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What Is Religion?
Religion is an important part of the lives of many
people. Religion can show people how to live and
behave. For some people, religion explains how the
world was made. In this book, you will learn about
three of the many different religions that people
practice: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.

Long ago, the people of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia
worshipped many gods. Between three and four thousand
years ago, a small group of people—the Jewish people—lived
in the lands between Egypt and Mesopotamia. We now
call these lands part of the Middle East.

The Jewish people had a new kind of religion. They believed
in only one god. Today, the belief in one god is the most
important part of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.
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The History of Judaism: Moses and
the Jewish People in Egypt
The Torah, or holy book, tells the story of the Jewish
people who had gone to live in Egypt. At first the Jews
were happy there. They grew stronger as a group. But
then an Egyptian pharaoh saw how strong they were
becoming, and he did not like it. The pharaoh forced the
Jewish people to become slaves. They had to work in the
hot desert, building Egyptian cities.
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Even though they were slaves, the Jews were not defeated.
The pharaoh grew angry. He decided to kill all the Jewish baby
boys by throwing them into the Nile River. One Jewish woman
decided that the pharaoh would not kill her son. She made a
basket and placed her baby inside. She sent the basket floating
down the river. She told the baby’s sister, Miriam, to follow it.

5

After a while, the basket became tangled in reeds that
grew close to the riverbank. A lady who was sitting on the
riverbank saw the baby and rescued him. Miriam had
followed her brother’s journey. Now she knew she had to
be brave. The lady who had rescued her brother was the
pharaoh’s own daughter.

6

“What a beautiful baby!” Miriam cried out, as she ran toward
the pharaoh’s daughter. “I know a Jewish slave woman who
could care for him.”
The woman Miriam
spoke of was the
baby’s real mother.
The Egyptian
princess thought
for a moment, and
then she said, “I will
raise this baby as
my own. His name
will be Moses, and
he will be a prince
of Egypt! Bring me
the slave woman.
She can help me!”
And so Moses’s
real mother was
allowed to care for
him when he was
a child.
7

Moses grew up as a royal prince in Egypt. One day he saw an
Egyptian hurting a Jewish slave. Though Moses grew up as an
Egyptian prince, he knew that he was Jewish. Moses was so
angry, he killed the Egyptian. Moses was forced to run away.
He escaped to the desert and became a shepherd.
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Sometime later, Moses saw a very strange thing. He saw that
a bush was on fire, and yet it was not burning up! As he
moved toward the bush, a voice spoke to him.
“Moses,” the voice called, “I am the God of the Jews. You
must lead them out of Egypt. Go back to the pharaoh and
tell him to let my people go.”
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Even though Moses was afraid, he did as God asked. But the
pharaoh would not let the Jewish people go free. To punish
the pharaoh and the Egyptians, God sent many terrible plagues
upon them. Still the pharaoh refused to free the Jews.

10
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The Flight from Egypt
Finally, Moses warned the pharaoh that God would kill
the firstborn child in every Egyptian family if he did not
free the Jews. Once again the pharaoh refused.
Then God told Moses to tell the Jewish people to mark
their doors with
blood so that the
Angel of Death
would know
which homes to
pass over, or not
enter. The Jewish
people did this,
and their firstborn children
were spared.
When the
pharaoh’s own
son was killed
by the Angel
of Death, the
pharaoh finally
let the Jewish
people go.
11

Moses and the Jewish people escaped from Egypt. This is known
as the Exodus. The Jewish people had no time to get ready for
the journey. All they had to eat along the way was flat bread.
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The pharaoh changed his mind yet again. Just as the Jewish
people reached Egypt’s border at the Red Sea, they saw his
soldiers chasing after them. Moses held up his staff, or stick,
and God separated the Red Sea into two giant walls of water.
Moses led the Jewish people across the dry path in the middle.
As soon as the Jewish people were safe, the walls of water fell
onto the pharaoh’s soldiers, and they were drowned.

13

At last the Jewish people
were free to begin their
journey to the land God
had promised them, the
land of Israel. Along the
way, God spoke to Moses
and gave him the Ten
Commandments, the laws
the Jewish people must
follow. Sadly, Moses never
reached the land of Israel.
14

Today, Jewish people practice their religion by praying, going
to a temple or synagogue, and reading or listening to stories
from the Torah, which is part of the Jewish Bible. The Star of
David is an important symbol of the Jewish faith.
Important Jewish holidays
include Rosh Hashanah,
or the Jewish New Year,
Yom Kippur, or the Day
of Forgiveness, and Passover.
During Rosh Hashanah
people eat apples and
honey. Passover is the
celebration of freedom from
slavery in Egypt. During
Passover, Jewish people
eat flat bread and retell
the story of the Exodus.
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The History of Christianity
Christians also believe in one god. For Christians, their
faith is linked to the teachings of Jesus of Nazareth.
The Christian Bible, or holy book, tells of Jesus’s life and
his teachings.
Jesus was born about two thousand years ago in
Bethlehem, in Judaea, which was at the time part of
the Roman Empire. Jesus
was Jewish. The Romans
made life difficult for
the Jews in Judaea.
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The story of Jesus’s birth tells of a man named Joseph and his
wife Mary, who were having a baby. Before the baby was born,
Joseph and Mary traveled to Bethlehem. When they arrived
there, the only place where they could stay was in a stable.
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It was there in the stable that Mary gave birth to Jesus.
Shepherds and travelers known as wise men learned about
the birth of Jesus. They visited the baby Jesus in the stable
and brought him gifts.
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When Jesus grew up, he traveled through the area known as
Galilee. He was a teacher. Jesus said that people were equal
in the eyes of God and they should treat each other with
kindness. Crowds often gathered to hear him speak. Those
who followed Jesus believed he was the messiah, or the
person they hoped would save them.
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The Romans arrested and killed Jesus. Before he was arrested,
Jesus asked twelve men, his first followers, to eat a last Passover
meal with him. These followers are known as the Twelve
Disciples. Today, Christians call this meal the Last Supper. After
Jesus died, his teachings were carried by his followers across
the Roman Empire.
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Today, Christians practice their faith by praying, going to church,
and reading the Bible. There are many Christian holidays, or
celebrations, based on the life and teachings of Jesus. During
the Christmas season, Christians celebrate the birth of Jesus.

During Easter, Christians remember the last days of Jesus’s life
and his death on the cross. Christians believe that Jesus rose
from the dead, and that is celebrated on Easter Sunday. The
cross is an important Christian symbol.
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The History of Islam
About six hundred years after Jesus lived, Muhammad,
the prophet of Islam, was born in the city of Mecca
in Arabia. The religion that Muhammad established is
called Islam. People who practice it are called Muslims,
and their holy book is the Koran.

Muhammad was a merchant. He bought and sold things for a
living. Because of his work, he traveled and met many people.
The story of Muhammad tells us that one day, while he was in a
cave, the angel Gabriel spoke to him. Muhammad left the cave
and told his wife about the angel.
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Sometime later, the angel spoke to Muhammad again, and
Muhammad began to tell others about the messages he
received from the angel. The angel said that there was only
one god. The Arabic word for God is Allah.
Some people were angry with Muhammad because they
worshipped many gods. And so Muhammad, along with his
followers, left Mecca and escaped to a city called Medina.

24

In Medina people began following the teachings of
Muhammad. Through these teachings they came to believe in
one god. Then in 630 CE, Muhammad returned to Mecca with
many of his followers. They destroyed the statues of gods the
people there worshipped. Muhammad died two years after
his return to Mecca. His followers carried his teachings across
the Middle East and beyond.
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Today, Muslims practice their faith by reading the Koran and
praying. Sometimes they go to a mosque, or place of worship.

The month of Ramadan is holy for Muslims, because during that
month they remember the words Muhammad received from the
angel. At the end of Ramadan, Muslims enjoy a special feast called
Eid al-Fitr. The star and crescent are important symbols of Islam.
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