A DIFFERENT GOD

A Comparison of Christianity to Islam #2


A Sunday School teacher was trying to teach the triunity of God to her elementary students.  Having carefully explained the fact that there was only 1 being who was God but that God existed in 3 persons, God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit, she felt confident that her students were beginning to grasp the concept.  Finally she got the courage to ask a question that would show her if her students were grasping the concept.  Of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, which one of them is really God? She asked her class.  Her bubble was quickly burst when a 2nd grader raised her hand and answered, The tallest one.

There is nothing that is at the same time both more difficult and also more critical to our lives than a correct understanding of who God is.  Knowing God is the most difficult task that we have because God by His very being is infinite and we by our basic natures are finite.  Our minds are simply not able to fully grasp an infinite being.  So we can spend the entirety of our lives learning about God without ever coming to a complete understanding of Him.  In fact, we will spend all eternity learning about God without ever knowing Him fully.  But the infinite nature of God should not dissuade us from trying to know Him better and better because knowing God is the most critical need in our lives as well.  Our knowledge of God forms a foundation for our life.  We were created with an inner void that only God can fill.  Every person senses a need to know God.  Our lives aren’t complete until we have a relationship with our creator.


Now one of the most common misconceptions that people have is that if several human beings all claim to believe in God, they then must be acknowledging the same being.  After all, they are all referring to God.  But G-O-D is just an English word.  The real content of any word is what that word refers to.  And people have many different conceptions of the God that they refer to. 


To those of us living here in Michigan a tree conjures up some kind of mental image.  That image is usually 20-50 feet high or so.  It has a stout trunk with branches flowing forth up towards the heavens.  On those branches are leaves or needles.  But when we made a month long tour out west several years ago, we found that a tree has a much different connotation to those living in the deserts of the Southwestern States,.  Trees like we know them can’t grow in the desert – they never see a tree like we do.  But they have a cactus that has several arms protruding from its base that they call a Joshua Tree.  So when they speak of a tree, they mean something very different from what we mean when we speak of a tree.


So it is that when some people refer to God, they imagine some kind of impersonal, universal force.  When others refer to God, they are thinking of any living being.  When others refer to God, they envision a stern, judging disciplinarian.  When others refer to God, they think of a loving, gentle grandfather.  In order to know God, we must move beyond the word itself to the concept that is being portrayed by the word.  And most critical of all is the necessity of our constantly learning and reshaping our concept of God so that it is consistent with God’s revelation to us in His word.  For in the final analysis, any other God that we might envision is just a God of our imagination.  We can only know the true and living God as we study His revelation to us.


As we come to a comparison of Christianity with Islam we must remember that the God worshiped is found in the content of his being that he has revealed.  God is our English word for a divine deity.  Allah is the equivalent Arabic word.  Yahweh is the Hebrew word.  Theos is the Greek word.  So on the surface, God and Allah would appear to be the same.  This is the reason for many claiming that Christians and Moslems both worship the same God.  And it cannot be denied that there are some clear similarities between the God of the Bible and Allah of the Koran.  These are important to note for it is always best when speaking with one of another faith to use similarities as bridges in understanding.


*Both Christianity and Islam worship one God.  In other words, both are monotheistic religions.  There are 3 major world religions that are monotheistic – Judaism, Christianity and Islam.  Judaism and Christianity both accept the O.T. as being the inspired word of God, so the God that is worshiped is most similar.  But Judaism does not accept the N.T. as being God’s word.  It is in the N.T. that the triunity of God is clearly revealed.  So it is Islam that is most like Judaism in emphasizing the unity of God.  In fact the greatest of all sins in Islam is to speak of a partner or co-deity with Allah.  Christianity recognizes a God who is one in being.  But the God of the Bible also has 3 distinct persons.  Islam rejects this as polytheistic.  Judaism, Christianity and Islam all are monotheistic in nature – this separates them from the animism of Africa or the Hinduism of India or the many other world religions that are polytheistic in nature.


*Both Christianity and Islam believe in a God who has revealed Himself.  Christians believe that the Bible is God’s inspired word, authored by some 40 different authors over a period of some 1,500 years.  Islam also recognizes the Bible as an important holy book, but their authoritative revelation is the Koran that was authored by the prophet Mohammed during the last 23 years of his life.  But both Christianity and Islam recognize a God who has revealed Himself through the written word.  This is important because it gives a basis for faith in both religions.


*The God of Christians and the Allah of Moslems both have many attributes in common.  Both the God of the Bible and Allah are believed to be eternal beings, the creator of all things, all-powerful and sovereign in their control over creation, beings that reward good and punish evil, and beings who will make a future place of both bliss for believers and punishment for unbelievers.


Sura 112 of the Koran is traditionally recognized by Moslems as the chapter that is most dedicated to the fundamental question of who God is.  Sura 112 is often called Mohammed’s definition of God.  Since it is very brief – only 4 verses – let me read it for you:


Say: He is Allah, the One and Only; Allah, the Eternal, Absolute; He begetteth not, nor is He begotten; And there is none like unto Him.


In this brief statement, the most foundational attributes of Allah are given – his unity, his eternality, his self-existence, and his supreme nature.


*Both God and Allah have revealed themselves through a variety of names.  We are familiar with the variety of names of God in the Bible.  Some time I might preach a series on the various Hebrew names of God in the Old Testament.  God often reveals Himself and His character through His many names.  Well, Mohammed claimed that Allah also revealed himself through a variety of names, 99 names to be exact.  According to Islamic tradition, Mohammed said Verily, there are 99 names of God and whoever recites them shall enter Paradise.  And many of these are similar to those found in the Bible.  Let me just list them briefly so that we can get a better idea of who Allah is for these names reflect the basic nature of Allah as believed by Moslems:  

“Allah – the name that is above every other name (this is the only one I will give the Arabic for – the rest I will just give the translation); the first who was from the beginning; the last, who will still be after all has ended; the contriver who contrived the whole art of creation; the maker, from whose hand we all come; the beneficent whose liberality appears in all of his works; the observant, who sees and hears all things; the spreader, who extends his mercy to whom he wills; the inner who is immanent within all things; the raiser who will raise up a witness from each community; the enduring who is better and more enduring; the relenting who relented towards Adam and relents to all his descendents; the mighty one, whose might and power are absolute; the majestic one; the gatherer, who gathers all men to an appointed day, the accounter, who is sufficient as a reckoner, the guardian, who keeps watch over everything; the truth; the judge who gives judgment among his servants; the wise who is both wise and well informed; the kindly who is both forgiving and kindly disposed; the praiseworthy, to whom all praise is due; the living, who is the source of all life; the well-informed, who is both wise and well informed; the humbler, who humbles some while he exalts others; the creator, who has created all things that are; the lord of majesty and honor; the gentle, who is compassionate toward his people; the merciful, the most merciful of these who show mercy; the compassionate, who is gentle and full of compassion; the provider who provides but asks no provision in return; the guide, who leads believers in the right-minded way; the exalter, who exalts some while he humbles others; the watcher, who keeps watch over his creation; the peace-maker, who name is peace; the hearer, who sees and hears all things; the grateful, who graciously accepts the service of his people; the witness who is witness to all things; the forebearing, who has great patience with his people; the eternal, who begets not and is not begotten; the afflicter, who sends affliction as well as blessing; the outer who is without as well as within; the just whose word is perfect in veracity and justice; the sublime, mighty and sublime sovereignty; the mighty who is above all high and mighty; the pardoner ever ready to forgive his servants; the knowing one who is well aware of everything; the high one who is high and mighty; the forgiving who is both forgiving and well disposed; the pardoning ever ready to pardon and forgive; the rich since he possesses all things; the opener who clears and opens the way; the seizer who both holds right and is open-handed; the able who has the power to do what he pleases; the most holy one to whom all in heaven and on earth ascribe holiness; the all victorious, who overcomes all; the strong sublime in his strength and power; the self-subsistent, eternally existing in and for himself alone; the great one, who is both high and great; the munificent who is not only rich but generous; the gracious whose grace extends to all his servants; the defender who  when he wills defers punishment; the faithful who grants security to all; the self-exalted, who has set himself high above all; the proud whose pride is in his works; the firm, firm in his possession of strength; the originator who both originates and restores; the answerer who responds when his servants call; the glorious, praiseworthy and glorious is he; the computer who has counted and numbered all things; the quickener who quickens and brings to life the dead; the abaser who raises to honor or abases whom he will; the separator who will separate men from the false gods they vainly worship; the fashioner who fashions his creatures how he pleases; the restorer who both originates and restores; the honorer who honors or abases whom he will; the giver from whose hand comes all good things; the enricher, who enriches men from his bounty; the well-furnished, provided with power over all things; he who prevails having evil men in his powerful grip; the bringer-forward, who sends his promises on ahead; the observer of justice who will set up the balances with justice; the king who is king of kings; the possessor of the kingdom who grants sovereignty to whom he will; he who causes to die just as he causes to live; the avenger who wreaks vengeances on sinners; the preserver whose watchful care is over all; the helper and sufficient as a helper is he; the light illuminating both earth and heaven; the guide who leads believers in the straight path; the one unique in his divine sovereignty; the unique who alone has created; the loving, compassionate and loving to his servants; the inheritor unto whom all things will return; the wide-reaching, whose bounty reaches all; the administrator who has charge of everything; the patron and a sufficient patron is he; the safeguard, other than whom men have no sure guard; and the liberal giver who gives freely of his bounty.  (Answering Islam by Geisler and Sleeb, p.22-25).


  Now these 99 names give a pretty clear picture of who Allah is believed to be, don’t they?  And many of these names are also used of God in the Bible and could well be applied to the God of the Bible.  So there are many similarities between the God of the Bible who Christians worship and Allah who Moslems worship.


*But there are also some significant differences that reveal these Gods to be 2 completely different beings.  And I want to address these as well for they are most important.  Now we will speak more in detail about these differences next week when we consider the different ways of salvation found in Islam as compared to Christianity.  But we must begin to address them now because the differences in the views of God are foundational to the different views of salvation.


*The central difference, of course, is found in the basic nature of who God is – His basic person.  Islam denies the triune nature of the Godhead.  In fact, Islam considers Christianity to be a polytheistic religion.  Part of this misunderstanding stems from a perverted view of the Biblical revelation of who God is.  As I mentioned last week, Islam was born into a world that had entered the dark ages where ignorance and illiteracy was the norm.  One of the reasons why Islam grew so rapidly is that people were having trouble comprehending and articulating the triune nature of God.  And ever since that day, Islam has set up a straw man of a Christian God that can easily be attacked.  As I mentioned last week, there are Moslems today who are going around on our college campuses attacking the foolish trinity of Christians – God the Father, Mary the Mother of God and Jesus the Son of God.  Well, of course, such a trinity (God, Mary and Jesus) would be impossible to defend because it is absurd.  But that is not the triune God presented in the Bible.  The Bible presents God as one in being with 3 persons equally God in every way.  All have the same attributes; all are infinite in being; all are eternal (there was never a time when the son or spirit were not), but all are one in essence or being.  This Christian view of God is foundational to God’s redemptive program for man for salvation could not be achieved without the God of the Bible.  Allah could not have provided redemption for man as found in the Bible.  For a God who was both a unity in being and person could not have humbled himself, taking upon himself the form of a servant and becoming a member of the human race as the Lord Jesus Christ did.  Who would run the universe while the baby God-man was lying in the manger in his self-humbled state?  You see, because God is creator and sustainer of all things, there had to be someone in charge while the redemptive program was being carried out.  


But, you see, for Islam such a God is not necessary because man doesn’t need the kind of redemption that the Bible presents.  While the creation accounts of Christianity and Islam are very similar in many respects – God creates the first 2 people naming them Adam and Eve with freedom to obey or disobey Him and forbids them to eat of a tree in the Garden of Eden – there is also a significant difference.  When Adam and Eve choose to disobey God and transgress His commands by eating of the forbidden tree, they make a mistake, a very serious mistake, but they do not become sinful by nature and, more importantly, because they did not now have a sinful nature, they didn’t pass on any sinful nature to their descendents.  So every person who has been born has not been born with a sinful nature, but rather has been born in the same basic condition that Adam was created.  There is, therefore, no need for God to provide any kind of redemption as such.  We all have the same opportunity that Adam had to choose to obey or disobey God.  Submission to the will of Allah is the chief good that man can do.  Man demonstrates his submission to Allah by obeying Allah’s commandments and specifically following the 5 pillars in his life that we will look at in more detail next week.  When man slips up and makes a mistake, he need only confess that mistake to Allah and Allah is merciful and forgiving.  There doesn’t need to be any foundation or basis for Allah’s forgiveness because Allah does whatever he wants to.  The arbitrary sovereignty of Allah is one of his key attributes.  And as we saw last week, Allah can change his mind if he wants to and act in a totally contradictory many from one moment to the next.  That is his prerogative, that is his privilege, for he is God and we can’t question him.    So if Allah wants to deceive his enemy in order to trick him and gain victory over him, he can do that.  Surah 3:54 of the Koran reads, And they (the unbelievers) schemed, and Allah schemed (against them and Allah is the best of schemers.  According to Hans Wehr in his Arabic-English dictionary, the Arabic word that is translated schemed here means to deceive, delude, cheat, dupe or double-cross.  So Allah does whatever he wants to because he is God.  He can arbitrarily forgive and be merciful if he wants to.  He can judge and punish if he wants to.  And he can change his mind from one moment to the next because he is God.  This is the reason why a Moslem will not claim assurance of his entrance into Paradise.  That would be presumptuous.  He just does the best that he can to obey and satisfy Allah and waits to see what thinks on the day of judgment.  It also shows us why what we would consider to be truthfulness or honesty is not one of the core, foundational virtues in Islam because Allah is a God who can change his mind and deceive the enemy.  While Allah does love believers, he does not love unbelievers.  Surah 3:32 reads: Obey Allah and the messenger. But if they turn away, lo! Allah loveth not the disbelievers.


So while there are certainly similar attributes that the God of the Bible and Allah would share as believed by their worshipers, there also are significant differences that clearly indicate that these are 2 different Gods.


The God of the Bible loves the whole world.  And whereas the human race has become mired in sin and wickedness, the God of the Bible has provided a way of salvation, deliverance.  The triune nature of the Godhead allows Him to accomplish this plan.  So Jesus Christ, the Son of God, came to this earth with the claim, I am the way, the truth and the life, no one can come to the father except through me (John 14:6).


Allah of Islam is believed to be a sovereign, omnipotent God who created all things.  But he is a God who only loves those who believe in him, submitting totally to his will.  He has not provided a plan of redemption because none is recognized as being needed.  He has revealed himself through prophets in the past and the final prophet is Mohammed who wrote down Allah’s inspired revelation in the Koran.  The way to show submission to Allah and obtain his mercy is found in the 5 pillars that we will consider next week in detail as we look at a different salvation.
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