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ypically Christians attempt to understand Buddhism1 by trying to 
compare it with biblical doctrine. We quickly come to the conclusion 

that Buddhism is quite different from Christian beliefs. We believe in God, 
Buddhists do not. We believe in a savior, they have to rely on self-effort. This 

line of reasoning can develop until we are solidly convinced that there could not be 
any two belief systems further apart from each other than Buddhism is from biblical 
Christianity. And because we know we are in the light, they therefore must be in the 
darkness, from which we have to rescue them by proclaiming the gospel. And by gospel 
I mean our understanding of the gospel, because to a Buddhist our good news does not 
sound like good news. The biblical doctrine seems so far removed from their concepts 
that rarely does any understanding occur, even after 200 years of Protestant mission 
efforts. The only way for a Buddhist to believe what we believe is to reject everything 

“Buddhist”2 and jump camp. 

But could it be that how we are interpreting Buddhism puts us off target altogether? 
Could it be that we have never really understood Buddhism and what it is all about?

Do we actually believe what Paul wrote that God’s “eternal power and divine nature— 
have been clearly seen” (Rom 1:20, NIV)? How does this apply to Buddhism? Can 
we find eternal and divine fingerprints in Buddhism? Instead of dismissing everything 
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vBuddhist as untruth, let us try the opposite, finding some 
truth within Buddhism. Such a new approach might 
actually hold the key to breakthroughs among Buddhists.

First, a few words of what we can not expect. We can 
not expect that Buddhists have a fully and completely 
developed concept of “God.” Neither can we expect that a 
savior concept exists in the sense of a savior who overcame 
death to make a deathless life possible for all of creation. 
Even the Jews who had all the revelations of God in their 
Scriptures weren’t able to identify Jesus as the Savior of the 
world. Both concepts-- of God and of a savior--are part of 
the good news. 

Let us believe that God gave some profound wisdom and 
understanding of godly truth to Buddhists, then build on 
that foundation laid by God himself and see what  
will happen!

For a Christian to dive into anything Buddhist leads to 
much confusion early on. An easy way to declutter our 
understanding is to study how Buddha saw reality.

The Buddhist world is basically divided into two spheres 
with unique and opposite attributes.

There is kamma (Pali; karma in Sanskrit) on one hand 
and nibbana (Pali; nirvana in Sanskrit) on the other. 
While nibbana is deathless and includes no suffering, in 
kamma there is death and suffering.3 Humans are in the 
kamma realm, we are conditioned by death and suffering, 
we are under the condition of change. We want to attain 
nibbana, which is unconditioned.4 While living this kind 
of life within the kamma realm we desire what we do not 
have, while within the nibbana realm this kind of desire 
is absent. God, however, is not conditioned by death and 
suffering, he is not under the condition of change, he is 
unconditioned.

In short, all that is absent in nibbana is present in kamma, 
and it makes our lives miserable.

Life in the Buddhist understanding is strictly defined as 
life under kamma. It is a life that is under death. Buddhists 
do not have a concept for life without death. It is like a 
fish without water, while the fish is living for a short while 
on the dry table (after hopping out of the glass), his life 
is full of suffering and will surely lead to death quickly. If 
he would be in water, he would actually live. This is one 

reason why Buddhists are not very appreciative of being 
told about “eternal life” as for them it means this miserable 
life on earth, experiencing suffering and death again and 
again without any escape eternally. That is bad news, the 
worst imaginable. What we want to find words for is the 
biblical concept of “life without death.”

The concept of kamma always includes the ideas of 
reincarnation or rebirth.5 The reasons are that humans 
have to experience some kind of result for what they do. 
They cause something to happen and this has to have an 
effect, which in a certain way is simply how we experience 
life. We see people doing good and good comes back to 

them or people doing evil 
and bad things come to 
them. We also experience, 
however, that bad things 
happen to good people 
and good things to bad 
people. While there seems 

to be some kind of “justice” going on, it clearly does not 
all happen in this life. Therefore if we do not experience 
all the good effects in this life and there are some effects 

“left over,” the only way to experience them is in another 
life. Unless of course we get out of kamma into nibbana. 
Justice from God is absent simply because God is absent 
in their worldview. Kamma is a concept which includes 
the absence of God while it preserves some kind of 
justice concept, although Buddhists would not use that 
term because justice implies the idea of another being 
administering this justice. 

Buddha taught the Four Noble Truths. Here are some 
possibilities of understanding them from the perspective 
of a shared foundation:

1. “All is suffering.” This refers to the kamma realm. 
Nothing in the kamma realm excludes suffering. 
Suffering is an all-pervasive concept and goes way 
beyond what Christians understand suffering means. 
In biblical concepts the first Noble Truth would best be 
translated as, “Everything is under the curse.”

2. “The cause of suffering is desire.” Just like suffering, 
the word desire or craving (tanha in Pali) does not 
mean the same as the English word. Tanha can best 
be understood by the desire Adam and Eve had when 
they desired to be like God--knowing good and 
evil. Adam and Eve did not trust God; they desired 
something that was not meant for them. Acted out 
in an unwholesome act (akusala in Pali), this desire 
led to the fall, to death and suffering. Tanha and 
akusala pair up in something that the Bible calls sin 

let us believe that god gave some profound wisdom and 
understanding of godly truth to Buddhists, then build on that 
foundation laid by god himself and see what will happen!
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(although, of course, it lacks the component of having 
a connection to “God”).

3. “The cessation of suffering is possible.” The good 
news: There can be an end to this suffering, and an 
end of death. The cessation of suffering (and death) 
means attaining nibbana. This cessation happens by 
extinguishing tanha (desire).6 When “not trusting 
God” is tanha, then “trusting God” practically has 
extinguished tanha. In biblical terms “trusting God” is 
the same as “believing in God.” 7 Not believing is the 
same as “not coming from faith” (which is sin8). The 
implications of this are far-reaching, and need to be 
explored further. 

4. “The Noble Eightfold Path leads to the end of suffering.” 
Interpreting this path correctly can be a bit tricky; 
however, without getting lost in details, all eight steps9 
have the element of “not-self” in it. “Not-self” (anatta10 
in Pali) is probably the most difficult Buddhist concept 
to comprehend. Understood from a biblical perspective, 
there is no such thing as a permanent unchanging 
self. Permanent and unchanging is in the realm of 
God. We cannot make ourselves into a permanent and 
unchanging entity, and thereby become a “self” (i.e. 
atta). And here is the intersection of us being in Christ: 

“he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has 
come!” (2 Cor 5:17, NIV) We can not “better” our atta; 
we have to come to the understanding that there is no 
ultimate transcending self beyond Christ. And Christ 

is the way to God, the way to deathlessness, the way to 
nibbana. This Noble Eightfold Path is personified in 
Jesus Christ. This path, which is Christ himself, leads to 
the end of suffering, to the end of death.

Much more can be said about this. Some readers may feel 
uneasy as the above sounds like mixing Buddhism and 
biblical truth. Finding the fingerprints of God within 
Buddhism is like putting an engine into a car that does 
not have an engine; it is putting God into a belief system 
called Buddhism. To extend this analogy, a car is a car 
even if there is no engine inside. When someone puts an 
engine into a car it does not become a tractor. In the same 
way Buddhism stays Buddhism with or without God. 
What Buddhists are talking about is a world without God. 
Will it also make sense if we put God inside of it? Yes, it 
will, if we connect the different pieces of the engine to the 
right pieces of the car. We need to get an understanding 
of what Buddhism really is. To continue the analogy, it is 
like a car that waits for the engine to be put in and all the 
pieces properly connected. We do not need to approach 
Buddhists with the attitude “I’m a tractor, you are a car; I 
have an engine, you don’t. In order to get anywhere you 
have to become like me, a tractor with an engine.” We just 
need to bring them the good news: There is an engine and 
it makes you drive. There is a path to God and it is Jesus, 
and He will get you to nibbana, to deathlessness.

All concepts in Buddhism are not fleshed out with God 
in mind, but they can be. In other words we are adding 
meaning to Buddhist concepts without taking pre-existing 
meaning away.

When this happens, Buddhists can understand what we 
mean based on their previous knowledge of truth. They see 

All concepts in Buddhism are not fleshed  
out with god in mind, but they can be.

  8
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vhow Buddha’s teachings were like a masterful preparation for 
the good news of Christ. They do not have to become non-
Buddhists (i.e. a tractor) in order to believe in Christ and 
trust God. Before, they only had to depend on themselves 
because they did not know Christ and were stuck in kamma. 
There was no reliable source to depend on. None of the 
Hindu gods worked out for Buddha. Neither can anyone 

rescue someone else while being stuck in the same mud 
(kamma). They can depend on Christ as Buddhists precisely 
because Christ was always enlightened.11 Here is the climax 
of the analogy. Buddhists, as cars without an engine, believed 
that they had to depend on themselves, but now they can 
depend on the engine that fits into their cars. They can 
depend on Christ. This is the good news.

Many Buddhist concepts are so biblical that it is possible 
to think they are straight from the Bible. 

Metta is unclinging love, pure kindness, absolute 
benevolence with no hint of any selfishness involved. 
Metta is basically what the Greeks called agape. 
Unfortunately, there are still Bible translations out there 
that use a desire-clinging love word, putting the love of 
God straight back into the realm of kamma.

While metta and nibbana make God personal, the word 
that makes God divine is nicca, permanence. Kamma, 
and all conditioned phenomena, are characterized by 
impermanence, anicca. Nibbana is not conditioned and 
thereby permanent. This permanence is what Buddhists 
see as ultimate, while according to biblical truth God is 
ultimate. The reason why Buddha did not talk about a 

“personal” ultimate is because there was no person existing 
who was unconditioned and permanent and Hindu gods 
were either impermanent and personal or impersonal. An 
impersonal godhead would not make any difference to 
human suffering. The end of human suffering is what 
Buddha was concerned about.

Further exploring the fingerprints of God within 
Buddhism might lead to more breakthroughs among 
Buddhists as they find the permanent God who has 
brought nibbana to them, experiencing His metta and 
transforming their lives. If space would allow we could 
find dozens of examples of Buddhist concepts that could 
be employed to communicate the good news.

Once we understand Buddhism better, how it highlights 
the truth, we see God at work everywhere. He prepared 

a path to walk on. We don’t need to fight Buddhists for 
“wrong beliefs,” engaging in defensive apologetics because 
we feel threatened by their beliefs. We can explore new 
ways of engaging with our Buddhists friends, because 
God’s fingerprints do exist in Buddhism. 

1 There are many schools of thought within Buddhisms; some have 
opposing views on different issues. “Buddhism” here is used more in 

the way it is used in Asia as Buddha-dhamma, the 
teachings of Buddha.

2 Whatever is included in their definition 
of “Buddhist,” which in most cases is an 
amalgamation of cultural identity, national 
identity, moral code, etc.

3 Suffering, dukkha in Pali, should not be understood in the normal 
English use of that word. It has a much deeper meaning. “Dukkha is 
commonly explained according to three different categories: 

• The obvious physical and mental suffering associated with birth, 
growing old, illness and dying. 

• The anxiety or stress of trying to hold onto things that are 
constantly changing. 

• A basic unsatisfactoriness pervading all forms of existence, because 
all forms of life are changing, impermanent and without any inner 
core or substance. (en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dukkha)  

“Without any core and substance” is hinting at the underlying 
unsatisfactoriness which we also see in Gen 3:17-19 (NIV). We were 
separated from God, meaning death in a wider sense than mere 
physical death, as Adam and Eve did not die physically that day. See 
also Rom 8:20 (NIV).

4 “Unconditioned”: not under the influence of impermanence, not-self 
and suffering 

5 There is a difference between reincarnation and rebirth. Reincarnation 
assumes that a person exists, and that this person will die and be 
reborn again. Rebirth assumes that that there is no person being re-
born but that a person forms out of five aggregates which disassemble 
at death and reassemble into another person, thus a person is reborn. 
While the Buddha denied reincarnation, practically, Asian Buddhists 
believe in reincarnation.

6 There is a Christian confusion sometimes arising which shows a lack 
of understanding of what tanha (desire) means: “Don’t you need the 
desire of ending desire in order to end desire?” The simple answer is 
that the word for “desire” of ending tanha (Pali) is not tanha.

7 The Greek word ‘pistis’ for (to believe) can also have the meaning “to 
trust” depending on the context.

8 Rom 14:23b (NIV) “…and everything that does not come from faith 
is sin.”

9 right understanding, right attitude, right speech, right action, right 
livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, right concentration

10  Not-self, anatta is the negative form of atta. For the Buddha atta 
(self ) is the same as atman (Sanskrit) which can be understood as the 

“true self of a person,” which goes beyond kamma. There are different 
views about anatta among Buddhists; even mentioning a few of them 
would go beyond the scope of this article.

11  In fact it might be good to point out that “God is light…” John 1:5, 
(NIV); enlightenment can only happen because God (or Christ) is 
light. In this sense Christ did not “become enlightened” but is the 
pure essence of anyone’s enlightenment.

many Buddhist concepts are so biblical that it is 
possible to think they are straight from the Bible.


