
Other Paths to God?
Comparison of Christianity and world 
religions
Lesson: Hinduism



General Comments
• Hinduism is extraordinarily complex with large volumes of religious 

writing
– Categorizing them is problematic because for any classification, the 

categories merge and diverge with each other in a multitude of ways
– The combinations of the various beliefs results in many contradictions
– There are only a few concepts that apply to most who consider 

themselves Hindu
– Few, if any, beliefs are considered spiritually incorrect

• To seriously understand the whole of Hinduism would require a 
very long time

• I have attempted provide a general overview



Hinduism
• Both a civilization and collection of religions

• No specific beginning or founder

• No central authority or organization

• Every attempt at a specific definition of Hinduism has proved 
unsatisfactory

• This is exacerbated because the finest scholars of Hinduism tend 
to emphasize different aspects of the whole



Aryas
• In the late 6th–early 5th century BCE, Darius the Great and his 

son Xerxes I described themselves as Arya

• Aryas invaded what we now call India
– Vedic period, or the Vedic age (c. 1500 – c. 500 BCE
– Coincides with the late Bronze Age and early Irone Age
– Vedic literature, including the Hindu sacred Vedas (ca. 1300–900 BCE), 

was composed in northern India during this time

• Vedas are liturgical texts written in Sanskrit and formed the basis 
of modern-day Hinduism







Side note: Aryan Supremacy
• It was not until the1850s that the term Aryan was adopted in 

Europe as a racial category and influenced the Nazi racial 
ideology.

• Racially-oriented interpretations of the Vedic Aryas as "fair-
skinned foreign invaders" coming from the North led to the 
adoption of the term Aryan in the West as a racial category 
connected to a supremacist ideology known as Aryanism

• Conceived the Aryan race as the "superior race" responsible for 
most of the achievements of ancient civilizations.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aryan_race
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Historical_race_concepts
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nazism_and_race


Evolution of Hinduism
• As the Vedics (Aryas) progressed into India, they absorbed the 

religious beliefs of local tribes, etc.

• Over time, this has resulted in a complex collection of widely 
divergent practices and beliefs, all considered Hindu

• There are many internal contradictions
– Cow is sacred to most Hindus, but some Hindus eat beef
– Both chastity and eroticism are supported



Spectrum of Hinduism
• Magic rites

• Animal worship

• Belief in demons

• Mysticism 
– Belief that union with or absorption 

into the Deity or the absolute, or the 
spiritual apprehension of knowledge 
inaccessible to the intellect, may be 
attained through contemplation and 
self-surrender

• Asceticism
– Sever self-discipline and avoidance of 

all forms of indulgence

• Personal gods

• Abstract and profound esoteric 
theological systems

– Esoteric - intended for or likely to be 
understood by only a small number of 
people with a specialized knowledge 
or interest

• The worship of local deities does 
not exclude the belief in pan-Indian 
higher gods or a single high God

– Local gods are often considered 
manifestations of a high God



What is Hinduism?
• The actual term Hindu first occurs as a Persian geographical term for 

the people who lived beyond the river Indus (Sanskrit: Sindhu)

• In principle, Hinduism incorporates all forms of belief and worship 
without necessitating the selection or exclusion of any

• A Hindu may embrace a non-Hindu religion without ceasing to be a 
Hindu

• Hindus are disposed to think other forms of worship, strange gods, and 
divergent doctrines as inadequate rather than wrong or objectionable

• They tend to distinguish themselves based on practices rather than 
doctrine

• We can best grasp the concept of Hinduism by looking at some of the 
common characteristics of Hindu belief



Sacred Texts
• Vedas - regarded as eternal truths revealed to the ancient sages

– 4 books: Rigveda, Samaveda, Yajurveda and Atharvaveda

• Each Veda is divided into 4 text types
– Samhitas (mantras and benedictions)
– Aranyakas (text on rituals, ceremonies, sacrifices and symbolic-sacrifices), 
– Brahmanas (commentaries on rituals, ceremonies and sacrifices)
– Upanishads (text discussing meditation, philosophy and spiritual 

knowledge)

• Upanishads are the foundation of Hindu philosophical thought



Other Texts
• Epics - Mahabharata and the Ramayana

• Puranas –
– Contain extensive mythologies, and are central in the distribution of 

common themes of Hinduism through vivid narratives
– Encyclopedic in volume



Castes
• Hierarchically arranges the groups of Hindu society based on 

relative purity

• Grew out of an ancient ideological division of society into 4 
classes
– Priests, Warriors, Agriculturists and traders, Servants

• An extremely complex structure now

• The underlying principle of dharma which is the religious and 
moral law governing individual conduct



Caste definitions
Based on who they were in their past life, their karma, and what family 
line they come from

• Brahmins: The highest and most esteemed caste. These people often 
hold the job of priest or teacher.

• Kshatriyas: The second caste. These people are often known 
traditionally as ‘warriors.’ They often hold the jobs of farmer, trader, or 
merchant.

• Waishyas: The third caste. These people often hold the job of farmer, 
trader, or merchant.

• Shudras: The fourth caste. These people are often those that do 
manual labor.



Caste complexity
• Although there are 4 main castes, the system is divided into 

thousands of sub-castes

• Untouchables or Dalits
– A whole separate caste, who society believes to be so vile that they aren’t 

considered part of the system at all
– The untouchables are completely shunned from society and  forbidden to 

live amongst those of high castes
– Mahatma Gandhi spent much of his life working to bring equality to the 

Dalits (Untouchables)



Rituals
• Most Hindus observe religious rituals at home

• Vary greatly among regions, villages, and individuals

• Typically includes lighting a lamp and offering foodstuffs before the 
images of deities, recitation from religious scripts, singing bhajans 
(devotional hymns), yoga, meditation, chanting mantras and others

• Vedic rituals of fire-oblation (yajna) and chanting of Vedic hymns are 
observed on special occasions, such as a Hindu wedding
– A wedding is the most extensive personal ritual an adult Hindu undertakes in 

his or her life.

• There are also rituals for most events in life



Chanting of Mantras
• The words of the mantras are "themselves sacred” and "do not 

constitute linguistic utterances

• Instead, they become magical sounds, "means to an end”

• In the Brahmanical perspective, the sounds have their own meaning 
and mantras are considered "primordial rhythms of creation", 
preceding the forms to which they refer

• By reciting them the cosmos is regenerated, "by enlivening and 
nourishing the forms of creation at their base” 

• If the purity of the sounds is preserved, the recitation of the mantras will 
be efficacious, irrespective of whether their meaning is understood by 
human beings.



Brahman
• An eternal, infinite, all-embracing principle of ultimate reality

• A pervasive force lying within all being

• Brahman is the “self” of all forms of life

• Many Hindu traditions portray the conscious realization of the identity 
between the individual self and the cosmic principle as the final 
religious goal

• A cycle of perpetual rebirth guided by karma entraps the soul until it is 
finally broken by self-realization

• This results in moksha, or liberation, from the cycle and oneness with 
Brahman
– We would call this salvation



Karma
• A natural law whereby acts produce future good or bad results

• Determine where the “self” goes in the next life

• The goal is to progress upward with acts producing good karma

• “Sin” is to act in way causes bad karma and lowers your status in 
the next life



A Few Types of Hinduism
• Religious

• Tribal

• Popular

• Mystic

• Secular



Religious Hinduism
• Adherents to this type believe in the Puranas (epics) and in the 

Mahabharatha, Ramayana, and Bhagavad-Gita, saying these 
epics are revelations from God. 

• There is a strong belief in avatars (incarnations of gods)

• Their theology is syncretistic
– Syncretism is the practice of combining different beliefs and various 

schools of thought

• Man is at liberty to choose his own god from among a pantheon 
of 33 crores (330 million), and to worship any number of gods.



Salvation in Religious Hinduism
• Salvation may be attained in one of three ways:

– Gnanamarga (way of knowledge)
– Bhaktimarga (way of devotion)
– Karmamarga (way of good deeds)



Tribal Hinduism
This type is very much influenced by:

• Animism
– Attribution of a soul to plants, inanimate objects, and natural phenomena

• Spiritism
– dedicated to the relationship between incorporeal beings and human beings.

• Occult
– Supernatural, mystical, or magical beliefs, practices, or phenomena

• Necromancy
Communicating with the dead, especially in order to predict the future

• Animal worship



Popular Hinduism
• This form of Hinduism is far removed from philosophy and 

Brahmanism. 

• The followers of this form are influenced by ancestral tradition, 
animal worship, temple cults, magic, exorcism, etc. 

• They are indifferent to the authority of the Vedas and are 
concerned only about a god who protects them, blesses them, 
and makes them prosperous. 

• Most Hindus adhere to this form



Mystic Hinduism:
• Gurus with mysterious personal experiences draw many to 

themselves. 

• The claims of these gurus are sensational, often asserting that 
they are avatars and that they have supernatural gifts of 
healing, ability to perform miracles, to read the inner thoughts of 
people, and to prophesy the future. 

• Transcendental Meditation of Mahesh Yogi has drew many 
disciples from India and other countries.



Secular Hinduism:
• Those who belong to this group are generally nominal in their 

beliefs and indifferent to religious practices. 

• Even the few religious customs that they follow are motivated by 
materialistic tendencies.



Witnessing to Hindus
• To a Hindu, the word God does not communicate much 

because, to him, everything, visible and invisible, is god or 
manifestations of god. 

• To him, god is an unknowable and unknown force and not a 
person. 

• So, to begin by telling a Hindu that God loves him does not make 
much sense, as he himself is a part of god!



Christ First
• Probably the best place to begin is to talk about Jesus of Nazareth. 

• To a Hindu, all avatars (incarnations of god) are mythical and non-
historical. 

• But the Bible presents Jesus as a historical person who lived and died in 
a specific time and place, and historians confirm this. 

• Much more than His life, the resurrection of Christ must be emphasized, 
as there is nothing comparable in Hindu thinking at all. 

• Present Christ as a unique person of history, indeed the creator God 
Himself, who came to settle the sin problem of humanity. 

• His resurrection is the proof that He was indeed God in human form.



Support for the sacred texts
• Christian Scriptures are historically outstanding, deserving serious 

consideration. 

• In several tests of authenticity and historical accuracy, the Bible 
surpasses the Hindu Vedas and all other books of antiquity
– One could even say that the history of the Bible is so compelling that to 

doubt the Bible is to doubt history itself, since it is the most historically 
verifiable book of all antiquity. 

• The only book more historically verifiable than the Old Testament 
is the New Testament.



The path to God
• Reincarnation involves multiple deaths, multiple lives, multiple 

mortal bodies, and no immortal body

• Resurrection involves one death, one life, one mortal body, and 
one new and immortally glorified body. 

• Resurrection happens by divine intervention, is monotheistic, is a 
deliverance from sin



The Problem of Atonement for Sins
• To a Hindu, sin is a serious matter. 

• He believes in transmigration of the soul so that the debt of sin can be 
paid back. 

• Puranas(Hindu religious books) say that a person must be re-born 
millions of times to pay back the negative karmas (actions) of one life
– And there is no guarantee that in the next birth there will be no additional sin

• To a Hindu, moksha (salvation) is almost unattainable, even though 
one works very hard for it

• The good news the Hindu needs to understand is that Christ paid the 
penalty for our sins, once for all time (Hebrews 7:27) and that salvation 
is a free gift based on the work of Christ (Ephesians 2:8–9).


