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WORLDVIEWS AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS 
By Graham Ogden 

A	  former	  Anglican	  priest	  who	  spent	  most	  of	  his	  working	  life	  teaching	  in	  seminaries	  and	  with	  Bible	  
translation	  projects.	  He	  now	  lives	  in	  Ballarat. 

 
Each of us has a worldview; it is the perspective we have/adopt/acquire that provides the framework 
for how we see the world around us. It gives one a direction for living, a set of principles upon 
which to base one's values and judgments. It may be unique to oneself, or one shared with those 
with a common culture or religious commitment. 
 
I was recently in the company of a Christian community representative of a very conservative bent 
and found myself reacting against their religious or theological worldview despite the fact that I had 
been raised within that same tradition, and knew the language and its implications. It made me very 
much aware of where I had come from and where I now stood. It was a worldview in which 
everything, every decision, every attitude was cast within the frame of an interventionist GOD. 
Explaining a decision taken in terms of what one thought was God's will, God's leading; seeking 
answers through prayer to questions about what to do, where to move, what work to pursue, what to 
preach on, and so on. I was actually quite surprised at how I found their language and speech to be 
so alien to my current understanding.  
 
Of course, this particular worldview is to be found within the Old Testament. God is a distant Being 
who is in total control not only of creation but also the affairs of humans and of the entire global 
community. World powers were viewed as God's agents of judgement and punishment as well as of 
blessing, of drought and famine as well as abundant harvests; nothing happened outside the divine 
will and purpose. It is a view found in the prophets such as in Amos 3:6-7 – everything that 
happens, good or bad, is attributed to God. He is the sole source of all life and all that happens in 
life. Prayers, sacrifices, singing his praises, lamenting, may induce this distant God-in-Heaven to act 
or change his mind (see Exo 34:6-7; Jonah 3:9 etc.) but it is God alone who is in control of all. The 
notion of divine omnipotence undergirds this worldview. This is a theo-centric worldview in which 
everything on earth or in the heavens depends on the divine will and purpose. The problem for 
modern humans is that we are now in a world that honours the scientific and secular; God is 
marginal to its worldview, rather than its sole focus. The net result is that we have to determine 
afresh what place the Bible has in our modern thinking and how we might think of God in a 
universe that science has revealed to us. And we have yet to find an acceptable response to the 
problem of theodicy – how is it that an omnipotent and supposedly loving God allows innocents to 
suffer, fails to stop earthquakes that destroy his creatures, turns a blind eye to things like the 
Holocaust, and so on. 
 
Despite the fact that early Israelite religion, that of the patriarchs, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and their 
families, was polytheistic, acknowledging various gods (‘elohim), the subsequent re-writing or 
editing of Israel's story during the 6th century BCE draws on a development attributed to the time of 
Moses and the revelation to him of the name and character of Yahweh. Yahwism has been read 
back into Israel's earliest story almost obliterating the evidence of its earliest religious forms (but 
see Josh 24:2,14). Henotheism was not introduced into Israel's religious life, according to the 
tradition, until the time of Moses – it believes that there are other gods, but for Israel only Yahweh 
was to be theirs to worship (Exo 20:1-2). It was not until the time of the Babylonian Exile and the 
thoughts found in the second half of Isaiah that we get an official statement of Israel's monotheism, 
that Yahweh is the only God, all other claimants being false. The move from polytheism through 
henotheism to monotheism in Israel was gradual and probably only reflected the views of Israel's 
religious leaders. There is abundant evidence that for the common people, syncretism, a mix of 
traditional and Canaanite elements, characterised their religious ideas and practice throughout and 
which the prophets constantly attacked.  
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It was perhaps during the 6th cent. BCE Babylonian exile period when Judahites were exposed again 
to foreign ideas, this time from Persia, that we see the beginnings of another paradigmatic shift, this 
time towards the notion that God was responsible for the good things in life, while another 
competing and malevolent power was responsible for all the evil in the world. There developed the 
dualistic thesis that Satan or the Devil was the one who stood against God. While in the OT itself 
“the Satan” was one of the heavenly hosts (Job 1-2) and not at all a malevolent angel, in later times 
and in the NT he has been credited with that role, the devil who tempts. This marks a major shift in 
worldview. Now we have two competing powers – and it seems from certain NT texts that Satan 
was regarded as the one with control over the world, albeit temporarily, a power not to be 
overthrown until the “last days.” God was no longer omnipotent, apparently, or at least had decided 
to relinquish or to not exercise that omnipotence! 
 
That new emerging dualistic worldview pits the good against the evil, God against the Devil. In 
theological terms it lays a heavy emphasis on God as the Judge and Saviour, the one who can and 
will rescue from the Evil One if called upon. Life is seen as a struggle between two human 
inclinations – to do good or to sin - although the notion of “original sin” that it espouses (thanks to 
Augustine) means that more often than not it is the evil inclination that wins out – as Paul testified. 
In Calvinist theology, humanity it “totally corrupt” and independently can do no good thing, thus 
requiring divine rescue. The worldview underlying the NT is of this order, with its dual emphases 
on human sin while at the same time offering divine redemption.  
 
That redemption is believed possible because of the death of Jesus, his death being regarded as a 
sacrifice offered to God for humanity's sin. Jesus' death, however, was the final outcome of his way 
of life; it was a final self-sacrificial act, the culmination of his opposition to the political and 
religious powers of his day and of his support for the marginalised. Adopting the paradigm of 
blood-sacrifice to explain Jesus’ death was a decision made early in the period after Jesus’ death in 
an attempt to have it mean something to his despondent followers. So in traditional Christian 
theology he became and remains the Lamb of God who was sacrificed to make atonement for 
human sin, a paradigm that removes Jesus from all human reality. However, the notion of the Lamb, 
drawn from the Passover liturgy, had nothing to do with atonement or forgiveness – the Passover 
Lamb was not only slaughtered but also eaten in celebration of an escape from persecution and 
oppression in Egypt! It could never be a symbol of resurrection, nor was it ever connected with the 
removal of sin; that element derives from the Day of Atonement liturgy in which the goat is driven 
out into the desert metaphorically taking with it the sins of the community (Lev 16:6-22). 
 
Jesus' assassination at the hands of the Romans can be regarded as a sacrifice for human sin if it is 
seen as a way to appease an angry God who apparently considered no other means for forgiving 
humanity's sin. The notion of blood sacrifice is a cultural paradigm dependent upon Israel’s ancient 
worldview and its view of the divine. Use of the sacrificial paradigm to comprehend Jesus’ death 
belongs to the peculiar worldview of its time. Furthermore, the view that God sent Jesus down into 
this world from a place called Heaven with the specific purpose that he be killed as a sacrificial 
offering is a chilling picture of a “father.” Even within the worldview of the time it cannot be 
honoured as a sign of love for him or for the world! So we have a problem of worldview even if we 
try to comprehend it within its own time and place.  
 
 What we cannot do is take any ancient worldview and transpose it directly into the modern world; 
the two worldviews are so utterly different. We cannot universalise an ancient and limited 
worldview, nor can we retain the language that is integral to it. We cannot continue to speak of a 
God “up there,” of a Jesus who pre-existed before coming down to be born on earth then returning 
to “up there.” This language, even if we want to interpret it in metaphorical terms, has lost its use-
by date; it is meaningless to those of us with a modern and different worldview. 
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So to develop or retain a theology around Jesus’ death as sacrifice rooted in an ancient worldview is 
highly problematic, illegitimate in the modern world. A different paradigm is required for 
interpreting the facts surrounding Jesus’ death, as far as they can be established.  
 
When the NT speaks about Jesus’ death as a sacrifice for the whole world, it has serious limitations. 
We cannot interpret the words so literally that Jesus’ death somehow encompasses all people 
wherever and whenever born, from the past into the future. However that is clearly the theory that 
underpins what the church continues to teach today. Such is an illegitimate importing of an ancient 
worldview into a different culture and later worldview that makes little sense. This global 
redemption concept is a theory that can never be comprehended or sustained apart from retaining 
the worldview prevailing in the early Gentile Christian world. It is not a thesis that formed part of 
Jesus' world. In his day sacrifices of various kinds - animals, food, incense and other gifts - were 
offered daily, or in the case of the national Day of Atonement, annually - and it would not have 
included Gentiles within its frame. Paul's attempt to found the thesis on an analogy between Adam 
who as the “first human” brought sin to humanity, and Jesus who, as the “last  Adam,” removed 
the effects of that “original” and inherited sinfulness, draws on a worldview that is alien to a 
modern context. That all humanity shares in the sin of Adam depends on historicising a myth, and 
as such belongs to a worldview that lacks credibility today. (And when Paul's analogy is taken to its 
logical conclusion, if Adam's sin directly contaminates all subsequent humans [by sexual 
transmission according to Augustine], then Jesus' redemptive act must also have that universal 
efficacy, whether a matter of belief or not.)  
 
The traditional Christian view of Jesus as the focal act in God’s redemption of the world implies 
that God waited until just 2000 years ago to deal with the issue of human sin. While the opening 
chapters of Genesis speak of a time long ago, the imaginary beginnings of time and human history, 
Israel’s tribal memory goes back only a short way, and it is only the early followers of the Jewish 
Jesus who decided to focus on their leader as the one who becomes the “scapegoat” for all sinners 
anywhere and everywhere. Why Jesus and not some other person earlier or later? Why choose a 
Jew and not some other tribal representative? The only reason for the focus on Jesus as the sole 
agent for divine redemption of humanity lies in ascribing this role to him based on the ultimate 
authority given to Israel’s narrow tribal record and its limited worldview as our source. While there 
was something quite special about Jesus, he surely was not the only potential vehicle to become an 
icon of the divine. Accepting the NT worldview is the only grounds we have for placing Jesus at the 
unique centre of God’s dealing with humanity.  
 
The question of worldview is a very important one. We can identify the outlines and many details of 
the worldview shared by the peoples of the ancient world. In the case of Israel we know the limits 
of its world – somewhere east of Palestine, perhaps as far as Iran, south to northern Egypt and along 
the north African coast, west to the eastern regions of Spain, and north into Turkey, Greece and 
across the northern Mediterranean coast. That largely defines “the world” whenever the concept is 
used in the Bible. It is within that parameter that we must understand and affirm its content. 
A practical example of this is the way in which Mth 28:19 is understood. In modern church and 
evangelical circles this verse is interpreted in terms of our modern worldview, and mission is said to 
be a universal task and challenge. That was not what the verse meant in its day, and there are 
serious questions as to whether Jesus, for example, had such a vision. It is clear from a number of 
things he said that his mission was to preach to the people of Israel, and that only reluctantly did he 
have anything to say to Gentiles. He forbade his disciples apparently to go anywhere “among the 
Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans” for his mission was only to the lost of the house of 
Israel (Mth 10:5-6; 15:21-24). His worldview was quite circumscribed as would have been that of 
most of his contemporaries. Their world does not equate to our world. If Christians wish to engage 
mission on a global scale then at least it needs to be justified on a basis other than Mth 28:19. 
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Even Acts and its story of the spread of the faith, notes that the evangelists and Paul went to the 
Jews of the dispersion, to the synagogues, to preach and not to the “world”. It was there that he 
encountered Gentiles who had come to respect the Jewish community and become proselytes, 
sympathetic members of that community. It was there that Paul had then to make some decision 
about what to do, how to relate, with these non-Jews who wanted to become members of the Jewish 
Jesus sect. Only gradually as Gentiles began to outnumber Jews did that community as a separate 
entity called the church emerge and isolate itself from its Jewish roots.   
 
Other worldviews shape the self-understanding and framework with which different cultures 
operate. Some of these may perhaps bear some similarity with those of ancient biblical times but in 
the modern world it is the scientific worldview(s) that predominates, no doubt because it offers a 
methodology based on empirical data, technological discoveries and awareness of all the human and 
material sciences. Most things can now be tested empirically, even if religions cannot! Attempting 
to retain a biblical worldview in the modern era makes for inevitable conflict – no thinking person 
today can reasonably hold to a primitive view of the 3-decker universe above which sits an 
omnipotent God, nor treat myth and metaphor in the biblical text as historical fact, nor accept 
supernatural “miracle” as a category in reality, nor project things they cannot comprehend as being 
the work of God or the gods, and so on. If one wishes to retain some value for the ancient Scriptures 
or the sacred writings of other ancient cultures then one must recognise, accept and honour within 
their testimony certain views about the world and humanity that made sense to them in their day 
and context, that gave them a perspective from which to make judgments and decisions about a 
meaningful life. They are after all testimony not historical fact in the modern sense. The world has 
moved on and Christian theology must make the transition to a worldview and theology that 
accords with modern discoveries and knowledge. It does not make sense to live with a 
schizophrenic worldview – one foot in the Bible as literally understood and the other in the modern 
era. A modern worldview demands reframing the way one regards those ancient Scriptures and 
writings, allowing one to see them for what they were, ancient testimonies, while drawing from 
them their wisdom and insights into the world of the divine Mystery that all can share.  
 
The Christ who emerged from later church history was far removed from the human Jesus who gave 
his life for the cause and people he loved and served. It is vital that followers of that Jesus do 
whatever is possible to identify those elements of his teaching and life that retain the essence of 
who he was, not of what he was made to become in the years after his death. A worldview today is 
so different from that of the ancients. One must not be deluded into thinking that one can borrow 
ideas that are culturally, linguistically and historically bound and simply assume that they can be 
used unchanged in this modern context. We today have to make sense of the faith within the 
parameters of what we know – and still recognise that we and it also has its limits. 
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