A DIFFERENT SOURCE

A Comparison of Christianity to Islam #1


The 40 year old man was in despair, despair to the point of taking his life.  Oh, he had not had an easy life to this point.  His father had died a few months before his birth, leaving only 5 camels, some sheep and a slave girl to his new son yet to be born.  He was only 6 years old when his mother died.  So he was basically raised as a young boy by his aged grandfather.  Then when his grandfather died, he was shipped off to his uncle who basically just gave him the necessities of life.  With his own 2 wives and 10 children, his uncle could barely make ends meet.  But he did take in his orphaned nephew and did the best that he could with what he had.


Not only did he have quite a migratory childhood moving from household to household, but he also suffered from some physical infirmities.  He would often suffer from migraine headaches and would sometimes endure feverish convulsions.  But amazingly, despite all the obstacles that he faced, he grew up to be a healthy young man, medium height with broad shoulders and strong muscles.  His sharp black eyes and patriarchal beard gave him a commanding appearance.  He exuded confidence with his demeanor.  Perhaps that was what attracted the wealthy widow to him – a marriage union that gave him the prospect of a new direction in life.  Chadijah was 15 years his senior, but she was fascinated with this 25 year old man.  And she needed someone to manage the lucrative merchandizing business that her deceased husband had started.  Chadijah’s father was opposed to the marriage union, but his 40 year old widowed-daughter solved that problem by getting him drunk just before the wedding ceremony.


Life appeared to be very good for a while.  Business was good.  6 beautiful children were born.  But then some of the physical convulsions returned and depression set in.  After 15 years of married life, he was ready to call it quits.  So this middle-aged man made the ascent up the side of Mount Hira, about an hour’s walk from Mecca, with the intent to take his life, to commit suicide.  No one will ever be able to know how this world would be different if he would have been successful in his mission that day in committing suicide.  For as he was approaching the precipice on the top of the mountain, he saw some sort of vision.  We can’t know exactly what happened, of course.  All we can know is what he related from his experience.  But he claimed to see the angel Gabriel who said to him:  I am Gabriel and you are Mohammed, the prophet of God.  Fear not!  


This was a turning point in the life of Mohammed.  He would return down that mountainside.  But he would not go back to his home as a merchandizing businessman, but he would rather return convinced of his call as a prophet of God.  Suddenly the experiences of his life would take on a different meaning with a new perspective.  The convulsions that he had endured throughout his life he would attribute to an overpowering presence of God’s spirit.  He began to teach and preach with a prophetic zeal.  But to his dismay, not many believed that he was a prophet in his home town of Mecca.  3 years after his call, he only had 40 converts – most of them members of his own family.  And as he got more and more pointed in his attacks against his fellow citizens, specifically attacking their idolatry, they in turn became more and more upset with him.  Finally in 622, at the age of 52, he was forced to leave Mecca under the threat of persecution and move to Medina, a city about 250 miles north.  But this move would usher in a new period of success in the life of Mohammed.  In Medina, he was received as a prophet of God.  It wasn’t long before he had hundreds of followers.  With his army of enthusiastic disciples increasing, Mohammed began to be more militant in his tone.  Whereas he had preached a message of toleration before, he now taught that unbelievers must be compelled to submit to his leadership.  If they refused, they must either accept a subjugated position and pay tribute or be killed with the sword.  He led his followers in their first battle in 624 at the age of 54.  Even though his troops were outnumbered 2-1, they gained a decisive victory.  It would only be a few years later that Mohammed would lead an army of 40,000 into the city of Mecca.  A new religion had been born.


Mohammed did not live long enough to see his disciples sweep from the Middle East across Northern Africa even up into Europe in conquest.  Mohammed died with a raging fever on June 8, 632 at the age of 63.  Among his last words were:  The Lord destroy the Jews and Christians!  Let his anger be kindled against those that turn the tombs of their prophets into places of worship!  O Lord, let not my tomb be an object of worship!  Let there not remain any faith but that of Islam throughout the whole of Arabia . . . Gabriel, come close to me!  Lord, grant me pardon and join me to they companionship on high!  Eternity in paradise!  Pardon!  Yes, the blessed companionship on high!

Today, the followers of Mohammed who call themselves Moslems comprise the 2nd largest religious body in the world.  It is estimated that there are about 1.27 billion Moslems in the world today, second only in number to those who would claim Christianity as their religious faith.  While the population of Moslems has been growing in our own country (there are estimated to be just over 6 million Moslems living in our country), it has just been since September 11, 2001 that a growing interest in Islamic beliefs has been kindled.  Why would anybody be driven to kill thousands of innocent people to senselessly?  What could possibly motivate someone to be willing to give up their own life in taking the lives of others?  We hear a lot of commentary from the news media about what Moslems believe – can we trust their opinions or is what they are saying just wishful thinking?


We would like to take the next 4 Sunday evenings, the Lord willing, to compare and contrast Christianity with Islam.  There certainly are some legitimate comparisons for Mohammed was influenced by both Judaism and Christianity in his upbringing.  But there are also some distinct contrasts as we will see.  We are going to embark upon this study with a 2 fold purpose.  We certainly want to better understand the climate in which we are living today and a balanced view of Islam will help us to do that.  But we also want to be better equipped in reaching the growing Moslem community with the saving gospel of Jesus Christ and defending our Christian faith in a growing hostile environment.  As we all know, Michigan has one of the largest Islamic populations in our country.  And amazingly the Islamic faith is one of the fastest growing in our country today.  We need to know the truth because it is the truth that sets us free.


In our comparison of Christianity with Islam we are going to address 4 issues.  This evening, we will look together at a different source.  In the following weeks, the Lord willing, we plan to look at a different God as we compare Allah with the God of the Bible, a different salvation as we compare the 5 pillars of Islam with the substitutionary sacrifice of the Lord Jesus Christ and a different destiny as we compare Paradise with Heaven.


But before we get started, let’s define some words so that we are all on the same page.  Many use Islam and Moslems and Mohammedans almost interchangeably – but there are some real distinctions to these terms.

*Islam is the name given to the religious system that Mohammed began.  Islam means submission.  Contrary to what many are saying today, Islam does not mean peace.  Islam is an Arabic word that means surrender or submission.  It refers to the greatest virtue that can be found in a human being in the eyes of Mohammed – that of submitting to the will of Allah.

*A Moslem is one who practices Islam.  Just as a Christian follows the principles of Christianity, so a Moslem follows the principles of Islam.  Mohammedans are those who follow the teaching of Mohammed – although followers of Islam prefer to be called Moslems rather than Mohammedans.


Now one of the distinct differences between Christianity and Islam comes from their sources – where they originated - and the sources that they use as their authorities. 


We are most familiar with Christianity so we will start here and briefly remind ourselves of the sources that form the foundation for our beliefs.  True Christians believe the Bible to be the inspired word of God.  That simply means that God the Holy Spirit worked through human authors so they wrote the complete revelation of what God knew that man needed for his spiritual salvation.  The Bible is God’s final and complete revelation to man.  It is the final authority for doctrine and truth.  And while some who would call themselves Christian would claim that there is a continuous or changing revelation of God – that the church reinterprets the Bible according to changing cultural values or God is still giving additional revelation  through ex cathedra statements from the Pope or new prophetic words – we feel that the Bible alone is the foundation for our faith.  Sola Scriptura – the Bible alone – was one of the rallying cries of the Reformation.  The Bible gives to us an objective, solid foundation for our faith.


Now what makes Islam so difficult for all of us to understand is their concept of progressive divine revelations with each one nullifying or replacing a former truth.  One of the reasons followers of Mohammed prefer to be called Moslems rather than Mohammedans is because of their claim that Islam started long before the 7th century A.D.  The evidence does not support this fact.  There can be no group found that claimed the distinctives that Moslems today have before the 7th century.  Clearly Mohammed formed a new religion.  But his mixing in elements of Judaism and Christianity with his beliefs exalted some of the recognized prophets of old, and the Koran that he dictated reinterpreted some of the passages of the Bible so they claim a more ancient heritage.  For Mohammed there were many prophets from God.  The Koran mentions 25 specific prophets by name.  Islamic tradition recognizes thousands of prophets.  Each prophet revealed some truth from God in a progressive way.  When a prophet contradicted a former prophet, the new truth nullified or changed the former truth.  So truth in Islam is relative, constantly changing.


Abraham is a revered prophet because he was the first to be monotheistic.  Moses and  David are among the elite prophets because they were writing prophets according to Mohammed – they gave their message in written as well as oral form.  Jesus is a respected prophet in the Islamic tradition because of the exemplary life he lived and the teachings from God that he taught.  But the final and most important prophet was Mohammed.  Because he was the final prophet, where his message contradicts any of the former prophets, he changes divine truth.


Now Mohammed gave his truth in 2 major forms – a written book claimed to be inspired by God and oral traditions called the Sunna of Mohammed.  The book that he authored is called the Koran.  There is a real debate amongst scholars as to whether or not Mohammed actually wrote the Koran himself.  Most scholars feel that Mohammed was illiterate – that he couldn’t read or write – and that he dictated the Koran to scribes who wrote down the actual words.  The Koran is felt to be the inspired word of God in Arabic.  Translations into different languages have traditionally not been encouraged and have been called interpretations.  The Koran is roughly the size of the N.T. and is divided into 114 surahs or chapters as we might call them.  The surahs are not arranged chronologically, but rather are listed roughly in order of length.  Except for the first surah, the rest of the surahs are listed from the longest to the shortest.  Now this is important to note because the chronological order of the surahs is much more important to Islamic Fundamentalists than the literal order in the Koran.  For the progressive nature of God’s revelation to man applies to Mohammed as well as to the other prophets.  In other words, contradictions (and there are many) in the Koran are not important.  The latest word of Mohammed supercedes any previous word if there is a contradiction.


Now the reason why this is very important to note is the simple fact that the Koran can be divided into various periods of Mohammed’s life.  After Mohammed’s call to be a prophet in 610 A.D. at the age of 40, he preached and taught in the city of Mecca for the next 12-13 years.  The surahs written during this period of time are divided into 3 sections – early Meccan, middle Meccan and late Meccan.  But then you will recall from our opening account of his life that Mohammed received persecution and had to flee to Medina.  Mohammed’s life and message radically changed at this point.  Whereas in Mecca, Mohammed was much more tolerant as he tried to be accepted among the other groups there, after his persecution he became much more militant.  It was in Medina that he raised his army for conquest and eventually stormed back into Mecca with 40,000 soldiers.  And the Medinan passages reflect a much more militant Mohammed.  Now it is important for us to recognize how passages and especially contradictions are interpreted in Islam because as Christians, all Scripture is equally inspired and taken at face value.  The God of the Bible is a God of truth who is immutable, unchanging.  Allah (as we will see in more detail next week) is not that type of God at all.  Allah is not a god of absolute truth.  In fact, Mohammed readily admitted that Allah deceived.  5 different times in the Koran it says that Allah deceives – in fact, he is called the greatest deceiver of all.  This is why what we would call honesty or truthfulness is not unacceptable among many Islamic people.  Deception of unbelievers can be a good thing – it is what Allah would do.  Honor, saving face, loyalty are much more important virtues to the Moslem.  Now Fundamentalist Moslem scholars hold the Medinian section of the Koran to be the most important part because it is the last.  The vast majority of quotes concerning peace and tolerance from the Koran come from the early Meccan sections.  The concept of the Jihad or Holy Wars and violence come from the Medinian section.  The statement, for instance, to Fight in the cause of Allah those who fight you . . . and slay them wherever you catch them in Surah 2:190, 191 while being only the second chapter in the Koran is part of the Medinian section written in the latter part of Mohammed’s life.


Now it is important for us to realize that of the 1.27 billion or so Moslems in the world, very few percentage wise are what we would call Fundamentalist – those who take the Koran seriously and literally.  The same is true in the Christian world, of course.  Christianity is recognized as the largest religious body in the world.  But the vast majority of those who would claim to be Christian are certainly not born again members of God’s family as we would understand a Christian to be.  Polls have  shown that the majority of those who claim to be Christian do not believe the Bible to be the literal word of God, do not believe that God literally spoke the universe into existence, do not believe that Jesus was born of a virgin and bodily rose from the tomb.  A person who does not believe that Jesus died a substitutionary death for his sins and bodily rose from the tomb obviously cannot be a born again Christian for this is the heart of the gospel message according to the Bible.  But the vast majority of those who claim to be under the Christian umbrella choose to take the verses about God being love and God watching over his children while rejecting those they don’t like.  


The same is true in Islam, of course.  The vast majority of Moslems would have a similar attitude towards the Koran and their religious traditions as Liberal Theologians have towards the Bible.  They don’t believe the Koran to be inspired at all.  But that small minority of Moslems that are fundamentalists are very serious about their faith and beliefs.  They are as serious about their faith as we are about ours.  They must be taken very seriously.  The written Koran and the Sunna or oral traditions about Mohammed are very critical to them.  This forms their foundation, their authority, their source of faith.  Sincerity, of course, is not what is most important in the final analysis.  It is truth that is most important.  A sick person can take the wrong medicine most sincerely but it will not help his body.  So it is the truth of God that will set a person free.


And this brings me to one final point with which I will close this first message comparing Christianity to Islam.  It is not just happenstance that Islam grew and conquered all of North Africa and part of Europe during a time when Christianity was very weak.  After the church was born on the day of Pentecost it quickly spread throughout the Roman Empire.  Within several hundred years, Christianity accomplished what no foreign military power could do – it spiritually conquered the entire Roman Empire.  But then the Roman Empire disintegrated militarily and Northern Barbarians invaded the land.  This took the world into the time that we call the Dark Ages.  We call this time 500-1000 the Dark Ages historically because it was a time of great ignorance and superstition.  Christianity was greatly affected during this time.  Illiteracy was high, Christian practices became very superstitious; ignorance prevailed to the point where much of the foundation of Christian truth was lost.  It was at this time – 570 - 632A.D. – when Mohammed lived and when this new religion was formed.  Just as a body is more susceptible to disease when in a weakened condition, so this world is more susceptible to error when Christianity is not clearly teaching the truth of God.


Now I say this because we are in a very dangerous position today.   The Christian Church of Jesus Christ has been moving in a direction of watering down God’s truth in order to make it more palatable to unbelievers.  While we always must be concerned for reaching the lost, we cannot sacrifice depth of study in God’s truth in order to do it.  It should be very disturbing to us as we hear that Islamic teachers have been on our college campuses telling students who claim to be Christians that the Bible teaches a polytheistic triune god – that God and Mary and Jesus are the 3 gods of the trinity.  They then argue how irrational it is that the real God could have a son with a woman.  And the problem is found in our supposed Christian students being unable to answer this objection – that our Christian students really don’t know what the Trinity means.  They really don’t know who the God of the Bible really is.  They don’t know that the God of the Bible is one being existing in 3 persons – God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit – and that Mary is not a member of the trinity.  


We must never forget that the best defense against error is a clear understanding of the truth.  This is our job as a church – to clearly teach God’s truth through our children’s programs, through our Bible studies, from our pulpit.  If we understand and accept God’s truth, then we will continue to be free – for Jesus said that He came that we might know God’s truth and that this truth would set us free.
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