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 ▶ God

God the creator
The fi rst words of the Christian Bible are ‘In the beginning, 
God created the heavens and the earth’. This gives two pieces of 
information.

1 The universe was designed and made; it did not come about by 
accident.

2 God was the designer and maker of the universe.

 1 Christianity: Beliefs

1

The Bible teaches that God created the universe and everything in it.

From these two pieces of information, Christians believe they are 
able to draw conclusions about what God is like. For example, 
if God created the universe, it follows that God existed before 
the universe. The universe has a beginning; before that, there 
was nothing but God. God created everything, and nothing 
exists that was not created by him. So God is somehow separate 
from his creation: he is transcendent. This means that he is the 
supreme being – there is none greater, and he has no equal. (See 
beliefs and teachings on creation from the Genesis accounts, 
pp.XX–XX) 

God the sustainer
Christianity teaches that, having created the universe, God did not 
abandon it or leave it to its own devices independent of him. 

Christians recognise that the living world relies on God for its 
continued existence as well as its creation. God remains active in 
the universe, sustaining life as well as creating it.

Transcendent Above and beyond 
anything in the physical universe.

Sustainer God’s role in continuing 
to provide for, and support, the 
existence of the things he has 
created.
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The Bible teaches that everything in the universe depends on God:

‘Lord, you have made so many things!
How wisely you made them all!
The earth is fi lled with your creatures.
There is the ocean, large and wide,
    where countless creatures live,
    large and small alike.
The ships sail on it, and in it plays Leviathan,
    that sea monster which you made.
All of them depend on you
    to give them food when they need it.
You give it to them, and they eat it;
    you provide food, and they are satisfi ed.
When you turn away, they are afraid;
    when you take away your breath, they die
    and go back to the dust from which they came.
But when you give them breath, they are created;
    you give new life to the earth.’ 

Psalm 104.24–30
This dependence is absolute. If God ceased to exist, then the 

universe would cease to exist, too.
Christians often compare God’s role as sustainer to that of a parent. 

A parent brings children into the world, but does not leave them to 
their fate. A good parent will provide the basic necessities required for 
children to grow: food, clothing, shelter and, importantly, love.

As children develop, their needs become more complex, but 
parents still ensure these needs are met. They help their children 
to become independent, but, in reality, they are always there to 
provide support, guidance and assistance as long as they are able.

Christians refer to God as ‘Father’ to emphasise his role as 
sustainer. The Lord’s Prayer, the Christian prayer fi rst recited by 
Jesus, starts with the words ‘Our Father’. It goes on say, ‘Give us 
this day our daily bread.’ There are different ideas about what this 
means – it may refer literally to God’s provision of food, or, more 
generally, the necessities of life – but it indicates the Christian belief 
that God sustains life. 

 Look up the following Bible 
references. Use them to make a 
list of ways in which God is like a 
father to his creation.

• Matthew 6:26
• Matthew 18:12–14
• Luke 6:35–36
• John 16:27
• 1 John 3:1
• 1 Corinthians 8:6
• Psalm 68:5
• 2 Corinthians 1:3–4

Task

Christians think of God like a father

Omnipotence 

Omnipotence The all-powerful, almighty and unlimited nature of God.

Key Concept

Christians believe that God is omnipotent. He has power over 
everything he has created, and his power is without limit. 

In the Book of Job in the Old Testament of the Bible, a man called 
Elihu talks about God’s power. He says, for instance, that human 
beings rely on God for their existence, not the other way round: 

 ‘If you sin, that does no harm to God. If you do wrong many times, 
does that aff ect him? Do you help God by being so righteous? There is 
nothing God needs from you.’ Job 35.6–7
Elihu goes on to say that God’s power is so great that human 

beings cannot understand it: 

‘At God's command amazing things happen, wonderful things that we 
can't understand.’ 

Job 37.5
And: 
‘God's power is so great that we cannot come near him; he is righteous 
and just in his dealings with us. No wonder, then, that everyone is 
awed by him, and that he ignores those who claim to be wise.’ 

Job 37.23–24

Omnibenevolence
Christians believe that God is omnibenevolent; he is supremely 
good and loving.

According to the Bible, as God creates the universe, he declares 
his creation to be good at each stage. For example, after he has 
created the land and the sea, the sun and the stars, birds and fi sh, 
and land-dwelling animals, it says, ‘God saw all that he had made, 
and it was very good’.

When he looks at everything that he created as a whole: 

‘God saw all that he had made, and it was very good.’ 
Genesis 1.31

Christians believe that, because his creation is good, God must 
be infi nitely good. And because God created everyone equal, he is 
fair and just to everyone. Elihu says, 

‘Is he not the One … who shows no partiality to princes and does not 
favour the rich over the poor, for they are all the work of his hands?’ 

Job 34.19

The qualities of God start with the 
prefi x omni-. This comes from a 
Latin word meaning all. So:

• omnipotent means all 
powerful.

• omnibenevolent means all 
good.

• omniscient means all knowing.
• omnipresent means all 

present.

What do you think is shown in this picture? 
Look up Isaiah 40.12. What does this say 
about God’s power?

Omnibenevolence The state 
of being all-loving and infi nitely 
good – a characteristic often 
attributed to God.

 The state 

Key Concept
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a direct infl uence over future events. For example, Luke’s Gospel says 
that God sent an angel to Mary, the mother of Jesus, who tells her, 

‘You will conceive and give birth to a son, and you are to call him Jesus. 
He will be great and will be called the Son of the Most High. The Lord 
God will give him the throne of his father David, and he will reign over 
Jacob’s descendants forever; his kingdom will never end.’

Luke 1.31–33
Christianity teaches that God sent Jesus into the world knowing 

in advance that he would be killed.
For other Christians, the idea that God knows the future in 

perfect detail is at odds with the belief that human beings have free 
will to make their own decisions and actions about the future.

Omnipresence 
The Christian belief in God’s omnipresence is the belief that God 
is not restricted by space or time. If he knows and understands all 
things, i.e. is omniscient, then he must be in a position to observe and 
infl uence all things. To say that God is omnipresent means that he is 
not limited by space or time; he is not restricted to being in one place 
or one moment. This does not mean that God is spread throughout 
the universe, but that he is naturally present in everything at all times.

So omnipresence is not concerned with God’s physical location. 
In any case, God does not have a physical form; John’s Gospel 
clearly states, ‘God is Spirit, and his worshippers must worship 
in spirit and in truth’ (John 4:24). Rather, omnipresence is a 
description of God’s relationship with his creation. When a person 
says, ‘I’ll always be there for you,’ they are not talking about being 
present literally; they are saying that they are always available to 
provide support and guidance. Christians believe the same about 
God, except that his omnipresence is infi nite.

Where could I go to escape from you?
    Where could I get away from your presence?
If I went up to heaven, you would be there;
    if I lay down in the world of the dead, you would be there.
If I fl ew away beyond the east
    or lived in the farthest place in the west,
you would be there to lead me,
    you would be there to help me. 

Psalm 139.7–11

Copy and complete the table below, adding an explanation of the meaning 
of each of the qualities of God and a Bible quote to support each one.

Quality Explanation Biblical quotation

Omnipotent

Omnibenevolent

Omniscient

Omnipresent

Task
Copy and complete the table below, adding an explanation of the meaning 

Christianity teaches that God’s goodness shows itself in his love 
for human beings. Because of this, he is prepared to forgive people 
for their wrongdoings and sent his son, Jesus, to die as a sacrifi ce 
for human sin so that human beings could be saved:

‘God loved the world so much that he gave his only Son, so that every-
one who believes in him may not die but have eternal life. For God did 
not send his Son into the world to be its judge, but to be its saviour.’ 

John 3.16

 Epicurus, an ancient Greek philosopher, wrote the 
following about God and the idea of evil and suffering.

‘Is God willing to prevent evil, but not able? 
Then he is not omnipotent.
Is he able but not willing? Then he is 
malevolent.
Is he both able and willing? Then whence 
comes evil?
Is he neither able nor willing? Then why call 
him God?’

This quote sums up one of the key reasons many people give for not 
believing in God – how can there be suffering in the world if God is both all 
loving and all powerful? (See p.XX in Issues of Good and Evil.)

The problem of Evil and Suffering

Omniscience

Omniscience The state of being all-knowing.

Key Concept

The Bible states, 

‘He determines the number of the stars and calls them each by name. 
Great is our Lord and mighty in power; his understanding has no limit.’ 

Psalm 147.4–5
This means that God knows everything there is to know because 

he created everything that exists.
For Christians, this knowledge includes knowledge of individual 

human beings. Psalm 139.1–4 says, 

‘You have searched me, LORD, and you know me. You know when I sit 
and when I rise; you perceive my thoughts from afar. You discern my 
going out and my lying down; you are familiar with all my ways. Before a 
word is on my tongue you, LORD, know it completely.’ 
Christians believe, therefore, that God has plans for each 

individual and a plan for the universe as a whole.
Some Christians believe that God’s omniscience means that he 

knows the future. Certainly, the Bible gives examples of God having 

 Read the quote by Epicurus. 
Explain why the existence of 
suffering may cause a problem 
for Christians.

Task Omnipresence The idea that God 
is everywhere throughout time.
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Stickability
Key concepts:
• Agape 
• Atonement 
• Holy Spirit 
• Incarnation 
• Messiah  
• Omnibenevolence 
• Omnipotence 
• Omniscience 
• Resurrection 
• Trinity
Key teachings:
• The nature of God
• The Creation
• The nature of humanity
• The Trinity
• The Son of God
• The Messiah
• Key events on the life of Jesus

Stickability

1 What do Christians mean by ‘resurrection’?
2 Explain Christian beliefs about the Holy Spirit.
3 ‘God must be sorry he ever created humans.’ Discuss this statement 

showing that you have considered more than one point of view. (You must 
refer to religion and belief in your answer.)

Skills Link

Knowledge check
1 Write a short paragraph (roughly three sentences) to explain what 

Christians believe about the nature of God.
2 Write a long paragraph (roughly eight to ten sentences) to explain how 

Christians believe the incarnation and the resurrection are linked.
3 Explain at least three of the titles Christians use for Jesus.
4 Write a developed paragraph (approximately six to eight sentences) to 

explain different Christian interpretations of the Fall and original sin.

End of section review: Christian beliefs

You need to explain, in detail, religious teachings about Creation. Use 
the guidance below to help you to write a developed explanation for 
Christianity. Ensure that you use key terms fl uently and frequently.

•  All/many/most Christians believe that […]
•  This comes from the teaching/Bible quote […]
•  This means that/Because of this they […]
•  Some/other Christians such as […] believe that […]
•  This comes from the teaching/Bible quote […]
•  This means that/Because of this they […]
•  Finally, Christians such as […] believe that […]
•  This means that/Because of this they […]
•  Their beliefs do/do not differ because […]

Task

The Big Question

Your task
Respond to the statement above, showing that you have considered 
more than one point of view. Give reasoned judgements on the validity 
and strength of these views.

‘Jesus has no relevance in the modern world.’

7

What makes an act 
wrong?

Why do people suffer? What causes crime?

What are the aims of 
punishment?

How are criminals treated 
in the twenty-� rst 
century?

Is it ever right to execute 
someone?

Core Questions

 10 Issues of good and evil

 ▶ The Big Picture

How do we make moral 
decisions?

Is it really possible to 
forgive?

Good That which is considered morally right, benefi cial and to our advantage.

Evil That which is considered extremely immoral, wicked and wrong.

Forgiveness To grant pardon for a wrongdoing; to give up resentment and the 
desire to seek revenge against a wrongdoer.

Free will The ability to make choices voluntarily and independently. The belief 
that nothing is predetermined.

Justice Fairness; where everyone has equal provisions and opportunity.

Morality Principles and standards determining which actions are right or wrong.

Punishment A penalty given to someone for a crime or wrong they have done.

Sin Deliberate immoral action, breaking a religious or moral law.

Suffering Pain or distress caused by injury, illness or loss. Suffering can be 
physical, emotional/psychological or spiritual.
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 ▶ Overview
This chapter explores the nature of good and evil and how both are 
related to suffering. You will look at religious and non-religious 
teachings, beliefs and attitudes to suffering, crime, punishment 
and forgiveness.

Firstly, you will explore what ‘good’ really is and what makes an 
act ‘wrong’. You will examine the role that free will and conscience 
play in moral decision-making, and the different views on what 
morality is. 

You will then move on to question the causes of crime and the 
aims of punishment. The concepts of justice and reformation 
will be introduced, as will the work of prison reformers and 
prison chaplains (both religious and non-religious). The ethics 
of the death penalty will then be explored in detail, enabling you 
to apply religious, non-religious, ethical and social arguments to 
the debate.

From here you will examine the nature, purpose and process of 
forgiveness. Through examining modern and historical, including 

religious examples, you will refl ect 
upon the moral question of whether 
forgiveness is really possible.

Finally, you will consider the 
philosophical problems that result 
from the presence of evil and 
suffering in the world. Philosophical 
ideas about the origin and nature 
of evil will be investigated. You will 
conclude by examining how the 
existence of evil and suffering can 
challenge a belief in God.

Throughout the course of this 
chapter you will consider the role these 
issues play in twenty-fi rst century 
Britain. You will examine the diversity 
of belief and interpretation that exists 
both between and within religions.

Discuss some of the ‘core 
questions’ on page XX in pairs. 
Write a brief answer to one of 
them, showing you have thought 
about different perspectives.

Task

questions’ on page XX in pairs. 

What are the aims of punishments like imprisonment?

Why is there suffering in the world? How might religious people respond to issues of suffering, evil 
and forgiveness?

866340_WJEC GCSE_RS_001-024.indd   8 25/04/17   8:16 pm
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 ■ Crime and punishment

 ▶ How do people make moral decisions?
Making moral decisions is not a straightforward, risk-free process. 
We all have a conscience, which helps us to assess the right 
choice to make when reviewing a situation. Some believe that our 
conscience develops as we grow older, and that it grows through 
the process of making right decisions. It also grows through the 
guilt felt when making the wrong decisions. Some people also 
believe that our conscience gives us advance warning of whether the 
decision we are about to make is right or wrong. We then choose. It 
is our free will which enables us to make decisions and choices that 
are genuinely our own.

▶  Our past experiences allow us to learn the rightness and 
wrongness of our actions, partially through the responses 
of others to our behaviour and choices. The human brain 
has evolved to learn from previous experiences and use these 
refl ections to help us to make decisions in the future.

▶  The law offers us strict guidance for our behaviour. Laws 
are made by our elected representatives in government, 
and exist to help maintain order, peace and harmony. 
Breaking these laws is met with punishments such as fi nes, 
community service and prison.
▶  Many people (both religious believers and those without 

a religious belief) consult either religious leaders or 
community elders for advice and guidance before making 
diffi cult moral decisions. It is widely accepted that these 
individuals have the wisdom, experience and knowledge to 
offer counselling. They have usually received special training 
to understand and interpret holy scriptures and teachings, 
and many are seen to be God’s representatives on earth.

▶  Religious believers also look towards their religious 
teachings before making moral decisions. These are 

 found within the sacred texts of each tradition: the 
Bible, the Qur’an and Hadith, and the Torah. In the 

modern world, there are many moral decisions for which 
ancient sacred texts are unable to provide specifi c guidance. 
In situations like these, believers look to religious leaders 
to interpret and attempt to apply teachings. They also look 
towards the example of prophets such as Muhammad or other 
notable individuals from within the religious tradition such as 
Martin Luther King or Archbishop Desmond Tutu.

Other forms of belief which sit outside of strict moral codes 
and religious beliefs can also guide decision-making. For example, 
many people, such as humanists, take what is known as a ‘situation 
ethics’ approach to making decisions. Every single instance of moral 
decision-making is viewed as unique (because the circumstances 
of each case are always different) and choices are made with 
the guiding principle that the well-being of people is the most 
important thing. 

 Conscience an inner voice which 
keeps a person on the right track; 
a sense of right and wrong; an 
instinct (some think given by God) 
to help us to make the right choices.

Reason/logic

Conscience

Religious
teachings

How do we
make moral
decisions?

Religious
leaders or

community
‘elders’

The law

Past
experiences

Other values
and beliefs

Free will is a human’s ability to 
make free choices in life.

Any act or pattern of behaviour 
which contravenes accepted 
moral, religious or ethical codes is 
considered to be ‘wrong’. Much like 
‘good’, ‘wrong’ is a relative term.

What is ‘wrong’?

                        Morality Principles 
and standards 
determining which 
actions are right or 
wrong.
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1 In your own words, explain what moral decision-making is and summarise how moral decisions are made by 
identifying fi ve different factors.

2 Explain the difference between absolute and relative morality. For each, give an example of a viewpoint that would 
be held (for example abortion is always wrong) and a religious group that would follow that stance.

3 Choose three different factors that help us to make moral decisions. For each, explain their importance and how they work.
4 Read and reproduce the quote below from William Penn. Is he an absolute or relative moralist? Explain how you can tell.

‘Right is right, even if everyone is against it, and wrong is wrong, even if everyone is for it.’
William Penn, a seventeenth-century Quaker and 

founder of Pennsylvania, USA

The What Would Jesus Do (WWJD) movement was started by 
Evangelical Christians in America in the 1990s. It has since become 
popular in Britain. The bracelet is worn as a reminder of a person’s 
Christian beliefs and to prompt them to make decisions that will be 
in keeping with the life and teachings of Jesus.

Tasks

A virtue is a quality thought of as good, right and 
honest. Examples are: chastity, temperance, charity, 
diligence, patience, kindness, and humility. Practising 
these virtues is believed to keep people safe from the 
temptation to commit sin.

Virtues

 ▶ Crime
What is crime?
Crime can be defi ned as any offence that is punishable by law. The 
government makes laws which govern our behaviour, the police 
force prevents and detects crime, and the principal job of the 
criminal justice system (including courts and judges) is to enforce 
these laws and punish crime. Throughout the course of history, 
what constitutes a crime, ideas about the causes of crime and how 
criminals should be punished have changed. 

Crime versus sin 
Although there are many sins that can be punished by law, a great many 
sins are not considered crimes in modern society. For example, while it 
goes against the Ten Commandments to commit adultery (to have an 
affair) and to work on a Sunday, neither are crimes according to the law.

The consequences of committing a sin are critically different in 
different religious traditions. 
▶  For Christians, sinful behaviour can lead to personal suffering, 

offending God, excommunication (being cut off from the 
Church) or even exclusion from heaven. 

▶  Jews believe that, while to sin is part of human life, those who sin 
will suffer in this life in order to atone for their behaviour. 

▶  For Sikhs sinful behaviour affects karma, leading to negative 
consequences either in this life or the next. 

▶  Through Shari’ah law, Muslims who openly go against accepted 
religious codes can receive specifi ed punishments.

▶  The idea of sin does not exist in Hinduism and Buddhism. 
Actions that are intended to cause harm are likely to have 
negative effects in the life of the person who performs the action.

Shari’ah law Muslim law based 
upon the Qur’an.

                        Sin Deliberate immoral 
action, breaking a 
religious or moral law.

Key Concept

Examples of sins
The Seven Deadly Sins originate in the 
Christian tradition and are believed to 
be the source of all other vices: 

• Pride
• Greed
• Lust
• Envy

• Gluttony
• Wrath
• Sloth

Today in Britain, over 30,000 crimes are believed to be 
committed each day. These range from crimes against 
property and people to internet crime and fraud. Many of 
these crimes are not reported to the police, which means 
it is very diffi cult to know the true extent of criminal 
behaviour in Britain. Recent crime statistics show that 
people are at more risk of falling victim to cybercrime 
than ever before.

Despite the fact that statistically the most danger is 
posed by anti-social behaviour, society has become 
most concerned with extremism, terrorism and 
sexual offences.

Life in twenty-fi rst century Britain

Crime in the UK, May 2013–April 2014

Anti-social behaviour
2,103,042

Other crime 45,044

Burglary 445,617

Public order 127,689

Robbery 57,611

Possession of
weapons 20,193

Criminal damage
and arson 511,290

Other theft
510,110

Theft from the
person 89,936

Vehicle crime
371,670

Violent crime
705,596

Drugs 189,606

Shoplifting 321,424

Bike theft 93,384

 Utilitarian decision-making – when choices 
are made based on the principle of creating the 
greatest happiness for the greatest number of 
people – is another example.

Finally, some people look to reason and logic to 
guide their moral decision-making. This is when 
decisions are made according to strict principles. 
In practice, it means looking at the moral 
dilemma away from our emotions and ideas 
from religion, law or accepted codes of moral 
behaviour, and making a decision rationally – 
according to a set of agreed principles.

 ▶ Types of morality
There are two common forms of morality:

▶  Absolute morality is when a person has a 
principle such as ‘it is wrong to kill’ and 
never alters it. They apply this principle 
or moral standard to all situations, no 
matter what the context or circumstance. 
This person might believe that all killing, 
including in war, is wrong. Within both the 
Islamic and Christian traditions there are 
examples of groups who traditionally adopt 
an absolute moralist approach, for example, 
Catholics and Quaker Christians.

▶  Relative morality is when a person holds a 
moral principle but is prepared to adapt or 
adjust it in certain situations. This person 
might believe that, if it reduces suffering in 
the future, killing in war might be necessary. 
Buddhists and many Protestant Christian 
denominations like the Church of England 
would be considered moral relativists. 
Similarly, humanists follow a relativist 
approach to judging situations and moral 
issues.
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 ▶ Causes of crime
The causes of crime are complex. Most people today accept that 
poverty, parental neglect, low self-esteem, and alcohol and drug 
abuse are all connected in explaining why people commit crimes. 
Some people are simply at greater risk of becoming offenders 
because of the circumstances into which they are born. 

Causes of
crime

Poor
education

Exclusion
from

school

Abusive

Violent

Broken
home

Poverty

Poor
mental
health

Peer
pressure

Unem-
ployment

Violence on
TV

Drug/
Alcohol

addiction

Media Poor
parenting

Living in
area of
poverty

In society, it is important that people are brought up with a 
good understanding of the concepts of good and bad and the 
difference between the two. Members of any society have a duty 
to follow the laws of the country. When citizens choose not to be 
law-abiding, chaos ensues. Because of this, parents and schools 
have a moral responsibility to teach the difference between right 
and wrong so that young people will be respectful of others and, 
critically, not commit crime. All major religions agree on the 
importance of law in society and the role it plays in maintaining 
order and protecting citizens. 

1 Defi ne what ‘crime’ is.
2 Explain the difference 

between crime and sin. Give 
two examples for each.

3 Write a short paragraph to 
identify the main causes of 
crime. Give clear examples of 
three.

Tasks
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Aim
s of punishm

ent 

 ▶ Aims of punishment 

When detected and prosecuted, criminal behaviour results in 
punishment. There are a number of different punishment options 
available to judges (such as community service, fi nes and prison 
terms). Often, a judge will consider several different purposes when 
sentencing a person for committing a crime.

Retribution

In simple terms, this means revenge.
‘Getting even’ with a person who
has committed a crime means that

the criminals suffer just as they have
made others suffer. For some victims

of crime, this is the only way that
they feel that justice can been done.

Deterrence

For many people, one of the main
aims of punishment is to deter or put

people off committing crime altogether.
Historically in England this was the main
purpose of the death penalty, and is still
seen to be the aim of capital punishment

in some states in the USA where
executions take place for murder. For a
deterrent to work, the criminals who

are caught need to be made an
example of in order to warn others

in society not to commit crime.

Reformation

Punishment can only go so far if it does
not address the causes of crime and the

reasons why some people become criminals.
Because of this, one of the main aims of

modern punishment is to reform or
rehabilitate offenders so that they can

understand why they committed offences
and attempt to ‘fix’ these problems.

Reform can take the shape of
therapy, counselling,
education or training.

Vindication

Through effective punishment the
government and the law can prove that it
deserves respect and should be followed.

Punishment exists to prove the authority of
the law, and to remind people that without

law and order there is chaos. This aim of
punishment allows people to have

confidence in the law and respect for
the role it plays in creating order.

Reparation

Reparation simply means repairing the
damage done through crime. Restorative
justice programmes, such as community

service clean-up schemes for vandals,
allow offenders to attempt to make up

for the crime they have committed.

Aims of
punishment

Punishment often aims to protect
more people from becoming

victims of crime. As a prison sentence
removes a criminal from society,

innocent people are prevented from
suffering from wrongdoing as the
criminal has no option to commit

further crime. Terrorists, murderers,
rapists and drug dealers are given

prison sentences as they pose
a danger to the rest of society.

Protection

                Punishment A penalty given to people for a crime or wrong they 
have done.

Key Concept
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Punishment and utilitarianism
Utilitarianism and punishment are closely linked. The utilitarian 
theory of punishment is about punishing offenders to discourage, 
or ‘deter’, future wrongdoing. Laws and prison should be used to 
maximise the happiness of society. Because crime and punishment 
are inconsistent with happiness, they should be kept to a minimum. 
Small numbers of criminals suffer punishment in order to benefi t 
the large numbers of people in society.

Utilitarianism the belief that a 
good act is one that brings the 
greatest good for the greatest 
number. Also known as the 
principle of the greatest 
happiness.

1 Draw a table like the one below. Copy the six aims of punishment from the diagram on 
page 13 into the fi rst column. Explain what each aim means in the second column and 
then summarise each, in no more than four words, in the fi nal column.

Purpose Explanation Summary (four words)

Retribution Getting your own back

2 How are utilitarianism and punishment linked?

Tasks

 ▶ Justice

What is justice?
Strictly speaking, justice simply translates as fairness. When 
talking about crime and punishment, most people take justice to 
mean that a criminal is caught, fairly tried in court, and given a 
punishment which both fi ts the crime and allows the victims to 
overcome their resentment.

Both religions and governments focus upon maintaining justice 
as a key feature of a moral society.

The relationship between justice and punishment
Many people would agree that justice cannot be achieved without 
some form of punishment. For justice to truly be achieved, 
however, the punishment must address the cause of the crime and 
refl ect the severity of the crime. It would be totally inappropriate to 
give a murderer a community service order, but similarly it would 
be ineffective to give a drug addict a life sentence in a high-security 
prison. 

‘It is the greatest good to the greatest number which is the measure of 
right and wrong.’

Jeremy Bentham

                        Justice Fairness; where everyone has equal provisions 
and opportunity.

Key Concept

‘It is be� er to risk saving a guilty 
person than to condemn an 
innocent one.’

Voltaire

 ▶ Religious attitudes to punishment and justice 

‘Prisons are schools for crime.’ 

The prison system in Britain is at breaking point. Numbers 
in prison have never been so high, and yet neither have 
rates of reoffending on release. Something, it seems, is not 
working properly. There are many benefi ts to prisons. They 
protect society from violent and dangerous criminals, and 
remove those who have done wrong from their families, 
friends and communities (retribution). Criminals are given 
the opportunity to refl ect on their actions and potentially 
reform. Furthermore, prison can be seen as a deterrent.

On the other hand, many prisoners reoffend on release, 
with the rates higher for those who have received short 

sentences of less than a year. Prison has a poor record 
for reducing reoffending – 46 per cent of adults are 
reconvicted within one year of release. For those serving 
sentences of less than 12 months this increases to 58 
per cent. Over two-thirds (67 per cent) of under 18-year-
olds are reconvicted within a year of release. There are 
several reasons for this. It can be incredibly diffi cult to 
get a job with a criminal record, which can add to the 
bitterness and resentment felt at having served a prison 
sentence. On top of this, prisons are often referred to 
as ‘schools of crime’ – and it is well known that many 
prisoners educate each other in criminal methods.

Stats from PrisonReformTrust.org. Bromley 
Brie� ngs Summer 2014

Life in twenty-fi rst century Britain

Christianity is a religion of forgiveness, and as such 
Christians do not support the idea of retribution as a 
purpose of punishment. Christians do, however, believe 
in justice, which means that forgiveness and punishment 
should go together. Christians should try to follow the 
example of Jesus who forgave those who betrayed him. 
Because of this, many support punishment practices 
which lead to forgiveness, for example, restorative 
justice programmes in prisons. Similarly, Jesus taught 
compassion and not revenge and because of this many 
Christians have been actively involved in prison reform 
to ensure that people are treated humanely in prison. 
They also believe that it is important to recognise and 
address the causes of criminal behaviour, such as poverty, 
unemployment and poor social conditions 

as a means of restoring social justice and preventing 
crime. Most Christians also fi rmly believe that punishment 
should enable people to reform – to change their ways on 
release from prison and add value to the community. Some 
Christians have become prison chaplains so that they can 
help prisoners to reform effectively.

‘But let justice roll on like a river, righteousness 
like a never-failing stream’.

Amos 5:24

Restorative justice a system of justice that enables 
criminals to make amends for their behaviour by 
meeting their victim and apologising. 

Christian attitudes to punishment and justice

1 What is ‘justice’?
2 Explain why it is important to think about justice when punishing someone for a crime.
3 For the religions that you are studying, explain their attitude to punishment and justice. Make sure you outline 

both beliefs (teachings and ideas) and practice (actions or behaviour).
4 Look at Voltaire's quote on page 14. What view on punishment do you think he holds? 
5 Read the ‘Life in twenty-fi rst century Britain’ article about prisons. Copy and complete the table below, identifying 

the current benefi ts and problems with prisons.

Benefi ts Problems

Tasks
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Although forgiveness is very important in Islam, so is the 
need to protect society (called the ummah) and keep 
law and order. Punishment is therefore seen as central 
to justice and essential in keeping people from straying 
from what is good and just. ‘Shari’ah’ translates as 
‘straight path’ and Shari’ah law outlines both the rules to 
live by and the punishments if these laws are broken. 

Many Shari’ah law punishments are designed to deter 
as well as protect society from further wrongdoing, 
for example: cutting off a hand for theft, or receiving a 

beating in full view of the local community. For Muslims, 
punishment has nothing to do with removing sin as only 
God can forgive – it is a way of keeping law and order. 
Muslims do hope, however, that offenders will repent, reform 
and seek forgiveness both from God and their victims.

‘Indeed, God orders justice and good conduct and 
giving [help] to relatives and forbids immorality 
and bad conduct and oppression. He admonishes 
you that perhaps you will be reminded.’  

Qur’an 16:90

Islamic attitudes to punishment and justice 

Within Judaism, there is a fi rm principle that people have 
been given free will and must therefore take responsibility 
for their actions. Jews believe that punishment should 
deter criminals, protect society, provide retribution and 
promote justice. Just as God created a just world, Jews 
believe that they must practise justice themselves. 
Judges must be appointed to rule over the actions of 
others. They should be fair and incorruptible. 

The Torah also contains many laws giving instructions on 
how crime should be punished. There are many different 

views on the issue of punishment within Judaism. 
Members of the Reform Jewish community are often 
active in protesting for the fair treatment of prisoners 
while in jail. Like Muslims and Christians, Jews are 
taught that they should be forgiving; however, within 
Judaism, only the victim is able to forgive as no one can 
be forgiven on behalf of others. Offenders should repent 
and ask God’s forgiveness by avoiding repeat offending, 
giving money to charity and fasting – especially on the 
Day of Atonement.

Jewish attitudes to punishment and justice

When Buddhists think about justice, they think 
about justice for all. In a situation where a crime 
has been committed against an individual, of course 
they would be concerned that justice is carried out 
on behalf of the victim. But they would also want to 
ensure that the criminal is treated fairly.
Criminal behaviour itself is conditioned; it is 
motivated by the Three Poisons: greed, anger and 
ignorance. It is also conditioned by a person’s 
circumstances and background, and these 
conditions are products of karma. For example, a 
person’s karma may cause them to be born into a 
dysfunctional family. This might ‘condition’ them 
into becoming angry and violent. Of course, this 
does not mean that criminal behaviour can be 
excused on the grounds that it is conditioned by 
karma. Buddhists believe that people can overcome 
their karma through the discipline of the Noble 

Eightfold Path. People choose to behave badly, and 
they should face the consequences of their actions.
Buddhists see karma as natural justice: those 
who harm others will experience the consequences. 
Imprisonment as a punishment for criminal behaviour 
can be karmic justice and sometimes, simply living 
with the knowledge of one’s actions is a punishment.
However, Buddhists also see that it is diffi cult 
to escape from the negative karmic cycle of 
criminality. They would support programmes whose 
aims are to help reform criminals and to give them 
opportunities to create better karma and lead 
more positive lives. The Angulimala organisation is 
an example of this (see p.XX).
Buddhists would also support initiatives to reduce 
poverty and social inequality so that people are 
less likely to be motivated to commit crimes.

Buddhist attitudes to punishment and justice

Eightfold Path. People choose to behave badly, and 
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End of section review
: Crim

e and Punishm
ent

The Big Question

Your task
Respond to the statement above, showing that you have considered more 
than one point of view. Give reasoned judgements on the validity and 
strength of these views. 

‘The aim of punishment should be to reform.’

 ▶ End of section review: Crime and Punishment

Stickability
Key concepts:
• Justice
• Morality
• Punishment
• Sin
Key teachings about: 
• crime and punishment
• the death penalty

Stickability
Knowledge check
1 Explain what the term ‘capital punishment’ means.
2 Create a mind map of the different methods of execution used in the 

twenty-fi rst century.
3 Draw a table with two columns. Add fi ve reasons for agreeing and fi ve 

reasons for disagreeing with the death penalty.

Agree Disagree

4 Create a Venn diagram to summarise the main beliefs about punishment 
of your two chosen religions or religious traditions. Ensure that where they 
overlap, you identify similarities.

5 Explain three different Christian viewpoints on the death penalty. For 
each, you must name the denomination and extend your explanations by 
highlighting why they differ.

1 What is meant by ‘conscience’?

Skills Link
 What is meant by ‘conscience’?

For both of the religions (or denominations) you are studying, explain in detail religious teachings about the 
death penalty. Use the guidance below to help you to write a developed explanation for Christianity and a second 
one for your other chosen religion. Ensure that you use key terms fl uently and frequently.

All/many/most Christians believe that ....................... . This comes from the teaching/Bible quote ....................... .  
This means that/Because of this they ....................... . 

Some/other Christians such as ....................... believe that ....................... . This comes from the teaching/Bible quote  
....................... . This means that/Because of this they ....................... . 

Finally, Christians such as ....................... believe that ....................... . This means that/Because of this they  ....................... . 

Their beliefs do/do not differ because ....................... . 

Task

 for Christianity and a second 
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