A DIFFERENT SALVATION

A Comparison of Christianity to Islam #3


Sir Thomas Scott was an outspoken skeptic of Christianity.  Throughout his life, he often debated the irrationality of believing in the existence of God.  Many were impressed with his keen mind and his skillful debating manner, and Scott was a popular personality often invited to A crowd parties and gatherings.  As Sir Thomas Scott aged and his body weakened, however, he began to have grave questions concerning his religious agnosticism.  Too proud to reverse his position, he continued to hang on to it, but he seemed far less confident and assured.  According to eye-witnesses, as Sir Thomas Scott lay on his death-bed, he uttered these words shortly before he entered eternity.  Until this moment I thought there was neither God nor a Hell; now I know and feel that there are both and I am doomed to perdition by the just judgment of the Almighty.

What a tragically sad picture!  A person who heard and knew the truth that God has revealed well enough to debate and argue against it, but a man who chose to the end to reject God’s plan of salvation for the human race.  Yet it is interesting that in his final moments, even this hardened skeptic recognized his need for salvation. 


It is not surprising that every religious system contains a way of salvation for this is a universally recognized human need.  Tonight, we want to contrast the ways of salvation that are advanced by Islam and Christianity.


During these past Sunday evenings, we have been comparing and contrasting Christianity with Islam.  Our first consideration revealed a different source of authority.  Whereas Christianity has always recognized the 66 books of the Bible to be the inspired word of God, Islam recognizes the 114 Suras or Chapters of the Koran written by the prophet Mohammed to be Allah’s final and authoritative revelation to mankind.  Then last time we looked at a different God.  While there certainly are many attributes that the God of the Bible and Allah of the Koran share in common, the God of the Bible is a triune God, one in being while being 3 distinct persons who loves the entire world and has provided a way of salvation for those who have been created in his likeness and image but have fallen from His grace through sin and disobedience while Allah of the Koran is a deity whose unity is emphasized, one who demands absolute and unconditional submission to his arbitrary will and who loves only those who are believers and are willing to submit themselves to him.


Tonight we will consider the differing ways of salvation that are presented by Islam and Christianity.  Perhaps the difference in this area is most striking of all for the 2 ways presented for pleasing God could not really be more opposing.


Let’s consider the Islamic way of salvation first.  And any discussion of salvation must first begin with the view of human nature for one’s view of mankind determines any need for salvation.  While some modern Moslem scholars are now saying that the Koran suggests that man might have some Godlikeness in his creation, the orthodox Islamic belief denies that man was created in any image or likeness of God.  How could man ever bear the image of God?  Remember, Mohammed was a strong iconoclast – he was very adamant in not using any images or idols in worship.  For Moslems, Adam was created in a good state with the ability to obey or disobey Allah.  Sin entered the human race with his disobedience in eating of the fruit of the forbidden tree in the Garden of Eden.  But Adam’s disobedience did not affect his basic human nature.  Listen to this quote from Geisler and Saleeb in their very fine book entitled Answering Islam:


Whereas in Christian theology man’s disobedience is viewed as a fundamental turning point in his relationship to God, according to the Moslem perspective this was only a single slip on Adam and Eve’s part that was completely forgiven after their repentance.  It had no further effect on the nature of man and the rest of creation.  (Answering Islam, p. 42)


Since Adam and Eve still maintained their good, pre-fallen nature that was able to obey God on its own, there was no need for any extraordinary measures on God’s part to provide salvation for them.  They needed only to do what would please Allah.  And mankind ever since that day is born in the same state that Adam and Eve were created.  So according to Islamic theology, each person born today is born with the ability to obey and please Allah on his or her own.  Now there is some tension between man’s free will and the omnipotent and arbitrary nature of Allah that leads to a very fatalistic view in life.  But this is a tension that is tolerated.


Allah has revealed what pleases him through the Koran and the Sunna of Mohammed.  The major duties of the Moslem can be summed up in 5 major points that are often called the 5 pillars of Islam.  The 5 pillars of Islam are the shahada or the basic confession of faith, prayer, the giving of alms, fasting and the pilgrimage.  Let’s look at each of these briefly.


First, is the shahada.  Shahada is an Arabic word that means an act of bearing witness.  The shahada statement or witness consists of 2 major parts.  The first part is a confession that there is no God but Allah and the second part is the admission that Mohammed is Allah’s last and final prophet.  So the Moslem in a ritualistic manner repeats the phrase There is no God but Allah and Mohammed is his prophet.  This is the most basic Islamic profession of faith upon which all other beliefs are based.


Second, is prayer.  Moslems are required to pray 5 times daily.  The first prayer is just before dawn upon rising, the second at midday, the third in midafternoon, the fourth is just after sunset and the fifth prayer is at night before retiring.  In countries where Islam is the major religion, a person called a muezzin calls the people to prayer from a small tower called a minaret.  Today, sometimes the call to prayer is recorded and is played through speakers.  Before bowing in prayer, Moslems should wash their hands, face, arms and feet in a ritual cleansing.  If they are in a location where there is no water that is common, of course, in arid desert regions, they can use sand in this ritualistic cleansing.  Having removed their shoes and laid out a small carpet if they have one, the Moslem is now ready to bow in prayer.


The physical motion of his prayer is very important to the Moslem believers.  When praying, the Moslem should always face towards the city of Mecca in Saudi Arabia.  He then raises his hands to his ears and says in Arabic,  Allah is greatest.  Then he recites the opening passage of the Koran known as the Fatiha followed by another verse from the Koran.  After reciting these verses, he again says Allah is greatest as he bows from the waist.  After returning to an upright position, he then says Allah is greatest  a third time and falls to his knees, touching the ground with his forehead.  In this prostrate position, he then praises Allah.  After sitting back on his heels and asking God for forgiveness, he kneels with his face down one more time before standing, being careful to say Allah is greatest before each new position.  The kneeling and bowing is very important because it is a physical demonstration of submission to Allah.


On Fridays, Moslems gather in a united service.  Their worship includes recitations from the Koran, prayers, and 2 brief sermons delivered by the religious leader who is called an Imam.  Men and women are separated in worship with the men being in the front and the women being in the back.


Third, is the giving of alms or assistance for the poor.  The Arabic word for almsgiving is zakat which literally means purification.  The idea is that a Moslem purifies his wealth or the material goods that he owns by giving to those who have greater need.  Almsgiving is a recognition that all good things that we have ultimately come from Allah.  Now there is a zakat that is paid to the Mosques or Islamic centers that help with maintenance, etc.  But almsgiving to those who are less fortunate is also emphasized as a holy and righteous act.  


Fourth, is the pillar of fasting.  During the month of Ramadan, every Moslem is supposed to fast from dawn to sunset.  The Islamic calendar is lunar, based upon the cycles of the moon, so Ramadan occurs in different seasons of our year.  When we took our tour of Israel in early March of 1997, we were prohibited from touring the temple mount area because it was Ramadan and there was a large, Islamic gathering at the El Aqsa Mosque.  This past year (2004) the first day of Ramadan was October 16th.  So you can see that Ramadan can be many different times of the year.  Ramadan is actually the 9th month in the Arabic calendar.  The reason why Ramadan is so special is the Islamic believe that it was during this month in 610 that the first verses of the Koran were revealed to Mohammed. 


Now the fasting that occurs during the month of Ramadan is from dawn to sunset.  During the daylight hours, Moslems are not supposed to eat any food, drink any beverages, smoke or engage in sexual relations.  Once the sun sets, they may eat and drink and resume all other activities.  The purpose of the fasting is for spiritual reflection, self-discipline, concern for others and obedience to Allah.


Fifth, is the pilgrimage.  The Koran commands Moslems to make a pilgrimage at least once in their lifetime to Mecca if they are physically and financially able to do so.  The pilgrimage is to take place during the first few days of the 12 month of the Islamic calendar.  The focus of the pilgrimage is the Kaaba.  The Kaaba is a cube-shaped building in the center of the Great Mosque in Mecca.  Moslems believe that Abraham and Ishmael built the Kaaba as the first house of worship to Allah.  When making this pilgrimage, both men and women are to wear special garments called ihram, meaning clothing of consecration.  While wearing these special articles of clothing, a pilgrim may not kill any animal, remove any hair from his body or engage in any sexual acts.  Upon arrival in Mecca, the pilgrim is to walk 7 times around the Kaaba in a counterclockwise direction.


There are 3 additional rites that can be performed even though they are not officially part of the pilgrimage.  One is kissing or touching the black stone in one corner of the Kaaba that is believed to be placed there by Abraham and Ishmael, another is running 7 times along a corridor in the Great Mosque to commemorate Hagar’s frantic search for water in the desert, and the third is drawing water from a well called Zamzam on the grounds of the Great Mosque.  Many pilgrims also sacrifice a sheep or a goat commemorating Abraham’s vow to sacrifice his son.   Remember, Moslems accept the account in Genesis 22 where God called upon Abraham to sacrifice his son and then provided a ram in the son’s place, but they believe that Ishmael was the son who was almost sacrificed not Isaac.  Those who are not financially able to make a pilgrimage to Mecca generally try to make a pilgrimage to an Islamic holy place that is closer.  This 5th pillar illustrates why holding onto holy places is so critical for the Moslem and why there is such a hotbed of controversy in Jerusalem where one of the most sacred holy places just behind the Great Mosque in Mecca is found at Al Aqsa next to the Dome of the Rock on the Temple Mount where Solomon’s Temple once stood.  The golden dome is built over a large rock where it is believed that Mohammed ascended up into heaven on the back of his steed.  You can actually put your hand through a little hole and feel the place in the rock where the hoof print still remains.


Now there are many other traditions and rites that we could continue to mention – many holidays and celebrations.  But these will suffice to give us the idea of the Islamic path to salvation.  Obviously, salvation for the Moslem is based upon the good works that are performed to please Allah.  Allah has revealed himself in the Koran.  He expects the human race that he has created to be submissive to him.  He has given his doctrine and prayer and almsgiving and fasting and pilgrimages along with other duties to the human race so that people might know what pleases him, what makes him happy.  As humans, we are obliged to perform these duties so that Allah’s wrath will be appeased.  Now we certainly slip up and make mistakes.  But Allah is merciful and he will forgive us if we confess them.  But if we neglect his commandments and regulations, there is no hope of satisfying him.  


Now as with any religious system that is based upon good works, we can never know if we have done enough good things to satisfy Allah.  This is the reason why no good Moslem will confidently assert any assurance of salvation.  To do so would be presumptuous.  Whatever Allah wills is what is going to happen.  We can never be sure that we have done enough to please him.  We can only do our best, hoping that on the day of judgment, Allah will be satisfied with what we have done.


Christianity stands in stark contrast to the Islamic view of salvation.  And, again, salvation for the Christian begins with the concept of human nature.  In the Bible, God told the first humans that if they ate of the forbidden fruit in the Garden of Eden and disobeyed Him, they would surely die.  This death certainly involved the beginning of physical decline and decay, but more important was the spiritual death that immediately occurred.  One of the first symptoms of Adam and Eve’s changed human condition was found in their hiding from God in the Garden of Eden when God came to have His daily communication with them.  The Bible teaches that Adam and Eve, having sinned, now experienced a change of nature.  Whereas they had been created in a good state, they were now sinful by nature, alienated from fellowship with God.  This sinfulness permeated the entire human race through these first parents so that the Bible could make general statements such as the one found in Romans 3:23 – For all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.  And this basic sinfulness changed man’s basic nature so that statements such as you were dead in trespasses and sins and there is none righteous, no not one and the heart is deceitful above all things and desperately wicked and  all of our righteousness are as filthy rags in the sight of God are found throughout the Bible.


Salvation for the Christian begins with our inability to save ourselves.  There can be no salvation by works for the Christian because in our fallen state we are unable to perform any works perfect enough to be pleasing to God.  


Because God is a God of love and mercy and compassion as well as being a God of justice and righteousness and holiness, He decided not to leave us in our hopelessly lost state.  He could have, but he chose not to.  God formed a redemptive plan so that fellowship could once again be restored between the human race and God.  Because we by nature were unable to do anything pleasing in God’s sight, God had to do the work himself.  But because we were the ones who had offended God by our disobedience and sin, God became a human being in order to enable us to return to our intended place of being sons of God.  Christians candidly confess that there is much about this redemptive process that we cannot explain or even fully understand.  How God could become a man is a mystery.  How God could die an atoning death is a mystery.  But the Bible clearly reveals God’s redemptive plan and Christians are asked by God to accept this truth by faith.  God’s redemptive plan would never have been dreamed up with human imagination.  Every other worldwide religion is similar to Islam in that it is based upon the teachings of a dead prophet and is based upon good works performed to appease some kind of deity.  Christianity is different from all others in that there is no set of good works that can be performed by man to merit salvation, rather God has provided for that human race what we could have never provided for ourselves.  God has done this so that we might have a restored relationship with him.  We will probably never understand fully why God desires such a relationship with us.  But God created us originally for this purpose.  God didn’t have to created a human race – He did this solely because He wanted to bring glory to Himself and wanted to have a relationship with us.  So when Adam and Eve sinned and brought ruin on that beautiful relationship that God has established with them, God set forth a redemptive plan so that relationship could be restored.


This word relationship indicates a major difference between Islam and Christianity.  With Islam, the relationship between the Moslem and Allah is not emphasized because the relationship is that of a slave to his master.  Allah is the master, Moslems are the slaves, the only logical relationship is subservience.  This is what Islam emphasizes.  With Christianity, relationship is much more important.  Yes, God is the master and creator and believers are expected to give Him His rightful place, obeying His commandments, but God desires a far more intimate relationship with His followers.  Terms like child and son and even joint-heir with Christ and brother to Christ are found in the Bible.  Because God has done what we could never do, purchasing us out of the slave-market of sin, giving us new freedom and life, adopting us into His own family, the Christian can have an assurance and confidence that is frankly not known in the Islamic faith.  The Bible says that we can know that we are children of God.  The Bible says that we can know that heaven is our final home.  We can know these things not because of anything that we have done, but because of all that God has done.  And because unlike Allah, God is a God of truth who never changes, we can rest in His promises confident that His word will be fulfilled.


So then, Christians have a different source from Moslems, Christians worship a different God than Moslems, and Christians follow a different path of salvation than Moslems.  It should not surprise us then to find a different destiny as well – we will look at this, the Lord willing next time.
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