
World Religions- Overview 
 

What is a religion? A system of beliefs that answers the ultimate questions: 

 -What is ultimate reality? (god?) 

 -What is the nature of the world? 

 -What is the nature of humanity? 

 -What is humanity’s primary problem? 

 -What is the solution to that problem? 

 -What happens after death? 

 

Everyone has a religion... even being anti-religion is a religion, just like atheism is 

a belief about God, even it is a belief that there is no God. 

 

All of us have the urge to have religion, or to answer these fundamental 

questions. 

I. The truth about humanity and religion: The Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-24) 

 1. Rejection- rejecting values, religious customs, and financial advice 

-The son wanted immediate gratification, self-sufficiency, and 

independence from authority. He wanted to be the one to decide 

what was right and wrong in his life. 

-Same sin Adam and Even struggled with, wanting to rule themselves 

rather than have someone else do that. 

-He wanted his rules to be the only rules that applied to him... 

personal preference overruled some absolute standard of right and 

wrong. 

 

We do the same things as the son in this story.  

 A. We’re aware of some truth that is out there 

 B. We seek to suppress that truth because we are uncomfortable with 

 what it means (that we are accountable to that truth) 

  -Suppress God’s knowableness- some say that we just can’t know  

  God, so why even try.  

-Buddhism is an emptying of all knowing and flows from this 

-Suppress God’s holiness- others come up with a system to get 

around a holy God, saying that we can do good in order to 

appease Him. Holiness means that God has to be completely 



separate from sin, and that He is ultimately just. All sin has to be 

punished. If we are 51% good, Islam says we go to heaven, but what 

about the other 49% that is sin? How is that dealt with? It isn’t in a 

number of these religious systems 

 

 2. Realization of our state 

  At some point everyone realizes how pointless their life is and that 

there has to be answers to these big questions. On our own we can perhaps 

live, but there is no meaning to life. This opens the door for “religion” which 

brings answers to those ultimate questions. 

 Imagine you are hungry for food, rather than a religion. How is that hunger 

satisfied. Is that hunger simply a belief in your mind that you are hungry and if 

you exercise your will you can get rid of that urge? No, the hunger you feel isn’t 

a belief, it is a certainty, and the only way to get rid of it is to either lie to 

yourself enough so you believe the lie that you aren’t hungry, or fill your 

stomach with food. 

 

 3. The Return- We go back to the religion we fled from at the beginning, 

but most try to do this on their own terms. They still want a measure of control in 

what they believe and where they end up. 

  -Notice the son doesn’t come back as a son. His status as a son 

hasn’t changed. He could come back and live again as a member of the 

family. However, that would mean submitting to the father and being 

dependent on him again for everything. Instead, the son wants to be a hired 

hand, earning his money, and also able to spend that on what he wanted. 

  -We do the same with religion. We want to be judged based on our 

standard of how good we are or aren’t. That is the fundamental difference 

between Protestant Christianity and all other religions. Our merit means nothing, 

whereas it means everything in all other religions. 

 

-What do people flee to in order to answer these ultimate questions? Once 

they realize that these questions need to be answered, what do they fill 

themselves up with? 

 



2. Overview of world religious belief systems (chart) 

 (go over the chart) 

 

3. Timeline of Religions (chart) 

 

1500- Hinduism 

1440- Judaism 

 

660- Shinto 

600- Taoism 

563- Buddhism 

551- Confucianism 

 

 

 

 

 

30- Christianity (although its roots go 

back to Creation)  

 

622- Islam 

 

1469- Sikhism 

1517- Protestant Christianity 

 

1820- Mormonism 

1860- Christian Science 

1870- Jehovah’s Witnesses 

 

4. How is Christianity different?  

 Merit, or doing good works, plays no role in our salvation. We are fully 

dependent on God for all of our salvation. In every other religion what we do 

defines us, whether it is the balancing of good vs. bad in Islam, trying to realize 

our inner divinity like Buddhism, or working to overcome superstition and 

become rational thinkers in Atheism. 

 Because of this, Christianity is the only religion that offers complete 

assurance of our salvation, because it isn’t up to us to keep it or lose it. 

 

   Christian Gospel  Other Religions Way of Salvation 

God’s Holiness- Upheld as absolute  Denied, diminished, or desregarded 

Basis for Salvation- God has done it all through Christ  Human effort 

Level of Assurance- complete assurance    no assurance 

 

5. Why is proselytizing difficult?  

 Religion is more than just what you do on Sunday. For many other religions, 

their religion defines their culture, their family habits, how they work, and even 

where they might life. Asking someone who is Hindu to become a Christian 



means more than them attending church rather than temple, it means their 

rejecting of a complete lifestyle of polytheism, works based salvation, cultural 

submission to their status in life, and a host of other things.  

 

Knowing what a person will be letting go of when they come to Christ is 

extremely helpful when you are witnessing to someone, and that is why we are 

doing this study.  

 

The primary issue to begin with is “Who is God?” This will move them towards the 

truth of God and away from manmade definitions of what they would like God 

to be like. 

 

Upcoming weeks: 

-Animism (Today) 

-Hinduism 

-Judaism 

-Secularism (Athiesm, New Age…) 

-Catholicism 

-Mormonism 

-Islam 

-Eastern Religions 

-Jehovah’s Witnesses & Christian 

Science 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



World Religions- Animism 
What is a religion? A system of beliefs that answers the ultimate questions: 

 

Everyone has a religion... even being anti-religion is a religion, just like atheism is 

a belief about God, even it is a belief that there is no God. 

 

What is Animism?  

 anima- from Latin meaning soul or breath. It refers to that which gives 

power or life to something. 

 Animism is the belief that the physical world is interpenetrated with spiritual 

forces so that objects carry spiritual significance and events have spiritual 

causes. 

 

-If someone gets sick, it was an evil spirit that brought it on. In order to bring 

healing you don’t take medicine first. First you have to see how to appease the 

angry spirit, then healing comes after that. 

 

-In the Polytheism section of your chart and is often called a “folk” religion (like 

folk Islam or folk Hinduism) 

 

Why should we study Animism? Isn’t this something that just happens in tribal 

regions of Africa? 

 Possibly at least 40% of the world’s population is animistic (2 out of 5 

people), including many here in America.  This religion is disguised by other 

things, but is still at the heart of what many people practice. 

 

Animism has to do with the spirit world. How is America fascinated with the spirit 

world today? 

 Good luck charms 

 Channeling spirits 

 Unbiblical belief in angels and demons 

 Horror movies about demon possession 

 Ancestor worship (or claiming a dead person was involved with 

something, either a vision or circumstance) “Wow, _______ must’ve been really 

watching out for you.” 

 Ouija boards, witchcraft, voodoo 



Why is it so attractive to people? 

 It gives people a practical way to cope with the physical world around 

them. 

 

-Today’s young person sees religious doctrine (truths about God, i.e. the Bible) 

as an answer to beliefs, but turn to Animism as the techniques to deal with 

everyday problems. 

-The Bible might be able to tell me about loving someone, but what about 

when I get sick, need a job, want to fall in love, etc. Animism gives people a 

sense of control and gives them answers (even if they are the wrong ones) 

about why things are happening to them. 

-It gives people a sense of power 

 

COMMON BELIEFS 

1. One God Beyond the Many Spirits 

-There is still a supreme being, but he is so far removed from is he doesn’t 

practically exist. The thing we deal with here are all the spirits 

 

2. The Ultimate/Immediate Division 

-Animists believe that the formal religions (Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, etc.) 

offer answers to the ultimate questions, but that they are irrelevant when it 

comes to the immediate problems of day to day life.  So, an Animist can be a 

practicing Catholic but still go to a shaman priest for healing. 

 

3. The Spiritual Realm 

 A. Personal Spirit-beings 

 -These are spirits that have both been embodied (ancestors, those who 

used to be alive) and without bodies (spirits and gods). Both of these serve as 

mediators between us and the supreme being and can have an influence in 

almost every area of our daily life. We must pay homage to them if they are to 

be nice to us, and if we don’t we better watch out 

 B. Impersonal Spiritual Force 

 -This is a spiritual energy that infuses everyday objects with a spiritual force, 

like a good luck charm (also called a fetish). This could take the form of 

anything, but in our circumstance is typically a lucky rabbits foot, holy water, a 

dream catcher, or something like that. 



4. The Concept of Sin 

 -Sin isn’t about dis-pleasing the Supreme Being. It is more about 

appeasing the day to day spirits and knowing what they might want in order to 

do what you want them to do. As long as your personal spirits are appeased, 

you can do what you want. 

  Example of the offerings in Brazil 

 

5. Contacting the spirits 

 -this is commonly called Divination, and is punishable by death in the OT. 

Today this looks like all the psychic stuff... palm reading, tarot cards, astrology, 

omens, interpreting dreams, reading tea leaves, etc.  These are all forms of 

Animism. 

 

6. The After Life 

 -Reincarnation is a common belief, while other believe that you simply 

become an ancestral spirit that has power to either help or plague your family 

(like the ancestors in the Disney movie Mulan) 

 

Similarities and Differences 

 

Animism        God of the Bible 

 Limited in Location      Omnipresent 

 Power over different aspects of nature  Omnipotent 

 Depends on our sacrifices    Depends on nothing we 

         can provide 

 Can be manipulated based on what we want    Isn’t moved by rituals 

         or charms, but by humility 

 Can be used for either good or evil   Always works for the good 

          of His people 

 

SUGGESTIONS FOR EVANGELISM 

1. Be sensitive, not mocking, about an Animist’s perspective 

 If an Animist (or even someone that claims an ancestor is watching over 

them) sees you are just making fun of them, they will close up and won’t talk to 

you about it anymore 

 



2. Be aware of how secular thinking has influenced our lives 

 In our culture there is almost no credence given to the spirit world. That 

doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist, just that we need to understand it Biblically and 

not write it off. 

 

3. Find common ground 

 -Supreme being/supernatural 

 -offending the spiritual realm has consequences 

 -hope of escape from those consequences 

-Ask questions about their view of the supreme being, how we offend the spirits, 

if God cares about us and why, was there a time when the supreme being was 

close to us? etc. 

 

4. Highlight the differences 

 -God is close not far off, we don’t have to appease Him because Christ 

has already done this, etc. 

 

5. Model trust in God alone 

 -Don’t be someone who participates in animistic behaviors, like trusting in 

lucky objects, being superstitious, and waiting on the spirit world to solve your 

problems 

 

6. Show them what a relationship with God means 

 -That Christianity has the answers to the ultimate and immediate questions 

(Mt. 6:28-33) 

 

7. Address their fears- animists live in a constant state of fear... show them the 

truth of scripture 

 -Col. 2:15; 1 Jn. 4:4,8;  Rom. 8:1 

 

8. Be clear about who Christ is and who we are in Him 

-Justified by His grace 

-children of God 

-holy and blameless 

-freed from slavery to sin 

-sealed by the Holy Spirit 



9. Point out the deceptive nature of the Spirits 

 -Satan is the god of this age and is a liar 

 -His plan is for our destruction, not our good 

 -There is no consistency in believing in omens and good luck charms, and 

 they ultimately fail and are frauds 

 

Don’t be an Animist! 

Remember who you are in Christ and live like one of His children 

Share the gospel 

 


