A DIFFERENT DESTINY

A Comparison between Christianity and Islam #4


The mayor and city council of Chicago had a big, big problem.  The severe storm that had hit their great city in 1885 had caused the sewage to overflow into the Chicago River and now the city’s water supply was in danger of being contaminated because the water purification plants for the city were located just off shore in Lake Michigan.   Now supplying water for a major city is no small problem.  But through extra purification and citizens boiling water for a period of time, the water problem this time was solved.  But the immediate crisis just uncovered a more long-term problem.  The Chicago River dumped into Lake Michigan just feet from the source of the city’s water supply.  With the natural pollution that an industrial city produced, especially in the late 1800’s as the industrial technologies were just coming of age before our emphases on environmental concerns, this was very dangerous to the city’s health and well being.  But what could be done?  They couldn’t close all the industrial plants in the city.  And Lake Michigan was the city’s natural water supply.  Where could they get enough water for the city anywhere else?  The solution that the city leaders came to was at first scoffed at by everyone.  They decided that they would change the flow of the river so that it wouldn’t dump into Lake Michigan.  Change the flow of the Chicago River?  No river had ever had its entire direction changed before.  How in the world could this ever be accomplished?


Well, it wasn’t easy.  It took 8,500 skilled workers almost 7 years to complete the multi-million dollar project.  But through a series of locks that were built where the Chicago River and Lake Michigan meet, the water level was actually raised so that the Chicago River began to flow the other way.  Ever since 1900, instead of dumping in Lake Michigan, the water from the Chicago River flows into the Des Plaines River, which flows into the Illinois River, which joins with the vast Mississippi River, which eventually dumps into the Gulf of Mexico down in New Orleans.  Now every drop of rain that falls into the Chicago River eventually ends up in the Gulf of Mexico rather than the Atlantic Ocean via the Great Lakes because of the river’s change of direction.


The direction that one is headed in is critical to the destination, isn’t it?  In the final analysis, one’s direction is more important than the speed or comfort of the journey for a person will never get to an intended destination going in the wrong direction.


Of all the directional choices in life, a person’s spiritual direction is the most important.  Our spiritual direction is the most critical because it has eternal consequences.  Whereas our career choices or marriage choices or health choices are very important in this life because they determine to a large degree the quality of our time here on this earth, our spiritual choices are even more critical for they determine the quality of our life for all eternity.


The common belief today is that all spiritual choices basically end up in the same place.  Often we hear of God being compared to the hub of a wheel with all of the major religious systems being compared to spokes.  As long as a person is sincere, as long as a person has faith, as long as a person believes, then it doesn’t matter what religious system he ascribes to.  Islam, Hinduism, New Age, Buddhism, animism, and Christianity are just like spokes of a big wheel we are often told today.  But when this view is critically examined, it is just as foolish as saying that all roads lead to the same destination.  Who would think that it doesn’t matter what interstate highway you get on you’ll get to the city of your destination if you just are sincere enough or believe hard enough?  Jesus certainly didn’t believe this foolishness.  He was the one who said, 


"Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it.   But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.  (Matthew 7:13,14)


During these past Sunday evenings we have been comparing Christianity to Islam.  We have already compared their sources of authority, the Gods that are worshipped and their ways of salvation.  While there are many similarities between the two that really should be expected because Mohammed was raised in an influence of Judaism and Christianity during his youth, there are also significant and critical differences.  Christianity and Islam have two completely different sources of authority.  Christians believe the Bible to be the inspired word of God while Moslems believe the Koran to be the inspired word of God.  The Bible and the Koran differ on many points so both positions obviously cannot be true.  Christianity and Islam have two different gods who are worshipped.  Christians believe the God of the Bible to be the creator and sustainer of all things while Moslems believe Allah to be the creator and sustainer of all things.   While there are many attributes that are shared in common between the God of the Bible and Allah, there are also some significant and critical differences so both gods obviously cannot be the omnipotent ruler of the universe.  Christianity and Islam have two completely different ways of salvation.  Christians believe God to have provided redemption for a sinful human race so that salvation is a gift that He offers by His grace through faith while Moslems believe that we are required to earn our salvation through submission to Allah obeying the 5 pillars that he has revealed that are pleasing to him – the shahada or confession of faith, prayer, giving of alms, fasting and making pilgrimages.   Both means of salvation cannot be true – salvation cannot at the same time be a gift freely offered by God and also something to be earned by man’s good works.  And this leads us to our final consideration this evening.  If Christians and Moslems are on different roads leading in different directions, we would expect that there would be a different destination that would be expected.


Let’s speak first of all of the destination that Mohammed promised his faithful followers.


The concept of a  resurrection unto divine judgment after death is at the core of Islamic eschatology.  The Koran speaks directly and often to this concept.

Sura 3:185 - Every soul shall have a taste of death: And only on the Day of Judgment shall you be paid your full recompense. Only he who is saved far from the Fire and admitted to the Garden will have attained the object (of Life): For the life of this world is but goods and chattels of deception.

Sura 3:15,16 - After that, at length ye will die.  Again, on the Day of Judgment, will ye be raised up.


Now this day of judgment is most interesting to look at – and we will do so in more detail in just a moment.  But before we do, we should look briefly at what happens to a person between his death and the day of judgment according to Islamic doctrine.  For whereas the Koran is quite silent on this point, the Sunna of Mohammed or the oral traditions fill in some of the gaps.


According to Islamic belief, as soon as a person dies, 2 angels come to the deceased body and ask him a series of questions.  Who is your god?  What is your religion? And who is your prophet?  The answers to these questions are critical because they determine the state of the deceased as he is awaiting judgment.  If Allah, Islam and Mohammed are given as answers, the angels make the departed’s grave more spacious and actually open a window for the departed into Paradise so that some of the joys and bliss can be enjoyed during the interment awaiting judgment.  But if the wrong answers are given, the person is determined to be an unbeliever.  Then the grave narrows and a window is opened from the grave into hell so that the deceased feels the heat and hot winds and begins his suffering even before the final judgment.  But even for the believer, the bliss of Paradise is not total at this point and there is some suffering required in the grave so that mistakes and sins of one’s life might be atoned for – similar to the belief in purgatory that is part of Roman Catholic doctrine.  There are differences of opinion as to how much a departed loved one is able to be conscious of what is continuing to happen on earth.  Many feel that while the departed cannot communicate back to the living, they are aware of the living and can hear what they say.  So visiting the graves of departed loved ones and even speaking to them is encouraged by many.  


The Day of Resurrection and Judgment will be preceded by many cataclysmic signs here on the earth.  

Sura 82:1-5 - When the Sky is cleft asunder; When the Stars are scattered; When the Oceans are suffered to burst forth; And when the Graves are turned upside down; (Then) shall each soul know what it hath sent forward and (what it hath) kept back.


Many even accept the second coming of the prophet Jesus as connected with the resurrection and the day of judgment.  


At this time appointed by Allah all of the dead will be raised to stand before the divine judgment seat.  

Sura 69:13-15 - Then, when one blast is sounded on the Trumpet, And the earth is moved, and its mountains, and they are crushed to powder at one stroke, On that Day shall the (Great) Event come to pass.

Sura 37:18-21 - Say thou: "Yea, and ye shall then be humiliated (on account of your evil)."  Then it will be a single (compelling) cry; and behold, they will begin to see!  They will say, "Ah! Woe to us! This is the Day of Judgment!"  (A voice will say,) "This is the Day of Sorting Out, whose truth ye (once) denied!"


When an individual stands before Allah on that day of judgment, all of his deeds will be put on a great scale.  Two angels are involved in helping with this process.  One angel who was commissioned with writing down every good deed that the person did in his lifetime, puts all of those deeds on one side of the scale.  Every confession given, every prayer offered, every dollar given to the poor, every meal forsaken in fasting, every pilgrimage taken, they are all put on the scale as they have been recorded.  Then another angel who was commissioned with writing down every sin committed during a person’s life in a great book puts all of those transgressions on the other side of the scale.  Which side of the scale tips determines the fate of the one judged.

Sura 18:49 - And the Book shall be placed, then you will see the guilty fearing from what is in it, and they will say: Ah! woe to us! what a book is this! it does not omit a small one nor a great one, but numbers them (all); and what they had done they shall find present (there); and your Lord does not deal unjustly with anyone.


After all of these deeds have been exposed, the one judged is required to cross a bridge over hell into Paradise.  The narrowness of this bridge is determined by the outcome of the judgment.  For the one whose sins have outweighed his good deeds, the bridge is as narrow as the edge of a sword or the breadth of a hair.  There is no way possible that he can make it all the way across the bridge and he falls into the pit of hell below.  But for the believer who has been faithful in obeying the commandments of Allah, the bridge is firm and wide and easily crossed into Paradise.  So even the trip to Paradise or Hell is determined by the person’s ability or failure to make it with his own efforts.  Salvation is consistently a matter of the Moslem’s own efforts right to the very end.


Hell is a place of great torment and agony.  It is a mixture of boiling water and flaming fire.  Paradise, on the other hand, is a place of eternal joy and bliss.  It will be a place of clear flowing fountains, delicious food, flowing wine, and virgins galore to satisfy every sexual desire.  As Mohammed described heaven in the Koran, it was certainly more of a male paradise consistent with his overall view of men and women.


Now it is interesting that while Paradise is unanimously described as being eternal in duration by all Moslems, there are differing views as to the eternality of hell.  The Koran speaks of eternal punishment and torment.

Sura 32:14 - "Taste ye then - for ye forgot the Meeting of this Day of yours, and We too will forget you - taste ye the Penalty of Eternity for your (evil) deeds!"   


So the majority of fundamental Moslem scholars do accept the eternality of punishment in hell as well as the eternality of bliss in heaven.  But there are a growing number of contemporary Moslems who are saying that the Koran leaves open the possibility that hell will only by eternal for the worst offenders.  Their belief is that after 1,000 years of torment in hell, a prophet will be sent to intercede on their behalf before Allah.  All of the former prophets will not be able to intercede successfully because of some personal failure – Adam will fail because he ate of the forbidden fruit, Noah for being too concerned for himself while others were drowning around him, Moses for killing the Egyptian, and finally Jesus will fail as well because he allowed himself and his mother to be worshipped instead of Allah alone.  Finally, Mohammed will come and be able to intercede on behalf of many in hell so that they will finally receive Allah’s mercy and be allowed entrance into Paradise.  Only the worst of the sinners, in their view, will receive eternal punishment in hell.


Now we have spent quite a while detailing the Islamic view of the afterlife because our Christian viewpoint is obviously more familiar to us.  And it is clear that there is a consistency of belief right through to the very end.  Allah is the omnipotent god who is the judge of all people.  People are judged according to the good works that they either have or have not done.  And Mohammed is the final and most complete revelation of Allah to man – in fact, Mohammed is the only hope in the end for those who are lost because he is the only one who is able to intercede on their behalf.


Christianity presents in some ways a similar yet ultimately far different destiny for the human race.  To summarize the Biblical view of the destiny of man, I would just like to use 3 passages of Scripture this evening.

The first one is a scene from Christ’s crucifixion found in Luke 23:39‑43.

One of the criminals who hung there hurled insults at him: "Aren't you the Christ? Save yourself and us!"  But the other criminal rebuked him. "Don't you fear God," he said, "since you are under the same sentence? 41 We are punished justly, for we are getting what our deeds deserve. But this man has done nothing wrong."  Then he said, "Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom. " Jesus answered him, "I tell you the truth, today you will be with me in paradise."

Here we have the responses of the 2 thieves who were crucified along side of Christ.  The one thief joined the jeering people in ridiculing Christ.  He didn’t believe that Jesus Christ was God’s Messiah right to the very end of his life.  But the other one recognized that Jesus was different from them and he asked for Christ to remember him when he came into his kingdom as Messiah.  The thief was undoubtedly thinking of some time in the far off future, so was probably surprised when Jesus responded to him by saying "today you will be with me in paradise."  Now we must note here that this thief didn’t have time to do any of the things that we would consider to be good religious practices.  He didn’t have time to give tithes, to help the poor, to read the Bible and pray.  If his good works were put on a scale with his evil deeds, the scale would have tipped dramatically to the wicked side.  He was a common thief who had been condemned to execution by society.  Yet in his waning moments of life, he trusted in the Lord Jesus Christ as His Savior and was promised paradise by Jesus.  

     Now this word "paradise" is only found in the original language 3 times in the Bible.  It is found here, of course, and 2 other times, once in 2 Cor. and once in Revelation.  The passage in Revelation tells us that the one who overcomes will be given the right to eat from the tree of life that is in the paradise of God.  It is helpful in giving to us a description of those who will be found to enter the paradise.  But the passage in 2 Cor. is most insightful in helping us to know the location of Paradise.  Paul describes in this text a vision that he had.  And in this vision "a man in Christ" (probably Paul himself) was caught up to paradise.  He heard inexpressible things, things that man is not permitted to tell.  Paul identifies this place as "the third heaven" which we know of as the place where God himself dwells.  So then, we can see that Christ was promising to the penitent thief that he would be entering the very presence of God himself that very day after his death.

The next passage we will look at is 2 Corinthians 5:1‑5

     Now we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal house in heaven, not built by human hands. 2 Meanwhile we groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, 3 because when we are clothed, we will not be found naked. 4 For while we are in this tent, we groan and are burdened, because we do not wish to be unclothed but to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life. 5 Now it is God who has made us for this very purpose and has given us the Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come.

     Paul was a tentmaker by trade.  He knew how temporary and fragile tents were.  So he compares the tents that he was so familiar with to this earthly body that we now possess.  Now in spite of our present weaknesses, we do not long to die because we have a natural desire to be clothed.  But Paul says when we do finally die, we will be given a glorious, heavenly dwelling.  Not a temporary dwelling, but an eternal one.  Not a body subject to destruction, but a body made for heavenly dwelling.  Now the guarantee of this promise of God is found in the H.S. who has been given to each believer as a down payment, a deposit.

Now in the midst of this encouraging message, Paul speaks of his confidence that to be absent from this body means presence with the Lord.  Again, presence with the Lord would have to mean being with Christ in Paradise.


The final passage is found in Revelation 20:11-21:7:

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. 12 And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. 13 The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. 14 Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. 15 If anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.

REV 21:1 Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. 2 I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. 3 And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, "Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. 4 He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away."

    REV 21:5 He who was seated on the throne said, "I am making everything new!" Then he said, "Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true."

    REV 21:6 He said to me: "It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End. To him who is thirsty I will give to drink without cost from the spring of the water of life. 7 He who overcomes will inherit all this, and I will be his God and he will be my son.

Yes, there will be a final day of judgment when all human beings will be raised from the dead to give an account of their lives before their creator.   Those who have cultivated a personal relationship with God through the Lord Jesus Christ have their names written in the Lamb’s Book of Life.  They will be invited to continue this relationship with God in a place called heaven for all eternity.  This relationship with God cannot be earned or merited.  It is a gift freely given by God Himself.  God invites those who are thirsty to drink water from his well without cost.  And those who have rejected any relationship with God, those who have chosen to be enemies of God, those who don’t want anything to do with God at all will also be given their wish.  They will be sent to a place called Hell that is by definition separation from the presence of God.  Both heaven and hell are places of eternal destiny according to the Bible.  So it is very important that we choose our spiritual roads in life carefully.  

Jesus spoke of the 2 roads that determine our eternal destiny -the narrow road that leads to eternal life and the broad way that leads to destruction.  Which road are you on this evening?
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