Multiplicity of Religions

by Craig Paardekooper

“If there were one God, and all religions were given by that God, then we would expect them all to agree.”

This is a general idea floating in many people’s minds when they consider religions. Why do they differ, if they all
come from one God? Is it even possible to understand why this diversity would be allowed by a just God? And so on.

However, when we consider any religion it is apparent that they are all attempts by peoples to understand their
reality. As such they each bring faculties of investigation, reasoning and experience to bear on the big questions of
life. We could call this knowledge “General Revelation”, since it arises from the general faculties that people use to
discern truth. Such truth is necessarily limited by the availability of data, scientific methodology, experience, and by
the cultural context at a particular time.

However, some of the religions claim to operate in reverse - instead of people attempting to understand their reality,
these religions claim to be attempts by God at helping humans understand, by providing teachings to mankind. We
could call this knowledge “Special Revelation”.

General Revelation is “bottom-up”, whilst Special Revelation is “top-down”.

Due to differences in perspective, culture and understanding we would expect a degree of variation between the
General Revelation across cultures, because people are exposed to different ideas, different information, and adopt
different approaches — some choosing a rational approach, and others a more experiential approach, and still others
an ethical approach. This accounts for much of the variation we see between world religions. If a religion is based on
human effort, then it would show variation because human knowledge is incomplete, speculative and revisable. Such
religions are like an ancient form of science. They aim at truth and are open to change.

In contrast, religions based on God’s effort in teaching us, claim completion, certainty, and non-revisability - you may
be surprised to learn that this “top-down” revelation is confined to the Abrahamic religions — Judaism, Christianity,
Islam.

e General Revelation appeals to evidence and is testable. It’s man searching for God.
e Special Revelation appeals to divine authority. It is knowledge given by God. It’s God reaching out to Man.

Special Revelation is only true if it rests upon the evidence for divine authority, which means that it must be
supported by evidence of supernatural intervention. Such intervention will be in the form of historical events or
supernatural artifacts — events that require a supernatural cause. Events and knowledge that require a supernatural
cause are called miracles and prophecy respectively.

So, to be considered valid, special revelation must be supported by miracles and/or prophecy. In contrast, general
revelation does not require any such support — it has a much wider base in reason, experience, cumulative learning.

It is difficult to PROVE supernatural intervention, even when, for example, a miracle is widely attested. Perhaps it is
not meant to be an absolute proof, but only a signpost to guide our own investigations. It’s as if the “proof” was
saying “this is what | claim. Now go and find out if it is true.” So supernatural intervention can provide a map to help
our search.



Faith and Evidence

The religions that claim special revelation are Christianity, Islam, Judaism. Special Revelation asks us to have faith,
and see if it is true by applying it or just following it. But there still needs to be some criteria for its authority

1. Faith and Authority in Special Revelation

In traditions claiming revelation—such as:

e Judaism
e  Christianity
e Islam

believers are often asked to trust the revelation and follow it.
Faith may involve:

e obedience
e personal commitment
e testing the teachings through lived practice

However, faith cannot logically be groundless, because many competing revelations exist.

Therefore, some criteria for authority are needed.

2. Why Criteria Are Necessary

If a person simply accepted every claim of revelation, they would have to accept contradictory teachings
simultaneously.

For example:

e Christianity teaches that Jesus Christ is the Son of God.
e Islam teaches that Jesus is a prophet but not divine.
e Judaism does not accept Jesus as the Messiah.

Because these claims conflict, authority cannot be accepted without evaluation.

3. Traditional Criteria for Evaluating Revelation
Historically, religions themselves often propose tests.
1. Miracles

Supernatural events validating a messenger.
Examples are associated with figures like:

e Moses
e Jesus Christ
e Muhammad

Miracles serve as divine authentication.



2. Prophecy
Predictions fulfilled later in history.

The prophetic tradition in texts such as the Book of Isaiah or Book of Daniel is often cited in this role.

3. Moral or Spiritual Fruit
Some traditions argue that divine revelation should produce:

e moral transformation
e wisdom
e spiritual insight

This idea is emphasized in teachings attributed to Jesus Christ.

4. Coherence with Previous Revelation
Later revelation should be consistent with earlier revelation if it comes from the same God.
This criterion is important in debates between:

e Judaism
e Christianity
e Islam

4. The Balance Between Faith and Evidence

So special revelation usually involves two elements:
1. Evidence sufficient to justify trust
2. Faith to accept and follow the revelation

The evidence does not remove the need for faith, but it grounds the faith in something historical or experiential.

In short:

Special revelation cannot rely solely on faith; it must offer some recognizable sign of divine authority. Traditionally
those signs are:

e miracles

e prophecy

e moral authority

e continuity with earlier revelation

The latter two, moral authority and continuity, are criteria for general revelation, shared with special revelation. Only
the first two are unique to special revelation, and therefore used to assess its validity.



Internal Criteria Used for Discerning a True Religion

The reason the Abrahamic religions insist on miracles and prophecy as tests of revelation is that their own scriptures
explicitly provide criteria for distinguishing a true prophet from a false one. Since many people could claim to speak
for God, some objective sign of divine authorization was considered necessary.

These criteria arise primarily in the scriptures of Judaism and were later accepted by Christianity and Islam because
they all recognize the authority of the Hebrew prophetic tradition.

1. The Problem the Scriptures Address

In ancient Israel many individuals claimed to speak for God. Without a test, anyone could declare:
“God told me this.”

Therefore, the tradition needed means of verification.

Two tests emerged:

1. Supernatural signs (miracles)
2. Fulfilled prophecy

These became the traditional markers of divine authority.

2. Prophecy as a Test
One explicit rule appears in the Hebrew scriptures associated with Moses.
The principle is simple:

e If a prophet predicts something in the name of God
e and it does not happen
e then the prophet is false.

This rule appears in passages such as those found in the Book of Deuteronomy.

The logic is that accurate knowledge of future events implies divine knowledge.

3. Miracles as Divine Authentication
Miracles were also seen as signs that God supported a messenger.
Examples include events associated with:

e Moses confronting Pharaoh
e the ministry of Elijah
o the works attributed to Jesus Christ

In this framework miracles function as God’s endorsement of a prophet.

4. Continuity of Teaching
However, the Hebrew scriptures also introduce a third test: doctrinal consistency.

Even if someone performs a sign, they must not contradict previous revelation.



This idea appears in warnings against false prophets in texts like the Book of Deuteronomy.
So the three tests become:

1. Miracles — supernatural confirmation
2. Prophecy — accurate foreknowledge
3. Consistency with earlier revelation

5. How the Later Abrahamic Religions Use These Tests
In Christianity
Christianity presents the ministry of Jesus Christ as validated by:

e miracles
o fulfillment of prophecy
e harmony with the Hebrew prophetic tradition

InIslam
Islam similarly argues that Muhammad was authenticated by:

e revelation of the Qur'an
e prophetic signs
e continuity with earlier prophets such as Moses and Jesus Christ.

6. Why These Tests Matter

Because revelation claims are exclusive, the Abrahamic traditions needed a way to answer the question:
“How do we know that God actually spoke?”

Miracles and prophecy were seen as:

e evidence beyond ordinary human ability
e public signs observable by others
e historical events rather than private experiences

This made them testable indicators of divine intervention.

In summary

The Abrahamic religions insist on miracles and prophecy because their own foundational scriptures established these
as God-given tests for identifying genuine revelation and rejecting false prophets.



The scriptural criteria for true versus false prophets already presuppose
human reasoning and evaluation.

My point here is that the very criteria that the Bible employs for defining a true prophet, are evidence and reason,
rather than blind faith.

1. Criteria in the Hebrew Scriptures
For example, in the Book of Deuteronomy:

e A prophet who speaks in the name of God but predicts something that does not happen is declared
false.

e A prophet who advocates idolatry or contradicts earlier revelation is rejected.

e Signs (miracles) can be used to verify divine authority, but the prophet’s teachings must align with the
covenant and law.

Similar principles appear in later Jewish and Christian thought.

2. Implication: We Are the Evaluators
Notice what this requires:
1. Observation

e Did the predicted event occur?
e Did the miracle happen as claimed?

2. Reasoning

e Does the prophet’s teaching contradict prior revelation or moral law?
e s the explanation plausible or consistent with God’s character?

3. Judgment
e Humans must weigh evidence and decide whether the prophet is credible.

In other words, the scriptures themselves entrust us with testing. God gives the rules, but humans apply them with
reason and discernment.

3. Miracles and Prophecy Are Tools, Not Automatic Proof
Even if a prophet performs miracles or predicts future events, the scripture warns that:

e Signs must be interpreted in context.
e Not every claimed miracle proves divine authority — people can be deceived.

So, critical evaluation is built into the very concept of prophecy.

4. Philosophical Consequence
This implies that:

¢ Faith alone is not sufficient to establish a prophet’s legitimacy.
e Reason, evidence, and observation are part of the process.



e Special revelation itself invites engagement, not blind acceptance.

Summary

The scriptural criteria for true and false prophets already assume that humans are active participants: we test
claims, evaluate evidence, and reason about them. Faith is guided by, but not divorced from, critical reasoning.



Evidence provided for special revelation takes the form of legal evidence

There is a pattern of symbolic structuring in biblical “evidence”, which is both historical and literary. The numbers
and motifs in the Bible often reinforce credibility and witness in a way that would resonate with the cultural logic
of the time, which seems very deliberate. Let’s break this down.

1. Numbers as a Motif
Twelve

e 12 tribes of Israel: witnesses to the Exodus and covenant events.
e 12 disciples of Jesus: primary witnesses to his ministry and resurrection.

Meaning: completeness, representative testimony — as if the evidence has enough witnesses to be credible in a
“jury” sense. In ancient legal contexts, multiple witnesses were necessary to establish truth (Deuteronomy 19:15).

Forty

e 40 signs before the resurrection (miracles, teachings, symbolic actions).
e 40 days after the resurrection: appearances and signs of Jesus until the ascension.
e 40 miracles recorded after resurrection over the next 40 years until Jerusalem'’s destruction.

Meaning: a time of testing, trial, and completion. In the Hebrew scriptures, 40 often denotes periods of preparation,
testing, or judgment:

e 40 days of the flood (Noah)
e 40 years in the wilderness (Israel)
e 40 days of Moses on Sinai

2. Cultural Logic: Testing and Witness

e Ancient legal and religious cultures placed heavy emphasis on witnesses and periods of testing.

e Miracles and appearances are not just stories; they function like evidence in a trial: repeated, observed by
multiple people, and over a period of time.

e By structuring evidence in symbolic numbers (12 witnesses, 40 miracles/days), the biblical authors are
appealing to authoritative standards of proof recognizable in their cultural context.

In a sense, the Bible is creating a legalistic or forensic framework: witnesses, signs, time for verification, and
judgment.

3. Implication for Special Revelation

e Evidence in the Bible is not purely abstract; it is embedded in historical, social, and symbolic structures.

e The repetitive and patterned testimony is meant to convince rational evaluation within the cultural logic of
the audience.

e This suggests that even ancient special revelation anticipated the need for human discernment: the
testimony is laid out so that people could weigh it like evidence.

4. Philosophical Insight



The pattern shows that faith is informed by observation and testimony, not just assertion.
Numbers and motifs act as signposts to reason, guiding the audience to recognize divinely validated events.

It aligns with my earlier idea: special revelation can be used like a map, guiding general revelation (reason
and experience) to assess divine claims.

The numbers 3, 40 and 12 are symbolic of witness and testing, in conformity with the legal ideas of multiple
witnesses, juries and periods of trial and evidence gathering. The implication of this is that God asks us to assess the
evidence — he does not require instant blind faith, or decisions based solely upon emotive appeals.

In other words, there is a respect for our logical and evaluative faculties, and our freedom to choose. Its informed
consent — rather than brute dogma.



Jesus lays out evidences for his own identity and mission

Jesus appealed to evidences in support of his ministry. In the Gospels, Jesus explicitly refers to three witnesses that
validate his identity and mission. The third witness completes the triad often cited in theological discussions. Here’s
the breakdown:

1. The Testimony of the Father
e Jesus says God Himself bears witness to Him.
e This includes:
o Jesus’ own works and miracles as evidence of divine approval (John 5:36).
o The voice from heaven at his baptism and transfiguration (Matthew 3:17; Matthew 17:5).

e Function: divine attestation, the highest form of authority.

2. The Testimony of John the Baptist
e John the Baptist publicly identifies Jesus as the Messiah (John 1:29, John 1:34).
e John’srole: he is a recognized prophet and a credible witness.

e Function: human testimony of one who is widely respected in Israel.

3. The Testimony of Jesus’ Works (or the Scriptures, depending on the passage)
e InJohn 5:31-39, Jesus says:

“If | testify about myself, my testimony is not true. There is another who testifies in my favor... You study the
Scriptures diligently because you think that in them you have eternal life. These are the very Scriptures that testify
about me.”

e So the third witness can be understood in two complementary ways:
1. His works/miracles — observable acts validating his mission.
2. The Scriptures (Old Testament) — the prophetic word that points to him.

e Function: external corroboration, either through observable evidence or fulfillment of prophecy.

4. Summary

Witness Nature Function

The Father Divine attestation Highest authority, ultimate confirmation

John the Baptist Human prophetic witness Public credibility, recognized testimony
Observable miracles / fulfilled

Works / Scriptures / External evidence, verification for observers

prophecy

This aligns with my earlier observations:



e Biblical evidence often requires multiple witnesses (echoing legal or jury standards).

e Jesus’ claim of three witnesses fits the pattern of testing and verification seen throughout the Bible: Exodus,
miracles, resurrection signs, prophetic fulfilment.

We can connect this triad of witnesses to the symbolic 12 and 40 motifs noted earlier, showing a broader “biblical
evidence framework” that runs from the Exodus to the resurrection and the destruction of Jerusalem. It’s quite
striking how methodical the structure is.



The Sign of Jonah

Here is another clear example of how Jesus provided an evidential approach to validating his status as send from
God. When the Jews asked for a sign, Jesus replied that the only sign they would receive was the Sign of Jonah -
which referred to his resurrection after 3 days, and then a period of 40 days until judgement.

This is a key example of how Jesus frames evidence in terms of pattern, witness, and time of testing, tying into the
motifs noticed earlier (numbers like 3, 12, 40).

1. The Sign of Jonah

e When the Jews demanded a miraculous “sign” to prove His authority, Jesus said (paraphrased):
“An evil and adulterous generation seeks a sign, but the only sign they will receive is the sign of Jonah.”
(Matthew 12:39-40)

e Meaning: just as Jonah spent three days in the belly of the great fish before being delivered, so Jesus would
spend three days in the tomb before resurrection.

e This is a prophetic-typical sign rather than a spectacle for immediate amazement.

2. The Resurrection

e Jesus’ resurrection after three days serves as the ultimate vindication of His mission.
o ltis:
o Historical evidence: He appeared to witnesses.
o Time-tested: The appearances continued over a period of 40 days, giving observers time to verify His
presence and teachings.
e This 40-day period mirrors biblical patterns of testing and preparation, just as Israel wandered 40 years or
Jesus spent 40 days in the wilderness.

3. Witness and Verification
During these 40 days, Jesus:

1. Appeared to the disciples, including the 12.
2. Gave instructions, teachings, and proofs of His resurrection.
3. Prepared the disciples for the continuation of His mission.

Functionally, this period acts like:

e A time for testimony to be gathered.
e A “jury trial” period, giving multiple witnesses opportunities to observe, verify, and testify.

4. Connection to Biblical Evidence Motifs

e 3days - fulfillment of the prophetic pattern (Sign of Jonah).

e 12 disciples - representative witnesses (like 12 tribes at Exodus).

e 40 days - period of testing and confirmation (like other biblical 40s: Moses on Sinai, Jesus in the
wilderness).

Together, this creates a systematic framework of evidence:

Resurrection - appearances - instruction - ascension



It’s as if the biblical authors are deliberately structuring evidence to meet standards of credible testimony in their
cultural context.

5. Implication

e Jesus’ response shows that God’s evidence is not merely spectacular, but structured, verifiable, and timed.
e Faith is invited, but the framework allows human reason and witness to engage — with general revelation
guided by special revelation.

The 3 days, 12 witnesses, and 40 days of verification, are also linked to the Exodus, miracles, and the destruction of
Jerusalem manifesting a full biblical pattern of testing and witness.



The Destruction of Jerusalem

When we place Jesus’ ministry in the full historical and symbolic timeline, it fits the recurring motifs of 3, 12, 40, and
periods of covenant testing in Scripture. Let’s lay it out clearly.

1. Jesus’ Ministry: 3 Years

e Jesus’ public ministry lasted approximately three years.

e During this time:
o He taught, healed, and performed miracles.
o He gathered the 12 disciples, who served as primary witnesses.
o He repeatedly referenced fulfillment of Hebrew prophecies.

Symbolic and evidential meaning:

e 3 years mirrors biblical patterns of preparation and probation (e.g., the three days of the Sign of Jonah).
e The disciples were being trained as witnesses and stewards of revelation.

2. Resurrection and 40 Days of Verification

e  After the crucifixion:
o Jesus spent three days in the tomb (Sign of Jonah).
o He appeared over 40 days to his disciples, confirming resurrection and teaching (Acts 1:3).

Function:

e Time for witnessing and verification.
e Testimony was structured and repeated, creating a credible evidential foundation.

3. 40 Years Until the Destruction of Jerusalem

e From the resurrection (~30-33 CE) to the destruction of the Jerusalem Temple by the Romans in 70 CE, there
is a period of roughly 40 years.
e During this time:
o The apostles and early Christians spread the message.
o The destruction of Jerusalem serves as a historical confirmation of Jesus’ prophecy about the
Temple’s fall (Luke 21:20-24; Matthew 24).

Symbolic and evidential meaning:

e 40 years parallels the 40-year testing periods in Israel’s history (e.g., wilderness wandering).
e Acts as a long-term verification period, showing that prophecy and events align.

4. Pattern Across Biblical History
Period Event Witness / Verification Symbolic Meaning

Deliverance from
Exodus Egypt 12 tribes Foundation, corporate witness



Period Event Witness / Verification Symbolic Meaning

Training witnesses, teaching,

Jesus’ Ministr ~3 years 12 disciples
y Y P miracles
Prophetic sign (Sign of Jonah),
Resurrection 3 days in tomb Disciples witness 40 days p & . (Sig )
period of testing
Post-resurrection / 40 years until 70  Spread of testimony, prophecy fulfilled Long-term verification,
Early Church CE (Temple destruction) covenant pattern
Observation:

e The Bible uses numbers, witnesses, and time periods to structure historical and prophetic evidence.
e This framework combines special revelation with verifiable historical events, making faith reason-informed
rather than blind.

Exodus, Jesus’ ministry, resurrection, and the 40 years until Jerusalem’s destruction — all embody the motifs (3, 12,
40) — illustrating how the Bible structures its evidence like a “map” for reason.



Covenant Cycle of 430 Years

There is a deep structural pattern in biblical history: the numbers 3, 40, and 430 recur as temporal markers that
mirror covenant cycles and signal periods of testing, witness, and fulfilment.

1. The Covenant Cycle: 430 Years

e Inthe Hebrew Scriptures, God’s covenants with Israel are often associated with long historical periods, e.g.:
o From Abraham to the Exodus: ~430 years (Exodus 12:40-41).
e Function: these long periods serve as historical testing, preparation, and verification before the next
covenant or stage in God’s plan.
e Symbolically, 430 years represents completeness and divine timing in covenant history.

2. Jesus’ Ministry and Resurrection: 3 + 40

e 3 years: Jesus’ public ministry — the time of teaching, miracles, and gathering disciples.

e 40 days: Post-resurrection appearances — time for verification, witness, and preparation for the ascension.

e 40 years: From the resurrection to the destruction of Jerusalem — fulfillment of prophecy, long-term
verification, and the “completion” of the covenant cycle in the era of the Temple.

3. Mirroring 430 Years

e Pattern:
e 430 vyears - 40 + 3 (or 3 +40)

a. This shows a symbolic compression:The long covenant periods of the Old Testament are mirrored in
shorter, emblematic periods in the New Testament.

b. The 3-year ministry, 40-day post-resurrection period, and 40-year era until Jerusalem’s destruction echo
the structure of testing, witness, and fulfillment found in earlier covenant cycles.

Essentially, the Bible seems to encode a “covenant rhythm”:

a. Period of preparation (like 430 years, or ministry)
b. Period of testing / verification (like 40 days)
c. Period of wider fulfillment (like 40 years)

4. Significance

1. Historical continuity: The New Testament doesn’t appear as a sudden break but as the fulfillment of an
established covenantal pattern.

2. Pattern of verification: Witnesses, miracles, resurrection, and prophecy fulfillment all occur in
symbolically meaningful periods.

3. Cultural logic: The audience of the time would recognize structured timing, witnesses, and signs as
markers of divine legitimacy — like a trial or covenantal cycle.

5. Big Picture

e The 3 + 40 motif in Jesus’ ministry mirrors the 430-year covenant cycles in the Hebrew Scriptures.



e This reinforces the idea that biblical evidence is structured: faith is guided by reason, witness, and
observable patterns.

e The Bible appears intentionally designed to provide cumulative, verifiable evidence over time, echoing the
covenantal logic of Israel’s history.

The 430-year covenant pattern alongside persists throughout the Old and New Testaments, showing how the Old

and New Testaments mirror each other in this covenantal rhythm. It really makes the structure of biblical evidence
strikingly clear.



God wants us to exercise discernment

The Bible itself, and the logic of revelation in general, presupposes that God wants humans to exercise their
faculties of general revelation (reason, observation, discernment) to evaluate special revelation. Here’s how it
works:

1. General Revelation as a Faculty

e General revelation = knowledge of God through nature, reason, history, and human conscience.

e Itis accessible to all, independent of any particular scripture.

e Functions as the human “testing tool”: it allows us to see order, causality, morality, and patterns that point
toward the divine.

2. Special Revelation as a Guide

e Special revelation = knowledge directly communicated by God, e.g., prophets, scripture, miracles.
e Provides information we could not otherwise know: covenant, salvation, God’s will.
e Serves as a map or compass, pointing us in directions our reason alone might not reach.

3. Why God Wants Us to Use Both
1. Scriptural precedent:

o Criteria for true and false prophets (Deuteronomy 18:21-22) require humans to test prophecy using
reason and observation.

o Witnesses, miracles, and fulfillment of prophecy are structured so that human faculties can evaluate
them.

2. Faith is reason-guided:

o Special revelation calls for trust, but it is not blind obedience.

o Evidence, historical verification, witness, and patterns provide a rational foundation for faith.
3. Avoiding circularity:

o If special revelation validated itself entirely internally (like the Qur’an as a self-contained miracle), it
becomes circular.

o Using general revelation allows external standards to assess credibility.

4. Practical Analogy
e Map and explorer analogy:
o Special revelation = a map of the terrain (God’s guidance).
o General revelation = your eyes, reason, and compass as you navigate the landscape.
o You don’t accept the map blindly — you check landmarks, cross rivers, and follow signs.

o Yet the map shows paths you could not know from experience alone.



5. Philosophical Implication
¢ God does not want faith divorced from reason.
e He invites humans to engage both faculties:
o Reason (general revelation) confirms and tests claims.

o Special revelation gives direction and knowledge we cannot obtain on our own.

In short: faith and reason are complementary, not opposed. God provides the map, but expects us to walk the
path with discernment.



Guidance, not Replacement

1. General Revelation Religions
o Definition: Religions or philosophies based entirely on human reason, observation, and experience.
e Characteristics:
o Knowledge of God or the ultimate derived from nature, conscience, history, or reflection.
o Open-ended and revisable: new observations or reasoning can alter understanding.
o Evidence and argument are the primary guides.

e Analogy: Exploring the landscape without a map — you rely entirely on your eyes, reasoning, and
experimentation.

2. Special Revelation Religions

¢ Definition: Religions that claim knowledge is directly given by God through prophets, scripture, or
miraculous events.

e Characteristics:
o Provides guidance, help, or insight that is not otherwise accessible.
o Offers direction for morality, purpose, and understanding of God’s will.
o Still requires human faculties of inquiry: reason, discernment, and observation.

e Analogy: Exploring with a map (special revelation). You now have guidance, but you still need to walk the
terrain, test landmarks, and verify paths.

3. Key Insight: Guidance, Not Replacement
e Special revelation is help, not a substitute for reason.
e Biblical and historical standards of evidence illustrate this:
o Prophets are tested by their fulfillment of prophecy.
o Miracles are verified by witnesses.
o Patterns like 3, 12, 40 and covenant cycles are designed to engage human judgment.

e In other words: special revelation is a rational aid — it enhances the power of general revelation but does
not replace the need for inquiry.

4. Practical Implication
e People cannot simply accept special revelation dogmatically without testing it.
e True assessment always involves:
1. Observation

2. Reasoning



3. Comparison to patterns, evidence, and prior revelation

e Faith becomes reason-informed trust, not blind acceptance.

Summary Table

Feature
Source

Role of human
inquiry

Provides

Flexibility

Analogy

General Revelation

Human reason, nature,
conscience

Central

Understanding, moral insight

Revisable

Exploring without map

Special Revelation

God, prophets, scripture, miracles

Central — still required

Guidance, direction, clarifies what cannot be known
otherwise

Presented as final/trustworthy, but testable via evidence

Exploring with map — requires walking the path



Special Revelation is unique to the Abrahamic religions

Sikhism functions much more like a general-revelation religion than a classical Abrahamic special-revelation religion.
Let’s clarify why.

1. Authority Based on Experience, Not Historical Events
e Sikhism emphasizes direct experience of God through meditation, devotion, and ethical living.

e Authority comes from the teachings of the Gurus and the Guru Granth Sahib, not from externally verifiable
miracles or fulfilled prophecies.

e This mirrors general revelation:
o Knowledge of the divine is accessible to anyone willing to engage reason and spiritual perception.

o ltis experiential and contemplative, rather than forensic or historical.

2. Comparison with Abrahamic Special Revelation

Special Revelation (Judaism, I
Feature .. Sikhism
Christianity, Islam)

Basis of Miracles, prophecy, covenant . ) L
. . Spiritual experience, reason, moral insight
authority fulfillment
Historical . . . :
. Crucial (prophecies, miracles) Not emphasized
verification
Role of Public, multiple witnesses, “jury- . . . e .
i o P Y™ nternal or devotional; social witness within Sikh community
witnesses trial” style
Temporal Structured: 3, 12, 40, covenant . . .
Not required; focus on ongoing personal experience
patterns cycles
Testable by Yes — through events, prophecy, Reason and discernment test spiritual coherence, ethical
reason and miracles guidance, and personal transformation

3. Practical Implications

e Sikhism is more flexible than special-revelation religions because it does not claim a single historical chain of
divine interventions.

e |t can be tested by reason and personal experience, much like the general-revelation religions.

e Spiritual practice in Sikhism is the way to verify its guidance, rather than consulting historical miracles or
fulfilled prophecies.

4. Summary
e Sikhism is closer to general revelation:

o It emphasizes reasoned reflection, ethical living, and spiritual experience.



o It provides guidance rather than historical proof.

e Special revelation religions (Judaism, Christianity, Islam) offer help in understanding what is otherwise
inaccessible, but still require testing by reason, witnesses, and historical evidence.

Later | will map the spectrum of religions from general to special revelation, showing where Sikhism, Christianity,
Judaism, and Islam sit in terms of reliance on reason, spiritual experience, and historical evidence. It makes the
comparison very clear visually.



Comparing the Bases of Different Religions

1. Criteria for Historical Special Revelation
For a religion to qualify as historical special revelation, it must:
1. Claim knowledge given directly by God (not derived from human speculation).
2. Provide external, verifiable evidence of divine authority, such as:
o Miracles
o Fulfilled prophecy
o Witnesses
o Historical events that can, in principle, be examined.

3. Have structured patterns of verification, like covenant cycles, periods of testing, or repeated appearances, so
humans can assess credibility.

2. How the Abrahamic Religions Fit

Religion  Historical Miracles Prophecy Witnesses / Verification Conclusion
. Exodus, covenant events, Multiple fulfilled . . Historical ial
Judaism y o pe 12 tribes, public events v 'St? Ical specia
prophets’ miracles prophecies revelation
L ) . OT prophecies fulfilled, 12 disciples, 40-da v Historical special
Christianity Jesus’ miracles, resurrection P , P , P Y . P
Jesus’ prophecies appearances revelation
lslam Few minor miracles; Qur’an Limited predictive Early followers; internal X Limited historical
as primary miracle prophecy textual authority verification
Observation:

e Judaism and Christianity both rely on historically verifiable events and fulfilled prophecy.

e Islam relies primarily on the textual miracle of the Qur’an and minor events — not historically verified
miracles in the same way.

3. Non-Abrahamic Religions
e Religions like Hinduism, Buddhism, Sikhism, and most others are based on:
o Human reasoning
o Spiritual experience
o Ethical and philosophical insight

e They do not claim historical events, miracles, or fulfilled prophecy as the foundation of divine authority.

4. Conclusion



e  Only the Abrahamic religions (Judaism and Christianity) rely on historical special revelation in the classical
sense.

e Islam claims special revelation but does not provide the same historically verifiable evidence; its proof is
primarily textual and spiritual.

e All other religions are closer to general revelation, using reason, conscience, and spiritual experience rather
than verifiable historical interventions.

Here is a visual spectrum of religions, showing:
e General revelation religions (Sikhism, Hinduism, Buddhism, etc.)
e Historical special revelation religions (Judaism, Christianity)
¢ Textual/spiritual special revelation (Islam)

It makes the differences very clear at a glance.



Hinduism and Jainism as General Revelation

Hinduism and Jainism fit the general revelation model rather than the historical special-revelation model. Here’s a
careful breakdown:

1. Hinduism
e Source of knowledge:

o Vedas, Upanishads, and other texts are considered inspired, but much of the authority comes from
philosophical reasoning, meditation, and experiential insight.

o Emphasizes dharma, karma, and moksha through personal understanding and practice.
e Miracles and prophecy:

o There are stories of miraculous events (like avatars), but these are mythic, symbolic, or devotional,
not historically verifiable in the same way as Exodus or the resurrection.

e Verification:

o Truth is assessed through spiritual experience, reasoned reflection, and alignment with dharma,
not historical or forensic proof.

e Conclusion:

o Hinduism operates primarily as a general revelation religion, appealing to reason, meditation, and
experience.

2. Jainism
e Source of knowledge:

o Knowledge of ultimate reality (moksha, karma) is gained through personal discipline, ethical living,
and spiritual insight.

o The Tirthankaras (spiritual teachers) are revered, but their authority is not based on historical
miracles or predictive prophecy.

e Miracles and prophecy:

o Jain texts contain accounts of extraordinary abilities (siddhis) of enlightened beings, but these are
spiritual or symbolic.

o There is no verifiable historical chain of miracles or fulfilled prophecy.
e \Verification:

o Knowledge is tested through meditation, self-discipline, and moral practice, consistent with the
general-revelation model.

e Conclusion:

o Jainism is a general revelation religion, focused on personal reasoning and experience rather than
historical events.



3. Comparative Summary

Feature Historical Special Revelation
Authority Verified miracles, prophecy, witnesses
Historical evidence Required

Verification External, observable events

Examples Judaism, Christianity

4. Key Insight

General Revelation

Reason, experience, meditation, ethics
Optional or symbolic

Internal, experiential, rational

Hinduism, Jainism, Sikhism, Buddhism

e Hinduism and Jainism, like Sikhism, rely on human faculties (reason, conscience, spiritual experience) to

understand ultimate reality.

e Unlike the Abrahamic religions, they do not claim historically verifiable miracles or prophecy as the

foundation of divine authority.

e They guide rather than prove, making them firmly in the general revelation category.

Later | will provide a spectrum of religions from general to historical special revelation, showing Hinduism, Jainism,
Sikhism, Islam, Judaism, and Christianity, which makes the distinctions immediately clear.



The Purpose of Special Revelation

Considering the religious topography, it appears that the special revelations were given to help guide general
revelation. General revelation must be very important, but can fall or stumble into many dead ends. Spiritual
practices, data, and rational discernment are all powerful, but are limited. Special revelation was not given to
hammer general revelation into conformity, but rather to help it.

Special revelation can be seen as offering support and guidance to general revelation, not replacing it or forcing it
into a predetermined conclusion.

1. General Revelation: Powerful but Limited
e Strengths:

o Reason, observation, and experience can reveal a lot about morality, the natural world, and spiritual
truths.

o Provides flexibility and adaptability, allowing humans to explore many paths.
¢ Limitations:
o Canreach dead ends:
=  Spiritual practices may be misleading or culturally conditioned.
» Lack of raw historical data or context can obscure understanding.
= Rational explanations can obscure or reinterpret miraculous events.

o Humans can make errors, misinterpret, or fail to see deeper truths.

2. Special Revelation: A Guide, Not a Hammer
e Purpose:
o To help general revelation navigate toward truth, not to force blind obedience.

o Offers milestones, patterns, and signposts: miracles, prophecy, covenant cycles, and structured
witness.

o Provides access to knowledge otherwise unreachable (e.g., salvation, divine will, covenant history).
e Function:

o Prevents certain kinds of error without suppressing reasoning.

o Gives external validation of spiritual insights humans might otherwise doubt.

o Encourages humans to engage reasoning, observation, and discernment — faith is tested, not
assumed.

3. Analogy: Map and Exploration
e General revelation: your eyes, compass, and reasoning as you explore unknown terrain.

e Special revelation: a map, guideposts, and landmarks pointing to reliable paths.



e Key: the map is helpful, not coercive. You still need to walk the terrain, make observations, and make
decisions.

Without the map, you may wander into dead ends.
With the map, you can navigate more confidently, but you still must exercise judgment.

4. Biblical Example

e Prophecy and miracles (Exodus, Jesus’ resurrection, covenant patterns) are structured to be usable by
human faculties: witnesses, repetition, and time-tested verification.

e Faith and reason work together:
o General revelation notices order, morality, and patterns.

o Special revelation provides guidance to avoid misinterpretation and dead ends.

5. Philosophical Implication
e Special revelation is complementary, not compulsory:
o It enhances human faculties, giving direction and confirmation.
o It does not replace reason or observation, because testing and discernment are part of the process.

e God’s strategy: guide human inquiry toward truth, but still allow free, rational engagement.

Summary
e General revelation = human faculties exploring reality.

e Special revelation = divine guidance helping to navigate, avoid errors, and reach truths otherwise
inaccessible.

e The two work together, forming a coherent epistemic system: reason + guidance.

God helps human inquiry without overriding it. There must be a very important reason why God wants people to
explore different avenues to religious truths, whilst simultaneously providing a map of where truths are found.
Finding truths ourselves must be as important as being given the answers.

There is a richness of discovery that only arises when people are free to explore, even when a teacher is at hand to
offer help.



The Danger of Dogmatism

The only time that special revelation ceases to be a guide and becomes a hammer is when

1. It is falsely claimed, so it provides no evidence of supernatural intervention. Consequently, it claims a prophetic
status, when in reality it is not prophetic. This happens because it wants to use prophetic authority to coerce
conformity. This is not to say that its teachings are false. The content of its teachings (ethics, spiritual practices, daily
worship) may be very commendable, yet its claim to supernatural grounding may still be unsubstantiated. So, it is
general revelation claiming to be special revelation.

2. In the absence of evidence of supernatural intervention, a false religion will claim to be self-evident — requiring no
external validation. This is circular thinking.

Special revelation is intended as a guide, but the moment it is treated as self-validating and above all reason, it
stops being guidance and becomes a kind of epistemic “hammer.” Let’s break this down carefully.

1. Special Revelation as Guide vs. Hammer
Mode Description Effect on Reason

Special revelation offers direction, evidence, and patternsto  Reason, observation, and experience

Guide i . . . s
help general revelation navigate toward truth remain active; faith is tested
Hammer Special revelation is treated as self-justifying; its truth is Reason is suppressed; claims become
assumed without question and used to override reasoning circular; external evidence is ignored

2. Circularity: The Key Problem
e Circularity occurs when the text or revelation validates itself as proof of its own divine origin.

o Example: “The Qur’an is miraculous; it proves Muhammad’s prophecy; Muhammad’s prophecy
proves the Qur’an is miraculous.”

¢ This halts rational assessment, because there is no external verification or independent check.

e In effect, the revelation overrides general revelation, which is exactly the opposite of its intended role as a
guide.

3. Biblical Approach Avoids This
e Inthe Judeo-Christian model:
o Miracles and prophecy are historically verifiable events.

o Witnesses, repeated patterns (3, 12, 40, covenant cycles), and long-term verification (e.g., 40 years
until Jerusalem’s destruction) allow general revelation to test special revelation.

e Faith is reason-informed, not circularly assumed.

e Special revelation never overrides reason, but works with it.

4. Philosophical Implication



1. Proper special revelation:
o Enhances human faculties, provides guidance, evidence, and patterns.
o General revelation can engage, test, and verify it.
2. Circular special revelation:
o Claims divine authority solely on internal validation.
o Disables critical faculties and reasoning.

o Becomes dogmatic, coercive, and epistemically dangerous.

5. Summary
e Special revelation is a map, not a hammer.

e It ceases to be a guide when it is used to justify itself independently of reason or evidence, overriding
general revelation.

e The strength of Judeo-Christian revelation is that it was historically verifiable and designed to work with
human reason.

e Circular use of revelation is why some religious claims fail to provide independent epistemic credibility.



Circularity in Islam

This is one of the key reasons why some scholars see the Islamic claim of the Qur’an as a “miracle” as different in
kind from the miracles of Judeo-Christianity.

1. The Circularity Problem
In Islam:
1. Muhammad claims to be a prophet.
2. The Qur’an is presented as a miracle proving his authority.
3. Believers are asked to accept the Qur’an as miraculous to validate Muhammad'’s authority.
The problem arises because:
e The only proof of the prophet’s authority is the revelation itself.
e But the Qur’an’s authority depends on accepting Muhammad as a true prophet.
So the reasoning becomes circular:

“Believe the Qur’an is miraculous, because Muhammad is a prophet; Muhammad is a prophet, because the Qur’an
is miraculous.”

2. How This Differs from Judeo-Christian Claims
In Christianity (and to some extent Judaism):
e Prophets and messengers are validated by external events in history:
o Covenant cycle
o Exodus from Egypt
o Splitinto Northern and Southern Kingdoms
o Babylonian exile prophecy of 70 years
o Succession of Gentile empires
o Prophecies of a Messiah (Qumran)
o Miracles of Jesus
o Resurrection
o Fulfilled prophecies about Jerusalem
e These events can, at least in principle, be examined historically by others.

So, the argument is not entirely self-referential: it appeals to observable or recordable historical events, not just a
text claiming to be miraculous.

3. Islamic Response to the Circularity

Classical Islamic scholars respond in several ways:



1. Linguistic inimitability

o They argue the Qur’an’s language is so perfect and unique that it cannot have been produced by
Muhammad or any human.

o The “miracle” is internal to the text, not external historical events.
2. Spiritual effect
o They claim that its guidance transforms lives in ways no ordinary text could.
3. Prophetic character
o Muhammad’s honesty, life, and moral integrity are cited as additional supporting signs.

However, all of these still ultimately depend on accepting the Qur’an as miraculous, so the circularity is
acknowledged by some modern scholars.

4. Comparative Implication

e Judeo-Christian tradition: miracles and fulfilled prophecies occur outside the text, so they can serve as
evidence of divine intervention.

e Islamic tradition: the miracle is the text itself, which is inherently self-referential.

From a purely evidential perspective, this means that Judeo-Christianity offers more independently verifiable claims
to test the authority of revelation, whereas Islam’s proof is primarily textual and internal.

Later | will provide a diagram showing this circularity versus historical validation, which makes the difference
between Judeo-Christianity and Islam visually clear. It’s actually striking how different the two approaches are.



All religions aim at truth

1. All Religions Aim at Truth
e Every religious or philosophical system addresses physical, moral, and spiritual reality:
o Animistic or folk religions: Understanding and interacting with nature and spirits.

o Philosophical traditions: Confucianism, Stoicism, Buddhism — explore ethics, social order, and the
mind.

o Experiential/spiritual religions: Hinduism, Jainism, Sikhism — emphasize meditation, devotion, and
ethical living.

o Social or political traditions: Confucianism, Taoism — aim to order society according to perceived
natural or ethical principles.

e All are, at their core, attempts to understand reality and live rightly — they share the goal of truth even if
the methods differ.

2. Abrahamic Religions: Divine Assistance

e Judaism and Christianity (and to some extent Islam, though less historically verifiable) are unique in offering
special revelation:

o Historical miracles and fulfilled prophecy.
o Structured witness and patterns (covenants, 3/12/40 motifs, resurrection, long-term verification).
o Direct guidance from God, intended to help human faculties avoid dead ends.

e Special revelation is not coercive — it is meant to guide general revelation, enhancing our reasoning, ethical
judgment, and spiritual discernment.

3. Resolving the “Clash” Problem
e Many people see religions as conflicting claims, which leads to confusion about which to follow.
e From the framework laid out so far:
1. Any mode of general revelation is valid: reason, conscience, ethical reflection, spiritual experience.

2. Divine guidance can inform and help: special revelation is like a map that makes exploration more
efficient, highlighting paths and avoiding pitfalls.

3. Faith is reasoned and experiential: humans still test, observe, and discern, rather than blindly obey.

4. Visual Analogy
e General revelation: Exploring a complex terrain using your senses, reasoning, and experience.
e Special revelation: Signposts, landmarks, and maps provided by God to guide the journey.

e Outcome: Exploration becomes more reliable, efficient, and fruitful, while human faculties remain active
and central.



5. Conclusion
e Religions are human attempts to understand reality, all aiming at truth.

Abrahamic religions are unique because they provide divine assistance, which helps human inquiry succeed
without replacing reason or experience.

The best approach: allow exploration guided by divine truth, while validating it through reason, evidence,
and spiritual discernment.



The Importance of Freedom to Explore

Freedom to explore is essential, but without guidance, human inquiry is slow, error-prone, and sometimes
destructive. Special revelation, in the Abrahamic model, functions precisely as a set of signposts that help navigate
reality without eliminating freedom. Let’s break it down.

1. The Value of Freedom in Exploration
e Human inquiry must remain free:
o Reason, experience, and experimentation allow genuine discovery.
o Constraining exploration would stifle creativity, personal growth, and moral responsibility.

o Without freedom, faith or knowledge becomes rote repetition — people become “clones” of
authority, not active seekers of truth.

e Costs of unrestricted freedom:
o Risk of catastrophic mistakes (moral errors, false beliefs, harmful practices).
o Longer periods of trial and error before arriving at truth.

o Confusion, conflict, and unnecessary suffering.

2. Role of Special Revelation as Guidance
e Special revelation acts like signposts in the landscape of reality:
o It points toward safe and fruitful paths.

o It warns against dead ends or dangerous detours (false practices, ethical pitfalls, misunderstandings
of God).

o It does not force obedience — the explorer still chooses the path and tests it using reason and
observation.

e Historical examples in Judeo-Christianity:
o Covenants, miracles, and fulfilled prophecy provide evidence that helps people trust certain paths.

o The 3-year ministry, 40-day post-resurrection appearances, and 40-year verification gave time and
structure for rational evaluation.

3. Analogy: Explorer and Map

Element Role
Explorer Human reason, experience, conscience
Landscape Reality (physical, moral, spiritual)

Signposts (Special Revelation) Indicate paths, warn of pitfalls, highlight landmarks

Free choice Explorer decides which paths to take and tests the guidance



Element Role
Outcome Faster, safer arrival at truth without removing responsibility

e Freedom + guidance = maximizes discovery while minimizing error.
e Too much guidance without freedom - intellectual and spiritual stagnation.

e Too much freedom without guidance - risk of catastrophe and wasted effort.

4. Philosophical Insight
e God’s strategy seems to be:
o Give humans the faculties of general revelation to explore reality.

o Provide special revelation as guidance, structured historically and morally, to prevent unnecessary
errors.

o Require human engagement — faith, observation, reason, and discernment remain active.

e This explains why Abrahamic special revelation never overrides reason when properly applied: it supports,
not replaces, human inquiry.

5. Summary
e Freedom to explore = necessary for genuine knowledge and moral growth.
e Cost of freedom = mistakes, delays, possible harm.
e Special revelation = divine guidance that offers signposts to avoid pitfalls and reach truth more efficiently.

¢ The combination allows humans to exercise reason and conscience fully, while benefiting from divine
assistance.



Stewards of Truth

Those who receive special revelation or guidance are not just beneficiaries; they are stewards of truth, tasked with
helping others navigate reality responsibly.

1. Special Revelation Imposes Responsibility
e Receiving guidance carries an obligation:

o If special revelation provides signposts to avoid error and find truth efficiently, then those who have
it are in a position to help others.

o lIgnoring this responsibility would squander the gift and leave others to wander into avoidable
mistakes.

e This is consistent with the biblical principle:
o “You are a light to the nations” (Isaiah 42:6; 49:6) — the guided are meant to illuminate the way.

o Knowledge of God comes with moral and social responsibility.

2. Israel as a “Nation of Priests”

e The Israelites were called a nation of priests (Exodus 19:6) because they were chosen to receive God’s
covenant and guidance.

e Their role included:
o Preserving the revelation (law, covenant, prophecy).
o Modeling ethical and spiritual living according to God’s guidance.
o Teaching and guiding other nations toward truth.

e Functionally, this reflects the general principle:

o Those given the map must help others navigate the terrain.

3. Moral and Social Implications
1. Privilege implies duty: Receiving divine guidance is not merely honor; it carries active responsibility.

2. Transmission of truth: Special revelation must be shared, preserved, and interpreted responsibly so general
revelation can benefit from it.

3. Community and witness: Guidance is meant to create a society capable of reasoned discernment, ethical
living, and spiritual insight, rather than leaving each person to wander alone.

4. General Pattern
Element Principle

Gift of guidance = Comes with moral responsibility



Element Principle
Knowledge of God Must be preserved and transmitted
Guided individuals Expected to guide others ethically and spiritually

Nation of priests Institutionalized form of stewardship, witness, and teaching

5. Key Insight
e The Abrahamic framework is not just about personal enlightenment, but community responsibility:
o Those given guidance are custodians of truth.

o They are expected to help others benefit from the signposts, enabling more people to reach truth
safely and efficiently.

e Israel as a nation of priests illustrates this perfectly: divine guidance is both a privilege and a duty, linking
individual exploration to communal stewardship.

What | have shown is that all religions attempt to find the truth about the big questions. Every religion appeals to our
human faculties and understanding. The Abrahamic religions are unique because they also claim to offer divine
assistance in our search — and validate this claim with historical evidence of supernatural intervention.

We can doubt and ignore this divine help, or we can use it as a map, whilst still continuing our own explorations. If
God really did provide a special revelation, then such a map may save us from many mistakes and dead-ends in our
search.



Uniqueness of the Abrahamic Religions

Abrahamic religions are distinct from the other religions. God is not remote, indifferent or impersonal. Rather God is
ethically and emotionally concerned for living creatures, and this concern motivates divine intervention. God reveals
His name, His salvation, His law, His covenants, and His judgements. He performs miracles, sends messengers
(prophets), and incarnates. He intervenes multiple times in history, shaping events around a Covenant cycle, and a
Sabbath cycle. His aim is to create a people for His Kingdom.

The following key features make Abrahamic religions distinct —
e Monotheism

e Creator — unified purpose

e Ethics

e law

e Covenants
e Judgements

e Love /Salvation / Mercy

e Sabbath
e Miracles
e Prophecy

e Prophets (Messengers)
e Incarnation

Creation implies purpose, and this is the basis for ethics. If God is motivated by ethical concern, then he is not
indifferent, but rather is motivated to intervene into history, as evidenced by miracles, prophecy, law, covenants,
judgements, messengers and incarnation.

Judaism, Christianity and Islam are the strongest examples of these features.

Eastern religions such as Hinduism, Jainism, Sikhism, Buddhism

This summary highlights a key theological distinction often discussed in the comparative study of religion: the
difference between historical, covenantal monotheism (typical of the Abrahamic traditions) and religions that
emphasize cosmic order, liberation, harmony, or practice rather than divine intervention in history.

1. Abrahamic Model (Reference Framework)
Examples: Judaism, Christianity, Islam

Core pattern:
Feature Characteristic
God Personal, singular, creator

Ethics Derived from God's will



Feature Characteristic

Law Divinely revealed law
Covenants Binding historical agreements
Judgement Final judgement of humanity
Salvation  God saves individuals
Miracles  Frequent divine intervention
Prophets Historical messengers
Incarnation Present in Christianity
History Linear sacred history

The central narrative is that God acts repeatedly in history to guide humanity toward a covenantal relationship.

2. Hinduism
Hinduism

Hinduism is extremely diverse and contains many theological models.

Feature Status in Hinduism

Monotheism Usually polytheistic or monistic (many gods or one ultimate reality: Brahman)
Creator Creation often cyclical rather than a single event

Ethics Derived from dharma (cosmic order) rather than divine command
Law Not revealed law but traditional dharma texts

Covenants None

Judgements Karma rather than divine judgement

Love / Salvation Liberation (moksha) through realization

Sabbath None

Miracles Present in myths

Prophecy Rare

Prophets None in Abrahamic sense

Incarnation Yes — avatars (e.g., Krishna or Rama)

Historical intervention Limited; mostly mythic cycles

Key difference:
The ultimate reality (Brahman) is not primarily an ethical lawgiver intervening in history, but the ground of being.



3. Jainism
Jainism
Feature
Monotheism
Creator
Ethics

Law
Covenants
Judgement
Salvation
Sabbath
Miracles
Prophets

Incarnation

Status

No creator God

Universe eternal

Extremely central

Moral law of karma

None

Automatic karmic consequences
Liberation through self-discipline
None

Not central

Enlightened teachers (Tirthankaras)

No

Divine intervention None

Example teacher:

Mahavira

Key difference:

The universe is self-regulating, not governed by a personal God.

4. Buddhism

Buddhism
Feature
Monotheism
Creator
Ethics

Law
Covenants
Judgement
Salvation

Sabbath

Status

No creator God

Universe not created by deity
Central

Dharma (teaching of truth)
None

Karma

Enlightenment (nirvana)

Monastic observance days



Feature Status

Miracles Sometimes attributed to enlightened beings
Prophets None

Prophets/Messengers Teacher figures

Incarnation No (though rebirth cycles exist)

Historical intervention Minimal

Founder:
Gautama Buddha

Key difference:
Suffering is solved through insight into reality, not divine rescue.

5. Sikhism
Sikhism
Sikhism is closer to Abrahamic traditions in some respects.

Feature Status

Monotheism Yes

Creator Yes
Ethics Very central
Law Moral teachings rather than legal code

Covenants No covenant cycle
Judgement Karma and divine judgement
Salvation Grace of God

Sabbath None

Miracles Not emphasized

Prophets Gurus (spiritual teachers)
Incarnation No

Founder:
Guru Nanak

Key difference:
God is personal but does not intervene in history through covenant cycles like the Abrahamic model.

6. Taoism

Taoism



Feature Status

Monotheism No

Creator The Tao is an impersonal principle
Ethics Harmony with nature
Law None

Covenants None

Judgement None

Salvation Harmony with the Tao
Sabbath None

Miracles In folklore

Prophets Philosophical teachers
Incarnation No

Intervention in history No

Associated teacher:
Laozi

Key difference:
The ultimate reality (Tao) is impersonal and non-intervening.

7. Confucianism

Confucianism

Feature Status

Monotheism No

Creator Not emphasized

Ethics Primary focus

Law Social and moral codes
Covenants None

Judgement Social consequences
Salvation Moral cultivation
Sabbath None

Miracles None

Prophets None



Feature Status
Incarnation No
Historical intervention No

Founder:
Confucius

Key difference:
Confucianism is ethical philosophy focused on society, not theology.

8. Shinto

Shinto

Feature Status

Monotheism No

Creator Many kami (spirits)
Ethics Ritual purity more than moral law
Law None

Covenants None

Judgement No final judgement
Salvation Harmony with spirits
Sabbath None

Miracles Mythological
Prophets None

Incarnation No

Intervention in history Minimal

Central deity:
Amaterasu

Key difference:
Focus is on ritual relationship with local spirits, not a universal ethical God.

Major Structural Differences

1. Personal vs Impersonal Ultimate Reality
Type Religions

Personal God Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Sikhism



Type Religions
Impersonal absolute Hinduism (Brahman), Taocism
No creator Buddhism, Jainism

Spirit world Shinto

2. History vs Timeless Cycles

Model Religions

Linear sacred history Abrahamic religions

Cyclical cosmos Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism
Timeless harmony  Taoism

Social order Confucianism

3. Divine Intervention vs Natural Law

Model Religions

Interventionist God Abrahamic religions

Karma or cosmic law Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism
Harmony with nature Taoism

Ethical society Confucianism

In short
The Abrahamic traditions are distinctive because they combine:
e A personal creator
e Ethical monotheism
e Revealed law
e Covenantal history
¢ Divine intervention
Most other religions instead focus on:
e cosmic order
e karma
e liberation
¢ philosophical harmony

e ritual practice



rather than God acting repeatedly in historical events.

There are actually three big global religious models, and the Abrahamic one is only one of the three.
Seeing the three side-by-side makes the differences extremely clear.



Historians of religion often group the world’s major traditions into three broad religious models. These are not rigid
categories, but they help explain the very differences noticed between the Abrahamic traditions and others.

The Three Major Religious Models

Model

1. Historical Revelation

2. Liberation from the
Cosmic Cycle

3. Harmony with
Cosmic Order

Core Question

What is God doing in
history?

How can suffering and
rebirth end?

How should humans live

within the universe?

Typical Answer

God guides humanity through
revelation and intervention

Escape through enlightenment or
liberation

Live in balance with nature and
society

A fourth tradition, Sikhism, blends elements of the first two.

1. Historical Revelation Religions

(Abrahamic)

Examples:
Judaism
Christianity

Islam

Core structure

God acts within history.

Key elements:

Important figures include:

Creation
Covenant
Law
Prophets
Judgement

Salvation

Abraham
Moses
Jesus Christ

Muhammad

History is linear:

Creation - revelation = judgement - final restoration.

The central religious question becomes:

Examples

Judaism, Christianity,
Islam

Hinduism, Buddhism,
Jainism

Taoism, Confucianism,
Shinto



“What does God require of humanity?”

2. Liberation Religions
(India-origin traditions)
Examples:
e Hinduism
e Buddhism
e Jainism
Core structure
The main problem is suffering and rebirth.
The universe operates through karma and rebirth rather than divine judgement.
Key figures:
e Gautama Buddha
e Mahavira
Time is cyclical.
Life moves through endless cycles:
birth - death - rebirth - rebirth - rebirth
The goal is liberation:
e moksha in Hinduism
e nirvana in Buddhism
The central question becomes:

“How can the cycle of suffering be transcended?”

3. Harmony Religions
(Chinese / East Asian traditions)
Examples:

e Taoism

e Confucianism

e Shinto
Core structure

The universe is not broken or fallen.
The problem is human disharmony.

Key teachers:

e Laozi



e Confucius
Instead of salvation or liberation, the goal is:
e harmony
e balance
e proper conduct
The central question becomes:

“How should humans live in harmony with the world?”

Visual Comparison
Feature Abrahamic Indian East Asian
Time Linear Cyclical Rhythmic / balanced

Ultimate reality Personal God Absolute / Dharma Tao / Heaven

Main problem Sin Ignorance Disharmony
Solution Salvation Enlightenment Harmony
Divine intervention Frequent Rare Minimal
Prophets Yes No No
Covenants Yes No No

One Important Observation
Scholars often note that the Abrahamic traditions uniquely combine three ideas:
1. A personal creator
2. Ethical monotheism
3. Historical revelation
This combination produces the distinctive features:
e prophecy
e covenant cycles
e divine judgement

e historical intervention.

A fascinating historical observation

Many historians point out that these three religious models also emerged in three separate civilizations:



Civilization Religious model
Middle East Revelation religions
India Liberation religions
China Harmony religions

This is sometimes connected to the intellectual transformation known as the
Axial Age (roughly 800—200 BCE).

Even though these religions are very different, they all seem to converge on one surprisingly similar ethical principle.



The Golden Rule

Despite their very different worldviews, many major religions converge on a remarkably similar ethical principle often
called the Golden Rule.

The Shared Ethical Principle
The Golden Rule appears in both positive and negative forms:
e Positive form: Treat others as you would like to be treated.
e Negative form: Do not treat others in ways you would not want to be treated.

This principle appears across the religious traditions.

1. Abrahamic Religions
Christianity
Christianity

Statement by
Jesus Christ

“Do to others what you would have them do to you.”

(Source: Gospel of Matthew 7:12)

Judaism
Judaism

Statement by
Hillel the Elder

“What is hateful to you, do not do to your neighbor.”

Islam
Islam

Teaching of
Muhammad

“None of you truly believes until he loves for his brother what he loves for himself.”

2. Indian Religions
Hinduism
Hinduism

From the
Mahabharata



“This is the sum of duty: do not do to others what would cause pain if done to you.”

Buddhism
Buddhism

Teaching attributed to
Gautama Buddha

“Treat not others in ways that you yourself would find hurtful.”

Jainism
Jainism

Teaching of
Mahavira

“One should treat all creatures as one would wish to be treated.”

3. East Asian Traditions
Confucianism
Confucianism

Teaching of
Confucius

“Do not impose on others what you do not wish for yourself.”

Taoism
Taoism

In the tradition associated with
Laozi

Ethical teaching emphasizes compassion and non-harm, often expressed in similar reciprocal terms.

Shinto
Shinto

Ethics are expressed through respect, sincerity, and harmony, often summarized as avoiding actions that harm
others or disrupt social harmony.

Why This Convergence Is Interesting
Scholars often notice that this principle appears in cultures that developed largely independently.
It appears in:

e the Middle East



e India
e China
e Japan

Many historians link this convergence to the intellectual transformation called the
Axial Age (roughly 800-200 BCE), when many great ethical teachers appeared:

e Confucius
e Laozi
e Gautama Buddha

and the Hebrew prophetic tradition was also developing.

One Key Difference Remains

Although the ethical principle is similar, its justification differs:
Tradition Why the Golden Rule matters

Abrahamic God commands it

Indian religions Karma and compassion

Confucianism Social harmony

Taoism Alignment with the Tao

So, the ethical rule converges, even though the metaphysical foundations differ greatly.

The Abrahamic religions are almost the only traditions in which God repeatedly intervenes in specific historical
events (covenants, prophets, miracles, judgement). This creates a completely different view of history compared with
the cyclical or harmony-based traditions.

The idea of a Creator implies that every creature was created for a purpose, and those purposes are evident in the
goal-directed processes and structures observed in nature.

Purpose and Natural Ethic

These purposes are the basis for an absolute ethic that we should treat a creature according to its intended nature,
or rather that we should respect the ends for which creatures were made. This can be expressed as not impeding the
fulfilment of a creature’s intended purposes. This is the essence of the Golden Rule.

This perception of purpose in creation gives rise to the intuitions of —

e Karma

e Harmony, balance, proper conduct

e Right Living

e Suffering and pain (which are signals of misalignment with intended purpose)



The non-Abrahamic religions provide valuable insights into the nature of the world, and how we should relate to it.
They are our persistent attempt to understand life. However, as you can see, the Abrahamic religions are unique in
claiming the intervention of God into human history, thereby setting them apart as claiming a revealed
understanding. It would be God reaching out to mankind, rather than mankind reaching out to God. Revealed
knowledge would differ from speculative knowledge arrived at through human effort, and thereby would provide a
road map to help human exploration and investigation.

Even the core belief in a Creator implies an intervening God like we find in the Abrahamic religions. A Creator made
living things for a purpose — the fulfilment of their created nature. This implies a concern of the Creator for living
things and their fulfilment, rather than indifference. Such purpose carries with it a normative obligation for us to
treat creatures in accordance with their intended nature — defining their Good, and establishing a natural law. So, WE
WOULD EXPECT a god that is motivated to intervene in the form of lawful concern, love, covenant and judgement —
rather than an indifferent agency or principle.



