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Introducing THEOLOGY 
Theology is all about talking about God. It does not 
usually focus on whether there is a God or not (theology 
often starts as if there is a God). It is not just what people 
think about God either – theology tries to say true and 
helpful things about the God we believe in, and about how 
to live today. 

Theologians are interested in questions about what God is like and 
what God does. We think that knowing what God is like has an 
impact on how people should think and live too.

To find this out, theology needs to pay attention to the past. This 
is because we find most of our information about God in texts, or 
scriptures. We usually believe that these texts (such as the Bible, the 
Qur’an, the Vedas) are in some way inspired by God. 

Theologians study their sacred texts and other sources of authority, 
to try to explain the answers to questions about what God is like, 
how people should live and what our relationship is with the Earth. 
We usually do this to help people who believe in God today. 

As a Christian theologian, I believe that we find out most about God 
by looking at Jesus, as shown through the Bible and, in particular, 
the New Testament. We look at what the stories about Jesus meant 
to people at the time, and why they were written, as well as what 
they mean for people today. Key to this is the belief that Jesus shows 
Christians what God is like. Incarnation means that Jesus is God, 
‘in the flesh’. God is not just an idea or a theory. In Jesus, God is 
personal, interacting with human beings, involved in their lives. 

For Christians, the character of God is revealed in the character of 
Jesus, so exploring his life and teaching is central to knowing more 
about what God is like. 

People have been thinking about these questions for many centuries, 
so we often build on what thinkers from the past have said. 

Dr Simeon Zahl

Introduction for teachers

Psychology is about mental 

events – what goes on 

in someone’s mind. This 

includes beliefs, emotions, 

hopes, desires, intentions 

and behaviour. All of our 

experiences are processed in 

our minds – that is, they are 

subjective and personal.  

Theology is all about talking about God. It does not usually focus on whether there is a God or not. As a Christian theologian, I believe that we find out most about God by looking at Jesus, as shown through the Bible ... what the stories about Jesus meant to people at the time, and why they were written. 

This is a new section where we look at some of the usual substantive content  

of RE – in this case, ideas about God – from the perspectives of different disciplines.  

This ‘multi-disciplinary RE’ section introduces pupils to the questions, methods and 

findings of psychology and theology.  Each term we will use real academics. The 

pupils will come to know them as our lead investigators. In this book our  

lead investigators are Dr Carissa Sharp and Dr Simeon Zahl.

Multi-disciplinary RE:

Introducing PSYCHOLOGY 
Psychologists are interested in studying people’s 
thoughts, feelings and behaviours. That is, how and 
why do people think, feel and behave in the ways 
that they do?

We can study this in many different ways. The easiest way 
is just to ask people, by using a tool such as a survey or 
questionnaire. However, this is not always the best way 
to get information on how people really think, because 
sometimes people will be unaware of their real thoughts 
or feelings. They might also want to answer in a particular 
way, either because that is what they think the researcher 
is trying to find, or because they want to be perceived in a 
more positive way (we call this ‘social desirability bias’). For 
this reason, we also have other methods we can use – for 
example, we can introduce people to a concept or situation 
and see how they react to it, or we can ask them to respond 
to something (for example, ‘Does this word describe God, yes 
or no?’) very quickly so that we get their immediate reaction.

So, what are psychologists investigating when they study 
religion? We are not looking at what you might call ‘truths’ 
about the world – instead, we’re looking at how people 
think, feel and behave with regard to religion. For example, 
instead of asking whether God really exists or what God is 
really like, we’re asking: how do people actually think about 
God, regardless of what their scripture or teachings say? This 
is important to do, because we find that religion affects many 
aspects of people’s lives, such as their physical and mental 
health, how they cope with difficult situations and how they 
behave towards other people. 

Dr Carissa Sharp

DR CARISSA SHARPDR SIMEON ZAHL
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Ages 9–11

BACKGROUND KNOWLEDGE FOR THE TEACHER 
This unit gives pupils a chance to become investigators. They will 
investigate ideas of God from two different disciplines: psychology and 
theology. They will learn what questions these different disciplines ask, 
how they go about finding answers – their methods – and some of the 
answers they find. 

Our resident psychologist is Dr Carissa Sharp. She says that psychology 
is about mental events – what goes on in someone’s mind. This includes 
beliefs, emotions, hopes, desires, intentions and behaviour. All of our 

experiences are processed in our minds – that is, they are subjective and personal.  

We are focusing on some research that Dr Carissa and some colleagues carried out 
into what people think God is like. The research involved a large number of people, 
but filtered out those who regard themselves as atheist. So, this research is about 
what people who believe in God in some way think about what God is like. 

We will help pupils to try out the methods used, and use this to refine their 
understanding about what people mean when they use the word ‘God’, 
demonstrating that people see God differently. Dr Carissa’s research shows that 
common ideas of God fit into five categories; these ideas are not the same as 
orthodox religious teachings.

Our resident theologian is Dr Simeon Zahl. He starts from a position of believing in 
God and using the Bible to find out more about what God is like, in order to help 
people think about how to live. He particularly focuses on how Jesus helps Christians 
to understand more about God. 

We will use the methods of theology in looking at what Christians learn from 
texts about Jesus, and what this means for them about God. We will also consider 
how Christians have thought about God and Jesus at different times through the 
centuries, to help pupils develop a more nuanced understanding of Christian ideas 
about God. 

This links to RE Today units of work U2.1 Why do some people believe God exists? 
and U2.11 Why do some people believe in God and some not?

PRIOR KNOWLEDGE
In order to access the learning in this unit 
pupils should have learnt about

• beliefs about God in at least one religious 
worldview

• beliefs that many Christians hold about 
who Jesus is.

ASSESSMENT FOR 9–11s
The statements below suggest expected 
outcomes from this unit for 11-year-olds. 
Adapt them for the age of pupils you are 
teaching. These link to the outcomes for this 
series of books shown on the webpages. 
You may need to adapt them slightly for the 
syllabus or guidelines you follow.

Expected

• Describe some different questions and 
methods used by psychologists and 
theologians to investigate what God 
is like.

• Comment on the impact of these 
findings for people who do believe and 
for those who don’t believe, including 
pupils themselves.  

• Describe some of the characteristics of God, 
as described by research in psychology 
(for example, ideas connected to God as 
limitless, authoritarian, mystical).

• Explain how Gospel stories about Jesus help 
Christians to think about what God is like.

This unit helps pupils in Scotland to 
achieve RME 2-01a, 2-01b, 2-09b.

ERESOURCES 
Go to www.natre.org.uk/ 
bqic-big-questions-big-
answers to access the 
resources below: 

• a pupil booklet to guide pupils through 
their learning

• a further activity to extend step 3b is in 
the pupil booklet and online Resource 6.4

• an extended version of Resource 6.5

• an extra-step resource: ‘If Jesus is like this, 
what is God like? Some comments’

• a ‘digging deeper’ activity to extend Step 7

• lanyard template (Resource 6.9)

What can we learn 
from psychology 
and theology about 
the idea of God?

ESSENTIAL KNOWLEDGE FOR THE PUPIL 
By the end of this unit pupils should know:

• people can study ideas of God using different disciplines

• psychology can tell us about people’s ideas of God – what they think 

‘God’ is like; these ideas may not match ‘official’ religious teachings 

• theology uses the Bible to explore ideas of God, with a focus on how 

Jesus shows Christians what God is like 

Key vocabulary: 

psychology, theology, God, limitless, 

authoritarian, mystical, benevolent, 

ineffable, incarnation, incarnate, 

gospels, divine
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Being psychologists for a day

Introduce pupils to Dr Carissa and outline what 

psychologists do, using her introduction on p. 26 

and her lead investigator picture. 

As we are going to consider what people think about 

God, we need to explore the idea that when we think, 

the stuff in our heads is not the same as the thing itself. 

An example will help here. Ask pupils to imagine an 

elephant, and then do a quick sketch. Compare some of 

the sketches to show how different people’s ideas can 

be – size of ears, tusks, length of trunk, etc. Point out 

that ideas in our heads are not the same as the thing in 

reality. Whatever we think about an elephant – however 

we picture it – that does not change the way elephants 

are in the real world. 

This is something to consider when we are talking about 

the idea of God. We are not exploring whether or not 

there is a God, or what this God is actually like (if God 

does exist). We are asking what people think God is 

like. This has no impact on the existence (or otherwise) 

of God.

Next, ask pupils to think what ‘God’ is like. You’re not 

asking them whether they believe in God, just what words 

come to mind when they hear the word ‘God’. Each pupil 

takes at least three sticky notes and writes a word on 

each. Collect them in for use later.

Introducing psychology

Lots of people in the world believe in God, but do 

they all have the same idea about what ‘God’ is like? 

Dr Carissa and her colleagues did experiments to find 

out a little more about what people mean when they 

think about ‘God’. They did a series of online surveys 

with lots of people, but filtered out people who said 

they believe God definitely does not exist. They started 

with lots of words and narrowed them down to 25 key 

terms, in five groups of similar terms. 

Use the cards at the top half of Resource 6.1 on p. 30. Each row 

represents one of the five groups of similar terms. This is so that 

you can reduce the number pupils work with, as appropriate to 

your class. Make sure you have a balance from each row. 

• Cut the cards up and give them to pupils to sort into groups.

• Ask them to discuss the meanings of the words, using a 

dictionary where necessary.

• Discuss the groups pupils have created.

Dr Carissa and her colleagues did a series of experiments with 

what people think about God. They came up with five categories 

that covered most people’s ideas. They call it the LAMBI scale. 

You can see why!

Talk with your pupils about these terms. 

There is a set of explanations you can use 

to help on p. 30. 

Ask pupils to match the term and its 

explanation as part of your discussion. 

Ask pupils to see if they can put the 

cards they sorted earlier into the LAMBI 

categories. There are five for each category, 

and three to do with God not existing. Remember that 

people can believe that God does not actually exist, but still 

have an idea about what they mean by the word ‘God’. 

Ask pupils to come up with a logo or symbol to represent 

each category, labelling and explaining their ideas. 

Discuss them as a class to decide on the best symbols. 

Use those from now on when you talk about the LAMBI 

categories; ‘dual coding’, where you link ideas with a 

visual representation, can help pupils to remember. 

Finally, give out the ideas pupils wrote on the sticky 

notes in Step 1. In small groups, can they fit them into 

the LAMBI categories? 

STEP 1

LIMITLESS AUTHORITARIAN MYSTICAL BENEVOLENT INEFFABLE

STEP 2

RE
SO

UR
CE

 6
.1 The LAMBI scale

These are the categories Dr Carissa and her colleagues used. They call it the LAMBI scale. 

• Can you tell why? 

• Do you know what these words mean? 

These are tricky terms, but here are some explanations.

Can you match them up to the key words? 

Here are 28 words used by Dr Carissa in her investigation into what people think about what God is like.

Sort them into groups. What groups have you used? You might look at what ideas are similar, for example. 

Limitless

This is the 

idea that God 

wants people 

to behave a 

certain way. 

God gives 

clear rules and 

is willing to 

punish people 

if they don’t 

follow these 
rules.

Ineffable

This means that 

God cannot be 

talked about 

or described 

truly – God 

is beyond 

words or even 

thoughts.

Authoritarian

This means that 

God is good and 

loving. It is from 

two Latin words, 

‘bene’ (good) and 

‘volens’ (willing).

Mystical

This is the 

idea that God 

goes beyond 

the universe 

and our 

imagination. 

There is no 

limit to God.

Benevolent

This is the idea 

that God is 

not so much 

like a person 

as a force or 

energy. Some 

might say the 

universe itself 

is God.

Limitless Vast Boundless Infinite Immense

Wrathful Punishing Strict Stern Commanding

Nature Energy Cosmic Consciousness Universe

Forgiving Compassionate Gracious Tolerant Merciful

Unknowable Unimaginable Inconceivable Incomprehensible Unknown

Non-existent Imaginary Not real
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Different people’s ideas about God
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Evaluation 
Practise using the key terms, including the LAMBI categories, to help pupils 
to be able to recall and apply the terms correctly. Use the dual-coding 
images pupils created in Step 2 to check pupils’ knowledge.

Ask pupils to: 

• fill in the snowflake on p. 31 for themselves

• compare it with that of someone else in the class and discuss the 
similarities and differences

• write a paragraph describing their own ideas about God using some of 
the LAMBI terms (it might be helpful to use the sentence starter: ‘When I 
use the word I think...’)

• discuss the paragraph with another person in the class 

• say how they are similar and different, and why might they be similar 
and different

As a class, discuss where their ideas might have come from: e.g. family, 
friends, going to a place of worship.

Find out from pupils what they have learnt about people’s ideas about 
God. Ask them how they are similar to and different from their own. What 
was surprising or puzzling?

Ask what pupils think of being psychology investigators. What is good/
interesting/challenging about the questions, methods and findings?

Note that this psychology research does not tell people what to think or 
how to live. It describes how people actually think. Some research may 
offer examples for what might be good ways to think and live, based on 
the examples of other people. This is different from theology: for most 
religious believers, finding out about what God is like has implications for 
how people ought to live.

Different people from the same religious worldview will vary – they will 
emphasise different characteristics. These variations show the breadth 
of religious and non-religious worldviews, and while people’s ideas may 
be informed by the teachings from their religion, they don’t necessarily 
represent those teachings exactly. Even members of the same religious 
community might have different ideas about God.

Being a God 
investigator
Next pupils will become psychology 
investigators, helping Dr Carissa. 
They need a survey and they need 
some people to ask. Use Resource 
6.2, the snowflake diagram on p. 31. 

Ask pupils to talk to at least two other people to 
collect their ideas about what they think ‘God’ is 
like. This could be done in school or for homework. 
Use the same sheet to record their responses but 
use a different coloured pen for each person. The 
interviewees need to say what they think ‘God’ is 
like. They must draw an X on the spoke – the more 
they agree with the description, the closer they put 
their X to the word. If they totally disagree that 
God is, for example, punishing or forgiving, they 
put their X in the centre. Remember that this is not 
asking people if they believe in God, but just asking 
them, ‘When you think about the idea of “God”, 
what words best describe God?’ Alternatively pupils 
could use the LAMBI grid on p. 5 of the pupil booklet 
(online Resource 6.3).

Investigation results
Gather your investigators’ research. Put the sheets up around the 
classroom and discuss the results. Which words do people agree with 
most and least? Talk about why that might be the case. 

Notice that not everyone agrees about what ‘God’ is like. Dr Carissa 
and her colleagues concluded that the LAMBI scale can be used to 
assess important individual differences in thinking about God. 

• Do your investigators agree? 

• Why? Why not? 

Discuss what difference it might make to how 
someone lives if they think God is benevolent, 
rather than authoritarian; or their idea of God 
is more ineffable than benevolent. For each 
category, ask pupils to list two or three ways in 
which this idea of God might make a difference to 
how they live. There is a further activity on this 
topic in the pupil booklet online (pupil booklet 
page 6, and online Resource 6.4).

Reliable; 
replicable; 
generalisable
Explain to your team of psychology investigators 

(your class) that we need to ask some questions 

when looking at the results of psychology surveys.

• Are the questions and answers reliable? 

For example, is it possible that people can 

misunderstand the questions? How can you be sure 

people are being honest in their answers?

• Are the results replicable? Can you repeat the 

experiment with different groups of people and get 

a similar result?

• Are they generalisable? Can you take the findings 

from this one group and apply the results to other 

groups or situations?

In the research to check if LAMBI is a good measure 

of people’s ideas of God, Dr Carissa and her fellow 

researchers asked 1,434 people, mostly Americans, 

with an average age of 36. They did not ask atheists.

Discuss this with your pupil investigators. Ask them:

• Do they think the questions are reliable? 

• Are the results of the pupil surveys similar? 

• Do the results apply to all people who are not 

definite atheists?  

STEP 3A STEP 3B

STEP 5

STEP 4

RE
SO

UR
CE

 6
.2

THE LAMBI SCALE
There are many ways of thinking about God, a higher power or a divine life force, but some of God’s characteristics may 
seem more relevant to some people than others. Using a wide range of the scale below, please rate how well each word 
describes God. 

Note that this is not asking you to say if you believe in God or not – just what you think when you use the word ‘God’. 

FILLING IN THE SNOWFLAKE
Put an X along the spoke to illustrate how far you agree with the word at the end, when 

you think about the idea of God – the nearer the centre, the less you agree; the nearer the 

outside edge, the more you agree. 

Join up the Xs to make your unique snowflake shape.

Psychology research into what 
people think about ‘God’

Limitless

Unknowable

Unimaginable

Forgiving Cosmic

Consciousness

Merciful Punishing

Strict

Infinite
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If someone thinks God is …
… how might they behave?

boundless and infinite
(Limitless)

strict and punishing
(Authoritarian)
cosmic energy

(Mystical)
forgiving and compassionate

(Benevolent)
unimaginable and unknowable

(Ineffable)

If someone thinks 
God is …

boundless and 
infinite

(Limitless)

… they are more likely to:
• enjoy religious diversity• focus on individual spirituality rather than groups. 

They are less likely to:
• feel close to nature• believe in reincarnation.strict and 

punishing

(Authoritarian)

… they are more likely to:
• see God as a personal being• be committed to following God. 

They are less likely to:
• feel close to nature• cheat!

cosmic energy

(Mystical)

… they are more likely to:
• feel close to nature• believe God is involved in human affairs

• believe in reincarnation. 

They are less likely to:
• see God as a personal being (more of a  

cosmic force).

forgiving and 
compassionate

(Benevolent)

… they are more likely to:
• see God as a personal being involved in people’s lives
• be committed to following God• believe that God supports them in their lives

• find their belief in God helps them to cope in tough times. 

They are less likely to:
• believe in reincarnation. 

unimaginable and 
unknowable

(Ineffable)

… they are more likely to:
• ask lots of questions about God and spirituality

They are less likely to:
• be certain about what God is like.

Dr Carissa and her colleagues wondered if someone’s idea of God made a difference to how they behave.  

So, they asked about lots of ideas to do with people’s attitudes and beliefs and matched them to their view of God. 

Have a go yourself before you look at the bottom of the page. What do you think?

Dr Carissa’s research (and research from other psychologists) showed that: 

• Which of these findings match your predictions?• Why do you think people with these ideas of God think or behave in this way?
• Think about your own ideas of God’s – whether you think a God exists or not. Do your ideas about ‘God’ make any 

difference to how you think or behave? 

BIG QUESTIONS BIG ANSWERS VOL 1 INVESTIGATING GOD

Being psychologists for a day

RE
SO

UR
CE

 6
.4

STEP 3B 

Resource 6.4
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 6
.1 The LAMBI scale

These are the categories Dr Carissa and her colleagues used. They call it the LAMBI scale. 

• Can you tell why? 

• Do you know what these words mean? 

These are tricky terms, but here are some explanations.

Can you match them up to the key words? 

Here are 28 words used by Dr Carissa in her investigation into what people think about what God is like.

Sort them into groups. What groups have you used? You might look at what ideas are similar, for example. 

Limitless

This is the 
idea that God 
wants people 
to behave a 
certain way. 

God gives 
clear rules and 

is willing to 
punish people 
if they don’t 
follow these 

rules.

Ineffable

This means that 
God cannot be 
talked about 
or described 
truly – God 
is beyond 

words or even 
thoughts.

Authoritarian

This means that 
God is good and 
loving. It is from 
two Latin words, 
‘bene’ (good) and 
‘volens’ (willing).

Mystical

This is the 
idea that God 
goes beyond 
the universe 

and our 
imagination. 
There is no 

limit to God.

Benevolent

This is the idea 
that God is 

not so much 
like a person 
as a force or 

energy. Some 
might say the 
universe itself 

is God.

Limitless Vast Boundless Infinite Immense

Wrathful Punishing Strict Stern Commanding

Nature Energy Cosmic Consciousness Universe

Forgiving Compassionate Gracious Tolerant Merciful

Unknowable Unimaginable Inconceivable Incomprehensible Unknown

Non-existent Imaginary Not real
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.2

THE LAMBI SCALE
There are many ways of thinking about God, a higher power or a divine life force, but some of God’s characteristics may 
seem more relevant to some people than others. Using a wide range of the scale below, please rate how well each word 
describes God. 

Note that this is not asking you to say if you believe in God or not – just what you think when you use the word ‘God’. 

FILLING IN THE SNOWFLAKE
Put an X along the spoke to illustrate how far you agree with the word at the end, when 

you think about the idea of God – the nearer the centre, the less you agree; the nearer the 

outside edge, the more you agree. 

Join up the Xs to make your unique snowflake shape.

Psychology research into what 
people think about ‘God’

Limitless

Unknowable

Unimaginable

Forgiving Cosmic

Consciousness

Merciful Punishing

Strict

Infinite
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Being theologians for a day

Introduce pupils to Dr Simeon and outline what theologians do, using his introduction on p. 26. 

This kind of work is probably more familiar to many RE lessons, where we often look at texts to 

find out what people believe.

Christian theologians look at the Gospels to find out about Jesus. They don’t all agree about how reliable these 

accounts are, but they look closely at them. Many theologians believe these stories are inspired by God and tell the 

truth about what Jesus did and said. This is why they take them so seriously.

Ask pupils to create a theologian lanyard for Dr Simeon – on one side ask them to list bullet points showing 

some key things that theologians do and explore, and on the other side a logo for his theology department.

Introducing theology
STEP 6

STEP 7

If they haven’t come up with these already, where can they find evidence for these ideas in the texts?

Comparing theology and psychology
Ask pupils to compare the description of God in the biblical texts 
with the words in the LAMBI test. Where are there similarities 
and differences between the teachings of the Bible and the ideas 
people have about God?

Ask pupils to look back at the theology lanyard they created in 
Step 6. Ask them to create a psychology lanyard for Dr Carissa in 
the same style (online Resource 6.9 provides a lanyard template).

Talk about the difference between the psychology research 
(finding out what people think) and the theology (proposing 
what God is actually like, based on the idea that the Bible is 
somehow inspired by God and therefore a reliable source of 
truth). Which method do they like, and why? 

Can they see the benefits of having these different  
ways to explore ideas of God?

Most Christians believe that Jesus is God, although 
they do not always understand this in exactly the 
same way. Some think that the stories of miracles, and 
even Jesus’ resurrection, were added by followers of 
Jesus in the years after Jesus’ death. However, most 
Christian believers basically accept the Bible as giving 
a true picture of what Jesus said and did. We will 
ask pupils to read and interpret the texts from that 
perspective on this occasion.

• Look at the texts in Resource 6.5 on p. 33. (Note there 
are three extra texts available online: Resource 6.6). 
Divide the texts up between groups of pupils. Get the 
groups to read their texts aloud and act the story out, 
or freeze-frame it, or hot-seat the characters. Imagine 
what an eyewitness would tell their friends or family 
when they returned home: what would they report 
back about Jesus? What is he like, and what does the 
text show is important to him?

• Ask pupils to think about why these texts were 
included in the Gospels. Can they give some 
reasons? If Jesus really was teaching for three years, 
why did these events get chosen out of everything 
he did? They must say something important. Now 
introduce the background information (see the 

online resource 6.7 ‘If Jesus is like this, what is 
God like? Some comments’). How do this match 
pupils’ ideas? What is new?

• Get pupils to think about the audiences 
involved in their text. Who was there at the 
event? What was it like for them? Were they 
being helped, challenged or comforted? 

• Consider the audience for the Gospel writers 
– how would the texts help them? Ask pupils 
to create two speech/thought bubbles (or use 
the template in online Resource 6.8); one for an 
eyewitness of the events in their text and one 
for someone who hears about it years later from 
a gospel writer. As a class compare the speech 
bubbles for the eyewitnesses at the different 
events and people who hear later.

• Remind pupils that many Christian theologians 
believe in the Incarnation. They use a biblical 
picture of Jesus to find out more about what 
God’s character is like. From their reading so far, 
what do pupils think the texts show about what 
God is like? See if they can come up with at 
least three adjectives to describe God. Here are 
some suggestions:

Powerful Loving Kind Welcoming Compassionate

Challenging Forgiving Patient Good Guiding

Concerned (with the poor, outcasts and sinners) Miracle-worker

Doing some theology 

STEP 8

What did the audience think?  Eyewitness accounts and gospel readers

Now think again about the 
eyewitnesses at the events in the stories from the bible that we have studied. 

Fill in the speech bubble for an eyewitness to the events in one of the texts that we have read. What was it like for them?  
Were they being helped, 
challenged or comforted?

My focus event is

_________________________

_________________________

Fill in the speech bubble for 
someone who the gospel writers were writing about the event for – this was a few years after the events have happened. Imagine the gospel writer was describing the events to this person as they wrote them down.

What was it like for the listener hearing the gospel writer talk (or the reader reading) about the events? Was the listener/ reader being helped, challenged or comforted?
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IF JESUS IS LIKE THIS, WHAT IS GOD LIKE? SOME 

COMMENTS
Here are some comments that Christian theologians make to explain the background and some of the 

meanings of these texts. 

THE BEGINNING OF 
JESUS’ TEACHING
The Prophet Isaiah wrote several hundred years before Jesus 

lived. This passage shows that God is interested in releasing 

people from suffering and oppression. Isaiah also says that 

God anoints his prophet to bring this freedom. For Gospel 

writer Luke, Jesus is also anointed by God. It shows Jesus’ 

priorities: bringing good news to those who need it most. 

Luke 4:16–21 (CEV)

JESUS AND THE PARALYSED MAN

Jesus shows his compassion, taking time to address the needs 

of the paralysed man, even though he is already surrounded 

by a crowd of people. 

He claims the authority to forgive sins. This causes problems 

among some of the religious experts there who believe only 

God can do that. But Jesus backs up his words with action – 

showing that he can also bring healing to the paralysed man. 

Luke 5:17–39 (God’s Word)

JESUS ADDRESSES HIS 

AUDIENCES 
Jesus tells three stories back to back – the Lost Sheep, the 

Lost Coin and the Lost Son. He has two audiences. One group 

includes the dodgy people ‘of doubtful reputation’ – people 

who are considered sinners and outcasts. The other group is 

made up of good people who follow God’s teachings. But they 

are upset that Jesus does not seem to notice that he is mixing 

with sinners! Jesus’ three stories have something to say to 

the ‘sinners’: God loves them and wants them to be saved. 

He also has something for the good people to learn too: they 

should be pleased, not critical, when God welcomes unlikely 

people to his party.

Luke 15:1–7 (The Message)

JESUS TEACHES HIS DISCIPLES

John’s Gospel includes a long section where Jesus teaches 

his disciples. It is set in the hours before he is arrested and 

executed. It is quite different in style from the other three 

Gospels. Some theologians suggest this is because it was 

written later, and John had a chance to reflect on what Jesus’ 

teachings meant.

Here Jesus points out that loving others is the key to following 

him – which will mean giving up your own needs for someone 

else, even to the extent of giving up your life for others. Jesus 

was just about to go and do just that by dying on the cross. 

John 15:9–17 (CEB)

JESUS WELCOMES CHILDREN
This passage suggests that anyone can come to Jesus, no 

matter how young. No one is insignificant for Jesus. 

Matthew 19:13–15 (The Message)

JESUS IS EXECUTED ON 

THE CROSS
Even while suffering the agony of the cross, Jesus forgives 

those who execute him. Christians see Jesus’ death as the 

ultimate sign of God’s love for people – Jesus sacrifices his life 

to save others.

Luke 23:33–34 (CEB)

THE RESURRECTED JESUS 

APPEARS TO HIS DISCIPLES
For most Christians, the resurrection of Jesus is the 

cornerstone of their belief in Jesus as God. They see that this 

shows that Jesus is Lord of life and death – that sin and death 

could not defeat him, that he rose to new life and opens the 

way for others to do so too.

John 20:19–23 (CEB)
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JESUS TEACHES HIS DISCIPLES
John’s Gospel includes a long section where Jesus teaches his disciples. It is set in the hours before he is arrested and executed: 

“As the Father loved me, I too have loved you. Remain in my love. If you keep my commandments, you will remain in my love, just as I kept my Father’s commandments and remain in his love. I have said these things to you so that my joy will be in you and your joy will be complete. This is my commandment: love each other just as I have loved you. No one has greater love than to give up one’s life for one’s friends. You are my friends if you do what I command you. I don’t call you servants any longer, because servants don’t know what their master is doing. Instead, I call you friends, because everything I heard from my Father I have made known to you. You didn’t choose me, but I chose you and appointed you so that you could go and produce fruit and so that your fruit could last. As a result, whatever you ask the Father in my name, he will give you. I give you these commandments so that you can love each other.”
John 15:9–17 (CEB)

JESUS WELCOMES CHILDREN
One day children were brought to Jesus in the hope that he would lay hands on them and pray over them. The disciples shooed them off. But Jesus intervened: “Let the children alone, don’t prevent them from coming to me. God’s kingdom is made up of people like these.” After laying hands on them, he left.

Matthew 19:13–15 (The Message)

JESUS IS EXECUTED ON 
THE CROSS
When they arrived at the place called The Skull, they crucified him, along with the criminals, one on his right and the other on his left.  Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they don’t know what they’re doing.” 
Luke 23:33–34 (CEB)

THE RESURRECTED JESUS 
APPEARS TO THE DISCIPLES
Jesus died on Friday. On the Sunday morning, they   find the tomb empty, and Jesus appears to Mary Magdalene. Then he appears to the rest of the disciples: 
It was still the first day of the week [i.e. Sunday]. That evening, while the disciples were behind closed doors because they were afraid of the Jewish authorities, Jesus came and stood among them. He said, “Peace be with you.” After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. When the disciples saw the Lord, they were filled with joy.  Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father sent me, so I am sending you.” Then he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone’s sins, they are forgiven; if you don’t forgive them, they aren’t forgiven.”

John 20:19–23 (CEB)
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1.  Imagine what an eyewitness would tell their friends and family when they returned home after this event. How would they describe what Jesus is like? Write down your ideas, explaining what you think is important to Jesus from these texts.2.  If Jesus really was teaching for three years, why have these events been chosen to be recorded and remembered? Give some reasons.
3.  Have a look at Resource 6.7, which contains background information for your chosen texts. You need to look for reasons why these stories were included in the Gospels, out of all the things Jesus said and did.
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These four passages are from the Gospels in the New Testament, which tell the stories of Jesus’ life. 
Theologians say that Jesus is God, and so they argue that if you look at Jesus, you see what God is 
like. So, for a Christian, from these stories about Jesus, what might a theologian say God is like?

THE BEGINNING OF  
JESUS’ TEACHING
One of the first times Jesus taught in public was 
in a synagogue in Nazareth: 

Jesus went back to Nazareth, where he had been brought 
up, and as usual he went to the meeting place on the 
Sabbath. When he stood up to read from the Scriptures,  
he was given the book of Isaiah the prophet. He opened it 
and read,

“The Lord’s Spirit

    has come to me,

because he has chosen me

to tell the good news

    to the poor.

The Lord has sent me

to announce freedom

    for prisoners,

to give sight to the blind,

to free everyone

    who suffers,

and to say, ‘This is the year

    the Lord has chosen.’”

Jesus closed the book, then handed it back to the man 
in charge and sat down. Everyone in the meeting place 
looked straight at Jesus.

Then Jesus said to them, “What you have just heard me 
read has come true today.”

Luke 4:16–21 (CEV)

JESUS ADDRESSES  
HIS AUDIENCES 
Jesus tells three stories back to back – the Lost 
Sheep, the Lost Coin and the Lost Son. Note who he 
is telling the stories to, and what they are up to:

By this time a lot of men and women of doubtful reputation 
were hanging around Jesus, listening intently. The Pharisees 
and religion scholars were not pleased, not at all pleased. 
They growled, “He takes in sinners and eats meals with them, 
treating them like old friends.” Their grumbling triggered this 
story.

“Suppose one of you had a hundred sheep and lost one. 
Wouldn’t you leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness and go 
after the lost one until you found it? When found, you can 
be sure you would put it across your shoulders, rejoicing, 
and when you got home call in your friends and neighbours, 
saying, ‘Celebrate with me! I’ve found my lost sheep!’ Count 
on it – there’s more joy in heaven over one sinner’s rescued 
life than over ninety-nine good people in no need of rescue.” 

Luke 15:1–7 (The Message)

JESUS WELCOMES  
CHILDREN
One day children were brought to Jesus in the hope that he 
would lay hands on them and pray over them. The disciples 
shooed them off. But Jesus intervened: “Let the children alone, 
don’t prevent them from coming to me. God’s kingdom is 
made up of people like these.” After laying hands on them, 
he left.

Matthew 19:13–15 (The Message) 

JESUS IS EXECUTED  
ON THE CROSS
When they arrived at the place called The Skull, they crucified 
him, along with the criminals, one on his right and the other 
on his left. Jesus said, “Father, forgive them, for they don’t 
know what they’re doing.” 

Luke 23:33–34 (CEB)

Christian theology asks, ‘If this is 
what Jesus is like, what is God like?’
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