religions, we 

will save our discussion of Christianity's doctrine of salvation to the end.  Before we can begin our  
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survey and draw our conclusions, however, we must define what we mean by a “doctrine of salvation” 

and make some general observations and admissions about the challenges and limitations of a paper of 

this nature.   

 

To begin then: what is a “doctrine of salvation”?  The Oxford dictionary defines “doctrine” as, “A 

belief or set of beliefs held and taught by a Church, political party, or other group”, and defines 

“salvation” generally as, “Preservation or deliverance from harm, ruin, or loss”, and defines it 

theologically as, “Deliverance from sin and its consequences” (Oxford).  A doctrine of salvation, 

therefore, is a belief or set of beliefs about how one is to be preserved or delivered from harm, ruin, 

loss, or sin.  The problem is that this language and thinking (which has been central to the development 

of Western Christianity in particular) is not always found in other world religions.  Different religions 

not only give different answers to basic questions, they can also raise an entirely different set of 

questions using entirely different language.  That being the case, while the language of a doctrine of 

salvation might flow from the Christian tradition, we can still find analogous concepts in all religious 

systems.  The existence of a doctrine of salvation presupposes the necessity of salvation.  Salvation 

from something, and salvation to something.  Behind every doctrine of salvation is a further question: 

saved from what?  Put another way, each world religion (for all of their many differences) has to 

answer certain questions.  Where salvation is concerned there are at least two basic questions: 1) what 

is wrong with the world? & 2) what is the solution?  All religions assume that the world is not as it 

should be.  All teach that there is some problem which must be overcome and addressed.  Where the 

differences begin is in the answers given to the two questions raised above.  For our purposes however, 

it is sufficient at this point to recognize that when we are seeking to understand the doctrine of 

salvation we are seeking to understand how any given religion answers these two basic questions.  

Because of this, these two questions will shape our discussion of these religions in this paper.  
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What then, are the general observations and admissions we must make about the challenges and 

limitations of a paper of this nature?  Several come to mind.  Perhaps the first of which is to recognize 

that any religion can be difficult to accurately categorize and describe.  Human religions are not static 

creations of culture but rather act as continually-developing creators of culture.  They affect, and are 

affected by, social, cultural, economic, historical, and political forces.  To complicate matters further, 

while some religions (such as Christianity) have set beliefs which can be fairly clearly derived from 

written Holy Books, other religions operate on very different principles and might draw from any 

number of sources.  Thus, while one can read church documents such as catechisms or creeds to 

apprehend at least the basics of Christianity, there are no analogous documents for something like 

Hinduism, Taoism, or the various tribal and ethnic religions of the world.  In addition to all of this is the 

related problem (which Christianity itself exhibits so well), that there are often various groups within a 

given religion who will claim the name.  In Christianity for example, Roman Catholics, Eastern 

Orthodox, Liberal Protestants, and Evangelical Protestants would all be classified as “Christian” even 

though they would provide radically different patterns of belief, behavior, and doctrine.  Indeed, even 

on the narrow question of a doctrine of salvation each of these groups would give a different answer.  

The same dynamic holds true in all of the world religions.  It is thus a tremendous challenge to even 

describe what “the” Buddhist doctrine of salvation is.  Which branch of Buddhism?  On what are you 

basing your description of Buddhism?  If this wasn't complicated enough, a still further challenge is 

that there is nearly always a gap between the stated beliefs of any church or religion and the actual 

beliefs and lives of its members.  Thus, one might find someone identifying as Muslim who doesn't 

follow the Five Pillars of Islam, a Hindu who has adopted some materialist assumptions, a Buddhist 

who practices violence, or a Roman Catholic who uses birth control.  This paper, therefore, can only 

hope to speak in the most general of ways about each of the religions in view.  This generalization is 

unavoidable, but hopefully will still provide the reader with a basic starting point in their thinking. 
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Having made these caveats, we will begin our study with a bit about the background and beliefs of the 

world's second largest religion: Islam.  To understand Islam, we must understand Muhammad.  As one 

survey book puts it, “The early history of Islam revolves around one central figure, Muhammad.  

Although the teaching of Islam is an interesting mixture of different religions, the origin of the faith is 

found historically in the one person of Muhammad” (McDowell & Stuart 378).  Muhammad was born 

in 570 A.D. and hailed from the Arabian peninsula – a place that was at that time a melting pot of 

Christianity, Judaism, and various tribal religions – and spent his early years as a merchant traveling the 

trade routes of the day.  He married a wealthy widow when he was 25 and began to spend an increasing 

amount of time in meditation in remote mountain locations.  In 610 A.D. he told his wife that he had a 

vision of the angel Gabriel speaking to him.  His wife convinced him that this message was from God 

and that the word he had received about his role as God's prophet was to be believed.  Thus, Islam was 

established.  Over the next few decades Islam grew from a few followers to encompass the entirety of 

the Arabian peninsula.  After Muhammad's death in 632, these early Muslims found remarkable 

military success and had soon conquered all of North Africa and the Middle East to the point that their 

empire pressed up against the Byzantines in the East and reached into Spain in the West.   

 

Since that time Islam has spread all over the world.  There are two major groups of Muslims, the 

Sunnis and the Shiites.  This paper will focus on describing the Sunni branch of Islam since the vast 

majority of Muslims (statistics show that somewhere between 85-90%) would fall into that camp.  At 

the core of Islamic belief and practice are the Five Pillars of Islam.  These Five Pillars are 1) The Creed 

(Kalima or Shahada) which is, “There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is the Prophet of Allah.”  

2) Prayer (Salat) which is practiced five times every day (at dawn, noon, mid-afternoon, sunset and 

evening) as the worshiper follows a strict physical ritual facing towards Mecca.  3) Alms-giving (Zakat) 

in Muslim countries there is a 2.5% tax which is to be given to the poor as well as free-will offerings 
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which can be made for those in need.  4) Fasting (Ramadan) a month of fasting from food, drink, and 

sex during the daylight hours of the Holy month in which Muslims teach that Allah revealed Himself to 

Muhammad.  5) The Pilgrimage (Haji) every Muslim is to make a pilgrimage to Mecca at some point 

during his life (McDowell & Stuart 390-392).  While these basic practices do not stand alone in Islamic 

life or belief (one could add descriptions and discussions of the Qur'an, Sharia law, Jihad, etc...) even 

this simple description of the basic practices of Islam help to lay a foundation to understand and discuss 

their core beliefs concerning salvation.  As with all religions, to understand their beliefs about salvation 

we must see how they answer the two basic questions: 1) what is wrong with the world? & 2) what's 

the solution?                 

 

Christian writer, James Sire, helpfully points out that any comparison between Christianity and Islam 

can easily fall into one of two errors.  The first error is to fail to recognize the legitimate overlap 

between the two religions in terms of both vocabulary and belief while the other is to confuse 

superficial similarities with substantial agreement (Sire 245).  Both Islam and Christianity are exclusive 

religions that have always understood themselves to stand in contrast to other faiths.  Part of their 

shared vocabulary, however, is in discussions of sin.  For both Christianity and Islam, sin is at the core 

of our problems in the world.  We'll discuss what that means for Christians towards the end of this 

paper, but as one resource puts it, “For the Muslim, sin is a lack of obedience to Allah.  Thus, man is 

sinful by act only, not by nature” (McDowell & Stuart 397).  The problem is sin, but it is not an 

inherited sin from a fallen nature but rather the individual acts of disobedience to Allah that create 

disharmony with others and ultimately condemnation and exclusion from paradise.  Sire summarizes it 

this way, “In the simplest of terms, Islam sees each human being spending a lifetime on probation” 

(Sire 259).   
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The solution to this problem is to obey Allah.  Obedience to the Five Pillars and a life lived in 

submission to Allah's will is the only thing that can bring hope of deliverance from condemnation.  

Islam knows little of grace, mercy, or love.  Rather, as one reference book puts it, “The Muslim 

operates under a legalistic system and must earn his salvation” (McDowell & Stuart 396).  At root then, 

Islam is a works-religion.  The problem is the acts of sin which individuals commit against the law of 

Allah, and the solution is giving care and attention to the practice of obedience.   

 

We spoke earlier about the challenge of speaking with authority about exactly what some world 

religions believe.  This tension is perhaps most strongly felt when one seeks to speak about Hinduism.  

As one text puts it, “An introductory examination of Hinduism can be very challenging, since there is 

no founder, no clear historical beginning point nor central text, as we find in most religious traditions.  

Hinduism is an extremely diverse tradition that consists of a wide range of practices and beliefs, 

making the task of generalization nearly impossible” (Haberman 27).  Even its historical origins can be 

difficult to pin down.  It seems that Hinduism came to be identified with the general religion of the 

peoples inhabiting the land east of the river Indus (which is where the names “Hindu” and “Hinduism” 

were to arise) during the time of the Persian Empire.  Derek Cooper traces the development of the 

terms by observing that, “With the rise of Christian missionaries from Europe and North America in the 

nineteenth century, the names Hindu and Hinduism stuck, and they have become synonymous with 

essentially all the people from Greater India who are not [of another religion]” (Cooper 8-9).  

 

What can we say about Hindu beliefs?  Once again, things get complicated as the layers of diversity 

make it difficult to distinguish and delineate exactly what constitutes Hindu orthodoxy.  Perhaps, 

however, this very aversion to settled orthodoxy provides us with a good place to start.  Hinduism is 

diverse not just because of historical development, but actually by dogmatic design.  Hinduism is  
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supposed to take on whatever shape it is given by the worshipper.  As one scholar put it, “If we were to 

take Hinduism as a whole – its vast literature, its complicated rituals, its sprawling folkways, its 

opulent art – and compress it into a single affirmation, we would find it saying: You can have 

what[ever] you want” (Cooper 15).  This becomes clear in the vast numbers of gods (over 330 million 

deities are worshipped by Hindus), the wide array of holy texts, and the diverse paths of life and 

behavior which are taught.  Despite the diversity, however, Hinduism does provide enough coherence 

to allow us to answer our two critical questions in at least a general way. 

 

So what then, according to Hinduism, is the problem with the world?  To answer that question we must 

first define two key Hindu terms: “Brahman” and “atman”.  Although Hinduism recognizes an ever 

growing pantheon of literally hundreds of millions of gods, it ultimately believes that all of these 

diverse gods are expressions of the underlying unity of all things.  This principle (or person) of 

fundamental unity is called Brahman.  “Brahman”, as one author put it, “was identified as the fine 

essence that pervades the entire universe.  It is the totality of all reality, both manifest and unmanifest” 

(Haberman 29).  We must not make the mistake here of reading this to say that Hinduism is at root 

monotheistic – far from it.  In reality, the Hindu idea of Brahman points towards its radical pantheism.  

Brahman is the unseen reality behind all that we experience as individuals.  The soul of the individual 

is known as the atman – or “self”, and it is in exploring the link between the concepts of Brahman and 

atman that Hinduism’s answer to our two critical questions becomes clearer.   

 

What then, for the Hindu, is wrong with the world?  Haberman describes the fundamental problem well 

when he says, “The main problem with human existence is that we are ignorant of the true nature of 

reality. […] stated in different terms, the human predicament consists of a severe identity problem: we 

don’t know who we really are.  We identify ourselves with the fragmented, seemingly disconnected  
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phenomenal world of diversity, instead of with the One Brahman.  We are creatures of infinity stuck in 

highly conditioned and finite personalities” (Haberman 34-35).  It is not hard to see how problematic 

this is for the Hindu.  If my atman (or individual self) has lost its sense of identity as part of brahman 

(the one) then in matter of fact I am not truly participating in reality.  I am living an illusion and am 

doomed to continual reincarnations until I can be freed from the fragmented and disconnected existence 

that can only come from failing to resolve this problem of identity.   

 

So how can this problem of identity be solved?  What is the solution to the world’s great problem?  

Again, Haberman is helpful, “The primary aim of [Hinduism] is to bring about a shift in identity from 

the transient ego self associated with the body to the eternal and infinite self that is not different from 

the All.  In other words, the goal is to realize that the atman is brahman” (Haberman 33).  Finding the 

path to realize this goal is where the diversity of Hinduism comes into the fore again, but the 

fundamental point is that whatever path one might choose (or whatever god one might choose to 

worship) it is all with the goal of realizing this ultimate unity with the divinity of the All.  Cooper 

summarizes the Hindu doctrine of salvation well when he says,  

“One way to thing about the Hindu religion is to understand it as the journey of the soul. […]  

What is important for Hindus is not salvation from sin but liberation from the continual cycle of 

death and rebirth – what is called sumsara (“continuous flow”).  Liberation from this cycle 

comes about by uniting with the divine” (Cooper 21-22).    

 

The next religion we want to consider also hails from the Indian sub-continent: Buddhism.  To 

understand the background and beliefs of Buddhism we must first understand the story of its founder, a 

man known as “the Buddha”.  As Cooper tells it, “The story of the Buddha’s life begins when a prince 

of the warrior caste named Siddhartha Gautama (563-483 BC) was born to the Shakya tribe in present- 
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day Lumbini, Nepal” (Cooper 29).  Siddhartha was born as a wealthy prince, and though his mother 

died in given him life, there was a prophecy that he would grow to become a great ruler as long as he 

was not exposed to suffering.  His father sought to protect him so that he might become a great king, 

but as a young man Siddhartha made, “four successive trips during which he encountered the realities 

of sickness, aging, death, and liberation, respectively” (Cooper 30).  These came to be known as the 

Great Signs and prompted Siddhartha to leave his life of luxury in search of the solution to suffering.  

He gave himself to all manner of acetic and religious disciplines but to no avail.  Finally, as he was 

sitting under a sacred tree in India he found true enlightenment.   

 

In the years following these experiences Siddhartha (now known as, the Buddha) gathered a group of 

followers who memorized his teachings.  It is from this oral tradition (which would later be codified 

into the various Buddhist “Scriptures”) that Buddhism draws its general views.  Much like Hinduism, 

Buddhism can be notoriously difficult to define and describe.  There are various Buddhist traditions 

and schools of thought (the two largest being Theravada Buddhism and Mahayana Buddhism) which 

subdivide into smaller sects and a variety of beliefs.  Still, there are some general beliefs which 

characterize the religion as a whole.  These are perhaps best summarized by understanding the “Four 

Noble Truths” and the “Noble Eightfold Path”.  The Four Noble Truths are the principles which the 

Buddha first taught his disciples after his experience of enlightenment under the tree.  They can be 

summarized this way: the first truth is that all of life is marked by suffering.  The second, is that we are 

trapped in a continual cycle of aging, sickness, and death (or samsara) because we desire things and 

attach ourselves to them.  The third Noble Truth is that suffering – the root cause of which is ignorance 

– can be eliminated, and the fourth Noble Truth is that suffering can only be eliminated by practicing 

the Noble Eightfold Path (Cooper 38-39).  
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Before we define the Noble Eightfold Path it would be instructive to take a step back for a moment to 

observe what we have already said.  The Four Noble Truths espoused by the Buddha go a long way 

towards answering one of our two critical questions: “what is wrong with the world?”  The root 

problem for Buddhism is that of suffering, and therefore the ultimate goal of Buddhism is the 

elimination of suffering.  What allows suffering to take hold in our lives is our continual grasping after 

things.  When we attach ourselves through desire to the world we hold ourselves back both from seeing 

the world as it truly is and experiencing the freedom from suffering that is nirvana (or enlightenment).  

The problem then, is that our ignorance and desire fuels suffering.   

 

What, then, is the solution to this problem?  This is where the Noble Eightfold Path comes into play.  

As Cooper helpfully defines it,  

“To condense the Noble Eightfold Path into a paragraph, the attaining of enlightenment entails 

the following: 1) seeing things as they truly are and understanding the reality of and cause of 

suffering, 2) thinking accordingly, 3) speaking the truth, 4) acting and doing according to this 

teaching, 5) living in a manner that does not disrupt other life, 6) spending one’s time doing 

good things and not becoming attached to anything, 7) being aware of one’s thoughts at all 

times, and 8) focusing one’s mind and concentrating” (Cooper 39).  

There is much more to Buddhist thought than this, but it fairly summarizes the core of the Buddhist 

doctrine of salvation.  We must free ourselves from the cycle of suffering and bondage.  It is up to us to 

pursue freedom and enlightenment.  One of the Buddhist holy texts (the Dhammapada) says it 

succinctly this way, “If your mind is altogether free, you will not again enter into birth and decay 

(24.15).  If you allow yourself to be tossed by doubts and swayed by strong passions, and if you yearn 

only for what is sensually pleasing, your thirst will grow greater and greater, and you will make your 

bonds stronger and stronger (24.16).” 
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The next major world religion is perhaps less well known in the West than the three we’ve looked at so 

far.  Although there are 23 million Sikhs in the world many would be hard pressed to describe the 

content of this faith.  As one survey text put it, “Sikhism is a religion all but unknown to western 

civilization.  Its adherents are to be found for the most part in the Punjab province of India.  A fairly 

recent religion, Sikhism is an attempt to harmonize two of the world’s greater religions, Hinduism and 

Islam” (McDowell & Stuart 400).  This brief description already begins to explore some of the 

background and beliefs of this religion.  To more fully understand Sikhism’s beginnings we must go 

back to the life of Guru Nanak.  Born in Talwandi, India (in the Punjab region) in 1469 A.D., Nanak 

spent his life from an early age seeking religious truth.  He spent time in philosophical and spiritual 

debate, meditation, and religious reflection.  It was not until he was 33 years old that he claimed to 

have received a divine call.  As one writer tells the story,  

“One day after bathing, Nanak disappeared into the forest and was taken in a vision to God’s 

presence.  He was offered a cup of nectar, which he gratefully accepted.  God said to him: “I am 

with thee, I have made thee happy, and also those who shall take thy name.  Go, repeat Mine, 

and cause others to do likewise.  Abide uncontaminated by the world.  Practice the repetition of 

my Name, charity, ablutions, worship, and meditation…My Name is God, the primal Brahma.  

And thou art divine Guru”” (McDowell & Stuart 400).   

Following this call, Nanak (who was now to be known as the first guru) began to have followers flock 

to him.  By the time of his death at the age of 70, he had many followers who had come to him from 

both Hinduism and Islam.  There were 10 gurus who followed in succession after him and, as 

McDowell records, “After the tenth guru in the line of succession died in 1708, the loyalty of the Sikhs 

was transferred from the personal authority of the guru to the sacred book, the Granth Sahib, and so it 

remains today” (McDowell & Stuart 401).  The Granth Sahib, is written by multiple authors in multiple 

languages and is largely based on the Sikh interpretation of the ideas of both Hinduism and Islam.   
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Thus, it is easiest to describe the beliefs of Sikhism in terms of the similarities and differences it has 

with these two faiths.  Similar to Hinduism, Sikhism believes in an impersonal, mystical, Supreme 

Unity that can still manifest itself in many forms.  They also hold in common belief in Karma and the 

transmigration of souls, and reject the practice of proselytizing.  In contrast to that (and in similarity to 

the teachings of Islam), Sikhism places a high value on the repeating of prescribed prayers, worship 

through repetition of the name of the deity, extreme reverence for their sacred text, and devotion to the 

founder (in this case, Nanak) as the prophet of God (McDowell & Stuart 403).   

 

In light of this background, how does Sikhism answer our two basic questions?  In many ways, their 

answers are similar to that of Hinduism on these points.  For the Sikh, the problem is not one of 

original sin.  Sikhs believe that all of creation is united to divinity, the question is how to overcome the 

illusion of individuality and selfishness to truly realize the oneness we share with the divine.  The basic 

problem is one of overcoming illusion through enlightenment.  As the problem is recognized and 

confronted (through doing good works, and serving and submitting to God) the path is opened to full 

intermingling with the Divine.  Robert Hume puts it well when he says, “The Sikh religion teaches that 

salvation consists in knowing God, or in obtaining God, or being absorbed into God. […] This method 

of obtaining salvation by a pantheistic merging of the individual self with the mystical world soul is 

identical with the method of salvation which had been taught in the Hindu Upanishads” (Hume 102-

103).   

 

The next religion we will consider will be far more familiar to most Western readers.  Judaism, as was 

mentioned in the introduction, is the 6
th

 largest religion in the world today with over 14 million 

followers.  The Christian might readily believe that he knows a lot about Judaism because they share 

the Old Testament; and while there are areas of similarity and overlap, it is an oversimplification to  
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suggest that the Old Testament equals Judaism.  As apologist Richard Ramsay puts it,  

“Although Christians share many common beliefs with Jews – including the rich heritage of the 

Old Testament, belief in a personal creator God who made man in his image, and the moral law, 

we must be careful not to think we worship the same “God.”  It is not simply the case that Jews 

need to add Jesus and the New Testament to their belief system.  Jews have distorted the 

concept of God and the Old Testament in fundamental ways” (Ramsay 193).     

We’ll probe deeper into what those distortions are when we consider how Judaism answers our two 

basic questions, but before we do that we need to revisit the basic background and beliefs of Judaism.  

Informed Christians will be familiar with the Old Testament story of the origins of the world and God’s 

special calling out of the Jewish people from the seed of Abraham.  From these humble origins of a 

tribal family in the ancient near-east, the Jewish people would go on to possess the land of Israel, to 

lose that land through the curse of exile and conquest, to experiencing a dispersion which would open 

the door for disproportionate influence on the world.  As one text puts it, “Although small, the Jewish 

people have penetrated all parts of the world and have infused their distinct culture into the larger 

cultures in which they find themselves.  The Jewish story is one of trying to maintain one’s Jewish 

identity within the larger context of ethnically and religiously diverse nations” (Cooper 80).   

 

How have Jews sought to maintain their identity as minorities in larger cultures?  From the 

Enlightenment on, there have been basically three options from which a Jew might choose: Orthodox 

Judaism, Reform Judaism, and Conservative Judaism.  Orthodox Judaism, as Cooper defines it, “is the 

most traditional of the various forms of Judaism and is a continuation of the Judaism practiced by most 

Jews before the Enlightenment” (Cooper 93).  In contrast to the rigid traditionalism of Orthodox  

Judaism stands Reform Judaism.  Reform Judaism can be fairly compared to liberal Christianity in its 

impulse to reject what it deems as “outdated” practices of beliefs in favor of a more “modern” religion. 
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As Cooper says, “Reform Judaism advocates a radical program of reform and modernization of the 

Jewish religion into contemporary culture” (Cooper 93).  Conservative Judaism is the attempt to 

mediate between the Orthodox and Reform camps, agreeing with the Orthodox that the commands of 

the Tanakh (the Old Testament) and the Talmud (rabbinical Jewish teachings) must be central, while 

also agreeing with the Reform Jews that Judaism must adapt to contemporary culture.   

 

Despite this range of diversity, there are unifying factors within Judaism, and that is where the answers 

to our two key questions (i.e. what’s wrong with the world?, and, what is the solution?) come into a 

clearer focus.  What then, is the unifying factor within Judaism?  Cooper provides a succinct answer 

when he says, “Practically speaking, the locus of this question – however we answer it – should 

concentrate less on defining Jews as believing in certain things than on doing certain things.  Jews 

emphasize action over belief” (Cooper 96).  Whether one is a Reform, Orthodox, or Conservative Jew 

the focus is always on the action, the external, the ritual.  While they may disagree on the exact actions, 

externals, and rituals to observe the basic approach to God and to life remain strikingly similar.  The 

same holds true in their doctrine of salvation.  Judaism in its various forms teaches that the way to 

peace with God and man is through obedience to the law.  We see this in Jesus’ interaction with the 

Jewish leaders in his own day, and the same holds true for modern Judaism as well. 

 

Before we contrast the major religions of the world with Christianity we have one more faith to 

consider: the Baha’i faith.  While many might not be as familiar with Baha’ism as with some of the 

other faiths that have been covered in this paper, there are over 6 million adherents to this religion.  

Baha’i also has the distinction of the being the youngest of the major world religions.  It, “began in Iran 

in the nineteenth century with a young religious Iranian businessman known as Mirza’ Ali Muhammad, 

who came to believe himself to be a divine manifestation projected into the world of time and space as  
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a “Bab” (Gate) leading to a new era for mankind” (Martin 321).  The surrounding Islamic culture didn’t 

take a kind view of these new revelations and in 1850 they determined to murder the young Bab.  

Before he died, however, he prophesied that there would be a prophet who would be a manifestation of 

the one true God.  This prophet would be the one to bring about the oneness of all mankind and unite 

the divergent streams of faith into that of Baha’i.  As Martin records, “Modern Baha’ism considers that 

the Bab’s great prophesy has been fulfilled by Mirza Husayn’ Ali, better known to the initiated as 

“Bahá'u'lláh,” who succeeded the messianic throne of Baha’ism upon the death of his unfortunate 

predecessor, the Bab” (Martin 322).   

 

The beliefs of the Baha’i are simple and have often been summarized by the saying: “The Oneness of 

God, the Oneness of Religion, and the Oneness of Humanity” (Martin 321).  It began as an offshoot of 

Islam that evolved into a desire to embrace all religions into one faith.  As such, the Baha’i reverence 

all of the prophets and founders of the major world religions (Jesus, Moses, Muhammad, Zoroaster, 

Buddha, Krishna, Lao, Confucius, etc…) but see Bahá'u'lláh as the latest and most complete 

manifestation of the Divine.  His writings are viewed as the final authority in matters of religion.  

Martin summarizes the basic Baha’i beliefs this way,  

“The basic principles of the Baha’i Faith include the oneness of the world of humanity; the 

foundation of all religions as one; religion must be the cause of unity; religion must be in accord 

with science and reason; one must pursue independent investigation of truth; equality between 

men and women; the abolition of all forms of prejudice; universal peace; universal education; a 

universal language; the spiritual solution of economic problems; and an international tribunal” 

(Martin 324). 

As is clear from the paragraph above, the overarching passion of Baha’ism is the drive for unity.  The 

great enemy for the Baha’i is exclusivity in religion or division in dogma.  In addition to this broader  
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concern, however, Baha’i shares with Islam and Christianity a belief in man’s personal sin and 

imperfection.  As Christian apologist Walter Martin, investigated the Baha’i faith, he conducted 

interviews with knowledgeable practitioners to learn about their doctrine of salvation.  Because of their 

borrowing from other world faiths he knew that in addition to the problem of exclusivity and division, 

the Baha’i were also concerned with the consequences of sin.  He asked this question of one Baha’i 

believer, “[H]ow in Baha’ism do you deal with the problem of your own personal sin?  Answer: We 

accept the fact that no one is perfect, but by the practice of principles laid down by Bahá'u'lláh and by 

making every effort through prayer and personal sacrifice to live in accord with the character of the 

divine being revealed in him, we can arrive at eventual salvation as you like to term it” (Martin 327).  

How, then, do the Baha’i answer our two basic question?  The answer couldn’t be clearer.  For the 

Baha’i, the problem with the world is our sin apart from God (which can particularly manifest itself in 

the radical disunity of the world’s religions), and the solution to the problem is through personal effort 

and spiritual discipline.   

 

We claimed at the beginning of this paper that Christianity offers a fundamentally different and distinct 

doctrine of salvation from other world religions.  This might seem a radical claim to make, but as we 

pull together the disparate threads of thought from the various world religions and contrast the tapestry 

they make with that of Christianity, the difference between Christianity and other world religions 

comes sharply into focus.  We have considered how each of the six largest religions answers our two 

critical questions, but how then does Christianity respond?  According to the teachings of the Bible, 

what is wrong with the world?   

 

To answer this question we have to go back to the very roots of creation.  In the first three chapters of 

Genesis, the Scriptures record the story of the creation of all things from the mouth of God.  God spoke  
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the creation into existence, and it was good.   Then, as Genesis 2:13 beautifully put it, “The LORD God 

took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it.”  The first man was called 

“Adam”, and it was not long before he was to fall into sin by doing the one thing God had commanded 

should not be done: eating the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil.  As a result of this 

fall into sin, God cursed Adam – and through him, all of his offspring as well.  As the Apostle Paul 

describes it, “sin came into the world through one man, and death through sin, and so death spread to 

all men because all sinned […] therefore, one trespass led to condemnation for all men,” (Romans 5:1, 

18a).  The effects of the fall reach into the corners of creation and define the heart of the human 

condition.  Again, Paul puts it memorably in Romans 3:23 when he says, “for all have sinned and fall 

short of the glory of God.”  For the Christian, sin is the problem with the world – and it is a problem 

that not only manifests itself in our external circumstances but even more profoundly in our internal 

nature.  As James puts it, “But each person is tempted when he is lured and enticed by his own desire.  

Then desire when it has conceived gives birth to sin, and sin when it is fully grown brings forth death” 

(James 1:14-15).   

 

At this point the reader might well echo the words of the Apostle Paul who cried out, “Wretched man 

that I am! Who will deliver me from this body of death” (Romans 7:24)?  The Scriptures paint a bleak 

picture of a humanity born enslaved to a sinful nature which can produce no good.  Christianity leaves 

no room for human effort to merit, earn, or attain to salvation.  Mankind is, to quote Paul again, “dead 

in [their] trespasses and sins” (Ephesians 2:1).  If sin is the problem, then what is the solution?  Again, 

Paul answers profoundly and beautifully in his writings when he proclaims,  

“But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, even when we 

were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ – by grace you have been saved 

– and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, so  
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that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward 

us in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 2:4-7).   

To fully unpack this quote would be to plumb the depths of Christian theology, but to put it succinctly: 

the solution to the problem of sin is the free gift of God’s only Son – the Word made flesh, who came, 

and lived, and died for our sins on the cross.  In Christian teaching, it is only through the free offer of 

the gospel that man can be made right with God and sin can be overcome.  To quote Ephesians once 

more, “For by grace you have been saved through faith.  And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of 

God, not a result of works, so that no one may boast” (Ephesians 2:7-10). 

 

At the end of the day, it is this truth which sets Christianity apart from all other world religions.  Islam 

says that man is saved through submission to Allah.  Hinduism says that man is saved through 

embarking on a journey of the soul to find oneness with the divine.  Buddhism says that man is saved 

by freeing himself from the cycle of suffering through the pursuit of enlightenment.  Sikhism (echoing 

Hinduism) says that man is saved by doing good works which allow him to be absorbed into the 

Divine.  Judaism says that man is saved through the keeping of culture, custom, and rituals.  Baha’ism 

says that man finds freedom from the consequences of sin by spiritual discipline and service.  Only 

Christianity says that mankind is naturally helpless in the face of the great problem of this world.  Only 

Christianity says that it is actually God Himself who comes down to men as a man to bring men to 

God.  Only Christianity says that good works and spiritual disciplines are the fruit of salvation instead 

of the root of salvation.  Only Christianity says that man is saved apart from his own good works or 

efforts.  We can sum up the beauty and distinctiveness of the Christian message with this wonderful 

verse from the Scriptures, “Salvation is of the LORD” (Job 2:9).   

 

 

18 



Works Cited 

Cooper, Derek. Christianity & World Religions. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2013. 

 

The Dhammapada. 2
nd

 Ed. Trans. Eknath Easwaran. Tomales, CA: Nilgiri Press, 2007.  

 

Haberman, David L. “Upanishadic Hinduism: Quest for Ultimate Knowledge.”  Ten Theories of 

Human Nature. Ed. Leslie Stevenson and David L. Haberman. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 

2009. 

 

Hume, Robert E. The World’s Living Religions. New York, NY: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1959. 

 

Infoplease “Top Ten Organized Religions of the World” 7 January 2016 

<http://www.infoplease.com/ipa/A0904108.html> 

 

Martin, Walter. The Kingdom of the Cults. Minneapolis, MN: Bethany House Publishers, 1997. 

 

McDowell, Josh, and Don Stewart. Handbook of Today’s Religions. San Bernardino, CA: Here’s Life 

Publishers, Inc, 1983. 

 

Oxford Dictionary 7 January 2016 <http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/doctrine> 

 

Oxford Dictionary 7 January 2016 <http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/salvation> 

 

Pew Research Center “The Global Religious Landscape” 18 December 2012. 7 January 2016 

<http://www.pewforum.org/2012/12/18/global-religious-landscape-exec/>  

 

Ramsay, Richard B. The Certainty of the Faith. Phillipsburg, NJ: P&R Publishing, 2007. 

 

Reformation Study Bible, English Standard Version. Lake Mary, FL: Ligonier Ministries, 2005. 

 

Sire, James. The Universe Next Door. 5
th

 ed. Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2009. 

 

 

 

 

http://www.infoplease.com/ipa/A0904108.html
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/doctrine
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/salvation
http://www.pewforum.org/2012/12/18/global-religious-landscape-exec/

