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Section 2 Objectives

When you have completed this section, you should be able to –

– list five worldviews and major characteristics of each.

– explain methods of identifying the worldview of writers in their writings.

– cite guidelines for evaluating the worth of reading material.

Lesson 7

Four Worldviews

Words to Know

ethics (ethå iks). Moral principles or standards of conduct.

Every writer has a belief system. That system
of belief underlies the way a writer approaches a
subject, his selection of material, and his main
emphases. Of course, some types of writing lend
themselves more than others to portraying one’s
belief system. A factual subject (such as “How
Bees Make Honey”) is less likely to be a case for
one’s worldview than an ideological subject (such
as “Lessons From a Beehive”) or a work of fiction.
Even in a factual subject, however, the writer’s
worldview may make its appearance (consider an
evolutionist’s description of a bee’s activities ver-
sus a creationist’s description).
Every major worldview has variations, and a

reader should not assume that once he has deter-
mined a writer’s worldview, he understands him
completely. Not all naturalists are alike. Many
writers who would be classified as Christian are
unsound on certain points to the extent of being
unfit to read. Understanding worldviews, however,
is very helpful for reading critically for at least
three reasons:
1. Sometimes Christian authors have been

influenced by non-Christian ideas. Understanding
worldviews helps to identify error that has infil-
trated so-called Christian literature.
2. When reading the writings of non-Christians

in books, newspapers, magazines, and even adver-
tisements, Christians are more alert to identifying
and rejecting error.
3. Reading with an awareness of worldviews

can serve to sharpen and deepen our faith.
Reading others’ viewpoints, Christian and non-
Christian, tests our ideas, shows us at times our
mistakes or misunderstandings, drives us to
resolve inconsistencies or contradictions in our
viewpoints, helps us rethink and readjust where
necessary, and thus sets us more firmly on the
truth.
Many worldviews exist today. We will look at

five that have been prevalent in North America.
To understand them better, we will summarize
and contrast them by noting their views on six
major areas: God, man, nature, history, ethics,
and death.

Answer the questions.

1. What is the dictionary definition of worldview?
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2. What kinds of works are most apt to reflect the writer’s worldview?

List three ways knowledge of worldviews is helpful for critical reading.

3.

4.

5.

List six major points to consider in understanding a worldview.

6.
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Naturalism

The basic tenet of naturalism is that there is
no supernatural, that reality exists only in the
physical, material realm. Some naturalists are
humanists—believing in man and dedicated to
man’s advancement apart from God, but others
are quite pessimistic about man. Here is what nat-
uralists believe:

About God: There is no God (no supernatural).
About man: Man has evolved. Although he is

highly complex, he has no soul or spirit, no imma-
terial being. Most naturalists believe man is pre-
sented with options and is able to choose, and
thus is responsible. There is a general despair,
however, in the way a naturalist views life, in that
man’s best efforts may be thwarted by chance,
and that ultimately, life is meaningless.

About nature: Matter is uniform and the sum
total of reality. There is no essence or spirit
behind or beyond matter. Nature is a closed sys-
tem; that is, there is no outside determination or
force (from God).

About history: History is linear. All has hap-
pened as a complex interrelation of cause and
effect, but history is meaningless and so is the
future.

About ethics: Ethics are relative to man. What
is good for man defines goodness. This goodness,
however, is relative to man and the present situa-

tion only. There are no absolutes.
About death: Death is extinction. The body

breaks down chemically to become part of the
soil—food for worms and trees.

Nihilism

Basically, nihilism is an intellectual extension
of naturalism, carrying it to its logical conclu-
sion—that all we experience is absurd. If nature,
including man, is matter only, then we have no
solid basis for thinking man is self-determining.
What appear to be thoughts and choices are
merely part of
nature’s com-
plex physical,
chemical inter-
action. My
present deci-
sion, if I could
understand it
fully, may be
traceable to a
certain plum I
ate in the past,
the life of
which depended
upon the right
turn of a certain weevil that by chance bypassed
my plum and attacked the one beside it, and so
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on. Nihilism forces naturalism to face its own
logic of denial: there is no basis for knowing or for
meaning or even for reality. Nihilists are ideologi-
cally cynical and bitter. They profess in their liter-
ature to believe nothing—profess it vehemently
and sometimes artfully—in spite of the contradic-
tion that entails. Here is what nihilists believe:

About God: There is no God.
About man: If all is nature and all is deter-

mined, man has no mind, only chemical reactions,
and his existence is meaningless, maybe even an
illusion. Who knows? Nobody!

About nature: Nature is the sole reality, but if
nature is nothing but chemicals and processes,
and if our knowing that is only some chemical
process, then we really don’t know anything. So
what really is nature? Maybe nothing. Certainly
nothing we can really know, and it is meaningless.

About history: Whatever it is, it is pointless.
About ethics: There is no such thing.
About death: Death is extinction (if man

actually exists) and is the height of absurdity.

Answer these questions.

7. What is the main idea underlying the naturalist’s worldview?

8. What is the basic belief of a humanist?

9. On what basis does a naturalist believe man is a responsible being?

10. What causes a naturalist to be generally despairing as he views life?

11. How is nihilism related to naturalism?

12. What point of naturalism makes nihilists’ view of man so despairing?

13. What contradiction is evident among literary nihilists?

Begin this project.

14. Using a large piece of paper or poster board, construct a chart showing the major beliefs of the
two worldviews you have just studied. Allow space for three more worldviews (the last of which
will be Christianity).



Answer these questions.

15. What two words are significant to existentialism?

16. What are the two spheres of reality in the view of existentialists?

17. What is the basis of good and bad in an existentialist’s way of thinking?

18. What are some specific ways you see the existentialist’s view (live for the present!) expressed
in our society?

19. What is the center of reality in the New Age worldview?
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Existentialism

Rooted in naturalism, this worldview tries to
salvage man and reality from the nothingness and
despair of nihilism. It acknowledges that nature
alone gives no meaning, but meaning for man
rests in his existence. We are. The past is gone;
the future is unknown. Therefore, the only true
reality is existence now—it is all we really know;
it is all that matters.
Here is what existentialists believe:
About God: There is no God. (Like naturalism,

there is no supernatural.)
About man: “Existence precedes essence.” Man

is, and because he is, he must revolt against
absurdity. Don’t bother about why, just live.

About nature: The material world is objective
reality, but there is also a subjective reality
according to my mind. What I think is what is, as
far as I am concerned.

About history: The only reality is the present.
The past is meaningless; the future is unknown.
Neither matter to me now.

About ethics: Good is in choosing, being, living
now. That which suppresses or hinders present
enjoyment, present decisions, present living is
bad.

About death: Death is the end of existence,
therefore, the greatest absurdity.

New Age

This view takes some existential beliefs yet fur-
ther. Self is the center of reality and is limited

only by one’s imagination. There are many varia-
tions of this worldview, but it generally runs thus:

About God: There is no God (at least in the tra-
ditional sense—one could imagine a god and he
would be whatever one thought, but only for one-
self; or one could be a god if he wished).

About man: Self is the center of reality. I can
do whatever I think I can do, be whatever I envi-
sion myself to be; everything in my consciousness
is real. To be happy and fulfilled, each person
must discover who he is and realize his full poten-
tial.

About nature: There is a visible universe and
an invisible universe. The invisible can be entered
through altered states of consciousness. Other
beings exist in my invisible universe. (This view
explores mind power, inner potential, invisible
forces, and even the occult.)

About history: Man is ascending on the evolu-
tionary ladder; his destiny is in his control. Yet
history, as we think of it, is relatively meaningless.

About ethics: Right and wrong are relative to
the individual. Some believe right and wrong are
relative to advancement into the New Age—that
which stands in the way of man’s upward climb to
realizing his full potential (including Christianity)
must be replaced.

About death: Death is not necessarily the end;
self may go on to other realms.
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20. In the New Age view, how are happiness and fulfillment found?

21. What are some of the things New Age people are willing to explore in the process of discovering

their full potential?

22. What is the basis for New Age standards of right and wrong (at least for some New Agers)?

23. In what specific ways have you seen the effects of the New Age worldview in modern society?

Fill in your chart.

24. Fill in the major beliefs of these two worldviews on your chart.

The last worldview on your chart will be Christianity. As you look over the chart and the major
beliefs of the godless worldviews, ask yourself, “What do Christians believe?” On a separate
sheet of paper, try to verbalize the Christian belief about each of the six major issues. Do not
fill it in on the chart yet. When you are finished, show your work to your teacher or discuss it
with your parents.

LOOKING BACK . . .

Answer the questions.

25. Who keeps a record of actions at a business meeting?

26. What is this record called?

27. What are five items usually included in minutes?

A Christian Worldview

Christianity

Having looked at four worldviews that attempt
to make sense out of life without God, it will be

refreshing to turn our attention to the truth of
the Bible. While it may appear from the above
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Answer these questions, comparing the five worldviews.

1. How many of the worldviews believe in God?

2. Which two worldviews believe nature is the sum total of reality?

3. How many of the worldviews believe history is significant?

4. How many of the worldviews believe death is the end of man’s existence?

5. What are two Biblical truths about man that explain why some people have much confidence in
man and others are pessimistic concerning man (both have grounds for their position)?
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worldviews and all their variations (plus others
we have not even considered) that there are many
options to Christianity, this is not quite the true
picture. On the major issues, if you noticed, there
is similarity and overlap between these godless
systems. When we look at the real issues, the
options diminish considerably. All of the world-
views examined here, for example, are atheistic—
hence we have the simple question: Does God
exist or doesn’t He? People may go off in a thou-
sand directions from that one question, but from
that one question the list of worldviews studied
here can be categorized into only two groups
(instead of five): atheistic and theistic.

What Christians believe:
About God: God is personal and triune. He is

man’s Creator and Redeemer and stands as the
ultimate source of reality.

About man: Man was created by God in His
image and has an eternal soul. He is fallen and
sinful, but he may be redeemed through faith in
Jesus. Man’s faith or unbelief will determine his
destiny after this life in eternal heaven or hell.

About nature: God created the world for His
glory and for man’s good. Nature (including
the universe) is not the sum total of reality;
there is the supernatural realm as well, which
at times invades nature (angels, miracles,
demons, etc.). Although nature has fallen
under the curse because of man’s sin, it is sus-
tained by the power of God and will share in
redemption.

About history: History is linear, a record of
man’s choices under a God who gives man free-
dom of choice and yet is working out divine pur-
poses, such as redemption and judgment.

About ethics: Standards of right and wrong are
rooted in the character of God and expressed in
the Word of God. They are eternal and absolute,
calling for man’s obedience.

About death: Death has come upon men as a
consequence of sin. At death the soul of man
departs from his body and enters eternity, and the
body goes back to the earth.

The worldviews you have just studied are over-
simplified. Some of them are much more complex
than appears in these short descriptions, and it is
important not to assume a thorough knowledge
from this brief study.
Now that you have studied them, the question

may easily come: Why? What is the point of wad-
ing through four systems we don’t want to
believe? In many ways it would be nice to study
Christian thought alone. Unfortunately, we do not
live in that kind of world. These worldviews are
all around us, and worse, sometimes they are
among us in one form or another. Too many
Christians do not recognize them.
No information about the enemy will take the

fortifying place of truth. We must know what the
Bible says. On the other hand, an awareness of
the general characteristics of worldviews around
us can equip us not only to withstand their pres-
sures ourselves, but also to reach those who have
been misled by false worldviews.
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6. How do the two truths about man have parallels in the truth about nature?

7. What two forces are shaping history?

8. What is the basis for ethics in the Christian worldview?

9. What happens to man at the time of death?

10. Why is it important to realize that these summaries of the worldviews are oversimplified?

11. Why should Christians be acquainted with these worldviews, though the first four are not

pleasant to study?

12. What is the most fortifying knowledge we can have?

13. After writing down the major tenets of the Christian worldview, have a discussion with your
teacher and classmates.

a. Together come to a statement on each of the six points. Contrast your faith with each of the
godless worldviews. How do you answer the challenges of these views? What Scriptural base
do you have for what you believe? What fallacies do you see in the godless systems?

b. Compare the worldviews you have studied with the Book of Ecclesiastes. Which ones can
you find expressed in this book?

c. If you have this discussion, practice your critical listening skills. Listen carefully. Take notes of
what is said, and afterwards write a summary of your discussion.

Fill in your chart.

14. Write the basic beliefs of Christianity on your chart.

LOOKING BACK . . .

Complete the sentences.

15. Three ways knowledge of worldviews can be helpful:

1) It helps us to recognize that has crept into Christian literature.

2) It can make us more alert to be able to and error in
the writings of non-Christians.

3) It can help us to sharpen and deepen our faith by helping us to rethink and
our own viewpoints at times.

��
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Critical Reading

Words to Know

deducing (di düså ing). Determining by inference.
stereotype (sterå 7 é t8p). To mentally place in a superficial category.
untenable (én tenå é bél). Not able to be defended.
visceral (viså é rél). Having to do with instinctive or basic emotions.

16. Six areas that help us to understand the worldviews are what they believe about 

                              ,                               ,                               ,                               , 

                              , and                               .

Match the worldviews with their characteristics.

17.         sees history is linear but meaningless

18.         carries naturalism to its logical end a. naturalism

19.         denies all significance and meaning b. nihilism

20.         dabbles in the occult c. existentialism

21.         divides reality into objective and subjective d. New Age

22.         most despairing of the worldviews

23.         the only significant time is now

24.         man is not free; all is determined

25.         powers of mind, inner potential

26.         man and the universe are completely material

27.         focuses on present, immediate enjoyment

28.         self has unlimited potential

29.         death is extinction

30.         man must revolt against the absurdity of life and death

How does the knowledge of worldviews apply
to reading?
Regularly, ads tell us to indulge our desires

now (existentialism) and encourage us to realize
our full potential (New Age). Most educational

materials and centers accept evolution as fact and
deny the supernatural (naturalism). Many health
practices are delving into Eastern thought and
religion (some New Age doctrine is simply old
ideas reincarnated—pardon the pun!).
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