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Story

Gui Chen buried his head in his hand and closed his eyes. For the last two weeks he had kept a smile on his face even though his heart was heavy. Now that he was alone, tears welled up in his eyes as emotions swept through his body. His mind flashed back to the events of the past year.

The people in his church back home in China had been proud to send him to the mission field. His wife Mei and his son Huan had stood proudly by his side as the pastors prayed for him. Everyone had given willingly and sacrificially so that they had the money they needed to travel to Central Asia. 

Their first months in the capital city had been stressful, but they had also been good times. They met with other missionaries, lived in a small apartment and studied the local language. During that time they had been praying that God would provide a way for them to get a more permanent visa. They had received letters from home. Everyone was praying that God would give them a means of employment that would provide a visa so they could stay and minister.

And then they met Mr. Ruslan. Actually it seemed that Mr. Ruslan met them. Gui thought about their first meeting at a local market. Mr. Ruslan had seemed very interested in him and had wanted to meet his wife and son. He had been very warm and had invited them to his home. After two visits, Mr. Ruslan had offered Gui a job. It seemed like God was leading them forward.

Mr. Ruslan told them of a shop he owned near an industrial area. The shopkeeper had left and he was looking for someone to manage the store for him. Mr. Ruslan had gone on to talk about the store in glowing terms: it was the only for several thousand people. It was well stocked, and even had an apartment attached to it. Yes, it was a cosy apartment, but it was a perfect setup for the right person. When Gui had expressed interest, Mr. Ruslan explained that the store manager needed to live in the apartment and sell goods. Half of the profits would belong to the manager and half of them would be sent back to Mr. Ruslan. 

Mr. Ruslan had explained that he had good connections in the government, and that it would be easy for him to get the needed visa and permits. He would be happy to arrange everything.

After a time of prayer with some of the other missionaries, Gui had accepted Mr. Ruslan’s proposition and had given him their passports. That was the last time he saw them. Whenever he had asked about them afterwards, Mr. Ruslan had explained that they were at a government office, or some other location. But that had been after that fateful day when Alibek, Mr. Ruslan’s skinny employee had taken them to the store. The events of that day were clear in Gui’s mind. 

Gui’s first impression was that the area seemed very run-down. The store matched the dilapidated condition of everything around them. They had stood in the doorway of the small shop and stared in disbelief and shock. Suddenly Gui knew he had been taken advantage of. His instinct was to try and block the doorway so that his wife Mei and his son Huan could not see inside, but it was too late. Huan twisted himself through the door and made a face. 

“What is this? It’s not much of a store.”

“It’s a wonderful store,” replied the skinny man with the white skull cap. “Mr. Ruslan is doing you a fine favour by letting you run this business for him. This is an excellent business. There are no other stores this side of the factory. Many people do their shopping here.”

“But where will we live?” Mei asked, looking between her husband and the skinny man that she didn’t trust. 

“Oh, we have a fine apartment for you here at the back of the store” the man as he pushed aside a dirty curtain. With a crooked smile he welcomed them to their new home. It was a very small room with a door leading to a small cooking area. The toilet was reached by going into the alley outside. 

As Gui stared bleakly around him his wife Mei suddenly realized the predicament her husband was in. She turned to speak to Alibek but he had stepped outside and was unloading their suitcases onto the sidewalk. As soon as they appeared he smiled crookedly and jumped into the vehicle. “I’ll be back in a couple of days to check on you,” he shouted as the vehicle roared to life.

As her husband stood forlornly, Mei realized that now was the time to act. “Huan, help me with the cases. Let’s get them inside and then we can clean our apartment before we unpack.” Gui had done his best to help, but his heart was very sad. After cleaning the back rooms, Mei found some tins of fish and some rice. They ate in silence. Then Mei turned her attention to the store. Gui was grateful for his wife’s energy. She seemed to know just what needed doing. As they cleaned each shelf, Huan wrote down what goods were there. As nightfall came they had inventoried everything in the small shop, and the place was looking much cleaner. 

“With a little pain” Mei sighed “I think this place could look much better.”

Gui waited until Huan was out of earshot. “But we cannot stay here. This is not what we expected.”

“It’s what God has provided,” Mei answered.

Gui was usually pleased when his wife thought of spiritual things, but now her answer grated against his feelings. “I think this is a mistake. I don’t think that God provided this. I think Mr. Ruslan is cheating us.”

Mei looked at him. “We won’t know that until we’ve been here a while. We must make the best of it.” Mei smiled. “Think of Huan, we don’t want to burden him with this right now.” Gui nodded, not so much because he agreed, but because whenever his wife smiled and looked deep into his eyes he could never say ‘no.’ “Besides” his wife added, “we prayed that God would give us a place to life and work in the middle of a Muslim neighbourhood, and here we are. We can be thankful for that.” 

Islamic Lesson

Introduction

· Every day, five times a day, almost a billion Muslims bow down and recite a prayer to Allah, given to them by Muhammad, their prophet. 

· Every day, five times a day, they face a black rock in far off Mecca, and submit themselves afresh to the religion of Islam.

· Every day, five times a day, they bow as a corporate group, all around the world, to express their solidarity as followers of Islam, for whom Mohammad is their prophet, and the Qur’an is their scriptures. 

· And every day, their numbers grow. 

Islam is now considered by some to be the greatest challenge that the Christian church is facing all around the world. Next to evangelicals, no other religious group is growing at such a rapid rate. Not only is the population of Muslim countries expanding, fervent Muslims are sharing their message all around the world. Most cities in the world now have a mosque or Muslim place of prayer. While many Christians feel inhibited about sharing their faith, Muslims are often bold and excited. As a community, they reach out to those around them, offering support and encouragement to those that need it. In a time when the west is struggling with broken families and sexual immorality, Muslims uphold their strict code of conduct as an example of what true religion should be. Unfortunately, the number of Muslims in the west is growing as well.

Even China has its Muslim groups. The first Muslims arrived in China only a few years after the death of the prophet Muhammad. Since then Muslim merchants have spread their religion and founded communities along China’s coasts and along the Silk Road trade route through Central Asia.

Sometimes it is hard for us to grasp just how large and important the Muslims are. Unlike many other people who have a Christian church among them, there are millions of Muslims who have no Christians near them. Many Muslims have never met a Christian. Most have never seen a Bible. Many will pass into eternity having never heard the gospel, simply because no one cared enough to go and tell them.

On the other hand, most Christians have never reached out to Muslims. Most Christians have no idea what Muslims believe and how they are different from Christians.

That is where this course will help. It is designed for Christians everywhere, who want to become more aware of Muslim and the specific needs and opportunities that exist when ministering to Muslims.

This course is the first of three courses aimed at helping Christians reach out to Muslims. Each course has a very specific aim and purpose. Course one introduces the students to the religion of Islam. Course two highlights some of the struggles that exist when ministering to Muslims and Course three trains the student in using several bible-based tools that have proven effective when ministering to Muslims.

We trust that God will use these courses to inform and prepare Christians as they reach out to Muslim people everywhere.

Arabia

The land of Arabia is a vast place with rocky plains, rugged mountains, burning deserts, and huge sand dunes; few rivers and virtually unknown to the outside world until recent years.

Three great deserts exist in Arabia. All of them are barren waste lands where very little lives.

1 The Syrian Desert is in the north

2 The Nafud Desert is in the interior

3 And the Empty Quarter is in the south east

Each of these deserts consists of extremely hot, dry, barren, rocky and sandy parts where nothing lives. Each of these deserts is impassible, except by the few nomads who live in central Arabia.

1. The Syrian Desert in the north is a flat plain covered with sand and pebbles. Travelers as early as Abraham would journey around it rather than try and pass through it.

2. The Nafud Desert in the center of Arabia alternates between fields of rock and fields of sand. It is known to some of the Arabs as “God’s Anvil” It’s particularly harsh environment makes it a place that even nomads avoid if possible. From above it appears as rivers of sand flowing through rivers of rock.

3. The Empty Quarter in the south of Arabia is filled with great mountains of sand known as sand dunes. It is known as the Empty Quarter because it is just that, empty, and avoided by nomads because it is almost impossible to pass through let alone live in.

Along the west side of Arabia are mountains, which are great piles of silent rock surrounded by a sea of desert. Blistering hot during the day, and bitterly cold during the night, their narrow valleys are home to some green plants and wild life.

And yet, in the desert there is some life. Rain visits these deserts several times a year. Most of the rain is quickly absorbed into the sand, but sometimes there is enough water to encourage plants to rise, flower, produce seed and then die. Sometimes there is enough water to provide patches of green for a few weeks. After it rains, some of the rain water collects in rocky areas and valleys. The places where the water collects and life can exist are called oasis. Sometimes the water source is surrounded by small bushes; sometimes there is a grove of trees. Huddled around these oases are often small groups of Bedouin tents, the nomads of the desert.

Bedouin nomads carefully watch the sky for indications of a burst of rain. The location is carefully noted as several weeks later they will visit this location with their small herds of sheep and goats, hopeful to find green grass and bushes.

The camel is the Bedouin’s key to life the desert. Its soft padded feet and the capacity for storing fat in its hump have made the camel capable of drinking water only every three days. The Bedouin love the camel, and much of their diet is based around products produced from the milk of camels. So, using the camel as their chief mode of transport and a source of food, Bedouin have moved across the deserts of Arabia for many centuries.

Arabia connects three continents: Asia, Africa, and Europe. This land mass should have acted as a bridge between continents. But history has proven otherwise. For many centuries, Arabia was a barrier between the great continents and their civilizations. Its vast deserts proved to be the graveyard of many armies. And so the deserts separated man. On all sides civilizations rose and fell, many of them unaware of the other’s presence.

For thousands of years these deserts were only traversed by Arab merchants and their camel caravans. It was these merchants who conquered the deserts. For them the desert was a place of refuge and safety where they could travel in relative freedom - from one civilization to another. On all sides of the desert the merchants were welcomed for they brought goods from other places, and more importantly they brought news, ideas and knowledge.

In their own quiet way these desert merchants wielded immense power. Being the only contact between civilizations, the news they brought influenced world leaders, be it truth or lies.

And so it is even today. Arabia continues to play an important role in world events. Be it trade, oil, or the Islamic religion, Arabia is a key to many major events in the world.

And yet Arabia continues to be unknown. Its history is obscure, its regions un-traveled, its culture misunderstood, and its importance in world history ignored by the historians of the great nations that surround it.

Christians, Jews and others focus their attention on the nation of Israel. Israeli history is studied and expounded on in most universities around the world. Jewish history and religion is studied and expounded on by countless millions of pastors, theologians and interested Christians. Egyptian and Babylonian history is carefully studied. But few people know anything about the history of Arabia, and how Arabia influenced and shaped the events in the Bible, and even world history.

How much do you know about Arabian history? If you answer, “not much” you are like most people. However, we trust that by the end of this course, Arabia, its history, people, and religions will be much more familiar to you.

Bible Lesson

The Founding of the Nations (Genesis 10 & 25)

The history of Arabia goes back to the very earliest of time. All peoples of the world are descendants of Noah and his three sons, Shem, Ham and Japheth. The descendants of these three sons spread out over the whole world. In time, different languages, cultures, worldviews, and even skin color would vary, but all human beings are linked together through the three sons of Noah. 

The book of Genesis provides us with a history of how the nations developed from these three sons. You can find this information in Genesis chapter 10, and you can discover much from this chapter..

The sons of Japheth moved east into Asia, inhabiting India and the nations beyond.

The sons of Ham originally moved into northern Arabia and then migrated into Egypt, Ethiopia and eventually Africa.

The sons of Shem lived in the Middle East and later in Europe.

Genesis chapter 10 contains many names of people who were the fathers of other people, who were the fathers of other people. While some may find this information very boring, it is vitally important to historians and to the Arabs in particular. Nothing is in the Bible by mistake. Everything is there by God's design, and is useful to teach us things.

A reconstruction of Genesis 10 provides us with some fascinating information. It shows us that Shem’s line continued through Salah and Eber until Joktan. The sons of Joktan listed in Genesis 10 became the tribes that settled in southern Arabia or present day Yemen.

If you visit the Middle East you will find that the old tribal historians and poets can recite their tribal lineage all the way back to Noah and from there to Adam. The tribes in Yemen all trace their histories back to Joktan who they call “Yahtan” the descendant of Shem, the son of Noah. This explains why the people of Yemen had a very distinct culture and a very distinct language until the coming of Islam, which forced the Arabic language and culture on everyone.

In Genesis ten the descendants of Shem continue on through Peleg until we come to Terah. Terah was the father of Abraham.

Genesis 11:27-30 tells us about Terah.

This is the account of Terah. Terah became the father of Abram, Nahor and Haran. And Haran became the father of Lot.

While his father Terah was still alive, Haran died in Ur of the Chaldeans, in the land of his birth. Abram and Nahor both married. The name of Abram's wife was Sarai, and the name of Nahor's wife was Milcah; she was the daughter of Haran, the father of both Milcah and Iscah. Now Sarai was barren; she had no children.

The Bible continues on to tell us of Terah who took his family and moved away from the great city of Ur to the land of Haran.

Terah took his son Abram, his grandson Lot son of Haran, and his daughter-in-law Sarai, the wife of his son Abram, and together they set out from Ur of the Chaldeans to go to Canaan. But when they came to Haran, they settled there. Terah lived 205 years and he died in Haran.  v31-32

The whole purpose of Genesis chapter 10 is to show the reader how the tribes and peoples of the Middle East are related. Terah’s sons and grandsons all became the fathers of great nations.

· From Haran’s son Lot – there came the nations of Moab and Ammon.

· From Nahor’s sons - came the Buzzites and the Syrians and other Middle Eastern people.

· From Abraham came many nations. 

· Abraham’s first son, Ishmael was the father of many Arabian tribes. 

· Abraham’s second son Isaac was the father of the Israelites, the Edomites, the Temanites and the Amalekites. 

· Another of Abraham’s sons, Midian, was the father of the Midianites.

So from this we can see that the following tribes were all closely related, finding their roots in Terah.

· Israelites

· Ishmaelites

· Moabites

· Edomites

· Ammonites

· Buzzites

· Syrians

· Tenanites

· Amalekites

· Midianites

This is very important to realize as you read the Old Testament. Originally all these tribes spoke the same language, and related together as cousin tribes. Early on in their existence there must have been alliances and support for one another. This affected history as we shall see a bit later.

Names

Names are important to God. In some cases God changed people’s names to new names to demonstrate their importance. This is important to us because it alerts us to the fact that these are very important people in the Bible. 

While God changed the names of several people in the Bible, God gave names to four people before they were born. Four and only four were specifically named by God before they were born. Others had their names changed later, but four very important people were named before they were born. Can you list them? (pause)

Two of them are in the New Testament. Do you know these two? (pause)

If you are thinking: Jesus … Very good. Jesus was the promised messiah. He was the son of promise, and so God named him before he was born. Who was the second? (pause)

If you are thinking: John the Baptist… very good! The angel announced before he was born what his name would be. Why did God choose John the Baptist? Why this man who would wear hairy clothing and live in the wild? The Bible tells us that this wild looking man was the fore-runner of Jesus.

Now, do you know the two people in the Old Testament who were named before they were born? (pause)

If you are thinking Isaac, you are right. In Genesis 17 God told Abraham to name the promised child, Isaac. This made Isaac the son of promise. (pause)

But who is the other person in the Old Testament that God named before he was born? Do you need a hint? He was born before Isaac. (pause) 

If you are thinking of Ishmael, then you are right. In Genesis 16:11 the angel of the Lord tells Hagar ‘that his name will be Ishmael,’ even before he is born. And, the angel adds, ‘he will be a wild man living in the desert.’ 

Imagine this, the fore-runner of the son of promise is a wild-looking man: both in the Old Testament and in the New Testament.

Why did God name these four before they were born? Two in the Old Testament and two in the New Testament. It would seem that from God’s perspective, they are the four most important people in the Bible. The second most important people like Abraham, Jacob, Paul and others had their names changed, but they were not named before they were born. 

Out of the four who were named before they were born, Christians know the most about three of them. John the Baptist was the fore-runner for Jesus. His ministry prepared the way for Jesus’ ministry. Jesus is the promised messiah and he is the central figure in the Bible, so we understand his name being announced before he was born. Isaac was the son of promise to Abraham. It was from Isaac that the Children of Israel would come. These three names we understand, but why Ishmael?

How much to you know about Ishmael? 

How many sons did he have? 

Who were they? 

Where did they live? 

Most Christians have never considered that Ishmael had 12 sons, all of them the fathers of tribes and nations. You will find their names listed in Genesis 25:12-18. The names of these tribes re-appear in many other places in scripture.

These tribes settled in northern Arabia. So the descendants of Johtan lived in Southern Arabia while the descendants of Ishmael lived in northern Arabia.

Ishmael

The 12 sons of Ishmael, their history and present locations 

The 12 sons of Ishmael are listed in Genesis 25

“Now these are the generations of Ishmael, ... The firstborn of Ishmael, Nebayoth, Kedar, Adbeel, Mibsam, Mishma, Dumah, Massa, Hadad, Tema, Jetur, Naphish and Kedmah. These are the sons of Ishmael, and these are their names, by their towns and by their encampments; twelve princes according to their nations.” Genesis 25:12-16

It was these 12 tribes that settled in northern Arabia. There are still towns and areas that bear their names today. These 12 tribes of Ishmael are the origins of many of the Arabs of Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Syria, Iraq and the Gulf countries on the east side of Arabia.

Most of these tribes are only mentioned a few times in history, but the tribes that descended from the two eldest sons of Ishmael are mentioned over and over again. Nebayoth and Kedar became the major tribes in Northern Arabia. The black tents of Kedar were known from Iraq to Israel, and they are mentioned in many places in the Old Testament.

The Nabayoth became the desert merchants who moved goods from one end of Arabia to the other. It was from this tribe that Muhammad the founder of Islam would eventually emerge.

In the beginning, the sons of Ishmael all worshiped the Lord Jehovah, the God of Abraham. We understand this from the angel’s message to Hagar in Genesis 16:10 – 15

The angel said to Hagar, “I will so increase your descendants that they will be too numerous to count.” The angel of the LORD also said to her: “You are now with child and you will have a son. You shall name him Ishmael, for the LORD has heard of your misery. He will be a wild donkey of a man; his hand will be against everyone and everyone's hand against him, and he will live in hostility toward all his brothers.”  She gave this name to the LORD who spoke to her: “You are the God who sees me,” for she said, “I have now seen the One who sees me.”  That is why the well was called Beer Lahai Roi; it is still there, between Kadesh and Bered.  So Hagar bore Abram a son, and Abram gave the name Ishmael to the son she had borne.

Hagar received a promise that was very similar to Abraham’s. The angel promised Hagar that her children would also greatly multiply. In doing so, this slave woman received a promise that was very similar to the one that Abraham received. The big difference was that there was a covenant with Abraham and a promise that God would blessing the whole world through his line. When Hagar received God’s promise she acknowledged God as her Lord, and the one who saw her and watched over her. Ishmael would have grown up following God. However, after many generations worship of Jehovah, the one true God, grew distant in their minds, and they began to adopt the gods of the people around them.

This happened in several places in the Bible. Look at I Chronicles 1:28 – 41. This list begins with the children of Ishmael. It then goes on to tell us about the sons of Esau and those that ruled over Edom. Verse 49 tells us that the seventh ruler of Edom was named Baal-hanan. His name included the name of Baal, a pagan deity. This demonstrates how even the sons of Esau gradually moved away from worshiping Jehovah God, and eventually followed other gods. The descendants of Ishmael also did the same.

Ishmael’s Place in Bible Prophecy

The tribes of Ishmael are mentioned many places in the Bible, including Bible prophecy. One of the most interesting of these is found in Isaiah 60

Isaiah looks far into the future and foretells what will happen in the Middle East during the last days. He tells of a day when Israel will be restored. Then in verses 6 & 7 he foretells an amazing thing. He says in verse 6 that someday Midian, Ephah and Sheba will come, bearing gold and incense and proclaiming the praise of the LORD, Jehovah. Verse seven goes on to tell us: Kedar's flocks will be gathered to you, the rams of Nebaioth will serve you; they will be accepted as offerings on my altar. 

This is an amazing prophecy. Midian, Ephah, Sheba, Kedar, and Nebaioth will all be praising the LORD Jehovah in the last days! 

Who are these people? All of them are Muslim nations today but Isaiah tells us that before the Lord returns, these Muslim nations and people groups will come to Christ. Perhaps God is offering you a part in his wonderful plan. Perhaps you will be part of bringing the gospel to the tribes of Ishmael.

Nebaioth

In our list of the 12 tribes of Ishmael you will notice that Nebaioth was the eldest son of Ishmael and Kedar was the second son. 

What do you know about Nebaioth and the tribe that grew from his line? If you study history you will find that by the time of Christ, the  tribe of Nebaioth had become a powerful and influential nation. They only bowed their heads to the Roman Empire 100 years after the time of Christ. Even Paul had to get letters from the Nebaioth king ‘Aretas’ before he could persecute Christians in the city of Damascus.

The Kedarites are also found throughout the Bible and are mentioned in the records of many of the old civilizations of the Middle East. Whenever ancient civilizations attempted to enter the deserts of Arabia they clashed with the Kedarite tribesmen. These people lived in black goat-haired tents, and their way of life has changed little from the time of Abraham, down to today.

So, according to this prophecy, the Islamic nations of the Arabian Peninsula will all come, proclaiming praise to the Lord God Jehovah. This means that there will someday be a major turning, where Muslims will change from following Allah and his prophet Muhammad, to becoming followers of the one true God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. 

In this we can take hope. Christ will do his work and bring millions of fanatical Muslims to himself. We have his promise. Now we need to serve him faithfully until he brings it about.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Discuss Ishmael and his offspring.

a Was Ishmael loved? Think of both Abraham and God. Look in the Bible. How do you know Ishmael was loved?

b Did God curse Ishmael or did he bless him?

1 Read I Peter 1:16-19. Does God love one person more than another? Compare Isaac and Ishmael. Was one son of Abraham loved more than another? Does God love some people more than others? Does God love Muslims?

2 Read Galatians 4:21 – 31 Paul draws a spiritual lesson from the two women. Hagar was called a slave woman, and she is a picture of everyone who is born on earth. We are all slaves to sin and to our earthly passions.  Read Romans 7:14 & 15. Sarah on the other hand was a free woman, and she represents those that have been set free. Read Galatians 5:1 In this spiritual picture, who’s children were we born of? How did we move from one spiritual lineage to another? Is the Bible here speaking against the Children of Hagar, or is it identifying us as children of Hagar until Christ changes us? 

3 Read Isaiah 54:1-8. Who are the deserted and disgraced ones? Which woman had no husband to look after her? Does this verse speak of the children of Hagar or Sarah? Are these verses calling the children of Sarah or the children of Hagar back to himself? Can this apply to both? What is the promise given in Isaiah 60?

4 Read Genesis 12:2-3. Consider the founding of the nations and the many great nations that came from Abraham. Think especially of the promise to Abraham that any one who cursed him would have the curse turned back on him.  Now read Genesis 16:1-5. Sarah despised Hagar and called her a slave and she despised the son of Abraham and had them cast out. Did Sarah heed God’s warning not to curse Abraham and his seed? Would Sarah’s children receive a curse because of her actions? Who are sons that end up as the slaves first? (Think of the children of Israel in Egypt.)

5 Did Jesus come to redeem just the sons of Sarah or the sons of Hagar, or both?
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The Nabataean Kingdom
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Story

The first couple of days passed without anyone coming into the shop. Every morning Gui unlocked the door to the shop, and greeted people whenever he saw them on the street, but no one stopped at the store. Gui wondered if it was because they were unused to the store being open, or if it was because he and his wife were from a Chinese background. After all, he had not seen any Chinese storekeepers in the capital city. Then again, perhaps it was because of the high prices that were listed in the store. Gui didn’t know the true price for everything, but he changed the prices on the goods to those that he knew from his time living in the capital city. It would be unfair to charge people more, just because they were far from other stores.

On the third day, a boy came into the shop. He looked like he was about the same age as Huan. He was a bit shy, but was looking for a box of soap powder. Huan had been sitting at the desk practicing his writing when the boy came in. Huan flashed a smile, something he had inherited from his mother, and quickly got the soap for him.  When it came time to pay, the boy asked “How much?” Huan did his best to practice his language, and the boy seemed surprised at the price. As he paid for the soap, he told Huan that his name was Askar. Huan smiled and told Askar his name. Gui stood at the back of the shop watching the two boys talk. He was proud at how well Huan seemed to be doing.

Later that evening Askar returned with his mother. As his mother looked around the shop, Askar bought a bit of candy.  “Where are you from?” he asked Huan. 

“We came from the capital” Huan replied, “but originally we came from China.”

“Where will you go to school?” Askar asked.

“I don’t know. School hasn’t started yet, has it?”

“No, next week we will start. Our school is just down the road. Can I show you?” Askar and Huan stepped outside. Gui watched them as they talked for a few minutes longer. 

Later that evening Gui and Mei discussed Huan’s schooling. The following day Mei took Huan with her and walked around the community. It was true, there were no other stores, just a collection of apartment buildings, a school, and their one store. On the street she met a woman who told her she was Askar’s mother. Mei asked her about the school. Apparently the school was open in the mornings as the teachers were preparing for school. She advised Mei to go the next day and register her son.

The next day Alibek was back. His vehicle roared down the street and stopped in front of the small store. As he entered, the skinny man looked around in approval. “You’ve got it looking good” he said, pulling some papers from his pocket. “I’ve come to give you some advice.”  His eyes searched the shop, then returned to Gui. “Mr. Ruslan has a list of suppliers here. On one side he has listed the companies and their phone-numbers, on the other side are the goods that they provide. When you need something, you simply call them, order, and they will deliver. You then sell the goods, and at the end of the month I will come by, examine your books and collect the money. Mr. Ruslan takes half of what you earn, and you live off of the other half.” Alibek’s eyes bore into Gui’s. “And he expects you to make a good living here.” He said empathically, letting the meaning sink into Gui’s mind.

“How can I call these businesses” Gui asked “when the phone doesn’t work?”

“Mr. Ruslan will take care of that,” Alibek said with a wave of his hand. “He has connections everywhere.”

Two days later a man arrived from the phone-company and hooked up the line. “It’s been a while since someone was here,”he commented before he left. Gui wondered about that.  The goods in the store were all non-perishable items. There was no bread, no fruit, nothing that wasn’t packaged. Perhaps the shop had been closed for a long time. However, that would soon change. He and Mei had decided to invest their last bit of money into some fresh produce for the store.

Several weeks later Alibek was back to collect Mr. Ruslan’s share of the earnings. He scowled as he counted the money. “This is not good enough.” He scolded. “You won’t be able to live on this, and Mr. Ruslan wants more returns on his investment.”

“How are our visas coming?” Gui asked. “Can we have our passports back soon?” Alibek shook his head. “They are still at the government offices.” This was all the information he offered. “Next time we expect you to have earned more money!” he said sternly as he got back into his car.

Gui realized that he should have expected this kind of treatment from Mr. Ruslan. He suspected that his was a comment he would hear much more of in the future. His thoughts were suddenly interrupted by Huan and Askar entering the shop.

“Father!” Huan said excitedly. “Askar is going to listen to a special teacher on Saturday. He’s invited me to come along with him. May I go?”

“What sort of teacher is this?” Gui asked, speaking to his son in the local language.

“It’s a Muslim teacher” Askar said excitedly. “He is coming from the capital to teach us about Islam. All the young boys are expected to be there.”

“Can I go?” Huan asked, his eyes pleading.

“I’m sorry” Gui said, “I don’t think it will be possible.” He smiled at Askar. “But please come by anytime and visit. We enjoy having you around.”  Huan looked disappointed but he went outside with Askar talking about something that had happened at school that day.

That evening after Huan was asleep Gui told his wife about what had happened that day. “You gave the right answer” Mei said, “but we must handle this carefully. Huan is very attached to Askar. They have become good friends.”

“Yes, but we cannot have Huan attending Islamic classes.”

“You are right” Mei said. “But we must go carefully because we want to be more accepted in the community. The ladies are starting to buy things from the store, especially since we have some fresh goods every day.”

Islamic Lesson

The Merchants of Arabia

The ancient civilizations of Egypt and Babylon both record dealings with Arab merchants who would come out of the desert with camels laden with goods from distant lands. These Arabs were called Nabayat, Nabatu, or Nabataeans. They were the descendants of Nebaioth, the eldest son of Ishmael. 

These Arab merchants did not start a kingdom or establish a great civilization. Instead, a group of Nabataean families would live near the outskirts of each of the great cities of the Middle East. These merchants would then buy and sell in the local markets, and would become part of the local community, while living separate from them. In this way, the Nabataeans established small communities all over the Middle East, and even into Europe and Asia.

Archeologists have discovered ancient Nabataean communities all around the Middle East. This allowed the Nabataeans great trade advantages. When the Nabataean camel caravans arrived in a city they traded or sold their goods to the local Nabataean merchants, who would have bought up local goods at cheap prices. The Nabataean caravans would then take these goods to other cities. In this way the camel caravans could quickly unload and load, and then head off again for the next city. The local Nabataeans would then take the new foreign goods to market and sell them. 

Because the local Nabataeans would remain living in the same city, they often became well known and very wealthy. Sometimes they became powerful businesses men within the city, even though their allegiance was primarily to the Nabataeans and not to the local people.

Initially the Nabataeans were looked down on by everyone around them. They were nomads, and whenever possible they took advantage of local situations to raise their prices to whatever the market would bear. Sometimes they provided luxury goods to the wealthy, but sometimes they dealt in prostitution and gambling. For this reason, the Nabataeans never mixed with the local people. Rather, they usually lived in small communities outside of the city limits, often several miles away in an isolated area.

An example of this is the Edomite capital city of Bozrah. This ancient city was located on a flat-topped mountain. The only access to the city was via a narrow place where the mountain connected to the mountain behind it. This made the Edomite capital city a natural fortress where the people could live in safety and security.

Nearby the Nabataeans settled on a smaller mountain known as Sela. This was the place where years before King Amaziah of Judah took 10,000 Edomites prisoners and threw them from the summit of Selah. (II Kings 14:7). Since so many Edomites were killed at this location, the Edomites seldom came to this rocky place. So the Nabataeans located here, building high-places, stairs and caves to store their goods. From Sela they visited the local towns and markets.

Over the years that followed, the Nabataean merchants slowly grew in wealth. Although they appeared poor to outsiders, their store-rooms were filled with expensive goods, and they demanded high prices wherever they went. 

The Nabataeans were always quick to earn money. There are ancient records from Egypt that demonstrate that the Nabataean merchants traded in exotic foreign goods, incense, medicine, and also in exotic foreign women. However, within their own communities, among themselves, the Nabataean always treated their women with special honor, and women and men were equals in business and leadership in the home. The Nabataeans practiced a form of democracy among themselves where decisions were made at a gathering of tribal elders and leaders. Everyone was free to voice their opinion, and the decisions of the leaders were discussed and challenged in the leadership forum. However, once a decision was made, everyone participated.

The Nabataean Problem

The Nabataean merchants were faced with several major problems. In order to successfully carry on trade in the Arabian Peninsula they had to have regular supplies of water for their camel caravans.

All of the waterholes in the Middle East were claimed by tribal people, many of them zealously protecting their source of water. These tribes would attempt to charge the Nabataean merchants very high prices if they attempted to water their camels at their wells. The tribal rules would also try and tax the caravans, requiring payment before they could pass through their lands.

The Nabataeans then developed a brilliant strategy that provided them with water in the desert. They designed and built hidden water collection systems throughout the desert. These systems were designed to catch the occasional rainfall and store the water in huge underground cisterns.

Imagine traveling through the desert, winding your way between the great hills of rock and sand. As a stranger you would find this to a waterless place with no vegetation. Anyone lost in this desert would die in a couple of days.

How sad it would be to die so close to water. Unknown to those who traveled nearby, small channels were dug into the tops of rocky hills to direct any rainwater towards a hidden cistern. The small opening in the ground, was just large enough for a man to enter. This opening would then lead to a very large underground cistern. The Nabataeans would then place a rock over the opening, allowing water to flow under the rock into the cistern but blocking the hot sunlight and preventing most of the evaporation. The Nabataeans could then leave these cisterns to slowly collect water and store it until they passed by. In this way, they conquered the desert, making it a place of refuge and protection for their camel caravans.

The Development of Trade Routes

Eventually trade patterns developed in the desert. The surrounding kingdoms produced goods and began to depend on the Arab merchants to purchase their goods. At regular intervals these merchants would come out of the desert, trade or purchase goods and leave behind their foreign goods.

The trade routes in the desert were only known to the Nabataeans. These Arab merchants would count their steps as they walked across the desert. They knew how many steps were between water holes, and how far they must travel before they stopped for the night. The Nabataeans also developed a method of navigation using the stars.

Navigation

Before the invention of the compass and the sextant, Arab merchants obtained latitude by measuring the altitude from the horizon to the Pole Star, (since the Pole Star was the one star that did not move in the sky). This was the simplest method using the width of a finger. When held at arm's length, the width of four fingers was considered to measure 4 isba'. In a 360 degree circle there were 224 isba'. The isba' was further divided into 8 zam. Thus land distances were often measured in zams. Later, when the Nabataeans took to sailing, they considered a day's sailing due north would raise the Pole Star 1 isba' from the horizon.

Eventually the Nabataean merchants developed an instrument called a kamal. The end of a string was held in the teeth. The lower edge of a square was placed on the horizon while the square was moved along the string until the upper edge touched the required star. The knot at which the horn covered the exact distance signified a certain number of isba'of altitude of the star. The altitude of the Pole Star could then be deduced from this.  

In this way, the Nabataean merchants could navigate in the desert, using the altitude of the Pole Star and the steps counted from the last stop. This would always provide them with their exact position. Most people today think that navigation by the stars was developed for use on the sea, but it actually was first developed so that Nabataean caravans could cross the desert.

The Trade Routes

Eventually trade routes were developed throughout the Arabian Peninsula. Because of the mountains and deserts, all of the trade routes passed through the land of Edom, near to the Edomite capital city, Bozrah. Outside of Bozrah, the Nabataeans continued to use their mountain fortress ‘Sela.’ 

The Bible tells us that King Solomon gained tremendous income from taxation:

Now the weight of gold that came to Solomon in one year was six hundred and sixty six talents of gold, Beside this he received from  the merchantmen, and of the trade of the spice merchants, and of all the kings of Arabia, and of the governors of the country.

Six hundred and sixty six talents of gold is around 23 metric tons! The Bible tells us that to this total was also added the tribute paid by the Arab merchants and the leaders of the Arabs. Since many of the caravans traveled through the land of Edom, Edom played an important role in the merchant world. As a result, Edom was conquered by the Israelites, the Assyrians, then the Babylonians, the Persians and even the Greeks and Romans. 

Nabataean Trade Items

The Nabataeans traded in many items. Whatever was in demand in one area was obtained from somewhere else and transported to where it could be sold at a profit. Eventually the Nabataeans discovered that they could purchase most items very cheaply at their source, and sell them for exorbitant prices in foreign markets. Here are some examples of the goods they might have carried.

Their favorite items were spices such as vanilla, ginger, nutmeg, cloves and pepper. Even silk from China was transported and sold to the Greeks, Egyptians and Romans. The Nabataeans would purchase silk garments from China and then take them apart and re-sew them into the types of clothes that the Romans would wear. Two centers were set up in the Middle East, one in Damascus and one in Gaza, which produced damask silk and gauze silk. These became famous in the western world.

However, there was one item that was more important to the Nabataeans than all of their other trade items. This was incense. 

Incense

Incense was produced from sap taken from the Frankincense tree and the myrrh tree. A small cut was made in the trunk of the tree and the sap was collected. This sap was dried in the sun and broken up into lumps. It was relatively light to transport, and when burned it gave off a fragrant smell.

All of the civilizations of the world had a demand for incense. It was used in many different ways. First, it was used in temple worship. 

Ancient temples were erected to worship a particular god. Most cities had many temples, each focused on a different god. There were thousands of temples across Egypt, Greece, Rome, India, and beyond. Each of these temples required incense for their worship. Added to this, there were also many small altars in homes where people burned incense to their gods.

Incense was also a popular deodorant. Small incense burners would be lit, and people would stand over the burner allowing the incense smoke to flow under their clothing. 

Additionally, it was the custom of Roman rulers to burn the bodies of important dead people at their funeral. During this time, incense was burned to mask the smell of the burning flesh. Incense was so expensive that historians complained when the Roman Emperor Nero burned his wife’s body at her funeral. He used so much incense that the Romans objected to the cost.  The Greeks also discovered several medical uses for incense.

So in the end, incense was a highly valued commodity, and the only place it was available, was from the Nabataean merchants. Since they were the only suppliers they could charge whatever they liked. And like good businessmen, the Nabataeans never told their buyers where they had obtained the incense. This was a closely guarded secret for many generations.

The Incense Road

The incense road began in southern Arabia. Here along the edge of the desert frankincense and myrrh trees grew. Initially there was only one incense harvest, but as demand grew during the time of the Roman Empire, that harvest was increased to twice a year. 

From the hills of southern Yemen the incense was moved through the small kingdoms of Sa’aba and Mein and then along a narrow route between the mountains and the Empty Quarter. This route passed through modern day Saudi Arabia and into Jordan.

At the north end of the route, the caravans converged on Sela very near to the Edomite city of Bozrah. From this point caravans went to the port of Gaza or Alexandria in Egypt or Damascus to the north. This trade route was the backbone of the Nabataean Empire’s commerce.

Founding a kingdom in the land of Edom

In 586 BC everything in the Middle East changed. The Babylonian army marched through the Holy Land besieging cities, burning crops, and destroying everything in their path. After conquering all the cities, including Jerusalem, they took the Jews and Israelites captive. Hundreds of thousands were killed, and thousands upon thousands were forcibly taken back to Babylon. After the Babylonians left, the land lay empty, with only a few of the very poorest people left. The Edomites then decided to move into the land of Israel. After all, the land of Israel was much more fertile than the Edomite land.

As the Edomites moved north, the Nabataeans began migrating into the land of Edom. Before long the Nabataeans had completely occupied Edom, and for the first time in history the merchants of Arabia had a homeland.

Now, flush with money from centuries of trade, the Nabataeans began to build homes and erect cities. Eventually the Nabataeans also expanded their empire northwards, and in 85 BC they took control of the ancient city of Damascus. At this point they controlled all trade between the east and the west.

The overland Silk Road between China and Rome was established at about the time that the Nabataeans took control of Damascus and the Middle Eastern section of this trade route. Now with the Silk Road and the Incense Road firmly in their grips, the Nabataean’s wealth continued to grow. Around this time they also monopolized sea trade on the Red Sea and parts of the Indian Ocean. During this time contact was made between the Nabataeans and the Chinese. Ancient Chinese historians mention Nabataean and Chinese contact as early as 100 BC.

The best records we have of Chinese and Nabataean contact comes from Xiyu chuan (“Chapter on the Western Regions”) taken from Hou Han shu 88 the official history of the Later (or ‘Eastern’) Han Dynasty (25-221 AD). During the Han dynasty Chinese maritime activity increased with Chinese junks trading as far away as Sri Lanka where they would trade with Nabataean ships.

The Silk Road caravan routes also allowed goods to be exchanged with countries as remote as Rome and Greece. During this time Buddhism was also introduced into China from India.

Nabataeans on the High Seas

Early in their history, a group of Nabataeans settled on the sea shore near Paran on the Sinai Peninsula. This group of Nabataeans herded sheep in the mountains, and fished in the Red Sea. They used small boats for fishing, and their dried fish were used in trade. They also kept a wary eye on the sea, for the storms that frequent the Red Sea would sometimes cause passing boats to capsize or be dashed on the rocks. The Nabataeans were always quick to take whatever they could from these shipwrecks. Eventually the Nabataeans obtained small ships of their own and used them to attack passing boats, taking their goods. It got so bad that the Egyptians dragged several military boats overland from the Nile River to the Red Sea so that they could protect their waters from these Nabataean pirates. However, in time the Nabataeans defeated the Egyptian boats, and by the time of Christ they had taken complete control of all of the trade on the Red Sea. 

Around 30 BC, the Egyptian ruler Cleopatra tried to escape from Egypt to India by dragging 60 ships from the Nile River to the Red Sea. The Nabataeans however, alarmed at such a large force attacked and destroyed the Egyptian fleet. Upon hearing this news, Cleopatra opted for suicide. 

With no one to oppose them, the Nabataeans began to use maritime shipping in earnest, making frequent trips to India and beyond. In time the overland frankincense route declined, as boats not camels were the principle means of transporting incense from Arabia.

Nabataean Language

The Nabataeans spoke Aramaic, the same language that Jesus spoke. Over the centuries, however, they developed their own dialect, which eventually became its own language. During the time of Christ, however, most Middle Eastern people could still understand one another, despite the strong dialectic differences.

The Nabataeans, however, developed several clever writing systems. As merchants, they were always interested in keeping their trading and transactions as secret as possible. Since their spoken language was easily detectable they disguised their written language by using other language scripts so that the Nabataeans could write in ways that the people around them could not read. They then used these scripts to leave messages in the desert. Today, over 30,000 desert messages have been found by archeologists, using three different scripts. The use of three different scripts helped form the image that the Nabataeans were secretive people.

Nabataean Religion

The Nabataeans traveled to many lands. As good merchants, they would pay homage to whatever god ruled over the various places that they visited. When passing through the Edomite area, they would pay homage to the Dushares the God of the Rocks and Mountains. When passing through Egypt they would pay homage to the Egyptian gods, and when passing through Rome to the Roman gods. To the Nabataeans, a god was simply a deity that ruled over a particular place. In their own lands, they believed in at least six gods. These were associated with the Nabataeans, and six of these gods became the primary religious focus. These gods were: 

Al Uzza  

(The God of Power)

Al Dushares 

(The God of Rocks & Mountains)

Al Kutbe 

(The God of Writing)

Al Qaum 

(The God of War, Protection)

Al Manaat

(The Goddess of Fate)

Al Lat 


(The Goddess of Fertility)

Unlike other nations, the Nabataeans were reluctant to give their gods human or animal form. So they used squares, triangles, circles, crescents and other shapes to represent their gods. The most common form was a square block. Near the entrances to the Nabataean capital city of Petra there are over 20 huge square bocks which represented Al Qaum, the God of Protection, who watched over the city.

Within the city, one can find niches in walls which have several blocks in them, each block representing a different god. Eventually temples and holy places were constructed throughout Arabia to honor these gods. These gods are very important as we will see later, as their characteristics influenced the later Muslim concept of who Allah was.

Nabataean Capital City

Around 100 years before Christ the Nabataeans decided to build a capital city. They chose a place in the Edomite Mountains where they could construct a brand new city. This place was located at the edge of a very mountainous and rough area. They chose a valley between two huge rock mountains. The ends of the valley were closed off by city walls but the people could enter and exit through a crack that ran through one of the mountains. At its narrowest point five soldiers could stand side by side across the entrance.

Inside the Nabataeans built spectacular buildings, many carved into the sides of the mountains. The first building, known today as the Treasury stands at the end of the crack. Carved into solid rock it towers above the visitors, awing them with its size and beauty. As visitors move farther along, they pass many tombs carved into the rocks, as well as an impressive theater. All of these buildings were designed to impress the visitor. Eventually the visitor would come to a column lined street that went through the center of the city. Temples, houses, and government buildings rose on every side. The road ended at a cliff where paths went up into the mountains to other great and impressive monuments.

The city had fresh running water and sewage drainage. Water came in clay pipes from distant springs and cisterns providing the city with a constant supply of water. Eventually the Nabataeans built swimming pools and lush gardens.

Everything was designed to impress the visitor with the Nabataean’s wealth and prosperity. Through this the Nabataeans wanted to impress on people that they were an important and honorable people, not just camel drivers from the desert.

Nabataean Burial Practices and Pilgrimage

Since the Nabataeans traveled to many different places, they wanted something that would keep them together as a nation, even though they were spread across the face of the earth. Their language was very important to them but more important to them was how they buried their dead. Even though they were all spread out across the world, they would always send the bones of their dead back to their country to be buried in a family grave.

There were several Nabataean burial cities where families maintained large and impressive tombs. When a Nabataean died, his body would be placed on a high place where the birds could strip the body of its flesh, leaving behind the white bones. These bones would then be collected and send back to the family tomb so that the Nabataeans could all rest together in death.

Each family maintained their tomb, carefully looking after the bones of their dead ancestors. Beside each of the tombs, the families prepared a place where they could meet and remember the dead. Eventually the Nabataeans developed the practice of returning home to their family tomb for a remembrance meal. These were known as pilgrimages or ‘hajs.’ There was one important pilgrimage each year that everyone would try and attend if possible. There was also a lesser pilgrimage a half year later. If possible, Nabataeans from distant lands would try and visit their family burial place and remember the dead at least one during their lifetime.

During the pilgrimage the Nabataeans would gather at their family tomb. Here they would recite their family’s lineage from Adam to themselves. They would remember the exploits of their dead relatives, and then they would eat a meal in celebration of their family. At the end of the meal, all of the dishes would be broken and discarded. Eventually great mounds of broken pottery were deposited around the city of Petra.

Years later, when Muhammad brought the religion of Islam to the Nabataeans, he maintained the concept of a greater and lesser pilgrimage, although he changed what the Muslims did during their time at the holy city.

Nabataean culture

The Nabataeans were obsessed with honor. For centuries they had been treated with contempt by the civilizations around them. Eventually they were able to build their own cities and have their own kings. When they did this they openly displayed their wealth and success. They began riding Arabian horses instead of camels, dressing in silk, wearing gold, decorating their faces and hair, and living in very large houses. Most Nabataean houses ranged from 600 to 2000 square meters in size, many of them with two stories making some of them nearly 4000 square meters. These houses would usually be occupied by an extended family, but were built of high quality and decorated with brightly colored painted designs all designed to impress.

Things went well for the Nabataeans until 70 AD when the Romans sent a large army to put down a rebellion in Jerusalem. Following this the Roman army slowly moved around the countryside until all of Israel was brought under their control. Then the Romans turned their attention to the wealthy Nabataeans.

Roman domination 

There are no records of any war between the Nabataeans and the Romans. With a huge army on their borders, the Nabataeans simply negotiated with the Romans.

Several things happened to the Nabataeans when the Roman armies marched into their kingdom. First, many of the wealthy merchant families moved to Rome and Alexandria where they became Roman citizens and began acting as merchants of the Roman Empire. Other Nabataean merchants moved much farther south to Yemen which was outside of Roman control. From Yemen they continued their trade with India and China, becoming the maritime merchants for the Roman Empire. The Romans never traded directly with India or China.

Some of the poorer Nabataeans stayed, raising horses, and continuing with local trade. Petra continued as an important local city for many years as capital of the Roman province of Arabia. A few Nabataeans moved to Iraq and continued the overland trade with Asia.

Whenever the Romans conquered a new area, they usually produced a set of coins that would read “Conquered land” such as conquered Egypt, or Conquered Carthage. After the Roman armies marched into Arabia, however, the Romans minted a set of new coins that had written on them Acquired Arabia. As good merchants the Nabataeans bought and sold everything, including their cities. In the end, the Nabataeans remained merchants, continuing their business, but without having their own empire or special identity.

Bible Lesson

Christianization and Byzantine Empire in the north

We are told in Act 9 that the apostle Paul went to the city of Damascus seeking to persecute Christians. After his conversion he attempted to leave the city. Paul relates the story to us in II Corinthians 11:32.

In Damascus the governor under King Aretas had the city of the Damascus guarded in order to arrest me, but I was lowered in a basket from a window in the wall and slipped through his hands.

King Aretas was a well known Nabataean king living in Petra. His governor was in charge of the city of Damascus. So at this point the Apostle Paul was in the Nabataean kingdom.

Later, Paul went into Arabia. Galatians 1:15 – 18 tell us the story.

But when God, who set me apart from birth and called me by his grace, was pleased  to reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him among the Gentiles, I did not consult any man, nor did I go up to Jerusalem to see those who were apostles before I was, but I went immediately into Arabia and later returned to Damascus. Then after three years, I went up to Jerusalem to get acquainted with Peter and stayed with him fifteen days. 

Scholars are unsure how many years he spent in Arabia, but estimates put it as high as eight to twelve years. Then he returned to Damascus and stayed there for three years. Later friends took him to Jerusalem. 

From a Judean perspective, there was only one Arabia at that time: the Nabataean Empire. Surely Paul must have had some impact on the Nabataean lives that he touched during the years of his sojourn in their empire. 

First Persecution

During the next two hundred years, the church in the Roman Empire slowly grew. The first major persecution of Christians took place under the Roman Emperor Diocletian around 284 AD and continued for thirty years. In Arabia, some Christians were martyred although churches continued to be built in the various Nabataean cities in northern Arabia. Not long after this persecution, the Christian chronicler Eusebius spoke out against Petra for being filled with superstitious Christians who had sunk into theological error. 

Byzantine Empire Starts

In 330 AD, Emperor Constantine the Great transferred the capital of the Roman Empire to the Greek city of Byzantium and rebuilt it as a Christian city. It was then renamed Constantinople. Soon Constantine began to encourage Christianity and construction of churches began everywhere in the Middle East.

Jerome of Stridonium 

One of the oldest references to Christianity and the Nabataeans comes from a description written down by Jerome in 390 AD in Bethlehem. 

Jerome was born in 342 AD. He was a gifted and diligent scholar, a master of languages, and a lover of books. Jerome was educated in Rome and in his mid-twenties was baptized as a believer. Several years later he started work on a Latin translation of the Scriptures.

Jerome lived near Bethlehem, building a school for study and translation. From this point he not only worked on his translation, but also directed young men in Christian outreach. One of the men studying under him was Hilarion.  In one of his writings, Jerome describes the role of Hilarion as he ministered in the Nabataean city of Elusa.

“.This is the journey which Hilarion undertook in the Kadesh desert in order to visit his pupils. He reached Elusa with a group of his disciples, and this happened on the day on which all the people had gathered in the temple for the annual festival ... When it became known that Hilarion was journeying by (he had recently healed many Arabs possessed by demons), the people went to welcome him. They bowed their heads and called in the Nabataean language 'Barech,'('or Bless us.') He received them politely and modestly and prayed that they should serve God and not the stone they worshiped. With tears on his face he looked up to heaven and promised that if they believed in Christ, he would visit them often. Through the wonderful mercy of God, he stayed there and did not leave them until they had drawn up the plan of a church and their priest had converted and been instructed.

Pagan worship, however, continued in the city of Petra. A man called Mar Sauma felt called upon to change this situation. He and his forty brother evangelists were traveling around the area converting pagan temples into churches. They arrived in Petra in 423 AD to find the gates shut against them. Their demands to be let in were not heeded. They then threatened that God would do something against the city if the gate was not opened for them. Soon a rainstorm of such intensity came that part of the city wall collapsed and they managed to get in anyway.  The whole episode was deemed to be of truly miraculous significance, as there had been an unbroken drought for four years. The impressed pagan priests converted to Christianity. 

On July 9, 551, a great earthquake leveled Petra. The temples collapsed, and thousands of people were killed. While people continued to live there, the city started to decline rapidly. The Prophet Muhammad was born around 570 AD, 19 years after the great earthquake.  

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Review the Nabataean pantheon of Gods:

a Al Uzza  

(The God of Power)

b Al Dushares 

(The God of Rocks & Mountains)

c Al Kutbe 

(The God of Writing)

d Al Qaum 

(The God of War, Protection)

e Al Manaat 
 
(The Goddess of Fate)

f Al Lat


(The Goddess of Fertility)

Do any of these attributes reflect some of the true nature of God as revealed to us in the Bible?

1 Think about how the Nabataeans portrayed their gods. What shapes did they use? Why do you think they did not use human or animal shapes?

2 What issue obsessed the Nabataeans? How did this corrupt them? Read I Timothy 6:10 and Hebrews 13:5. Why do you think the Bible warns us of pursuing wealth?
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Story 

The door to the store opened and a man stepped in.  Gui looked up sharply. A gust of wind followed the man in.  Perhaps that is what made his arrival memorable, or perhaps it was his size. At first, fear flashed though Gui’s mind, but it was quickly calmed when he saw the large man’s smile.

“How may I help you?” Gui said weakly. 

When he heard Gui speak the man smiled wider. “You speak well” he said “for a foreigner.” Gui smiled. The man eyes met his. “I am Ivan” he said. “I’m originally from Russia.  Where are you from?”

Gui blinked. This man was very straight forward. He wondered what he was up to. “I’m from China.” He said after a long pause.

“Welcome here” Ivan said looking around. “You have a fine shop.”

“Thank you.”

“Are you a Muslim?”

“No, I am a Christian.”

“Very good,” The big man’s voice boomed in the small shop. “I too am a Christian.”

Gui’s eyes widened. “That’s wonderful” he said with a smile. “I didn’t know there were any other Christians here.”

“There are a few of us living here. We don’t have a church or anything. The church is down town. Sometimes we go, but usually we don’t.” The Russian man looked around. “Do you sell Vodka?”

Gui blinked. “Ah, no, I have no Vodka.”

“I understand,” Ivan said with a twinkle in his eye. “The last shop keeper didn’t keep it out in the open. Those Muslims would just get upset. It’s best to keep it under the counter.” He paused. “But you do have something to drink?”

“Pepsi?” Gui offered. “I’ve also got tea bags, and loose tea.”

“Tea?” Ivan laughed. “I heard you were Christians, and I thought that I would drop by for a drink… a real drink. Well, never mind. You can come and visit me. We can drink together. Who knows, maybe we will get drunk one night. We Christians try to stick together in this neighbourhood.

Gui was suddenly very confused. “You said you were a Christian didn’t you?”

Ivan seemed offended. “Yes, I am a Christian. I was baptised in the Orthodox Church in town. The priest knows me. He’s baptised everyone in our family. He prays for us, and for our departed relatives. I am a good supporter of the church. I even helped pay for the icon of mother Mary. And I fast … although sometimes I cheat a bit, but who doesn’t?” Ivan looked down at Gui. “Do you know the priest?”

“No, I have never met him” Gui answered, not sure how to respond.

“Well the next time he is in town giving Holy Communion, I will bring him over. He brings Holy Communion to all our homes once a month.”

Ivan left after buying a few goods, and Gui wondered what he had gotten himself into. This was not what he expected from other Christians.

Islamic Lesson

The Divided Kingdom

The church in the north of Arabia had lost the power of its message and the missionary zeal to proclaim it. Churches had become traditional and ritualistic. While a few people might become Christian through conversion, most people officially became Christians at birth and were baptized as infants into the church. The Bible was neither well known nor available to the common people. Most religion was learned from priests and sometimes different kinds of churches argued with each other over various views of theology.

There was also a considerable Jewish presence in north Arabia. Most Jews in the Middle East were involved in trade, commerce, goldsmithing and jewelry manufacturing. As merchants they competed directly with the Nabataean merchants. Many Jews had fled south into Arabia after the Roman invasion of Israel in 70 AD.

The Roman Empire and the subsequent Christian Byzantine Empire only penetrated isolated areas of southern Arabia. Most people were pagans, and temples to Al Uzza, Al Dushares, Al Kutbe, Al Qaum, Al Manaat, and Al Lat were common. The Qur’an speaks a great deal about the gods Al Uzza, Al Manaat and Al Lat. (In the Qur’an they are called Uzza, and Lat)

Nabataean and Greek Names

When the Nabataeans started building their impressive cities they began adopting the dress and culture of the western civilized world. They began wearing western dress, and also Greek or Roman names instead of Arab ones. This has created problems for historians, as they cannot distinguish between many Greeks and the Nabataeans names after this point. Most Arabs today do not recognize that there ever were Christian Arabs because the names found in church records in Northern Arabia are Greek names rather than Arab names.

In central and southern Arabia, the Nabataeans remained pagan. Here they continued to use their traditional names plus names related to their gods.

Eventually the church in Europe and Asia split into the western Romanized western church (which acknowledged the leadership of the pope in Rome) and the Eastern Byzantine church (which had patriarchs for leaders).

As time passed the Byzantine churches grew very ornate, but their understanding of the Bible dwindled. People were impressed with the church buildings and decorative services rather than with the simple life-changing message of the Bible. Eventually church traditions would have equal value with Scripture, and in some churches, greater value. As the Byzantine Empire spread across the northern part of the Middle East, worship was always in the Greek language which was regarded as the proper Christian language for worship. Slowly churches became more formalized, and distant from the common people. The use of icons was adopted. Icons were paintings of biblical events that were painted on the walls of churches. Eventually these paintings took on special meaning, and were incorporated into the worship of the church. Later people started praying before icons. The church leaders encouraged this, as they taught that icons helped people concentrate on spiritual things. Eventually icons became objects of prayer itself, and people began praying to the saints in the Bible. The priests began charging money when people asked them for help or for or for special prayers or blessings. Prayers for the dead were also incorporated into church life, usually for a price. In time, the church lost its power and evangelistic zeal.

Some of the Nabataeans moved east to Iraq. Their pagan religion developed into what others called Devil worship. These are now known as the Yezidi people of Iraq and Turkey. In central Arabia many Nabataeans remained pagans worshiping Al Uzza, Al Manaat and Al Lat.

Abdul Mutalib

Abdul Mutalib belonged to the distinguished Beni Hashim tribe, a subgroup of the Quraysh tribe of Mecca which traced their genealogy back to Ishmael and Abraham. In 497 AD, just before he was born, Abdul Mutalib's father died while doing business in Palestine. He was given the name Shayba, meaning old man in Arabic, because he was born with a few white hairs. After his father’s death he was raised in the north Arabian city of Yathrib with his mother and her family until about the age of eight, when his uncle came to take him to Mecca. When he first arrived in Mecca, people assumed the unknown child was Mutalib's slave, and they gave him the name Abdul Mutalib which means slave of Mutalib. Years later, when his uncle Mutalib died, his son succeeded him as the chief of the Beni Hashim clan.

Many of the great rulers of the Middle East today trace their heritage back to the Beni Hashim tribe. For example: the ruling family of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan and the late Saddam Hussein of Iraq were all from the Beni Hashim tribe.

Zamzam

Hundreds of years before, the ancient well or cistern of Zamzam was filled up and its location was forgotten. (See Deuteronomy 2:19-22) One day, Abdul Mutalib had a series of four dreams directing him to the location of the Zamzam well. Abdul Mutalib began to dig, with his only son, Hariyth standing guard over him because people objected to the idea of disturbing the ground next to their temple, known as the Ka’aba. It was a tense moment, until Abdul Mutalib's tools struck the covering of the long-lost well. Not only had he found the well, but all through history people had occasionally dropped coins or valuables down the well for good luck, so Abdul Mutalib recovered considerable wealth.

At this success, the Quraysh tribe argued that since the well was the property of Ishmael, it and the valuables belonged to the whole tribe. Abdul Mutalib rejected their claim, saying that it was given to him by the gods. 

They agreed to present their case to a wise woman of the tribe of Sa'd in Syria. So the two groups left and traveled together. During the trip, Abdul Mutalib's water reserves were depleted and his group began suffering from thirst. The leaders of the other group refused to give them water and Abdul Mutalib advised his group to dig graves so that when someone of their group died others could bury him.

The next day as they dug their graves, Abdul Mutalib exhorted his companions that it was cowardice to succumb to death. According to Muslim tradition, as he mounted his camel its foot hit the earth producing a stream of water. The two groups drank from the water and the group that opposed him said: “The gods have decided between you and us. We will never dispute with you about Zamzam.” 

Abdul Mutalib's experience at the well made him long for more sons who could stand beside him when the need arose. He prayed to the gods to give him more sons, and vowed that if he were blessed with ten sons, he would sacrifice one of them to gods the Ka'aba. His prayers were answered, and over the years he had nine more sons, the most favorite of whom was his youngest, Abdullah, whose name means “slave of Allah.” He did not forget his vow, and when all his sons had grown up, he took them to the Ka'aba and had lots cast to determine who would be sacrificed. It was Abdullah who was chosen

The entire community was in an uproar over the situation. The wives and daughters of Abdul Mutalib were upset and they called upon their families for support. The other brothers asked Abdul Mutalib to sacrifice something else instead of their youngest brother. Abdul Mutalib was upset because he had made a vow and must keep it, but he did not relish the idea of sacrificing his favorite son.

Finally he agreed to consult the wise woman about whether a replacement could be provided, and what form it should take. After a long trip they reached Sa’d. The wise woman provided the solution to the problem. She told Abdul Mutalib to cast lots between Abdullah and ten camels. If Abdullah were chosen, then he should add ten more camels, and continue until his god accepted the camels and the lot fell to them.

So they returned to the Ka'aba and cast lots, but Abdullah was chosen. They added ten more camels.

But again Abdullah was chosen. This continued until there were one hundred camels. Only then did the lot fall to the camels. Abdul Mutalib had the test repeated a second and a third time, and each time the lot fell to the camels. Finally Abdul Mutalib was convinced that the hundred camels were acceptable as a replacement for his son. The camels were sacrificed and Abdullah was spared.

Persecution of Christians in Yemen

About this time the king of Yemen, Dh? Nuwas, converted from paganism to Judaism. Soon after this he announced that he would persecute all the Christians living in his kingdom because Christian countries had persecuted Jews. Simon, the bishop in Arabia in 524 AD, wrote a letter where he told the story of the persecution in Najran.

After seizing the Yemini throne around 518 AD Dh? Nuwas attacked the Christians at the town of Zafar, capturing them and burning their churches. He then moved against the area known as Najran, a Christian stronghold. After accepting the city's surrender he massacred those inhabitants who would not renounce Christianity. Estimates of the death toll from this event range up to 20,000 people.

Dh? Nuwas then proceeded to write a letter to the king of Hira and the king of Persia, informing them of his deed and encouraging them to do likewise to the Christians under their dominion. The King of Hira received this letter in January 519 AD as he was receiving an embassy from the Christian Byzantine Empire seeking to forge peace between the Byzantine Empire and Hira. He revealed the contents of the letter to the Christian ambassadors who were horrified at its contents. Word of the slaughter quickly spread throughout the Byzantine and Persian realms, and refugees from Najran reached the court of the Byzantine emperor, Justin I, begging him to avenge the martyred Christians.

Several Christian kingdoms, including Ethiopia cooperated together to form an army, and their fleet arrived off the shores of Yemen around 520 AD. A Christian from south Arabia was appointed to rule Yemen and a battle ensued.

Arab tradition states that when Dh? Nuwas realized that he was losing the battle he committed suicide by riding his horse into the sea. Archeologists however, understand from an inscription that he was killed in the battle.

Many of the Christians in the attacking army realized that Yemen was a very fertile land. According to the historian Procopius, one of the generals, Abraha seized control of Yemen with the support of dissident elements within the occupation force that were eager to settle in the Yemen. An army sent by the Byzantines and Ethiopians to subdue Abraha ended up joining his ranks so everyone had to accept Abraha as the new ruler of Yemen.

Abraha began promoting the cause of Christianity in the face of the prevalent Judaism and the paganism of Central Arabia. A zealous Christian himself, he is said to have built a great church in the city of Sana'a'. 

Many of the pagan Arabs continued to take pilgrimages to the Ka’aba in Mecca even after Abraha built his cathedral in Sana’a, the capital city of Yemen. It is said that this church was so large that its roof could not be seen from the ground and that it was decorated with gold, silver and pearls. Abraha then forbade the Arabs to travel to the Ka’aba. 

Some of the Quraysh tribe of Mecca traveled secretly to Yemen and desecrated the cathedral with dung, and tried to burn it. Abraha swore that he would take apart every brick of their holy Ka’aba and destroy it. He began gathering a large army. According to Islamic tradition eight elephants were chosen, and several Arab armies were defeated on the way to Mecca. 

When news of the advance of Abraha's army came, the Arab tribes united in defense of the Ka’aba. 

Near the city of Mecca the Yemeni army captured a large herd of camels. Two hundred of the camels belonged to Abdul Mutalib, the leader of the Quraysh clan. 

A man was sent by Abraha to advise the Meccans that Abraha only wished to demolish the Ka’aba but if they resisted, they would be crushed. Abdul Mutalib told the Meccans to seek refuge in the hills while he with some leading members of Quraysh remained near to the Ka’aba. 

When the messenger returned, Abdul Mutalib went with him to meet Abraha and demanded that his camels be returned. Abraha was very surprised at this and replied, I thought you were a very respectable and honorable man, but the first thing you have said has made me change my mind. I have come to destroy your Ka’aba and all you are worried about is your camels!”

Abdul Mutalib replied, “The gods of the Ka’aba are its defenders, and I am sure they will save it from the attack and will not dishonor the servants of this temple.”

Abraha replied, “Your gods cannot defend it from me.” Abdul Mutalib said, “Then do as you wish.” So Abraha gave back the camels and Abdul Mutalib returned to Mecca. The people then fled the city and watched from the nearby mountains to see what would happen.

When the army arrived, the elephants refused to break down the Ka’aba. They sat down and refused to move. When beaten they bolted, killing several people. Their army was then defeated and Abdul Mutalib was declared a hero.

That year came to be known as “The Year of the Elephant” and the years afterwards were number as being so many years after the year of the Elephant. This practice ended when it was later replaced with the Islamic Calendar.

The Qur’an refers to this event in chapter 105 (The Elephant) where it is recorded that when the Abraha's forces neared the Ka’aba the soldiers of Allah appeared in the form of a dark cloud of small birds that destroyed Abraha's army by dropping pebbles from their beaks. Abraha was seriously wounded and he retreated towards Yemen but died on the way.

The Qur’an then says: 

Have you not seen how your Lord dealt with the owners of the Elephant? Did He not make their treacherous plan go astray? And He sent against them birds in flocks, striking them with stones of baked clay, so He rendered them like straw eaten up. (Qur'an, 105)

This conflict occurred in 570 AD, the same year Muhammad was born.

Restoration Attempt

Abdul Mutalib desired to see the old Nabataean kingdom restored to its former glory. He and his sons visited all of the areas where the Nabataeans had settled and tried to unite the Nabataean tribes, but they could not.

An old Jewish rabbi told Abdul Mutalib that he could never unite the Arabs, because the Arabs had no prophet. The Jews had David as a prophet, and the Christians had Jesus, but the Arabs never had a prophet. The attempt at reuniting the empire had failed because religion divided the Nabataeans. Those in the north were Christians, and those in the south were pagans.

Soon after this Abdullah, the son of Abdul Mutalib who had been spared being sacrificed was married to a young woman named Aminah. Shortly after their marriage, Abdullah died on a caravan journey. Aminah was deeply grieved over the death of her husband. Her only consolation was the knowledge that she was carrying his unborn child. Sometime later her son, Muhammad, was born.

Aminah died when Muhammad was five years old, so Muhammad went to live with his grandfather, Abdul Mutalib until he was eight. Here he learned the family history, and the attempts that his grandfather had made to reunite the Nabataean empire. When Abdul Mutalib died, Muhammad was given to his uncle, Abu Talib, a prominent Quraysh chief and the custodian of the Ka’aba.

Bible Lesson

Ever since the time of the New Testament, there have been Christians in Northern Arabia. The early church was vibrant and alive, but after many centuries tradition began replacing faith, and children were assumed to be Christians because their parents were. Eventually Christianity became the religion of the state, and the Christianized Byzantine Empire ruled most of Northern Arabia. While these people professed the name of Christ, true faith was slowly replaced by religious activities.

Icons

Byzantine Christians liked to decorate the walls of their churches with pictures that depicted scenes in the Bible. Eventually it became customary to have pictures of Bible characters as well as church leaders painted on walls. Five hundred years after Christ, the Byzantine Empire began to discourage all paintings of humans that were not religious people, and even regulating the paintings so that they all had a similar look to them.

In the European Churches statues were slowly adopted as aids for worship, supposedly helping the Catholic Christians to focus their prayers, either to God or to the saints portrayed in the images. The Eastern Church abhorred the use of statues, but continued to use paintings. Very often Christians faced these paintings, or icons as they called them and addressed their prayers to the Bible character portrayed in them. Over time reports were made of miraculous icons that gave off fragrant smells, healing oils, or performed miracles. The leaders of the Byzantine churches gave credit to the saints portrayed in the icons, rather than to God alone. Eventually icons became a major focus of worship in Middle Eastern Orthodox churches, Greek Orthodox churches and Russian Orthodox churches.

When Islam was founded, the prophet Muhammad was shocked by the church’s adoration of images. To him this was equal to worshiping idols. Muhammad urged his followers to only worship the God of heaven who created the world and who would judge mankind. He commanded his followers never to make an image, not of a human being, nor of an animal. Thus when Islam emerged as a great religion, their building walls were decorated with geometric shapes rather than images or statues. As Muslims occupied Byzantine lands, they forced churches to remove their icons and to cover their ornate floors with plain tiles.

Prayers for the Dead

One of the common beliefs propagated by the Byzantine Church was that of Purgatory. The Byzantine church taught that when believers died they went to a place of purgatory where they had opportunity to atone for their own sins. While they believed that their sins were pardoned by a loving God, the law required that sin be punished. Therefore, they believed that Christians would suffer punishment at the hands of God, and after some time of suffering, they would pass into heaven. To support this, the church used the verse in the Bible where Jesus Christ declares in Matthew 12:32 “And whosoever shall speak a word against the Son of man, it shall be forgiven him: but he that shall speak against the Holy Ghost, it shall not be forgiven him, neither in this world, nor in the world to come.” According to the Church these words proved that in the next life “some sins will be forgiven and purged away by a certain purifying fire.” They argued “that some sinners are not forgiven either in this world or in the next” would not be truly said unless there were other sinners who, though not forgiven in this world, are forgiven in the world to come” Thus they taught that man would pay for his sins in a place called purgatory.

It then fell to reason that if Christians go to purgatory first, then we that are here on earth should pray for them, that God would have mercy on them and speed or lighten their punishment.

As Islam was founded, the prophet Muhammad was shocked by the teaching of purgatory and praying for the dead. He taught that when men die they immediately face judgment. God would weigh their good and bad works. He taught that all through life their deeds were noted and one day they would be judged. Those who had truly submitted to God’s religion as brought by Muhammad would be granted access to paradise. Those who failed would be cast into hell. Muhammad was clear; prayers for the dead were useless to the Muslim.

Fasting

Fasting has always been seen as a religious activity. The pagan people of Nineveh declared a fast after Jonah preached to them. The Jews of Persia fasted for three days before Queen Esther went in to the King. The Pharisees in Jesus time fasted regularly. So the Byzantine church encouraged the faithful to fast on a regular basis. Eventually the church proclaimed four main fasts, which generally meant that the person fasting abstained from luxuries such as meat, dairy fish, olive oil and wine, but they could continue to eat plain food.

1 The Nativity Fast was held during the 40 days preceding Christmas. It usually began on November 15 and continued through to December 24. This fast usually became more severe from December 20, until Christmas Eve.

2 The Lent Fast consisted of the 40 Days preceding Palm Sunday and Easter.

3 The Apostles' Fast began the first Sunday after Pentecost and extended to the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul on June 29.

4 The Dormition Fast was a two-week long Fast usually from August 1 through August 14.

In addition to these fasting times, they also fasted every Wednesday and Friday, and monks also fasted on Mondays. In essence the followers of the Byzantine Church spent almost half of the year practicing one kind of fast or another.

When Muhammad was to institute his new religion, fasting would play a large role. Instead of asking his followers to abstain from only certain items on certain days, Muhammad instituted the month long fast of Ramadan. This fast was much simpler than the Byzantine fast. Muslims fasted from the first day of the month (new moon) until the last day of the month (the next new moon). The fast was complete. Absolutely nothing was to be swallowed. Nothing was to pass down the Muslim’s throat from sunrise to sunset. It was simple, and very effective. The fast was to be followed by several days of feasting and celebrating, which soon became a focal point in the new religion.

Honoring Mary

The ancient Byzantine church held Mary in high honor. They believed that she was conceived like any one of us, inherited the sin of Adam, but was cleansed from it when Christ took form within her. This, coupled with the belief that she never committed any sin made her the perfect vessel. The church also believed that Mary was a perpetual virgin, in that even after giving birth to Jesus, she remaineda virgin.  They were perfectly aware that the New Testament has several references to the brothers and sisters of Jesus, (Matthew 13:56 and Mark 6:3) who, however, are nowhere referred to as Mary's children. They believe that Aramaic, the language spoken by Jesus and his disciples, lacked a specific word for cousin, so that the word brother was used instead. They also argued that the account of the lost twelve-year-old Jesus in Jerusalem (Luke 2:41-52) means that Jesus was an only child. Then, when dying on the cross, Jesus entrusted his mother to the beloved disciple, an action interpreted as signifying that Mary had no other children, since if there were any, one would have expected one of them to take her into their home.

Modern protestant theologians however argue that Mary did not remain a virgin and that the brothers of Jesus were indeed his biological half-brothers, sons of Mary and Joseph; arguing that the word for brother is distinct in Greek from the word for cousin. They add that Joseph may have been a widower, making the brothers step-brothers. They also argue that since Jesus' brothers were not believers (John 7:5) until after the resurrection (Acts 1:14), Jesus entrusted Mary to the beloved disciple (traditionally John).

The Eastern churches also taught that the perpetual Virgin Mary, died, after having lived a holy life. Eleven of the apostles were present and conducted her funeral. St Thomas was delayed and arrived a few days later. Wanting to venerate the body, the tomb was opened for St Thomas but the body of Mary was gone. It was their conclusion that she had been taken, body and soul into heaven. While every Orthodox Christian believes this to be true, the church has never formally made it a doctrine; and so it remains a mystery. 

The ancient Byzantine church spoke of veneration of Mary and the saints never worship. They were always careful to separate these two terms. Worship was reserved for God, veneration for Mary and the saints. In practice however, many eastern Christians cannot distinguish between the two.

When Islam began, the church was caught up with veneration of the Virgin Mary. Islam spoke out against this, claiming that only God could be worshiped. The idea of perpetual virgins, however, did slip into Islam, when describing women who would be given as rewards to faithful Muslims in paradise. We will study more of this later.

Christian armies 

Once the Byzantine Empire was Christianized, the army of the empire became a Christian army. From that point on, they not only defended the empire, but they also fought for causes that furthered Christian agenda. Since many people were religious in a Christian way rather than true believers, the pursuit of wealth, power, and prestige through the use of physical force was often practiced. At this time, the world was divided into two great forces. First there were pagan nations, and second there were Christian ones. As the church desired to spread their message around the world, military force was used to protect church workers, and occupy and rule the lands that were Christianized. Once an area was converted to Christianity, the army enforced Christian rule. In many instances lands were conquered by the army, and then pronounced Christian. 

Remember what happened in Yemen?  When the Yemeni ruler, Dh? Nuwas converted from paganism to Judaism, he announced that everyone in Yemen would be Jewish. After he had massacred many Christians in Najran, the Byzantine army attacked him in order to revenge their deaths. Abraha then became the ruler of Yemen and announced that everyone was now a Christian. The practice of using force to spread religion was also adopted by Islam, and was used very effectively to spread Islam across Africa and Asia.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 In the Middle East, the Byzantine church still exists in the form of the Orthodox Church. They claim that they are the one true church descended directly from the early church. How would you share the gospel with an Orthodox Christian who claims that his church is right, because they have an unbroken line of authority right from the apostles down to the priests today?

2 How should Christians regard statues and icons? What would you say to Orthodox Christians, or to Muslims?

3 Should Christians pray for the dead? Why or why not?

4 What is a true Christian fast? What verses from the Bible talk about fasting?

5 Should Christians honor Mary? What is true honor and what is worship?

6 How should we react to persecution and trouble? Should Christians raise an army and fight for their rights? Why or why not?

Lesson Four

Muhammad Becomes a Prophet
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Story

The two boys climbed to the top of the hill. With the wind howling around their ears, Huan and Askar looked down on the apartment buildings below. Beyond them was the huge dirty factory with its grey smokestack bellowing smoke into the air. The smoke made it hard to see the city beyond that. As they were looking down, Askar began to tell Huan about his Islamic lessons on Saturday.

“Mullah Ackap knows everything,” he boasted. “This week he told us about how Islam made everything better. Before Muhammad came, the people worshiped many gods, and they fought each other, and stole from each other. Women were treated badly, and everyone was ignorant. But Muhammad changed all of that. He taught the people about Allah.”

Huan was quiet. He didn’t know what to say to Askar, and he didn’t want to offend his friend. He knew that his own family were Christians, and that they believed in God and his son Jesus, but he didn’t know how Muhammad fit into the picture.

“Muhammad was the last and greatest of the prophets” Askar boasted. “He conquered many people, had great riches, and was a great ruler. He was the greatest ruler this world has ever seen.” Askar looked at Huan. “It’s too bad you cannot come. Mullah Ackap tells wonderful stories. I’m really glad I can take Islamic lessons.”

Down in the town below them Gui and Mei were discussing their situation. They had not seen Mr. Ruslan since taking over management of the store for him. They knew little of what was happening with their passports. Alibek, the skinny man, came every month to always demand more money, but he never mentioned their visas or passports. Gui was beginning to cringe whenever the thought of his coming. Meihad her own reasons for not liking Alibek.  While she didn’t like his attitude, she also was becoming aware of the way that he looked at her when Gui’s attention was elsewhere. She did her best to quell her fears and stay busy at her work.

“Maybe we should find work somewhere else.” Gui said. “But first I need to pay Mr. Ruslan back for the money he loaned us at the beginning. Then we could leave.” He paused. “Except Mr. Ruslan has our passports.” Mei’s wide eyes met his and for a moment they stared at each other. Gui shook his head as if to clear it. “We must be wrong. Let’s see if we can save the money that Mr. Ruslan paid us, and then we can move away.”

That evening Huan asked his father about the things that Askar was telling him. “Askar says that Muhammad was a great leader. He says that Muhammad made everything better than before, and that he was a prophet who brought the Qur'an.”

Gui thought for a few moments. “Son, do you remember the last words in the bible?”

Huan looked puzzled. “No, I don't remember. Isn't Revelations that last book in the Bible? Isn't it about things that John saw in a vision?”

Gui was pleased that his son had answered well. “Let's look in the Bible and see what the last words are.” He reached for the Bible and opened it to the last page. “It says here in Revelation chapter 22 verse 18

For I testify unto every man that hears the words of the prophecy of this book, If any man shall add unto these things, God shall add unto him the plagues that are written in this book: And if any man shall take away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God shall take away his part out of the book of life, and out of the holy city, and from the things which are written in this book. He which testifies these things says, Surely I come quickly. Amen. Even so, come, Lord Jesus. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all. Amen.

“Do you think that God intended to give more revelations after this book?”

“No, it says that it cannot be added to.”

“And do you think that if another revelation was to be given that it would contradict the earlier ones?”

Huan looked puzzled.

“The Bible says here in Galatians 1:8 That if we or an angel from heaven, preach any other gospel unto you than that which we have preached unto you, let him be accursed. Later in Hebrews it tells us that God does not change. He is the same yesterday today and forever.  If this is true, would He change the gospel message?

“I don't think so.”

“If God knows the end from the beginning. If he is all knowing, would he give one revelation, and then later change his mind and give a totally different one?”

“Probably not.” Huan looked up. “What about the Old and New Testament?”

“That's a very good question. Does our Bible include Both the Old and New Testaments”

Huan laughed. “Of course.”

“Does the Qur'an include the Old and New Testaments?”

“No, it is a small book.”

“Muslims tell us that the Qur'an completely replaces the older revelations. But I don't think that is how God does things.” Gui paused. “Jesus came to fulfill the Old Testament, not replace it. There are many references in the New Testament to the Old Testament. In the Old Testament they offered animals as sacrifices. There are lots of instructions about the sacrifices. But in the New Testament, Jesus is the Lamb of God. He is the last and greatest sacrifice. In the Old Testament people looked forward to the coming Messiah. The gospels tell us the story of the Messiah, and then people look back at his life and death. It all fits together. You cannot understand one without the other.”

Gui looked at his son. “If the Qur'an was truly a further revelation from God it would build on the foundation that God had already given, not replace it. Islam is another religion. It is not a further understanding of what God had been doing all through history. Muhammad may have seemed like a great leader, but the message he brought is very different from the message of the Old and New Testament.”

Mei poked her head through the door. “Supper is ready” she called. Gui and Huan rose to leave. “Tonight, when we read from the Bible and pray, lets pray for Askar, that God would show himself and his truth to him.”

Islamic Lesson

In the last lesson we looked at Arabia during the time previous to the coming of Islam. In this lesson we will learn about the life of Muhammad the prophet and founder of Islam.

Muhammad’s childhood

After Abdullah’s death, Muhammad and his mother Aminah lived with Abdul Mutalib. When he turned six, Muhammad’s mother, Aminah died leaving him as an orphan. Muhammad then lived with his grandfather until he was eight years old. This period of time had a significant impact on his life, as his grandfather was always obsessed with trying to restore the ancient Nabataean Empire.

When Muhammad was eight years old, Abdul Mutalib died so he was sent to live with his uncle Abu Talib. During his early teens, Muhammad accompanied his uncle on several trading journeys to Syria. During one trip Muhammad made an acquaintance with Bahira, a monk who lived alone in a small cell. The two of them spoke of religion and Bahira took a special liking to Muhammad.

Muhammad marries

Khadija was a merchant woman of dignity and wealth, but she was a widow. She hired men from the Quraysh tribe to transport her goods to foreign markets on a profit-sharing basis. When she was ready to send goods on another journey, several merchants approached her. One of them was Muhammad who wanted to try his hand at foreign trade. Khadija accepted his offer and sent a young man from her household called Maysara with him. They traveled to Syria and returned after some time with trade goods which she sold at a handsome profit. Maysara spoke highly of Muhammad, and a relationship soon formed between the Khadija and Muhammad. Khadija had many suitors who wished to marry her, but she had not found any that seemed trustworthy or interested in her well being rather than her riches. Muhammad was different, and eventually Khadija proposed marriage. Muhammad’s uncles all agreed, and the two were married. This was very helpful for Khadija, for this secured her financial resources and stopped the interest of suitors. For Muhammad, his marriage gave him instant status and financial stability. It also provided him with time to be at ease and enjoy life. After this Muhammad was known as “al Amin” or “the trustworthy one.”

Rebuilding the Ka’aba

When Muhammad was 35 years old, the citizens of Mecca decided to rebuild the Ka’aba, making the wall higher and adding a roof and gates. During the rebuilding process a question arose as to who should have the honor of raising the black stone into its proper place. The black stone was a large meteorite that had fallen to earth many centuries before and had been revered by the Nabataeans as a representative of the god Al Dushares, the god of rocks and mountains. Each tribe claimed the honor of raising the stone, so an argument broke out. 

A respected senior citizen advised the disputants to allow the gods to choose a man. He suggested that it be the first man to enter the Ka'aba gate. The proposal was agreed upon, and the first man who entered the gate was Muhammad. He was very surprised to find himself in such a place of honor. When he spoke, his advice satisfied all the contending parties. He ordered the stone to be placed on a piece of cloth and each tribe to share the honor of lifting it up by taking hold of a part of the cloth. In this manner the stone was deposited in its place and the rebuilding of the Ka’aba was completed without further interruption.

Once the Ka’aba was rebuilt, people began to flock to it to worship all the gods that it contained. During this time they would walk around the Ka’aba praying to all of the gods at once. 

The renewed interest in worship at the Ka’aba alarmed the Christians living in Mecca, and soon a great debate arose in the city whether there was one God or many gods. The first convert to Christianity was Suleiman, a Persian young man who was drawn to the prayers he heard as he listened outside of a church. He was followed soon afterwards by four men who broke from the Nabataean religions, claiming that they were going to follow the religion of Abraham their father. Eventually these were forced to leave Mecca.

The Mount Hira experience

At 40 years of age, Muhammad decided to follow the pagan practice of Tahannuth, where a person would go into the mountains in seclusion for one month to meditate. So, he left Mecca and went to nearby Mount Hira. One night the figure of an angel appeared to him holding an ornate cloth and commanded him to read.

Muhammad answered “What shall I read?” The figure pressed it to him so tight that Muhammad thought he would die. “Read” he was commanded again. “What shall I read?” “Read” he was commanded a third time. “What shall I read” Muhammad begged in terror.

“Read: in the name of the Lord who created man of coagulated blood.
Read! The Lord is most generous, who taught by the pen, 
Who taught unto men that which they knew not.”

Muhammad then awoke from his sleep and the words would not leave him. This terrified him, and he later said “I was afraid that I was possessed by a demon. None of God’s creatures were more hateful to me than a man possessed; I could not even look at them. I thought: Woe is me. Never shall the Quraysh say this of me. I will go to the top of the mountain and throw myself down that I may kill myself and gain rest.”

So Muhammad began to climb the mountain. About midway up he heard a voice speaking “Oh Muhammad, you are the apostle of God and I am the angel Gabriel.” Where ever Muhammad looked, Gabriel stood in front of him, so he could not climb higher.

Eventually Muhammad gave up and returned back to Mecca where he collapsed on his wife’s lap and asked her to cover him for he was sick. He then confessed to her that he might be demon possessed. She tried to comfort him. Later she sent a message to one of the four men who had converted to Christianity and told him of Muhammad’s experience. Several days later, while Muhammad was walking around the Ka’aba praying, this young man came to him and asked him what he had seen. After he heard the account he was very impressed and told this to Muhammad.

Several days later Khadija came to Muhammad with a request. “When the angel Gabriel comes to you, can you speak and talk to people?”  

“Yes”

“The next time you see him, can you call me?”

Several days later Muhammad said to Khadija “I see Gabriel”

“Get up and sit on my left leg” She commanded. He did so. “Can you see him” When Muhammad confirmed this she asked him to sit on her right leg. Gabriel was still there. Then she had him sit on her lap. The whole time Muhammad could still see Gabriel. Then she stripped herself of her clothing. “Can you still see him?”

“No” he replied.

Oh Muhammad!” she exclaimed “He is an angel and not a demon for he withdrew when I exposed myself. This is an ancient test which I learned from my mother.” Muhammad accepted the test and from this point on never questioned Gabriel’s authenticity.

Muhammad continued to receive further revelations. In between the revelations he would recite what he had already received, and sometimes he would go into a trance. When receiving his revelations, he sometimes closed his eyes and foamed at the mouth. Sometimes he roared like and animal. Those who saw him noted he seemed as if “his soul was being taken from him”or he was intoxicated.  One Muslim historian noted that during this time Muhammad was so repulsed by the form of the cross, that he would break it whenever he came across one.

Muhammad then began to speak out against the multiple gods of the Nabataeans, proclaiming that there was only one true God. Muhammad identified this God as Allah, the god of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The Quraysh were alarmed and soon they began to create trouble for those who showed interest in Muhammad’s teachings. While Muhammad was protected because of his status as a wealthy merchant many of the poorer people accepted his teachings, despite being persecuted. As this persecution grew, Muhammad advised them to move to Ethiopia in Africa, so eighty three men and their families left Mecca.

12 years of persecution

In the years that followed, persecution continued. Muhammad desired that all of his tribe should follow his new teachings. He proclaimed there was only one God who was a god of reckoning. He said that at death people would either go to hell, or to a great garden of delight. The people of Mecca mocked him and threatened him.

During this time, the Satanic Verses Event took place. During one of his revelations in the local temple, Muhammad uttered Sura 53:19-20 “Have you then considered Lat and Uzza and another, the third, Manaat?”  Here Muhammad seems to concede that the people could continue to worship the Nabataean god of power, and the goddesses of fate and fertility. There are some Traditions that say that this verse was originally followed by “…whose intercession may be counted on.”

Remember, the Nabataean’s believed in several gods.

Al Uzza  

(the God of Power)

Al Dushares 

(the God of Rocks and Mountains)

Al Kutbe 

(the God of Writing)

Al Qaum 

(the God of War and Protection)

Al Manaat 

(the Goddess of Fate)

Al Lat 

(the Goddess of Fertility)

When the people of Mecca heard this they were greatly pleased at the way in which Muhammad spoke of their gods. Muhammad then prostrated himself, facing north as was his custom, and many of the people of Mecca joined him. After their time of prayer they said “Muhammad has spoken of our gods in a splendid fashion.”

Eventually news reached the Muslim refugees in Africa that the people of Mecca had accepted Muhammad’s teaching, so they decided to return. Upon their return they were shocked at the teachings of Muhammad. Muhammad then repented of what he said, claiming that Satan had put the words into his mouth. According to the Qur’an, the angel Gabriel came and chastised him for his compromise. The Qur'an says “We never sent a messenger or a prophet before you but when he desired, the devil made a suggestion respecting his desire. However Allah annuls that which the devil casts. Allah always establishes His messages. Allah is all knowing and wise.”

From this situation we learn about the Muslim concept of abrogation, or the canceling of one revelation through further revelation. This was later applied to the teachings of the Old and New Testament when Muslims claimed that the Qur’an replaced them.

During the time of persecution that followed, Muhammad claimed that one evening he was carried from Mecca to the temple location on top of Jerusalem by a winged donkey. There he met with Abraham, Moses and Jesus and many of the prophets and prayed with them. When he returned in the morning, the Quraysh were angry saying that it took a month to travel to Jerusalem and a month to return, yet Muhammad claimed to do it in one night.

Since Muhammad had never been to Jerusalem, the people challenged Muhammad to describe different things he had seen in Jerusalem. As he did so, those who had visited Jerusalem confirmed that his descriptions were correct.

Muhammad then went on to describe a ladder that had come out of the sky, and when he climbed it he reached heaven and the Gate of the Watchers. When he entered the lowest heaven he met many angels. At one point he saw a man who met all of the spirits that came up from the earth. He was told that this was Adam, who greeted all of the spirits of his descendants. He then went around the first heaven and saw people in various forms of punishment for things they had done on earth, such as charging interest on loans, homosexuals, and unfaithful women. He then went up to the second heaven and met Jesus and John the Baptist. In the third heaven he met Joseph son of Jacob, and in the fourth heaven he met a man called Idris. (According to Muslim tradition Idris and Enoch are the same people). In the fifth heaven he met Aaron, Moses’ brother). In the sixth heaven he met Moses. In the seventh heaven he met Abraham who took him to see another place called Paradise where he saw a beautiful woman who was to belong to Zayd bin Haritha, one of the people of Mecca.

Khadija dies

Khadija and Abu Talib died the same year, and after their deaths trouble came to Muhammad. The following three years proved very difficult for Muhammad, as Khadija and Abu Talib had been his Main supporters and protectors in the community.

Muhammad then started visiting the local markets offering himself as a prophet to any who gathered there. Some of the low class people began to revere him, but the wealthy continued to spurn him. When Muhammad visited a fair in the city of Aqaba, six men listened intently to him. The following year Muhammad returned to the fair at Aqaba, and twelve men pledged themselves to the prophet. The following year the number had grown to 73 men and two women. They all returned to their various homes, talking about Muhammad wherever they went.

Bible Lesson

Muslims often ask non-Muslims, “What do you think of Muhammad?” They usually expect high praise for him, and love to compare him to other great leaders. The wise Christian usually says that he or she does not know much of Muhammad, thus avoiding a useless argument. Christians should follow this by saying that they know about Jesus, and would be happy to tell the Muslim about him. However, in their own hearts, most Christians wonder about Muhammad. What should they think of Muhammad?

Ever since New Testament times people have claimed that they were prophets of God. I John 2:18-23 tells us: “Little children, it is the last time: and as you have heard that antichrist shall come, even now are there many antichrists; whereby we know that it is the last time. They went out from us, but they were not of us; for if they had been of us, they would no doubt have continued with us: but they went out, that they might be made manifest that they were not all of us. But ye have an unction from the Holy One, and you know all things. I have not written unto you because you know not the truth, but because you know it, and that no lie is of the truth. Who is a liar but he that denies that Jesus is the Christ? He is antichrist, that denies the Father and the Son. Whosoever denies the Son, the same hath not the Father: (but) he that acknowledges the Son hath the Father also.” 

The Bible then recommends that we test the spirits and all new messengers. Beloved, believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God: because many false prophets are gone out into the world. I John 4:1

When Muhammad arrived, he brought a religion that denied that Jesus was the Son of God. In the verses we just read it clearly tells us, “whosoever denies the Son, the same hath not the Father.” So it is clear that Muslims, who deny the son-ship of Jesus, are not true followers of God.

However, Muhammad did bring many positive corrections to the false Christian teachings of his day. He spoke out against icons and statues that Christians were worshiping. He spoke out against the veneration of Mary and the saints, insisting that there was only one God worthy of worship. However, the message he brought was not in agreement with the Bible, rather it was a message that reflected Muhammad’s worldview and cultural needs.

Testing the Spirits

Do you remember the test that Khadija did to see if Gabriel was really an angel? As soon as she removed her clothing Gabriel disappeared. The Bible provides us with other ways of testing the spirits. Do you know where this is taught in the Bible? (pause)

I John 4:1-6 tells us this: 

Beloved, believe not every spirit, but try the spirits whether they are of God: because many false prophets are gone out into the world. Here is how to know the Spirit of God: Every spirit that confesses that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is of God: And every spirit that confesses not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh is not of God: it is the spirit of antichrist, that you have heard should come; and even now already is it in the world. You are of God, little children, and have overcome them: because greater is he that is in you, than he that is in the world. They are of the world: therefore they speak of the world, and the world hears them. We are of God: he that knows God hears us; he that is not of God does not hear us. Hereby we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error.

Here we are told of several ways to test the spirits. 

1 The spirit must agree that Jesus the Messiah is come in the flesh

2 If the spirit speaks of worldly things and the world receives them, then it is not of God.

Think of Muhammad. He reacted badly when he saw a cross. He denied that Jesus was anything more than a prophet. He refused to accept him as God incarnate who came in the flesh. Secondly, his message offered men a life of sexual pleasure. Thirdly he offered a paradise of worldly pleasures, rather than spiritual ones. And the world readily accepted Islam as their religion.

Now that you have heard Muhammad’s story, try answering the following questions.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 What are the marks of a true prophet according to the Bible? Use both the Old Testament and New Testament for this. (Think of miracles, fulfilled prophecies, consistent with former revelations, Deuteronomy 18:15-18)

2 How could Muhammad accurately describe Jerusalem even though he had never been there?

Is Islam a religion of faith or works or both?

Lesson Five

Muhammad as Ruler
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Story

As soon as school was out, Askar and Huan gathered their things into their schoolbags. Strapping them onto their backs, the two boys headed for home. First they would stop at Huan's house, at the back of the store, and then Askar would continue home. Askar had arranged with his mother that he could visit with Huan for a while after school. She agreed because she was happy to have Askar away from home for a bit longer in the afternoon, and Huan's family seemed a good one.

This day, as they were walking along, Askar began speaking about the lessons he was taking at the mosque. 

“Did you know the prophet Muhammad had more than one wife?”

“No, I hadn't heard that” Huan answered truthfully.

“Muslim men are allowed four wives, but only if they can afford them. Muhammad, however, had many wives. That's how great he was.”

“How many wives did he have?” Hunan asked.

“I don't know, maybe ten or twelve. Can you imagine that?”

“That's funny” Huan giggled.

“What is?”

“Imagine having ten or twelve mothers.” Huan laughed. “My mom is always asking me to do this or do that....” He paused. “Imagine ten mothers all asking you to do things.”

Askar laughed. “Yes, that would be funny. But imagine having lots of brothers and sisters. They could all do things as well.”

“Did Muhammad have lots of children?”

“I'm not sure, I don't think so.”   

“But if he had lots of wives, shouldn't he have had lots of kids.”

“Maybe”

“Christians only have one wife. I've never heard of a Christian having more than one wife.”

The boys walked on thoughtfully. “Yeah, most Muslims only have one wife as well. Unless they are wealthy. Then they have more.”

“I think some people in the Bible had more than one wife.”

“Really?”

“Yes, Abraham had several wives, and lots and lots of kids and grandchildren. I think King David also had several wives.”

“So why don't Christians have more than one wife?”

“I don't know. I will have to ask my father.”

As the boys walked along, the call to prayer began to be sung out from a nearby mosque. Askar sang along with the call to prayer. Huan listened. 

“What are they saying?” he asked when the call to prayer was done.

“They are saying that Allah is Great and Muhammad is the prophet of Allah.”

“Can you understand the Arabic language?” Huan asked in amazement.

“No, not really. But Mullah Ackap told me what the call to prayer means.” Askar paused. “The Mullah told us that Muhammad was more than a prophet. He was a great ruler and a very wealthy man.'

“How did he get so wealthy? Wasn't he a poor orphan as a boy?”

“Yes, but he died a very wealthy man.”

“Was he a great merchant?”

“No, his men attacked other people. They got rich from the loot they took.”

“Were they thieves?”

“No, I don't think so. They were at war with others. So they fought back, and took their stuff.”

Huan was quiet.

“Muhammad had a great army. They defeated other armies much bigger than theirs.”Askar paused.  “What about Jesus? Did he have an army?”  

Huan had to think hard. He couldn't remember anything about an army. He would have to ask his father when he got home. “I don't think so.” He finally admitted. “But there were five thousand people that came to hear him speak. And he fed them all.”

Askar seemed impressed. “That’s a lot of people” he admitted. But didn't he have a great army? Didn't he defeat any enemies?” There was a long pause while neither boy spoke. They just trudged along, carrying their school bags. Huan wasn't sure how to answer his friend. Compared to Muhammad Jesus didn't amount to much. He seems to have been just a loving man with good teachings. And he died at the hands of his enemies. He didn't defeat them like Muhammad did.

That night Huan told his father some of the things that Askar was saying about Islam. “Muhammad seems like such a great rulelr” he said sadly. “I love Jesus, but Askar doesn't think much of Jesus. He only talks of Muhammad.” 

“Perhaps it would be good if you spoke more about the Bible and Jesus”

“I guess so.”

Perhaps you could tell Askar about the miracles that Jesus did. Do you remember the feeding of the five thousand we read about the other day?”

Huan nodded.

“Has Askar mentioned any miracles that Muhammad did?”

“No”

“What is greater, getting things for yourself or helping others?”

“Helping others, I suppose.”

“The Bible tells us that Jesus was God. Do you think God would want great riches? Gold, and possessions and many wives?”

“No, he wouldn't be interested in those things.”

“Exactly.  Muhammad was a great leader. But Jesus was more.”

Huan smiled. His father always had the right answers.

“Let’s pray that God will give you an opportunity to share something about Jesus”  Together they bowed their heads.

Islamic Lesson

The Hijra

Eventually trouble arose in Mecca. The Meccan people refused to accept Muhammad as a prophet of God. One Muslim man was so ill treated that he and his family moved to the city of Medina in the middle of Arabia. He was well received, and soon another man and his family followed. There then followed waves of emigrants leaving Mecca. Muhammad and a few close followers however stayed behind.

The leaders of the Quraysh tribe then met and discussed imprisoning or killing Muhammad. They decided that one representative from each of the families should be chosen and when night came they would gather and all partake in the killing of Muhammad. That night Muhammad was visited by the angel Gabriel who told him to flee. He and the few followers that were left fled to a cave near Mecca and waited there several days. Eventually the searchers gave up and Muhammad and his followers moved on to Medina. Others of his followers slowly joined him. 

The date of the emigration from Mecca to Medina is set by Muslims as June 20, 662, and this marks the beginning of the Muslim calendar.

The Time in Medina

The followers of Muhammad prepared a house for him and the city welcomed him and included him among the governors of the city. After a place of worship was built they began to discuss how to call the Muslims to prayer. The Jews used a trumpet and the Christians used a bell. The Muslims considered using a bell, but that night one of Muhammad’s follows had a dream in which he saw a man who told him a better way to call people to pray. He then shouted out the call to prayer in a sort of chant. As the man then shouted out the chant, another man said that he too had heard the same chant in his dream. Muhammad said ‘God be praised for this’” and the Muslim call to prayer was official.

In order to support themselves, the Muslims began raiding the surrounding villages and Bedouin tents. They especially focused on the caravans on the incense road. They were particularly hostile to those going to and from Mecca. It is claimed that two years after the Hijra about 300 Muslim raiders attacked and defeated a caravan of 1000 Meccans at the Battle of Badr. When they returned triumphantly to Medina, many people were so impressed with the Muslims that they decided to join them. Many songs and poems were created and even to this day, Muslims look back on the Battle of Badr with great pride.

The Muslims continued with their raids around the country, taking loot from many people, becoming rich and powerful in the process. Many tribesmen, when seeing the power of the Muslim forces converted and joined them.

The following year the Meccans gathered an army and attacked Muhammad and his followers at Uhud where they defeated him. Muhammad himself was wounded and 70 Muslims were killed. This defeat caused many of those who were supporting Muhammad to withdraw their support. Five years after the Hijra the Meccans sent an army estimated at 10,000 men against Medina. That battle became known as the Battle of the Ditch because of a trench which Muhammad had dug around the town. Although the siege lasted some time it ended in failure for the Meccan’s who returned home. The Quraysh never again opposed Muhammad by force. The fallen Muslims were called martyrs and were given special reverence by Muhammad and his followers. Many songs and poems were composed for them. The Muslim forces continued to raid all through central and northern Arabia. During these raids, many people joined them because of the booty they would gain.

Eight years after the Hijra the Muslims were raiding into the old Edomite territory and eventually reached Muta the southern point of the Byzantine Empire. From there Muhammad decided to attack Mecca as there were certain Meccan’s who had taken Muslim lives and he wanted revenge. The Muslim army then turned onto Mecca invading the city and destroying idols.

Those early years in Medina are very important to Muslims. Before the Hijra, Muslims were just individuals who believed in Muhammad as a prophet. But Muhammad’s message was not just religious. Muhammad was organizing people’s lives into a society. This could not be done in Mecca because so many people were against them; but in Medina Islam demonstrated itself as a form of government as well as a religion. Islamic revelation spoke to all parts of a Muslim’s life, even how the government should be run. Whenever there was a conflict or question, Muslim would seek Allah and soon after would announce a revelation. Since Muhammad was the prophet, his word was the law. In this way Muhammad managed to bring the warring tribes and families together and force them to become a united society.

Trouble with the Jews

During the early days in Medina, Muslims and the Jews began to clash. Jewish rabbis began to confront Muhammad and accuse him of misunderstanding and misquoting the scriptures.

Angry with the Jews Muhammad instructed his men to destroy them. In one day his men beheaded around 900 Jewish men. Their wives and children were sold as slaves and their property was confiscated.

Morally things seem to have gone downhill from this point. It began with a massacre of the Jewish population and the taking of their wives and children as slaves. Much of the Muslim army’s attention was on capturing material goods and taking women captive. This obsession with sex was encouraged by Muhammad’s behavior. Two months after Khadija died, Muhammad remarried. He then took a multiplicity of wives. Not just four as his revelations permitted, but many during in his lifetime.

Muhammad’s Marriages

During his life Muhammad married 11 or 13 women depending upon the differing accounts of who were his wives. After the death of Khadija, Muhammad began to marry many different women, but he did not marry them all at one time. Below is a list of Muhammad’s wives.

Khadija

At the age of 25, Muhammad married Khadija who was 40 years old at the time and this marriage lasted for 25 years. She was the first woman he married and his only wife until she died. Their sons were Qasim and Abd-Allah. Their daughters were Zainab, Ruqaiya, Umm Kulthum and Fatima.  There is some dispute between Muslim scholars regarding the four daughters of Khadija. Were they born to Khadijah from her marriage to Muhammad, an earlier marriage, or were they in fact the daughters of a widowed and dead sister of Khadija? Most Sunni Muslims believe Muhammad had four daughters with Khadija while the Shia Muslims do not.

Sawda

The death of Khadija left Muhammad lonely and it was suggested to him that he marry Sawda who had suffered many hardships after she became a Muslim. Muhammad married her when she was about 55 years old, in the tenth year after the Hijra.

Aisha 

Aisha was the seven year old daughter of Abu Bakr, a close friend and confidant of Muhammad. Muslim scholars differ on whether Muhammad married Sawda or Aisha first. Muhammad married Sawda one month after the death of his first wife Khadija upon suggestion of one of his companions. Regardless, Muhammad did not consummate his marriage with Aisha until she reached the age of nine, and she lived with Sawda during that time.

Hafsah

Muhammad married Hafsah daughter of Umar bin Al-Khattab, three years after the Hijra. Her husband was killed in the battle of Uhud. She was 18 at the time.

Zaynab

Zaynab married Muhammad four years after Hijra, but died two or three months after marriage. She was nicknamed “the mother of the poor” because of her kindness and care towards them. She used to be the wife of a man who was martyred at the battle of Uhud.

Um Salama Hind

Um Salama Hind was a widow married to Muhammad in the fourth year of Al-Hijra.

Zaynab

Zaynab was Muhammad's cousin, being the daughter of one of his father's sisters. At the time of the Hijra she was likely a widow, and probably emigrated with her brothers who were also Muslims. Upon arriving in Medina, she was forced by Muhammad, against her will, to marry his adopted son Zayd. In the year 626 AD Muhammad went to visit Zayd at his house to talk to him. Zayd was not there, but according to traditional Muslim sources, Muhammad saw Zaynab scantily clad and he greatly desired her. Muhammad did not force Zaynab but left, saying to himself “Praise be to God, praise to the manager of hearts!” Zaynab told her husband Zayd about this, and Zayd at once offered to divorce Zaynab, but Muhammad told him to keep her. After these events, life with Zaynab became unbearable for Zayd and he divorced her. When her waiting period was complete, Muhammad married her. Muhammad's contemporaries criticized him for this marriage because of its incestuous character. It was considered incest for a man to marry a woman who had once been married to his son, and an adopted son was counted the same as a biological son. 

However, this marriage was justified when the angel Gabriel suddenly revealed another verse in the Qur’an. “So when Zeyd had performed the necessary formality (of divorce) from her, We gave her unto thee in marriage, so that (henceforth) there may be no sin for believers in respect of wives of their adopted sons, when the latter have performed the necessary formality (of release) from them. The commandment of Allah must be fulfilled.”  Qur’an 33:37. This verse implies that treating adopted sons as real sons is objectionable, and that there should now be a complete break with the past.

Juwayriya

Juwayriya was among the booty that fell to the Muslims from a raid. She was a portion of one of the Muslim raiders who made her a covenant to set her free at a certain time. When she was set free, Muhammad married her, in the sixth year of Al-Hijra.

Ramlah

Ramlah was married and emigrated with her husband to Ethiopia. When her husband converted to Christianity, she stood fast to her Muslim religion and refused to convert. When her husband died, Muhammad dispatched someone to the king of Ethiopia with a letter asking for Ramlah. Muhammad then married her in the seventh year of Al-Hijra. 

Safiyya

Safiyya was a Jewess captured in the battle of Khaybar. Her father had been beheaded before the battle. Muhammad also married her in the seventh year of Al-Hijra.

Maymuna

Muhammad married Meimunah after the Lesser Pilgrimage, also in the seventh year of Al Hijra.

Maria

Maria was a Coptic Christian slave, sent as a gift from a Byzantine official. Muhammad later freed her, and upon marriage she assumed the title “Mother of the believers”, like all his other wives.

Raihanah

Raihanah was captured as a slave after the defeat of the Bani Qurayza tribe. She later became a Muslim but remained a slave in Muhammad’s household.

Children and Grandchildren

None of Muhammad’s sons lived to marry. However, he did have two grandsons, Hassan and Husayn.

Muhammad's widows

The prophet's wives were revered as the Mothers of the Believers; it was considered be tantamount to incest for a Muslim to marry one of Muhammad's widows. None of his widows remarried after his death.

However, Abu Bakr and the succeeding rulers known as caliphs did make provision for Muhammad's widows and relatives out of the proceeds of the Muslim conquests. One-fifth of the spoils were to be given to the ruler, as public funds. Part of this was devoted to pensions for Muhammad's widows.

Neither the wives nor the relatives were satisfied with this decision, and there are many traditions recounting their complaints to Abu Bakr and the succeeding caliphs.

While Muhammad was a great military and political leader, but power seemed to ‘go to his head.’ From a Christian point of view several things seem questionable. When Muhammad needed financial support he raided caravans going to Mecca. When there were no caravans his men raided the tribes and villages around Arabia, especially attacking Jews and Christians. When Muslim men began dieing in battle, Mohammad announced that whoever died in a holy war would be forgiven and go straight to the Gardens of Paradise. When his wealthy and influential wife died, be entered into a series of marriages, including one child of nine years old. When people complained about his marriage to his son’s wife, he received a convenient revelation that allowed it. Muhammad led 27 battles and gave orders for another 39. The historian, Sa’id Muslim records that he ordered the beheading of 900 Jewish men and directed at least 27 assassinations or massacres.

Was Mohammed Illiterate?

Muslim people are divided on this issue. Most Muslims believe that Mohammad was illiterate, and thus could not write the Qur’an, proving that it was a revelation from God. In order to prove this they use Sura 7:157.   

Now, special mercy is assigned to those who follow the messenger, the unlettered Prophet - whom they shall find described in the Taurat (Torah) and the Injeel (Gospel).

Some read this verse as saying: The Unbooked Prophet, and claim that this means the prophet was unbooked or was illiterate. However, others argue that it could mean, the prophet to those who do not have a book (a scripture). The Jews and Christians already had a book, so Muhammad was the prophet to the unbooked people.

Those who claim that this means that the prophet was unlettered, go on to claim that the Qur'an was a miracle. However, others argue that even if he could not read or write Muhammad could have used a scribe.

Historians argue that Nabataean merchants were literate as they had to write out bills of sale. Most Nabataean merchants could speak several languages. Nabataean shepherds even left graffiti on rocks and stones. Besides this, Muhammad’s cousin Ali was one of the foremost literary figures of his time.

Islamic traditions tell us that when the Treaty of Hudaibah was being signed, Muhammad took a pen from Ali, struck out the words in which Ali had designated him as “the apostle of God” and wrote instead with his own hand the words, “son of Abdullah.” Also, on his death bed Muhammad asked for a pen to write.

However, the argument is a needless one for there was no need for Muhammad to be literate. His followers always memorized his revelations. As far as anyone can tell, they were not committed to writing until much later, after he died. 

Death of Muhammad

Muhammad died when he was 63 years old. On his death bed he is supposed to have said: “Today I have perfected your religion and have chosen for you Islam. I have left for you the Qur'an, and the Hadith.” He then told his followers they should hold to these. 

He died after a 10 day illness. The people of Medina refused to believe it but Abu Bakr said: “Whoever worshiped Muhammad, know that Muhammad is dead. Whoever worships Allah, know that Allah lives.”

There was immediate disunion after Muhammad died. When his body was laying on the lap of his wife, a fight broke out over who would be the next leader. Soon after this Islam split into two movements: Shiite and Sunni. 

Bible Lesson

Demonic Influence

Many Christians believe that Muhammad was demonically influenced. In the lesson material that follows we will briefly look at Satan, demons and demonic influence in people. 

First, we must realize that the Devil and demons are different. There is only one Devil. In Greek he has a specific name “diabolos.” The Bible calls him the accuser. The Bible also refers to many demons. In Greek they are known as daimonion or knowing ones. Matthew 24:41 refers to the Devil and his angels.

The Bible refers to people who fall under the power of a demon as demonized. (Greek: daimonizomei). In some cases, such as Matthew 12:43-45 and Luke 11:24-26 people were possessed with multiple demons. In one case the multiple demons were called Legion. A Roman legion was at least 4000 men, and sometimes 6000.  (Mark 5:9 and Luke 8:27). These demons were cast into 2000 pigs who then drowned themselves. In another place, Mary had seven demons cast out of her. (Mark 16:9 and Luke 8:2)  In Mark 9:29 and Matthew 12:45 the bible indicates that demons differ in their power and abilities.

The Bible also refers to demons as unclean spirits. Luke 4:33 and Mark 1:23.  In Mark 5 and Mark 7 the Bible describes demons as unclean spirits as well as using the word demon. From this we know that they are the same thing. I John 4:1-4 tells us that not every spirit is from God.

Demons were present in the Old Testament as well as the new. (Deut 32:17; Lev 17:7; Ps 106:37.) The Bible also tells us that someday demons will be cast into hell. We can learn this from John 6, Matthew 25, Peter 2, Jude 6, and Revelation 12.

Throughout the Bible there are records of people who have fallen under demonic influence. Sometime this manifests itself in depression and violence (such as King Saul in the Old Testament) and sometimes in physical sickness or other manifestations. Roughly half of the healings that Jesus performed in the Gospel of Matthew were actually deliverances from demonic influence. If this is true today, then roughly half the sickness and diseases in the world today are demonically rooted. Does that mean that the person is owned by the demon? No! Did the demons own the man who Jesus cast the deaf and dumb spirit out of? Of course not!!

The original Greek language always uses the word demonically influenced, never owned. The reason Christians can cast demons out of people, is because demons are intruders in their lives. People can be under the power (influence) of demons, just as they can be under the power or influence of alcohol or drugs. The more a person drinks, the more it influences him. The deeper a person gets into demonic bondage, the more it influences him

The Bible refers to several cases of people who had demons, and uses the word possessed, but it does not say that the person was under total control of the demon. Actually, in some passages it is obvious that the person was not under complete control of the demon. Take, for instance, the times when deaf and dumb spirits were cast out of a man. All they did was cause the person to be blind or not be able to speak. The scripture does not say that they did anything else to the man. 

If you are 'possessed' by a spirit of fear, it means you are under the power of a spirit of fear, which means you will be influenced by the spirit of fear, and therefore you will be fearful. The same is true with spirits of deafness, if you are under their power, you won't be able to hear. To be possessed really means to be under the power of that particular demon.

Now people don’t just happen to fall under the influence of a demon without something happening in their lives. Either they or a family member or ancestor has given a certain amount of control over to demons. Some people may be lightly affected by the demonic, while others may be more heavily affected. It all depends on the strength of the demons involved, what doors have been opened, and how many demons are involved, along with other factors that will determine the amount of power or control the demons have in a person.

A good way to illustrate this is by comparing demonic bondages to drinking; the stronger the drink, and the more of it you have, the more it will influence your behavior. If you drink too much of a strong drink, it can become quite noticeable. However, if you only take a sip of wine, you may not even notice the effect.

Demons can affect the physical body, as well as the mind of a person. The common ways that they affect the physical body is through sickness and disease, such as cancer or arthritis. The common ways they affect a person mentally is by fear, depression or even mental illness. Demons can also hinder a person's spiritual growth.

· The Bible indicates some of the ways that demons may manifest themselves in a person’s life:

Mark 5:5, “And always, night and day, he was in the mountains, and in the tombs, crying, and cutting himself with stones.”

Matthew 9:32-33, “As they went out, behold, they brought to him a dumb man possessed with a devil. And when the devil was cast out, the dumb spake...”

Matthew 9:25, “When Jesus saw that the people came running together, he rebuked the foul spirit, saying unto him, Thou dumb and deaf spirit, I charge thee, come out of him, and enter no more into him.”

Luke 13:11, “And, behold, there was a woman which had a spirit of infirmity eighteen years, and was bowed together, and could in no wise lift up herself.”

Matthew 8:28, “And when he was come to the other side into the country of the Gergesenes, there met him two possessed with devils, coming out of the tombs, exceeding fierce, so that no man might pass by that way.”

Matthew 5:2-4, “And when he was come out of the ship, immediately there met him out of the tombs a man with an unclean spirit, Who had his dwelling among the tombs; and no man could bind him, no, not with chains: Because that he had been often bound with fetters and chains, and the chains had been plucked asunder by him, and the fetters broken in pieces: neither could any man tame him. And always, night and day, he was in the mountains, and in the tombs, crying, and cutting himself with stones.” 

Does that sound like somebody who's in their right mind to you? What would somebody in their right mind be doing roaming the tombs? This tells me that there was a spirit of death involved, which gave him exceeding interest in the dead. Who in their right mind would be roaming the tombs day and night crying and cutting themselves with stones? When Jesus cast those demons out, the man was said to have been “in his right mind” once again (verse 15).

Luke 8:27, “And when he went forth to land, there met him out of the city a certain man, which had devils long time, and ware no clothes, neither abode in any house, but in the tombs.” What kind of a person in their right mind would go running around in the tombs naked?

Matthew 17:15, 18, “Lord, have mercy on my son: for he is lunatic, and sore vexed: for often he falls into the fire, and oft into the water... And Jesus rebuked the devil; and he departed out of him: and the child was cured from that very hour.”

Matthew 9:17-18, “And one of the multitude answered and said, Master, I have brought unto thee my son, which hath a dumb spirit; And where ever he took  him, he tears him: and he foams, and gnashes with his teeth, and pines away: and I spoke to thy disciples that they should cast him out; and they could not.”

1 Samuel 16:14, “But the Spirit of the LORD departed from Saul, and an evil spirit from the LORD troubled him.” I like how the New Living Translation says it, “Now the Spirit of the LORD had left Saul, and the LORD sent a tormenting spirit that filled him with depression and fear.”

What can we as Christians do to help people who have come under the influence of demons? First, we need to help them understand that Christ died for them and provided a way of deliverance. Luke 4:18, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to... preach deliverance to the captives...”).  So also are we sent out (John 20:21, “Then said Jesus to them... as my Father hath sent me, even so send I you.”) to do the works He did (John 14:12, “He that believeth on me, the works that I do shall he do also...”), and this includes casting out of devils (Matthew 10:8). The ministry of deliverance is about bringing spiritual victory and freedom to those who are in bondage. 

Sometimes people have been abused, rejected, wounded, or hurt in some way and there is an emotional wound that needs to be healed. Demons will use these wounds and weaknesses against the person, as leverage to hold them in bondage and get them to re-open doors so that they can re-enter. Inner healing is a vital step in the overall restoration process that needs to take place in the lives of many who are seeking deliverance. 

The Bible tells us in II Corinthians that spiritual warfare is about tearing down strongholds. Strongholds are incorrect thinking patterns that people develop over time, and are often set up and nurtured by demons through lies and deception. Demons thrive on strongholds, and use them to hang around a person and torment them. Failing to tear down strongholds can prevent us from walking in complete spiritual freedom.

We should also be aware that the demonic influence stated somewhere, and the door that was originally opened needs to be shut. It could be feelings of jealousy (like Saul in the Old Testament) or it could be something that parents or ancestors have done. The father of a family holds authority over his family. If he opens the door, demons can influence other members of the family. These doors of influence need to be sought out and closed one by one.

Finally, demons can be commanded to leave. First, Christians should be aware of their authority in Christ Jesus over the powers of the enemy, and have faith in that authority. Demons are cast out with a simple spoken command, such as, “I command the spirit of fear to come out in the name of Jesus!” But commanding a spirit to leave is not enough. Afterwards the Christian should pray with the one who was under the influence of the demon, to seek out the doors that were opened and the strongholds that were established. This may take time, and prayer should be focused on showing the person how demonic influence began and what lies the enemy has left behind

If only a true minister of the gospel had helped Muhammad, after his first meeting with the angel that called himself Gabriel. Imagine how the history of the world would have been different. 

Polygamy

Most Muslim men consider getting a second wife. It is not only their right in Islam, it is often a sign of wealth and prestige. Christians on the other hand, restrict themselves to one wife. And yet many of the great men in the Bible had more than one wife. Missionaries to Muslims should be prepared to answer questions about whether God allows one wife or more than one, and if so, how many.

The clearest evidence that monogamy is God’s ideal is found in Christ’s teaching on marriage in Matt. 19:3–6. 

Some Pharisees came to him to test him. They asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any and every reason?” “Haven't you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator 'made them male and female,' and said, 'For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh'?  So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.”

In this passage, Jesus refers to the creation account, in Genesis 1:27 and 2:24, saying ‘the two will become one flesh’, not more than two.

Another important biblical teaching is the parallel of husband and wife with Christ and the Church in Eph. 5:22–33:

Wives, submit to your husbands as to the Lord. For the husband is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the Savior.

This passage only makes sense if a man has one wife. Jesus will not have multiple churches as his brides, but the ‘church’ meaning all believers.

The 10th Commandment ‘… You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife’ in Exodus 20:17 is singular and so presupposes the ideal that there is only one wife. Polygamy is expressly forbidden for church elders in 1 Tim. 3:2:

Now the overseer must be above reproach, the husband of but one wife, temperate, self-controlled, respectable, hospitable, able to teach.

And this is not just for elders, because Paul also wrote in 1 Corinthians 7:2:

‘each man should have his own wife, and each woman her own husband.’ 

Paul goes on to explain marital duties in terms that make sense only with one husband to one wife.  The example of godly people is also important. Isaac and Rebecca were monogamous — they are often used as models in Jewish weddings today. Other examples were Joseph and Asenath, and Moses and Zipporah. And the only survivors of the Flood were four monogamous couples.

So where did polygamy originate? Genesis 4:19 tells us of the first man who married two women. His name was Lamech. It is interesting to notice that after creation two groups of people emerged on the earth, those who followed the Lord, and a second line that slowly degenerated into evil ways. Their father was Cain, who killed his brother Abel. Lamech was a descendant of Cain, and his taking of two wives was one more step towards degeneration.

The bible later tells us about Esau, who despised his birthright, also caused much grief to his parents by marrying two pagan wives (Gen. 26:34).

God also forbade the kings of Israel to be polygamous (Deut. 17:16&17). 

The king, moreover, must not acquire great numbers of horses for himself or make the people return to Egypt to get more of them, for the LORD has told you, “You are not to go back that way again.” He must not take many wives, or his heart will be led astray. He must not accumulate large amounts of silver and gold.

So how did polygamy affect Abraham, David and Solomon?

Abraham took Hagar as his second wife when he stopped trusting God for what he had promised. He was trying to help God, and that is when his troubles began. The later wives were all mothers of nations that troubled Israel in the future. So much pain and suffering could have been spared, if Abraham had chosen not to take other wives.  David also could have spared himself many problems. In the end his children fought among themselves and killed one another. Solomon was a wise man, but he allowed his many wives to turn him away from God, even to the place where he started worshiping other gods!  

Why did God seem to allow polygamy? It is more like the case of divorce, which God tolerated for a while under certain conditions because of the hardness of people’s hearts, but was not the way it was intended from the beginning (Matt. 19:8). But whenever the Mosaic Law had provisions for polygamy, it was always the conditional ‘If he takes another wife to himself …’ (Ex.21:10), never an encouragement. God put a number of obligations of the husband towards the additional wives which would discourage polygamy. It is not surprising that polygamy was unknown among the Jews after the Babylonian exile, and that monogamy was generally practiced among the Greeks and Romans by New Testament times.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Was Muhammad demonically influenced? Consider spiritually: He heard voices and hatred of the cross. Morally: obsessed with sex, loved power, directed battles and assassinations. Materially: sought financial gain, loved money, participated and encouraged looting, killing and raping.

2 Compare Jesus and Muhammad using the temptations of Jesus in Matthew 4:1-11. How did Jesus react to temptation? How did Muhammad react?

3 Does God abrogate, change, or annul his word? Why or why not? How would you speak to Muslims who insist that the Old Testament and the New Testament are no longer valid, because God has brought forth a newer revelation?

Lesson Six

Expansion of Islam

(600 – 900 AD)
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Story

“Father,” Huan asked one evening, “Askar has been telling me about Islam. He says that it has expanded over the entire world, and that it is the greatest religion in the world today.”

Gui paused to think for a moment. He recognized his son’s comment as an important one. Many thoughts suddenly went through his mind. Was his son being influenced towards Islam? As a father, should he not be teaching his son more about the things of God? How could he protect, or better yet, equip his son to answer the challenges that Askar was giving?  Gui put down the things in he was carrying and sat on a box. “Askar is right. From the beginning Islam has spread very quickly. Today it is found all around the world. From what I understand, it is now the second largest religion in the world. Most Muslims think it is the largest, but it isn’t. But being large or small isn’t the important thing. It is the truth that counts.”

Huan nodded listening carefully to his father. 

“Islam is a religion,” Gui continued. “It is a system of beliefs and practices that Muslims follow. They believe that if they follow everything that their religion teaches them, that someday, when they die, they will go to Paradise.”   Gui looked at his son. “Huan, when a Muslim prays, which way does he face?”

“Towards Mecca, father, why?”

“Why does he face Mecca?”

“I don’t know.” Huan thought for a moment. “Maybe it is the Black Rock?”

“Yes, Muslims face the Black Rock in Mecca when they pray.” Gui paused. “When Christians pray, where do they face?”

Huan looked puzzled. “Face? I don’t think we face anywhere in particular”

“You are right” His father said. “God is everywhere. We can pray in any position, and God will hear us.”  Gui smiled.

“What is it Father?”

“I once heard a story of a man who fell down a well. As he was falling he called out to God to help him. The man was upside down, but God heard him and saved him.”

“That’s funny,” Huan giggled, “praying upside down.”

“The position of your body doesn’t matter very much Huan,” Gui continued, “But the position of your heart is important. God wants us to honor him and respect him. He looks at our heart, not just the position of our bodies.”

“When the Muslims pray at the mosque” Huan commented “they all have the exact same position. It’s like watching an exercise class. They all move together.”

“There is great strength and encouragement in doing things together with others. One feels protected and assured that they are right when everyone else is doing exactly the same thing.” Gui paused and looked at his son. “But it takes real courage to stand up and be different. Do you remember the story of the three men in the Book of Daniel from the Bible?”

“Yes,” Huan’s eyes got big. “Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, they refused to bow down, even when everyone else was bowing down.”

“And what happened?”

“They were threatened and when they still refused they were thrown into a fire.”

“Did God answer their prayers?”

“Yes, he sent Jesus to stand with them, and he saved them from the fire.”

“Islam may be a great religion that everyone is following” Gui said as he turned back to his work “But just because everyone is doing something doesn’t mean it pleases God. We must always be careful to read our Bible and follow what it teaches us.”

“Askar reads the Qur'an, not the Bible” Huan commented. “He has to memorize the Qur'an every day. I heard him recite something the other day, but he didn’t understand it. It was all in the Arabic language.”

“Do you understand the Bible when we read it?”

“Of course father. It is in our language.”

“The Bible has been translated into many languages. Since it is God’s word for all of mankind, Christians translate it and make it available in every language they can. That is why we have a copy of the New Testament in the local language.”

Huan smiled. “Can I show it to Askar when he comes over today?”

“By all means” Gui said, silently thanking God for the help he had given him in answering his son’s questions.

Islamic Lesson

So far we have been studying about the founding of Islam. There are often two questions that Christians ask at this point when studying Islam. The first is about the Muslim’s name for God: Allah. Where did this name come from? Does it refer to the same God that Christians worship? Second, Christians often wonder how a Muslim’s understanding of God differ from ours.

Did Allah exist before Muhammad?

During the time of the prophet Muhammad, people in Arabia began to use the name Allah for God. This is recorded in the Qur’an and the Hadith literature of Islam. Previous to this, there are very few written accounts about what was happening in Arabia. If any existed, they were destroyed in the fighting that took place during the early years of Islam. So our sources of information come from the surrounding nations, and graffiti that Arabs wrote in the desert. 

In ancient times, one of the names for god was 'El.’ It meant ‘strong one.’ This name for God was used throughout Canaan, Edom, Israel and Arabia. Many people had names that incorporated El into their name, such as Wadal-'el (friend or lover of 'El), Dani'el (judged of 'El), Micha’el (one who resembles El) Waqi'ha'el ('El protects), and so on. This is found hundreds of times in Nabataean graffiti as well as in the Bible. Think of the name El Shaddi. (Exodus 6:3) The name El in various forms is found over 40 times in the book of Job, one of the oldest books in the Bible. One Nabataean name, Rav'el (El is Great) is the name of two Nabataean kings.

The Mainword that the Jews used for God was El-ohim pronounced  al-o-heem  When the Jews wanted to emphasis the word, they emphasized the first syllable and elongated the middle vowel to make it  'allowahh, pronounced all-o-ah.   There are 123 instances of this in the Old Testament. There were various pronunciations of this word, and in some cases it was pronounced with little emphasis on the middle ‘o’, thus becoming ALLoAH, with the o dropping from the middle. Thus, when Muhammad heard the Jews talking of the God of Abraham, he made it into All-ah, pronounced al-l-ah. The Arabs held the Al sound rather than pronounce the o.  Many really religious Muslim scholars and clerics today still pronounce Allah very similar to the Jewish all-o-ah.  When the Arabs wrote Allah, they usually wrote the letters El three times. Al-el-lah = Allah.

Interestingly enough, there are ancient inscriptions that mention Allah. This was sometimes written as 'Illah. (double ‘El). Some of the Nabataean names were: 'Aush'allah (Allah's faith), 'Amat-'allahi (she is a servant of Allah), Hab-allahi (beloved of Allah), Han-allahi (Allah is gracious), Abd'allah (slave of God), and Shalm-lahi (Allah is peace). The name Wahab-allah is found throughout the entire Nabataean region and means ‘gift of Allah.’ This demonstrates that ‘Allah’ was accepted as a name for God long before the time of Muhammad, and was often used by Christians. 

For many centuries Muslims have used the term: Bi Ism Allah iRahman iRahiim. (In the name of Allah, the Merciful and Gracious) whenever they begin a formal talk or write something formal. This term is used ten times in the Old Testament:

Exo 34:6
El  


The LORD God is merciful and gracious
2Ch 30:9
Elohim 

God is gracious and merciful
Neh 9:17
Elowah

God ready to pardon, gracious and merciful
Neh 9:31
El


A gracious and merciful God
Psa 86:15
El


A gracious and merciful God
Psa 103:8
Jehovah-Yahwah
The LORD is merciful and gracious

Psa 111:4
Jehovah-Yahwah
The LORD is gracious and full of compassion
Psa 112:4
Jehovah-Yahwah
gracious and full of compassion
Joel 2:13
Elohim


God is gracious and merciful
Jonah 4:2
El


a gracious God, and merciful

The term Bi Ism Allah irRahman irRahiim was used on many early church documents. Christians stopped using this when the Muslims began to use it in every document and in everyday speech.

How is Allah different from the Christian God?

For Muslims, Allah is the all powerful creator and sustainer of heaven and earth, the judge and rewarder of mankind at the end of life, who has revealed his word to the prophets of old. For centuries churches in the Middle East have agreed with this and have used the term Allah for God. However, the Muslim understanding of the character of God is quite different from the Christian understanding of the character of God.

When Muhammad introduced Muslims to the God of Abraham, called Allah, he combined the characteristics of the old Nabataean gods along with some concepts taken from Judaism and Christianity. All of these were combined into the idea of who Allah was.

The Jewish view of God was incorporated as the creator of the world who revealed his word to prophets all down through history, even though many people rejected the word of the prophets.

The Christian view of God was incorporated into Islam as the God who will judge men and reward them. Islam teaches that Jesus will return to earth to marry, have children and die a natural death.

El Uzza – the god of Power was incorporated into the characteristics of Allah who rules the world like a great sultan. His will is always done, and he does whatever he desires, be it for good or evil. Muslim men in their homes imitated this and became the sultans of their homes, ruling over their wives and children.

El Dushares – the god of Rocks and Mountains was incorporated into Muslim worship by keeping the Black Stone in Mecca as the focus of daily prayers. After all, it was through the placing of this rock that Allah demonstrated that Muhammad was chosen.

El Kuktbe – The god of Writing was incorporated into Allah who revealed himself in books which God wrote and then sent down to his prophets. Allah sent these books to all of the people groups of the earth.

El Manaat – the goddess of Fate who arranges everything through time was incorporated into the Muslim idea of fate where nothing is done without God’s will. Muslims often refer to the phrase “It is written” demonstrating that whatever happens is the will of Allah.

El Qaum – the god of War and Protection was incorporated into the Muslim faith where Allah encourages his followers to fight for the faith and fight to spread the faith, giving Muslim the concept of Holy War.

El Lat – the goddess of Fertility was particularly attractive to men who desired to have ready access to sexual pleasure. Muhammad allowed men to have up to four wives plus concubines and slaves for their pleasure. He also allowed them to easily divorce their wives and marry others, and made the men rulers over the women so that they could demand sexual gratification at will. He also promised men a future paradise where beautiful women existed only to satisfy their sexual lust.

By combining key concepts of all of these gods into one, Muhammad created a religion that would appeal to followers of Judaism, Christianity, and Nabataean paganism. This was one of the keys of his early success in spreading his religion in Arabia.

Should we use ‘Allah’ in our ministry?

This is a problem that seems to face foreign Christians ministering to Muslims. It is not a problem to Middle Eastern Christians who have always used the term ‘Allah’ for God.

The Bible uses various names for God such as El, Yahweh, and Jehovah. These names can be spelled in many different ways, in English, AraMeic and Hebrew. All of these are simply labels.

An earthly father is often called by different names. His children may call him ‘dad’ or ‘daddy’ and his wife may use other names. All of these are simply labels that are used to address the man. As long as ‘daddy’ refers to themselves and not some other man, most men are happy with its use. In much the same way, Allah works fine for addressing God. Muslims and Christians in the Middle East understand that you are talking about the creator God of the universe. They may misunderstand many things about his character, but they do understand who you are talking about.

The Black Stone

Associated with Islam is the revering of a meteor that fell from the sky. This black rock was originally in a more square shape, but due to millions of people kissing it over the centuries it has been worn oval and smooth. Today it is encased in a silver holder, but for centuries the pagans of Arabia worshiped it as a representative of the god Al Dushares.

Several centuries before Muhammad was born, the ancient historian Maximus of Tyre commented in his book in the 2nd century AD, 

“The Arabs serve a god I know not whom, but I saw this idol which was a square black stone.” 

The book Suda Lexicon, which was compiled at the end of the tenth century, refers to older pre-Islamic sources which have since been lost. It states:

“In Arabic Petra they worship the god Dushrara and venerate him above all. His statue is an unworked square black stone. ...  It rests on a golden base. They make sacrifices to him and before him they anoint the blood of the sacrifice that is their anointment.”

The Pre-Islamic Concept of Gods and Holy Locations

In pre-Islamic history, many gods were worshiped. People at that time people believed that gods were attached to locations. For example, Dushares was the God of the Edomite mountains. Whenever people journeyed through those mountains they left an offering for the local gods. It did not mean that they exclusively worshiped Dushares, but rather that they respected him and offered something at his shrine. When traveling farther south in Arabia, they might also leave a tribute to the god Wad (Manawat) or Lat. (Al Lat) People were aware of local gods but they were also aware of solar or stellar gods which seemed to have a wider influence. Such gods were often represented by the crescent shape.

People usually did not try and export the worship of a local god to other locations. There were however exceptions to this rule. Sometimes a group of people arose that tried to impress others with the powerfulness or the usefulness of their local deity.  Kings who went conquering and merchants who traveled tended to take their gods along with them. While these people would give some tribute to a local deity, they might also insist that their own gods were superior to the local gods. 

In war the victor’s gods were generally considered superior. If a natural disaster occurred, an enterprising person might convince others of the superior nature of their god. Local Nabataean gods were often represented by square blocks or other shapes. Some gods had special shapes, like a star, a crescent, or some human characteristic. Human characteristics became popular as the Roman Empire spread.  

Nabataeans believed that a particular god resided in a particular place. Thus temples were erected near or at the residence of the gods. Others believed that the gods would visit the temple once it was built.

The Ka’aba

The Arabs of Mecca were merchants. Over time, these merchants had filled Mecca with temples to various gods. After the great earthquake in 551 AD most of the major cities in Arabia had collapsed. The citizens dug through the rubble of their city and brought the idols and sacred objects to a central place in the city where nothing more could fall on them. This collection of deities and religious objects became a “holy place” where all the gods were worshiped. Here 360 gods or holy objects had been collected. These objects were placed around the outer walls of the compound. If each venerated object took up a space of one meter, then the original Ka’aba would have measured 90 meters along each side. This was a large area. Visitors could walk along the walls passing each holy object as they prayed. This religious function was called tawaf meaning ‘circumambulation.’

The Ka’aba today in Mecca measures only 13 by 9 meters, and is obviously not the original Ka’aba. Either the modern Ka’abah is much reduced in size, or it did not exist in the same location as the present day Ka’aba.

Jahaliya: Times of Ignorance

Muslims consider the time before Muhammad to have been the time of ignorance. This has a special term in Islam, known as Jahaliya. Originally it meant that people were ignorant of Muhammad and his message, but today many Muslims consider all the time before Muhammad as full of ignorance and unworthy of any attention. As a result most Muslims know little about ancient history. For them history begins with Muhammad, and everything before is unworthy of any study.

The Last Years of Muhammad

Muhammad’s final years were filled with military wars and fighting. The Muslims in Medina fought with the people of Mecca. In effect, the Muslims in Medina were fighting with Muhammad’s family and tribal relatives.

In 628 AD the treaty of Hudaibya allowed Muhammad to return to Mecca on his first pilgrimage with 2,000 Muslims. Two years later Muhammad and 10,000 Muslims attacked Mecca and took it. The Ka’aba was cleared of all it's idols except the Black Rock. Two years after this Muhammad took sick and died.

The Four Rightly Guided Caliphs

1st Caliph—Abu Bakr (632-634 AD)

After Muhammad’s death Abu Bakr, the man who was the prayer leader was elected as the leader of the Muslims. He was an uncle by marriage to Muhammad and was respected by most.

Abu Bakr’s first task was to move through Arabia uniting the Arab tribes. After the death of Muhammad, a number of tribes turned from Islam back to paganism, so Abu Bakr sent a large number of faithful Muslims to subdue the revolt forcibly. This resulted in the Battle of Yamama and a number of Muhammad’s close companions who had memorized his revelations were killed. Under Abu Bakr’s military leadership Yemen and Arabia were united under Islam. Then they expanded north into Syria and Iraq. 

2nd Caliph – Umar (634 – 644AD)

Umar was a powerful and harsh member of the Quraish tribe and a new convert to Islam. However, he was a great military leader and the Muslim armies looked up to him. Under his leadership the Muslim armies captured Damascus in 636 AD and then Jerusalem two years later. They then attacked Egypt and gained control in 641 AD. On the other side of the Middle East they expanded into parts of Persia.

Umar also made an important change in Arabia. As many of the Arabian men were away at war there was a dearth of Muslim men in Arabia. Many of the men had taken their wives with them and had moved to the fringes of the empire where they made their living looting and raiding and furthering the Muslim Empire. Under Umar’s leadership most of the Jews and Christians in Arabia were forcibly moved out. This massive moving of people created much unrest, but Umar, rich with the wealth of conquest paid compensation to those who were moved. Now Arabia was solidly Muslim.

3rd Caliph—Uthman (644-656 AD)

Uthman continued to solidify Islam. The empire has expanded so rapidly that not much attention had been paid to religion. Now with hundreds of thousands of new followers, the religion of Islam needed to be reinforced. Uthman began by commissioning a group of religious men to gather up the fragments of the Qur’an that were written on bits of rock, bone and skins. Then they gathered some of those who had been present when Muhammad gave his revelations and they worked out an official text of the Qur’an. While this reduced the disagreements over dogma, many devout believers accused Uthman of tampering with the sacred book.

On the military front, Uthman defeated a Byzantine attempt to retake the city of Alexandria in Egypt in 645 AD, and two years later he started conducting raids west of Egypt into Byzantine North Africa. He then commissioned the construction of a Muslim fleet to guard the Mediterranean against Byzantine naval attacks. Uthman moved on to conquer the island of Cyprus in 649 AD and he continued with the conquest of Persia.

However, a climate of discontent spread throughout the new Islamic empire, and in June 656 AD a group of Egyptian rebels assassinated Uthman in his home. From that point on, the position of caliphate ceased to be a sacred position of leadership for the entire Muslim community, and became instead a prize to be violently fought over. 

4th Caliph – Ali (656 – 661 AD)

Ali was the son-in-law of Muhammad by marriage to Fatima, the daughter of Khadija, Muhammad’s first wife. His followers felt that the succession should be in the family of the prophet. He was an early and faithful follower of Islam and he had tried to curtail the corruption of the Quraish tribe who were awash in loot taken in conquest. Also, Ali had not given his allegiance to the other Caliphs. 

Not everyone accepted Ali as the next Caliph. Aisha, who had been married to the prophet before she was nine years old, and who was the daughter of Abu Bakr the first Caliph, accused Ali of being lax in bringing Uthman's killers to justice. She then raised an army to try and defeat Ali. This was called the Battle of the Camel and it took place in 656 a mere 24 years after the death of Muhammad.

Ali's army defeated Aisha's forces so she apologized to Ali and was allowed to return to her home in Medina where she withdrew from public life.

However, Ali was not able to overcome the forces of Mu'awiya, Uthman's cousin and governor of Damascus, who also refused to recognize him until Uthman's killers had been apprehended. At the Battle of Suffin Mu'awiya's soldiers stuck verses of the Qur’an onto the ends of their spears with the result that Ali's pious supporters refused to fight them. 

Ali was forced to seek a compromise with Mu'awiya, but this so shocked some of his die-hard supporters who regarded it as a betrayal that he was struck down by one of his own men in 661 AD.

Mu'awiya then declared himself as caliph. Ali's elder son Hassan accepted a pension in return for not pursuing his claim to the caliphate. He died within a year, allegedly poisoned. Ali's younger son Hussein agreed to put his claim to the caliphate on hold until Mu'awiya's death. However, when Mu'awiya finally died in 680 AD his son Yazid usurped the caliphate.

Hussein then led an army against Yazid but, hopelessly outnumbered, he and his men were slaughtered at the Battle of Karbala (in modern day Iraq). Hussein's infant son, Ali, survived so the line continued. Yazid then formed the Sunni Umayyad dynasty. The division between the Shia and what came to be known as the Sunni was set.

Early Expansion

Things were slowly changing in the Islamic Empire. Original followers were attracted by Muhammad’s personality. Then people joined in order to advance themselves personally. As the Empire expanded, land, possessions and prestige was to be obtained. All over the empire, Muslim traditions replaced the old Byzantine court system. Muslim troops were well compensated, and Islamic taxes were often less than those exacted by the Byzantines.

Under Muslim law, Christians and Jews become protected subjects. They paid special taxes and got special “protection.” In effect this was a tax on all non-Muslims, and it is still considered fair by many Muslims. They run the country, and non-Muslims pay for the privilege of living in their country.

The Umayyad Period (660-750)

Under Muawiyah, Muslims advanced across North Africa with unity and zeal. Their forces seemed unstoppable. In the Mediterranean they captured the island of Rhodes and entered island of Sicily. In the Northeast Muslim armies progressed to the far side of Persia. In the West they laid siege to the city of Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine Empire.

The years 711-713 AD brought victories in Spain, and Muslim armies crossed into France and Europe. In the east they moved along the old Silk Trail crossing into central Asia. Under the Umayyad rulers the Muslims dominions constituted the largest empire in the world spanning from present day Spain to Afghanistan.

The Umayyad rulers set up their center of rule in Damascus and organized the administration of the empire. They constructed many beautiful buildings, new cities, and administration posts. Due to the taxes on booty from conquest, they enjoyed economic prosperity. They used this money to build the infrastructure of the empire, building impressive buildings and promoted learning, research, translation, and established numerous centers of learning. This was the beginning of a time of intellectual advancement.

In 750 AD the Persian Abbasid’s took control of the eastern part of the empire but the Umayyads Maintained control of the west, especially Spain.

The Umayyads in Spain (756-1031 AD)

While the eastern part of the Muslim empire fell under the control of the Persian Abbasids, the Umayyads continued to maintain control in Spain. During this time agriculture was modernized and massive irrigation projects increased the cultivated land. The Umayyads undertook building roads, bridges, and buildings. Trade and industry flourished especially textile and leather works. The Umayyad continued to patronized art and learning. Their city of Cordova came to be known as the “Jewel of the World”. Among its many wonders were the first public street lights, and universities known for advanced learning. 

Historians have called this period the Golden Age of Spain.  Ambassadors were received from all over the Arabian world, and many students flocked to the Muslim university in Cordova.

Bible Lesson

Let’s compare the events that followed the death of Jesus to those that followed after Muhammad’s death. We will only consider the first 50 year period.

Following the death of Jesus, 120 faithful gathered for prayer in an upper room, while following the death of Muhammad, Abu Bakr addressed the people and reminded them of the oath of allegiance they made to him.

In the upper room Matthias was chosen as one of the 12 disciples. Abu Bakr on the other hand warned the followers of Muhammad about those who wanted to usurp the power of the Quraysh tribe.

After forty days in the Upper Room the Holy Spirit was poured out Peter preached to the crowd and 300 decided to follow Jesus. After the death of Muhammad however, a number of the Arabian tribes decided to leave Islam.

In Jerusalem, followers of Jesus begin to sell their possessions and share with each other. The followers of Islam formed a large army to force the rebel tribes to return to Islam. This was called the Battle of Yamama.

In Jerusalem Peter and John healed the lame man in the temple, and Peter preached. After this five thousand believe. In Arabia, the Battle of Yamama resulted in a large number of those who had memorized Muhammad's sayings being killed.

As the early church spread persecution began. Steven was stoned and persecution caused the church to spread out from Jerusalem. In Arabia, Abu Bakr forced everyone to become Muslims.

As the church spread out, Peter baptized the first Gentile in Acts 8. In contrast, the Muslims under Umar captured Damascus after a bloody fight.

The New Testament tells us of the conversion of Saul of Tarsus in Acts 9. In contrast, Muslims moved from Damascus to Jerusalem, where they besieged the city and captured it.

The Bible tells us about Paul's journey into Arabia, and Peter's vision to minister to the Gentiles. In contrast, the Muslims under Umar invaded Egypt.

Things got difficult for the early church, Herod persecuted the church, and Peter was put in jail in Acts 11. In contrast, the Muslims forced all non-Muslims out of Arabia.

Paul undertook his first missionary journey in Acts 13, but in contrast Uthman built a navy to attack Cyprus.

Paul then took a second missionary journey, which we could contrast to Uthman invading Persia.

While on his second missionary journey Paul received the Macedonian call in Acts 16. In contrast, Uthman was assassinated.

The New Testament tells us that Paul undertook a second missionary Journey in Acts 18. In Muslim history, Ali claims the caliphate after Uthman is assassinated.

In the Book of Acts chapter 21 we are told that the believers worked out their differences at the Jerusalem Conference. In contrast Aisha attacks Ali at the Battle of the Camel.

The Bible tells us that next Paul appeared before Felix and defended the faith. Islamic history tell us that Uthman's cousin attacked Ali at the Battle of Suffin.

Acts 25 tells us of Paul speaking before King Agrippa. Islamic history records that Ali's own men killed him.

Acts 28 tells us of Paul in Rome, witnessing from the jail. Islamic history tells us of Ali's son Hussein losing his struggle for control of the Muslim empire at the Battle of Karbala.

The New Testament ends with the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 AD, and the spread of the church throughout the Roman Empire. Compare this to Islamic history where Islam split into two: Shi’a and Sunni Muslims in 680 AD.

Consider how these two religions spread. Christianity was spread by several means. First there was preaching to crowds in Jerusalem. Then persecution caused believers to move away from Jerusalem, further spreading the word. Missionaries were sent out, such as Peter, Paul, Timothy, and Silas. Paul witnessed to authorities while in jail. Christianity spread by peaceful means until it became the major religion in the Roman Empire.

Islam however was spread by incorporating pagan ideas into Islam so that people would feel like it was their old religion. It was further affected by Muslim armies fighting against Muslim armies until a strong man was recognized by all. Islam was spread by forcing many people to join Islam. First the Arabs forced Arabs, then they moved against Egypt, the Byzantine Empire and Persia. It was also spread by putting pressure on conquered people, giving better rights to Muslims and taxes on non-Muslims.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Is it right to pressure people to become Christians? After all, if they are going to go to hell shouldn’t we do everything we can to get them to convert?

2 What motivates us to share Christ? What Bible verses support your ideas?

3 Should people be free to choose their religion? If a Muslim government says that religion is not a personal choice, how will you witness and spread the faith?

How would you answer a Muslim who accuses Christians of being weak? They will not fight for their faith!

Lesson Seven

Golden Age of Islam

(900 – 1200 AD)

Technical notes  

Story:     
  
  483 words =  3 minutes

Islamic Lesson
3543 words = 18 minutes

Bible Lesson
 
1951 words = 10 minutes

Questions  
 
 5 questions = 30 minutes

Story

Askar and Huan were becoming close friends. After school each day the two boys would walk home together. They enjoyed joking with each other, and kicking rocks in the street. They would sometimes rush home to ask their parents if they could go to one another’s house for a visit. Today though, they walked slowly, because Askar would have to study before he went to the mosque for his religion class.

“I sure wish I didn’t have to go today” Askar complained. “You don’t have to go.”

“I am not a Muslim.”

“Yeah, that’s too bad” Askar said. “Islam is the greatest religion in the world.”

Huan thought carefully. ““There are many Muslims,” he admitted “But there are also many Christians.”

“There are more Muslims,” Askar said confidently. 

“I don’t know,” Huan frowned “I think there are more Christians.”


“I will ask my teacher” Askar said. “He will know.” Askar paused. “But maybe numbers don’t matter. Islam is the greatest religion because it brought knowledge to the world.”

“What do you mean?”

“Islam brought philosophy, mathematics, physics, astronomy, medicine, music and geography to the world. My teacher said that others think that they invented these things, but they really came from Islam.”

“Really? I’ve never heard this.”

“That’s because you are not a Muslim” Askar boasted. “Islam is the greatest religion because it brought knowledge and understanding of everything. My teacher says that the Qur’an is the greatest scientific textbook in the world. All the knowledge the world has about technology comes from the Qur’an.”

Huan felt confused and disappointed. The Bible seemed like just a story book compared to the Qur’an. Sure he had never read it, but if it really was a great scientific book, then somehow it seemed better.

“Islam introduced astronomy. Muslim scientists named the stars and knew how to navigate by them long before people in the west knew this.” Askar continued. “My teacher says that when the Europeans first sailed around the world, they took a Muslim navigator along to guide them. Without the Muslims, they would never have made it.”

Huan was quiet as they walked along the street.

“Science and technology are only small things” Askar boasted. “Islam is all about military conquest. From a little place in the desert, Muslims conquered most of the world … and very quickly too. Allah fights for his people.” Askar punched the air and then leapt up onto a small wall and pretended he was sword fighting. Huan laughed and ran along the sidewalk beside him.

“Allah who al Akbar” Askar shouted the age old Islamic war cry as Huan joined him in a mock fight against invisible enemies. At the end of the street Askar ran off shouting over his shoulder that he had to hurry home for his lessons. Huan trudged slowly down the street to the store, wondering why Islam seemed so great and glorious.

Islamic Lesson

The Abbasid Dynasty (Persian)

The early period (750-945 AD) 

The rapid expansion of Islam produced a huge empire with a weak core. Arab armies had reached Spain but could penetrate no further. Arab armies had reached Constantinople, but could not take the city. Damascus was poorly situated as a capital city because much of the rapid growth was now taking place in the Far East. Damascus was an old city with old traditions while the cities in Iraq and Spain were blossoming and growing with new ideas. Thousands of Persians were converting to the faith and emigrating to eastern Iraq where there were lush fields and fertile lands. The new cities of Iraq were more Arab in make-up than the old cities of the Middle East, which had sizable Christian, Jewish and other elements.

Much of the court activity of the Umayyads seemed to revolve around the constant struggle between competing parties who wanted political power. Discontent grew in the east, and eventually civil war broke out. The Shias in the east claimed that the right of succession had passed from Ali through Abbas, and down to the present. They claimed that they were acting in the name of a member of the prophet’s family, but no one was named directly. An army was formed and the Umayyads were defeated in 750 AD. 

Abu Abbas claimed the caliphate and was proclaimed caliph in 750 AD. Shortly thereafter he moved the capital to Baghdad where he could better control the empire, and where there was less infighting from those who claimed heritage through Muhammad.

Many Shi’a revolts were suppressed and many members of the family of the prophet were killed. Cycles of stiff tension between Arabs and Persians resulted.

Internals revolts affected the conquest at the frontiers, and the expansion of the empire slowed considerably.

An Abbasid army did reach Constantinople and threatened to take the city whereupon the Christians agreed to pay a yearly tribute to keep the Arab armies away. This helped fund the Abbasid family and greatly increased their prestige.

Since Baghdad was a new city, it was planned to express the glory of Islam. The caliph’s residence was kept separate so that he could lead a secluded life. The city surrounded the royal palaces and gardens.

The caliph had absolute rule, and did whatever he wanted, but there were frequent revolts and uprisings among the soldiers.

A few years later the capital was moved to Samara, further north from Baghdad, so that the caliph could live away from the hostilities of the city of Baghdad.

Even when the caliph’s power was at its height, his power was limited to the cities and productive areas. In order to rule the far flung provinces of the empire, the caliph had to give sweeping powers to his governors and a large part of the taxes they collected. The caliph tried to control his governors by developing a system of intelligence and spies, but many governors built up their own positions so that they were able to rule their own kingdoms. 

The caliphs faced another challenge. A secret society movement began spreading among the Muslims, known as the Isma’ilis. They supported their claim to power through the sixth Shiite Imam. The Isma’ilis organized a large scale missionary service, and many Muslims in eastern Arabia and North Africa joined them.

While the Muslim empire was divided by political disunity, it was held together by a system of communication based on messengers rapidly riding from station to station. The empire was also strengthened by having a common language (Arabic) and a common religion (Islam). Since the religion was new to many, there were zealous promoters of the religion everywhere. For many people, their allegiance was to Islam, not necessarily to any one political ruler or system. 

Most of the areas that Islam conquered had strong and colorful histories while the Arabians had a rather stark history. So the new Muslim empire desperately needed a culture of its own. Damascus was too pre-occupied with its own culture and history, so the new cities in Iraq led the way in the development of Islamic culture. Pre-Islamic Arabian literature had focused on poetry about ancient heroes and erotic love. These poems and the poets were highly acclaimed because poetic expression in Arabic was seen as a great art form. The Bedouin tribes of Arabia had no other art forms. They did not build great buildings, produce paintings or sculptors and did not have music other than chants. Instead, storytelling and poetic expression were the most appreciated forms of art. This pre-occupation with language spilled over into the Muslim world. Now the Muslim world was caught up in recording the teachings and deeds of Muhammad, memorizing the Qur’an, and compiling genealogies so that people could demonstrate how closely they were linked to the family of the prophet. The Qur’an was held as the greatest writing ever created, and thus the Arabic language became an art form across the whole empire. Since the Qur’an forbade paintings and images because Christians worshiped these, Muslim art was restricted to architecture, poetry, prose, war, and the newly adopted Persian art of music. While the fringes of the empire were still caught up in military struggles, Iraq started to emerge as the cultural center of the empire.

The early caliphs had lived in tents because their lives were taken up with fighting but when the Abbasids arrived they settled houses in the lush fields of Iraq beside the Euphrates River. A royal city was planned and built where no city had been before. It was an excellent location, with nearby fields of produce and a river that connected it to the sea. The city was built on a grand scale, continuing the Muslim’s fascination with architecture and geometrical shapes.

Life in Iraq

As the Islamic empire grew, the education of children became important. Everyone learned to read and recite the Qur’an, and parts of the Hadith. Schools were also set up to teach the art of war. Eventually a school was founded in Medina to teach girls to sing and perform acts of pleasure for men. These girls, often purchased as slaves, became very popular throughout Arabia, some of them being sold for very high prices and eventually ending up in the harems of the caliphs and wealthy men. The harem (meaning 'forbidden') referred to both people and a place. First the harem were simply those women and children who were under the protection of the Caliph. Usually men never entered the harem unless they were eunuchs. These were men who had been operated on so that their penises were removed. In this way they could be trusted to enter the harem without the ability to defile the women. In time, poets and story-tellers would enhance the reputation of the harem, especially the caliph’s harem, so that people would imagine all sorts of sexual exploits happening there. In actuality, Arab men lived separate lives from the women, focusing their attention on war and business. In many cases the world of men and women never mixed except when the women (wives and concubines) were called out of the harem to small rooms at the wish of their husbands or owners.

Many of the wealthy men led a life of comfort and ease. For them, hunting, war games, and even chess and back-gammon became popular. The scenes painted on the walls of several desert hunting lodges dating from this time tell the story of a life of ease and comfort, focused on the physical pleasures of eating, drinking and women.

The Rise of Islamic Culture and Science

For the masses of people in Baghdad, Islamic culture focused on religion, music and literature. Since Arabic was the language of the Qur’an and ultimately of God, Arab scholars set about translating foreign books into Arabic. As fresh streams of thought poured in from Byzantium, Persia, India and Spain, learning became a new passion in the Islamic empire.

Eventually learned teachers gathered students around themselves and small schools were started. The Muslim practice of focusing learning around a specific teacher continues on to this day. Many people consider themselves the students of a particular teacher rather than a particular school. In time teachers of philosophy and science arose.

In the Arabic language the word hakiim (person of wisdom or doctor) was equally applied to a physician, philosopher, story teller or worker of magic or the occult. Since a hakiim was highly honored, study and learning became a popular pursuit. This led to a burst of learning and the advancement of science. Books written in Greek, Latin, Aramaic, Nabataean, Persian and Sanskrit were all translated into Arabic. Many of the translators were also writers, and the books they produced were often mixtures of what they translated as well as their own ideas. Many of the later Arabs were master collectors of knowledge, often seeking out and collecting everything that was known on a specific title, then writing a book under their own name. As the pursuit of wisdom intensified, many Arabs became inventors and intellectual pioneers in their own right.

It is interesting to note that during the first 120 years of Islam, there were significant military conquests but very little cultural advancement. 

As Baghdad and later Samara developed, teachers gathered students around them and schools of learning were developed. During the next 150 years, very little military conquest took place, other than the fighting of civil wars and rebellions, but cultural and scientific advancements were made. Here are some examples:

In 800 AD Yaqub al-Kindi was known for collecting and writing on philosophy, mathematics, physics, astronomy, medicine, music, and geography.
 

Jabir Ibn Haiyan lived at the same time and is known as the father of chemistry.

Khawarizmi was born in 813 AD and became a great mathematician in Baghdad.

In 830 the Mamuns House of Wisdom was established in Baghdad to translate Greek, Syriac, Persian and Sanskrit into Arabic.

Thabit Ibn Qurra Al Sabi al-Harrani was born in 836 AD. He was known for mathematics and astronomy and Ali ibn Rabban al Tabari was a noted physician.

In 840 AD Al-Khawarzmi was solving Algebra equations and Al-Farghani was a great astronomer.

In 840 AD, about 300 years after the death of Muhammad, Al Bukhari was collecting the Haddiths or saying about Muhammad.

During the next century science continued to advance. Ibn Wahshiya became known for his studies and advances in agriculture, biology, and physics. Abu Abdullah al-Battani a Sabian, because well known for his work in astronomy, math and astrology. By 959 AD Abul Wafa Al-Buzjani was teaching mathematics and developing geometry and trigonometry. The last great Muslim scientist of this age was Abu Hasan ibn al Haitham who was known for his work on optics and physics. And then the golden age of Islam came to a close. Strict religious codes replaced the era of scientific reasoning; and for the next 500 years there were virtually no further military conquests and little cultural advances.

The Development of Shari’a Law

As the Arabs translated great works from the west and the east, they came across the Roman and Byzantine books on law. This created some issues for them, as their own system, known as ‘fiqh,’ was based on the Qur'an and the hadith or traditions of what Muhammad said and did. For them right and wrong were not based on any set of human standards but rather on what was revealed through Allah and his prophet. Most of the Qur’an dealt with issues that faced Muhammad. Only two chapters contained much of anything about legal matters, much of these given while the Muhammad ruled Medina. It soon became evident that these were not enough to cover civil, criminal, political and financial situations, especially when ruling such a large empire.

Eventually two schools of thought arose. The Medina school attached special importance to the Hadiths, or collection of says about Muhammad. For them all matters should be settled by the Qur’an and accounts of what the prophet said and did. 

In Iraq, a leading merchant who was often call upon to settle legal cases used the principle of analogical deduction as well as the Qur’an. His name was Abu Hanifah and his approach was considered very liberal at the time. The jurists in Medina set about compiling a book containing 1700 legal traditions, carefully corresponding to the Qur’an and also using a consensus of opinion among jurists in difficult cases. This eventually became the Malikite legal tradition.

Soon after this Ahmad Ibn Hanbal began another school of legal thought in Iraq, which was much more traditional and based on the Qur’an alone and not on analogical deductions. These legalists were much more fanatical, and are often thought of as the founders of today’s Muslim fundamentalists. A fourth school of law developed in Palestine.

By 970 AD the construction of al-Azhar mosque and school in Egypt was begun. This mosque and school would eventually contain four sections, each teaching one of the four legal systems.

By 974 AD the caliphs had lost most of their power, and local leaders began rising to prominence.

What Triggered the Golden Age?

This is something that Muslim scholars have never agreed on. Many Muslim scholars have simply assumed that when Islam is practiced as it should be, the result is a burst of knowledge and culture. Historians argue otherwise. Islam under the caliphs was mediocre at best. Wine, forbidden to Muslims was consumed by the wealthy. Much attention was focused on immoral activities, frowned upon by most Muslims.

Many historians believe that the key to the burst of knowledge and learning was the uniting of many empires and lands under one language and religion. Added to this was the desire to translate all the great books of the world into Arabic. This provided very rich intellectual resources to the Arab scholars. Previous to this, a scholar had to learn many languages in order to access the learning of the world. Now this learning was made available in one common language.

Added to this was the wisdom that had been locked away in hiding for many centuries. Much of this had been preserved in Christian monasteries, pagan temples, and distant lands. One Islamic writer, Ibn Wahsiyah (904 AD) claimed that the Nabataeans were the source of 9/10th of all of the scientific knowledge known during his time. This is because the Nabataeans had collected knowledge but had never used it. Now, with the Nabataean empire united under one language and religion this knowledge was available to everyone.

Why did the Golden Age die?

This question has also been argued by historians, but many believe the decline began in 833 AD. At this time an argument arose over the origin of the Qur’an. One school of thought believed that the Qur’an on earth is an identical copy of the Qur’an in heaven. Another school of thought believed in the creation of the Qur’an. In 833 AD the caliph issued a decree that every Muslim authority must hold to the belief of the creation of the Qur’an. He began the mihnah or a tribunal and trial to convict everyone who denied his new dogma. Thus, the movement that had stood for free-thought became a deadly instrument for suppressing thought. Many were imprisoned and many died. Then in 848 AD, the new caliph restored the old teaching that the Qur’an was not created but revealed.

As science and investigative thinking grew in importance it began to clash with Islam. Many of the great Muslim scientists were skeptics, and some turned to mysticism (Sufism) to find meaning in Islam. The term Sufi first appears in Arabic literature in the middle of the ninth century, but mysticism had been mixed with Islam as soon as the Muslims met with other religions. The occult practices of Africa, the pagan practices of the Greeks, and the mysticism of India all began to mix with Islam in one form or another. It emerged in the form of a secret society that claimed special knowledge and ability to experience God. This society, known as the Isma’ilis spread quickly among the fringe Muslims who had many occult or mystical practices of their own.

The backlash against this mystical movement was orthodox Islam’s inquisition to wipe out everything that was not orthodox. Free thinking and innovation were severely restricted. Within a few years Islam focused on ridged control of the faith and faithful rather than culture and science. The Islamic empire was suddenly plunged into a religious revolution that completely stopped all cultural evolution. Within a few years the far flung reaches of the Empire started collapsing.

Around 1000 AD Europe was in a state of alarm. Muslim armies were in Spain to the south, and Muslims were invading from the east. There was little, however that the Europeans could do as Europe at that time was divided into hundreds of small states each ruled by a feudal lord. The only unifying power  was the then corrupt Catholic Church. It was the church which encouraged the European lords to unite against a common enemy, the Muslim.

The Crusades

There are many reasons why the crusades happened. Perhaps it was the Muslim’s challenge on Constantinople. Perhaps it was the Muslims entrance into Eastern Europe. Perhaps it was the catholic pope’s desire to have a military force at this command. But on November 26, 1096 AD, Pope Urban delivered a speech in which he urged the faithful to “enter upon the road to the Holy Sepulcher, wrest it from the wicked race and subject it”to themselves. The response was overwhelming.  In Europe many people lived in poverty, ruled over by wealthy lords. The crusades provided a way of escape for them. Petty thieves and highway robbers were suddenly provided with a way to make themselves honorable. By 1097 over a hundred and fifty thousand men arrived at Constantinople. Most of these men were interested in war and loot and obtaining new lands. Few were interested in anything spiritual. After the first battles several groups of crusaders settled in the invaded lands and created states that they ruled over.

Some historians refer to seven Crusades, but in effect there was a continual flow of people from Europe to the Middle East, with different waves appearing to historians as different crusades. For many people, especially Muslims, the crusades appeared to be a religious invasion, but to those men fighting in the crusades, many were thugs, thieves and robbers in their own lands. These men butchered, raped and pillaged their way through the Middle East, leaving the defeated Muslims in shock. The Abbasid Empire was now divided, with authority residing in many states and provinces. As the crusaders advanced they met resistance from every state, but little widely organized resistance. By 1100 AD Bethlehem had fallen and much of the Middle East taken from the Muslims.

The first clash between the Muslims and Christians left both sides puzzled. The Christians had assumed that they were far superior to the Muslims, and that the Muslims worshiped Muhammad as a god. The Muslims had thought that the Christians were “people of the book” and close to the Muslims in religion and culture. The barbaric acts of the crusaders left them convinced that they were “animals possessing the virtues of courage and fighting, but nothing else.”

By 1140 AD the Muslims began to organize themselves under the leadership of a man known as Nur’al’Din. (His name meant light of the faith.) He rallied the divided Muslim states into one group and in 1154 took back Damascus, Antioch, and Tripoli. In Egypt another Muslim man by the name of Salah’Din set out to accomplish two things. He wanted to substitute Sunni Islam for Shia Islam in Egypt, and he wanted to win back the Holy Land from the Crusaders. Salah’Din (Saladeen) made the change to Sunni Islam very quickly without opposition from the people, and then he set about gathering a large army. Victory followed victory and in 1187 the Muslims retook Jerusalem only to lose it again several years later. Eventually peace ensued and the Crusaders controlled the coast, but the Muslims controlled the interior. Christian pilgrims were allowed to visit the Holy sites in Jerusalem and Bethlehem. 

Around 1260 AD a slave revolt in Egypt left the Mamluks (slaves) in power. Baybars, a Mamluk slave ruler began resisting the Crusaders, and eventually gathered an army that marched through the Middle East destroying Crusader strongholds. By May 1291 the last Crusader stronghold fell, and the Middle East was once again under Muslim domination.

After many years of crusader invasions from the west, in 1258 AD the Mongols from the east attacked and sacked Baghdad.  The Muslim empire begins to fragment. 33 years later the last Crusader castle fell and the Crusades were over. Eight years after this, Turkey took control of the Middle East and the Turkish Ottoman Empire began. It would last for over six hundred years. 

After two hundred years however, the Muslim world began to shrink. In 1492 the Muslims were expelled from Spain, and in 1683 the Ottoman armies were defeated at Vienna. From this point on significant military and cultural advances begin to take place in Europe while the Islamic world was left in decline.

Bible Lesson

Muslims claim that the coming of Islam issued in a great era of scientific knowledge and achievements. This seems obvious to them when they consider their own history and the great achievements of Muslim scientists up until the time previous to the crusades. Europe had slipped back into a time of relative ignorance while Middle Eastern culture and life surged forward. Europe had forgotten much of what was learned during the time of the Romans and Byzantines. Instead, life was focused around warlords living in strongholds.

It is true that the West was in a state of decline during this time, but this is not true about Asia. In China, this was the time of the T'ang Dynasty (618 AD - 907 AD). During this period China became the most powerful and largest empire on earth. Art and poetry flourished; gunpowder and printing were invented. Industry was at an all time high, and in 806 AD it was recorded that 13,500 tons of iron were produced in China. Trade and contact occurred beyond the borders of China but eventually the power of the central Chinese government waned. Foreign religions were banned and there was gradual disintegration into war.

The Sung Dynasty 960 AD - 1223 AD also took place during the time of Muslim greatness. During this time rule and order were re-established in China. Gunpowder was used for military rockets making the Chinese armies strong again. Sea trade was helped by the widespread adoption of the compass. Large ocean-going junks traveled to the East Indies, Africa, and India. Records indicate that in 1078 AD, 125,000 tons of iron was produced per year! Then in 1012 AD, a new strain of rice was introduced from Vietnam that doubled or tripled the yield or traditional rice. 

This was all soon over shadowed when the Mongols rose to power in the north and by 1223 AD the Mongol ruler, Genghis Khan had conquered most of Northern China. Kublai Khan then ruled after him, (known as the Yüan Dynasty) from 1264 AD - 1356 AD. During this period Chinese maritime trade was still expanding.

While Muslims claim to have been the greatest civilization at this time the Ming dynasty (1368 AD) rose to greatness in China. Between 1405 and 1430 AD the fleets of Admiral Zheng He journeyed to Africa, India, Ceylon, Sumatra and possibly even Australia. His ships were massive, five times the size of contemporary European ships. They could carry several hundred men and a year's provision. These ships also had watertight bulkheads and sternpost rudders making them the most advanced ships of the time. With the knowledge of compasses and the ability to navigate by the stars these fleets crossed the Indian Ocean to Africa. Their task was to bring tribute from foreign countries to the Ming emperors. In the early 15th Century a fleet of 60 ships carrying 40,000 troops ventured from China to the East coast of Africa.

Around 1433 this exploration suddenly ceased. The emperor banned all merchants from going abroad. It was claimed that there was little use for foreign goods. Revenue from foreign trade suddenly dropped from 20% in the earlier Sung dynasty to less than 1% in this part of the Ming dynasty. Since the Ming emperors came from an agrarian background they focused on agriculture. This was due to reunification and better land use and the opening of internal canals rather than trade overseas. Overseas trade was forbidden under punishment of death.

Thus we can see that while the Muslim Middle East did experience a time of great scientific and cultural advancement, it was not out of line with what was happening in other parts of the world. It was only Christianized Europe that was experiencing a cultural recession.

Science

Today many Muslim preachers claim that true science is based on Islam. They claim that the Qur’an contains great scientific statements and that true science comes from studying the Qur’an. Unfortunately, in the west, some Christians have made similar claims for the Bible. Therefore it is important for us to understand the relationship between Science and Christianity.

Science and Christianity 

The Bible is a record of God’s dealing with mankind. It is not a history book, nor is it a scientific book. The Bible makes no claims to be a complete record of history, nor does it claim to be a textbook for science or even culture.

Even though the Bible is not a science book, if it is true, then it should not contradict true science. The Bible should be scientifically sound. However, all through history there have been some scientists whose theories have contradicted the Bible. Today, scientists in the west are split into two groups. The largest group of scientists believe in evolution. They are the most vocal and have convinced many western governments to present only evolution in the class rooms. There is a second group of scientists in the west who believe in creation. Their thinking is known as “intelligent design.” Not all scientists who believe in Intelligent Design believe in the God of the Bible.

However, many people who believe in Intelligent Design are also creationists who believe that God created the world. Evolutionists on the other hand believe that: Given enough Time, Time can do anything. These scientists speak in terms of ‘millions of years.’  Creationists on the other hand believe that God can do anything, and that time does not matter to him as it matters to us.

Interestingly enough, in the West, Muslims and Christians speak out together against the teachings of evolution. While it may sound like we both have the same message, one needs to listen carefully to distinguish between the two, for the Muslim view of creation is quite different from the Christian view. The most important point is that Muslims do not believe in the ‘fall of man.” They believe that Adam and Eve lived normal lives just like all of us, and that God created good and evil, and that life from the beginning of creation until now is much the same.

True Science and the Bible

The Bible is not a scientific book, yet it is scientifically accurate. Christians are not aware of any scientific evidence that contradicts the Bible. Below are listed several statements that are consistent with known scientific facts. Many of these were listed in the Bible hundreds or even thousands of years before being recorded elsewhere. 

Dinosaurs

Dinosaurs are referred to in several Bible books. The book of Job describes two dinosaurs. One is described in chapter 40 starting at verse 15, and the other in chapter 41 starting at verse 1. One and a half chapters about dinosaurs is a lot—since most people do not even realize that they are mentioned in the Bible.

Look at the behemoth, which I made along with you and which feeds on grass like an ox. What strength he has in his loins, what power in the muscles of his belly! His tail sways like a cedar; the sinews of his thighs are close-knit. His bones are tubes of bronze, his limbs like rods of iron.  Job 40:16-18

The Stars

The Bible also refers to the great number of stars in the heavens. Here are two examples:  

I will bless you and I will multiply your descendants as the stars of the heaven and as the sand which is on the seashore; and your descendants shall possess the gate of their enemies. Genesis 22:17  

“As the host of heaven cannot be numbered, nor the sand of the sea measured, so will I multiply the descendants of David My servant and the Levites who minister to Me.” Jeremiah 33:22

Today, scientists admit that they do not know how many stars there are. Only about 3,000 can be seen with the naked eye. The Australian National University suggests that there are 70,000 million million million. This is a 7 followed by 22 zeros —which is a lot of stars. The Bible long ago told us that the stars were beyond number.

The Bible also says that each star is unique.

There is one glory of the sun, another glory of the moon, and another glory of the stars; for one star differs from another star in glory.  (1  Corinthians 15:41)

All stars look alike to the naked eye. Even when seen through a telescope, they seem to be just points of light. However, analysis of their light spectra reveals that each is unique and different from all others. How could a writer of the Bible during the first century claim that the stars were different from one another? Truly God inspired them to write this.

Astronomy

The Bible describes the suspension of the Earth in space.

He stretches out the north over empty space; He hangs the earth on nothing. Job 26:7

Physics

The Bible includes some principles of fluid dynamics.

    To establish a weight for the wind, and apportion the waters by measure. (Job 28:25)

The fact that air has weight was proven scientifically only about 300 years ago. The relative weights of air and water are needed for the efficient functioning of the world’s hydrologic cycle, which in turn sustains life on the earth

The Bible describes several phases of the hydrologic cycle—the worldwide processes of evaporation, translation aloft by atmospheric circulation, condensation with electrical discharges, and precipitation.

            For He draws up drops of water,

            Which distill as rain from the mist,

            Which the clouds drop down

            And pour abundantly on man.

            Indeed, can anyone understand the spreading of clouds,

            The thunder from His canopy?    Job 36:27-29

This simple verse has remarkable scientific insight. The drops of water which eventually pour down as rain first become vapor and then condense to tiny liquid water droplets in the clouds. These finally coalesce into drops large enough to overcome the updrafts that suspend them in the air.

The Bible also describes the recirculation of water.

            All the rivers run into the sea,

            Yet the sea is not full;

            To the place from which the rivers come,

            There they return again. 

            Isaiah 55:10


For as the rain comes down, and the snow from heaven,

            And do not return there,

            But water the earth,

            And make it bring forth and bud,

            That it may give seed to the sower

            And bread to the eater, 

Ecclesiastes 1:7

Cavemen

We have cave paintings and other evidence that people inhabited caves. The Bible also describes cave men.

            They were driven out from among men,

            They shouted at them as at a thief.

            They had to live in the clefts of the valleys,

            In caves of the earth and the rocks.   

            Job 30:5,6

The Earth’s Crust

The Bible describes the Earth’s crust.

            Thus says the LORD:

            “If heaven above can be measured,

            And the foundations of the earth searched out beneath,

            I will also cast off all the seed of Israel

            For all that they have done, says the LORD.” 

            Jeremiah 31:37

Although some scientists claim that they have now measured the size of the universe, it is interesting to note that every human attempt to drill through the earth’s crust to the mantle beneath has, thus far, ended in failure.

The Shape of the Earth

The Bible described the shape of the earth as spherical.

            It is He who sits above the circle of the earth,

            And its inhabitants are like grasshoppers,

            Who stretches out the heavens like a curtain,

            And spreads them out like a tent to dwell in. 

            Isaiah 40:22

The word translated “circle” here is the Hebrew word “chuwg” which is also translated “circuit,” or “compass” (depending on the context). That is, it indicates something spherical, rounded, or arched—not something that is flat or square.

As we can see, the Bible has many things in it that are scientifically correct, and were written hundreds if not thousands of years before scientists ‘discovered’ them. In all aspects of science, the Bible has always proven correct. When faced with a ‘theory’ that seems to contradict the Bible, believers should keep their faith in the word of God, and wait until science catches up with what the Bible teaches.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Does the rise of science from 800 – 1100 AD prove Islam was right? Why or why not?

2 In what ways is Shari’a law a good thing, and in what ways a bad thing? How did it affect Islam?

3 How should Christians respond to those we disagree with? Is there a case for physical struggle in the Bible?

4 Were the crusades effective in any way?

5 How should we respond to Muslims who are upset about the crusades?

Lesson Eight

Expansion of Islam
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Story

Erjan was concerned about the new friend that his son had made at school. Several times his son Askar had brought a Chinese boy home with him after school. He seemed a very nice and polite boy, but Erjan wished to visit the Chinese boy's home and meet his parents. Some of it was concern for his son, and some of it was the fact that Erjan said that they were Christians, but not at all like the local Russian Christians. Erjan didn't want his son becoming too close a friend with a dishonorable family and he was suspicious of store keepers because they often dealt with the black market or sold alcoholic drinks. Erjan’s wife explained to him that the Chinese family ran the local store where the women bought groceries. So Erjan decided he would take Askar along with him and drop by the store.

Gui was serving a customer when Erjan and Askar arrived. He immediately recognized the man as Askar's father and hurried to finish helping the customer so he could meet the father and son.

With a wide smile, Gui turned to them. “You must be the father of Askar.” they shook hands. “You have a fine son, he often comes here to play with Huan.”

As if called, Huan stepped out from the behind the curtain that separated the store from the apartment. His eyes brightened when he saw Askar and his father.

“Come sit down” Gui said, motioning them to two white plastic chairs behind the counter. “Mei” he called for his wife, “Prepare some tea, we have visitors.”

As they sat and waited for the tea, Erjan looked around the store. It was small and simple, but well kept. Better kept, he thought, than the last store owner, who sold liquor and pig meat. There was no sign of liquor bottles on the shelves.

“You speak very well” Erjan commented as Gui finished helping a customer who only wanted a single item.

Gui smiled again. “We've been in this country two years now, and I work hard at it.”

“Only two years?” Erjan was impressed. Gui continued to smile, but didn't offer any more information. They had spent a full year just studying the language, and being in the store didn't demand a very wide vocabulary.

“So what all do you sell?” Erjan continued, looking around the store. Gui pointed out all of the dry goods and canned goods, and the fresh produce, most of which had been sold by this time in the afternoon. Erjan was glad that he was seated behind the desk, he could see all of the shop, and there were no liquor bottles anywhere to be seen. He was relieved. Gui and his wife seemed to be honorable people. “I'm sorry I'm asking so many questions” he laughed to cover his embarrassment, “but it seems you do not sell any pork meat.”

“No, the people here are all Muslims. So I don't sell pork or alcohol. I don't want to offend anyone.”

The conversation then moved to religion. Gui confirmed what Erjan had heard. They were Christians, and from China.

“There are many Muslims in China,” Erjan said, It was more of a comment than a question. “But aren't most Chinese atheists? After all China is also a communist country.”

“China is very large and very complex” Gui commented as the two fathers sipped their tea. They watched out the open door as the two boys laughed together outside the shop. “China has many different kinds of people. There are atheists, there are Muslims, and many Buddhists and there are also many Christians.”

“It is similar to here then” Erjan concluded.

“Yes, but we have many Christians. They are Chinese, not Russians.” Gui paused. “The Russians here are all Orthodox, but in China we are just Christians who believe in the Bible.”

“You do not believe in the Qur'an?”

“No, the Bible is our Holy Book.”

“I've always heard that the Bible was changed, corrupted.”

Gui rose from his seat to help a new customer that had just entered the store. “We shall have to discuss this sometime” he smiled. “Perhaps there was a corrupted Bible that someone saw, I don't know, but the Bible I have is a careful translation from original documents.”

After the customer left, Erjan finished his tea and called for his son. They rose, and shook hands.

“Please come any time” Gui offered.”I am here every day, and would love to have you come more often.”

Erjan nodded. It had been a good visit. Gui was friendly and an interesting person. He would come again, soon.

Gui was smiling as they left, but he was also thinking. They would have to get a couple more plastic chairs. Perhaps, just perhaps a small group of men could sit around the store in the evenings. It was something to think about and pray about.

The next day, Gui was surprised to look up and see Mr. Ruslan enter the store. He was alone, without Alibek the skinny man who came every month to collect the money. Mr. Ruslan looked around the store with surprise and appreciation. “The place looks clean and organized.” He commented. “You are doing a good job here.”

Gui was happy that Mr. Ruslan seemed in a good mood. Quietly he prayed and wondered how he could ask about their passports and visas.

Mr. Ruslan moved around the store, looking at the various products. Then he asked to see the accounting book. After looking through it for a few minutes he leaned back and smiled. Mei had served him some tea, so he sipped the hot liquid and looked at Gui.

“You've done well here, better than what I expected.” He commented. “But you could do better.”

Gui waited, wondering what was coming next. Perhaps this would be another lecture about making more money.

“I think you should consider expanding your products here.”

“We have already done this,” Gui smiled. “We now have fresh bread every morning, and fresh vegetables three days a week.”

“Bah!” Ruslan made a face and waved his hands. “Bread and vegetables are nothing. I'm talking about making some real money.” He looked closely at Gui. “You need to sell cigarettes and vodka. That's where the money is.” Ruslan looked up at Gui. There was greed in his eyes. “You are doing okay for yourselves here, but you could do much better, very much better.”

“But Mr. Ruslan.” Gui protested. “These people are Muslims. They do not drink alcohol”

Ruslan laughed. “That's what you think. There are lots of people who drink here. You are missing a great opportunity. Here are a list of suppliers. Just call them and place an order. They will deliver the next day.” He paused. “That's why I offered you this job. No one will object to a Christian selling liquors.”

Gui nodded bleakly. Not so much in agreement, but because he now understood why Mr. Ruslan was so eager to hire him.  Gui paused, and then tried to change the subject. “I was wondering about our work permits and passports.”

“It is all taken care of” Mr. Ruslan brushed off his question. “You passports are safe in my office. I have completed all of the paperwork.”

“May I have them soon?” Gui asked.

“Sure, I will try and remember to ask Alibek to bring them out for you the next time he comes.” Gui wondered if he would forget. He tried to shake off the suspicion that Alibek would forget to bring them. As he said goodbye to Mr. Ruslan, the thought that it would be good not to mention the passports to Mei. There was no use in worrying her with this, as it was now out of their control.

Later that afternoon Askar and Huan arrived at the store from school. While Gui took care of customers, the boys sat outside and snacked on nuts. Askar took the opportunity to try and impress his Chinese friend of the greatness of Islam.

“Islam is spreading all around the world” he said excitedly. “Before Islam came, we were just a group of warring tribes. But now we are united by Islam. Mullah Ackap told me that all of Central Asia converted to Islam in only a couple of years. It was Islam's greatest triumph. And it was done without bloodshed. Islam is truly a religion of peace that unites mankind together.” He looked proudly at Huan. “Mullah Ackap tells me that true Muslim protect those within their borders. Non Muslims are Dhimi, or protected ones, so it is my duty to protect you. So you don't have to worry about the bullies at school, I will do my duty and protect you.”

He opened one of his books. “Do you want to hear me read the Qur'an. I'm getting better at it.” Without waiting for a reply he started to read in Arabic, a language that neither he nor Huan understood.

Islamic Lesson

How did Islam spread? Was Islam spread by the sword? This is a common idea held by many, but does it hold true? 

During the first 100 years, Muslim armies conquered from North Africa to Afghanistan. After defeating the local armies, a few Muslims were left as the occupiers of the land and the armies moved on. Those that occupied the conquered lands were faced with tremendous problems of control and administration. In most of the conquered lands people continued following their own religions. Non Muslims were called Dhimmi, or protected ones. This protection was really a tax levied on non-Muslims. Those that converted to Islam no longer had to pay the tax.

As Muslim armies marched across North Africa they came in contact with many Arabs from the old Southern Arabian kingdom of Sheba. Around a hundred years before the Muslim armies marched out of Arabia into North Africa, the ancient dam at Marib, Yemen, had broken and the civilization had dispersed across much of North Africa. The original Sheba civilization was built back in the time of King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba. Their civilization at the edge of the desert was made possible by a large dam that was built across the end of a valley. As rain fell in the mountains it ran into streams and then into a river that flowed into the desert. The people of Sheba dammed the river and irrigated more than 25,000 acres of land. Thousands of people lived around the dam, and a successful civilization was born. The first warnings of pending doom came in 450 AD when the dam broke. The technology that was used to originally build the dam thousands of years before had been lost. The people of Sheba did their best to fix the dam, but it broke again in 542 AD. The second repairs lasted until 570 AD, the year that Muhammad was born. That year the dam burst, and the people of Sheba gave up hope and moved ‘en masse’ away from Southern Arabia. Thousands moved across North Africa and others flooded into the towns and villages in Northern Arabia.

When the Muslim armies first marched across North Africa and North Arabia, it was these people from the old Kingdom of Sheba that readily converted to Islam. The conquering Muslim armies made good use of these new Muslim converts placing them into administrative positions in the conquered lands. As news of this spread, the people from the old kingdom of Sheba readily converted to Islam as soon as the Muslim armies arrived and then they quickly moved into positions of power and authority in the lands they had come to a mere one hundred years earlier as refugees.

As the Muslim empire grew, life for non-Muslims was never easy. Non-Muslims could not hold government office or be civil servants. Non-Muslims were second-class citizens, ruled over by Muslim overlords who decided the laws and customs of the land. Non-Muslims had to pay a tax for every non-Muslim member of their family. Some families were reduced to poverty through this. Christians and pagans who refused to pay the tax were dealt with very harshly, and this harsh treatment earned Islam the reputation of trying to spread their religion with violence and the sword. In the Muslim’s mind, however, non-Muslims were going to hell, and so it was out of mercy that Muslims pressured non-Muslims to convert. If a non-Muslim refused and died, it was only the fate that he or she had chosen for themselves, because they had refused the glorious religion of Islam.

On the other hand, Muslims were given privileges in society. Muslim businesses flourished and had the favor of the government. Muslim men could have up to four wives, while those from a Christian background could only have one. The church at that time did not allow for divorce. Muslim men could freely divorce their wives and re-marry. Over time, many nominal Christians gave up their faith and became Muslims. They were warmly welcomed by the Muslims and made a part of the Muslim community of believers. Some Christian men who couldn’t find wives among the shrinking Christian population could always count on getting married if they converted to Islam.

The Christian church reacted strongly. Christians were persecuted by Christians if they converted to Islam and some were killed. Many Christian churches began to tattoo small crosses onto the wrists of Christian babies and children, so that they would be forever marked as Christians. Despite this, the realities of life in a Muslim setting continued to cause Christians to convert to Islam. This has continued down to the present time, when Christians continue to convert to Islam in many Muslim countries.

A missionary recently related this story: “One day a group of angry people stood on our street corner shouting at each other. They were very angry, and it appeared as if violence might begin at any moment. I asked my neighbor what had happened, and he explained to me that the night before a Christian girl had run away from home and married a Muslim boy that she had met at the government school. In doing so she had said the Muslim creed and had accepted Islam. The Muslims were rejoicing and taunting the Christians “We got one of yours!” The Christians were angry and threatening to kill a Muslim girl in revenge. In the end the police were called, and the riot was stopped. The situation was rectified several weeks later when the Christian girl who had converted to Islam was killed by her own family. Peace slowly returned to our community after this.”

In much the same way, the Christian and pagan populations were won over to Islam, until everyone in many of the lands that the Muslims occupied submitted to Islam. In many cases, those that truly wanted to follow Christ emigrated away from their countries to more tolerant lands.

The Golden Age of Islam

During the Golden Age of Islam that followed the military expansion of Islam, many people became enamored with Islam, believing it to be the cause behind the growth of science and culture. Muslim missionaries began to move among people trying to convince them of the greatness of Islam. These missionaries found response from many of the poor and less educated. By converting to Islam these people immediately gained status and many doors of opportunity were opened to them.

The writings of Muslim scholars impressed even western scholars during the time of the Middle Ages, when knowledge and study were lost in the west. During this time, Europe had fallen into a state where thousands of small warlords controlled small areas of Europe. These warlords fought with each other, and only united together under a larger king if there was some gain for themselves. The Roman Catholic church was interested in power and prestige rather than ministering to people. So in this time of confusion and struggle, Islam stood out as a shining light of hope. Most leading Muslim men were gentlemen who had been well trained in schools. They were polite, spoke several languages, and were often men of means and culture. Western scholars therefore held them in great respect. As a result, western kings and warlords were frightened by Muslim advances, and so the idea of a military crusade against Islam grew in popularity.

For two hundred years, between 800 AD and 1000 AD, Muslim culture and knowledge advanced much faster than those of the nations around them. As centers of learning were developed in Baghdad, thinking men were attracted to the city. By 830 AD the Mamuns House of Wisdom was established and European, Syrian, Nabataean, Persian and Indian writings were all translated into Arabic. These were carefully studied, and much of the old scientific knowledge of the Greeks, Roman and Nabataeans came to light. Arab scholars then worked through this material and further developed this thinking. A host of great scholars emerged, but we will only look at three of them.

Mohammad al-Khawarizmi was born at Khawarizm (Kheva), south of Aral Sea. Very little is known about his early life, except for the fact that his parents had migrated to a place south of Baghdad. The exact dates of his birth and death are not known, but it is established that he lived at Baghdad from 813 to 833 AD and probably died around 840 AD.

Khawarizmi was a mathematician, astronomer and geographer. He was perhaps one of the greatest mathematicians who ever lived. He was the founder of several branches and concepts of mathematics and influenced mathematical thought to a greater extent than any other Islamic writer. His work on algebra was outstanding and he became known as the founder of Algebra. The very name Algebra has been derived from his famous book Al-Jabr wa-al-Muqabilah. His arithmetic combined Greek and Hindu knowledge and also contained his own contributions. He explained the use of the Hindi concept of zero and developed the decimal system so that the overall system of numerals: 'algorithm' or 'algorizm' is named after him. He also introduced the Indian system of numerals (now generally known as Arabic numerals) that are presently used in the west, and he developed several arithmetical procedures, including operations on fractions. He also made progress in the science of geometry and calculus and was involved in a project that tried to measure the volume and circumference of the earth.

Khawarizmi also contributed to the science of astronomy, on which he also wrote a book. In the area of geography he revised early Greek views and produced a map of the world. His also worked on clocks, sundials and astrolabes used for navigation.

Ibn Sina (980 - 1037 AD) was born near Bukhara, Uzbeckistan on the Silk Road. As a young boy be became well versed in religion and science. He studied philosophy by reading various Greek books on this subject and learnt logic and other subjects from Natili, a famous philosopher of the time. While still a young man, he attained such a degree of expertise in medicine that his renown spread far and wide. At the age of 17, he was fortunate in curing the King of Bukhhara of an illness in which all the well-known physicians had given up hope. On his recovery, the King wished to reward him, but the young physician only desired permission to use his uniquely stocked library.

After his father’s death Ibn Sina began traveling and studying under several famous men. He wrote a book on medicine, and was instrumental in curing several leading men of the time from their ill health causing him to gain more fame as a great healer.

It is estimated that he was the most well-known physician, philosopher, astronomer and medical writer of his time. His major contribution to medical science was his famous book al-Qanun, known as the “Canon” in the West. The Qanun fi al-Tibb is an immense encyclopedia of medicine with over a million words. It surveyed the entire medical knowledge available from ancient and Muslim sources. Due to its systematic approach, it remained supreme for six centuries as the primary work on medicine. In his book Ibn Sina gathered and published all the known knowledge on medicine and drugs. The book described 760 drugs and became the most widely used reference for medicine for several centuries afterwards.

He also wrote an encyclopedia Kitab al-Shifa which covered a vast field of knowledge from philosophy to science and made several contributions to mathematics, physics, geology and music. 

Al Idris (1099-1166 AD) was born in Spain and later traveled far and wide in connection with his studies. Not a lot is written about him because the Arab writers of the time considered al-Idrisi to be a renegade, since he was closely associated with the court of a Christian king and had written in praise of him.

Al Idrisi wrote several books, including Kitab al-Jami-li-Sifat Ashtat al-Nabatat which was on medicinal plants. He studied and reviewed all the literature on the subject of medicinal plants and formed the opinion that very little original material had been added to this branch of knowledge since the early Greek work. He, therefore, collected plants and data not reported earlier and added this to the subject of botany, with special reference to medicinal plants. Thus, a large number of new drug plants together with their evaluation became available to the medical practitioners. He gave the names of the drugs in six languages: Syriac, Greek, Persian, Hindi, Latin and Berber.

Al Idrisi also loved geography and he made a silver globe for King Roger II and an accompanying book Al-Kitab al-Rujari (Roger's Book) which was a geographical encyclopedia of Asia and Africa and European countries. The globe weighted 400 kilograms. Maps made from this globe were widely used for several centuries. Christopher Columbus used a map originally taken from Al-Idrisi's work to guide him across the Atlantic.

Fragmentation of Islam

The Mongols began their push into Central Asia and Persia in the early 13th century under Genghis Khan. The cities of Bukhara and Samarkand fell to Genghis Khan's armies in 1220. From there it was not difficult for them to raid into Persia, and by 1221 the Persian cities of Merv, Nishapur, and Balkh had fallen. In the inevitable pillaging that followed Mongol attacks, the invaders decimated the population of these regions, sparing only those they deemed useful. The Mongols also uprooted many Muslim graves and defiled their holy sites.

The decision to attack the Muslim Abbasids in Baghdad was made at the same time as the election of the Great Khan Mongke in 1251. The Great Khan disliked the fact that his new Muslim subjects revered the caliph, who they deemed to be in a higher position than the Great Khan. Mongke decided to send his brother, Hulegu, into Iraq at the head of the invading Mongol army, with the goal of sacking Baghdad and destroying the Abbasid rulers. Hulegu set out in 1253 and by 1255 reached the walls of Baghdad. 

The Muslim Abbasids were at a disadvantage. While they theoretically had a large enough army their troops had been neglected and were poorly trained. Some of their army were Sunni Muslims and some were Shi’ite. Many of the Shi’ite secretly welcomed the Mongols, hoping that they would destroy the Sunni’s and allow Shi’ites freedom of worship. (Much the same way that Shi’ite Iraq’s recently welcomed American troops because they wanted to be free from Sunni rule. Once free, they turned against the Americans so that they could exercise Shi'ite dominion over the Sunnis.)

The Mongols also had the support of non-Muslims who lived in the Muslim empire. Many Christians in the region saw the Mongols as saviors, hoping that by destroying the leaders of Islam the faith itself would also be destroyed. Indeed, in return for Christian support, the Mongols - some of whom were Nestorian Christian themselves - spared Christian churches and communities from pillaging.

The city of Baghdad fell to the Monguls in 1258 AD and the Muslim caliph was captured and killed. Thus 500 years of Abbasid rule came to an abrupt and violent end.

The rest of the Middle East lay open to the Mongols. Muslim attention had long been directed towards the Crusaders from the West, so the Mongols from the east quickly moved forward, occupying city after city.

The Mamluks or slave rulers of Egypt presented a serious challenge to the Mongols and they launched an attack on Syria. The Mamlukes were experienced soldiers, having fought many battles with the Crusaders. Now they turned towards the invading Mongols and defeated them. Some historians have suggested that the Mamluks' success was because they had been using horseshoes for their horses since 1244. The Mongols did not use horseshoes, and the rocky terrain of Syria reportedly injured the Mongol horses' hooves to the extent that they were unable to fight effectively. Additionally, the Mamluks realized that grasslands were needed to pasture the Mongols' horses. Therefore, the Mamluks burned the grasslands in Syria in their wake, to prevent the Mongol horses from grazing.

The Mamluk victories over the Mongols in 1260 was a turning point for the Mongols. Mongke's death signaled an end to a united Mongol Empire, as the struggle over his successor split the realm and the momentum of the Mongol advance was broken. Infighting followed, and by 1263 alliances and peace treaties were signed.

The Mongol invasion was not entirely negative for the Islamic world. Perhaps the most significant achievement for the Muslims under Mongol rule was their ability to absorb the Mongols into their Islamic culture, rather than allowing its destruction at Mongol hands. This feat can be seen in the triumph of the Islamic faith over Mongol shamanism and Buddhism. It occurred so quickly, in fact, that only 40 years after the fall of the Iraq in 1258, the Mongols had themselves adopted Islam as the official religion of their empire. This amazing conversion from Buddhism to Islam is one of Islam’s greatest accomplishments. It was not done through the use of force or threats. We will examine why this took place a little farther on in this lesson.

The Black Plague

The first outbreak of the plague may have been in Central Asian but it was first reported in China in the early 1330s and it spread to eight areas of China and throughout the Mongol Empire: Hubei, Jiangxi, Shanxi, Hunan, Guangdong, Guangxi, Henan and Suiyuan.

Many Mongols and Muslims fell to the plague and by 1347 it was reported in Turkey. In that same year, the great trade center of Caffa on the Crimean peninsula, came under siege by an army of Mongol warriors. After a long siege the Mongol army was reportedly very sick from the disease, so they catapulted the corpses over the city walls, infecting the inhabitants of the city. The merchants then fled by boat, transferring the plague via their ships into the south of Europe, from where it rapidly spread. According to accounts, so many died in Caffa that the survivors had little time to bury them and bodies were stacked like firewood against the city walls.

In October 1347, a fleet of Genovese trading ships fleeing Caffa reached the port of Messina in Sicily. By the time the fleet reached Messina, all the crew members were either infected or dead. It is presumed that the ships also carried infected rats and/or fleas. Some ships were found grounded on shorelines, with no one aboard remaining alive. Looting of these lost ships also helped spread the disease.

From Italy the disease spread northwest across Europe, striking France, Spain, Portugal and England by June 1348, then turned and spread east through Germany and Scandinavia from 1348 to 1350. It was introduced in Norway in 1349 when a ship landed at Askøy, then proceeded to spread to Bjørgvin (modern Bergen). Finally it spread to north-western Russia in 1351; however, the plague largely spared some parts of Europe, including the Kingdom of Poland and isolated parts of Belgium and The Netherlands.

The plague also struck various countries in the Middle East leading to serious depopulation and permanent changes in both economic and social structures.

It is estimated that the total number of deaths worldwide was 75 million people. Some historians think that nearly one third of the population of Europe was killed.

The Islamic world suffered at least five major plague epidemics before the major Black Death in the 14th century. In 639 AD one of these outbreaks killed 25,000 Muslim soldiers in the army of Umar, the second Muslim caliph.

People in both the Middle East and Europe believed that the plague was an airborne disease. It was not until an outbreak of the plague in Hong Kong in 1894 that scientists determined that the disease was spread primarily through fleas who carried it from rats – the original hosts - to humans. In the medieval period, however, with no scientific explanation for the disease available, both Christians and Muslims believed that the plague was of divine origin. 

In Christian Europe, people believed that the plague was punishment from God for the sins of all Christians. The Christian doctrine of original sin also factored into the European view of the plague, because they believed that the disease was God's punishment to humans for having been born in sin. Also, death was always treated as punishment in Christian Europe, and the idea that the widespread death caused by the plague might be due to something other than God's wrath was not considered.

Islamic theology held different views about the plague. Muslims agreed with Christians that the disease was the work of God, but they did not necessarily view it as a punishment. Muslims preserved their belief in a compassionate and merciful God, and thus they believed that death from the plague was an offer of martyrdom from God. They formed three basic tenets for coping with the plague: 

1 The plague was a mercy and a martyrdom from God for the faithful Muslim, and a punishment for the infidel or non-Muslim. 

2 A Muslim should neither enter nor flee a plague-stricken land. 

3 There was no escape or solution to the plague because diseases came directly from God. 

Muslim doctors and scientists often had a difficult time in reconciling these tenets, particularly the third one, with growing evidence that it was contagious. As well, doctors often felt obliged to try to treat people infected with the plague in any way they could, which conflicted with the Islamic theological view that the disease had been sent by God and therefore must simply be endured. Theologians also encountered problems when the plague hit the holy city of Mecca in 1349, likely the result of pilgrimage traffic during the Hajj. The Prophet had promised that no disease would ever come to either Mecca or Medina. Some Muslims explained the Plague's presence in Mecca as the result of unbelievers living there, while others rejoiced in the miracle that it never spread to Medina. 

Regardless of its theological interpretations, the Black Death wreaked havoc on the communities of many different religions, causing widespread death wherever it went. In the Islamic world, it had a particularly devastating effect militarily and economically. The rapid spread of the Plague through armies affected the outcome of several minor wars throughout the Islamic world. Even the strong Mamluk army in Egypt was sufficiently devastated by the Plague that the decline in its military capabilities was a significant factor in its demise and eventual defeat to the Ottoman Empire in the early 16th century. 

Muslim Expansion

The Arabs of Arabia have always been merchants and traders. For centuries Arab merchants traveled the globe with their goods. Several major trade routes linked the Arab world with the east. The greatest of these was known as the “Silk Road.” It passed from Damascus through Iraq, Iran, Central Asia all the way to China. All along this trade route, Muslim merchants built caravan stopping places. Many of these turned into towns and eventually cities. Since these cities were profoundly influenced by the Arab merchants, the Arabs in them quickly converted to Islam. In this way, many cities along the Silk Road became centers for propagating Islam to the surrounding countryside long before the Mongol invasion.

While the Silk Road was an important overland link that helped the expansion of Islam, Arab Muslims were also mariners, traveling the world with their small ships known as dhows. These merchants visited the coastal cities of Iran, Pakistan, India, and through-out Asia, even reaching to China. When Marco Polo, the western explorer, entered Canton China around 1200 AD he discovered more than 100,000 Arab and Iranian merchants living in the city. The life of these Muslim merchants centered around the port. They received cargos brought by Muslim ships, and sold them locally. They also bought local goods which the same Muslim ships then took away to other lands. Thus Islam was introduced into the many great sea-ports all around Asia. Here the Muslims were successful businessmen with prestige and power. They built mosques and schools, and contributed to the local society. Eventually these Muslim businessmen became the means of introducing Islam into many of these cities.

Mongol conversion to Islam

While the Mongols were an important military force, they were not unified in the area of religion. Overall, the Mongols were highly tolerant of most religions, and typically sponsored several religions at the same time. Though in modern times the Mongols are primarily Buddhist, during the time of the Mongol Empire they had a substantial number of Christians, many of whom were in positions of considerable power. Many Mongols had been converted by Christian Nestorian missionaries from the Assyrian Church of the East, since the 7th century. When Genghis Khan, then a young man known as Temüjin, swore allegiance with his men at the Baljuna Covenant, there were representatives of nine tribes among the 20 men. Temüjin was a shamanist, and the others included several Christians, three Muslims, and several Buddhists.

Many Mongol tribes, such as the Kerait, the Naiman, the Merkit, and to a large extent the Kara Khitan, were Nestorian Christian. Under the Mongul ruler Mongka, the Main religious influence was that of the Nestorians.

Some of the major Christian figures among the Mongols were: 

· the daughter-in-law of Genghis Khan

· the mothers of the Great Khans: Möngke, Kublai, Hulagu and Ariq Boke

· each of these rulers were also married to Christian princesses. Many of the lesser rulers were also Christians or had Christian mothers or wives. A Mongol was the highest authority (Patriarch) of the Nestorian church from 1281 to 1317 under the name Mar Yaballaha III. 

Genghis Khan, though himself a shamanist, had many Christians among his relatives but was tolerant of other faiths. His sons were married to Christian princesses who held considerable influence at his court.

As the Mongols had a primarily nomadic culture, their practice of Christianity was different from what might have been recognized by most other Christians. The Mongols had no churches or monasteries, but claimed a set of beliefs that descended from the Apostle Thomas. Their religious practice relied on wandering monks. Further, their style was based more on practice than belief. Since Christian Mongols were converted from shamanism, they originally had a great deal of interest in how Jesus healed the sick, so the practice of Christianity became interwoven with the care of the sick. Jesus was considered to be a powerful shaman. The Mongols also adapted the Christian cross to their own belief system, making it sacred because it pointed to the four directions of the world. They had varied readings of the Scriptures, and had a special feeling an affinity to the wandering Hebrew tribes. Christianity allowed the eating of meat which was different from the vegetarianism of the Buddhists. And of particular interest to the hard-drinking Mongols, they liked the fact that consuming of alcohol was allowed in Christianity. Another attraction was that the name Jesus, sounded like Yesu, the Mongol number “9”. It was a sacred number to the Mongols, and was also the name of Genghis Khan's father.

When the Marco Polo brothers, European explorers to China, returned to Europe in 1271 they brought an invitation from Kublai Khan to the western church imploring that they send a hundred teachers of science and religion to reinforce the Nestorian Church among the Mongols. In 1289 Christianity was well established in his vast empire.

Eighteen years later John of Monte Corvino set out for China. Although the great Khan had already died by the time John arrived (1294), the court at Khanbaliq received him graciously and encouraged him to settle there. John was China’s first western missionary, and he was significantly successful. He labored largely in the Mongol tongue, translating the New Testament and Psalms. He built a central church, and within a few years (by 1305) could report six thousand baptized converts.

But John of Monte Carvino's mission was of relatively short duration. Two massive political catastrophes hastened the extinction of this missionary effort to China. Firstly, the Black Death during the latter half of the fourteenth century in Europe so depleted the missionaries and their supporting churches that they were unable to sustain the mission to China. Second, the Yuan Dynasty began to decline. In 1362 the Chinese seized control of the city, driving out the Mongols, and launching the Ming Dynasty (1368). Since the missionaries had been identified with the Mongols, they were all expelled.

In the end, the Christian presence in Mongolia became very mixed with shamanism, and lost most of its message and power. As the Muslim presence continued to grow in the empire, Muslim merchants and businessmen gained much influence. Kublai Khan, the last true Great Khan was a strong warrior, but his critics still accused him of being too closely tied to Chinese culture. When he moved his headquarters to Beijing, there was an uprising in the old capital that he barely staunched. He focused mostly on foreign alliances, and opened trade routes. He dined with a large court every day, and met with many ambassadors and foreign merchants. Kublai Khan even offered to convert to Christianity if this religion was proved to be correct by 100 priests. At this time the plague was ravaging much of Asia and Europe. Although the priests prayed for the suffering, they could heal no one. As the plague advanced, it became obvious that Christians had no special protection from the plague, and that they were powerless before it. As the Muslims grew in economic power, there were advantages to becoming Muslim.

After Kublai died in 1294, his heirs began infighting and the Silk Road closed. As the Mongol Empire broke up, it divided into four parts, with three of the four becoming Muslim. The fourth group adopted Tibetan Buddhism as the official religion, but the majority of the ordinary Mongols, especially those who continued living in Mongolia remained Shamanists. After the decline of the Yuan Dynasty, Shamanism once again became the dominant religion. To this day, Islam and shamanism have existed side by side in Central Asia.

Bible Lesson

Many Christians today are puzzled when they meet people who have converted to Islam. What is it that makes Islam attractive? Here are some of the things that attract people to Islam:

First, most Muslims are completely convinced that their religion is true. When they speak to others they sound completely sure of themselves and their faith. They know their Islamic history, and they know how to practice their religion, and they are convinced that only they are going to paradise and that all others are going to hell.  

Second, Muslims freely talk of their religion with others. They openly pray before others, and their dress and manners depict that they are pious followers of Islam. This often speaks to those who are unsure of what to believe in life.

In many countries, Muslims are the Majority people. If you become a Muslim you can be included in the majority rather than being a part of the minority. This usually opens opportunities for work and marriage. Non-Muslims often have difficulty doing business in a Muslims country, so converting to Islam means that they are better accepted in the business community. 

Some men are attracted to Islam because men are in a place of power over women. Women exist to serve and please men. Men seek sexual fulfillment through multiple wives and concubines.

Another thing that makes Islam attractive is that vices, such as prostitution, alcohol and drugs are better controlled in Muslim countries. It is often safer to raise children in a Muslim city than in a western one.

Last, wealth, power, honor and influence are all highly esteemed in Islam. 

Christianity on the other hand has few things that make it appealing, but there are a few. In most Muslim countries, Christians can more easily emigrate to the west. Christians can drink alcoholic drinks and they are not 'controlled' by the state in western countries. Most Muslims consider western countries to be Christian countries; therefore, the problems that western countries face are usually considered “Christian problems.” Thus, Christianity and Judaism are considered the source of most of the evils in the world today.

So, to the Muslim, Christianity does not look very attractive. All over the world, Christians are the minority, never the majority. They are often struggling, divided into competing groups, and are usually more associated with the poor than the rich and powerful. All around the world the media speaks poorly of Christians. Even Christian history is filled with difficulties and persecution. 

In Muslim eyes, Jesus, the founder of Christianity was a failure. While he did great miracles and taught great things, he never amounted to much. After only three years he was killed and his followers scattered. From the very beginning of the church, Christians were persecuted. They did not take up arms and fight for themselves. In fact, Christians were often servants or even slaves.  Nevertheless, when given an opportunity, Christian people and nations exploited others. The Crusades demonstrated how barbaric they could be. Slavery demonstrated how they exploited others. Lastly, modern economic exploitation demonstrates how they care only for themselves and not for others.   

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Compare the spread of Christianity to the spread of Islam. What was similar, what was different?

2 Why would people choose Islam over Christianity? Why would you choose Christ over Muhammad?

3 Should missionaries compare Islam and Christianity and try to demonstrate how Christianity is better? Why or why not?
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Story

Mullah Ackap made his way down the street, smiling and nodding at people along the way. He enjoyed his work at the mosque, teaching the people and being a leader in the community. Even though he had little formal education in Islam, he had studied under a teacher in the city so that he could lead prayers and preach in the village mosque. People now looked up to him and he felt important and needed. It was a satisfying and fulfilling life that he led. But Mullah Ackap had one desire in his life that he had not yet fulfilled. He had yet to convert someone to Islam. He had come to this realization only a few days before when hearing about other Muslim leaders who had converted pagans and Christians to Islam. But now that was about to change. He was determined to meet the new Chinese family in town and convince the husband of the greatness of Islam. So after the evening prayers he put on his best robe, straightened his hair, combed his beard, and made his way to the small store in the center of the village.

Gui was sorting vegetables on the wooden rack in front of his store when he spotted the Mullah making his way down the street. He recognized the Mullah from the cloak he wore and the special hat on his head. Gui wondered if this might be his chance to meet Mullah Ackap, of whom he had heard a great deal from young Askar. Sure enough, the Mullah was coming straight for him. Gui straightened up and smiled.

“Salam alaykum” he welcomed the Mullah with the age old Islamic greeting, extending his hand. The Mullah shook hands with him, and replied “Alykum issalam.” Then he looked lost. There was a moment of awkward silence.

Gui smiled. “Is there something you would like?”

“Actually, my wife usually comes here” the Mullah said, looking around the small shop. It was smaller than he had imagined, although the shelves were filled with many goods. I thought I would come here and welcome you to our community and perhaps speak with you.” He was slightly disturbed by the smiling Chinese man who seemed so friendly.

“Please come in and sit” Gui said. He motioned to Huan to get some tea and then sat in the other chair by the counter. “It is an honor to have you visit our store.”

“We are honored by your presence in our village” the Mullah began. “I understand you are from China?”

“Yes, we’ve been here several months now.

“And you speak our language well.”

“Actually, I am still having some trouble with some words.” Gui smiled. “I can speak about the goods in the store, but other topics are hard for me..”

“Tell me” the mullah started again “Are you a Muslim?”

“No..”

“Ah yes, your are Chinese, so you are a Buddhist?” the Mullah interrupted.

No, I am not a Buddhist.”

“An atheist I presume then?”

“No, actually I am a Christian.”

“A Christian?” The Mullah almost spat out the words. “I didn’t know that Chinese were Christians.”

“A few of us are. There are many Chinese. Some are atheists, some Buddhists, some Christian, and some are even Muslims.” 

“But you are not a Muslim?”

“No”

“That is probably because you do not realize how great Islam is. Islam is not only a wonderful religion… it is the only religion that will get you to paradise.”

“I understand you believe this” Huan smiled. “But I am still a Christian.”

“But Islam is so much better than Christianity.” The Mullah protested.

“Really?” Gui was puzzled. “In what way?”

“Listen” the Mullah looked serious. Islam is a complete guide to life. It helps us live every day. Christianity is a “one day a week” religion. And Christians are all different from each other. They are all divided up. Islam on the other hand tells us how to walk, how to speak, how to grow our beards, how to deal with our wives. We all live by the same code. Our women are protected and ennobled by Islam.”

Gui smiled. “Yes, I see women covering themselves all the time. Why do they do this?

“It is for their protection”

“Protection?  From whom?”

“From other men. This way, men do not look on them or bother them. A covered Muslim woman is safe. People know she is a good woman.”

Gui nodded. “You are right. Covering does seem to help. But does it solve the problem?”

“What problem?”

“The problem of men lusting after women?” Jesus talked about this very thing. He said that if a man looks on a woman to lust after her, he has committed adultery in his heart.”

“This is very strong” the Mullah said. “If women cover up, then the problem is dealt with.”

“But men still look, imagine and lust.” Gui did his best to smile. “In Christianity, the answer to this problem is to change man’s heart, not to simply cover up the women. Christianity teaches us to find fulfillment in our wives, not outside of marriage. Christ talked about how man’s heart can be changed.”

“I still think Islam is better.” The Mullah interrupted again. “For instance, Islam is much clearer than Christianity. Christians talk about one God, and they also talk about a trinity, or three Gods. They talk about Jesus sitting down at the right hand of God. So there are really different gods. Islam is much superior. There is only one God. Allah is understandable, not a complicated mess. Can you explain the trinity?”

Gui prayed silently for a moment. “I agree. There is only one God.” Suddenly he brightened. “It sounds like you want God to be understandable to you.”

“That’s right. If I cannot understand him, then I cannot believe in him. Allah is understandable. He is complete. He is one.”

“Do you understand electricity?”

“What do you mean?”

“I don’t understand electricity. There are clever people who understand how to use it, but even they cannot explain to us exactly what electricity is. However, that does not stop me from turning on the lights or watching television. For me, it’s okay that God is not understandable. He is much greater than you or I. He is different from a human being. He is a spirit. And I don’t understand that. In the Bible it tells us that God revealed himself by sending Jesus in human form. He was fully God and fully man. And God the Father was still in heaven controlling the universe. He managed to separate himself. I do notknow how, but he did it. I cannot explain it. But he has revealed himself to us as Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  

Mullah Ackap cleared his throat. This was not going as easily as he had thought it would.

“Islam is also the source of brotherhood for all people.” He declared, changing the subject. “In Islam, people from all over the world are equals. Blacks, Asians, White, everyone is equal. When I was on the Hajj at Mecca, I saw everyone wearing the same white robes. There were millions of us; all equals; all doing our duties together as one unit”

“That’s wonderful. Everyone dressed alike. But that is the outside. Is everyone equal in Islam? Are women equal, or do they only get part of an inheritance? Is the word of a woman equal to that of a man’s?

“That is different” the Mullah insisted. “Islam has done great things for women.”

Just then, Mei entered from the back of the store, bringing two cups of strong black sweet tea and a small plate of biscuits. The Mullah graciously accepted the tea and took a biscuit.

“Islam is the greatest of all religions. The Qur’an is beautiful. It is written in the language of God. It is the final revelation. All over the world many people are converting to Islam.” Mullah Ackap was reluctant to go on speaking about women in Mei’s presence. “Have you read the Qur’an?”

“Not all of it. I’ve read through a lot of it. But I find it difficult. There is no chronology. It jumps back and forth in history and from subject to subject. Most of the stories are incomplete, and it is full of repetition. For me it is a hard book to understand.”

“The language may be hard, but the teaching of the Qur’an is beautiful. Islam is very simple. We have our practices and beliefs. Our worship is very simple and real. The mosque is a wonderful place to pray and study. But most of all, Islam is for every person. There is no complicated thinking. No trinity, no hard-to-believe miracles or things that need endless explanations. It is all very simple, rational and understandable.”

At this point two customers entered the store. The man and his wife seemed surprised to see Mullah Ackap sitting at the back of the store. They greeted him politely and then went about their shopping. Gui helped them get the things they wanted. It was getting late so Mei sent Huan to bed, and followed him into their little apartment. After the couple left, Mullah Ackap began again.

“Islam is superior to every other religion. We are the final religion, the final revelation from God. We are the fasted growing religion, and the biggest in the world. Islam has brought enlightenment and technology. Science was invented by the Muslims. This proves that Islam is superior to all other religions”

Mullah Ackap didn’t wait for Gui to respond. He rose and shook Gui’s hand. “It has been nice talking to you. We are glad that you have come to our village.”

“Thank you” Gui replied. “Please come again, I have enjoyed speaking with you.”

As Mullah Ackap returned home, he thought about the visit. It had not gone as he had planned. He had not been adequately prepared. Perhaps next time he would have better arguments. Moreover, Gui had surprised him. Mullah Ackap thought that people were not Muslims because they did not know about Islam. Gui seemed very aware of Islam and its teachings, and yet he was not a Muslim. He had answers for many of the things that they had discussed. It was something to think about and prepare for in the future.

Islamic Lesson

In this lesson we will continue to learn about how Islam expanded around the world.

Africa expansion

Islam expanded into Africa in a slightly different way. First, the Muslim armies crossed through the deserts of North Africa, eventually reaching Morocco. They then turned northward, conquering through Spain into southern France.

The Sahara desert was a great desert and a barrier to the lands in the south where there were dry plains and swampy valleys. Islam did spread south of the desert but at a very slow rate.  Muslim armies never penetrated south of the Sahara, because there was little wealth to loot and few civilizations to conquer. Bush, jungles, swamps, rivers, mountains, and most of all swarms of biting flies and insects kept them away. The presence of sickness and disease sapped the Muslim armies of whatever enthusiasm they may have had about moving south.

So, once again merchants pioneered the way into Africa, although at a much slower rate. There was little in Africa for the merchants to profit from, other than selling goods to Africans. However, there was one resource in Africa that immediately caught the attention of the Muslim Arab merchants. It was that of slaves.

Contrary to what many Muslims claim, the Arabs of Arabia were proud of their white skin, and they looked down upon the black people of Africa as second class. Ibn Khaldun, the Arab historian and geographer of the 14th century wrote: “ … the Negro nations are, as a rule, submissive to slavery, because they have little that is human and possess attributes that are quite similar to those of dumb animals.” So Black Africans were imported into the Islamic world as slaves for the wealthy.

Slavery was also practiced in Europe through the Middle Ages. It is recorded in the history of many nations that their rulers tried to limit the export of slaves to other places, which were depleting their own workforce. From 800 AD – 1200 AD Viking raiders captured white females in Europe and sold them to the Arabs in the Middle East, mainly as sexual slaves or concubines. During this same period, black female slaves were imported into the Middle East from Africa. Many of the young black men who were sold as slaves to the Arab world were operated on, and their entire sexual organs were removed. This was usually done on boys, ages 8 – 12 years old. Hundreds of thousands of black boys were mutilated. The survival rate was only around one in ten, so the price of black eunuchs was high, and usually only the wealthy could afford them as guards for the women’s side of the house. White slaves were also in demand. In Spain, in a Muslim raid against Lisbon in 1189, the caliph Yacoub al-Mansur took 3,000 female and child captives. The governor of Cordoba in 1191 took 3,000 Christians as slaves after his attack on the city of Silves in southern Portugal.

By the end of the 14th century, black slaves were introduced into Europe and after that the demand for black slaves rose sharply. By the 1700’s black slavery was common in much of the western world as well.

The Qur’an does not speak against the practice of slavery. Slavery is mentioned twenty-nine times in the Qur’an, giving instruction about the legal status of slaves. Most of the material deals with releasing slaves or with sexual relations with slaves.

Eg: Sura 4:92

Never should a believer kill a believer; but if by mistake one kills a believer it is ordained that he should free a believing slave and pay compensation to the deceased's family unless they remit it freely. If the deceased belonged to a people at war with you and he was a believer the freeing of a believing slave is enough. If he belonged to a people with whom you have a treaty of mutual alliance compensation should be paid to his family and a believing slave be freed. For those who find this beyond their means a fast for two months running is required as a way of repentance to Allah: for Allah hath all knowledge and all wisdom.

EG: Sura 58:3

But those who divorce their wives and then wish to go back on the words they uttered should free a slave before they touch each other: this are you admonished to perform: and Allah is well-acquainted with (all) that ye do.

Sura 24: 23 (An Nur)

Force not your slave girls to whoredom to seek enjoyment of the life of the world, if they want to preserve their chastity. And if one force them, then after their compulsion Allah will be forgiving and merciful.

Eventually Islam spread through parts of central Africa, but it was only in the last 200 years as travel became easier in Africa that Islam began to spread again.

The Ottomans

While Islam had spread east and west, it had made little initial progress to the north. That changed when a Muslim leader, Osman, began to expand his area of rule in modern day Turkey. He was a strong ruler who began uniting Muslim areas under his leadership. The Christian Byzantine Empire was much weakened by this time and soon after Osman’s death Mehmed II led a Muslim army that captured the Christian city of Constantinople in 1453. The Ottomans continued their expansion into Europe pushing right up to the city of Venice in northern Itally. The Ottomans enlarged their influence in Muslim lands expanding through the Middle East and across parts of North Africa. 

For many years the Ottoman Empire was the greatest Muslim empire both militarily and scientifically. As an example, in 1513 an Ottoman admiral known as Piri Ibn Haji Memmed began to collect maps in order to construct a map of the whole world. His Piri Reis map, drawn just a few years after Columbus ‘discovered’ America clearly shows Antarctica, all of South America and parts of North America. By 1521 the Ottoman Turkish admiral had relatively accurate maps of the entire world. This is only 29 years after the Spanish began their journeys to the new world.

However, in time European nations developed naval powers and with the development of alternate sea routes from Europe to Asia and the New World the Ottoman economy was severely damaged. Before this the Ottomans controlled the land routes to Asia, but now the Europeans began sailing around Africa and on to Asia. On land, the Ottoman armies were defeated at Vienna, and from this point on the empire slowly began to shrink.

In the years that followed the Ottoman Empire began to collapse financially. For many years it was known as the “Sick man of Europe.” World War I brought about the complete collapse of the empire. As the British advanced against the Turkish army, many Arabs rose up in what is known today as the Arab Revolt. At the end of the revolt, many of the modern Arab nations of today were founded.

East Asia

As Muslim expansion in Europe and Africa slowed, Islam began making gains in East Asia. Muslim merchants regularly traveled through Indonesian waters on their way between Arabia and China. The first Muslim populations emerged in Indonesia in the 13th century in northern Sumatra. Other Indonesians slowly accepted Islam. By the 16th century it was the major religion. In most cases Islam was mixed with the existing animistic culture and religion. The result is something known as ‘kebatinan’ which is a mixture of animism, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Sufi Islam. Kebatinan worship includes sacrifices and devotions to local and ancestral spirits. These spirits are believed to inhabit natural objects, human beings, artifacts, and gravesites of important Muslim saints. Illness and other misfortunes are traced to such spirits, and if sacrifices or pilgrimages fail to calm down the angry demons, the advice of a ‘dukun’ or healer is sought.

Most Indonesian Muslims are Sunni, although some follow other branches of Islam, including 100,000 Shi’as. In general, Muslims are considered either 0ian  is Iigionn that is very superstitious.
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 PAGE \*Arabic 110“modernists,” (who closely adhere to scriptural orthodox theology while embracing modern learning and modern concepts) or “traditionalists,” (who often follow charismatic religious scholars organized around Islamic boarding schools.)

Today Islam is Indonesia's dominant religion with approximately 88% of its population identifying themselves as Muslims, making it the most populous Muslim-majority nation in the world.

The West

The growth of Islam in the western word has been very slow. While some Muslims emigrated to Europe and America over the centuries, it is only during the last 100 years that Muslims in larger and larger numbers have emigrated to the west. In most cases, Muslims were ignored, and allowed to build mosques and practice their religion as long as it didn’t interfere with the lives of people around them. However, changes in population have caused the numbers of Muslims in the west to rise significantly. First, many western families have only one or two children while Muslim families can have six or seven or more children. Also, since western families were small, many countries such as Canada, Australia and New Zealand have opened their doors for immigrants from other countries. There have been many Muslims among the people that flocked to the west. As a result, Muslims have started to make an impact on western society, although few western people have converted to Islam. However, as Muslim men take western women for their wives, all of these women convert to Islam in order to marry. Usually they are agnostics or non-practicing Christians. For them, religion is not important, and they love their husbands and want to belong to their families.

Islam Around the World

Today Muslims can be found in almost every country of the world. They are a fast growing religion, with their numbers increasing both from having large families and also from gaining new converts. Below are a series of stories that illustrate some of the situations around the world.

Africa

The People of the Sacred Forest were always cautious and often lived with fear. They believed that once they were initiated into the group that they were “born again” through the devil's mouth. They receive special powers, but most of the power is reserved for the chief leader of the cult. Whenever he came to town, everyone would run and hide.

There are also many Muslims in the town. They are not part of the People of the Sacred Forest. They believe in Allah, and that he is the ruler of the world. However, they also respect and fear the leader of the People of the Sacred Forest and recognize that he has powers. Sometimes when they want to cast a spell on someone, either for good or evil, they would approach the leader of the People of the Sacred Forest and pay him to cast the spell for them.

There are also a few Christians in the town, but most people ignore them. They seem powerless. They have no witchdoctor or shaman like the People of the Sacred Forest, and they are few in number, unlike the many wealthy and successful Muslims. However, everyone started talking when the village chief’s son announced that he was now a Christian. 

Soon after this an event happened that changed the thinking of many people. Just after the noon meal, several people rushed down the main street telling people that the leader of the Sacred Forest People was coming. The village leader’s son was on the street just then and he refused to rush inside. Hs father was very afraid of what would happen and became very angry when his son refused to move. “I belong to Jesus now” his son said. “And he has set me free from the devil's power. He will keep me safe.”  The chief was amazed when nothing happened to his son. “It must be true that this Jesus is really more powerful than all the spirits we fear.” he exclaimed. The Muslims however were still antagonistic and demanded that the village leader be a Muslim. Obviously the power of the leader of the People of the Sacred Forest had been challenged. But the Muslims were quick to step into his place.

Turkey

Murat grew up in a Muslim home. Everyone he knew was a Muslim. All of the other children in the school were Muslims. In Turkey, people took pride on being western. They have freedom of religion, and a secular government. But none of this mattered to Murat. His world was made up of only Muslims.

Then, when Murat was seven years old, something terrible happened. A terrible earthquake destroyed his city. Murat was caught in the middle of the earthquake. As walls and rocks began falling around him, Murat crawled into a small space where he was safe. Tons of rock and cement crashed down on top of him, killing his entire family.

After the earthquake, people came from all over to help. A small group of Christians came from the capital city to help provide food and do whatever they could. During the following days, rescuers frantically pulled people from the rubble. At last they gave up hope of finding any more people alive. As people left, the Christians stood near the pile of rubble that had buried Murat and prayed for those who might remain that God would be merciful to them.

Several days later the bulldozers arrived and started clearing away the rubble.  It was then that the workmen discovered seven-year old Murat under a huge pile of bricks and concrete. He had been buried alive for nine days.

“It's a miracle” said the doctors who examined Murat. “It's so hot here in August, we don't know how anyone could live so long in this heat without water.”

“But I did have water” Murat insisted. “Every evening, a nice man came to visit me and brought me bread and water.” Everyone was puzzled. Since his family were dead, they knew of no one who could have visited him, and how could he have anyway, since Murat was buried deep under the rubble.

Was this a miracle? Did God send an angel to visit Murat? The Christians in Turkey believe in miracles. Every Turkish believer is a miracle. There are 66 million Turks, and only very few have become followers of Jesus.  

Europe

Jamiyla seemed to be a typical French girl, except for her black hair and tan-colored skin. All of her friends thought of her as a typical French girl, but Jamiyla was different. All of her friends were Catholics, although most of them were only very nominally Catholic. But Jamiyla was a Muslim. Her mother was a French woman who had married an Arab Muslim. That is what gave Jamiyla her slightly dark color and black hair.

One day while they were on a school trip, the girls sat under a tree during the lunch break. Gina noticed that Jamiyla was very quiet. “What's the problem?” she asked. “You look like you've lost your best friend. But you couldn't have, because I'm right here.” Jamiyla smiled, but her eyes were sad. “It's my father” she said. “He's a Muslim you know.” Gina nodded. She had visited Jamiyla's family many times. “My father is insisting that we are all Muslims because he is a Muslim.” 

“Yeah” Gina added. “I'm a Catholic because my parents are Catholics. But we've never been to the church, except to get me baptized when I was born.”

“I know. That would be fine with me. I don't mind being a Muslim. But my father came home last week and had a big fight with my mother.”

“What about?”

He is insisting that she wear the Hijab. The Muslim dress.

“Oh my God” Gina gasped. “Your mother is a classy looking woman. She would look absolutely wretched in one of those black things. A black blob!”

Jamiyla started to cry. “And he wants me to wear one too.”

Gina was stunned. She swore under her breath. 

Jamiyla dabbed at the tears under her eyes. “Today is my last day to wear western clothing. I insisted that I could dress like everyone else on this trip. But tomorrow I must wear a scarf and Muslim dress.”

Gina stared at her friend. “That's terrible!”

Jamiyla started crying again. “A black blob.” she wailed.

“What if you refuse?”

“My father will beat me.”she cried.  “My mother refused and he hit her.”

Gina swore again. “You should run away.”

“I don't have anywhere to go. My father will track me down. He is insisting that I wear the hijab and learn how to honor and respect my religion.” Gina put her hand around Jamiyla and tried to console her on her last day of freedom.

America

Jason was a black young man living in Los Angeles, America. Many years ago his ancestors were slaves, brought from Africa to work on Americansugar plantations. Now that slavery was over, his family struggled with poverty and life in the inner city. While his parents both worked, they never seemed to have much money after the rent, utilities and food was paid for. Jason had always wondered about his history. Where had his family come from? What sort of life had they lived in Africa? Would he have fit in better in Africa than he did in America?  During his years in school he thought about searching for his roots, but he never knew how to go about it. 

Then one day he met Carman, another young black man. Carman was tough, strong, and bold. All the young men looked up to him, and he always seemed to know what was going on, and how to respond to situations. A short time after Jason met Carman, Carman told him that he had discovered his African roots. He was from an Islamic tribe in central Africa. His family had been rulers, and he was a prince. Jason was awed by Carman. While many of the other young men seemed to be lost in a daze, struggling with inner-city life and addictions, Carman was sure of himself and what he believed and who he was. One day, when Carman was going to the mosque, Jason went along with him. It proved to be a turning point in his life. When they arrived at the mosque, several men at the door recognized Carman and welcomed him. Jason shook their hand, and felt accepted and special. Carman told him to simply watch while he went through the Muslim prayers with the others in the mosque. Jason was attracted to the way that the men all prayed together, moving in a strange harmony as they stood, kneeled and bowed. The sound of the Arabic language was unfamiliar and yet strangely attractive as the leader chanted from the Qur'an. “Yes,” Jason thought to himself. “This is my religion. My roots are here in Islam.” When one of the men asked Jason if he would like to attend a small class to learn about Islam he readily accepted.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 How would you explain the Christian position on slavery? What is your Biblical basis?

2 Spend a few moments praying for the Muslim world.

3 Spend a few moment praying against the spread of Islam around the world.
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Story

It started slowly at first. Askar's father began stopping by the store in the early evening, and he and Gui would sit outside and enjoy the fresh air. Gui would attend to customers, but in between the two men would sit and drink tea and discuss. A short while later Nurbolat joined them. He was a close friend of Erjan and soon the three began to enjoy this time together. Sometimes they gathered only twice a week, sometimes almost every day. Erjan enjoyed talking with Gui. He found the Chinese man a careful listener, and his replies were usually well thought out and full of wisdom. Nurbolat enjoyed the tea, and a place to visit away from his wife, who nagged him whenever he was around the house. Some evenings they were joined by several other men from the nearby apartment buildings. 

Gui always had a pot of tea on, and sometimes he would open a package of biscuits. They would often argue over who would pay for the biscuits. Erjan was careful to always pay for at least one or two nights of the week, while Nurbolat seldom paid, but he seldom ate any biscuits. The tea, however, he enjoyed immensely.

During the fall season the boys would often sit nearby and memorize their lessons. Huan had a quick mind, but he struggled with language and vocabulary. It didn't take Nurbolat long to discover that despite his lack of education he could help the young Chinese boy, and he looked forward to each evening he could spend outside the store helping the young boy while the two fathers discussed deeper matters.  

One evening their discussion turned to holy books. Erjan was adamant that the writings of the early prophets had all been lost or corrupted. While he didn't know a lot about his religion Islam, he had heard this many times.

“Look” he insisted. “How can you trust those early writings. They are so old that they were obviously corrupted. Our Qur'an on the other hand has been perfectly preserved. It has never been corrupted or changed.”

“How can you be so sure of this?” Gui teased gently. “Do you have an original to compare it with?”

“Yes, there is an original in Samarkand; and another in Mecca. They are exactly the same as what I have.”

“Two original copies?” Gui asked in surprise.

“No, they are not original. The original Qur'an was given in oral form, right from the lips of the prophet. Peace be  upon him. Others heard him and wrote it down.”

“So these are copies of those who actually heard it and wrote it down?”

“Yes, I swear by Allah, they are originals.”

Nurbolat suddenly looked up. “I have seen pages of the Qur'an in Samarkand” he offered. “They were in a museum there.” Both men looked at him in surprise.

“You have seen them?”

“Yes, I was invited by friends of a friend to go. They are all written in Arabic.”

“See, there it is. The originals.”

Nurbolat looked nervous. “Actually, I think I was told that they were written three or four hundred years after Muhammad.”

Erjan looked annoyed. “Well, then there is the copy in Mecca.”

Nurbolat looked embarrassed. “The sign in the museum said that the Qur'an in Samarkand was the oldest in the world.”

“Look friends” Gui interrupted. “What difference does it make if the copy is old or original?”

“What do you mean?”

“If it is God's word, would he allow it to be changed? Wouldn't he protect it?”

“Exactly” Erjan saw his opportunity.” It doesn't matter how old they are, Allah protects his word. It cannot be changed.”

There was a long pause while Gui poured them more tea. He prayed for wisdom as he made his next comment. “If Allah always protects his word, then wouldn't the writings of the early prophets also be protected?”

Erjan saw the trap but it was too late. How could be answer?

“Allah always protects his word.” Gui went on. “People are always discovering old manuscripts. And when they check them, the writings of the prophets are always well preserved.”

“But those were writings for people of other places. People who lived long ago. The Qur'an is for us today. It replaces what came earlier.” Erjan picked up a biscut. “There is power in the Qur'an. If you would only read it, you would be convinced and convert to Islam.”

“But I do not read Arabic” Gui said softly. “I hear that they do not translate the Qur'an into other languages.”

“This is true. It was revealed in the Arabic language. It is the language of Allah.”

“Surely Allah understands my language?” Gui teased gently.

“Allah is all knowing. He knows every language, everywhere.”

“Then why doesn't he reveal his word in my language?”

“I will have to ask the Mullah about this.” It was the end of the conversation that evening. The sun was sinking below the horizon and it was starting to get cold. The men gathered up their chairs and tea cups and prepared to move them inside.

“The nights are getting colder.” Erjan commented. “Maybe we will have to sit inside soon.” 

While the men sat outside in the evenings, Mei was busy minding the store. She tried to support her husband while he talked to the men. They often talked about religious topics, and she would overhear some of the things that were said. She was happy to help her husband in the evening, because the mornings were her time to visit some of the ladies in the surrounding apartment buildings.

It started with Roza, Askar's mother, who had asked her if the store could stock some local fresh vegetables. When Mei asked her how they prepared the food, Roza invited her to her house to prepare a meal with her. “Bring your pot along,” Roza said with a smile. “We will prepare the food, and then you can take your pot home and cook it for your husband and son.”  It sounded like a good idea, so Mei went with her. They enjoyed their time together, and soon it became routine for the two women to compare their meal plans, and arrange times when they could prepare common foods together. Sometimes Roza and Mei were joined by other ladies from Rosa's apartment building. Mei enjoyed the times together, although several of the women smoked, and sometimes they sat around and played cards. Mei would try and direct the conversation, but she wasn't always successful. Sometimes the women made crude jokes, and laughed about their husband's performance in bed. Mei wasn't sure how to respond, and she withdrew from the conversation at that point. Once she dismissed herself with an excuse and went home. It wasn't long before Roza caught on, and she would often change the topic before it got too crude. 

“What's the matter,” one of the women joked. “Are you becoming too soft to talk about these things, or has your husband completely stopped trying?”

Roza nodded towards Mei, and the woman's eyes widened in understanding. She turned to Mei. “Why don't you discuss these things? We are women here. We are friends. We don't have secrets.”

Mei prayed for wisdom. “I am a Christian, and my book tells me to think about good and pure things. I don't really wish to know or discuss your husband or my husband in this way.”

“Really! But what else is there for us women? What else can we enjoy in life? We have children and serve our husbands. Visiting here is one of the few things in life I can enjoy. My kids are in school and my husband is at work.”

“Then let’s think of other topics to discuss” Mei countered.

“Yeah, like what? Doesn't your religion teach you how to please your husband?”

“Yes” Mei began slowly, “The Bible says a lot about relationships between husband and wife.”

“Really” the woman was interested. “Does it tell you if you can do it from behind or from the front?”

Mei blushed. “No, it talks about the relationship that a husband and wife have. If you would like, on our next visit together I can tell you more. First I want to read and prepare a little.”

“That sounds very interesting” Roza said encouragingly. “I would be very interested in knowing what your book teaches.”

And so it began. Twice a week the women would meet in the morning to prepare food together, and twice a week Mei prepared something from the Bible to talk about.

Islamic Lesson

The Qur’an

The Qur'an is the sacred book of Muslims, written in the Arabic language, and considered by them to be the inspired Word of God. The word “Qur'an” means “the collected things” according to some authorities. Others say that it means “The Reading.” The word itself is used several times in the book. The Qur'an contains 114 chapters or “surahs” of varying length which were received piece by piece by Muhammad. Sura “The Discrimination” (Al Furqan) verse 32 and the first revelation, was given in the month of Ramadan, now the Muslim month of fasting. This is indicated in “The Cow” Verse 185. Muhammad related the Qur'an verbally to his followers who memorized it. The Qur'an is written in poetic style. Every chapter other than the ninth, which some say was once part of the eighth, commences with the words: “In the Name of God the Merciful and the Compassionate.” Tradition says that some parts were written on scraps of palm leaves, stones, and on shoulder blades of animals, as well as in the memory of a number of men who memorized the chapters that they had heard Muhammad speak. Some of them memorized chapters learned from others who had memorized.

The Abu Bakr collection

A number of versions of the revelations were in circulation, but when several of those who had memorized the revelations were killed in the “Battle of the Garden,” (Yamama) Abu Bakr, the new caliph said to Zaid bin Thabit: 

“You are a wise young man and we do not have any suspicion about you, and you used to write the Divine Inspirations for Allah’s apostle. So you should search for the fragmentary scripts of the Qur’an and collect them.”

“By Allah!” Zaid said “If they had ordered me to shift one of the mountains it would not have been heavier for me than this ordering me to collect the Qur’an. Then I said to Abu Bakr, “How will you do something which Allah’s apostle did not do? Abu Bakr replied “By Allah, it is a good project.”  Sahih al-Bukhari, Vol 6, p 477.

From this we learn several things:

1 The Qur’an was not collected as a single writing during the lifetime of Muhammad.

2 Muhammad had not been interested in collecting the revelations.

3 It was not going to be an easy project. If any one person had memorized the entire Qur’an then it would have been easy, recording the memorized material and checking it with others who had memorized it. 

Zaid goes on to say:

“So I started looking for the Qur’an and collecting it from palm-leaf stalks, thin white stones and also from the men who knew some of it by heart, till I found the last verse of Surat at-Tauba (repentance) with Abu Khuzaima al-Ansari, and I did not find it with anybody other than him.”   Sahih al-Bukhari, Vol 6, p478

From this we learn several things:

1 The records of the revelations to Muhammad were scattered, some being memorized and some written.

2 He checked with many people and many sources, demonstrating that he could not rely on any one scribe or source.

3 Some of the sources were unique; in other-words, they were added to the Qur’an on the authority of one man’s recollection of what Muhammad had said.

Some of Muhammad’s revelations were lost however. Ibn Abu Dawud records the following:

“Many suras of the Qur’an that were sent down were known by those who died on the day of Yamama… but they were not known by those who survived them, nor were they written down nor had Abu Bakr, Umar or Uthman collected the Qur’an, nor were they found with even one person after them. (Ibn Abu Dawud, Kitab–al Masahif, p 23)

Despite all of these records, many Muslims today believe that the Qur’an was written down during Muhammad’s time and that today we have a perfectly preserved copy of what Muhammad uttered. But as we see, Islamic historians themselves tell us that the Qur'an had to be collected, and even then not everything was preserved. 

Uthman’s collection

By the time Uthman became the third caliph, several versions of the Qur’an were being circulated in the provinces. Zaid’s compilation was kept as the personal property of Caliph Abu Bakr, then Caliph Umar, and then it passed to Umar’s daughter Hafsa. (al Bukhari v6, 478.)

This left Uthman without a written copy of the Qur’an. By this time, Abdullah ibn Mad’ud, Ubay ibn Ka’b, Mu’adh ibn Jabal and others were also circulating copies of their rendition of the Qur’an.

A dispute arose in the armies led by General Hudhaifa over the reading of the Qur’an. Troops had joined from various areas of Arabia, and each area had its own version of how the Qur’an should be recited. The general appealed to Caliph Uthman who then ordered that all the manuscripts be sent to him so that they could compile one Main authority which would then be sent back to them. Uthman then chose three men to rewrite the Qur’an. He instructed them: “If any of you disagree with Zaid on any point, then write it in the dialect of the Quraish tribe as the Qur’an was revealed in their tongue.”

“Uthman sent to every Muslim province one copy of what they had written, and ordered that all the other Qur’anic materials, whether written in fragmentary manuscripts or whole copies, be burnt.   (al Mukhari, Vol6, p479)

When the soldiers moved through Arabia collecting variant readings of the Qur’an and destroying them, Abdullah Ibn Mas’ud refused to give his copy over. He was one of those who had memorized what he had personally heard Muhammad speak. He and many others around him in Iraq claimed that their copy was more accurate than the one that Uthman was propagating. The same happened in Busra, Syria where Muslims had copies of Abu Musa’s version of the Qur’an. These copies did not have the first chapter nor the last two chapters of the Qur’an in it, and Abu Musa argued against including them.

In the end the will of the caliph prevailed and all variant versions of the Qur’an were destroyed, and only one official version was recognized by Muslims everywhere. 

However, Uthman’s version of the Qur’an did not have any vowels. It was written only with consonants. So variant readings still existed across the Muslim world, with people from different areas reading the Qur’an with their own dialect. During the time of Caliph abd al Malik of Iraq, eleven direct changes were made to the Qur’an, and these are still in use today. 

More than 300 years after Muhammad, Ibn Mujahid wrote a book outlining seven different variant readings (ahruf) that were in common usage based on Arabic dialects. 

While most Muslims assume that all early versions of the Qur'an were destroyed, in fact several have survived. These are known as:

Manuscript 1605 (which is held in the Vatican) and a more recently discovered manuscript known as the Sana'a Qur'an. These early versions contain hundreds of differences.

How the Muslims view the Qur'an

Muslim children are taught to memorize the Qur'an, or at least its most relevant verses. Therefore, Muslims can always bring these memorized passages to their defense.

Here are some of the things they believe:

1. Abraham is said to have been a Muslim, his son Ishmael is said to have founded the Arab race, and so therefore, Muhammad is in apostolic succession from Abraham and Ishmael, just as the Jews were in apostolic succession through Isaac.

2. The Qur'an claims to confirm the books of the former prophets and to complete them. Muhammad is the final prophet.

3. The-Qur'an is a revelation from the Lord of the World, (Sura 26:192) and from Allah, the mighty, the wise. (Sura 39:1)

4. The Qur'an was revealed to Muhammad, (Sura 47: 2) “Believe in that which has been revealed to Muhammad.”

5. It was revealed to Muhammad by the Holy Spirit. (Sura 26) “The Faithful Spirit has brought it on thy heart.” Some Muslim commentators consider this to be the angel Gabriel who is said to have brought the revelations from heaven to Muhammad.

6. It was brought down from the highest to the lowest heaven on the Night of Power or the Night of Majesty, about the 27th day of the month of Ramadan, a night known to Muslims as “Lailat al-Qadr,” or literally, “night of majesty, grandeur, greatness or power.” This night is said to be better than a thousand months. (Sura 97:3) The Angel Gabriel is said to have revealed the first part of the Qur'an to Muhammad on this night.

7. The Qur'an is eternal and uncreated having existed in Heaven from the beginning of time. It was revealed to Muhammad at the appointed time. It is to be read and believed. Sura 17:106-108: “And it is a Qur'an we have made distinct, so that thou mayest read it by slow degrees. Surely those who are given the knowledge before it, fall down prostrate on their faces when it is recited to them.”

8. The Qur’an is a miracle from God. When Muhammad was challenged to produce a miracle to prove his apostleship he pointed to a chapter of the Qur'an demanding that his opponents produce one like it. Sura “10:37-38: “And this Qur'an is not such as could be forged by those besides Allah, but it is a verification of that which is before it and a clear explanation of the Book, there is no doubt in it, from the Lord of the Worlds. Or say they: He has forged it? Say: Then bring a chapter like it, and invite who you can besides Allah, if you are truthful.”

9. The Qur'an was originally revealed in Arabic because Arabic is the language of heaven. Sura “12:2: “Surely we have revealed it--an Arabic Qur'an.” Sura 26:193: “...in plain Arabic language.” Sura 41:44: “And if We had made it a Qur'an in a foreign tongue, would they have said: Why have not its messages been made clear? What a foreign (tongue) and an Arab! Say: it is to those who believe a guidance and a healing, and those who believe not, there is a deafness in their ears and it is obscure to them. These are called to from a place afar.”

From these quotations we see the arguments that Muslims raise. They say that whereas we have to translate our Bible always from Hebrew and Greek causing inevitable differences, the Qur’an came in Arabic and remains in Arabic. Many Muslim teachers therefore say that the Qur’an is untranslatable.

10. The pages of the Qur'an are pure and its directions are right. Sura 98:2-3: “A messenger from Allah, reciting pure pages...wherein are (all) right books.”

The Law of Abrogation

In the Qur'an, later verses abrogate or cancel out the earlier verses or books they contradict. Muslims believe that the original copy of the Qur'an (Umm al Kitab--meaning “origin or mother of the book”) remains with God in heaven. God has power to alter and confirm as He will. Sura 13:39: “Allah effaces (destroys) what He pleases and establishes what He pleases, and with Him is the basis of the book.” Sura 2 :106: “Whatever message We abrogate or cause to be forgotten, We bring no better than it or one like it. Knowest thou not that Allah is possessor of power over all things?”

Some Muslim scholars deny that any verse, book or teaching in the Qur'an has ever been abrogated. They claim that when sufficient meditation is given to any apparently irreconcilable statements, further meditation will reconcile them. They base this on the following verse in Sura 4:82: “Will they not then meditate on the Qur'an? And if it were from any other than Allah, they would have found in it many a discrepancy.”

Their argument is that although God has the power to abrogate, he does not in fact do so. Everything in the Qur'an would agree if more time were given to meditation. This seems to be a very weak, insupportable argument, and this continues to be a theological argument among Muslims.

Who may touch the Qur'an?

The Qur'an is treated with reverence by Muslims. They dare not touch it until they have washed and purified themselves, nor do they hold it below waist level. Sura “56:77-79: “Surely it is a bounteous book that is protected, which none touches save the purified ones.” In most homes, the Qur’an is placed on a very high shelf, so that nothing in the room is above it.

Dates of the giving of the Qur'an

It is impossible to state with accuracy the dates when various sections of the Qur'an were revealed, but approximately 92 chapters were revealed in Mecca and 22 chapters were revealed in Medina. These chapters however are all jumbled together, so it is impossible with detailed study to tell which came before the other. 

The Qur’an and Chronology

The Qur'an give no outline of history ... in fact many Muslims are confused about history because of the Qur'an. E.g. In some places Miriam the sister of Moses is confused with Mary the mother of Jesus. This is because the Qur’an is not written in chronological order.  The first chapter is a short prayer exalting God. It has become an essential part of all Islamic liturgy and prayer. The rest of the chapters are graded generally by length, from longest to shortest. It is thus impossible to tell from the book the chronological order of the revelations.

Most Muslims therefore have no concept of history: who came before who, the order of the prophets nor the history of the Jews and Christians. The Bible on the other hand is rich with chronological materials, providing us with an outline of history from the beginning of the world until Jesus Christ.

The Qur’an and Geography

The Qur'an is a very poor geographical reference book, as it gives no geographical references, outside of one mention of the city of Mecca which it calls “Bekka”  Sura 3:96. It also mentions two civilizations, the People of 'Ad and the people of Tham'Ad (those who came after 'Ad) but archeologists today have yet to discover who and where these people were. The Bible on the other hand is rich in geography, mentioning many places that are only now coming to light as having actually existed.

How the Qur’an was Received

When receiving his revelations, Muhammad would often go into a trance. Sometimes he closed his eyes, sometimes he shook, and sometimes he foamed at the mouth. On occasion he roared like an animal. Those who saw him said it seemed as if “his soul was being taken from him” or he was intoxicated. After the trance, Muhammad would then speak, giving the revelation that God had revealed to him. Every revelation was spoken as if it was God speaking to mankind, or even to Muhammad. The followers of Muhammad were awed that he would receive direct revelations from God.

Proof that the Qur’an is from God

What proof is there that the Qur’an is truly from God? When Muslims are asked this question they point to Sura 17:85-88 which reads: 

When question you about the Spirit of inspiration tell them: “The Spirit is at the Lord’s command and I am not given any knowledge of it but a little.”. 

If We want, We can definitely take away all that which We have revealed to you: then you will find none to help you in getting it back from Us.  But your Lord has blessed you with this knowledge; surely His goodness to you has been great indeed. Declare: “Even if all human beings and Jinns combined their resources to produce the like of this Qur'an, they would never be able to compose the like thereof, even if they helped each other as best as they could.”

For the Muslim, the presence of the Qur’an is proof enough. They believe that it is greater than any other book written, and this alone is proof enough for them that it comes from God.

Bible Lesson

Christians do not believe that God ever dictated his revelation directly to men, who then wrote it down. Rather, Christians have always believed in inspiration, where the Holy Spirit of God supervised or oversaw the human writers as they wrote or spoke. In this way, they wrote precisely what God wanted written. The word “inspiration” literally means “God-breathed” in the Greek. Because Scripture is breathed out by a God who always speaks the truth, then it is true and inerrant.

Second Peter 1:21 tells us that “prophecy came not in old time by the will of man: but holy men of God spoke as they were moved by the Holy Ghost.” The word moved in this verse literally means to be “carried along” much like a ship is moved by the wind. The Greek word for “moved” in 2 Peter 1:21 is also found in Acts 27:15-17. The experienced sailors could not navigate the ship because the wind was so strong. The ship was being driven, directed, and carried about by the wind. This is similar to the Spirit's driving, directing, and carrying the human authors of the Bible as He wished. The word is a strong one, indicating the Spirit's complete direction of the human authors. Yet, just as the sailors were active on the ship (though the wind, not the sailors, controlled the ship's movement), so the human authors were active in writing as the Spirit directed.

All down through history, God has worked out his perfect will through imperfect people, and inspiration is no different than this. God moved in the hearts of men, and directed their thoughts as they wrote. What was written was not so much God speaking directly to mankind, but rather, the Bible is a record of God’s revelation of himself and his will to mankind all down through history. Since God never changes, and he always speaks the truth, Christians believe that all scripture is relevant and applicable today.

Most Christians also believe that the inspiration of the Bible refers to the original documents only and not to the copies. Christians hold that the original writings were without error in everything they said. But the copies are not inspired. What we have today are copies of inspired documents. Christians readily admit that some copying errors have woven themselves into some of the Bible. However, this does not mean that the Bible is not trustworthy.

Only 1/1000th of the Bible has any textual variation in the copies. That means that the Bible as a whole is around 98.5% textually pure. The New Testament is about 99.5% textually pure. Furthermore, enough copies have been unearthed by archeologists that we can reconstruct the Bible to almost 100% accuracy. The errors that we find are copying errors, usually to do with numbers, word order, spelling, and punctuation.

Evidences that the Bible is True

The most important evidence is that of prophecy. There are two kinds of prophecy in the Bible. The first kind are prophecies dealing with secular nations. The second kind are messianic prophecies about the coming Messiah.

For instance,in Daniel chapter two, four kingdoms are described in the dream of Nebuchadnezzar who was the king of Babylon.  The four were the Babylonian empire, the Persian empire, the Greek empire and the Roman empire. (Dan. 2:39-43).  These four kingdoms occurred just as prophesied.

The Bible also prophecies that three famous cities would be destroyed and never rebuilt. This is still true today. Nineveh (Nah. 1:10; 3:7,15; Zeph. 2:13-14), Babylon (Isaiah 13:1-22), and Tyre (Ezek. 26:).

Another example is how Daniel prophesied in chapter 12:4 that in the last days knowledge would increase as well as the ability to travel great distances.  Of course, this is now true today.

The second kind of prophecies are Messianic prophecies. Listen to what was written about the Messiah, hundreds of years before he was born.

Isaiah 7:14 tells us that the Messiah would be born of a virgin, “Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and will call him Immanuel.”  This was fulfilled in Matt. 1:18,25, “This is how the birth of Jesus Christ came about: His mother Mary...was found to be with child through the Holy Spirit... But he (Joseph) had no union with her until she gave birth to a son. And he gave him the name Jesus.”

Micah 5:2 tells us that the Messiah would be born in Bethlehem, “But you, Bethlehem Ephrathah, though you are small among the clans of Judah, out of you will come for me one who will be ruler over Israel, whose origins are from of old, from ancient times.” This was fulfilled in Matt. 2:1, “After Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the time of King Herod, Magi from the east came to Jerusalem.”

Isaiah 40:3 tells us that Jesus would be preceded by a messenger, “A voice of one calling: 'In the desert prepare the way for the LORD; make straight in the wilderness a highway for our God.'“ This was fulfilled in Matt. 3:1-2, “In those days John the Baptist came, preaching in the desert of Judea and saying, 'Repent, for the kingdom of heaven is near.'“

Isaiah 53:3 tells us that the Messiah would be rejected by His own people, “He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering. Like one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not.” This was fulfilled in John 7:5, “For even his own brothers did not believe in him,” and John 7:48, “Have any of the rulers or the Pharisees believed in Him?”

Zechariah 12:10 tells us that the Messiah’s side would be pierced, “And I will pour out on the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and supplication. They will look on me, the one they have pierced, and they will mourn for him as one mourns for an only child, and grieve bitterly for him as one mourns for an only son.” This was fulfilled in John 19:34, “Instead, one of the soldiers pierced Jesus' side with a spear, bringing a sudden flow of blood and water.”

Psalm 21:1, and Psalm 22:11-8 tell us that the Messiah would be crucified “For the director of music. To the tune of “The Doe of the Morning.” A psalm of David. My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?...Do not be far from me, for trouble is near and there is no one to help. Many bulls surround me; strong bulls of Bashan. Dogs have surrounded me; a band of evil men has encircled me, they have pierced my hands and my feet. I can count all my bones; people stare and gloat over me. They divide my garments among them and cast lots for my clothing.” This was fulfilled in John 19:23-24. For instance, the other two men had their bones broken, but Jesus had all of his bones. “When the soldiers crucified Jesus, they took his clothes, dividing them into four shares, one for each of them, with the undergarment remaining. This garment was seamless, woven in one piece from top to bottom. Let's not tear it, they said to one another. “Let's decide by lot who will get it.” This happened that the scripture might be fulfilled which said, “They divided my garments among them and cast lots for my clothing.” So this is what the soldiers did.”

Although these prophecies do not “prove”biblical inspiration, they are strong evidence that it is indeed inspired.  

Bible writers accepted the inspiration of writers before them.

Another evidence of the inspiration of the Bible is that the Bible refers to itself as inspired. 

Hebrews 3:7&8 tells us that the Holy Spirit says “Today, if you hear his voice, do not harden your hearts as you did in the rebellion, during the time of testing in the desert” This is a quotation from Psalm 95:7. The writer of Hebrews accepts that the Holy Spirit inspired the writer of the psalms.

Matthew’s gospel tells us in chapter 1:22-23 “All this took place to fulfill what the Lord had said through the prophet: “The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, and they will call him Immanuel” --which means, “God with us.”  This is a direct quote from Isaiah 7:14. So Matthew understood that when Isaiah spoke and wrote this, that it was God speaking. 

There are many examples of this in the Bible. For instance, in Acts 1:16 we read: “Men and brethren, this scripture must needs have been fulfilled, which the Holy Ghost by the mouth of David spoke before, concerning Judas who was a guide to them that took Jesus” 

In Acts 4:24-25 we read “And when they heard that, they lifted up their voice to God with one accord, and said, Lord, thou art God, which hast made heaven, and earth, and the sea, and all that in them is: Who by the mouth of thy servant David hast said, “Why did the heathen rage, and the people imagine vain things?”

Added to this Jesus promised His followers that it would be the work of the Holy Spirit to provide an accurate recounting of the events of His life (John 14:26). “the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.”   Because of this, you and I can trust the Bible as the Word of God. The Holy Spirit supervised the process from the beginning to the end. 

Second Timothy 3:16 tells us, “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness.”             When Paul said that “all Scripture” is inspired, he did not have in mind just the Old Testament. Paul had already quoted from the Gospel of Luke 10:7 as “Scripture” in his first letter to Timothy when he said: “The worker deserves his wages.” This phrase is not found in the Old Testament, but it is found in the Gospel of Luke.

The apostle Peter also describes Paul’s letters as being scripture in 2 Peter 3:15 & 16. 

“Bear in mind that our Lord's patience means salvation, just as our dear brother Paul also wrote you with the wisdom that God gave him. He writes the same way in all his letters, speaking in them of these matters. His letters contain some things that are hard to understand, which ignorant and unstable people distort, as they do the other Scriptures, to their own destruction.”

Jesus' View of the Bible

In Matthew 5:17-18 Jesus taught us that  he had not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. Jesus added “I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished.” In John 10:35 he taught us that “The scriptures cannot be broken.”The Greek word here means destroyed, dissolved or broken in pieces. When battling with the temptations of Satan Jesus used scripture each time as his final authority. You can read about this in Matthew 3.  He also used it as the authority for his teachings when he argued with the Sadducees in Matthew 22:29 stating “You are in error because you do not know the Scriptures or the power of God.”

When debating with the Jews he made a bold statement about prophecy in John 5:39 “You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. These are the Scriptures that testify about me.”

Even the apostle Paul recognized that when he wrote, he was writing the words of God. In 1 Corinthians 2:13 the apostle Paul said he spoke “not in the words which man's wisdom teaches, but which the Holy Ghost teaches; interpreting spiritual things with those that are spiritual.”  In 1 Corinthians 14:37 Paul says, “If any man think himself to be a prophet, or spiritual, let him acknowledge that the things that I write unto you are the commandments of the Lord.”  In 1 Thessalonians 2:13 he adds “For this cause also thank we God without ceasing, because, when you received the word of God which you heard from us, you received it not as the word of men, but as it is in truth, the word of God, which effectually works also in you that believe.”

It is clear from these verses that Paul did not receive his gospel message from other men but rather he received it (as he says in Galatians 1:12) “through revelations of Jesus Christ,” and also in 2 Corinthians 12:7 some of these revelations were “exceeding great.”

Can we trust our Bibles? 

When investigators are trying to determine if someone’s story is true or not, there are several main items that they concentrate on. First, does the story make sense? And does its time frame make sense? When examining the Bible, there is a clear progression of time, starting with creation to the life to the early church. The dates make sense. There are no major conflicts with the dates of historians that Bible scholars cannot answer. However, when one comes to the Qur’an there is little that makes sense historically. There is no sense of chronology, no sense of how the stories fit into history. As a result many Muslims are confused about history.

Second, investigators look for details. The Bible is rich with details about locations and customs of people. There are thousands upon thousands of geographical references in the Bible. These are places that archeologists have found and verified. The Qur’an is different. There are few geographical references. This is also true of the writings of the Gnostics and others who tried to add to scripture. If the writers were actually present when the events took place, they would include many correct details. If they were not, they would simply tell a basic tale, with as few details as possible.

Based on this evidence, be it the prophecies of the Bible, the internal witness of the Bible, or the historical proofs, or the incredible geographical and cultural details in the Bible, we as Christians can be assured that our Bible is trustworthy. We have ancient manuscripts that date very close to the time of writing. God has preserved his word, from its writing down to the book we hold in our hands. While Muslims claim this is true for their Qur’an, it does not hold up under close examination. There are ancient Qur’anic manuscripts that have significant differences between them. However, rather than admit their weakness, they attack the Bible, drawing the attention away from the weaknesses in their own book.

Questions for Discussion and Reflection

1 Compare how Muslims view the Qur’an’s inspiration with how Christians view the inspiration of the Bible.

2 Do you think the Qur’an is really the final authority for Muslims? Do they have other authorities? If so, what are they? 

3 Compare how Muslims treat their Qur’an to how Christians treat their Bible.

Lesson Eleven

Islamic Authorities, Hadith
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Story

Huan was determined to find an opportunity to talk to Askar about the Bible. Askar was always talking about Islam and Huan wanted a chance to present something about what Christians believe. Earlier in the morning his father and mother had prayed with him and encouraged him to look for the opportunities that God would open for him.

Throughout the day he and Askar concentrated on their studies. Huan had no opportunity to speak about Christ. Then, as they gathered their books into their bags at the end of the school day Askar mentioned his Islamic studies.

“Sheik Mullah is going to teach us more of the Qur'an today.” he mentioned.

“Do you understand it when you recite it?” Huan asked.

“It is in Arabic, the Holy Language” Askar answered. “It is important to memorize it in its original language.”

“My book, the Bible is available in many languages.”

“Really?” Askar looked interested.

“Yes” Huan said eagerly “It is important that people all over the world understand it. That is why it is translated into different languages.”

“But don't people change it and make it what they want it to say?”

“My father told me that groups of men always do the translation so they can check each other to make sure that they have doing it correctly.”

“Wow, that's interesting.” Askar said. “Is it like the Qur'an?”

“I don't know” Huan said, “I've never read the Qur'an, it is always in Arabic.”

“But Mullah Ackap tells us what is in it.”

“But what if he is mistaken or just wants to confuse you? How could you check it yourself?”

“I don't know” Askar said thoughtfully. “Perhaps if I study lots I can learn the Arabic language.”

“I can read my Bible without a lot of study.” Huan said proudly.

“Alright” Askar said defensively “So what is in the Bible?”

“Well” Huan started slowly. “The Bible is in two parts: the old part and the new part. The old part us about everything from creation to the prophets. 

“So you believe the God created the world?”

“Yes”

“And did he make two people, Adam and Eve?”

“Yes, and they sinned.”

“What is that?”

“Did wrong.”

'I never heard about that before.”

“They were thrown out of the garden for disobeying God and eating fruit they shouldn’t have eaten.”

“Really? Just for eating some fruit?”

“Don't you have that part of the story in your book?”

“I don't think so. Adam and Eve lived and had children, and those children had children, and so forth right down until today.”

“But didn't God judge Adam for doing wrong?”

'I don't know. I never heard about God judging us now, but I do know that he will judge us when we die.”  Askar paused. “And he will send all of the infidels to hell.”

“Who are infidels?”

“People who don't accept Muhammad as their prophet and the Qur'an as their book.”

“Really? Am I an infidel?”

Askar suddenly looked embarrassed. “I don't know.” He paused to think carefully. “I don't think you are. God sent different books to different people. The Injil was sent to Christians. Do you have the Injil?”

“I think we call it the New Testament. The Gospels.”

“Well,” Askar said carefully, “Then I think you are not an infidel, because you have your own book. Do you believe in your book?”

“Of course. The New Testament tells us about Jesus.”

“Yes, he was one of the prophets.”

“My dad says that he was more than a prophet. He was the Son of God.”

Askar looked shocked. “Don't say that! God couldn't have a son because he doesn't have a wife. God is one.”

Huan looked puzzled. 

“So who was God's wife, if he had a son?” Askar asked.

“I don't know” Huan said slowly. “I never heard of God having a wife. I'm not sure.”

“Then you should believe in Muhammad” Askar said sternly.

“I will have to ask my father about this” Huan said meekly. “He will know the answer.”

Huan waited until later that night to talk to his father. Every evening they read from their Bible and prayed. After they finished praying Huan decided to see what his father would answer.

“Father” he said nervously “I have a question. His father smiled and waited.

“If Jesus is God's son, who was his mother, I mean God's wife?”

Gui was surprised, but then he realized that his son was asking because of the things that the Muslims were saying. Perhaps they had talked about this at school.

“Huan” he said gently. “You know who Jesus' mother was, don't you?”

“Yes. Mary was his mother.”

“Do you think that God needed a wife so that Jesus could be born?”

“I don' know. I don't understand it.”

“Neither do I son,” Gui paused. “The Bible tells us that the spirit of God came upon Mary and that she conceived her child, but through it all she remained a virgin.” Suddenly he thought of something. “Huan” he asked “Did Jesus exist before he was born in Bethlehem?”

“I don't know” Huan looked puzzled, “I think so.”

“The Bible tells us that Jesus is God and that He always was. He was at creation, he was with the three Jews in the fiery furnace. The Bible tells us that he came in human form in Bethlehem, but that he always existed, and will always exist. God the Father did not need to take a wife in order for Jesus to be born. God created everything, and he could create the baby inside of Mary. However God did it, he did not take a wife.”

Huan looked relieved. “I guess I just didn't know how to answer Askar's questions.”

“But you tried, and that's what is important. Let’s pray that God will give you wisdom to answer him better next time.”

“Father” Huan asked quietly “Why does Askar's God seem so different from the God that we worship.”

Gui thought for a moment. “Perhaps that is because Askar and probably all Muslims see God as the great Sultan or ruler. He does whatever he pleases. He is a great ruler who can do good or bad. He does whatever he wants, and man can do nothing against him.  The Bible on the other hand teaches us that God is more than a great Ruler. He is a loving Father. He is still working out his will, but he does so in a loving way. The Bible tells us that God loves everyone, and that he doesn't want anyone to perish. Askar is following Islam and the Qur'an, and so he sees God as a great powerful ruler. We follow the teachings of Jesus, who has revealed to us the Father heart of God.

Huan smiled. “Now I have something to share with Askar.” 

Islamic Lesson

During Muhammad's lifetime whenever people had a problem or wanted to know how to act they approached Muhammad and he gave them instruction. If Muhammad did not know what to do, he waited until a new revelation came. After Muhammad’s death the revelations ceased. With the rapid expansion of Islam, however, the need for rules and regulations was urgent in order that the vast and diverse groups of people could be effectively governed. The Qur’an was very specific in some areas and very vague in others, such as matters of state finance and commerce.

So, the Qur’an was revered above all as the uncreated word of Allah. It was the final source of authority where it applied, being called the “written revelation,” or “the writings that are inspired.” In addition to this people referred to what they remembered Muhammad as saying or doing. The sayings were known as the “hadith,” and the customs that Muhammad did were known as “sunna.” Many people used these as a guide in their daily lives and conduct. Some of the “hadith” were regarded as the actual word of God and were held in reverence next to the Qur'an.

Muslims did not begin collecting the traditions associated with Muhammad until more than two centuries after his death. When Muslim lawyers began to find the Qur'an inadequate to help them with new problems, they began searching for the actual sayings and practices of the prophet to help them. A group of men arose known as the “Searchers After Knowledge.” whose task it was to collect the traditional sayings of Muhammad. As time passed, the number of traditions multiplied, including some that others questioned. 

Eventually three different types or categories of laws were established based on the traditions of what Muhammad said or did. These categories were: 

1 Laws based on the actual words of the Prophet. (Eg: When a man told Muhammad that he had anal intercourse with his wife, Muhammad said that a man’s wife was his “property (tilth) to do with as he pleased.”

2 Laws based on Muhammad's acts. (Eg: He was always careful never to use the toilet in a way to expose his naked bottom towards the Holy City of Mecca. Hence, today many Muslim builders and architects are careful not to place toilets in a way that people will bare their bottoms towards Mecca.)

3 Laws based on those things done in the presence of Muhammad which he did not forbid.

The first problem that the Searchers after Knowledge faced was that there were hundreds of thousands of reported sayings of Muhammad. Since it was several hundred years after Muhammad's death, no one was left alive that had actually seen Muhammad, so they had to sift through all of the reported sayings of Muhammad and choose the ones that were actually true.

In order to do this, they considered two things. First, there was the tradition itself. Did it fit into what was known of Muhammad and the teachings of the Qur’an? Second, and perhaps more important was the chain of narrators relating the tradition. Could the tradition be traced back from person to person to a reliable source?

In the end they came up with three categories of traditions, depending on their supposed accuracy. These were:

1 Sound Hadiths. Those that were considered to be genuine traditions handed down by a pious person of integrity which did not contradict any prevalent belief.

2 Beautiful Hadiths. These were traditions where the narrators do not possess the moral qualities of sound Hadiths, or there may not be perfect agreement as to the reliability of the tradition.

3. Weak Hadiths. These are traditions where the narrator is of a questionable authority or serious doubts can be raised because of the unorthodoxy of its contents because it contradicted what the Seekers after Truth considered to be true.

Traditions were placed in categories based on the chain of narrators. The weakness of Hadiths lay in the fact that the collectors of the traditions placed more reliance on the chain of narrators than on the authenticity of the tradition itself. If the chain of narrators was unbroken, it was accepted as a valid tradition.

So eventually there developed three types of Hadiths based on how far back they could be traced. A Connected Hadith had an unbroken chain of transmitters all the way back to Muhammad. A Disconnected Hadith could be traced back to the second generation from Muhammad. And an Uncertain Hadith could be only traced back to a third or forth generation from Muhammad.

The first systematic collection of traditions was compiled by Imam Malik who died in 180 years after the Hijra though some say that his collection is not reliable. The first authoritative one still in use today came from Imam Bukhari (A.H. 256, A.D. 870). He claimed to have examined over 600,000 traditions, retaining about 7,000 of them. Of 40,000 narrators, he rejected 38,000. His collection is known as “Sahih Bukhari.” His traditions are considered both sound and connected.

Five years later, another collection appeared written by Muslim Ibn al Hajjaj. These two books together with four following ones (Sahih Abu Da'ud , Sahih al-Tirmidhi ,Sahih al-Sughra , and Sahih Ibn Maja) are regarded by most Orthodox Sunni Muslims as the “Hadith,” and are known as the “six correct books.”

Alongside of these are other collections of Hadiths by different compilers that are not considered so correct. In many cases, the correctness of the writings depended on the ‘political correctness’ of officials at the time, mostly during the Abbasid dynasty. Anything that did not agree with Islam as it was seen by the Abbasid rulers was not accepted. It was for this reason that the writings of Ibn Ishaq on the Life of Muhammad were edited and corrected to reflect the popular view of Islam at the time. 

By solidifying the texts of the Qur'an and Hadiths, and making them the supreme authority for Muslims the Abbasids strengthened their rule and the religion of Islam. 

The Shi’a Muslims on the other hand, accept only the Hadiths that can be traced back through Ali and the family of the prophet and Ali’s adherents.

Shari’a Law

Besides the Qur’an and the Hadiths, most Muslims look to Shari’a law for guidance. As we mentioned earlier, four Orthodox schools of law were originally established by four different Muslim doctors or imams. In Cairo, the al-Azher mosque has four schools in separate sections. Though these four schools of interpretation agree on general matters, they differ on minor points. In addition to the Qur'an and Hadith, two other authorities are accepted as a basis of law. These are the:

· Ijma' (the agreement of the highest qualified imams or learned doctors)

· Qiyas (the analogical reasoning of the learned with regard to the teaching of the Qur'an, Hadith and the Ijma'). 

While some Muslims believe that changes in the law could be made only by the original Ijma', others inclu
ding the Shi'as say that wise doctors from any period of time can be included in the Ijma'. 

The four different Islamic legal schools will now be described.

The Hanafiyah

Founded by Imam Abu Hanifa (who died 150 years after the Hijra), this school was centered in the city of Baghdad. Hanifa ignored the Hadith or traditions and tried to use Mainly the Qur'an and Qiyas (analogical deduction). Today nost of the followers of his school of interpretation are found in Turkey, Central Asia and North India as well as Egypt where it is the officially recognized school of law.

Malakiyah

Imam Malik Ibn Anas who died 179 AH (after the Hijra) founded the Malikite School in Medina. He based his system of law on the traditions and customs of how law was practiced in Medina. Most of the followers of his school of interpretation today are found in West Africa, the Sudan, Upper Egypt, all of North Africa and in Arab countries on the Persian Gulf.

Shafi'iyah

The founder, Imam Ash Shafi'i who died in 204 AH (fter the Hijra) is regarded as one of the greatest of Muslim lawyers of all time. He was born in Palestine of the Quraysh Tribe. He later moved to Mecca and also lived in the Yemen, Syria and Egypt. He built the Shafi'ite school with Cairo and Baghdad as its main centers. The mosque of Al Azhar in Cairo expounds his system. His interpretations of law are accepted by Muslims living in Lower Egypt, South Arabia, Syria, East Africa, South India, Palestine, the Hejaz, the Malay Archipelago and parts of Central Asia. He attempted to reconcile the differences between the systems of Hanifa and Malik, and laid down definite rules for Qiyas or legal reasoning.

Hanbaliyah

Ahmad Ibn Hanbal (who died 241 years after the Hijra) was born in Baghdad and founded his own legal school. This school was very powerful and had numerous adherents for the first century after Hanbal's death. Hanbal was a conservative and a traditionalist who discarded Qiyas, or rational legal reasoning. His followers became very fanatical and gradually diminished in numbers. It is said that the Wahabbis of Saudi Arabia have arisen out of the followers of Hanbal. Apart from the Wahabbis, there are- few adherents of this school of law today. Hanbal wrote the “Musnad”which contains over 30,000 traditions. Isma'il a  lBukhari was one of his pupils.

So What Are The Differences between Shi’a and Sunni Interpretation of Law?

First, the Shi’as reject Ijma' which are agreements made when highly trained doctors and Imams discuss the law. Shi’as on the other hand claim that their Imams are the infallible interpreters of the Qur'an because they possess superhuman knowledge.

Second, the Shi'as maintain that the Imams are divinely appointed having descended from Adam, down through Abraham and Muhammad. Whereas the Sunnis believe that the Caliphs or Imams were to be elected.

How Muslim Law is classified

The Islamic religion is a religion of works. But it is different from many other religions in this aspect. Most other religions have a prescribed set of religious duties that people should follow and the rest of the time they are free to live their lives. Muslim Shari'a Law on the other hand prescribes everything that a man should do and covers every detail of' human life: religious, political, social, domestic and private.

Muslim Law divides all of man’s actions into the following groups:

1 Actions that are obligatory to all believers.

2 Actions that are not obligatory but desirable.

3 Actions that are indifferent.

4 Actions that are objectionable but not forbidden.

5 Actions that are prohibited.

The Lawful Actions are known as “Mashru” They include :

1) Those actions which are obligatory and enjoined by God Himself. Disobedience of these is positive infidelity and punishable.

2) Those actions which are a duty but, when neglected and though constituting sin, do not amount to infidelity to the faith.

3) Those actions which were practiced by Muhammad.

4) Those actions that are considered commendable. Sometimes Muhammad and his followers did these; sometimes not.

5) Those actions which are permitted. They are indifferent and can be omitted without fear of sin.

There are three classifications of unlawful actions. These include actions that are considered mortal sin and are most corrupting. These are known as “mufsid.” Then there are actions that are strictly forbidden, such as the eating of pork. These are called ‘haram.’ And lastly there are actions that are considered as unclean. These are called “makruh.”  Muslim religious experts spend many hours debating different actions, trying to decide where they fit. Topics such as watching secular films, prostitution, colonialism, economic exploitation, racism, breaking covenants, polluters, and so forth are all carefully classified. This demonstrates the extent that Islamic Shari’a Law has gone to as they classify and judge all of man’s actions.

Teachers

Most Muslims follow their favorite religious teachers. These teachers are much looked up to, trusted and revered by their followers. For most common people, religious teachers are their primary source of authority. Some of these teachers have become famous in the Muslim world and are widely recognized.

Very often, these teachers simply give their opinions, but express them in a very eloquent way, using the Qur’an and Hadiths when it can be used to support them. There is no concept in Islam of systematic theology, or systematic study of the Qur’an. If fact, most Muslims would be very uncomfortable with a study of the Qur’an, for it would assume that mere humans could questions the Qur’an. Rather, the approach that Muslims take is that of memorization and submission. The only ones who can interpret are well trained religious scholars. Shari’a law is debated, but never the meaning of the Qur’an.

One of the problems that western scholars face is that well recognized Muslim scholars usually do not have to give proof of what they say. They may say things as if they are facts, but their statements are not based on earlier facts. Some teachers have taught about the 12 sons of Muhammad, even though there is no historical evidence that he had even one son that lived for more than a few years. For many Muslims, the fact that a Muslim teacher said something is proof enough. Therefore, when a Muslim teacher says that astronauts in space have heard the call to prayer, it is immediately accepted and told to others until everyone believes it, but no one can trace the source. This can prove very difficult to Christians who are trying to establish facts so that they can logically argue against them.

Bible Lesson

Just as the Muslims have Hadith to add to the authority of the Qur’an, Christians have often wanted to add more to the authority of the Bible. In some settings, Christians add the teachings of the church. Many established traditional churches believe in equally in the authority of the church and the authority of the Bible. Thus, when a church leader or theologian states something, it is taken as an authority.

In the years that followed the spread of Christianity, false teachers began teaching other doctrines. There were two types of false teachers that plagued the early church. First there were those that wished to include some aspect of Mosaic Law in Christian teaching and second there were those who wished to add more to what Christians taught.

The Gnostics

First we will examine those that wished to add more to what the Bible contained. These were called the Gnostics. The term “Gnostic” comes from a Greek word that means “knowledge.” The Gnostics believed that they were privy to secret knowledge about the divine.

There are numerous references to the Gnostics in second century Christian literature as the early church fathers wrote about them and against them. The Gnostics are also alluded to in the Bible in such places as 1 Tm 1:4, 1 Tm 6:20, and the entire book of Jude. Some Bible scholars have theorized that Gnosticism has its roots in pre-Christian religions bringing their ideas into Christianity.

There are many Gnostic writings including the following:   The Gospel of Thomas, The Secret Book of James, The Naassene Fragment, the Gospel of Mary, The Dialogue of the Savior, The Gospel of the Savior, The Gospel of Truth, Excerpts of Theodotus, The Acts of Peter, the Acts of Thomas and many more. As time progressed, Gnosticism became its own religion.

A short definition of Gnosticism is: a religion that differentiates the evil god of this world (who is identified with the god of the Old Testament) from a higher more abstract God revealed by Jesus Christ, a religion that regards this world as the creation of a series of evil powers who wish to keep the human soul trapped in an evil physical body, a religion that preaches a hidden wisdom or knowledge only to a select group as necessary for salvation or escape from this world. 

Christians and the Law

The second type of false teachers were those that wanted to mix some part of the Old Testament law with the new Christian faith.

In the Old Testament, the Jews followed the laws of Moses. When Jesus the Messiah arrived, he spoke much about the Law, and those who tried to carefully follow it. Many good Muslims are trying to keep the Muslim laws, just as many good Pharisees were trying to keep the Jewish laws. Therefore it is important to understand what Jesus wanted us to believe about the Old Testament law. In order to do this, we need to study Matthew 5:17 – 19

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished. Anyone who breaks one of the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices and teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.” 

In these verses the law and the prophets refers to the holy books that God gave to the Jews.  Jesus didn't come to replace, abolish or correct these Scriptures.  He completes what the others had started, and He accomplishes the things that the prophets had predicted would happen. This is contrary to what most Muslims expect. They hold the idea that one revelation cancels and replaces the previous one. Therefore it is important to explain to Muslims about fulfilment and completing, but never cancelling. The Lord Jesus also affirms that the Scriptures will be neither lost nor corrupted in the future. This is contrary to what Muslims have been told about books being lost or changed.

Notice verse twenty. At that time the Pharisees and the Sadducees were considered to be the most pious of believers. They tried to do all that was in the law of God, but Jesus teaches us that the law is only the beginning.   Look at the following verses. 

“You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 'Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.' But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, 'Raca, 'is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who says, 'You fool!' will be in danger of the fire of hell. “Therefore, if you are offering your gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave your gift there in front of the altar. First go and be reconciled to your brother; then come and offer your gift. “Settle matters quickly with your adversary who is taking you to court. Do it while you are still with him on the way, or he may hand you over to the judge, and the judge may hand you over to the officer, and you may be thrown into prison. I tell you the truth, you will not get out until you have paid the last penny. (21 – 26)

Everyone knows that God's commandments say:  “Do not kill.” But Jesus teaches us that any hostility expressed against someone is a sin. The heart of someone who is angry with another or who despises another person is not much different than the heart of someone who would kill another. God looks on the heart, not just at the actions of man.

In Jesus’ time, when the believers wanted to worship God they still went to the temple with an animal to sacrifice in order to be able to approach God. Jesus said that it was useless to approach God in prayer or in worship or in any other religious act if the person was guilty of committing a fault against someone else. He must first reconcile himself with this other person before reconciling himself with God. Sin is an obstacle in the relationship between the believer and God.  

Now look at verses 27 to 30.


“You have heard that it was said, 'Do not commit adultery.' But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart. If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to go into hell.” 

Everyone knows that God's commandment says:  “Do not commit adultery.”  Here Jesus gives a new commandment; he explains the true sense of the old one.  The heart of the one who looks at a woman that is not his wife and commits adultery with her in his thoughts is no different in his heart than the person who seizes the opportunity to commit the act itself.  It's because of what is found in our hearts that we are sinners.

The Bible teaches us that it is the Law that reveals to us the condition of our hearts. Galatians 2:23 & 24 tells us:

But before faith came, we were kept under the law, locked up unto the faith which should afterwards be revealed. Wherefore the law was our schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ, that we might be justified by faith.

The Law is there to reveal to us who we really are. It is like a teacher who guides us. Without the Law we would not know right from wrong.

So why did God give the Law in the first place? There are several reasons given in the scriptures. First, the Law was given to show God's standards of conduct. Those who measure up through obedience to these standards are said to be righteous, while those who do not measure up because of disobedience to the Law are said to be unrighteous.

If we diligently observe this entire commandment before the LORD our God, as he has commanded us, we will be in the right. Deuteronomy 6:25

Second, the Law was given to make us aware of sin. In Romans 3:20b, Paul wrote:

      ...for through the law comes the knowledge of sin.

Paul repeats this idea in Romans 7:7:

...Yet, if it had not been for the law, I would not have known sin. I would not have known what it is to covet if the law had not said, “You shall not covet.”

Third, the Law was given to lead us to Christ.

      So the law was put in charge to lead us to Christ that we might be justified by faith.

      (Gal 3:24, NASB)

Given the knowledge of sin in our lives, and given the power of sin in our lives, the only hope for us is not more Law, but the destruction of sin through the Lord Jesus Christ.

So can a person be declared righteous through obedience to the Law? In theory, yes. The Law details God's standard for righteous conduct. In fact, the righteousness of Jesus Christ is the righteousness which comes through obedience to the Law. That righteousness through obedience is possible is shown both in Deuteronomy and Romans:

If we diligently observe this entire commandment before the LORD our God, as he has commanded us, we will be in the right. (Deuteronomy 6:25)

For he will repay according to each one's deeds: to those who by patiently doing good seek for glory and honor and immortality, he will give eternal life; while for those who are self-seeking and who obey not the truth but wickedness, there will be wrath and fury. There will be anguish and distress for everyone who does evil, the Jew first and also the Greek, but glory and honor and peace for everyone who does good, the Jew first and also the Greek. (Romans 2:6-10)

Whether or not an individual other than Jesus Christ will be declared righteous on the basis of obedience to the Law will be examined in the question concerning our standing before the Law.

Is the Law still in effect?       Yes. Matthew 5:17-18 is quite clear on this. Jesus said:

“Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not come to abolish them but to fulfill them. I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished.”

It is therefore clear that the Law will remain until God remakes the heaven and earth. And it is easy to see why. We know that while Christ has defeated sin, Christ has not yet eradicated sin. As long as sin is still in the universe, the Law will remain as a witness against it.

Since the Law of Moses is still in effect, what is our standing before it? The answer is simply: We are guilty. There is not one person who has ever lived, who is alive today, or who will live (except for Jesus Christ) who can be judged by this law and still be declared “not guilty.” Romans 3:9-20 is emphatic on this:

What shall we conclude then? Are we any better? Not at all! We have already made the charge that Jews and Gentiles alike are all under sin.

All are guilty under the Law before God. This is evident in both the New Testament and the Old Testament, as Paul teaches on this subject in Romans 3:

As it is written: “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands, no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.” “Their throats are open graves; their tongues practice deceit.” “The poison of vipers is on their lips.” “Their mouths are full of cursing and bitterness.” “Their feet are swift to shed blood; ruin and misery mark their ways, and the way of peace they do not know.” “There is no fear of God before their eyes.” (Romans 3:10-18)

This is God's judgment on mankind, and His judgment is both just (in that He shows no favoritism) and true. There is no defense for us if we are judged by our deeds:

Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God.

    (Rom 3:19)

When we stand before a Holy God and see Him in all of His splendor and glory there will be nothing that we can say in our own defense.

Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin. (Rom 3:20)

The verdict, based on law? Guilty. No exceptions. No excuses. No second chances.

Is there any possibility that our good deeds will be weighed against our bad, and perhaps, in the balance, we come out ahead? What will God say to us if we try to keep the law with a sincere heart, yet make the occasional mistake? He will still say “Guilty!” James 2:10 says:

For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it.

Paul repeats this idea in Galatians 3:10:

For all who rely on the works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who does not observe and obey all the things written in the book of the law.”

God's standard of righteousness under Law is absolute fidelity to the Law.  How, then, can sinful man stand before a Holy and Just God?  Romans 3:21-28 addresses this matter:

But now a righteousness from God, apart from law, has been made known, to which the Law and the Prophets testify.

That is, this righteousness is as evident in the Old Testament as it is in the New. It should not come as a surprise to anyone. 

This righteousness from God comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe. There is no difference, for all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by his grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus. 

The righteousness that comes by faith in Jesus Christ is the only way that man can stand before God. 

God presented him as a sacrifice of atonement, through faith in his blood. He did this to demonstrate his justice, because in his forbearance he had left the sins committed beforehand unpunished--he did it to demonstrate his justice at the present time, so as to be just and the one who justifies those who have faith in Jesus. Where, then, is boasting? It is excluded. On what principle? On that of observing the law? No, but on that of faith. For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law.

So, then we are justified by faith in the shed blood of Jesus Christ.

One might argue we are saved by faith in Jesus; but, because the Law is still in effect, can it not still judge us? This is the key point that is missed by so many people, but the answer is emphatically no, and the reason is given in Romans 7:1-4:

Do you not know, brothers --for I am speaking to men who know the law --that the law has authority over a man only as long as he lives? For example, by law a married woman is bound to her husband as long as he is alive, but if her husband dies, she is released from the law of marriage. So then, if she marries another man while her husband is still alive, she is called an adulteress. But if her husband dies, she is released from that law and is not an adulteress, even though she marries another man. So, my brothers you also died to the law through the body of Christ, that you might belong to another, to him who was raised from the dead, in order that we might bear fruit to God.

Jesus Christ did not abolish the Law, nor has the Law ever been set aside. But in Jesus Christ, we have died to the law, and it therefore has no jurisdiction over us. Jesus did not change the Law. Jesus changed us. This principle is restated in Colossians 3:1-4:

Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things for you died, and your life is now hidden with Christ in God. When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear with him in glory.

How salvation works is really quite simple - just as a husband and wife are joined together in marriage, a believer in Christ is joined to Christ. The blood that Christ shed covers all our sin; the death that Christ died is our death; and the life that Christ lives becomes our life.

God can and does say to us “their sins and iniquities I will remember no more” (Hebrews10:17) because we are joined to the blood of Christ which is the payment for our sins.

Likewise, when Christ died, we died. And the Law has no jurisdiction over the dead. Can you imagine some court bringing a dead body before a judge and jury? Carry this one step further and imagine that the dead corpse has a notarized, signed, witnessed, utterly unassailable death certificate. Imagine if the corpse comes back to life and carries that death certificate around with him. Imagine if that person is then brought before trial for some reason; when the corpse produces, as his defense, his death certificate he must be released. Dead men can't be tried under the Law. This is our relation to the Old Testament Law. We are dead in Christ. We have nothing to do with law. It simply doesn’t apply to us. When Christ died, we died.

So what is our relationship to the law? Can it still be a guide for us? This is a common notion held by many Christians. It is common ... but wrong. What usually happens is that people divide the Mosaic Law into pieces -- usually the Ten Commandments are in one group and the remaining 603 are in the other. Then it is said that Christ fulfilled the 603, but it is up to us to fulfill (or live) the ten. But the Law is not divisible as was previously shown. Remember, in Gal. 3:10 Paul wrote:

For all who rely on the works of the law are under a curse; for it is written, “Cursed is everyone who does not observe and obey all the things written in the book of the law.”

The Christian who wants to keep or be guided by part of the Law must keep or be guided by all of the Law. But just as the Law has no authority to condemn those who are in Christ, it likewise has no jurisdiction to guide those who are in Christ.

Rather, the Christian must live by the power of God and by walking with the Holy Spirit. The life that God wants each Christian to live is really quite simple. Our life is to be a life of love. A life of rejoicing. A life of peace between men in all circumstances. A life marked by patience, kindness, and goodness. A life which is gentle and faithful. A life of self-control. When our life is filled with these things then we are living the true Christian life. And the source of our Christian life is the Holy Spirit: Galatians 5:22-23 tells us:

... the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.

This is what will speak to a Muslim’s heart. Muslims are trying to live good lives by keeping the Laws of Islam. These laws are much like the laws of Moses. They tell man how to act, but they don’t give him the power to actually act that way. When Muslims see the good lives of Christians they assume that  we are good at keeping the law. This is why we must add words to our actions, and explain to them that any good we do, is through the power of God working in us. Otherwise, we would be terrible people like many others. It is the Holy Spirit of God that transforms us. Keeping the law never changes man, only God can do this.  

Gospel of Barnabas

Muslims sometimes refer to something known as “The Gospel of Barnabas.” This is a well known book in the Muslim world, and many Muslim writers make reference to it claiming that it is the only known surviving gospel written by a disciple of Jesus, and that it was accepted by the early church. Others say that no other gospel can come close to it in historical accuracy and authenticity.

Western scholars however have long accepted that the Gospel of Barnabas is a fake. First, there are no early copies of this gospel. While the accepted New Testament books are verified by over 3,500 early manuscripts there is not a single early manuscript for the Gospel of Barnabas. The earliest copy is an Italian manuscript from either the fifteenth or sixteenth century. Before this it was unknown, and no one made any reference to it, not even Muslim writers who were attacking Christianity. It is especially interesting to note that no church teacher between the first and fifteenth century ever quoted from it or disputed it. It is like it never existed. Some Muslims disagree, but they are usually confused with a first century writing known as the Epistle of Barnabas, which is an entirely different book of Gnostic origin. 

In the Gospel of Barnabas, we find teaching that is completely different from everything found in the accepted gospels. For instance, in the Gospel of Barnabas Jesus did not claim to be the messiah and he did not die on the cross. The book also contains figures of speech and descriptions of medieval life common to Western Europe, proving that it was not written before the 14th century. It also contains numerous mistakes, including references to the year of Jubilee being every 100 years instead of every 50 as the Bible states. It also claims that Jesus was born when Pilate was governor, which is 25 years too soon. And of course, it makes geographical mistakes, like mentioning that Jesus sailed to Nazareth. This could not be possible because Nazareth is neither on the seashore nor on a river. 

The Gospel of Barnabas also quotes directly from the Latin Vulgate translation of the Bible, even though it was supposedly written in the first century. It mentions a vassal who owes a share of his crop to his lord (this was practiced in Medieval Europe) and it mentions wooden wine casks rather than the wine skins that were used in Bible times. It also has several Muslim influences, using the Arabic word dikka which is a platform used in a mosque, and saying that Jesus will return for Israel and Muhammad for the salvation of the whole world. Finally, Jesus peaches a sermon that begins with the Muslim butba, or praising Allah and his holy prophet and contains a denial that he is the son of God.

Some Christians have been fooled or confused when Muslims quote from the Gospel of Barnabas. They should not. The Gospel of Barnabas is a complete forgery written almost a century after Muhammad started Islam.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 What sort of false teachers are affecting the church today?

2 How would you witness to a Muslim who claims that by following Islamic law he can make himself acceptable to God?

Lesson Twelve

Islamic Beliefs (Iman)

God, Angels, Prophets, Judgment
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Story

It was early in the evening when the men gathered at the store, but with a cold wind blowing, they opted to sit inside rather than on the sidewalk. It was crowded at the back of the store, but they enjoyed each other's company. As the store was becoming more accepted in the neighborhood, it was also becoming busier, and Gui was having a harder time looking after customers and also participating in the nightly discussions. He wished the discussions would take place in the morning, but this was not possible since the men all worked at the factory.

This evening Gui was busier than usual, and he could not hear the conversation because Erjan and Nurbolat were speaking in very low voices. After the evening rush was over, Gui joined the men for a quick cup of tea, hoping that no one would enter the store and disturb him for a couple of moments.

“So what have you been talking about this evening?”  he asked. Both men looked embarrassed. 

“Nothing”

Gui smiled and looked from one to the other. “No, you have been very busy discussing something. What is it?”

Erjan looked around. There were only three of them in the store. He lowered his voice. “A while back a man came in here to buy some rice. Do you remember him?”

“Yes, the man with the dirty coat? He has been in here a few times in the past. I believe he has a son in school about Huan's age.”

Erjan looked alarmed. “Yes, that's him.” He paused.

“What is it?” Gui asked with a smile. “What is the problem?”

“This man, and his family. They are not good people.”

“He seemed nice to me. He has always paid and has never asked for credit.”

“He may seem nice, but trust me.” Erjan lowered his voice to a whisper. “They are not good. Not good at all. Have nothing to do with him.”

“But his son is in the same class as Huan. Sometimes he stops here to talk to the boys.”

“That is exactly it. You must not let your son talk with him. Stay away from that family, they are not good.”

“I don't understand” Gui protested. He was thinking to himself that he had come as a missionary to these people. He did not want to stay away from certain people. The man in question had seemed very friendly and Gui had thought that their conversations might soon lead to an opening where he could share something about Jesus. “I don't understand” he repeated. “What makes some people worse than others.”

Erjan looked around. Then he rose and took Gui by the hand and led him outside of the store. The air was cold, and a breeze chilled both men. Erjan looked around. “Do not repeat this to others. I am telling you this because you are my friend, and because your son and my son are friends. Listen carefully. They are a bad family.” he whispered. “They do things together; to each other. Even the boys are involved.” He paused, “especially the boys. Keep Huan away from them. And watch out for Askar too. I've made him promise that he would have nothing to do with them.”

Gui was shocked. If he understood the accusations correctly, then it would be best to keep Huan away from them. After they re-entered the store, Gui's mind was still reeling. “Doesn't Islam teach against these things?” he asked the men.

They both shrugged. They then started discussing between them. Gui listened but he only understood a few of the words. Another customer entered the store, so Gui was busy while the men finished their discussion.

When he returned the two men tried to explain what they were discussing. The vocabulary was hard for Gui to follow. But eventually he understood that there were three kinds of sin in Islam.  First, there were mortal sins called “mufsid.” These sins were the most corrupting. Second there were “haram” or forbidden sins, and finally there were “makruh” or simply unclean sins. It took a lot of explaining for Gui to understand this, and by the end of the conversation he was exhausted. The men hadn't told him what category the activities of the 'bad family' were. From their discussion he understood that they were not in agreement.

“Doesn't the Qur'an say anything about this?” he asked the two men. “If something is forbidden, isn't it written in the Qur'an?”

“Not always” Erjan answered carefully. “Many things are written in the Hadiths, or the traditions of what the prophet Muhammad did.” He then went on to explain that there were several books of Hadiths that Muslims lived their lives by. These were as important to them as the Qur'an. “After all, the Qur'an gives us the revelations of Allah, but the Hadiths guide us in how we are to live our lives. We must emulate the prophet Muhammad. Peace be upon him. His life teaches us how to live our lives.

After the men left and Gui locked up the store, he paused to think about what had been discussed that evening. The shock was wearing off and he wondered what his reaction should be if the man they had discussed came back to the store. No, not if, but when. And what would he say if his son came and wanted to play with Huan?

The next morning, Mei saw Huan off to school and then she quickly tidied up the apartment before getting her things together.

“Are you visiting the ladies again this morning?” Gui asked with a smile.

“Yes, you visit the men at night, and I visit the ladies in the morning.” Mei smiled. “I am preparing a Bible study for them.”

“Really? That's much faster than what is happening with the men.”

“Well, if I don't direct the conversation then the conversation can turn to immoral topics.”

“Really?” Gui was suddenly quiet. “This was not expected. I thought Roza and Erjan were good people.”

“I think they are. It is mostly the other women. But Roza doesn't stop them. So we are doing a study on men and women in the Bible. 

“Really” Gui looked surprised. “What are you using as a guide?”

“Just the Bible,” Rosa laughed when she saw her husband's face. “It's just things that I learned while we read together; things about husbands loving their wives, and wives submitting to their husbands. 

(pause)

Huan waited at the street corner. His friend Askar was late, and school would start soon. He wondered if he should wait longer, or go to school by himself. He decided to wait just one minute longer.

After a moment, Huan reached down and picked up his school bag. As he straightened he saw Askar walking slowly up the street. 

“Askar” he called “Hurry up, we are going to be late.”

Askar looked up, and his steps quickened. 

“Are you all right?” Huan asked “You look sad.”

“My aunt is sick” he paused. She is my favorite aunt, and the doctors don't know if they can help her.”

“I'm sorry” Huan said. “Has your family prayed for her?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, when someone is sick in our family, my mother and father pray for them. Usually they get better.”

“Really?” Askar looked puzzled. “How do they get better?”

“We pray to Jesus. He healed many people in the Bible. And he still heals people today.”

Askar didn't respond.

“Did Muhammad heal anyone?” Huan asked.

“Mullah Ackap never said anything about Muhammad ever healing anyone.”

Huan thought he saw an opportunity. “My family and I have been reading in the Gospels, and there are many stories there telling how Jesus healed people. I can read you some at lunch time.”

“You have a copy of the Gospels with you?” Askar looked shocked. “Is it in our language?”

“Yes” Huan laughed. “I can read it to you.”

Later at lunchtime the two boys sat under some trees where they could be alone. As they ate, Huan took out his New Testament and opened it. As they ate, he read some stories to Askar.

“Does Jesus still heal today?” Askar asked.

“Yes, all we have to do is ask him.”

“How do you do that?”

“We just close our eyes, and talk to him.”

“Really? What direction do you face?”

Huan smiled. “We don’t face any particular direction. God is everywhere, so we are free to face any direction we want.”

“That’s interesting. I never thought of that.” Askar paused. “What do you say when you pray?”

“We can say anything we want to say. God is always listening. He knows what we say the moment we say it. He even knows what we are saying now.”

“He does? I thought there were angels writing everything down.”

“God doesn’t need someone to write things down and then report to him. He is everywhere and all powerful. He knows everything, even what we are thinking.”

“Do you stand, kneel or bow when you pray?”

“We are free to do whatever we want. Sometimes our family kneels down together. Sometimes we just bow our heads and close our eyes.”

“Can you do it, or just your father?”

“I can pray. I do it every night.”

“Can you pray for my aunt?”

“Sure, do you want me to pray right now?”

Askar nodded, so Huan bowed his head and said a short prayer for Askar's aunt. He closed by asking everything he had prayed for in Jesus Name. Askar wasn’t sure what to do, so he bowed his head as well, but he kept his eyes open, peeking at Huan to see when he had finished.

After the prayer Askar seemed happy but a bit bashful. He grabbed his lunch bag and the boys ran back to the school laughing and joking.

Islamic Lesson

Islamic theology is centered on five basic beliefs: God, Man, Angels, Hell, Demons. In this lesson we will look at God, man, prophets and judgment in order to better understand how Muslims view the relationship between God and mankind.

1 God

We will start with God, whom the Muslims call “Allah.” The name “Allah” refers to God's essential being and is known in Arabic as the “Ism adh dhat” - the “essential name of God.”  Muslims have 98 other names given to God but they are really attributes of the divine being. Muslims do not acknowledge any of the names used for God in the Old Testament, claiming that God was known as Allah since the time of Adam and that Adam and all the Jewish prophets were all Muslims.

In Sura 7 verse 10 it says Allah's names are the best names. According to the Hadith, there are 99 names for God and whoever recites them shall enter Paradise. So it is common to see Muslims holding a string of beads which is used to help them recite these names. There are usually 33 beads on the string. Sometimes there are 99 beads separated into three sections of 33 beads by two different beads with a much larger bead at the end acting as a kind of handle. (Incidentally, there is no bead for the name “God is Love” which shows a serious lack in the foundation of the Muslim's conception of God.) There is a name “Allah Wudud “The Loving One” or “The Beloved One” which occurs twice in the Qur'an. This however is understood as a characteristic of the divine will rather than part of God’s nature.

The Hadith or Traditions state that God has a hundredth name known as the Great Name. Muhammad said that whoever called upon God by that name would receive all his desires. No person knows what this name is and Muslim scholars and mystics have spent much time searching for it.

The Muslim Attributes of God

There are seven principles attributed of Allah 

1 The first is life. His existence has neither beginning nor ending. He receives neither profit nor loss from whatever happens. 

2 The second is knowledge. He knows all things visible or invisible: past or future. He never forgets, is never negligent, and never makes an error. 

3 The third is power. Allah is almighty. If he wills he can make stones and trees talk. His power is everlasting. 

4 The fourth is will. He is able to do what he wills. He need not act. Good and evil exist by his will. If a man is pious it is because of the will of Allah, and if a man is an unbeliever, it is due to the will of Allah. 

5 The fifth is hearing. God can hear every sound whether high or low. He hears without ears. 

6 The sixth is seeing. He sees all things, even the steps “of a black cat on a black stone at night.” He is able to see without eyes. 

7 The last is speech. He speaks but without a tongue.

Muslims also put great emphasis on God’s Unity

Sura 112 verses 1-4 tells us “Say: He Allah is one, Allah is he on whom all depend; He does not beget nor is he begotten; and none is like Him.” This is one of the verses most commonly quoted to Christians by Muslims to argue against the deity of Christ.

The “Tahlil” is the first part of the Muslim Creed and it witnesses to the fact that “There is no God but God”(“La ilaha illa Allah”).

The association of other gods with Allah is known as “shirk” and is the greatest sin possible to a Muslim. Sura 4 verse 48 says: “Surely Allah forgives not that a partner should be set up with him and forgives all else to whom he pleases. But whoever sets a partner with Allah, he devises indeed a great sin.”

God’s Greatness

The Takbir is the name given to the Arabic expression “Allahu Akbar” which literally means “Allah is greater” The Muslim repeats this phrase constantly, and it means that no matter what a man can think of, God is greater than that.

God’s Revelation of the Divine Will or Law is known as Tanzil

The expression tanzil or sending down teaches us what the Muslims believe about revelation or the sending down of God's message. It really indicates the object of God's revelation, That is: The Qur'an. Christians say that Christ is the object of God's revelation, while Islam says it is His message or the Qur'an that is the revelation. Sura 50 verse 16 tells us: “And certainly we created man, and we know that his mind suggests to him and we are nearer to him than his life-vein.” By this Muslims believe that the Qur’an speaks to us, as God knows us, and his revelation speaks to us.

God’s Transcendence is known as Tanzih

The Muslim believes that God is really unknowable. He holds himself aloof from man and His real self can never be known by any man. Whatever man thinks of Allah, He is something different. He does not exist in anything nor does anything exist in Him. He is completely unknowable, and unknown.

2. Angels

The Qur'an has much to say about angels, as do the Traditions (hadith)

First, Muslims believe that God created the devil from fire, men from clay and angels from light. The angels have life, speech and reason. Muslims also believe that the angels have no carnal desire or anger. It is said that their food is celebrating God's glory, their drink is proclaiming God's holiness, their conversation is commemorating God and their pleasure is worshipping God.

Angels are thought to be inferior to human prophets, because they were commanded to prostrate themselves before the prophets: 'Adore Adam,' they adored him, save only Iblis (Satan) who refused and was too proud.

Muslims believe that every Muslim believer is attended by two recording angels, one of whom records his good actions, and the other his evil actions. Sura 82 verses 11 & 12

“Honorable recorders, they know what you do.” Sura 50, verses 14 &15: “We are nearer to him than his life vein. When_the two receivers receive, sitting on the right and on the left.” See also Sura 17 verses 14 & 15. When Muslims pray, they often end their prayer by greeting the angles that sit on either of their shoulders.

Muslims believe that there are four archangels, or super angels. These are: 

· Gabriel, the angel of revelation

· Mika’il (Mikal) the patron of the Israelites,

· Israfil who is to sound the trumpet, at the last day

· Azra'il the angel of death.

The chief angel in charge of hell is called Malik (king) and he has 19 subordinates called Az Zabaniya” (guards). Sura 14 verses 30 &31: “Over it are nineteen. we have made none but angels wardens of the fire.”

Muslims believe that there are two angels, Munkar and Nakir who examine the “dead in their graves on the night after burial and question them as to their faith.” Everyone will be asked: Who is your prophet? And what is your book?

Muslims believe that there are eight angels who support the throne of God. Sura 69 verse 17: “Above them eight will bear that day thy Lord's throne of power.”

Muslims also believe that the angels intercede for man, and celebrate the praises of the Lord. Sura 42 verses 3 & 4: “While the angels celebrate the praise of their Lord.”

To the Muslim, angels also act as guardians to men. Sura 13, verse 11: “For him are angels guarding the consequences of his deeds.”  

1 Prophets

Muslims believe that there are 104 books deemed as sacred having been delivered by God to mankind.

· To Adam - 10 books

· To Seth - 50 books

· To Enoch (Idris) – 30 books

· To Abraham – 10 books

· To Moses - 5 books called the Taurat

· To David - The Psalms, called the Zabur

· To Jesus (known to Muslims as Isa) - The Gospel, called the Injil 

· To Muhammad - The Qur'an

The books from Adam to Abraham are said to be lost, but all that is necessary for Muslims to know of these books is to be found in the Qur'an.

Some Christians try and use the Qur’an to prove to Muslims that they should read what was written before. The following are a selection of passages that might be used to direct Muslims to read the books that were delivered before the Qur'an:

· Sura 2, verse 4: “And those who believe in that which has been revealed to you and that which was revealed before you.”

· Sura 35, verse 24: “And there is not a people but a warner has gone among them.”

· Sura 10, verse 47: “And every nation has a messenger.”

· Sura 4, verse 164 and Sura 40, verse 78: “And certainly we sent messengers before you: there are some of them that we have mentioned to you and there are others whom we have not mentioned to you.”

Many Muslims, however believe in abrogation; that is a later revelation has replaced the earlier ones.

When Muslims approach the Bible they often claim that:

· Christians and Jews have changed their books. By this they attempt to justify some of the statements in the Qur'an that seem to oppose the Bible.

· The Qur’an corrects and abrogates previous scripture because it was revealed last. In this connection they quote Sura 5, verse 48: “And we have revealed to you the book with the truth, verifying that which is before it of the book and a guardian over it.”

Muslims assert that because the books of the Prophets (Old Testament and the Gospels have been altered, the Word of' God as given in them contains a mixture of truth and error. The Qur'an was given to correct these errors. Sura 16 verses 63 & 64 “Certainly we sent messengers to nations before you... And we have not revealed to you the book except that you may make clear to them about that which they differ.” Sura 5 verse 3; “This day have I perfected for you your religion and completed my favor to you and chosen for you Islam as a religion.”

Muslim beliefs about the prophets of God

Muslims distinguish between prophets and messengers. A nabi or prophet is anyone directly inspired by God. Muslims accept many of the Old Testament characters as prophets, and they also include the Lord Jesus as a prophet, but nothing more. A rasul (messenger) is one to whom a special message has been entrusted. Rasul is used in the headings of the Epistles, i.e. The Epistle of Peter (known in Arabic as Butrus) is “Butrus ar Rasul.” Mursal is used of John the Baptist.

Tradition states that Muhammad said there were 124,000 prophets and 315 apostles or messengers. Of these, nine are said to be Ulu al 'Azam (possessors of power). These nine are Noah, Abraham, David, Jacob, Joseph, Job, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad. Six are given special titles; Christ's being “Rhuh Allah” (the Spirit of God).

Three women are said to be prophetesses: 

1 Sarah because she received the news of Isaac's birth by revelation

2 The mother of Moses who also received the news of Moses' birth by revelation

3 Mary who received the news of Christ's birth from an angel

Most Muslims believe that the many prophets and messengers each came with a specific book or message to a particular people. Moses was the prophet to the Jews; Jesus was the prophet to the Christians etc. The Qur’an is special because it is a message to everyone everywhere.

1 Judgment and Hell

The Last Day has many names in the Qur'an. Among them are:

a Yaum al Qiyama 
(Day of Uprising or Resurection)
 



b Yaum al Fasl 

(Day of Separation--or decision). 


c Yaum al Hisab 
(Day of Reckoning) 

d Yaum al Ba'th 

(Day of Sending Forth--Awakening) 


e Yaum ad Din 

(Day of Judgment)

f Yaum al Akhir 
(The Last Day)

g Al Yaum al Muhith 
(The Encompassing Day)

h As Safah 

(The Hour or Pouring Out)

Muslims believe that on the resurrection day the body will be raised and united to its soul. One bone of the body will be preserved uncorrupted until the Last Day, at which time the rest of the body will grow from it.

They believe that on the Last Day there will be three blasts of a trumpet.

1 At the first blast all creatures in heaven and earth will be struck with terror.

2 At the second blast all creatures in heaven and earth will die.

3 At the last blast, forty years later, all will be raised again for judgment.

Sura 81 teaches that there will be a general resurrection of men, angels, demons and animals.

Sura 32 verse five teaches us that the Day of Judgment will last 1,000 years, but Sura 70 verse 4 says it will be 50,000 years. “A day the measure of which is fifty thousand years”

When all are assembled for judgment the angels will keep them waiting for 40 years (this period varies up to 50,000 years according to differing commentators). After this, God will appear to judge them, and Muhammad will intercede for them after Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses and Jesus have declined, feeling themselves unworthy of so great a task.

Each Muslim person will be examined from his own book of deeds which will have all his words and actions recorded. The righteous will receive their book in their right hand, but the unrighteous will be forced to take their books in their left hand which will be bound behind their backs.

Muslims believe that all deeds and words (or, according to some, the books containing the records of these deeds and words) will be weighed in a balance scale--one balance being over paradise and the other over hell. Sura 21 verse 47 says: “And we will set up a just balance on the Day of Resurrection, so no soul will be wronged in the least, and if there be the light of a grain of mustard seed, we will bring it and sufficient are we to take account.”

Islam and the Book of Deeds

There is no way of salvation (or entering Paradise) in Islam other than by works. When a Muslim is asked, “Where are you going when you die?” he will usually reply, “If my works are good I will go to Paradise.”

Muslims believe that a Book of Deeds is kept for each person by two recording angels. An angel on man's right side records his good deeds and an angel on man's left side records his evil deeds. (In Arabic these angels are called “Kiram al katibin”). In this Book of Deeds every spoken word and every action great or small is written down.

Sura 18 verse 49 says: “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 omits not a small one nor a great one, but numbers them all.”

Sura 50 verse 18: “He utters not a word but there is by him a watcher at hand.”

Sura 43 verse 80: “Or do they think that we hear not what they conceal and know their secret discourses? Yes, our messengers will write them down.”

Sura. 80 verses 10-12: “And surely there are keepers over you, honorable recorders--they know what you do.”

Sura 21 verse 94: “So whoever shall do good deeds, and he is a believer, there shall be no denying of' his work; and we will write it down for him.”

There are also to be Books of Nations read at this time. Sura 45 verse 28: “And you shall see every nation kneeling down; every nation shall be called to its book. Today you shall be rewarded for what you did.”

And so it is that all of Islam focuses on man’s work, trying to obey Allah’s commands so that he or she may enter Paradise. Islam is a religion of works. It cleverly combines concepts from the Bible with the ancient Arabian ideas to present a religion that was not only acceptable to the people in ancient Arabia but continues to hold them right up until today.

Bible Lesson

The Bible teaches us about God. It begins with “In the beginning God…” For the Christian everything begins with God and everything focuses on God. However, the Christian view of God is quite different from the Muslim view. The Muslim believes in a God who is powerful, omnipotent and impersonal. He is completely transcendent and therefore distant and distinct from his creation. 

The God of the Bible is also all-powerful, but he is also personal at the same time. We learn from Genesis that God walks and talks with His creation. He is very personal and the Old Testament record shows him reaching out again and again towards mankind. In the New Testament Jesus refers to him as Father and teaches his disciples to use his name for God. Nowhere in any other holy book or philosophy do we find God being portrayed as “Father.”

Sura 88:12 tells us “If you love Allah, follow me (Muhammad), Allah will love you and forgive your sins. Allah is forgiving; merciful…Allah directs the hearts of those that believe him…” Allah seems to love only those who love him. The God of the Bible loves all, even those who reject him. He is reaching out to mankind, and sacrificially sent Jesus into the world to die for the sins of mankind.

Muslims reject the loving nature of God, because for them it would place God into a place of need. For the Muslim, God is not bound by any moral obligation as this would limit him. Therefore God is all powerful, and even the author of evil. Allah does not have to be right or just. He is all powerful, and can do as he pleases, and is under no obligation to do anything. He is totally free to do good or evil, in fact, for the Muslim the very fact that God is both good and evil proves that he is free and all powerful. Allah is above all laws, so he can create and enforce them, but he is not limited by them.

For the Christian, however, the God of the Bible is not evil and does no evil. The reason why God makes moral decisions is because it comes from his very nature. God is free to do whatever he wants, but he has chosen to limit his choices. The Biblical God chose to be in covenant with his creation. Before the foundation of the world, God chose to respect his creation. Psalm 77:13 and 99:9 tell us that God is righteous and holy and is incapable of doing evil, even though he allows evil to exist. Habakkuk 1:13 tells us that “His eyes are too pure to look on evil.”

The God of the Bible differs from the all powerful Allah of the Muslims. For Christians, God is both all powerful, kind, and a personal father; both the almighty creator and a sacrificial servant, both righteous judge and redeeming priest.

If these characteristics seem to be contradictory it is because God is not limited as men are. He is beyond our feeble wisdom. For Christians, there is much about God that is beyond our full understanding, such as the Trinity. Yet the trinity demonstrates to us that God is love. Each person of the trinity expresses complete love and agreement with the other person of the trinity. The best example we have of love is God the Father who loves the world and sends God the Son to earth. 

In the same way, mankind is made in the image of God. We are capable of giving and receiving love. We enter into relationships with one another. And thus we can understand why God desires to enter into that same relationship with mankind.

For the Christian, God shares his image with mankind. The all powerful God places Adam in the world and gives him authority over the fish of the sea, the birds of the air, over the livestock and over all the earth. (Genesis 1:26) We were never created to be God slaves, we were created from the beginning to be his children and share in his authority. We were given free choice, because God loved us as his children. The Muslim sees everything as “the will of God” while the Christian sees much that displeases God and grieves God.

The Muslim’s view of mankind is also very different than what Christians find in the Bible. Both Islam and Christianity teach that man began in the Garden of Eden. However, Christians believe that man became sinful and was separated from God, thrown out of the garden and under God’s judgment. Muslims on the other hand believe that Adam was responsible for his own sin, and once he repented God forgave him and extended to him his mercy and guidance. Nothing needed to be repaired because nothing had been broken. Muslims believe that all of us need to repent of things we do wrong and receive God’s guidance and try to obey his commands. In this way we try to please God. They have no concept of sin separating us from God, or of the atonement and the need for shedding of blood. The gulf between man and God is there because of God’s position of power, not man’s position of sin. They see no need for the incarnation, as God will always be far from mankind, even after judgment. The prophets were sent, not to call us back to God, but to give mankind guidance in how he should live. Final judgment will only assess us on how well we did and reward us accordingly. It will not bring us any closer to God. 

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Read Hebrews 1:1-2, John 14:16-26 and 16:7-15). What do these verses teach us about God’s revelation and relationship to mankind?

2 Read Genesis 12:1-4,  15:1-6, and 17:1-22 What do we learn about God from his covenant with Abraham?

3 Read Genesis 18:1-33 What do we learn from these verses about God?

4 Read Genesis 22:1-24 What do these verses tell us about God and his relationship with mankind?
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Story

It was a beautiful morning. In the distance Gui could hear roosters crowing, closer at hand were birds chirped in the trees. There were distant noises of the city awakening. Suddenly the quiet was shattered by the sounds of someone knocking. Gui listened, confused, but the knocking continued. Gui realized that someone was knocking on the front door of the shop. Hurriedly he rose and wrapped his coat around him. The fall air was cold and crisp. Putting on his slippers he padded his way to the front door of the store, where the knocking continued. 

“Yes” he called out while unlocking the door. “What can I do for you?”

“I'm sorry to disturb you but we need tea, coffee, and supplies. There has been a death in the family this night, and many people will come.”

Gui recognized the woman as a regular customer. “

Oh, I'm sorry,” he said gently. “Who was it who died?” 

“My husband’s brother; he was very well known.”

Hurriedly the two gathered up what the woman needed. “I'm sorry, I didn't bring any money.”

“I will write it down” Gui said, pulling out a notebook where he wrote down all the debts of those who couldn't pay. The book was slowly filling with names and amounts.

An hour later Gui related the events of the morning to his wife Mei and Huan their son. “I think it must be Kamal.”  Mei said. If it is, he was very well known and respected in this area.

“Perhaps we should do something?” Mei suggested. “I could slip over to Roza and ask her.” Gui nodded. He had no idea what should be done, nor what was expected of them.

After Huan left for school, Mei left to see Rosa. A few minutes later Erjan arrived at the store. He was well dressed and looking somber. Over a cup of hot tea the men discussed the events. Kamal was a respected leader of his family and well liked in the community.  As Gui asked questions Erjan recognized that Gui did not understand how funerals were conducted and was asking what he, the storekeeper should do.

“Right now the whole family will have gathered. The men will take his body into one room and will wash his body. It is important to be buried clean.” Erjan spoke slowly, staring into space while his memory went back to the family funerals that he had attended. 

“Then the women will come in and see the body. They will weep and cry. It is always hard on the widow.”  He paused and looked at his good friend Gui. He longed to say more, and finally added: “Perhaps she is feeling bad, because not everything was good in her relationship with her husband.” He thought of his own mother. “Now it is too late to fix that. He has gone and she is left to wonder if she pleased him in this life.” Gui didn't really understand, but he waited for Erjan to continue. He could feel the emotion in Erjan's voice. “She will never know until she stands at the gates of Paradise.” Erjan paused while he collected his emotions. His voice was choked with emotion. “Then the men will take the body, wrap it and carry it down the street, past the store here, towards the graveyard. Many friends and family will walk with them.”

“Should I go?”

“Of course; when we see them coming down the street, we will wait until they have passed and then join the group. I will write a note for you to put on the front of the shop.  You should let shoppers know why you are closed.”

Since Mei had not yet returned, Gui agreed. “First let me change my clothes” he suggested, and slipped back inside to find something more formal to wear. When Gui joined Erjan in front of the store, they sat and waited for the funeral procession. As they waited, Erjan explained some things about a Muslim funeral.

“In the Islamic religion,’ he explained, “there is an open coffin. It is a box covered with a blanket and more like a long shallow manger, with four handles. The body is wrapped in a long white cloth known as al kafin. The person’s head is also wrapped, but with a separate piece of cloth. Then we wrapped his hands across his chest and, finally, his feet.”  Erjan waited for a moment. “The women will spend time with the body first, so the widow can say goodbye. Then the men take the body and take him to the graveyard.”

Gui and Erjan looked up the street as a car slowly came around a corner. On the roof-rack was a long wooden box wrapped with a blanket. Beside and behind the car a group of men slowly walked. As the procession passed the store Gui and Erjan joined the back of the solemn group as they walked down the main street towards the edge of town. Eventually they turned onto a dirt road that led to the graveyard.

At the top of the hill the procession stopped, and the men gathered around while the family members took the coffin from the top of the car. They then carried the body the last 100 meters through the gate to the grave.

The sheik from the mosque was waiting at the grave and the people crowded around. The sheik waited until the crowd had gathered and then he started chanting some Quranic verses. Finally, he finished and spoke directly to the coffin as if he was speaking to a living person, as sheiks all down through history have done since the founding of Islam.

“Kamal,” he said to him, “you are the son of a servant of God, and you are a servant of God. Now at this very minute two angels will come to you asking you a few questions. They will ask you:

What is your religion?

Who is your prophet?

What is your book?”

He paused. “Don’t be afraid. With no reluctance, answer them: Islam is my religion, the prophet Muhammad is my prophet, and the Qur’an is my book.”  When the Mullah was finished, the men laid the body on the ground and began to pile dirt and rocks over him. Eventually they would build a small cement block covering over the body.

Afterwards Gui and Erjan returned to the store. Mei was back and had the store open so Gui sat our front with Erjan. After pouring a cup of hot black tea for his friend, Gui started to ask questions about the funeral. Was it typical? Did the Mullah always ask those questions? Erjan nodded in agreement. “So where is Kamal now?” Gui asked. “Would he be in heaven?” 

“Heaven?” Erjan looked puzzled. “When a Muslim dies, he goes to Paradise. Only the prophets and great men are in heaven. And then they are usually in the lower parts of heaven.” He paused and looked at Gui. “The teachers tell us that there are seven levels in heaven. Some of the prophets are in the lower levels.”

“So who is in the top level?”

“God dwells there, but men do not dwell there. None of them are equal to God, so they cannot dwell there.”

“Really?” Gui asked. “Are there not angels there?”

“Maybe. But not men, because they would pollute it.”

“Really?” Gui asked. “Won’t men be different in Paradise?”

“Different, what do you mean different?”

“Well, I mean better, changed into better people.”

“I’ve never heard of this.” Erjan said. “I don’t think anything will change except man’s status. Men will have many wives.”

“Wives?” Gui looked surprised. 

“Yes, Muhammad promised us many women.”

“This is very different from Christianity” Gui commented. “Our book teaches us that the followers of Jesus will be changed. We will no longer be married, nor will we have sex in heaven. Those who go to heaven will be pure, and will be able to enjoy God’s presence, and will bring pleasure to God.”

“How strange” Erjan comment. “Your Paradise doesn’t sound like a very attractive place.” He paused. “What is the Christian hell like?”

Gui smiled. “Christians will be in heaven. No Christians will be in hell. The Bible describes it as a lake of fire, with agony. The real agony though, will not be physical pain but rather the pain of knowing that you will forever have to spend eternity separated from God and the wonderful place he prepared for his followers.

Erjan looked thoughtful. Don’t people have time to work their way out of hell? Can they not do their prayers and eventually be accepted into Paradise?

“I think there is a great difference between Paradise and Heaven” Gui said softly. “Muslims are promised Paradise, a place much like this earth, with earthly pleasures. Christians are offered Heaven and a relationship with God because we will be changed. Those in Hell cannot ever work their way into Heaven. That is what our time on this earth is all about. The Bible tells us that now is the day of Salvation. Now is the time that we obtain salvation. The Bible also tells us that as soon as we are absent from this body we will be present with the Lord. There is no time between, and no waiting.”

“Will God not judge you, if you are fit for heaven?”

“No, I will never be judged about heaven. God already knows if I am going to heaven. That is one question I will never face. The very moment that I surrendered my life to the Lord Jesus Christ, and accepted him as my savior who died in my place, my future in heaven was made secure. The Bible tells us that many things happened the very moment I accepted Jesus.”

“Such as?”

“The Bible says that God wrote my name in the Book of Life. The Holy Spirit of God also began to dwell in my heart and he has started to make changes so that each day I become more like Christ. At the moment I accepted Jesus as my Lord and Savior my sins were forgiven, and I am assured of my place in heaven.”

“This is impossible” Erjan protested. “No one can know if God will accept him for Paradise or not!”

“I don’t know about Paradise, but the Bible clearly teaches us that we can know that our sins are forgiven. The Holy Spirit is in my heart and active in my life, and the Bible tells me that this is my “seal” or assurance that my name is already written in the Book of Life. When I die, I will stand before God as a forgiven sinner whose name is already in the book of Life. I will enter Heaven.”

“How can you be sure?”

“It is written in the Bible. I trust the Bible. I have submitted to it and its teachings.”

“And God will not judge you?”

“Actually, God will judge me, but not to determine if I am fit for heaven or not. I am going to heaven. This is sure. But I will stand before the Judgment Seat of Christ, and he will examine my life, to see how I used it for serving God. If I served God, I will receive recognition and perhaps rewards. If I lived only for myself, I will receive nothing extra; only admission into heaven.”

“Islam and Christianity are truly different” Erjan said, his face scowled. “People here are saying that they are much the same, but everything you tell me is different and new. Are you sure you are a normal Christian?”

Gui laughed. “I am very normal. There are some Christians who think that membership in a church organization will get them into heaven, but I don’t think any of them have read the Bible, or they would understand how wrong they are.”

“I must think about this more” Erjan said rising from his seat. “It is late and I have learned many new things. Perhaps we can talk of this again?”

“Certainly, I would be delighted to continue this conversation another time” Gui smiled. His heart was rejoicing as he watched Erjan leave. Tonight he and Mei would have much to discuss and praise God for. He looked forward to their regular family prayer time that evening.

Islamic Lesson

Paradise

The subject of Paradise will be dealt with in detail in another lesson. However, here we would like to emphasize that Paradise is the ultimate place where Muslims want to go. The Qur’an uses two terms: “Al Jannah” or the garden and “Al Firdaus” or paradise.

According to the Qur'an, life after death presents a beginning of progression and advancement far beyond anything conceivable in this world. Sura 17 verse 21 says: “And certainly the hereafter is much superior in respect of degrees, and much superior in respect of excellence.”

The general descriptions of Paradise are literal and material. Some passages of the Qur'an sound strange and perhaps revolting to Christian ears because of their sensual aspects. Muhammad's paradise can be summed up as “a garden in which there are beautiful women, couches covered with rich cloths, flowing cups and luscious fruits,” in which God does not appear at all. In the Muslim concept of heaven there is no relationship with the Christian teaching of a saved believer, purified and changed into the likeness of Christ and worshipping a holy God. 

Muslims also believe that there are seven divisions to heaven, the highest being Paradise. They believe that man moves from one level to another until he finally attains Paradise. God's throne is above them all because God does not mix with men.

Hell 

In the Arabic language the world for hell is literally the word for fire: Nar. The Muslim hell also has seven divisions. “Jahannam” refers to the section of hell prepared for Muslims, a type of purgatory meant for purification which will not be everlasting. In this respect it is related to the Roman Catholic concept of Purgatory.

The orthodox Muslim teaching is that all Muslims will go to hell. See Sura 19 verse 71 says: “There is not one of you but shall approach it.”

The degree and duration of punishment in hell is dependent upon the enormity of the sins committed by the person. For Muslims who have not committed great sins, hell will be cool and pleasant. However, infidels who say that God is a plural being will have to remain in hell forever subjected to burning flames and icy cold.

Muslims believe that just as heaven begins on earth, so does hell in the temporal punishment of evil deeds. Sura 7 verse 94 says: “And we did not send a prophet into a town but We overtook its people with distress and affliction in order that they might humble themselves.”

The following verses in the Qur’an support the belief that hell is not everlasting: 

· Sura 6 Verse 129: “He shall say, the Fire is your abode, to abide in it, except as Allah please; for the Lord is knowing, wise.”

· Sura 11, verses 106-107: “So as for those who are unhappy, they shall be in the fire; for them shall be sighing and groaning in it: Abiding therein as long as the heavens and earth endure, except as thy Lord please: for the Lord is the mighty doer of what He intends.”

The word “abad” is used three times in the Qur'an for “abiding” in hell but is elsewhere used for “eternal or everlasting” in connection with life.

According to the Hadiths:  the “Kanz al 'Urrenal” records: “Surely a day will come over hell when it will be like a field of corn that has dried up, after flourishing for a while.”

A recorded saying of 'Umar is as follows: “Even if the dwellers in hell may be numberless as the sands of the desert, a day will come when they will be taken out of it.” 

The Muslim Belief About Predestination

This is the sixth article of the Muslim Creed, and means that God is absolute in His decree of good and evil. Nothing comes to pass, whether good or bad, except by the Divine Will, according to what God has engraved on a preserved tablet by His pen of fate. Sura 14verse 4 tells us: “Allah leaves in error whom He pleases and He guides whom He pleases.” Sura 54 verse 49 adds: “Surely we have created everything according to measure.”

A Muslim believes that God is not limited by any consideration whatsoever, moral or otherwise. It rests with God whether He forgives or damns. It is “Kama yasha'u”--as He wills, a phrase constantly used in the Qur'an. A tradition states God's attitude in this way: “These to heaven and I care not, and these to hell and I care not.” God is the sole decider of a man's deeds and destiny. This is of course pure fatalism as practiced by the followers of the ancient Arabian god Manaat, and it places the responsibility of all that a man does, whether good or evil, upon God entirely.

For the Muslim, man is a mere puppet, devoid of free will, a mere mechanical being. This is utterly foreign to the teaching of both the Old and New Testaments. This teaching is incompatible with a God of love.

In summary this doctrine means:

a That no person is responsible for what he does. All responsibility for his actions is laid upon God.

b It also means that God is unjust, for a man is judged by his deeds for which he is not responsible. Muslims are not entirely agreed upon the doctrine of predestination, some sects believing that man is to a certain extent responsible for his actions. But the generally held teaching of predestination is quite contrary to the whole purpose of God for mankind. 

Man

Muslims view man as being created by God and placed on this earth. God created both good and evil, angels, demons and Satan. Man then does his best, and his actions and words are recorded by the recording angels. However, much of what happens in this life happens because it is the will of God. “It is written” is an often used Muslim phrase. There are only a few things that Muslims will actually be judged on:

1 Has be done something forbidden and worthy of punishment such as?

a Equating something equal with God

b Drinking wine

c Eating pork

d Eating meat not killed in a Muslim fashion. (halaal meat). In this case the one who kills the animal must simply face Mecca and say “In the name of God the Merciful and Compassionate” as he slits the throat of the animal. If an animal is shot, it is not considered fit for Muslim consumption.

1 The works that the Muslim has done will also be considered. This includes such things as:

a Prayers

b Almsgiving

c Pilgrimages and

d Other religious actions such as memorizing and reciting the Qur’an

Some Muslims have visited many honorable mosques, gaining much merit, and therefore feel that they can live lives without much care, as they already have done enough good deeds to cover a life of sin.

What about man’s actions while here on earth outside of those things that are forbidden? Man and society is a much discussed topic in some circles. Muslims clearly distinguish between man-made laws and God’s demands. In their minds, driving over the speed-limit does not constitute a sin, and will not be punishable by death, as it is not mentioned in the Qur’an. This is often the Muslim view of pornography. It may be a dishonorable thing in their home country where dishonor would be brought to their tribe by viewing it, but when visiting a foreign place where they are not known there is nothing wrong with viewing pornography.

Demons and Satan

Demons are known as jinn. Muslims are very aware of demons, their activity and their influences in life. Muslims believe several things about the jinn. 

· They believe that God created the jinn 2,000 years before Adam.

· They understand that there are believers and infidels among jinn as among men.

· The Qur’an teaches that jinn are created from smokeless fire like the devil.

· Muslims believe that jinn are peaceable, that they eat and drink and propagate their species.

· The Qur’an teaches that the chief abode of jinn are  the mountains of Qaf which encompass the whole earth.

· They are taught that the devil is the father of the jinn.

In a later lesson we will cover the spiritual world of Muslims and look more closely at how they view the jinn, demon possession and exorcism. 

The devil is known as Satan (Shaitan or Iblis) According to tradition, Muhammad taught that: The devil can enter into a man as easily as blood flows in his body. He also taught that every man has an angel and a devil appointed over him. Muslims believe that every child of Adam except Jesus and Mary is touched by the devil at his birth. It is the devil's touch that makes infants cry out at birth. Muslims also believe that the devil was created from fire and had the name 'Azazil. The Arabic name for the devil is Iblis. He is also known as “Ash Shaitan” or the chief devil. Iblis is said to have possessed authority over the animal and spirit kingdom before the creation of Adam. He was expelled from Eden because he refused to submit to Adam. See Sura 7 verse 11 tells us: “Make submission to Adam, so they (the angels) submitted but not Iblis; he was not of those who submitted.”

Bible Lesson

The Qur’an teaches us that man is greater than the angels or the demons and that he has dominion over them. They believe that the demons refused to submit to man and that is why they are being punished. The Bible teaches us differently. It tells us that man is lower than the angels, even though he has dominion over the earth. Psalm 8:3-6 tells us:

When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor. You made him ruler over the works of your hands; you put everything under his feet:

These verses are repeated in the New Testament in Hebrews chapter 2 verses 3-6:

When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him? You made him a little lower than the heavenly beings and crowned him with glory and honor. You made him ruler over the works of your hands; you put everything under his feet:

Someday, however, the saved will gather in heaven and at the Marriage Supper of the Lamb we will enter into a relationship with Christ as joint heirs with him and joint rulers of the universe. Most theologians believe that at this time the saved will be higher than the angels who will continue to be ministering spirits.

The Christian’s view of heaven is very different from the Muslim view. For the Christian, heaven is a place where we will worship God and serve God. The image given to us in the Book of Revelations clearly shows mankind, saved and transformed, standing in the very presence of God, worshiping him and rejoicing. In Islam, Muhammad called himself the “slave of God” and the best he could offer his followers was a place of rich rewards. In the Bible, Jesus is called the Son of God, and he offers his followers a place in heaven, in the very presence of God where we will worship him and serve him. This is a fundamental difference between what the Qur’an teaches and what the Bible teaches.

One evangelist loved to tell this story:

Long ago a man wanted to meet a Bedouin sheik to discuss business with him. He was unsure where the sheik’s tent was located, because the sheik moved from place to place, wherever he could find grass for his camels. So the man began to walk into the desert in the general direction he believed the sheik to be. As he traveled he would stop by the tents of other Bedouin and ask them directions. As the day went by he wondered if he would ever find the sheik. Eventually he stopped at a tent and the man there said that he knew the sheik. “I am the sheik’s slave” the man said. “I look after sheep for him. I know where his tent is and I can take you to him.”

Just then another man arrived at the tent. When he heard the story he also offered to take the visitor to the sheik. “I am the sheik’s son,” he announced. “I can take you to the sheik today.” Which of these two should the man choose to introduce him to the sheik? Which is better: the slave or the son?

Sadly, many Muslims choose the slave, even though he offers them only worldly pleasures. They are satisfied with the lust of the flesh, material things and the pride of life. They have never enjoyed a relationship with God, and have no concept or even desire to enter into any kind of relationship with God in the future. They are content with the things they know.  One evangelist used to challenge Muslims by asking them “What is the difference between the life of a very rich man and a life in paradise?” The only answer that the Muslim can give is that in Paradise wine women and wanton lust will be allowed while here it is regulated.

It is important for Christians to be clear on what the Bible teaches about predestination and judgment. In the Garden of Eden, Adam and all his descendants were judged; and that judgment falls on all of mankind. We are all the descendants of a thieving gardener (Adam) and a drunken sea captain. (Noah). None of us is worthy of paradise, let alone heaven. We all have bad people in our family heritage. None of us can claim to come from good families where everyone was perfect. All of us must be judged on our own merit. It is often helpful to use Matthew chapter five here. These are the direct words of Jesus as he teaches us about what is acceptable to God. Lying, pride and lust are all described as evil. Most Muslims will protest that Matthew chapter five is too hard on mankind. If this is the standard, no one will achieve it. We must agree. None of us can please God. We are all doomed to hell. Except for God’s mercy and grace, all of us will burn in the fire forever. This is what the Bible teaches.

However, God knew this when he created mankind, and long before we came into being, he provided a way of escape for us. But it is not in our own efforts. It is only when we believe and submit that we will receive eternal life.

It is important to explain to Muslims that the Bible teaches that we are already judged. We will never be judged if we are fit for heaven or hell. That is already decided. We are all going to hell. 

Romans 5:12 tells us: Wherefore, as by one man sin entered into the world, and death by sin; and so death passed upon all men, for that all have sinned.

Galatians 6:7-9: “Be not deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man sows, that shall he also reap. For he that sows to his flesh shall of the flesh reap corruption; but he that sows to the Spirit shall of the Spirit reap life everlasting. And let us not be weary in well doing: for in due season we shall reap, if we faint not.”

Hell in the Bible

The Bible teaches us that everyone will exist eternally either in heaven or hell. 

· Daniel 12:2 & 3 says: Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt. Those who are wise will shine like the brightness of the heavens, and those who lead many to righteousness, like the stars forever and ever. 

· In Matthew 25:46 Jesus says: “Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life.”

· In John 5:28 & 29 Jesus adds “Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out-- those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.”

· Revelation 20:14 &15 tell us: “Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.”

· Everyone has only one life in which to determine their destiny. Hebrews 9:27 says “man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment.”

Heaven or hell is determined by whether a person believes and puts their trust in Christ alone to save them. John 3:16 says “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.” Verse 36 adds: “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God's wrath remains on him.”

We learn from the Bible that hell was designed originally for Satan and his demons (Matthew 25:41; Revelation 20:10). However hell will also punish the sin of those who reject Christ. In Matthew 13:49 & 50 Jesus says “This is how it will be at the end of the age. The angels will come and separate the wicked from the righteous and throw them into the fiery furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” Revelation 21:8 tells us “But the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, those who practice magic arts, the idolaters and all liars-- their place will be in the fiery lake of burning sulfur. This is the second death.”The Bible also teaches us that Hell is conscious torment.  Matthew 13:50 calls it a “furnace of fire…with …weeping and gnashing of teeth” Mark 9:48 tell us that it is a place “where their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched.” Revelation 14:10 adds “he will be tormented with fire and brimstone.”

The Bible uses several terms that speak of life after death. Four terms refer to a negative experience. Sheol – is a Hebrew term simply describing “the grave” or “death” – It does not refer to “hell” specifically, but simple to going into the grave. Hades on the other hand is a Greek term that usually refers to hell – a place of torment (Luke 10:15; 16:23)

The Bible also used the word Gehenna, which is a Greek term borrowed from a literal burning dump near Jerusalem that always refers to hell – a place of torment. This is found in Matthew 5:30; 23:33. Another name for hell in the Bible is the “Lake of fire”- the final abode of unbelievers after they are resurrected (Revelation 20:14 &15)

On the other hand the Bible also speaks of “Abraham’s bosom” (Luke 16:22) as a place of eternal comfort. There is one reference to “Paradise” (Luke 23:43) which seems to be a place of eternal comfort. Paul refers to heaven as being “with the Lord” a key phrase that describes where believers will be after death (Philippians 1:23; 1 Thessalonians 4:17; 2 Corinthians 5:8) The term “New heavens and earth” refers to where believers will be after they are resurrected (Revelation 20:4-6; 21:1-4).

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Read Revelation 21 & 22. Discuss together what these two chapters teach us about the future home for mankind. How is this different from earth now or the Islamic version of paradise?

2 Discuss from the Bible: Will God judge people if they are going to heaven or hell? Why or why not? Is this already decided? What Bible verses should you memorize so you can share this effectively with unbelievers?

3 Will some people suffer more in hell than others? Read and discuss Matthew 10:15, Matthew 11:24 and Mark 6:11  

4 Should Christians fear God’s judgment when they die? Is it possible for a Christian to commit such bad sins that he will lose his opportunity to go to heaven? Why or why not?
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Story

It was the middle of the afternoon and Gui was exhausted. The store had been extremely busy all day long. It seemed that everyone in the neighborhood had chosen that day to visit his store. Mei was busy helping people find the goods they wanted and Gui worked behind the counter, taking people's money, and writing up a list of the things that they wanted him to order. The list contained many items, including dried fruit, dates, and other items he usually only carried in small quantities.

Later in the afternoon Huan arrived from school and began helping in the store. The crowds thinned out by evening, and there was time to talk a little. “I don't know what is happening” Gui said as he wiped the sweat from his forehead. It seems everyone was here today to do their shopping.”

Huan laughed. “Of course; tomorrow is the beginning of Ramadan.”

“Yes” his father protested, “But that is a month of fasting, not feasting.”

“Not the way Askar tells it.” Huan's eyes got big. “He says that during the day they do not eat, but once the evening comes they visit each other and eat big meals.”

“Just on the feast days” Gui asked? “Or is it every day?”

“Askar told me that it is every day.”

“If that is the case, then I will need to order in more food supplies tonight” his father answered. He took his list to the phone and began to check through his list of suppliers.

Huan helped his mother lock up the store and together they entered their small apartment. Huan gladly helped his mother prepare some food for supper. He was looking forward to learning about Ramadan. The way Askar described it, it sounded like a month long holiday.

The next morning as Huan was preparing his lunch, his mother stopped him. “Since this is Ramadan, will the youth be eating at the school?”

Huan stopped and thought. “I think you are right. I doubt any of the guys will eat today. Not until the evening.” He looked at the food he had already prepared.

“You should eat extra for breakfast then.” his mother advised. Huan nodded. It was going to be a long time until the evening meal, so he sat down and started eating his lunch, even though he had just finished his breakfast.

That day the store was as busy as the day before. Gui and Mei worked without stopping the entire day, serving customers. The extra supplies they had ordered the night before arrived and were all quickly sold. Gui made more phone calls to order food.

That evening, just before dusk, the last shopper hurried from their store. Gui and his family stood at the door of their store and watched the last stragglers hurry down the deserted streets. A few moments later they heard the call to prayer being made from a nearby mosque. Soon all of the mosques in the city joined together in a call to prayer that signaled that the daytime fasting was over and the night time feasting had begun.

That evening the store was empty. The men no longer gathered, in fact, the store was completely empty. As the evening wore on, it became obvious that no one was coming, not even the men who used to sit around and talk. Eventually Gui gave up and decided to lock the door. Just as he was closing the door he looked out into the street. People were starting to move around and Gui spotted Erjan and his son Askar coming down the street. The two men greeted each other while the two boys moved to one side to talk.

As the two men visited, the store gradually began to get busier with young people and children. Mostly they were buying sweet drinks, chips, and candy. When Gui commented on it, Erjan laughed. “If you stay open, your store will be busy for most of the night.” He smiled. “People like to stay up late so they can eat, drink, and smoke. Lots of businesses stay open all night. My wife has an appointment at the hair dresser at 2:00 this morning.” He shrugged. “This is life. Ramadan is a special month. It is a blessed month.”

Gui didn’t know how to answer, so he continued to serve his customers. When there was a break, he sat back down to drink some more tea with Erjan.  Erjan poured him a fresh cup and then smiled. “Why don’t you and your family come to our home tomorrow evening to break the fast with us?” He put the tea pot down. “Come before the mosque call, and then stay and eat. Rosa is preparing a special meal.

Gui was happy to accept, not just because his friend was inviting him to his house, but more because he wanted to learn about the month of Ramadan. It seemed to be a difficult time, with people fasting all day, but it was also a happy time, like a great holiday, as they stayed up late and ate special foods.

The following evening, Gui closed the store and together with his wife and son they made their way down the street to Erjan and Rosa’s house. Erjan welcomed them at the door, and invited them into the sitting room. Their apartment seemed very large to Gui who had now gotten used to living in the two small rooms attached to the store. Together they sat in the sitting room, but no one offered them tea, or even water. They sat and simply waited. They could hear Erjan and Rosa at work in the kitchen as they prepared food. Eventually Askar came into the sitting room wearing his best clothes. He looked very smart as he moved around the room shaking the hand of each of his guests. After he was seated Gui asked him about his studies at school. Askar responded positively and then switched the topic to his Islamic studies on Fridays. This last week the Mullah had taught his students to pray. 

“Here, I will show you” Askar said. He stood, looked around, and then faced a corner of the room. “Mecca is in that direction” he announced. This is called Takbir i-Tahrimah he said as he held up his hands behind his ears. 

“What does that mean?”  Huan giggled. 

Askar giggled as he stood there. “I really don’t know, but I had to memorize it.” Askar bent over with his hands on his knees. “This is Ruku.” next he stood with his hand by his side, then he knelt down with his hand on his legs. “This is Salaam” he announced. 

“I know what that means” Huan said eagerly. “That means peace.”

“And this is Munajat” Askar said as he raised his hands before him, with his palms towards his face. “This is when we can ask our petitions of Allah at the end of the formal prayer.” Then Askar got to his feet and sat on the sofa. “Next week Mullah Ackap is going to teach us the words to pray.”

“Will they be in Arabic?” Huan answered.

“Yes, of course” Askar answered. “That is the language that God speaks. We must pray in his language.”

Just as Huan was going to protest that God would know everything, Askar’s father entered the room. “In a few moments the mullah will call from the mosque for prayer. After prayer time we can eat.”

They listened for a few moments and then they heard it; the sound of the chant rising and falling across the neighborhood.  The chant was in Arabic, which none of them could understand. “God is Great,” the chant called out. “There is no God but Allah, and Mohammad is the prophet of God.”

At the sound of the mosque call, Erjan unrolled a small prayer carpet and stood at one end, facing Mecca. Then he went through the motions of the Muslim prayer, speaking the memorized prayers under his breath. He bowed, stood, knelt and moved at the correct time, as his father had taught him, and as his father before him had taught him. When the prayer time ended, Erjan rolled up the prayer carpet and turned to them. “Now let’s eat.”

The two families gathered in the next room. Erjan passed around a small dish of dates, urging each person to eat several dates. “These are good for breaking the fast” he said. After they had eaten the dates and drunk water Rosa carried a large tray into the room. They all gathered around and ate a meal of rice, meat and bread. Since Erjan and Rosa were breaking the fast, they ate a large amount of food. When they were finished they all returned to the sitting room for coffee. Once again the conversation centered around Askar’s Islamic education.

“Mullah Ackap has been telling us about the pilgrimage to Mecca” Askar’s eyes shone. “He wants all of us to make sure that we go to Mecca at least once in our lifetime.” He paused. “Father, can we go to Mecca sometime?”

Erjan blushed and looked away. “Perhaps sometime son” he said, “But we must pay for your education first… school first, religion second.” He said softly under his breath.

Islamic Lesson

The Muslim religion requires that all Muslims perform five rites or duties. These are known as the five Pillars of Islam and they are obligatory to all Muslims. 

1. The first pillar is known as the Creed or words of witness. The Muslims call this the shehada.  Missionaries to Muslim lands will hear this creed many times. It is called the shortest creed in the world and it is repeated more than any other. In Arabic it consists of only eight words meaning: “There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is the Apostle of God.” Muslims repeat it in their call to prayer, which is broadcast on speakers from the mosque five times a day, as well as during the prayers and at countless other times during the day. It is used as a cry in battle, as an exclamation of joy at the birth of a baby and as a plea which is repeated over and over again at funerals. Since many Muslims believe that they receive eternal credit every time they say the name of God or the creed, this creed is said many times, even if it doesn’t have immediate meaning in the situation.

2. The second duty for all Muslims is Prayer. These prayers are known as “salat.” They are ritual prayers said at set times. Muslims do not vary in the wording nor the actions that they do as they pray. The Muslim is called to this ritual prayer five times a day, at dawn, soon after mid-day, two hours before sunset, just after sunset and two hours after sunset. Before praying, a Muslim must remove his shoes, wash his feet, hands, and parts of his face and turn towards the Ka’aba at Mecca.

When he cannot go to a mosque to pray, he will pray wherever he happens to be, whether at work, on a journey or in the midst of other duties. He will carry a bottle of water with him for the ritual washing, and if water is not available he will use sand or earth symbolically. The early morning prayers frequently last up to and sometimes beyond an hour. On Fridays a sermon is preached in the mosque as part of the prayers. A sermon may also be included in the last prayers of the day in larger and more central mosques.

Below are some of the Qur’anic verses that instruct about prayer.   Sura 5 verse 6: “Oh you who believe, when, you rise up for prayer, wash your faces and your hands to the elbows, and wipe your heads, and wash your feet up to the ankles. And if you are under an obligation, then wash yourselves. And if you are sick or on a journey, or one of you comes from the bathroom or you have had contact with women and you cannot find water, take for yourselves pure earth and wipe your faces and your hands with it. Allah desires not to place a burden on you, but he wishes to purify you, and that He may bestow favor on you, so that you may give thanks.”

It is also important for Muslims to face the right direction during their prayers. This is called the qiblah or direction. The niche on the back wall of each mosque should point in the direction of Mecca.

Long ago Muslims originally faced the Black Rock which was located in north Arabia. Later, the rock was moved and Muhammad directed his followers to face the rock at the Ka’aba in Mecca whenever they prayed.  

We have seen the turning of your face to heaven and now verily We shall make you turn toward a direction (qiblah) which is dear to you. So turn your face toward the Inviolable Place of Worship, so that where-ever you may be, turn your faces when you pray, toward it. Lo! those who have received the Scripture know that this Revelation is the Truth from their Lord. And Allah is not unaware of what they do. Sura 2 verses 144

There is no one verse in the Qur'an which lists the complete five times of prayer, but Sura 30 verse 17 is given by some Muslims to indicate the five periods:

“So glory be to Allah when you enter the evening, and when you enter the morning, and to Him be praise in the heavens and the earth, and in the afternoon, and when the sun declines.”

The Arabic term “al mughrib” (meaning “evening”) is said to cover the last two prayers.

The “rak'ah” is the movements that must accompany all Muslim prayers. There are essentially seven movements and they are performed at set times. 

· First is the Opening Greeting:  Allahu Akbar (Allah, he is Greater).

· Second, the person stands with his hands on his navel, and the opening chapter from the Qur’an is repeated, then Allahu Akbar.

· Third, the person bows and says three times: Glory to my Lord, the Great One. 

· Fourth, the person stands and says: Allah accepts any who are grateful to Him, Lord, praise be to you.

· The fifth movement is prostrating on the ground while saying three times: Glory to my Lord, the Highest then: Allahu Akbar.

· Then the person sits on his legs and says Lord forgive me and have mercy on me, Allahu Akbar.

· Then the person prostrates himself on the ground and repeats three times: Glory to my Lord, the Highest then Allahu Akbar.

Afterwards the Muslim can rise and hold out his hands in petition and perform Du'a, which is a spontaneous private prayer, but this is less important than the ritual prayers.

3. The third pillar of Islam is giving to the needy, known as Zakat. The Qur'anic foundation for Muslim almsgiving is found in Sura 2 verse 43: “And keep up prayer and pay the poor rate, and bow down with those who bow down.”

Muhammad taught that each Muslim adult (if he was free and sane) was required to give alms if he possesses property. Property for this purpose included camels, bulls, cows, sheep, goats, buffalo, horses, gold, silver, and articles of merchandise, mines, and the fruit of the earth according to fixed scales of taxes. Household property, weapons, and tools were not included. If a person had debts equal to the value of their property then they were not obliged to pay. The almsgiving or taxation was designed to help the poor, and a collector was duly appointed for this purpose. A person was also free to distribute his own alms. If the alms collector approached a person and he claimed that he had already given away his alms, the collector had to accept his word as truth. The most common time for collectors of taxes was on Fridays, so this became the time when the poor and beggars multiplied on the streets to receive the alms. Today alms are also given during the month of Ramadan.

The following classes of people were entitled to receive help from the officially collected zakat: 

· First, people whose property was below taxable value. 

· Second, people who have no property at all (these are known as masakin or poor). 

· Third were slaves who could not have property.

· Fourth were people deeply in debt with no way out. 

· Alms were also given to people who were in the service of God and also for those engaged in religious warfare. 

· Hospitality given to travelers could also be counted for zakat. 

· Lastly, the collectors of the alms themselves could receive the alms.  This created problems, as sometimes the collectors secretly became wealthy at the expense of the poor.

Today the general impression is that zakat is simply a ritual and not an organized efficient method of providing for the poor. If you do give money to a poor Muslim or a beggar, they will never say “thank you” for in doing so they would rob you of the reward God might give you in heaven. When giving alms to a person, one usually receives the reply “May God bless you” or “May God bless your hands.”

4. The fourth Pillar of Islam is that of fasting or saum. There are several Muslim fasts. The most important one is during the month of Ramadan which is the ninth month of the Muslim calendar. This is obligatory for all Muslims. Sura 2:163 – 185 declares: “Oh you who believe, fasting is prescribed for those before you, so that you may guard against evil.” Verse 185 declares that the Qur'an was revealed in the month of Ramadan.

Based on a reported saying of Muhammad, Muslims believe that during Ramadan the gates of paradise are open and the gates of hell closed, and that all who keep the fast will be pardoned of all their past excusable sins.

A number of regulations govern the fast:

· The fast cannot begin until some Muslim is able to state that he has seen the new moon. This leads to frequent divergences of opinion. In the Middle East the beginning of the Fast appears to depend to some extent on which of the two main political camps the person owes his allegiance, i.e. Egyptian or Saudi Arabian. There is often a difference of 24 hours between the two.

· The fast must be kept by young people from about the age of 10 or 12 years. Certain classes of persons are exempt from fasting such as the sick, the infirm, pregnant women, and travelers on a journey of more than three days. Even these are expected to make up the fast for the days they have missed, as soon as they are able.

· The fast commences at dawn as soon as a white thread is distinguishable from a black thread and it continues until sunset. During this period not even one’s own spittle should be swallowed.

· During the month of Ramadan an additional 20 rak'at or sets of prayers are said after the night prayer. These are called the “tarawih” meaning “rest” because the congregation sits down and rests after every fourth set of prayers.

· Ramadan lasts for 30 days which is the length of a Muslim month. By western reckoning, Ramadan comes about 10 days earlier each year.

· After sunset and until dawn a Muslim can eat as much as he likes and indulge in any lawful pleasure. It is a common sight to observe Muslims sitting with a bottle of water and a few dates before them waiting for the ending of the daily fast. After this the Muslims can eat as much as they want during the evening hours. Often extended families meet together for a large meal to break the fast.

· It is reported in most Muslim countries that more food is consumed during the month of Ramadan than at any other time of the year. In some places, businesses open at night, and feasting takes place until dawn.

5. The fifth pillar of Islam is thePilgrimage  or “Hajj.” This pilgrimage to Mecca is obligatory to every Muslim at least once in his lifetime if he is an adult, free, sane, healthy, and has sufficient money to provide for his journey and support his family while he is away. Sura 22 verse 27 says: And proclaim to men the Pilgrimage, they will come to thee on foot and on every lean came1, coming from every remote path.” 

The Hajj takes place in the month of the Hajj, the 12th month of the Muslim calendar. A person who has completed the pilgrimage takes the title Hajj or Hajji. This person may wear a small white cap to demonstrate that he has been on the hajj, or he may dye some reddish brown into his beard.

The Hajj is highly organized, with many regulations and directions.  There are three actions in the pilgrimage that are obligatory and thought to be instituted by God Himself.

The first is to wear no other garment but the “ihram which consists of two seamless wrappers each six feet 1ong by three and a half feet wide. One is thrown over the back exposing the right arm and shoulder and knotted on the right side. The other is wrapped around the loins from the waist to the knees and knotted in at the middle. The second action is to stand on the mountain of Arafat. The third is to make a circuit around the Ka’aba seven times in a ritual called the tawaf. 

There are five duties of the pilgrim which are said to be obligatory but the omission of which does not constitute an unpardonable sin. The first is to spend the night between the 9th and 10th day of the month at a place halfway between Mina and Arafat. The second is to run the distance between the mountains of Assafa and Almarwa. The third is to perform the rite of throwing stones at the pillar representing Satan. The fourth is to make an extra circuit around the Kaaba if the pilgrim is a non-Meccan. The fifth is to shave the head after the pilgrimage is over.

A tradition attributed to a saying of Muhammad is: “He who makes the pilgrimage for God's sake and does not talk loosely nor act wickedly, shall return as pure from sin as the day he was born.” “Verily the pilgrimage puts away poverty and sin like the fires of a forge remove the dross.”

There are twelve actions that take place during the pilgrimage. 

· First, in the vicinity of Mecca the pilgrim bathes himself, performs two prayers and exchanges his clothes for the ihram. He must keep his head uncovered, is not to shave, pare his nails, nor wear any garment other than the ihram. Sandals are permitted, but not shoes.

· Second, when he arrives in Mecca he must wash himself at the sacred Mosque and then kiss the famous black stone. 

· Third, he must circle the Ka’aba seven times, three times quickly and four times slowly; kissing the black stone each time he passes it. 

· Fourth, he should proceed to the Place of Abraham and recite: “And we made the house a resort for men and a place of security so take the place of Abraham as a place of prayer. And We enjoined Abraham and Ishmael saying: Purify my house for those who visit it, and those who abide in it, for devotion and those who bow down and those who prostrate themselves” (Sura 2:125). The pilgrim should also perform two sets of prayers.  

· The fifth step is going up the hill to Mt. Assafa reciting: “Oh you who believe, seek assistance through patience and prayer; surely Allah is with the patient” (Sura 2:153).  

· At the top of Mt. Assafa he should face the Ka’aba and recite “There is no God but God. God is greatest. There is no God but God,” and other quotations. 

· The seventh step is to run between Mt. Assafa and Mt. Al Marwa seven times repeating the above prayers on the top of each hill. This should all take place on the sixth day and in the evening he must return to Mecca and encompasses the Ka’aba once more. 

· The ninth step happens on the seventh day when he must listen to a sermon in the Mosque. 

· On the eighth day he goes to Mina and spends the night there. On the ninth day he should go to Mt. Arafat and then on to Al Muzdalifah to spend the night. 

· The last action happens on Eed al Adha (The Feast of Sacrifice) or Eed al Kabir (The Great Feast) which is celebrated throughout the Muslim world. On this day the pilgrims gather stones from Al Muzdalifah and return to Mina where they cast seven stones at each of three pillars, the largest of which is called the Great Devil. Then they go to the other end of the Valley of Mina and slay a sacrifice of sheep, goats, cows, or camels. The pilgrimage is now complete and the new Hajji can shave, pare his nails, and resume ordinary dress. He now bears the honored title Al Hajj or Al Hajji.

6. There is a sixth pillar of Islam, known as Holy War or Jihad. Today most Muslims consider countries and governments to be associated with some religion. To them China is a Buddhist country, America is Christian, India is Hindu, and Saudi Arabia, Iran, Jordan, Syria and many more are Muslim countries. Thus, when countries go to war, it is always a religious war.  In the west, Americans separate religion and government. For them war seldom has any religious overtone, so non-Muslims often struggle to understand the concept of “Holy War” as understood by Muslims.

A growing number of Muslims regard Jihad or Holy War as the sixth pillar of Islam. For them Holy War is a general duty of all male, free, adult Muslims, sane in mind and body and having means enough to reach the Muslim army. This is a duty that is incumbent on Muslims until the whole world is Islamized. The Holy War must be declared by a Muslim Sovereign or Imam, and Muslims from any place can join and fight.

Holy War is regarded as a Divine institution and its purpose is to advance Islam and repel evil from Muslims. If a Muslim country is attacked by an infidel country the Imam may summon all Muslims to its aid, including Muslims from the whole Muslim world, depending upon the danger imposed by the invading army.

Thus when America invaded Iraq, several Muslim leaders declared that it was a Holy War. Immediately, bus loads of Muslim volunteers poured into Iraq from all over the Muslim world. They were doing their part to fight on behalf of Muslims against their Evangelical Christian enemies.

According to Islamic teaching, people against whom the Jihad is directed are to be invited to accept Islam. Those who accept Islam will be given full citizenship rights of the Muslim country. Those who refuse will be made to pay a tax. They will be able to retain their families and property but will be inferior citizens. Those who will not embrace Islam nor pay the tax but choose to fight may have their families, property, etc. taken from them and they may be enslaved. Apostates will be put to death.

Muslims who die fighting in a Holy War are assured of Paradise and special privileges there. This is a great incitement to joining a Jihad. Today there are a number of Muslim organizations that offer financial aid to the family members of those killed in a Holy War. This money is usually paid to the young man’s mother. In the case of martyrs who give their lives in a suicide attack, many of the attacker’s families receive over $10,000 compensation from these religious organizations.

Bible Lesson

The topic of prayer is addressed in many places in the Bible. Prayer is an important part of the Christian’s spiritual life. However, when Muslims and Christians speak together, they often have many misunderstandings about prayer. Therefore it is important that Christians understand what the Bible says about prayer and be able to explain it to their Muslim friends.

First, there is no correct or certain posture for prayer. In the Bible people prayed on their knees (1 Kings 8:45), they bowed (Exodus 4:31), they fell on their faces before God (2 Chronicles 20:18; Matthew 26:39), and they prayed standing up (1 Kings 8:22). Christians are free to pray with their eyes opened or closed, and they may pray quietly or out loud. The important issue is that we concentrate on speaking to God and give him our attention while we speak to him. Christians are also free to address God with their own way of speaking. 

· Matthew 6:7 tells us: When you pray, don't babble on and on as people of other religions do. They think their prayers are answered only by repeating their words again and again.

· Ecclesiastes 5:2 adds: Do not be quick with your mouth, do not be hasty in your heart to utter anything before God. God is in heaven and you are on earth, so let your words be few. 

· In John 15:7 Jesus tells us: If you stay joined to me and my words remain in you, you may ask any request you like, and it will be granted. 

· Ephesians 6:18 instructs us to pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the saints. 

If we do not know what to say, the Bible promises us that the Holy Spirit will help us, and he will take our simple prayers and intercede for us. 

Romans 8:26-27 puts it this way: In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with groans that words cannot express. And he who searches our hearts knows the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints in accordance with God's will.”

In order for our prayers to be successful the Bible requires a number of things. 

· First we must have humble hearts. 2 Chronicles 7:14   If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then will I hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and will heal their land.

· Second we must pray wholeheartedly.  Jeremiah 29:13  You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your heart. 

· Third we must pray in faith.  Mark 11:24  Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask for in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours. 

· Next we must be righteous. James 5:16 Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that you may be healed. The prayer of a righteous man is powerful and effective. 

· Last, we should make sure that we are walking in a right relationship with God, always obeying him and pleasing him. 1 John 3:22 And we will receive whatever we request because we obey him and do the things that please him.

· Christians can be sure that God does answer us when we pray. There are many promises in the Bible that God does hear and answer our prayers. Here are two examples: 

· Psalm 34:17  The righteous cry out, and the LORD hears them; he delivers them from all their troubles. 

· Psalm 91:15  He will call upon me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble, I will deliver him and honor him.

· Even though we have promises that God will hear us and answer us, some of our prayers seem to go unanswered. Why is this? The Bible gives several reasons or causes for failure in prayer: 

1 Disobedience - Deuteronomy 1:42 - 45 But the LORD said to me, “Tell them, 'Do not go up and fight, because I will not be with you. You will be defeated by your enemies.'“So I told you, but you would not listen. You rebelled against the LORD's command and in your arrogance you marched up into the hill country. The Amorites who lived in those hills came out against you; they chased you like a swarm of bees and beat you down from Seir all the way to Hormah.  You came back and wept before the LORD, but he paid no attention to your weeping and turned a deaf ear to you.

2 Sin - Psalm 66:18  If I had cherished sin in my heart, the Lord would not have listened. Isaiah 59:2 adds  But your iniquities have separated you from your God; your sins have hidden his face from you, so that he will not hear.

3 Indifference - Proverbs 1:28 – 30 Then they will call to me but I will not answer; they will look for me but will not find me. Since they hated knowledge and did not choose to fear the LORD, since they would not accept my advice and spurned my rebuke.

4 Neglect of mercy - Proverbs 21:13  If a man shuts his ears to the cry of the poor, he too will cry out and not be answered. 

5 Despising the Law - Proverbs 28:9  If anyone turns a deaf ear to the law, even his prayers are detestable. 

6 Stubbornness - Zechariah 7:11-13  But they refused to pay attention; stubbornly they turned their backs and stopped up their ears. They made their hearts as hard as flint and would not listen to the law or to the words that the LORD Almighty had sent by his Spirit through the earlier prophets. So the LORD Almighty was very angry. “'When I called, they did not listen; so when they called, I would not listen' says the LORD Almighty.

7 Wrong motives for asking - James 4:3 When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.

Sometimes our prayers are refused. Prayer must be in accord with God's divine will. 

1 John 5:14 teaches us: This is the confidence we have in approaching God: that if we ask anything according to his will, he hears us. 

Christians are instructed to pray in groups and also individually in secret. First God wants us to pray together with other believers. Matthew 18:19 teaches us: Again, I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything you ask for, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven. Luke 1:10 adds And when the time for the burning of incense came, all the assembled worshipers were praying outside.  We have the example of groups meeting in the early church such as in Acts 1:14  They all joined together constantly in prayer, along with the women and Mary the mother of Jesus, and with his brothers. 

But God also wants us to pray alone and in secret:  Matthew 6:6 tells us: But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. Jesus exemplified this for us in his own life. Mark 1:35 says: Very early in the morning, while it was still dark, Jesus got up, left the house and went off to a solitary place, where he prayed.   Luke 5:15-16 says: Yet the news about him spread all the more, so that crowds of people came to hear him and to be healed of their sicknesses. But Jesus often withdrew to lonely places and prayed.  Luke 6:12 also tells us: Now it came to pass in those days that He went out to the mountain to pray, and continued all night in prayer to God.

Most Muslims believe that Christians do not pray because they never see them praying. If you would like to be a witness to Muslims, it is important to let them see and hear you praying. This often has a powerful impact on their lives as they compare their own formal prayers with the fervent prayers of righteous Christians.

The Bible also teaches Christians to Fast. However, fasting as taught in the Bible is very different from the kind of fasting that Muslims experience. For Muslims, the purpose of fasting is to practice self control and self denial. Christians, however have a different emphasis when they fast.

The Scriptures do not command Christians to fast. It is not something that God requires or demands of Christians. At the same time, the Bible presents fasting as something that is good, profitable, and expected. The Book of Acts records believers fasting before they made important decisions (Acts 13:4; 14:23). Fasting and prayer are often linked together (Luke 2:37; 5:33). Too often, the focus of fasting is on the lack of food. Instead, the purpose of fasting should be to take your eyes off the things of this world, and instead focus on God. Fasting is a way to demonstrate to God, and to yourself, that you are serious about your relationship with Him. Fasting helps you to gain a new perspective and a renewed reliance upon God.

Fasting should be limited to a set time, especially when the fasting is for extended periods of time. Fasting is not intended to punish your flesh, but to help you focus on God. Fasting should not be considered a “dieting method” either. Do not fast to lose weight, but rather to gain deeper fellowship with God. Yes, anyone can fast. Some may not be able to fast from food (diabetics for example), but everyone can temporarily give up something in order to focus on God.

By taking our eyes off the things of this world, we can focus better on Christ. Fasting is not a way to get God to do what we want. Fasting is a means through which God changes us. Fasting is not a way to appear more spiritual than others. Fasting is to be done in a spirit of humility and a joyful attitude. 

Matthew 6:16-18 declares, “When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to men that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Why do you think Muslims do not pray directly to God using their own prayers?

2 Is prayer simply obedience to God or is it communication with God or something else? Why do you think this?

3 If a Muslim asked you how Christians fast, what would you answer? Can you describe fasting from the Bible? Consider the following verses: Joel 2:12, Psalm 35:13, Matthew 9:14-15, Isaiah 58:3-7

4 If a Muslim asked you about how Christians give alms, what would you answer? Consider Ezekiel 7:19 and Mark 12:38-44.
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Story

It was late in the afternoon when the three men arrived. At first Gui didn't think much of it. He assumed that the three bearded men were just customers. They walked around the shop for a moment, and then the eldest approached Gui. He offered his hand, and Gui shook it. “You are not from here?” the man asked. The other two men stood close behind regarding him carefully.

“No, I've come from China,” Gui smiled, wondering what was happening.

“Welcome,” the man smiled, but the two younger men behind him did not smile. “You speak our language well.”

“Thank you, I am still learning.”

“My friends and I are visiting this neighborhood. We are encouraging everyone to attend prayers at the mosque tonight.”

Gui nodded, wondering what to say.

“This is the holy month of Ramadan, and we would like all the Muslims to gather and hear good teaching. My friend here, Muhammad, has been educated at Al Azhar in Cairo, and he will be teaching tonight.” He indicated one of the solemn young men behind him. Gui nodded and smiled. The young man did not smile back.

“Are you a Muslim?” the older man answered.

“No, I am a Christian.”

“Oh, have you heard about Islam? Would you like to learn more?”

Gui looked puzzled. “I am Christian” he answered.

“Okay, but what do you think of our prophet Muhammad, peace be upon him?”

The older man asked with such confidence that Gui suspected a trap.

“I really don't know much about Muhammad.” Gui answered. “But I know about our prophet, Jesus. I can tell you about him”

“But what about Muhammad?”

Gui smiled, wanting to avoid a trap. “Ask me about Jesus.”

“Okay,” the old man smiled back. “Can we sit and talk?”

“Sure, but I have to serve customers when they come in.”

The young teacher muttered something to the older man. The old man looked up. “It is almost prayer time, and we need to return to the mosque. Perhaps we could return this evening after we break the fast?”

“Of course” Gui smiled. “My wife and son will be here to help me with the store, so I will have more time.”

As the three bearded men left, Gui began to pray.

(pause)

That evening Gui waited nervously for the three men to arrive. He prepared items for serving tea, and arranged the chairs so that they had room to sit. He wondered if his friends Erjan and Nurbolat would also come that evening.

It wasn't long before Gui could see the three men coming up the street. With a prayer in his heart he called to Mei that they would soon be there.

“Peace be upon you,” the three men said as they entered the store. 

“And upon you,” Gui smiled back.

The men sat and the youngest spoke first. “Before we begin,” he announced solemnly, “we want to remind you that there is fire.” He looked Gui straight in the eyes. “Fire is promised to all those who do not serve Allah.”  Gui nodded solemnly.  The eldest man smiled at Gui. “We are here to tell you about Muhammad. He is our prophet.” Gui nodded.

“Long ago Allah revealed his message to his prophet. Muhammad then gave this message to the people. It is a message for everyone.” 

“The angel Gabriel spoke to Muhammad directly,” the youngest man added eagerly.  “The messages he gave have become the Qur'an today. It is God's word for everyone. It contains instruction on how we are to live.”

“All around the world, people are following the message of Muhammad.” The old man spoke warmly. “We are here to invite you to also become a follower of this light. Islam is light, and we are followers of the light.”

“Remember,” the younger man added “someday everyone will stand before Allah. He will judge everyone. Those who have not accepted the light, and submitted to God will be judged. Everyone who is not a Muslim will be sent to the fire.”

“But you can escape the fire” the old man smiled. “You too can become a follower. Everyone around here is Muslim, but not all are good followers. Much teaching needs to be done here to help them truly follow the ways of Allah.” He indicated the young teacher who was sitting quietly listening to the others speak.

“Muhammad was a great man,” the younger took his turn. “He led powerful armies. He had many wives. Allah blessed him so that he became very wealthy. Today Islam is the greatest religion in the world. People everywhere are submitting to Allah. Even in China there are many Muslims.”

The old man leaned in front of Gui. “But the greatest thing about Muhammad is that Allah revealed his word, the Qur'an through his prophet. Peace be upon him. The book came down, directly from heaven to the prophet. He received the book from Allah and has made it available to everyone.”

Gui looked puzzled. “What is it?” the old man said gently. “Is there something you do not understand?”

Gui looked across the store at Mei, who was helping a customer. Her eyes looked worried and Gui knew that his wife was praying for him. He spoke carefully, not wanting to offend these men. “You say that this man received a book from heaven?”

“Yes,” they all nodded in agreement.

“The book came down to him personally?”

“Yes”

“So, were there witnesses?”

The three men looked puzzled. “I mean, who saw the book come down? Or did this man just make it up?”

“No” the men protested, “He received his messages directly from Allah.” 

“Through the angel Gabriel” the teacher added. Gui looked at him. Until now this man had been silent.

“So there were no witnesses?” Gui asked?

“What do you mean?”

“No one saw the book come down? The man just claimed it came to him? Who witnessed this?”

“There were no witnesses.”

“That is strange” Gui said quietly. “In the Gospels we have four witnesses who witnessed the truth. Each one wrote his account. But you have no witnesses. This man just came out of the desert saying that the angel has spoken to him.”

The three men looked puzzled.

“Well, tell me about miracles,” Gui spoke gently and softly. “The prophet Jesus did miracles to prove he had a message from God. The lame were healed. Blind people could see. Demons were cast out. There were many miracles to prove he was sent from God. What miracles did this man from the desert do?

The three bearded men looked at one another. Then the young teacher spoke. “The message itself was a miracle. No one could speak like this. It was a message from God. The language was beautiful. It was perfect.”

“So, other than giving what he claimed was a message from Allah, there were no miracles?”

The men glanced at one another.

“So how do we know he was a prophet? I mean, someone comes out of the desert and claims he has a message from God. Should we follow everyone with a message?”

The men were silent.

“There have been many people who have claimed to have messages from God. How can I know that this man had the true message and not someone else?”

“But it was the true message,”the young protested.  “Millions of people are now following the light.”

“But what proofs do you have?” Gui spoke quietly. “How can I test this, to tell if it was the truth?”

The men looked puzzled.

“First, there were no miracles, but the other prophets did miracles… many miracles.” Gui paused. “Well, what about his background? All the prophets were Jews. Moses, David, Solomon, Abraham. They were Jews. What about this man, was he a Jew?”

The men shook their heads.

“Well, what about the previous prophets. We have their writings and books, and they spoke very differently than Muhammad. That is why there are different religions today. Christianity and Islam are not the same. If they were, this man from the desert would have had the same message as the prophets before him. But he didn't.” Gui looked them in the eye. “How can I accept that this man was a prophet?”

“Look” the young teacher's eyes flashed angrily. “We came here to invite you to join us. To follow the light. You have no right to speak of our prophet this way.”

“But I was only asking you. I don't know about this man who came out of the desert. I am a follower of Jesus. He was a Jew, and he did miracles, and he was sent from God. Doesn't your book also teach Jesus was a prophet?”

The old man nodded thoughtfully. 

“But there is only one way to paradise.” The young teacher argued. “When we face Allah, he will ask us who we followed. We are followers of the light given through Muhammad, peace be upon him.” Suddenly all three men were talking at once, arguing that Islam was the only correct way. 

“You will never get to paradise” the youngest said loudly.

“Tell me about paradise,” Gui asked gently. The three men all started talking at once again. It was a beautiful garden. There would be rivers of milk, honey and wine. Beautiful women would serve the men. Only the true followers of Muhammad would get there. 

“So, will you be different in Paradise?” Gui asked.

“Different, what do you mean different?”

“Will you be the same person you are today, or will your character be changed?”

“I don't know what you mean by different.” the older man was speaking now. “We will be just like we are now, perhaps with younger bodies, but we will be the same.”

“So paradise will be filled with normal men?”

“Yes, of course, but all followers of Islam.”

“So what makes paradise any different from what rich people today enjoy?”

The men looked puzzled. 

“If people are the same, maybe in paradise we will argue over things. Maybe we will be angry with one another.” Gui paused as he saw Erjan enter the store. Erjan's eyes got very wide when he saw Gui sitting with the three bearded men. “In my book,” Gui went on, “We are told that when the followers of Jesus die, we will be changed. In the twinkling of an eye we will be changed. Our old nature, the evil part of us will be stripped away, and we will be changed into good people. Are the followers of Islam changed?”

The young teacher looked puzzled. “I have never heard of this before.”

Erjan now approached the four men with a worried look on his face. The three bearded men watched as he greeted Gui. “Who are your guests?” Erjan asked politely.

“These three men are visiting the area, encouraging Muslims to attend the mosque” Gui answered. “When they discovered I was not a Muslim they wanted to tell me about Muhammad.” Erjan pulled over a box of cans, and sat on it. Gui offered him some tea but he waved it away. 

“We were just finishing,” the young teacher said. “We want to return to the mosque to meet with some others.”

“It was nice meeting you,” the eldest man said, but he didn't sound very sincere. The three men rose to leave, and Erjan and Gui stood as well. “Wait,” Gui stopped them. “Before you leave, I would like to remind you of something. It is something you said when you arrived.”

The three bearded men waited patiently. “Remember,” Gui smiled at the youngest man. “Remember there is fire. We must be absolutely sure of what we believe. It would be sad to end in the fire, because we followed the wrong person or religion.”

“Yes, yes,” the teacher waved his hand. “We need to go now.” Erjan and Gui watched the three men leave the store. As they disappeared from sight, the youngest man glanced back, confusion and concern on his face.

“I've seen these men before,” Erjan sighed as they sat back down. “They are Shiite Muslims missionaries.”

“Shiite?” Gui said.

“Yes, there are several types of Muslims. We have Shiite and Sunni, just like you have Orthodox and Baptist.”

Gui was surprised. Where had Erjan heard of Baptists? “These men are not only encouraging Muslims to attend the mosque,” Erjan said, “They are trying to convince every Muslim to become a Shiite.”

“What is the difference?”

“Well, the Shiites believe that Islamic leadership should come from the family of Muhammad,” Erjan said as he poured himself a cup of tea. “The Sunnis have other leaders.”

The men spent the rest of the evening discussing what the various types of Muslims believed. Gui hadn’t realized that there were so many different kinds of Muslims.

Islamic Lesson

According to the Hadith, Muhammad predicted that his followers would become divided into 73 sects. He said that every one of these sects would go to hell, except one sect which followed the religion professed by himself and his companions. However today there are more than 150 different Islamic sects which far exceed Muhammad's prediction. Each of these sects claims that they are the one true sect that follows the religion of Islam. In this lesson we will look at the six major sects.

Sunni Muslims

Sunni Muslims are followers of the four main schools of Islam. They constitute 90% of all Muslims everywhere, and are considered to be the mainstream traditionalists. Because they are comfortable pursuing their faith within secular societies, they have been able to adapt to a variety of national cultures, while following their three sources of law: the Qur'an, Hadith and consensus of Muslims.

Sunnis are by far the largest sect in the Muslim world.  They take the title of Najiyah meaning “those who are being saved.” They acknowledge the first four caliphs as the rightful successors of Muhammad rather than through a hereditary line. The Sunni believe, based on specific provisions of the Qur'an and the Sunna or Sunni Hadith, that the Muslim people are to be governed by consensus (ijma') through an elected head of state, the caliph, according to democratic principles. The Sunni emphasize the power and sovereignty of Allah and his right to do whatever he wants with his creation, and strict pre-determinism is taught. They follow what they call the six correct books which make up the Hadith or traditions about the prophet Muhammad. Much of what is written in these lessons is about Sunni Muslims.

Shiite Muslims

The Shiites split with the Sunni over the issue of the successor to Muhammad. This split occurred after the assassination of the fourth caliph in 661 AD. Shiites believe that the successor to Muhammad should have been Ali, his son-in-law, and that subsequent successors should have been through his lineage through his wife Fatima. The Shiites strenuously maintain that they alone are right in their understanding of Islam, and like the Sunnis, they call themselves al-Muminun or the true believers. They believe in the divine right of the successors of Ali. His rightful successor is now concealed, but they say he will appear at the end of the world as the Mahdi or the one rightly guided by Allah, thus able to guide others. They reject the six correct books of the Sunnis, and have five collections of their own.

The Shiites are broken into three main sects: the Twelve-Imam sect in Persia, Iraq, Afghanistan, Lebanon, Pakistan, and Syria; the Zaydis in Yemen and the Ismailis in India, Iran, Syria, and East Africa. Each group has differences of doctrine.

Shiite theology includes a doctrine known as the five supports. These are Divine Unity (tawhid), prophecy (nubuwwah), resurrection of the soul and body at the judgment (ma'ad), the Imamate (imamah), and justice ('adl).  The first three are found in Sunni Islam, albeit with some differences of emphasis.  The Imamate, however, is the most important distinction of the Shiites based on the passage of authority through the family directly related to Muhammad. The last is justice, which is an inheritance from the Mu'tazilite rationalist sect, whose system is in many ways perpetuated in Shiite theology.

Shiites are numerous in Iran, where they have deposed the Shah, and in his place installed the Ayatollahs and enforced Islamic law as the rule of the government. The Ayatollahs have gone beyond that by declaring that their command is as good as that of the prophet Muhammad.

Wahhabis

The founder of the Wahhabi sect was 'Abd al-Wahhab, born in Nefd in A.D. 1691. He maintained that the Muslims had departed from the precepts of Muhammad. He accepted only the Quran and the Traditions, rejecting the two other foundations, Ijma and Qiyas. He condemned the worship of dead holy men at tombs. He said, 

They run there to pay the tribute of their fervent prayers. By this means they think that they can satisfy their spiritual and temporal needs. From what do they seek this benefit? From walls made of mud and stone, from corpses deposited in tombs. The true way of salvation is to prostrate one's self before Him who is ever-present and to venerate him - the one without associate or equal.

The war cry of the Wahhabis was “Kill and strangle all infidels which give companions to Allah.” On the day of battle, the Wahhabi founder gave each soldier a letter addressed to the Keeper of Paradise. It was enclosed in a bag which the warrior suspended from his neck. The soldiers believed that by dying in battle he would go straight to Paradise, without being examined by the angels. Many Iranian prisoners today have confided to their captors that they were convinced that by hanging a small Quran around their necks they would become invisible in battle and not be seen by their enemies.

The Wahhabis condemn astrology, trusting in omens, and believing in lucky or unlucky days, as well as praying at tombs. They disallow the use of a rosary but attach great merit to counting the 99 names of God on their fingers.

Sufis

The meaning of the name Sufi is disputed, but most agree that it comes from the Arabic word for wool referring to the white robes that the followers of this religion used to wear. Sufis themselves think of the word as meaning pure, as in the pure white wool. Sufis are a Muslim sect that has set aside the literal meaning of the Qur'an and Hadith for a supposed spiritual interpretation. Their system is a Muslim adaptation of Indian mystic philosophy. They believe that only Allah exists and all visible things are really part of him. They believe that there is no real difference between good and evil and that Allah fixes the will of man. In fact, transmigration of the soul from one being into another is accepted. The principal occupation of the Sufi is meditation on the unity of God and the remembrance of God's name so as to obtain forgiveness and cleanliness. Sufis may accept Muhammad, Buddha, Confucius and Jesus all as good teachers and all helping point towards the unity of God.

Sufis are most numerous in Iran, once called Persia. The three chief Persian poets, Jami, Sa'di, and Hafiz were Sufis who dwelt on love to God. Many of the writings of the Persian Sufis contain indecent passages. The Sufis are divided into innumerable sects which find expression in the numerous order of Faqirs, or Darweshes. Faqirs are divided into two great classes, those who govern their conduct according to the principles of Islam and those who do not, although they all call themselves Muslims. Many Sufis seek a mystical experience. Sometimes they read the Quran from cover to cover ten times a day. Sometimes they twirl themselves until they fall into a stupor. These are known as the whirling dervishes. All of these mystical experiences are supposed to help them come closer to God.

Baha’ism

The Baha’i sect began with a man who was born in 1817 in Tehran, Persia, and whose real name was Mirza Hussayn Ali. In 1847 he declared that he was the glory of Allah or Bahau Allah. His acquaintance with a religious movement led by a man called the Bab (or gate) convinced him that he himself was the prophet that the Bab had predicted would appear.

In 1850, the Persian government executed the Bab for his teachings, and Mirza took over the leadership of the movement. In 1863, ten years after he was banished to Baghdad, Bahau Allah declared he was the expected prophet. From 1868 until his death in 1892, he lived in a prison colony in what is now Akka, Israel. He tried to unite the three monotheistic religions of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam through his writings, which comprise 100 volumes.

Bahais believe in good works, nondiscrimination, and a federated world government. Their headquarters are in Haifa, Israel, and they have over 17,000 local councils, called local spiritual assemblies, with 1,500,000 adherents. Ten percent of them live in India.

Ahmadiyya

The Ahmadiyya sect began at the end of the 1800s. Mirza Ghulam Ahmed, an Indian, proclaimed himself to be the Reformer of the age. He claimed to have fulfilled the prophecy of the return of Jesus. He and his followers claimed that his advent was foretold by Muhammad and also by many other religious scriptures of the world. In 1889, Mirza Ghulam Ahmad laid down the foundation of his community, which was later given the name of Ahmadiyya Muslim Jamaat. Since its inception, the Ahmadiyya Muslim Jamaat's objective has been the revival of Islam. Soon after the death of Mirza the movement split into two sects. The Lahore Ahmadiyya Movement affirmed the traditional Islamic interpretation that there could be no new prophet after Muhammad and viewed itself as a reform movement within Islam. The Ahmadiyya Muslim Community however, claimed that Mirza Ghulam Ahmad had indeed been a prophet (albeit a non-law-bearing one) and that mainstream Muslims who rejected his message were guilty of disbelief.

Some of the first people to convert to the Ahmadiyya movement were highly educated people from secular and religious circles. These included many Indian civil servants and military members. The Ahmadiyya Muslim Community has established offices in 189 countries and claims to have a population exceeding tens of millions. The Lahore Ahmadiyya Movement has branches in 17 countries.

Overseas Ahmadiyya missionary activities started as early as the 1920s. For many modern nations of the world, the Ahmadiyya movement was their first contact with Islam. The Ahmadiyya movement in America was very influential among African-Americans until the 1950s, when the Nation of Islam gained support among black communities.

In some countries it is an offence for the Ahmadiyya Movement to preach their religion as Islam. In Pakistan, the parliament has declared all Ahmadiyya to be non-Muslims. Due to this strong clash of beliefs, many Ahmadiyya have been the target of many attacks led by various religious groups. As a result of the cultural implications of the laws and constitutional amendments regarding Ahmadiyya in Pakistan, persecution and hate-related incidents are constantly reported from different parts of the country. In Bangladesh, fundamentalist Islamic groups have demanded that Ahmadiyya be declared as kafirs or unbelievers. Ahmadiyya have become a persecuted group, targeted via protests and acts of violence. According to Amnesty International, followers have been subject to house arrest and several have been killed. In 2003, several large marches were directed to occupy Ahmadiyya mosques. These marches were supported by thousands of protesters, armed with sticks, bricks, and other weapons; they chanted slogans of hate-filled and violent rhetoric.

Ahmadiyya beliefs mostly mirror those of Islam in general, including belief in the prophet-hood of Muhammad, reverence for historical prophets and belief in a single creator God. They accept the Qur'an as their holy text, face the Kaaba during prayer, and accept the authority of hadiths. 

There are several Ahmadiyya beliefs that are unique. For instance they believe that Mirza Ghulam Ahmad fulfilled in his person the prophecies concerning the coming Mahdi, Messiah and the return of Jesus. They believe that the Hadith are second to the Qur’an and any Hadith that appear to contradict the Qu'ran are not acceptable. They also believe that Jesus, contrary to mainstream Islamic belief, was crucified and survived the four hours on the cross. He was later revived from a swoon in the tomb. Jesus then traveled to India and later died in Kashmir of old age while seeking the Lost Tribes of Israel. Jesus' remains are believed to be entombed in Kashmir under the name Yuz Asaf. Ahmadis believe that Jesus foretold the coming of Muhammad after him, which Christians have misinterpreted. 

Ahmadiyya Muslims also believe that the followers of Mirza Ghulam Ahmad will defeat the Anti-Christ or Djjal in a period similar to the period of time it took for Christianity to rise (300 years) and that the Djjal's power will slowly melt away like the melting of snow, heralding the final victory of Islam and age of peace. They also teach that the history of mankind is split into seven great ages, parallel to the seven days of the week. History is seen as periods for light and darkness with Mirza Ghulam Ahmad appearing as the Promised Messiah at the end of the sixth epoch heralding the seventh and final age of the world. According to Ghulam Ahmad this age is destined for a global gathering or assembly in which the world is to unite under one universal religion which, according to him, was Islam.

Bible Lesson

Many Muslims accuse Christians of being divided. They claim that if we were really a true religion then we would not have divisions. Many Sunni Muslims are unaware of the multitude of offshoots and breakaway groups in Islam.

As a Christian, we must know how to explain the divisions in the Christian church and the difference between union and unity. Here is a quick illustration:

One day a group of boys caught two cats. The boys tied the cat’s tails together and hung them over a clothes line. The two cats had union, because they were tied together, but they did not have unity as they scratched and fought with each other.

The Bible always calls on Christians to have unity with one another. It does not require us to belong to the same organized church. Rather we are to have unity, because we each follow the Bible and seek to be led by the Holy Spirit as he leads us into understanding it.

Paul calls us to be like-minded, having the same mind as Christ: In Philippians 2:1-5 he writes: 

If you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and purpose. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves. Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others. Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus. Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death-- even death on a cross! This is the kind of unity of mind that we are called to. Every Christian should be united in purpose, willing to die to self and serve Christ and others.

It appears that in the Philippian church there were two women who were at odds with each other. Paul appeals to them in chapter 4:1-2 

Therefore, my brothers, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, that is how you should stand firm in the Lord, dear friends! I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other in the Lord. 

The important emphasis here is to agree with one another in the Lord; not to compromise, but to seek the Lord, and strive to agree with one another as each seeks the Lord.

Over the years, as Christianity has spread from country to country, different groups of Christians have sprung up. Each of these groups is slightly different from the other, but true Christians are those who accept the Bible as the word of God and look to Christ for salvation. These groups may differ on some minor interpretations of the Bible, but they all agree on the major things and accept one another as fellow believers.

Paul urges us in Ephesians 4:1-6 

As a prisoner for the Lord, then, I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received. Be completely humble and gentle; be patient, bearing with one another in love. Make every effort to keep the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace. There is one body and one Spirit-- just as you were called to one hope when you were called-- one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Is Christianity mystical like the Sufis believe? How would you answer a Sufi’s claims of experiencing God through trances and physical trauma?

2 How would you deal with folk Islam that claims power over demons?

Lesson Sixteen

Muslims Objections (1)
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Story

The month of Ramadan was coming to an end. Gui was looking forward to a break from the hectic pace of life. People would come to buy groceries until late at night. He complained one night to Erjan that he was getting tired of the late nights. Erjan laughed and told him that once the feast came, he could open his store late and close early. Everyone would be visiting others so only the children and perhaps a few mothers would come to the store in the middle of the afternoon. Otherwise, everyone would enjoy a three day holiday.

The morning of the first day of the Muslim feast, everyone was dressed in their very best. Groups of people moved along the street greeting one another and entering each other’s homes. By mid morning Gui, Mei and Huan were dressed and ready to visit as well. Their first stop was at Erjan and Rosa’s house. Askar met them at the door and invited them to sit in their reception room. When Erjan entered they all stood. Erjan shook hands with each of them starting at the person to his right. Afterwards they all sat and Erjan poured them each a very small cup of bitter coffee. After greeting one another with the traditional greeting “May God bless your feast” Erjan passed around a plate of brightly wrapped chocolates. They drank a glass of tea and then another cup of bitter coffee. After 20 minutes the visit was over and Gui stood, thanking them for the visit. As the family began moving down the street Huan asked his father whose home they would visit next. They visited the entire afternoon and arrived home in the early evening. They had eaten only sweets and drunk coffee and tea all day. Huan was giddy with laughter. Obviously he was a bit young to drink so many cups of coffee and eat so many sweets. Gui opened the store in the evening for a couple of hours, and was surprised at the number of people who visited. Most of them were children or teenagers. After a few customers, Gui began to understand that many of the adults gave gifts of money to the children in their families. Most of the money was quickly spent on sweet drinks and packaged snacks.

The next day Gui saw Erjan on the street and asked him about visiting. “How many people do you usually visit during the three days of the feast?”

Erjan smiled. “I try and visit at least twenty people. Askar is staying home to entertain anyone who might come to my house. It is important for us to visit people, so that they understand that there is peace between us. Drinking coffee in each other’s home is a very important ritual as it assures us that there are no hard feelings between us.”

Gui looked surprised. “Can I visit people that I think might have been offended with me?”

“Sure,” Erjan answered with a puzzled look. “But who would be offended by you?”

“I’m not sure,” Gui answered, “Mullah Ackap and I had a discussion and I’m not sure if he was happy with me.”

Erjan looked at his Chinese friend carefully. “That is just the reason why we have the feast. If you want to make sure that your relationship is good, visit the Mullah. That will communicate to him that you are not upset with him.” Gui nodded and Erjan continued. “I have not yet visited him. Would you like to come with me?”

“Certainly, that would be an honor.”

“That is what friends are for. Are you free now? I believe that he is sitting at home today receiving visitors.”

Gui and Erjan made their way down several streets until they came to Mullah Ackap’s house. The Mullah’s son welcomed them at the door and invited them into the sitting room. A group of people were already in the room so when Erjan and Gui entered they rose. Gui followed Erjan as they went around the room shaking hands with each one. The Mullah smiled but looked carefully into Gui’s eyes when they greeted. When Gui smiled the Mullah relaxed and smiled also. Gui greeted him and wished him a happy feast. The Mullah smiled and returned the greeting to Gui. After greeting everyone Erjan and Gui looked for a seat. Several people remained standing as the others sat. 

“Please sit here” one man offered. “We were just leaving.” Erjan argued with him, but the man insisted and several of the people left after wishing a feast blessing on the Mullah.

The Mullah’s son brought them bitter coffee. After they had drunk the Mullah spoke to Gui. “It is good to have you in our home.” He began. “Anytime you wish to visit, our home is open to you. I have not known many Christians, even though there are some in our town. You are the first to come and greet me on a feast day. I am pleased that you have honored us with your presence.”

Gui smiled again. “It is you who are honoring me with such kind words.”

“No, really, I appreciate you coming” the Mullah continued. “I have always been interested in Christianity.”

Gui’s eyebrows raised. “Really?”

“Yes, there are so many things that I do not understand.” The Mullah continued with a smile. For instance, Christians say they worship a trinity. But I understand that the word trinity is not in the Bible. For Muslims, it is easy. God is one, and we worship only one God. We do not worship three Gods.”

Gui continued to smile even though his mind was racing. Outwardly this seemed like a very pleasant conversation, but Gui sensed that the Mullah was trying to trap him, and perhaps demonstrate his own superior thinking. After all, there were a number of other people in the room. Even though they were talking with each other, Gui was sure they were listening. Erjan, at least seemed to be listening very carefully. Gui prayed for wisdom.

“You are right in saying that the word “trinity” is not in the Bible.” He began, choosing his words carefully. “But the Bible has always presented God as a triune being. When God created the world, the Bible always uses the term “we” instead of “I.”

The Mullah nodded. “The Qur’an does the same.” He acknowledged. “But in our language this demonstrates the superiority of God. It is a characteristic of Arabic and other Middle Eastern languages.”

Gui recognized the wisdom in the Mullah’s answer. He was carefully sidestepping the issue. “The Bible also uses the term Father, Son and Holy Spirit. This can be seen in Matthew 28:19 where it says: Go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.”

“Ah yes” the Mullah smiled. “I understand that this verse is not in the earliest versions of the Bible. I have heard that it was inserted later, when the church decided to worship three Gods instead of just one.”

Gui suddenly realized that this was not going to be easy. He reached into his pocket and brought out his Bible. “Can I show you something from the Bible?” he asked.

“Certainly” the Mullah asked. “But first have a glass of tea and something to eat.” Gui waited until everyone had been served.

“The Bible does not use the word trinity, because it assumes that everyone understood that God was three in one. For instance, we might ask the question: Who raised Jesus from the Dead? You might not believe in the resurrection of Jesus, but the Bible clearly says in I Peter 1:21 that God raised him up. Listen as I read: Through him you believe in God, who raised him from the dead and glorified him, and so your faith and hope are in God.

You might think that this does not prove anything, but what do you think of this verse? Jesus is speaking. Gui turned to John 10: 17–18: The reason my Father loves me is that I lay down my life-- only to take it up again. No one takes it from me, but I lay it down of my own accord. I have authority to lay it down and authority to take it up again. This command I received from my Father.”

Jesus makes it very clear that he had power to lay down his own life and take it up again. The Jews weren’t guilty of killing him;he gave himself to them, knowing they would kill him. But Jesus wasn’t alone in raising himself from the dead.   Galatians 1:1 tells us that the Father raised him:  Paul, an apostle-- sent not from men nor by man, but by Jesus Christ and God the Father, who raised him from the dead.  

And finally listen to I Peter 3:18  For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit. 

This is confirmed in Romans 8:11 And if the Spirit of him who raised Jesus from the dead is living in you, he who raised Christ from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies through his Spirit, who lives in you.  

You might wonder why I read these verses. The purpose is to show that the Bible simply assumes that God the Father, Jesus and the Spirit are all one and the same. The Bible uses them interchangeably. It was clearly understood that when the Bible referred to “the Father” it was referring to the one and only God. It is also clear that the Bible refers to the Holy Spirit as being the spirit of God, and that they are one and the same, for God is a spirit. He doesn’t have physical hands and feet. And the same is true when it refers to Jesus. We Christians believe that Jesus is God revealed to us in human flesh. God is far from us, but he drew near to us in the form of Jesus.”

The Mullah looked very uncomfortable and several men muttered something about shirk. No one answered Gui, and quickly someone changed the topic of conversation. Gui wondered if he had done the right thing.

As the two men walked back to the store Gui asked Erjan about the visit. “What did those men mean by the word shirk?” 

Erjan looked embarrassed. “Shirk” he said after a moment “is the greatest evil a man can do. It is equating something equal with God.  By saying that Jesus was equal with God you committed shirk. Did you really mean what you said?”

Gui looked puzzled. “How can equating God with God be bad? If I equated a tree or a rock with God, I could understand people being upset. But I truly believe that God revealed himself in the form of Jesus. It is not shirk. It is what the Bible teaches.”

Erjan nodded. “You and I will have to talk more about this; perhaps tomorrow afternoon? I won’t be visiting until the evening hours, so I could come by the store and talk.” Gui smiled. “I would like that,” he said.

Islamic Lesson

Muslims have many questions and objections when they interact with Christians. Learning how to anticipate their questions and answer their doubts is an important part of sharing the gospel with Muslims. In this and the following two lessons we will look at some of the common objections or questions that Muslims ask, and consider ways of answering them. Each question will be followed by one or more responses.

Question One

Is Jesus Christ the Son of God?  

This is the most complicated question you may be asked. Many Christians don't realize that to simply say “Yes” is not sufficient or even good. Muslims consider this expression to be blasphemous. One mustn't lose sight of the goal: We want to present Muslims with the truth about Jesus and encourage them to search for the truth for themselves. Here are several suggestions of ways that you can answer the question: Is Jesus Christ the Son of God?  There are many other possibilities.

One response might be:

Be careful, don't listen to the rumours and lies that certain people pass on!  (Read Matthew 1:18-23).  Absolutely no Christian believes that God married Mary in order to produce Jesus.  It is a false accusation.  (Read Matthew 14:22-33).  Why, in this passage, did they believe that Jesus is the Son of God?  It's because of His works, not because of His birth.  (Matthew 3:17).  God Himself declares that Jesus is His Son, but that is not in a fleshly sense.  To understand, read and ask God to show you the truth.

Another response to the issue of Jesus as the Son of God might be:

My brother, you're not the first one to ask this question.  (Read Matthew 26:63-64).  Jesus is the Son of God, but He is also the Son of Man.  If you want to understand, let's read together and think deeply about the text.  But if you are only interested in discussing the meanings of words, I'm not really interested in that.

A third response might be:

The Lord Jesus has many titles, and each one is important.  (Read Matthew 1:1)  He is called the Son of Abraham and the Son of David.  Often He calls Himself the Son of Man (e.g. Matthew 8:19-20).  Let's look together at (Matthew 3:17 and 17:5). Here God is speaking. We can't argue with God.  We must ask Him to help us understand. Whether we understand it or not, the term “Son”, is used to show that once for all God has revealed Himself through Jesus.  (See Matthew 11:27).  Do you know that we can know God personally?

Another response might be:

Let's read together (Matthew 16:13-17).  There were many opinions.  Everyone was in agreement that Jesus was not an ordinary man.  Simon Peter knew the truth because God had opened his heart.  If God doesn't open your heart, you won't understand either.  I commit myself to pray for you while you are reading the Word of God.  

Question Two

The Trinity: Do you really believe that there are three gods?

Our response might be:

The word Trinity isn't found in the Bible. The idea of the Trinity can be illustrated from the text in Matthew 28:19 Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, but this is not very useful for explaining or proving the Trinity.  In general, it is better to say that to experience the Trinity, one needs salvation. It can't be explained to someone who doesn't have salvation. Nevertheless, there are certain aspects of the question that can and must be raised.  

Another form of question two might be:

Let's read together Matthew 4:10.  Every disciple of Jesus must worship God alone.  Let's read Matthew 6:9-13.  Jesus teaches us to pray to God our Father and not to anyone else.  Jesus came to give us the possibility of a new relationship with God, a relationship of a child with his father, not a slave with his master.  What joy, what a privilege!  And look at this (Matthew 22:34) Jesus teaches that God's first commandment is to love God, our Lord, with our whole being. There's no point in believing that there is only one God if we don't obey this commandment. My friend, you know that God is one, but can you do what he requires of you? We are all fall short and need the mercy of God. Jesus came to teach us a new way.

In some cases Muslims might phrase question two like this:

You worship three gods, don't you – Allah, Mary and Jesus?  

Our response might be:  

May God most high forgive you and purify your tongue and your thoughts!  There's not a Christian in the world who would affirm such a thing!  Who told you this?  Let's read together the Word of God. (Matthew 12:46-50).  We see here that Jesus never even placed His mother above the disciples. And, look, he treats those who become his faithful disciples like members of his own family. The Lord Jesus treats his followers as family members. Isn’t that something you would like if it were possible?

In most cases, unless they bring it up and insist that you discuss it, it is best not to explain the trinity. It is much more helpful to speak of Jesus as Saviour, (Matthew 1:21). And consider this (Matthew 20:28) Jesus did not set out to make people to worship him. He came to save people from their sins and to reveal God to the humble (Matthew 11:25-30). Wouldn’t you like to learn more about this?

Another way the Muslim might phrase the question about the trinity is like this:

Why don’t you worship just one God?

Here are some texts which will help you get started answering from the Bible:

To show that the first revelation of God is One in Three use Genesis 1:1; 1:26-27. Explain that the word for God in 1:1 is “Elohim,” which is a plural word. The “us”in 1:26-27 is very powerful.   Use Genesis 11:1-9 to show that God is still Three-in-One at the Tower of Babel event.

To more clearly show the singular and plural together use Deuteronomy 6:4 Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD. This is a favorite text used by the Mullahs to show that the Jews had it right while Christians changed it. “Lord” in the passage is Jehovah and is singular. “God” is Elohim and is plural. This means that the Godhead, in three persons, is the One and only godhead.

Some passages from the Bible that illustrate the trinity are: 

I John 5:6,-9

This is he that came by water and blood, even Jesus Christ; not by water only, but by water and blood. And it is the Spirit that bears witness, because the Spirit is truth.  For there are three that bear record in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost: and these three are one.  And there are three that bear witness in earth, the Spirit, and the water, and the blood: and these three agree in one.  If we receive the witness of men, the witness of God is greater: for this is the witness of God which he hath testified of his Son. This text will not work with all Bible translations, as some of the later translations leave out the words Father, Word and Holy Ghost in verse seven.

Here are some other texts which may be helpful in demonstrating how the Bible assumes our understanding of the trinity.

I Thessalonians 1:2-5

We always thank God for all of you, mentioning you in our prayers. We continually remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.  For we know, brothers loved by God, that he has chosen you,  because our gospel came to you not simply with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction. You know how we lived among you for your sake.

II Corinthians 13:14

May the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.

Ephesians 4:4-6 

There is one body and one Spirit-- just as you were called to one hope when you were called-- one Lord, one faith, one baptism; one God and Father of all, who is over all and through all and in all.

Ephesians 5:18-20

Do not get drunk on wine, which leads to debauchery. Instead, be filled with the Spirit.  Speak to one another with psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Sing and make music in your heart to the Lord, always giving thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Titus 3:4-6

But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit, whom he poured out on us generously through Jesus Christ our Savior,

Hebrews 2:3-4

How shall we escape if we ignore such a great salvation? This salvation, which was first announced by the Lord, was confirmed to us by those who heard him. God also testified to it by signs, wonders and various miracles, and gifts of the Holy Spirit distributed according to his will.

Muslims often ask us to prove the trinity from the Bible

Matthew 28:19 mentions the trinity: Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. If the Muslim claims that this verse was inserted later, you can tell him that this verse is quoted twice in The Didache, a church manual written around A.D. 90-100 proving that it was commonly accepted as a Bible verse by the early church.

If your Muslim friend continues to insist that the trinity is not found in the Bible, you can use the question that Gui asked the Mullah: Who raised Jesus from the dead?

A learned Muslim might ask: “Wasn’t the Doctrine of the Trinity introduced at a later Church council? Perhaps the Council of Nicea in A.D. 325 or the Council of Constantinople in A.D. 381?”

Our response might be:

The trinity was always a part of what Christians believed. Many early church letters assume that the trinity is part of Christian doctrine. Here are some examples:  Clement of Rome wrote a letter to the church at Corinth around  96 A.D. In this letter, he says: “Do we not have one God, one Christ, one Spirit of grace which was poured out on us?” Ignatius of Antioch wrote several letters before his death in A.D. 117. He affirmed both the humanity and deity of Jesus Christ in his letter to the Ephesians. “The source of your unity and election is genuine suffering which you undergo by the will of the Father and of Jesus Christ, our God.”   The doctrine of the trinity is also found in Athenagoras' Plea to Emperors Marcus Aurelius and Lucius Aurelius in A.D. 176-77, “The Son is in the Father and the Father in the Son by the unity and power of the Spirit” Athenagoras repeats his Trinitarian position later in his Plea, “We speak of God, of the Son, his Word, and of the Holy Spirit; and we say that the Father, the Son, and the Spirit are united in power.”  Other early Christians also affirmed their belief in the doctrine of the Trinity, including Turtilian, Origen, and Novatian of Rome.

Question Three

You Christians worship idols, don't you?  

A good response might be: 

We follow the Lord Jesus who said this:  (Read Matthew 4:10). We serve the invisible God.  (Read Matthew 6:17-18) Come look in our church; there are no idols. Why should we pray to an idol or even a lucky charm which is incapable of doing anything good or bad, when God, the all powerful one, has become a compassionate Father for us?  (Let's read Matthew 10:29-31)  God has showed His great love for us through Jesus Christ.  We have no need for idols or even holy objects. Only God is holy.

Question Four

Why do Christians say that Jesus died on the cross?  

Remember, this is another complicated question. Muslims are usually sure that Jesus was neither crucified nor killed. There are three mainreasons:  

1 First, the Qur’an says so in a well-known verse (Sura 4, v156). And because of their saying: We slew the Messiah Jesus son of Mary, Allah's messenger They slew him not nor crucified, but it appeared so unto them; and lo! those who disagree concerning it are in doubt thereof; they have no knowledge thereof save pursuit of a conjecture ; certainly they did not kill him. 

2 Second, it is against Muslim thinking that God would allow His prophet to be humiliated.

3 Third, Muslims don't understand the value of His death as a sacrifice. In addition, they think we are saying that Jesus is dead.

One response to the question about Jesus dying on the cross might be:

Like you, we believe that the Lord Jesus is alive and that He will come back to this world.  With regard to His death, God sent an angel so that we couldn't be mistaken.  (Read Matthew 28:5-7). Here we see that according to the angel of God, Jesus was crucified and even buried, but that He came back to life. We agree wholeheartedly that it is difficult to imagine that God would allow His prophet to suffer in this way.  Even Jesus' disciples didn't understand it.  (Read Matthew 16:21-23).  Pay close attention to what Jesus Himself said!  And let's read these passages as well:  (Matthew 17:22-23 and Matthew 20:17-19).

Another response might be:  

Jesus our Lord is alive and able to help us in all circumstances.  The Jews thought they had won, but they absolutely did not!  Let's read Matthew 26:2. Jesus knew everything that was going to happen to Him.  And here in Matthew 26:24 it says that He must suffer, because God had planned it that way and had revealed it in the Scriptures.  In Matthew 26:26-28: Jesus understands that, according to God's plan, He must submit Himself to death and shed His blood so that our sins could be forgiven.  He chose to accept the will of God: (Read Matthew 26:53-54).

A third response might be:

Some people say that God put someone else in the place of Jesus, that a replacement of some kind suffered and died in His place.  If you believe this, then Let's read together, and you show me at which point the replacement arrives. Read from Matthew 27:1 or even earlier, if you want, through to the end of chapter 28.  From time to time ask your friend if he understands and if he is sure that it is still Jesus that is being talked about. If he starts to say that this isn't Jesus any longer don't say anything, but keep going to be sure. At the death of Jesus certain events indicate that a very serious event took place, and then, of course, in chapter 28, there is the testimony of the angel, etc. To conclude:  God didn't provide a replacement who suffered in the place of Jesus.  It is Jesus that God sent to suffer in our place.  He didn't deserve punishment, rather it is each one of us that is guilty before God (Matthew 20:28).

Another similar question they might ask is: What proof is there that Jesus died and rose from death in the resurrection?

This question must be answered very completely from the Word of God and from history. Many fanatical Mullahs mock and blaspheme our Lord on this issue. They study their Bibles to find some small change of meaning which they can use to find another explanation for the resurrection, other than the biblical account.  They may quote Jehovah's Witnesses literature and they may use heretical Bible versions, and they gladly resort to the “swoon theory” where people claim that Jesus only fainted on the cross and later in the cool of the grave-chamber woke up.

Our response might be:

The death of the Messiah was predicted in the garden of Eden. 

Genesis 3:15 (Spoken to the Satan who was in the form of a serpent) And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; he will crush your head, and you will strike his heel.

Jesus predicted his own death in John 12:21-33;  

They came to Philip, who was from Bethsaida in Galilee, with a request. “Sir,” they said, “we would like to see Jesus.” Philip went to tell Andrew; Andrew and Philip in turn told Jesus. Jesus replied, “The hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified. I tell you the truth, unless a kernel of wheat falls to the ground and dies, it remains only a single seed. But if it dies, it produces many seeds. The man who loves his life will lose it, while the man who hates his life in this world will keep it for eternal life. Whoever serves me must follow me; and where I am, my servant also will be. My Father will honor the one who serves me. “Now my heart is troubled, and what shall I say? 'Father, save me from this hour'? No, it was for this very reason I came to this hour. Father, glorify your name!” Then a voice came from heaven, “I have glorified it, and will glorify it again.” The crowd that was there and heard it said it had thundered; others said an angel had spoken to him. Jesus said, “This voice was for your benefit, not mine. Now is the time for judgment on this world; now the prince of this world will be driven out. But I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself.” He said this to show the kind of death he was going to die.

Jesus’ death was planned as a way to provide a purification for sins: Hebrews 1:3 The Son is the radiance of God's glory and the exact representation of his being, sustaining all things by his powerful word. After he had provided purification for sins, he sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.

God’s plan for the death and resurrection of Jesus is explained in I Peter 3:18-21 

For Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the unrighteous, to bring you to God. He was put to death in the body but made alive by the Spirit, through whom also he went and preached to the spirits in prison who disobeyed long ago when God waited patiently in the days of Noah while the ark was being built. In it only a few people, eight in all, were saved through water, and this water symbolizes baptism that now saves you also-- not the removal of dirt from the body but the pledge of a good conscience toward God. It saves you by the resurrection of Jesus Christ,

God’s actions can be explained by his love for us, his creation in I John 4:10. This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins.

The physical blood of Jesus had to run out of Him as a sacrifice for our sins. This is fully explained in Hebrews 9:11-28. It is also mentioned in I Peter 1:18-21. For you know that it was not with perishable things such as silver or gold that you were redeemed from the empty way of life handed down to you from your forefathers, but with the precious blood of Christ, a lamb without blemish or defect. He was chosen before the creation of the world, but was revealed in these last times for your sake. Through him you believe in God, who raised him from the dead and glorified him, and so your faith and hope are in God.

A very powerful historic proof from outside the Bible is in Flavius Josephus', The Works of Josephus. He was a Jew who wrote in about 75 AD, and he was not a Christian. His discussion in Book 18, chapter 18, page 548 on Jesus Christ includes the assumption that Jesus was seen alive after his death.

Question Five

Hasn’t the New Testament replaced the Old Testament in the same way that the Qur’an has replaced the Gospels? 

Our response might be:

Look at Matthew Chapter 5:17-18 Let's read this passage.  Here we see that the Lord Jesus neither replaces nor annuls nor rejects the ancient Scriptures.  In reading the Gospel, you will see that Jesus often quotes the ancients books, declaring that the Scriptures must be fulfilled.  That's why, in faith and humility, we Christians read the books of Moses as well as all the prophets of olden times.  The books of Moses serve as the foundation; the books of the prophets are the walls; and the Gospel is like the roof, finishing off the house.  Enter the house and meet with the person who lives there – Jesus Christ.  

In the following chapter we will continue to look at Muslim objections and some of the answers we might give.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

Find another student and practice answering these Muslim objections

1 Is Jesus Christ the Son of God? 

2 Can you explain the trinity?

3 Do Christians worship idols?

4 Why do Christians say that Jesus died on the cross? 

Lesson Seventeen

Muslims Objections (2)
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Story

The day following their visit to the Sheik, Erjan and his friend Nurbolat came by the store to visit Gui. They sat outside in the afternoon shade, drinking tea and watching the near empty street. It was the third and last day of the feast. Most people were sleeping or getting ready to go on visits in the evening. It was a good chance for the men to get together and talk. It didn’t take long for them to get around to the previous day’s visit with the Mullah.

“I don’t think Mullah Ackap was too happy with your answer,” Erjan smiled. “He probably thought it would be easy to convert you to Islam.”

“Why is that?” Gui asked.

“Well, he has been teaching us that most Christians would convert and become Muslim but their leaders keep them from converting. But here you are in our town, with no Christian leaders around, and you are resisting his efforts.”

Gui laughed. “It will take more than that to convert me.”

“What will it take?” Nurbolat asked with a smile. “Perhaps we can find you a pretty second wife?”

“No” Gui looked serious. “I’m very happy with my wife. The Bible teaches us that we should only have one wife.”  Can I show you?  

When Nurbolat agreed, Gui went into the store to get his Bible. Erjan poured more tea. After a few moments Gui returned and began flipping through pages. 

“Why do you call it a Bible or holy book?” Nurbolat asked. “Is it the book given to Moses or to Jesus or to someone else?”

“It includes the books of Moses and also the prophets and the gospels in it.” Gui answered.

“But they have all been lost!” Erjan interrupted.

“No, we have all of them.”

“But they have been changed.” Erjan insisted

“Who says? How do you know?” Gui asked. There was silence, and then Erjan took the Bible and began looking through it.

“I don’t know about this book.” he began slowly. “Our Qur’an is God’s Book. God speaks directly to us or to the prophet. But this book, it looks like a story book.” He paused and flipped through more pages. “This cannot be the book that God sent down for the Christians.”

“Why do you say that? Gui asked.

“Look,”: Nurbolat leaned forward. “There were 104 different books that came from God to mankind. Each of these books was delivered by a prophet. Each of these books contained a message for the people or nation that the prophet was sent to. Thus, the prophets brought books. And the books were God’s direct message to that people.”

Gui looked puzzled. Nurbolat cleared this throat and quoted something. “What was that?” Gui asked.

“That was Sura 35 verse 24. It says: “There is not a people but a Warner (or messenger) has gone among them.”  Sura 10 verse 47 says: “Every nation has a messenger.” 

Erjan interrupted him, “This book of yours is a book of stories rather than God’s direct message to people.” He paused. “Even if it is true, we do not need to read the prophets because they were books sent from God to specific people. The Qur’an on the other hand was sent to everyone, and all they need to know is found in the Qur’an.”

“But the Bible is for everyone.” Gui responds.

“Listen,” Nurbolat interjected. “Moses was the prophet for the Jews, Jesus was for the Christians. Right?” 

Gui saw his chance. “No! Not at all!  Jesus wasn’t sent to the Christians or to the West.  God sent Him to the Jews. Listen to Matthew 15:24.”  He flipped through the pages until he found it. “A woman came to Jesus asking for help. She was not a Jew. Jesus said to her:  I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.  In other words God sent him to people who already had a religion given by God.  Then, at the right time, He sent Jesus’ apostles to all the peoples in the world.” Gui flipped over some pages and read “Then Jesus came to them and said, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

Gui looked up. “First Jesus sent them to those who believed in God and then later to those who didn't believe in God.  He declared that His message, the Good News, would be proclaimed everywhere before the end of the world.  Matthew 24:14 says And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.  Today, this task is almost finished. No matter which nationality or ethnic group you are from the gospel message is for you.”

“This is very strange.” Erjan responded. I’ve always understood that The Qur’an replaces the gospels, just as the New Testament replaced the Old Testament. The latest revelation is the best one.”

Gui shook his head. “They should all agree. God doesn’t change.”

“That’s right. And since we have the Qur’an, we can tell that the older books have been changed. The Qur’an is correct. The older ones have probably been changed down through history. That is why God gave the Qur’an. It contained the truth to correct the mixture of truth and error that had crept into the Bible.”

Gui was startled. He didn’t know how to answer. Erjan then pulled a small booklet from his pocket.

“Mullah Ackap came to my house last night and gave me this book. It claims that the Bible itself says it has been changed and is untrustworthy.”

“Really?” Gui laughed. “That would be strange.”

“Then can you look up Jeremiah 8:8 and read it to us?”

“Sure” Gui said. He opened his Bible and quickly found the spot. He read aloud: “How can you say, “We are wise, for we have the law of the LORD,” when actually the lying pen of the scribes has handled it falsely?”

“There, see!” Erjan exclaimed “The Bible says that the scribes that copied it handled it falsely. So it cannot be trusted.”

Gui suddenly felt defeated. It seemed that Erjan was right. He had been proven wrong. His face must have betrayed his feelings because Erjan became excited.

“See, your book is not trustworthy.” He exclaimed again. “You should convert and become a Muslim. God sent the Qur’an to replace the older books. The scribes had introduced wrong things into the old writings. So God sent another messenger.”

Silently Gui cried out to the Lord. Deep in his heart he knew the gospel was true. He knew he had been saved. He knew that the Holy Spirit was in his life. He couldn’t reject everything he knew just because of one verse in the Bible. Suddenly an old memory flashed through his mind. It was an old man who had visited their church years before to teach the scriptures. He could see the man’s face now as he repeated over and over “Always read the verses in context.”  Gui looked up. “I’ve never really understood this verse to mean what you say it means” he said. “Let’s read the verses around it to see what they tell us.”

Why then have these people turned away? Why does Jerusalem always turn away? They cling to deceit; they refuse to return. I have listened attentively, but they do not say what is right. No one repents of his wickedness, saying, “What have I done?” Each pursues his own course like a horse charging into battle.

Even the stork in the sky knows her appointed seasons, and the dove, the swift and the thrush observe the time of their migration. But my people do not know the requirements of the LORD. “'How can you say, “We are wise, for we have the law of the LORD,” when actually the lying pen of the scribes has handled it falsely? The wise will be put to shame; they will be dismayed and trapped. Since they have rejected the word of the LORD, what kind of wisdom do they have? Therefore I will give their wives to other men and their fields to new owners. From the least to the greatest, all are greedy for gain; prophets and priests alike, all practice deceit. They dress the wound of my people as though it were not serious. “Peace, peace,” they say, when there is no peace. Are they ashamed of their loathsome conduct? No, they have no shame at all; they do not even know how to blush. So they will fall among the fallen; they will be brought down when they are punished, says the LORD.

Gui looked up. “The Lord is telling us that the people of Jerusalem have turned away from him. But they argue that they have the Laws of Moses. However the lying pen of the scribes handles the law falsely. How can a pen handle a book if a pen doesn’t have any hands? It is obvious that this is referring to the scribes handling the “pure law” falsely, not altering the text. 

Verse 9 clarifies this by saying “Because they rejected the words of the Lord.”  This is God’s Law. In light of such rejection, what type of wisdom could they claim to have? We see that there is no mention that these scribes corrupted the Bible. If verse 8 was claiming that the law was corrupted, then why is God calling it his word in verse 9?”

Gui turned the pages of his Bible for a moment. “Here is something that God says a short while later through the prophet Jeremiah. Listen to this:

“Say to them, 'This is what the LORD says: If you do not listen to me and follow my law, which I have set before you and if you do not listen to the words of my servants the prophets, whom I have sent to you again and again (though you have not listened) then I will make this house like Shiloh and this city an object of cursing among all the nations of the earth.'“ (Jeremiah 26:4-6)

As you can clearly see, this passage mentions that you must follow the law, which God sent down which was before Jeremiah! This eliminates any chance that this only refers to Jeremiah since many prophets came before him. Italso means that we must listen to the words of God’s servant’s the prophets, which God had sent over and over again.  This was written after the verse about the lying scribes. God calls the people back to the law and the prophets. So obviously it wasn’t changed.”

Gui paused. “This morning our family was reading from Daniel chapter nine. Listen to what it says In the first year of Darius son of Xerxes who was made ruler over the Babylonian kingdom, in the first year of his reign, I, Daniel, understood from the Scriptures, according to the word of the LORD given to Jeremiah the prophet, that the desolation of Jerusalem would last seventy years.”

“Daniel accepted that the writings in Jeremiah were true and that they were the scriptures. There was no time after this that the Jews or anyone every questioned the authority of the scriptures, either the prophets or the Law of Moses. Even Jesus referred continually to the Law of Moses. There were many copies in circulation. It would have been impossible to change some without people complaining about it.”

Erjan shook his head slowly. “It seems to say that the scribes corrupted the law, but you are right, they may have rejected it, and written wrong things about the law. But that would only prove that God would need to send a new book.”

Gui smiled. “Why are you so sure that your book hasn’t been corrupted?”

Erjan said. “The Qur’an is trustworthy because God would not allow his word to be corrupted. He would always preserve his word.”

Gui almost laughed. “So God has the power to preserve the Qur’an but he did not have the power to preserve the Law of Moses or the Gospels?”

Nurbolat eyes got big. “I understand what you are saying. If God could protect the Qur’an he could also protect the earlier books.”

Erjan looked annoyed. “But the earlier books were for different people. The Law of Moses was for the Jews. The Gospels were for the Christians.”

“I’m sorry to disagree” Gui said gently. “But Christians are followers of Christ Jesus. That’s the meaning of the name. Before Jesus there were no Christians. In fact when Jesus was on earth there were no Christians, only Jews and Gentiles. Acts 11:26 tells us that: The disciples were called Christians first at Antioch. This was several years after Jesus died. Before this there were no Christians. Some were called people of the Way. Others called them followers of Jesus of Nazareth, or even Nazarenes. But Jesus came to the Jews.”

As Gui was speaking several customers greeted the men and entered the store. The evening was starting to get busy, so Erjan and Nurbolat rose and bid goodbye to Gui. “We will speak more of this again” Erjan said. “I hope we didn’t upset you.”

“Not at all” Gui smiled warmly. “It is always good to discuss things to determine what is truth and what is not truth. You are my good friend. I wouldn’t want you to be misled, and I wouldn’t want to believe a lie either.”

With that the two men left.

Islamic Lesson

In this lesson we will continue looking at objections and questions that Muslims ask Christians. We will provide some answers that you can give to your Muslim friends. The first five questions were covered in the last lesson. We will start with a question similar to the one that Gui was asked by his friends.

Question Six

Hasn’t the Bible been changed or falsified? I’ve been told that the true Scriptures no longer exist.

One response might be:

This is an extremely serious charge. Where did you get this idea from? Do you realise that you are accusing believers of a huge evil. You may even be accusing God of incompetence and weakness.  Isn't God capable of protecting His own Word?  Let's read together what the Lord Jesus tells us. (Read Matthew 5:17-18)   It declares that not one little part of God's Word will disappear so long as the world exists, and that His own words will last forever (Matthew 24:35).  Please be careful, my brother.  If you have the Word of God and you don't put it into practice, you are on a dangerous path.  (Read Matthew 7:24-27).

If they insist you can continue with the following: There are many copies of the early Bible. Different parts were written in different languages. For this reason there are Greek, Latin, Syriac, Aramaic, Armenian and other early copies. The best known complete bible comes from the ancient Greek manuscript, known as the Textus Receptus. Most Bibles are translated from this manuscript. Different translations have been necessary as modern languages change and young readers no longer understand the older language. This is why there are so many translations in Chinese, English, German, and so forth.

In much the same way, many Christians believe that the Qur’an tells Muslims to read the Bible or the revelations that came before.

Following are a selection of three passages from the Qur’an that could be taken as directing Muslims to read the books that were delivered before the Qur'an:

· Sura 2 verse 4: “And those who believe in that which has been revealed to you and that which was revealed before you.”

· Sura 10 verse 94: “If you were in doubt as to what we have revealed unto you then ask those who have been reading the Book from before you: the Truth hath indeed come to you from your Lord: so be in nowise of those in doubt.”

· Sura 4 verse 164 and Sura 40 verse 78: “And certainly We sent messengers before you: there are some of them that we have mentioned to you and there are others whom we have not mentioned to you.”

The problem with these verses is that Muslims believe that prophets were sent to specific people with a specific message for them. It wasn't necessarily for everyone.  Muhammad, on the other hand, was the 'seal' of the prophets, and his message is for all. So these verses which some Christians try and use to convince Muslims that they need to read the previous prophets often don't work. Muslims also believe that the Qur'an replaces all of the previous works, which were contaminated. Below is a quote from an Islamic writer:

Humanity has received divine guidance only through two channels: firstly the word of Allah, secondly the Prophets who were chosen by Allah to communicate his will to human-beings. These two things have always been going together and attempts to know the will of Allah by neglecting either of these two have always been misleading. The Hindus neglected their prophets and paid all attention to their books that proved only word puzzles which they ultimately lost. Similarly the Christians, in total disregar； to the book of Allah, attached all importance to Christ and thus not only elevated him to divinity, but also lost the very essence of monotheism contained in the Bible. 

In fact, the main scriptures revealed before the Qur'an; (the Old Testament and the Gospel) came into book-form long after the days of the prophets and that too in translation. This was because the followers of Moses and Jesus made no considerable efforts to preserve these revelations during the life of their prophets. Rather they were written long after their death. Thus what we now have in the form of the Bible (The Old as well as the New Testament) is translations of individual accounts of the original revelations which contain additions and deletions made by the followers of the said prophet. On the contrary, the last revealed book, the Qur'an, is extant in its original form.

Allah himself guaranteed its preservation and that is why the whole of the Qur'an was written during the life time of the prophet Muhammad himself though on separate pieces of palm leaves, parchments, bones etc. Moreover, there were tens of thousands of the companions of the prophet who memorized the whole Qur'an and the prophet himself used to recite it to the angel Gabriel once a year and twice when he was about to die. Then the first Caliph Abu Bakr entrusted the collection of the whole Qur'an in one volume to the prophet's scribe…”

If your Muslim friend is reading this sort of material, then you need to take a different track, demonstrating that God is all powerful, and he would not allow his word to be tampered with. He has preserved it. Also, his word, while spoken to some people in direct context, has teaching for everyone in every context. We draw out the principles of what God is teaching. This is usually a new concept to Muslims, who simply obey the letter of the law. Eg. Since smoking is not mentioned in the Qur’an, so it is okay. It is not mentioned in the Bible, so why don’t Christians smoke? This is a whole new way of thinking for Muslims. 

 

It is sometimes useful to point out that Muslims mistakenly think that the writings of the prophets have been changed, because they don’t recognize them as being from God. The Bible and the Qur’an are so different, that they must have had two different authors. From Adam to Jesus, we have the carefully guarded writings of the prophets. The style is similar throughout. God inspired human prophets. Their personalities and expressions come through the writings, but God’s commands and wishes also come through. Also, the Bible is a revelation of who God is, and what God’s will is, not a set of do’s and don’ts. 

If we are to judge which one is better or more correct, do we judge the new by the old, or the old by the new? The book of Mormon as an example. A man in America, Joseph Smith claimed he was a prophet. He produced a book and now many people follow it believing it is God’s word. Should it be accepted as God’s word? No. Both Christians and Muslims agree. The question is: what are the marks of a prophet? How do we tell who the true prophets were, and what their messages were? 

 

Open your Bible to Isaiah and show how there are prophecies to Tyre, Sidon, Babylon and Egypt. One prophet spoke to many nations. One prophet spoke during a period of time. When that prophet died, another prophet replaced him. Sometimes there were two or three prophets, or a whole school of prophets, but they spoke in unity. The Bible has no concept of a prophet to a specific people. Rather it was always a prophet who spoke God's word to everyone, and sometimes to groups in specific. This was the principle laid down through all of history. God was revealing himself and his plan through his prophets. That revelation was complete in Jesus Christ, who, because of his virgin birth was described as “God’s Son.” Jesus was special. Hebrews 1 tells us that in times past God spoke with the prophets, but now he has spoken with through Son. No further revelation is necessary. We have the Old Testament, (God speaking through prophets) and the New Testament (God speaking through his Son). It is complete. There is no need to go back to prophets.

The Islamic View of Revelation

Muslims and Christians have different views of what God’s revelation is all about. For instance, Sura 42:51-52 states clearly that Allah may not speak to men except by inspiration. It is for this reason that Allah reveals Himself by means of appointed prophets, who are referred to as rasul meaning the sent one. These prophets are merely human and therefore limited. Revelation in Islam is from God to man via the prophets. The final revelation and therefore the most important, according to Islam, is the Qur'an. It was revealed to Muhammad between AD 610-632, via the angel Gabriel, using a process known as Nazil or sending down, which implies a word-for-word transmission.

Muslims understand from Sura 85:21-22 where it says: This is a Glorious Qur'an (Inscribed) in a Preserved Tablet A whole theology has been created around this verse where these tablets are said to be eternally inscribed and were never created. Since Allah is infinite and transcendent it stands to reason that His revelation and Word are also infinite and transcendent. This final revelation, given through Muhammad, is divine and therefore beyond the realm of human conjecture or criticism. What this means to Muslims is that the Qur'an which we possess today is and has always been final and pure, without possibility of corruption of the text. 

Muslims revere the Qur'an of Allah, never questioning its pronouncements. Can a slave question his master? No, therefore a Muslim may not question the Qur'an. At this point Muslims ask Christians, What about your book? Let us compare the Qur'an with the Bible. In comparison, the Muslim may consider the Bible weak and full of stories.

The Christian View of Revelation

Unfortunately, this issue starts out poorly. As far as the Christian is concerned, the comparison between the Bible and the Qur'an falls short of the Christian understanding of revelation.

In the Christian understanding, God has not spoken in only one way, but in a variety of ways:

1 Creation and nature are the result of the divine craftsmanship. God speaks through his creation.

2 Second, there are actions. In amazing miracles and in different ways God has intervened directly in human affairs.

3 Lastly, there are the prophets, to whom God gave words to say.

We have these revelations. But because of Adam's disobedience in the garden, we are sinful. 2 Corinthians 4:4 tells us that the god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. Thus, all humanity has consistently failed to understand God. It is due to this sin that idolatry began and the knowledge of the one true God was never grasped.

Consequently, God chose the ultimate option. He became one of us and spoke for Himself. Because of who God is, only He can know and reveal Himself. God is the only One who can speak for God. If you attempt to tell me what God is like you will fail. I can do no better because as finite and sinful human beings we all distort what God is really like. He must communicate Himself since all intermediaries are inadequate for such infinite and holy knowledge. Here, then, is the fourth way God has spoken:

4) Hebrews 1:2 tells us that in the last days God has spoken to us through Jesus, the perfect Word of God who shows us who God is.

Jesus Christ is nothing less than God demonstrating Himself to humanity. God pushes aside all others and speaks for Himself. Here and here only, in Christ, can He really be known.

Jesus Himself declared this. Philip, an apostle of Christ, sought a revelation of God. Jesus’ reply was, “Don't you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time? Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father (God). How can you say, show us the Father? Don't you believe that I am in the Father, and that the Father is in me?” (John 14:9,10)

Let us compare the revelation of Jesus to the other revelations of God:

1. Creation declares the glory of God, but this is claimed even by idolaters and pagans! Do we say that these sinners have understood who God is? No, they need more than just nature to tell them what God is like.

2. Miracles confirm that a prophet is from God. But let us look to those prophets who are declaring blasphemies against God, saying there are many gods, sometimes declaring themselves to be God! Prophets in Hinduism and Buddhism today perform miracles that astound the greatest skeptics. But are these miracles enough to understand God? No, we need more than miracles.

3. The Bible, the collection of the words of the prophets and messengers, is the infallible, inerrant word of God. It is the testimony to His revelation in Jesus Christ. Jesus taught that the whole Bible speaks of Him. “These are the Scriptures that testify about me.” (John 5:39) The Bible is not the end of our understanding of revelation, but our starting point, our sign-post that points to Jesus Christ. Yet our human minds cannot discover God by any investigation of a book, no matter how devout, serious or religiously committed that investigation is. Therefore, by God's Spirit (ruh-allah) we discover Jesus Christ in the words of the Bible.

Throughout history many Muslims and Christians have compared Muhammad to Jesus and the Qur'an to the Bible. They do this because they are doing it the Muslim way, comparing two prophets and two books. No wonder Muslims and Christians have had so few profitable discussions! A more proper understanding would be to compare the categories of Islam and Christianity respectively. With these categories the natural comparisons would be those of the Qur'an and Jesus; or comparing Muhammad and the Apostles of Jesus; and finally comparing the Bible and the Hadith.

Let’s think of these carefully.

1 The Qur'an can be compared to Jesus because they are both considered to be the eternal revelation of God. The Qur’an was in heaven and came to earth, Jesus was in heaven and came to earth. The Muslims call the Qur’an the Word of God, the Bible calls Jesus the Word of God. 

2 In the same way Muhammad can be compared to the apostles because they are all considered to be messengers of the revelation. Muhammad was simply a messenger, a sent one. In the same way the Apostles were sent out by Jesus to teach the message.

3 The Hadith can also be compared to the Bible because they are both considered to be the history and teachings of the revelation and messengers.

While this may help us to understand each other, we must be careful to underline that the New Testament speaks primarily about Jesus but it has little to say concerning His lifestyle. The Hadiths on the other hand, predominantly discuss the lifestyle of Muhammad, what he did, with only a few interpretations of what he said.

In a discussion between Christians and Muslims about revelation, we must compare Jesus Christ and the Qur'an, not the Bible and the Qur'an. We do not point to the Bible, but to Jesus Christ as the definitive revelation of God. It is Jesus who is the final Word of God, the one who can be met today by means of God's Spirit revealing Him through the written pages of the Bible and through personal experience.

For that reason we stand on the Bible as God's inspired, inerrant account of His words and acts throughout history, leading up to the birth, life and resurrection of Jesus. He alone, if we approach Him in faith, will reveal God to us. God is too far beyond all human words to be revealed through anything other than Himself.

God's Spirit now continues to take the searching soul back to Jesus Christ to reveal God there and there only. We must allow those who are content with an alleged revelation of God in mere human words to take their chances, but we cannot be satisfied with anything less than a direct encounter with the revealing God Himself!

In light of these new comparisons, there is no match between the two revelations: Jesus and the Qur'an. The Qur'an is merely a book whose authenticity rests solely on the shoulders of one finite man. This is no match against Jesus, revered by Muslims and Christians alike as sinless, who, according to His word, is God Himself, the perfect revelation.

“In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by His Son, whom He appointed heir of all things, and through whom he made the universe.” (Hebrews 1:1-2)

Question Seven

The Prophet Jesus predicted that Mohammed would come, didn't He?   

A possible response might be:

I have never seen this.  Read this book and show me any passages that talk about the coming of Mohammed. The Muslim may turn to John’s Gospel and point out John 14:16-19 And I will ask the Father, and he will give you another Counsellor to be with you forever, the Spirit of truth. The world cannot accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with you and will be in you. I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you. Before long, the world will not see me anymore, but you will see me. Because I live, you also will live. A few verses later in 26 Jesus clearly says: But the Counsellor, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you. You can then have them read the account in Acts where the promised Holy Spirit comes upon them. There is no mention here of Muhammad, only of the Holy Spirit coming upon mankind. This was foretold before hand as Acts 2:16-17 tells us.

Question Eight

Mohammed came after Jesus.  Why don't you believe in Mohammed?   

In responding to this question, don't criticise Mohammed. We want to turn their thoughts to the Lord Jesus not talk about Mohammed.  

You might respond in this way:

“Now let's see. Are you saying that each prophet had his own period of history?”  (They will say yes.) “But here in Matthew 28:18-20 it says: Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.” This is clearly referring to the end of the world when Jesus will return again. Do you believe Jesus is going to return? (They will say yes). Then the Bible teaches that the time of Jesus isn't yet finished. He is with us and will be until the very end.  His period of history hasn't finished yet. And until now, no other prophet has offered to us what Jesus gives Listen to Matthew 9:1-8: Jesus stepped into a boat, crossed over and came to his own town. Some men brought to him a paralytic, lying on a mat. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, “Take heart, son; your sins are forgiven.”  At this, some of the teachers of the law said to themselves, “This fellow is blaspheming!” Knowing their thoughts, Jesus said, “Why do you entertain evil thoughts in your hearts? Which is easier: to say, 'Your sins are forgiven,' or to say, 'Get up and walk'? But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth to forgive sins....” Then he said to the paralytic, “Get up, take your mat and go home.” And the man got up and went home. When the crowd saw this, they were filled with awe; and they praised God, who had given such authority to men.

It doesn't make sense for us to follow anyone else, for only Jesus offers us the forgiveness of our sins. His time has not come to an end. When he returns it will still be his time, until he leaves for good. But I don’t think that he will ever leave us.  

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

Find another student and practice answering these Muslim objections

1 Has the Bible been changed for falsified? Why not?

2 How do Christians understand the Bible was given by God?

3 Why don’t Christians believe in Muhammad as prophet?

Lesson Eighteen

Muslims Objections (3)

Technical notes

Story


 1665 words = 10 minutes

Lesson  

 2980 words = 18 minutes

Memorization 
 
16 passages = 30 minutes

Story

The month of Ramadan was now over and life returned to normal. Most of the customers in the morning were women. Later in the afternoon young people and men would come by the store. In the evening people would gather on the street to chat and many stopped by for sweets, nuts and drinks. The chairs in front of the store had become a popular place, as people liked to gather there. There was a small café farther down the street, but other than this there was no place for people to go. 

When Erjan and Nurbolat came to the store Gui placed two chairs near the counter so that they could have some privacy. When the evening mosque call started Erjan turned to Gui and asked him if Christians prayed.

Gui was surprised and somewhat delighted. This was an opportunity to interact about something meaningful. “What do you mean by prayer?” he asked.

“Every day we Muslims pray in public.” Erjan replied. “But as far as I can see, Sunday is the only time Christians pray. Even then I’ve never seen a Christian pray.”

“That is probably because we think very differently about prayer.” Gui responded. “For us, prayer is talking with God. There are many times that I pray throughout the day. I do not need a prayer mat, and I do not need to face any particular direction. God is everywhere and he has promised to listen to our prayers.” He paused as he took out his Bible from its place near the counter. Can I read you something from the Bible?” The men nodded so Gui turned to Matthew 6:5-8 and read:

“When you pray, do not be like the hypocrites, for they love to pray standing in the synagogues and on the street corners to be seen by men. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you. And when you pray, do not keep on babbling like pagans, for they think they will be heard because of their many words. Do not be like them, for your Father knows what you need before you ask him.”

Gui looked up. “Jesus teaches us to pray in a secret place where no one sees us. We pray often, whether you see it or not. We pray with the assurance that God is listening to us.  We don’t need to keep making repetitions.  God loves us. Jesus came in order to give us a new relationship with God. Our relationship is no longer like that of a slave coming before his master, but like beloved children coming to their father. I don’t want to give you the impression that this is some kind of exclusive privilege – it is available to you too. You Muslims say you believe in Jesus. Well then, read his word and let him teach you.”

Erjan was surprised, and his face showed it. “I never realized how religious you were. I’ve never seen you pray, so I thought that you didn’t pray.” Erjan paused. “How about fasting? Do you fast?”

Gui smiled, happy to be talking about Christian things rather than Muslims things. “Yes, I fast. Let me read some more from the words of Jesus.” He read from a little farther down the page in his Bible from Matthew 6:16-18.

“When you fast, do not look somber as the hypocrites do, for they disfigure their faces to show men they are fasting. I tell you the truth, they have received their reward in full. But when you fast, put oil on your head and wash your face, so that it will not be obvious to men that you are fasting, but only to your Father, who is unseen; and your Father, who sees what is done in secret, will reward you.”

Gui looked up. “Jesus teaches us to fast in secret so that those around us won't even know. God sees us, and that's enough. It's the same thing as with prayer. Our religious practices are different from yours because Jesus came to give us a new relationship with God.”

“This is amazing!” Erjan replied. “We have just fasted for one month, and we tell everyone that we are fasting. But you fast, and no one knows it.” He paused. “You are so different from what I expected a Christian to be.” He shook his head in amazement. “I never understood how you pray and you fast.”

Nurbolat leaned forward. “But what about alcohol? Why do Christians drink alcohol?” 

Gui frowned, wondering how he could answer. Quietly he cried out for God to help him. Then he opened his mouth and began to speak, letting God guide his words. “Alcohol causes a lot of problems and pain in this world. In some countries where it is banned, criminal gangs grow powerful by smuggling and trafficking it. Alcohol on its own does nothing. The problem is in people. When people drink alcohol it lets people feel freer. And what comes out of those people?The bad things that are inside.  The weakness of people is also demonstrated when they have trouble with the temptation to drink. We Christians believe that the Lord Jesus did not come to make laws that we impose on people. He called each follower to be responsible for his own actions. Listen to Matthew 18:7-9.

“Woe to the world because of the things that cause people to sin! Such things must come, but woe to the man through whom they come! If your hand or your foot causes you to sin cut it off and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life maimed or crippled than to have two hands or two feet and be thrown into eternal fire. And if your eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better for you to enter life with one eye than to have two eyes and be thrown into the fire of hell.”

“Whatever causes us to sin we must reject utterly. The people who go out and get drunk are not people following Christ. If alcohol makes us sin, then we should not drink it. That goes for other drugs as well.”

Erjan and Nurbolat were both nodding in agreement, so Gui continued. “The Lord Jesus did not come to remind us of what it sinful, but to enable us to live differently. Look at what the prophet John the Baptist, whom the Muslims call Yahya says in Matthew 3:11:

“I baptize you with water for repentance. But after me will come one who is more powerful than I, whose sandals I am not fit to carry. He will baptize you with the Holy Spirit and with fire.”

“John called people to turn away from wrong doing, but he announced that the Lord Jesus would give people the Holy Spirit, that is the power of God in their hearts to love new lives. He brings forgiveness for the past and power to live as we should.”

“Okay” Nurbolat replied. “We both agree that alcohol is evil. But what about pork? Why do Christians eat pork? We Muslims do not eat pork because it is unclean!”

Once again Gui silently cried out to God for help. Then he opened his mouth and spoke as God gave him thoughts.  “People who want to please God have always been concerned with what is clean and what is unclean. In our hearts we know that we need to be clean to approach almighty God. The Lord Jesus showed us a truth that surprised many people at the time and still does today. It is found in Matthew 15:10-11: Jesus called the crowd to him and said, “Listen and understand. What goes into a man's mouth does not make him 'unclean,' but what comes out of his mouth, that is what makes him 'unclean.'“  

What do you think he meant?”

“Maybe man’s spit?” Erjan replied.

“Most likely his vomit” Nurbolat countered.

Gui smiled. “That is what many thought he meant, but he explained it in verses 17-18. Don't you see that whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then out of the body?  But the things that come out of the mouth come from the heart, and these make a man 'unclean.'”

“God is talking about our words. The sinfulness of our hearts is much more unclean than any food or substance. As it says elsewhere in the scriptures All food is clean if received by believers with thanksgiving and prayer.Our real need is to purify our hearts. God sent the Lord Jesus as the one through whom people become clean.  This is demonstrated by the miracles that he did. For example in Matthew 8:2-3 it says:  A man with leprosy came and knelt before him and said, “Lord, if you are willing, you can make me clean.” Jesus reached out his hand and touched the man. “I am willing,” he said. “Be clean!” Immediately he was cured of his leprosy. In Matthew 9:20-21 it says: Just then a woman who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years came up behind him and touched the edge of his cloak. She said to herself, “If I only touch his cloak, I will be healed.”

Gui looked up. “People who had conditions that made them unclean were made clean through faith in Christ. These miracles are signs for us, not just events that happened. God wants to make us clean. He wants to change our lives. This is the Gospel message. This is why Jesus came to this earth.”

Gui was about to continue when several customers entered the store. As he was serving them Erjan and Nurbolat rose. “It’s getting late” Erjan said quietly. “We will talk of these things again.” He squeezed Gui’s shoulder. “I learned much today. Goodbye friend.”

Islamic Lesson

In this lesson we will continue with questions that Muslims may ask us, and consider some responses we might give. All of these questions are common questions that Muslims have asked Christians in the past. The Bible tells us in I Peter 3:15 that we should always be ready to give an answer for the hope that lies within us. How would you answer the following questions if a Muslim approached you?

Question Nine

We believe in all the prophets, but you only believe in Jesus.  

A good response might be: 

Not at all! We believe in the prophets of God.  Matthew 11:13 says: 

For all the prophets and the Law prophesied until John.  

Even in the small book of Matthew, which is only one portion of the Gospel (Injil), the names of fifteen prophets are referred to.  In the complete Bible there are many more. All these prophets have something to tell us; that is what the parable in Matthew 13:52 means: “Therefore every teacher of the law who has been instructed about the kingdom of heaven is like the owner of a house who brings out of his storeroom new treasures as well as old.” And these prophets from long ago predicted many things that happened when Jesus came, and they encourage us to trust Him.  Read the Bible and see for yourselves.

Question Ten

You Christians, don't you know that when Jesus comes again He will preach Islam?  

A good response might be: 

Really? It seems wiserto us to listen to what the Lord Jesus Himself says about His return than to listen to what someone else has to say.  Let's read what He said in Matthew: 24:29: “Immediately after the distress of those days “the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light; the stars will fall from the sky, and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.” It will be very dark when that day arrives. 

Listen to verses 30-31: “At that time the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky, and all the nations of the earth will mourn. They will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky, with power and great glory. And he will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of the heavens to the other. 

See, He will come back to gather together His own.  Let's also read 25:31-33: “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats. He will put the sheep on his right and the goats on his left.

He will return to judge the world and not to preach one religion or another.  The question is are we ready for the judgment?  Matthew 16:27 reminds us: For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father's glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what he has done.

Question Eleven

Does the New Testament (or Injil) teach an eye for an eye and stoning for adultery?   

Many Muslims are interested in questions of law.  One story that some Muslims have heard says that the Jews wanted to hide the Biblical texts that prescribe severe punishments.

If you get this question, a good response might be: 

People in this world are very interested in how to go about punishing other people. But Jesus teaches us to make it our aim to be righteous and to live with pure hearts. It is ourselves that we need to judge. Listen to these examples from the Gospel of Matthew:  

Matthew 5:38& 39 says: You have heard that it was said, 'Eye for eye, and tooth for tooth.' but I tell you, Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also.

Matthew 5:21-22 tells us: You have heard that it was said to the people long ago, 'Do not murder, and anyone who murders will be subject to judgment.' But I tell you that anyone who is angry with his brother will be subject to judgment. Again, anyone who says to his brother, 'Raca, 'is answerable to the Sanhedrin. But anyone who says, 'You fool!' will be in danger of the fire of hell.

Matthew 5:27-28 adds: You have heard that it was said, 'Do not commit adultery.' But I tell you that anyone who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart.

These aren't new laws. Jesus explains the true nature of sin and the reason that judgment awaits us all. We are all guilty before God, but He sent us a Saviour. This is what the angel Gabriel announced to Joseph when he was afraid to marry Mary.

Matthew 1:21 says: She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”

Listen to Matthew 20:28 “the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”

Laws might punish sinners if they get caught, but what we all need is mercy that transforms us and makes us better people.

Question Twelve

Questions about marriage:  Why do Christian men only take one wife?  What do you think about divorce?  Can a man marry his cousin? etc.  

These types of questionsare of interest to Muslims because in their way of thinking, life is divided into what is permitted and what is forbidden.  

One way to answer this is to respond this way:

Please read with me Matthew 19:1-11:

When Jesus had finished saying these things, he left Galilee and went into the region of Judea to the other side of the Jordan. Large crowds followed him, and he healed them there. Some Pharisees came to him to test him. They asked, “Is it lawful for a man to divorce his wife for any and every reason?”  “Haven't you read,” he replied, “that at the beginning the Creator 'made them male and female,'  and said, 'For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and the two will become one flesh'?  So they are no longer two, but one. Therefore what God has joined together, let man not separate.”  “Why then,” they asked, “did Moses command that a man give his wife a certificate of divorce and send her away?”  Jesus replied, “Moses permitted you to divorce your wives because your hearts were hard. But it was not this way from the beginning.  I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for marital unfaithfulness, and marries another woman commits adultery.” The disciples said to him, “If this is the situation between a husband and wife, it is better not to marry.”  Jesus replied, “Not everyone can accept this word, but only those to whom it has been given.

Every time that someone asked Jesus a question about marriage, he quoted what God had done and what God said at the beginning. It is true that God has allowed certain things at certain times, but Jesus throws out a challenge:  Do you want what is permissible or what is best in the eyes of God? You have to ask God: “What is your will for me?” instead of saying: This is what I want, is it permitted? Matthew 22:37 says: Jesus replied: “'Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind.'”

This teaches us that we have to put God before our own plans and projects. Is that how you are leading your life? Do you have need for forgiveness? It is Jesus that helps us.

Question Thirteen

For you, it's all right; you are Christian.  But my family will not allow me to follow Jesus.  

A good response might be:

It has always been like that. Whoever wants to follow the truth with his whole heart will encounter opposition, even within his own family. Let's read together  Matthew10:26-39.

So do not be afraid of them. There is nothing concealed that will not be disclosed, or hidden that will not be made known. What I tell you in the dark, speak in the daylight; what is whispered in your ear, proclaim from the roofs. Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell. Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? Yet not one of them will fall to the ground apart from the will of your Father. And even the very hairs of your head are all numbered. So don't be afraid; you are worth more than many sparrows. “Whoever acknowledges me before men, I will also acknowledge him before my Father in heaven. But whoever disowns me before men, I will disown him before my Father in heaven. Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword. For I have come to turn “'a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law- a man's enemies will be the members of his own household.' “Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me; and anyone who does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me. Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it

You have to think about what is eternal, not just about earthly things. The Lord will strengthen you. Believe His Word.  

Question Fourteen

Why do Christians support Israel?

Most Muslims are not accustomed to making the sharp distinction between religion and politics that Westerners make. Religion and politics for them are very much the same thing. For Muslims, the state of Israel is a quasi-criminal state imposed by foreigners in Muslim territory, a perfectly logical position from their point of view. Christians hold a variety of views on Israel, but here we are looking at how we move from the question to a gospel presentation, not supporting one view or another.

Our response might be:

God is great. Nothing happens in this world without his knowledge or his permission. And everything that people do will be judged. Jesus spoke of the judgement of Israel in Matthew 19:28. 

Jesus said to them, “I tell you the truth, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man sits on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel.

It is easy to see the sins of other people and feel righteous because they seem so bad. But we must remember that all of us face judgment. Consider Matthew 12:36-37. 

But I tell you that men will have to give account on the day of judgment for every careless word they have spoken. For by your words you will be acquitted, and by your words you will be condemned.”

It is not just the big sinners who are in trouble, it is everyone. But Jesus did not just come to warn us of God’s judgement on all sinners, he came to save us: Remember Matthew 1:21. She will give birth to a son, and you are to give him the name Jesus, because he will save his people from their sins.”

Okay, you believe in Jesus as a prophet, but have you received all he came to bring?

Question Fifteen

Why are the Christians waging war on Muslims?

This is not the sort of question you try and answer standing nose to nose on the street. The question is provoked by actions, not words, and so our actions need to speak before our words do. The first thing is to say is that you are happy to talk, but you need to find somewhere suitable. Either buy or make your friend a cup of tea. Be friends. 

Once you have a quiet place to speak, you might respond in this way:

“My friend, please be patient because I want to give you a good answer. Please do not be taken in by the idea that the West is Christian. Even if western leaders use religious words to justify their actions, they are not following the Lord Jesus. Let’s look at what Jesus himself said in Matthew 26:51-54

With that, one of Jesus' companions reached for his sword, drew it out and struck the servant of the high priest, cutting off his ear. “Put your sword back in its place,” Jesus said to him, “for all who draw the sword will die by the sword. Do you think I cannot call on my Father, and he will at once put at my disposal more than twelve legions of angels? But how then would the Scriptures be fulfilled that say it must happen in this way?”

The Lord Jesus did not permit his followers to use weapons, not even to defend him. (Leave the words “fulfilment of the scriptures” hanging unless he asks). No true Christian takes up lethal weapons to fight for Christ. You and I are not enemies, are we? And even if we were, the Lord Jesus said something really amazing. Listen to Matthew5:43-48.

“You have heard that it was said, 'Love your neighbor and hate your enemy.' But I tell you: Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven. He causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. If you love those who love you, what reward will you get? Are not even the tax collectors doing that? And if you greet only your brothers, what are you doing more than others? Do not even pagans do that? Be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”

People are always finding reasons to be angry with each other and to hate each other. The only way to break the cycle is to love your enemies. There is nothing special about loving your own people. You do not need faith to do that! Now, imagine how the world would be if everyone put the teaching of Jesus into practice? Wouldn’t you agree, this is a better way?

Of course, not everyone will accept this teaching and Jesus told us that wars would continue up to the end of the world: Listen to Mathew 24:6-8. 

You will hear of wars and rumours of wars, but see to it that you are not alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come. Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be famines and earthquakes in various places.  All these are the beginning of birth pains.

There will be hard times for everyone. Let’s read on. 24:9-14. 

“Then you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me. At that time many will turn away from the faith and will betray and hate each other, and many false prophets will appear and deceive many people. Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved. And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.”

Do you see what this means? The end of the world is delayed until the good news of Jesus is preached everywhere. This is not speaking about the crazy wars people are fighting. It is speaking about you and me sitting here looking at the words of Jesus together. Are you ready for his return? Check it out. Read the Gospel for yourself.

Question Sixteen

Why do you say that good deeds are worthless to please God?

Remember, Islam is a system of works. It has a very short list of things that a Muslim should do: Declare the faith, pray, give alms, fast in Ramadan, and go on the Hajj or pilgrimage to Mecca once in his life. These are performed as rituals with no personal feeling for Allah, and they have no bearing on the life of the Muslim. Other than a very short list of thing that are forbidden to Muslims, Muslim people can live their lives just as they please.

To the five pillars Muslims add the sayings of Muhammad which are spelled out by the Imams and Mullahs of the mosques. These control daily custom in every aspect of life in truly Islamic countries. There is no personal or emotional feeling for Allah or Islam. Allah is far away, and his regulations are cold and sterile. So, you can see that, to the Muslim to whom you witness, it is absurd to say that works do not save. He knows nothing but works and for a Muslim, to denounce a salvation by works is to become an atheist. 

The following texts may help you in teaching that salvation is by faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, not by good works. It is important to realize that you need to know your Bible. You should memorize Bible verses that you can share with your Muslim friends when the topic comes up. The Bible is a powerful weapon that the Holy Spirit will use in the lives of Muslims. If possible memorize these verses.

Memorization Activity

(Note to those making the recording: Read this section slowly and repeat the Bible reference so that those listening can write them down.)

Regarding alms giving: 

Ezekiel 7:19

They will throw their silver into the streets, and their gold will be an unclean thing. Their silver and gold will not be able to save them in the day of the LORD's wrath. They will not satisfy their hunger or fill their stomachs with it, for it has made them stumble into sin.

Mark 12:38-44.

As he taught, Jesus said, “Watch out for the teachers of the law. They like to walk around in flowing robes and be greeted in the marketplaces, and have the most important seats in the synagogues and the places of honor at banquets. They devour widows' houses and for a show make lengthy prayers. Such men will be punished most severely.” Jesus sat down opposite the place where the offerings were put and watched the crowd putting their money into the temple treasury. Many rich people threw in large amounts. But a poor widow came and put in two very small copper coins, worth only a fraction of a penny. Calling his disciples to him, Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others. They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything-- all she had to live on

Regarding the Mullah's authority in salvation:

Psalms 49:7

No man can redeem the life of another or give to God a ransom for him.

God decides who is righteous without noting their works:

Isaiah 57:12


I will expose your righteousness and your works, and they will not benefit you.

God's view of our works:

       Isaiah 64:6

All of us have become like one who is unclean, and all our righteous acts are like filthy rags; we all shrivel up like a leaf, and like the wind our sins sweep us away.

An excellent account to show how God looks on the heart, not the works:

       Luke 18:9-14

To some who were confident of their own righteousness and looked down on everybody else, Jesus told this parable: “Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and the other a tax collector. The Pharisee stood up and prayed about himself: 'God, I thank you that I am not like other men-- robbers, evildoers, adulterers-- or even like this tax collector. I fast twice a week and give a tenth of all I get.' “But the tax collector stood at a distance. He would not even look up to heaven, but beat his breast and said, 'God, have mercy on me, a sinner.' “I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home justified before God. For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and he who humbles himself will be exalted.”

Regarding keeping laws and sayings such as the Law of Moses or the Hadith of Muhammad:

       Acts 13:39

Through him everyone who believes is justified from everything you could not be justified from by the law of Moses.

The purpose of the law:

      Romans 3:20

Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.

      Galatians 3:24

So the law was put in charge to lead us to Christ that we might be justified by faith.

      Romans 3:28

For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law.

To show that salvation is purely the result of the mercy of God:

       Romans 9:16

It does not, therefore, depend on man's desire or effort, but on God's mercy.

To show the hopelessness of keeping all of the law without faith:

       Galatians 3:10


All who rely on observing the law are under a curse, for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who does not continue to do everything written in the Book of the Law.”

The just live by faith:

       Galatians 3:11-14

Clearly no one is justified before God by the law, because, “The righteous will live by faith.” The law is not based on faith; on the contrary, “The man who does these things will live by them.” Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a curse for us, for it is written: “Cursed is everyone who is hung on a tree.” He redeemed us in order that the blessing given to Abraham might come to the Gentiles through Christ Jesus, so that by faith we might receive the promise of the Spirit.

Salvation is a free gift, not of works:

        Ephesians 2:8

For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith-- and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God

        II Timothy 1:9

Who has saved us and called us to a holy life-- not because of anything we have done but because of his own purpose and grace. This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time

        Titus 3:4-5

But when the kindness and love of God our Savior appeared, he saved us, not because of righteous things we had done, but because of his mercy. He saved us through the washing of rebirth and renewal by the Holy Spirit,

If your Muslim friends says to you that they prefer to work for their salvation, tell them that one slip, and they will go to hell.  James 2:10-11 says:

For whoever keeps the whole law and yet stumbles at just one point is guilty of breaking all of it. For he who said, “Do not commit adultery,” also said, “Do not murder.” If you do not commit adultery but do commit murder, you have become a lawbreaker.

It is top priority to show a Muslim that he cannot be saved from eternal damnation by working his way into God's good graces.
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Story

Mei slowly climbed the stairs to Rosa’s apartment. A few moments before while walking on the street she had felt fine, but as soon as she entered Rosa’s apartment building tiredness swept over her. Was this a spiritual thing or simply something physical? A few moments later Rosa welcomed Mei into her apartment. Several of the other ladies had already arrived and the smell of hot tea and cigarette smoke filled the air.

Mei placed her bag on the floor and accepted a cup of steaming hot tea. It seemed that the ladies were already focused on a topic of conversation. After listening a few moments Mei realized that two topics were being discussed. One woman was talking about her son who wanted a wife. He was looking to his mother to help him select which young women would be worthy of his consideration. So this mother was asking about the eligible women in the village. Several names were suggested, and several comments were made. After that discussion had gone on for a while, another woman, Aigool, tearfully told the group of ladies that her husband was talking about taking a second wife. After the shock had settled, one of the women carefully asked Aigool  if her husband had ever mentioned divorce. The tearful woman shook her head. “No, he's never mentioned divorce, but I'm so worried.”

“Watch yourself all the time,” one older lady warned. “Never be alone. Always be with another woman. Never give your husband a reason to question you. You must always have someone with you. We will help you.”

“Yes,” the women agreed. “We will help. You must always act in ways above any questioning. If someone is with you, then he cannot accuse you of anything.”

“I remember a time when my friend was divorced,” an older woman said emphatically. “Her husband gave her a cell phone. Then he later accused her of phoning men... but she didn't even know how the thing worked.” Several women nodded and looked down. 

“If there had been women with her during the day, then that couldn't have happened,” one of the women added. “That's why we will try and protect you. If you go shopping, or if you are going to be in your apartment alone, please call us and let us know. We will be with you during this time.”

“Do you have any idea where he is looking for a new wife?”

“No” Aigool answered tearfully.

“We will ask around,” one of the women assured her. “It shouldn't be too hard to find out what he is thinking, unless he has connections outside of this area.”

One lady leaned forward. “And when we find out who he is thinking of, we will tell her what a terrible husband he is. We are your friends. We will work together to keep this woman away.”

“I know what we should do” the older woman leaned forward to emphasis her words. “We should put a curse on the woman.” There was a murmur of approval around the circle. 

“But who will do it?”

“I could do it,” the old woman offered. After a pause in the discussion she added, “or you could hire a professional.” Immediately there was a flurry of discussion as the women discussed who they should approach. Finally they agreed. They would approach a woman they knew, but of course, she would charge money. After some discussion they decided to each give some money so that they could pay the woman. They would want to discover two things. First, who was this possible second wife? Then they would pay the woman to put a curse on her so that she would be influenced away from the marriage proposition. 

As she listened, Mei's concern rose as she realized what was taking place. Silently she prayed, asking God to give her wisdom. Should she speak now? What should she say?

“Okay,” one of the ladies said. “I know we don't have much money, but if we can pool our resources, maybe we will have enough. You may not have money now, but perhaps each of you can tell us how much you would be able to give. Then we know how much money we have to work with.”

“I can give some,” one of the women spoke up and she mentioned a figure. It was a small amount of money, but as the ladies around the circle each told their proposed amount the total slowly added up. Eventually it became Mei's turn to speak. With a silent prayer in her heart Mei spoke.

“I have been listening to you discuss this problem over the last while, and I agree with you. Something should be done. You are all right about this.” Mei paused. “But as a follower of Jesus I cannot agree with hiring someone to  curse the potential new wife.” 

“Of course,” one of the women smiled. “You can do it yourself. I knew of a Chinese woman who was very good. She could accurately tell fortunes, and could do many amazing things.”

Mei was shocked. “No, it's not me. I cannot do those things. In fact, I refuse to partake in them. We as followers of Jesus have a different way.”

“What do you do?” All the women were suddenly interested, many leaning forward intently to hear what solution Mei would offer.

“We pray.” Mei said. 

There was a pause. “That's it? Just prayer? Nothing more?”

“But how can you change things?”

“We believe that prayer changes things.”

The women looked puzzled. The old lady laughed. “Prayer is required to please God. It is something good we do to balance the other things we do.”

The women nodded. “So how does prayer change things?”

“When Christians pray, we have God's promise that he hears us and answers our petitions. Jesus told his followers, “Whatever you ask God the Father in my name, will be granted you.” In another place he says “Seek and you shall find, ask and it will be given you, knock and the door will be opened to you.” When we pray, God answers.”  It sounded very simple and straightforward, and Mei tried to sound brave and confident, but inside she was terrified. What would happen if this failed? Everything she had said over the last months, indeed even these ladies souls could be affected by this.”

“Good,” one of the women said, “You pray, and we will act. And we can see which one works.”

“But how can we tell which one works?” another lady asked. There was silence for a moment and then one of the ladies spoke up.

“We will try and find out who the woman is and curse her.” She paused and looked at Mei. “You pray that the husband changes his mind.”

Mei nodded and the ladies all smiled in agreement. Then Rosa served more tea and they went on with their visiting. 

When Mei returned home she waited until there were no customers in the store to tell Gui what had transpired at the women's meeting that morning. Gui was immediately concerned. “I should ask around and see who the man is and which woman he is interested in. The men discuss these things sometimes, so I should be able to find out.”

Mei waited until he was finished and then looked at Gui. “How will that help?” She paused. “I think we should just pray. We don't need to know. In fact it is probably better if we don't know. We just pray. And when God answers, people will know it was God, not us.”

Gui nodded. “I think you are right.” He paused. “Perhaps we should fast as well.”  Mei smiled. This was exactly what she had been thinking. Soon they had agreed that Mei would still cook for Huan, and they would fast and pray for the next couple of day. They agreed they could drink water, but would abstain from eating.

“I think we should do more than fast and pray,” Gui said with a sly smile. Mei looked surprised. “I will write a letter to our church in China and send it tomorrow. I think we need more people praying.” 

Mei looked puzzled. “A letter takes so long,” she said. “Perhaps we should call them on the phone.”

“Maybe we can pray about it.” Gui paused, thinking about the money it would cost, and how many phone calls it might take before they got through to the right people “How about we pray right now?”

Together they bowed their heads and asked God for wisdom to know how to contact the church at home. Mei asked God to help them be a witness to their neighbors, and to change the heart of this husband who wanted to take a second wife. While Mei was praying the phone rang. She went on praying for a minute while the phone rang again and a third time. Finally Gui got up to answer the phone.

Mei smiled when she heard Gui talking excitedly to one of their church elders back in China. Deep inside she felt reassured. God had answered this small need, surely he would change the mind of this husband. 

Islamic Lesson

Islam teaches that there is only one way in Islam: the way of Allah as revealed to Muhammad. Islam believes that man has ills that cannot be solved except by the keys which Allah has provided through Islam. This is done by submitting to Allah’s will and doing the things that Allah commanded, both religious duties and living a good life according to the directions set out in Islam.

When Muslims consider society, they think in terms of two basic divisions: there is Islam and there is something they call “Jahiliya”or ignorance.  In a Muslim mind, the world before the prophet Muhammad was governed by Jahiliya or ignorance. There was chaos, and everyone lived for themselves and their own pleasure. This is because man was not guided. In Islam, animals are better off than man, because they are bound by their nature and cannot break out of it. Man on the other hand has the choice to either obey Allah or live in ignorance or Jahiliya. Through Islam Muslims believe Allah can purify mankind, man’s heart, his emotions, his thoughts, Muslim homes, Muslim lives, and most importantly Muslim communities. Islam is all about setting up communities of Islam on earth; for it is only in the Islamic community that Islam teaches that it can really transform lives.

The concept of Jahiliya is very important because all of Islam is a reaction to what came before it. For example, Muslims believe that before Islam there were four kinds of marriage. Aisha, Muhammad's child bride describes them as: 

1 The ordinary kind where a man was engaged to a woman, he paid a dowry and then he married her.

2 There was also a practice where a man would order his wife to lie with another man until she was pregnant. He would not touch her until it was obvious she was pregnant. Then he would lie with her. This was called “istabdha’” or “trading.”It was considered a noble act, and often used when a man could not father his own children.  

3 A third kind of marriage, according to Aisha, was when a group of men had intercourse with a woman. When she gave birth she would summon the whole group and point out the man who was supposed to be the father. The child would then take on the name of this man. In this case the man could not deny that this was his child and had to support the child. 

4 A fourth kind of marriage was connected with prostitutes who would allow any man into their house.

Muslims believe that in the period of Jahiliya before Muhammad, a woman had no rights, no inheritance and if her husband died or divorced her, she could not marry another. The woman was herself inherited as property. If her husband died, her husband’s father or her own eldest son had rights over her and could keep her, demanding she ransom herself. Whoever inherited her could marry her or marry her to someone else.

In the time of Jahiliya there was also a practice of burying female infants alive. Some females were killed this way because they were deformed, blue at birth, or dark skinned, were leprous,or lame. These were all considered bad omens. Sometimes babies, even males were killed if the family could not afford to raise them.  Sura 16:58 says: Whenever the news of a female child is announced to any one of them, his face darkens and he chokes with inward gloom. He hides himself from his people because of the bad news he has heard, asking himself whether he should retain her with disgrace or bury her in the dust. Beware! Evil is the judgment they make about Allah.

The other option was to let the girl live until she was old enough to look after camels. She would then be either sold like an animal, forced into marriage (and probably prostitution) or she could be dressed in a cloak of wool and be sent into the desert to take care of camels. This work usually meant being away from home for weeks or even months on end, with no education and no chance at marriage because she was considered simple, and usually unavailable. Even today the work of being a shepherd is considered the lowest work on the social scale.

Many Muslim teachers believe that we are entering into another time of Jahiliya. In our modern world (or modern Jahiliya) women must work in factories and are often abandoned by their fathers and raised by single parent mothers. Slavery was common until 100 years ago, and today businesses take advantage of workers and exploit them. These modern Muslim teachers tell us that Islam came to change all of this. Islam, and especially Islamic community is the answer to modern Jahiliya.

While the western world is promoting equality between women and men, Islamic clerics are protesting. This is not Allah’s will. According to Islam, women are to be wives and mothers. They are created and designed for this. Islam protects women and honors them in these roles. In Islam, women are to remain at home and look after the family and the man is to go out and work. Islam believes that it is bringing freedom to women today; freedom to be the women that God created them to be, and at the same time protecting them from exploitation by the modern world. One common example of this, referred to by numerous Islamic teachers, is that in the west women lose their last names at marriage. This is not so in Islam. They believe that in the west women lose their rights, especially during a divorce. The woman usually loses and the man wins.

The focus of Islam is on the family unit. The family unit is well defined and protected. Men have obligations to their wives. Men must protect their wives. Men must provide for their wives and children. In the midst of moral breakdown all over the world, the Muslim family survives and is held up by Muslims as one of the great successes of Islam.

There are several foundation blocks for Muslim marriage

1 First, Muslims are forbidden to marry non-Muslims. Sura 2:221 “Wed not idolatresses till they believe for a believing bondwoman is better than an idolatress though she please you. And give not your daughters in marriage to idolaters till they believe, for a believing slave is better than an idolater though he  please you.”  In Islam there are only two kinds of people: those who submit to Allah, and those who are going to hell-fire. How can there be union between these two? How can there be union between those who live in Jahiliya or ignorance and those who have come into the light of Islam? It is simply not allowed.

2 The second foundation stone of Muslim marriages is that a dowry must be paid. They believe this gives women value. Men cannot just convince women to join them, they must act honorably and produce a dowry, some to be paid to her parents, and some to the woman herself. The woman then keeps the dowry all her life. She cannot lose it unless she herself chooses to get rid of it.

3 The third foundation established by Muhammad was that women could be captured in battle, but even captured women and other women of low status were to have a dowry paid to them, thus giving them status even in their low estate .

4 Fourth, the Islamic religion organizes the family and the entire community. It has clear commands about not marrying relatives. There are nine kinds of marriages that are forbidden. This makes it clear what is forbidden or permitted. These are always based on Allah’s commands in the Qur’an.

5 Fifth, a Muslim bride and groom must see each other before the wedding. They must be allowed to see each other’s face and hands to make sure that the other person is healthy. They must reveal any sickness before entering into marriage with someone else.

6 Sixth, in Islam, marriage should be based on mutual consent. The woman should be able to say yes or no. No woman should be forced into marriage without her consent.

7 Seventh, Islam is a religion of the family, and the couple must relate to their families. Their own home is protected, and they can develop it as they wish within the bounds of Islam. The home is one of the fortresses of Islam. The strength of Islam is in the home. Islam does not rest on the man or on an individual, but on the home they create.

8 Last, the Qur’an talks of building a community on earth. Islam is not about individuals, it is about communities. The family is the fundamental cell or building block of the community, and the entire community should be Islamic so that they can function in an Islamic way.

The Dowry

As we said earlier, Islam focuses on the state of things as they were in Jahiliya, and improves on them. So it provides a set of laws concerning the payment of a dowry and emphasizes how this protects the bride. Muslims believe that in Jahiliya the woman had to pay for the man, but Islam made this better by reversing it so now the men have to pay for the women. Many Muslims believe that once the dowry is paid the couple can enter into a physical relationship. The paying of a dowry helps regulate that a poor man cannot marry a rich woman. If he is not capable of paying the dowry price for her, he is not capable of supporting her at the level she or her family expects.

Married Life

Islam has much to say about marriage.  In Sura 4:34 men are in charge of the women, because Allah made the man to excel more than the woman, and because men spend from their money to support the women. Good women are seen as being obedient, guarding the sanctity of the home.

In Islam men and woman are considered equal, and they believe that God honors the man and the woman the same… in their rights, possessions, inheritance, rewards, independence and freedom. But the man is the guardian of the family. He is the arbiter in the family. Since he is the primary provider, he is the primary overseer. It is interesting to note that Muhammad did not teach this until his first wife died. This was because his wife provided him with money and a means of living. However, once she died, he inherited her riches and was independently wealthy.

Islamic laws regarding Intimacy

Islam has much to say about this. The relationship between a man and his wife is linked directly to God: to his anger and his pleasure and to the giving of punishment and rewards. So Islam lays down rules for intimacy between men and women. As an example, Islam forbids sexual intercourse during a woman's menstrual period in Sura 2 verse 222.

Several hundred years after Muhammad, Islamic teaching started to circulate that sex could be a focal point of a man's life. The sexual act was seen as providing a connection to God. So much emphasis was put on sexual pleasure that a school was started in Medina to educate girls and women to perform acts of pleasure for men, The women from this school were purchased by men throughout Arabia and were very popular for several centuries.

Modern Jahiliya

Islam believes: that modern society strips people of God’s adornment of righteousness and respect, and then calls this new society “civilization” and “renewal” and labels pure people as “old fashioned.”  Today clothing stores, cosmetics businesses and the fashion industry are the masters which control people, whether it is a new style of clothing (whether suitable or not) or new beauty helps (whether helpful or not). Another master of today’s society is the people behind films, magazines, pornography, and newspapers.

Many Muslims believe that the Jews are the people behind modern Jahiliya. They believe that it is Jewish people who own the clothing, entertainment, news, and influence all circles of power. They believe that the pursuit of sex in modern Jahiliya is a product of Jewish Zionism who do this to change other people so that Jews won’t be accused as being the only people who have been stripped of all values and morals except materialism. Muslims believe that Jews want all people to bow to the coming king of Zion. Thus they believe that Jews are behind movements of Darwinism, Freudism, Marxism, and even Socialism in an effort to destroy the world and allow Zionism to conquer.

For the Muslim considering modern Jahiliya, thousands of people die each year of syphilis and AIDS. The family unit is in crisis and a normal family is almost unknown today. Single parent families are on the rise. Prostitution is expanding. Unwed mothers are common. Free love, swingers and nudism is on the rise. Pornography is rampant. Drugs and alcohol are consumed. Literature and films have degenerated into pornography. Homosexuality is rampant. Homeless people wander the streets. To the Muslim, this is modern Jahiliya. Islam has come to set all this straight. It is Allah’s wish to conform society as a whole. If everyone were to submit to Islam, all of these evils would disappear.

For instance, consider the wearing of veils. Sura 33:59 says: “Oh prophet, tell your wives and your daughters and the women of believers to let down upon them their over-garments. This is more proper, so that they may be known, and not be given trouble.”  The wearing of veils would discourage men who might have depraved desires in seeing and lusting after women. The veil covers women because men have a problem, not because women have a problem.

For the Muslim, the home is sacred. Islam speaks much of the sanctity of the home and keeping the things that happen in the home in the home. There are many rules and regulations in Islam. It even instructs when those inside the home can uncover their private parts for sex.

Islam aims at cleansing society as a whole and controlling sexual desires. Even glances and staring are to be controlled. Sura 24:30 (Tell the believing men to lower their gaze and be modest. That is purer for them. Lo! Allah is Aware of what they do.) Islam is seen as the best way for purifying society.

It is obvious from the Qur'an that Muslim regulations aim at purifying society. Islam did not wait until it became a community at Medina for this to start. Muhammad gave instructions in Mecca before the move to Medina such as Sura 17:32 And do not commit adultery. Lo! It is an abomination and an evil way.” It was in Medina however, that Islam moved from being a group of individual followers of Islam to a community that had rules and structure. In Mecca the followers of Muhammad had no authority and could not punish offenders. In Medina, they began exercising punishment for infractions. Islam does not see itself as “law” as many suppose, but it endeavors to rescue people from Jahiliya and helping to govern them and protect them from each other. Muslims today believe that there is no true control in society except for the teachings of Islam. It is Islam that teaches people to honor one another and honor authority. This is the greatness of Islam. Islam does punish, but it does so in the name of God, not in the name of a person or group. It is not people’s authority, it is God’s authority. In Islam God desires to rid community of obstacles to good. 

Islam recognizes the sexual urge as legitimate and so it has laws to help man satisfy these urges in legal ways, by various forms of marriage. Islam encourages early marriages so that man's desires are catered to in a legal setting.

In the Muslim mind modern Jahiliya discourages marriage and makes crime more likely. When Islam governs, these factors shouldn’t exist; there should be no poverty, and the criminal has no excuse for his crime. In Islam criminals are punished. Muslims believe that there is no other system like Islam in all the world. Outsiders see Islam as all blood and punishment; but Muslims believe that Islam curbs crime in Islamic countries. Muslims believe that western countries fear this, because they are all guilty of wanting to revel in lust and greed.

Muslim theologians teach that Islam doesn’t punish randomly, but always punishes with regard to the situation. This gives it a unique position among all the systems of man. Islam decrees that the adulterer should be stoned, but only if there are four witnesses. Crime will not be wiped out, but the percentage should drop greatly. Then there are stages of punishment… (Sura 4:15 “As for those women who are guilty of lewdness, call four witnesses against them and then confine them to their houses until death takes them or until Allah appoint for them a way through new legislation. And if two are guilty punish them both. And if they repent and improve, then let them be. Lo! Allah is Relenting and Merciful.)

Non-Muslim men cannot witness against a Muslim woman, because they are not under Islamic law, and are not considered trustworthy in the matter of dignity, and not trusted in honesty and piety.

Flogging is for people who are not married while stoning is for those who are married and fornicate. But this is a subject for long detailed Islamic debate.

Islam recognizes that man has little power over his sex drive, and so it teaches that it is not good to repress it or kill it; so Islam does not try to stop the natural instincts that they believe God put there. Islam fights against animal instincts that ruin man by brining in a system of external control.

Islam teaches that sin is always individual and repentance is individual. There is no such thing as inherited sin as in Christianity, and there is nothing of propitiation as taught in Christianity. They do not believe in Jesus dying for the sins of men. In Islam Adam’s sin was only Adam’s sin. Adam was saved by immediate repentance; simple and easy. God is the forgiving merciful God. We must all repent and try to do better. God will not punish another for the sins of a guilty person. In Islam God only punishes the guilty.

In Islam there is an emphasis on how much God desires to honor and purify people. Muslims believe that in Islam God exalts women and wants to preserve their nobility and honor. No woman can really appreciate this unless she has love for Allah and his religion. For instance Islam has a complete Sura that deals with all aspects of divorce. There are many indications in Islam that demonstrate its superiority, its seriousness and the fact that it came from God not people. Just the presence of the Sura on divorce proves this to Muslims. The Sura begins with the importance of the family in the Islamic system. The one who studies all the legislation in the Qur’an realizes how important the family unit is in Islam. In the beginning of the Sura it emphasizes how God combines piety and the womb “Be careful to your duty towards Allah… and of the wombs that bare you.”

Polygamy

Sura 4:3 in the Qur'an says “And if you fear that you cannot do justice to orphans, marry such women as seem good to you, two, or three, or four; but if you fear that you will not do justice, then marry only one or that which your right hand possess. This is more proper that you may not do injustice.”

Most Muslims understand that this means up to four wives, although not all Muslims agree that the Qur'an limits Muslim men to four wives.

Muslim theologians tell us that divorce and polygamy is practiced in Islam because Islam meets mankind where he is and lifts him up to great heights, without denying his nature. Man's nature is not seen as 'fallen' but rather as God created, and therefore his nature is catered to in Islam rather than denied.

Muslims also argue that often women outnumber men. Many men die in battle or on long trips or from hard work, so the only honorable thing to do is to marry more than one woman. Otherwise many women will be unmarried (and thus unfulfilled in their natures) or they will be forced into prostitution.

Muslim theologians also argue that a man’s fertility goes on until he is in his 70’s while the woman stops in her 50’s. So if the man wants more children, he must either take another wife, or divorce his present wife. Polygamy is better than divorce.

Another reason given by Muslim theologians is that men should have access to more than one woman, so they will not be tempted to visit prostitutes when their wife is not available or not willing. This protects society and makes it a better place.  

As for women taken in war, Islam sees polygamy as a way of giving them dignity. Women are not meant to be slaves and abused. If their captors take them as wives, they have rights and dignity.

Thus, Muslims believe that when God desired to lift man out of Jahiliya(ignorance) he gave him the system of Islam.  Sura 4:26 says “Allah would explain to you and guide you by the examples of those who were before you, and would turn to you in mercy. For Allah is all Knowing and Wise.”

In this way, Islam endeavors to shape society. Islam is not simply a religion for individuals; it is a way of life for groups of people. The power of Islam is demonstrated in its ability to structure society. This began in Medina, not Mecca, and today Muslims yearn to change society all over the world and want to assist Islam in overcoming the systems of the world that lead to Jahiliya and replace these systems with Islamic government.

Bible Lesson

The Old Testament gave laws and regulations to the children of Israel so that they could manage the nation of Israel. However, once they were carried off into captivity, many of these laws no longer applied, as the temple was destroyed and all forms of Jewish government disappeared. Even in New Testament times, the land of Israel was under the control of the Roman Empire. 

In the New Testament, John the Baptist announced the arrival of the kingdom of God. Jesus then began preaching about this new kingdom. It was not a physical kingdom on this earth, but rather the kingdom of God was a heavenly kingdom. As a result, the New Testament is filled with teaching about the believers who are to consider this world as only a place they are passing through. Christians are to be pilgrims and sojourners in this world. We are not to look for an earthly kingdom, but rather a heavenly one. As a result, the Bible does not seem to speak clearly about how Christians should form governments and what kinds of laws Christians should put in place to guide society. The purpose of Christianity is to change individuals, and then those individuals will change society. Christianity is not about bringing a religious system that will control society from the outside, but rather bringing change from the inside, individual by individual. In the eyes of Islam, Christianity looks weak. Islam provides rules and regulations for setting up society. Christianity does not.

As a result, Muslims have always longed for true Muslim government. However all down through history politicians, not clerics ruled the Muslim world. Sultans, kings and emperors rose. They used Islam for their own means to gain power. This however changed when Ayatollah Khomeini took control of Iran. The ruler before Khomeini was the Shah of Iran. He sided with the west, and opened his country for western development. He was not prepared for non-Islamic culture. As soon as his country was open, business people began to market their goods. Alcoholic drinks became widely available. Pornography was made available. There were no laws to control or eliminate these things, as they were unknown before. Very quickly people succumbed to the evils of outside society. At this point the religious Ayatollahs rose up with Khomeini as their leader. They overthrew the Shah of Iran and declared the first truly Islamic government in history. Muslim clerics now ran the court system. All the judges, all the members of the parliament, and everyone in any position of power was to be a Muslim cleric. Knowledge of the Qura’n was required. Muslims all over the world were excited. Finally a Muslim country existed. They expected that soon it would be paradise on earth. Within a few short years they were disappointed to discover that Islam had not brought in paradise.

Shortly after this, the people of Afghanistan were invaded by Russia. The Afghans fought back, and as they pushed out the Russians the Muslim clerics took control of Afghanistan. In this case they were known as the Taliban. Things however did not improve in Afghanistan. Rather they got worse. All over the world, many Muslims voiced their concern. Here was the opportunity for Islam to really shine. Islam had the opportunity to transform these countries into paradise. Instead, Muslims around the world accused Iran and Afghanistan of abusing their power, and not really following Islam. How else could they explain Islam’s failure to turn these countries into paradise?

Silently, Muslims in Iran began to question, and then to seek other answers. In the last few years thousands of Muslims in Iran have turned to Christ. Many others have simply become nominal Muslims not wanting to cause trouble for themselves.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Read Galatians 5:19-24. Look at the list of sins in verses 19-21. From what you know of Islam, what sins do you think that Muslims strive to overcome and what sins easily overcome them? What sins have Muslims disguised and made acceptable? 

1 Compare the Muslim idea of setting up a religious community or system on earth to control sin, and what the Bible says in John 18:36: Jesus said, “My kingdom is not of this world. If it were, my servants would fight to prevent my arrest by the Jews. But now my kingdom is from another place.”

1 How would you explain to a Muslim that there are no Christian countries in the world when you know that Muslims consider all countries as either Christian, Buddhist, Muslim or atheist?

1 How would you explain the kingdom of God to Muslim? What verses would you use?

Lesson Twenty

The Muslim Family
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Story

Several days passed while Mei and Gui prayed and fasted. They did not know the name of Aigool’s husband but they prayed for him anyway. They prayed that God would make himself real to Aigool, and that God would change her husband's mind so that he would not take a second wife. They also prayed for all of the ladies that gathered in Rosa's apartment several mornings each week. Mei felt some fear when she thought of her next visit. What would the women say? What would her friend Rosa think? Mei was thankful that she could pray with her husband and that he was praying for her and supporting her in this. At the same time, they were both encouraged that their church in China knew of the situation and that there were others who were praying for them.

The next morning Mei gathered her things into a bag. She had several copies of the Bible and some note paper in case the women gave her a chance to give a Bible study. Once again Mei walked down the street and climbed the stairs to Rosa and Erjan's apartment. The boys were in school and the woman were gathering for a social visit as well as to prepare food for the main meal. The women had all agreed that today they would sort lentils, looking for stones or dirt. When Mei arrived, several women were already sitting around the small living room with bags of lentils near them. One lady had already poured the lentils onto a large tray and was swishing them around looking for any hidden stones or debris.

Mei joined the circle and was soon sorting her own lentils while listening to the women talk. Aigool had not yet arrived, so no one mentioned her situation, and everyone seemed to be happy with small talk while they sorted. As time went by Mei began to wonder if Aigool was going to show up at all. Silently she prayed for wisdom.

After an hour of visiting and sorting lentil, Rosa decided to serve some tea and biscuits.  As the women stopped their work, Aigool and another woman arrived. Neither of them had lentils with them. Aigool’s eyes looked red, as if she had been crying. As soon as they were seated, Aigool’s friend broke the news. Aigool’s husband was now threatening divorce. Some of the women gasped. An older lady sadly shook her head. Mei felt bitterly disappointed. God was not answering their prayers.

The old woman shook her finger at the rest of the woman. “I told you this would happen. The only thing that will work is to have someone with power help us. I know a woman. Her name is Jadira. She can do it.”

“Is her husband’s name Borat?” one of them asked.

“Yes, that’s his name.”

“I have heard of her,” one of the women said excitedly. “She is very good. I’m sure she will know what to do. We don’t want to hurt anyone here, just fix the situation.”

“That’s right,” another woman added “It is not a curse we want, it is love we need. Can she cause Aigool’s husband to fall in love with her again?”

“That’s a wonderful idea,” another woman added. “Perhaps she can do something for my husband.” Several of the women laughed.

“I agree to getting Jadira,” one woman said slowly, “but how will we pay? She can be expensive.”

“Let’s take up a collection,” Rosa suggested. She rose and went to the kitchen, returning with a small deep bowl. I will pass this around and each of you put in what you think you can give. Either give the money, or write an amount on a piece of paper. In the end we will see how much we have.” Rosa took a paper, ripped of a small slip and wrote a figure onto it and placed it into the bowl. One by one the ladies either placed some money in the bowl or they dropped in a small folded piece of paper. 

Mei was dreading what would happen when the bowel came to her. She could feel her face flush with embarrassment. 

“I’m sorry,” she said weakly “I cannot agree with this. I do not believe in using any other power than that of God.”

“All power is from God,” the old woman snorted.

“I do not believe this,” Mei said simply as she passed the bowl to the next woman. “I will continue to pray for Aigool and her husband.”

The next woman reached into her pocked and took out her small purse and dropped some money into the bowl. The coins clattered to the bottom, their sound seeming to demonstrate how much some of the other ladies disagreed with her.

Eventually the women finished their tea and they returned to sorting lentils. Aigool sat and watched them. The old lady paused in her sorting and looked up at Aigool. “Remember,” she said wagging her finger, “always keep your money on your body…and your jewelry. Everything valuable you own should be with you twenty four hours a day. You never know when your husband will decide to divorce you, and if you don’t have your things with you, you will probably lose them.

Aigool looked devastated. Several women scowled.

Rosa looked up from her sorting. “I heard a joke the other day, do you want to hear it?”

“Yes,” several women said, smiles on their faces, happy to be turning the subject away from Aigool’s problems.

“One morning a man and his wife are having breakfast. The man says, “Did you hear that the neighbor man is divorcing his wife?” “No” his wife answers, “Why is he divorcing her?” “Because she has a big mouth,” the man answers. “The wife looks shocked and then answers….” Rosa paused and squeezed her lips together to make it as small as possible “That’s terrible.”

The women all laughed and even Aigool smiled a bit. One of the women turned to Mei. “Do you have jokes about divorce in your country?”

“I’m sure we do” Mei said with a smile, “But I don’t know any.”

“But surely men divorce their wives?”

“Yes, it happens, but Gui would never divorce me.”

“Don’t be so sure,” the old woman wagged her finger again. “You think you are pleasing him but you never know…”

Mei smiled again, confidently. “We are followers of Jesus. We don’t divorce.”

The women all looked surprised. Then one of them brightened. “I know, it’s the dowry! Gui probably had to pay such a big dowry, that he would never think of divorce and remarriage.”

“That’s the problem with dowries” one woman said bitterly, “If it is too low the man easily divorces you. If it is too high, he cannot afford to marry you.” Several of the woman nodded in agreement.

Rosa turned to Mei. “So how much was your dowry? Do you mind telling us?”

“Maybe he never paid a dowry.” One woman suggested. “I’ve heard that in some countries men don’t have to pay.”

“That’s terrible,” one woman gasped. “The poor woman would have nothing of her own and no security.”

Silently Mei prayed for wisdom. “Please Lord, give me your words to speak.” Then Mei looked up and opened her mouth, saying the first thing that came to her mind. What she said even surprised herself. “Yes” Mei said “Gui did pay a dowry for me. But the dowry he paid is not like the dowries here in this country.” The women looked puzzled. “Gui and I are followers of Jesus. When Gui married me he had to pay a very large dowry.”  Several women’s eyes got big. “But it was not money.” Mei smiled. “What do you think he had to pay?”

“Gold,” several women said at once. “How much gold?”

“No it was not gold. Something else.”

The women looked puzzled. “Did he have to buy you a house?”  “Perhaps a car?” another woman added.

Mei’s eyes twinkled. “No, it was not gold, or a car, or a house.”

The women looked lost. “What did he pay?” they begged her.

Mei smiled at the women and then slowly said. “When Gui married me, he agreed to pay by giving me all his heart. He agreed that he would always love me, and that he would never love another.” Mei paused. “This is the way it is with Christians. We give our hearts to one another and agree never to love another. The two of us become one. I have his promise and he has my promise, and we made the promise before witnesses. And that’s the way it is between God and us. He desires that we give him our whole hearts.” Mei looked past the women to Aigool. She could see the tears in Aigool’s eyes. “Divorce causes so much pain. In the Bible, God says that he hates divorce. It is tearing apart what God has brought together. It is always painful. It hurts both the man and the woman, and it is devastating for the children.”  Several of the women were nodding.

One of the woman looked up. “I’ve heard that in the Russian Orthodox church people have to wait seven years before the church will grant a divorce. Is this true?”

“I’ve heard the same thing” Mei said, “But I don’t know it for sure.”

“That’s why some Orthodox men become Muslims.” one lady stated.

“Why, so they can divorce their wives?” Mei looked shocked.

“Sure,” the women chimed in. “It happens all the time. Lots of Christians become Muslims so they can divorce their wives.”

“And marry Muslim girls,” someone added.

“You are so lucky you don’t have to worry about that,” one of the women said to Mei. “I wish my marriage was like that.”

Mei smiled. “It can be. If both you and your husband become followers of Jesus.”

“Yeah, like that would ever happen.” The woman retorted.

“I can pray for you and your marriage,” Mei offered.

“Would you pray for my marriage?” another woman asked. Mei nodded, happy that God had helped her answer the women’s questions.

Islamic Lesson

Daily Life in a Muslim Family

Most Muslims pray at least once a day. Often this happens in the evening. Muslim children are taught how to pray, so that they can go through the exact motions and utter the exact words that Islam requires. Some families gather together to pray, but usually prayer is left to individuals until the family gathers in the afternoon or evening to eat. This is the most common time for Muslim families to pray. Often women will pray in one room while men line up and pray in another. Children are often taught to recite verses from the Qur’an as a normal part of daily living, and often when visitors come the children are encouraged to stand before the guests and recite from the Qur’an.

Most good Muslim men try and visit the mosque to pray on Fridays. In Islam there are local mosques and then there are more main mosques. Most mosques are simply places to pray. Muslims do not become members of the mosque, although there is usually a group of recognized elders who control what happens in the mosque. 

The month of Ramadan is loved by many Muslims. Although they must fast during the day, families gather together in the evenings to eat. Thus, the entire month is focused on gatherings of families and friends. Added to this, there is a sense of unity with Muslims all over the world, as Muslims fast together and meet each evening for prayer. This sense of unity is very powerful and very meaningful to many Muslims. 

Around the 27th night in the month of Ramadan, is what is known as the Night of Power. Islam teaches that on this night the Qur’an was brought down from the highest to the lowest heaven. (2:185). Also, Sura 97 of the Qur’an says 

We have indeed revealed this message in the night of power: And what will explain to you what the night of power is? The night of power is better than a thousand months. In that month come down the angels and the spirit by Allah's permission on every errand: Peace!... This until the rise of morn.”

According to this Sura, Muslims understand that the angel Gabriel revealed the first part of the Qur'an to Muhammad on this night. Many Muslims believe that this Sura teaches that if they pray to God on this night and ask with a pure heart, God will grant whatever they ask. 

Another common Muslim practice is saying the name of God as often as possible. This is the direct opposite of what the Jews believed. Jewish people would refrain from uttering God’s name as it was too holy. Christians are also told never to use his name in a vain or vulgar way. Muslims, however, are encouraged to use God’s name all the time. They believe that the more they use his name the more blessing they will receive. Therefore, the name of Allah is used in everything.

If you ask, “How are you?” They answer, “Praise be to Allah” which indicates, “I am fine.”

Muslims seldom say, “I wish…” they usually say “If Allah wills.”

Muslims seldom say thank you, they often say “May Allah bless you.”

In this way, Allah’s name is used over and over again in their everyday speech.

Organization of the Muslim Family

From the outside, most Muslim families look like conservative Christian families. There is usually a husband and wife and several children. The husband goes to work and the women stay at home and raise the children. Everything seems to appear as good and normal.

There are several differences however, between a normal Muslim household and a Christian household. First, in a Muslim household the husband is the ruler. He has total control of the house, and everything in the house revolves around him and his wants. A good wife will be waiting for him when he returns home from work. She will greet him warmly, have comfortable clothing ready for him to slip into, and then she will serve him and the family a warm meal. She sees her role in life as being available to please her husband. The home, the family, and especially the marriage bed are all there for his pleasure and to bestow honor on the husband. The woman’s security is in knowing that she pleases her husband and he is happy with her. It is to this end that she works hard every day, cleaning, cooking and raising the children. The state of their home and the appearance and conduct of the children all bestow great honor on the husband. He is the focus of the home. In many ways, he is the Sultan of his house, just as God is the great sultan, and everything that happens in the universe is for God’s pleasure.

Once a Muslim man decides to take a second wife, he is faced with a dilemma. Should he take his new wife into his old home, or should he establish two homes? Often his choice is strongly influenced by what other Muslim men are doing in his community.  In more modern Muslim countries, Muslim men often establish a second home. In this case they may own or rent two apartments and establish a family in both places. Thus his children may grow up with little contact with their step-siblings. It provides less stress between the two women and the young children, but often older teenagers feel slighted or upset by the father who is only present half of the time, and sometimes there is rivalry between the groups of children.

In some rural Muslim settings, such as the mountains of Yemen, family life is structured much differently than in other countries. In Yemeni villages extended families all live in one house.  The father, grandfather and married sons might all live in the same house. In this case the men occupy a three or four storey building or tower, and the women, children and animals occupy the lower single story buildings around the tower.

In the tower, the men all sleep in a common room on the top floor. This room is also the sitting room during the day. The first floor has the same use as the single story buildings, housing women, children and livestock. The bedrooms on the middle floor are only used when a husband sends a message to the women's section of the house (known as the harem) that he would like to visit a certain one of his wives in one of the bedrooms. She then leaves her work and goes to her husband. 

In this case, men and women live very separate lives. In some villages men and women have developed different dialects because they never talk to each other, except for the occasional visit in the bedrooms. Young men move from the harem into the men's quarters when they reach puberty or before. At this point, some Muslim boys are circumcised to demonstrate that they are now becoming men. In Yemen the boys are circumcised and given a large knife that they wear all the time, and move into the men's section of the house where they begin to receive instruction on how to act honorably and how to fight to defend the family or tribal unit.

Divorce

In Jahiliya, men could easily divorce their wives. The prophet Muhammad was questioned about this in Sura 33 when a woman complained that the prophet had taken no action against her husband who had divorced her in the pagan way. Muhammad announced that God's penalty for the man was: no intercourse for a limited period of time, free a slave, or fast two consecutive months, or feed 6 poor people for a period of time. After this was completed then normal married life could resume.

Divorce is allowed in Islam in Sura 2:222 which tells us that if the husband swears that he and his wife did not have intercourse for four months he may divorce her. Then the Qur'an adds, if they change their mind, Allah is forgiving. If they decide upon divorce, then Allah accepts. In Islamic armies men were not to be away from their wives for more than four months, because it was a threat to their marriages.

The basis of the family is that both the husband and the wife have submitted to Allah. They both agree to follow the rules Allah lays down. Their marriage is based on mutual submission.

Marriage is called 'ihsan' or 'making chaste' 'fortifying' or ' maintenance.' It is not pleasing to God for a  man to remain without 'ihsan' even for a short time.

Islam addresses Muslim men. They are to be patient with their wives, even when they feel resentment. Sura 4:19 says “But consort with them in kindness, for if you hate them it may happen that you hate a thing wherein Allah has placed much good.”

Sura 4:35 says, “And if you fear a breach between the two, appoint an arbiter from his people and an arbiter from her people. If they desire amendment Allah will make them of one mind.”

4:128 “If a woman fears ill-treatment from her husband or desertion, it is no sin for them both if they make terms of peace between themselves. Peace is better. But greed has been made present in the minds of men.”

After being divorced a woman must wait three months (or menstrualperiods) before she can remarry. This is to determine if she is pregnant.  

Islam also teaches that if a woman’s husband dies, she must be in mourning for four months. Then she can remarry. (Again to determine if she is pregnant or not.)

Jealousy

A young missionary once noticed that whenever he purchased something at a store, the storekeeper would stop him and insist that he put the items in a bag before leaving the store. The young missionary did not want to use a plastic bag if it wasn’t necessary, because he didn’t want to create extra garbage. He preferred to just carry his goods home, but the storekeeper insisted on putting the goods in a bag. While this might not matter to most of us, what was actually happening was that the storekeeper was helping the missionary with two Muslim traditions.

First, the storekeeper knows that if the customer has an item in his hands and he meets someone on the way, courtesy demands that he offers the item to that person. They may be courteous and refuse profusely, but perhaps they might accept and take his purchase. If the things are in a bag, it is hidden from view, and his chances of getting his goods home without giving them away are much better.


Second and more sinister is the idea of “hasad.” Many Muslims believe that there are evil jinn or spirits who desire to wreck anything good or beautiful. These are spirits of jealousy or “hasad.” Muslims are always invoking the name of God and speaking blessing whenever they see anything nice, such as a new car or a new child or a child’s new toy. It is thought that if you see something and recognize it as nice or beautiful and do not invoke the name of God you have left the door open for an evil spirit to damage or harm that person or object.


Doubly dangerous is when a person with “hasad” in their heart envies someone or is jealous of something and they cooperate with an evil spirit to wish harm on that person or the object of their jealousy. The results can be devastating. People can become sick or cars can be destroyed in accidents. This level of interaction with unseen forces is common in many Muslim communities. Curses are frequently placed on persons, so people wear Muslim clothing or “hijab” to protect themselves, and they put new purchases in bags when they leave the store just to reduce the risk.


The Bible clearly tells us in Galatians 5:20 that jealousy is part of the sinful nature of all mankind. In fact, the first murder recorded in human history was when Cain became jealous of Abel his brother and killed him.


One time a group of Christians tried to help a Muslim widow woman in a small village. They did not realize how “hasad” would affect the widow lady. When they saw the widow lady’s great need, they arranged with the son of the Mullah in the mosque to get permission for the lady to live in an abandoned school building in the village. The missionaries then helped with repairs, fixing windows, toilets, electricity, getting her a small fridge and setting up some simple heaters for her in the winter. However, a grudge of envy (because she was getting housing for free) affected some of the men in the village and they took action and asked the authorities to give her an eviction notice.

“Hasad” is the particular curse where if a person sees someone else get a break or blessing that they did not receive, they will wreck the blessing for the other person just because of envy. The curse of ‘hasad’ has ruined many efforts of well-meaning Christians. It has sometimes even stopped governments from providing some services and has complicated many attempts to provide assistance to the poorest people.


It is always amazing that a people who are so rich in the tradition of hospitality and having blessed others with it so many times could be so enslaved to the curse of “hasad”. Pray that a deliverance from “hasad”will be found.  Grace and mercy come from God but many Muslims who are always speaking of God “the Merciful One” need to be transformed so that they can live a life that demonstrates God’s mercy and grace.

Bible Lesson

Since many Muslims openly practice their religion in their homes and in their community, Christians also need to learn to be open in their faith. Sometimes Muslims will stop what they are doing when the call to prayer goes out, and they will pray in the place of business or even at the side of the road. Since Christians don’t make a big display of praying, many Muslims wrongly believe that Christians never pray.

While Christians should not seek to find public ways to ‘show off’ their faith, they should be ready to pray in their homes and in the homes of their Muslim friends. Christian children should be encouraged to memorize the Bible and recite it before visitors and guests. This may be the only way some Muslim will every hear the words of the Bible.

The best way for Christianity to be displayed however is in the relationships between Christians. John 13:35 says: “By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.” This love between Christians is demonstrated in two ways. First through the church, which loves and cares for each other, and second, through the existence of Christian families. The glue that holds Christian families together is the expression of love and concern for one another. The Christian family serves each other, not only the husband and father.

Most Muslims have no idea how Christian families operate. They may enjoy visiting the home of Christians just to observe and understand how the Christian family is different, and how they love and respect one another and love and respect God. 

Christian Marriage

The Christian view of marriage is very simple. First, the Bible teaches in Genesis 2:24 “Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother, and shall cleave to his wife; and they shall be one flesh.” The husband and wife become a team together, and a new separate entity from the families they came from.

The book of Ephesians instructs husbands to love their wives (5:25), wives to submit to their husbands as to the Lord (5:22), and all Christians to submit to one another (5:19-21). All Christian relationships center on mutual submission to one another, and corporate submission of all to God. Ephesians 5:31 is very clear in its teaching: For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother and shall be joined unto his wife and they two shall be one flesh. This is a great mystery but I speak concerning Christ and the Church. Nevertheless, let everyone of you in particular so love his wife even as himself, and the wife, see that she reverence her husband. The Christian home and marriage reflect the relationship that is between Christ and the church. One of mutual love, respect and submission, each giving of themselves for the others.

This is why God hates divorce. Divorce speaks of unyielding rebellion and conflict. It is everything opposite of what God is. He loves and gives of himself. Even when it hurts himself, he still gives sacrificially. This is the path that God wants us to take.

Divorce is completely opposite God’s plan. It is opposite to everything God is and what God wants for us. In Malachi 2:16 God clearly says “I hate divorce.” In the New Testament I Corinthians 7:10 teaches: To the married I give this command (not I, but the Lord): A wife must not separate from her husband. But if she does, she must remain unmarried or else be reconciled to her husband. And a husband must not divorce his wife. To the rest I say this (I, not the Lord): If any brother has a wife who is not a believer and she is willing to live with him, he must not divorce her. And if a woman has a husband who is not a believer and he is willing to live with her, she must not divorce him. For the unbelieving husband has been sanctified through his wife, and the unbelieving wife has been sanctified through her believing husband. Otherwise your children would be unclean, but as it is, they are holy. But if the unbeliever leaves, let him do so. A believing man or woman is not bound in such circumstances; God has called us to live in peace. How do you know, wife, whether you will save your husband? Or, how do you know, husband, whether you will save your wife?

A man or woman is allowed to marry again in the case of death. Romans 7:2 clearly teaches us: The woman who has a husband is bound by the law to her husband as long as he lives; but if the husband is dead she is loosed from the law of her husband. So then, if her husband lives and she is married to another man she is called an adulteress, but if her husband is dead she is free from that law so that she is not an adulteress; though she be married to another man.

Christian’s Future

On one occasion, a group of Sadducees came to Jesus to question him. They asked him about a case where a woman’s husband died and she married again. This happened seven times. Their question was, if there is a resurrection from the dead, whose wife will she be? Jesus gave a very surprising answer to their question. In Matt 22:29-30 Jesus said: You err, not knowing the scriptures, nor the power of God. For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like the angels of God in heaven.

This is an important part of Christian teaching about marriage. Marriage between people on earth is temporary. It is not eternal. Marriage is good. Paul emphasizes this in I Corinthians 7. But singleness is also good. Each should seek to be led by God. However, Paul suggests that if there are those who struggle to control themselves, they should marry, for it is better to marry than to burn with passion. 

In all things, however, it is important for the married couple to remember what the Bible teaches in Hebrews 13:4 Marriage is honorable in all, and the marriage bed undefilable. There is no shame in the marriage bed. Husbands and wives are free to enjoy each other, as long as their sexual activity is limited to just the two of them. The Bible clearly adds “but fornicators and adulterers God will judge.”

It is very important that men and women who go to serve in Muslim areas have dealt with their sexual passions. There is much in Islam that caters to sexual passion. Sexual matters are often spoken about openly, and because of multiple marriages and the presence of homosexuality (usually covered over) sexual temptations can be a real struggle for the Christian missionary.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Read I Corinthians 7. Why does Paul suggest that young people consider remaining single?

2 Read I Timothy 5. Why do you think Paul suggests that people consider being single in I Corinthians, and here in I Timothy he suggests that some marry?

3 If a woman is married, how can she serve both husband and Christ? Will this bring conflict? How can she deal with this, especially if he is married to an unbeliever?

4 Why do you think Proverbs 31:10 speaks so highly of a virtuous wife? Summarize what strengths you think the writer is highlighting that apply to wives today.  
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Story

Rosa arrived at the store all out of breath. She had obviously been hurrying. When Mei had a moment to be alone, Rosa excitedly told her that Jadira was going to come to her house to meet with the group of women. When the old woman had approached her, she had wanted to meet with Aigool and all of the ladies to discuss what she could do for them. Rosa excitedly added that all of the ladies were going to meet the following morning at her apartment. “I know you don’t approve of such things,” Rosa added, “But I think you should be there to see the power of Islam first hand.” Mei had nodded, but in her heart she wasn’t really convinced. “I will try and come,” she said to her friend Rosa, thankful that there were now more customers wanting her attention. She really didn’t want to discuss it. She needed to pray about it and seek peace in her heart.

Later that night Mei had a chance to speak to Gui about what was going to happen the following morning. Even though they had been praying and fasting for almost a week now Mei did not feel peace or confidence in her heart. But as she prayed with Gui and heard him say that he thought she should go, she recognized that this might be an opportunity God was opening for them.

“Do you remember,” she said to Gui with a slight smile, “when we first arrived here we asked God for the opportunity to visit in the homes of people around here. And now I don’t want to go. God has opened the door, but I really don’t feel comfortable with what is happening.”

Gui nodded. “But God doesn’t always answer the way we expect. Remember the last visit? God gave you words to say. I will close the store and pray for you while you are there tomorrow. I will be praying that God gives you the words to say again.”

Mei was so thankful to have a husband like Gui who loved her and stood behind her. How different her marriage was compared to the lives of the Muslim women around her.

Later in the morning Mei gathered her things, making sure she had a copy of the Bible in Chinese as well as one in the local language. Hopefully she would get a chance to share something. Then she started down the street towards Rosa’s house.

There was an air of expectancy and an excited atmosphere as the women gathered. They were all looking forward to Jadira’s visit. Mei was uncertain what to expect. It sounded like Jadira was a strong woman who could do anything. She wondered what she looked like, probably some large tough-looking woman.

As the women sat and visited, they discussed various aspects of Islamic life. Over and over they mentioned something about an “eye.” When Mei asked, the women were surprised that she knew nothing about this.

“The evil eye comes into effect when someone is jealous of another person,” they told her. “As a result, the person affected will experience some sort of harm.” 

“Anyone can bring the evil eye, even an unbeliever” one woman said. “If you are jealous, the evil eye will attack the thing you are jealous of.”

The old woman spoke up. “The Prophet (peace be upon him) told us that the influence of the evil eye is a fact. If we say “Masha Allah” (as God wills) when we see something appealing it protects others from the evil eye.”

I like to recite some verses from the Qur’an,” another woman said. “That also helps protect us from the evil eye.”

“You can also burn incense to keep away the evil eye,” another offered.

The best way is to hang the evil eye symbol in your home,” another woman commented.

“Bah,” the old woman scoffed. “The best way is to burn garlic peels.”

“You must also be careful not to spend too much money and show off your wealth or the things that you buy.” Rosa offered. “That will also bring on the evil eye.”

“When my son bought a new car” the old woman said, “I placed black seeds in the car. Those seeds were blessed by the Mullah with verses from the Qur’an. They worked too, until he had his car cleaned and the seeds were removed. His car crashed the very next day.”

“Yes, you must never say anything good about anything” another woman offered. “One of my friends commented on my new eyeglasses, and told me how nice they were. After a while, I accidently sat on them and broke them.”

“Yes, the very same thing happened to me. I was breastfeeding my baby and everything was fine until the nurse commented on how happy she was I was breastfeeding. A few days later my breasts became infected.”

“I remember once when we were all at my friend's house and someone commented on how beautiful the house and carpets were. Within an hour, a charcoal from a hubble-bubble pipe fell onto the carpet. The resulting burn looked like an eye,” the old woman said. “This was when we decided not to have contact with her again. She was too quick to say things, and didn’t think about others.”

“I think the best way is to get someone like Jadira to make a charm to protect you. She specializes in praying over a child’s shoe. It is then tied under the car so that the car never hits a child. And it works.”

“Yes, the taxis all have a Qur’an in them to protect them from accidents.”

“In our home, we painted the outside walls green, and put green all around the windows. That is supposed to help protect against the evil eye.”

Mei was surprised as she sat and listened to these ladies talk about superstitions. She had thought that these were modern sophisticated ladies, but they all sounded like superstitious village women. She thought about asking more questions, but there was a knock at the door. Rosa answered the door and warmly welcomed Jadira into the room.

Mei was surprised. Jadira was a young, slender woman about Mei’s age. She had a bright smile and beautiful eyes. All of the women were gushing about how happy they were to see her. Jadira made her way around the room shaking hands and kissing the cheeks of each of the women. When she came to Mei she smiled and shook Mei’s hand. “You are Chinese,” she stated. “Are you a Muslim?”

“No, I’m a follower of Jesus.”

“I’ve heard of you. You are the one who believes that your prayers are more powerful than mine.” She paused, her eyes growing hard. “And yet I am invited here…” She paused, nodded, and then moved on to the next lady. Mei felt defeated. It was true, all their prayers had done nothing. Mei found herself looking at the floor, almost unaware of the others in the room. Jadira finished greeting the women and they all sat down. Aigool began to tell her story. When she broke down in tears, one of the other women would continue for a while. The women now believed they knew who the other woman was. She lived in another area of the city near Aigool’s husband’s place of work. Eventually they finished their story and waited for Jadira.

“I will write out a prayer,” Jadira said slowly, speaking to Aigool. “You must attach this to your husband in some way. Perhaps slip it into his pocket. Sewing it into his clothing would be best. It will help change his heart.” Jadira looked around the room. “I will write out another prayer, and one of you must find this woman and get the prayer into her home or on her person. Then she or her home will come to some harm.” The ladies looked satisfied, so Jadira asked for a paper. Then she closed her eyes and began to chant the Qur’an under her breath, holding the pen above the paper. The room was silent except for the sound of Jadira’s voice as it rose and fell to the rhythmic chant.

Everything inside of Mei was in turmoil. She wanted to say something or do something to stop this process. Her whole body felt like it was shaking. “Stop” she blurted out. “I would rather you don’t do this.” The chanting stopped and Jadira turned her head towards Mei, anger filling her eyes. Mei continued. “Do not hurt the woman. She is a sister like all of you are.”

“You dare to interrupt me?” Jadira spat out the words in anger. “You do not believe I have power?” Her eyes flashed. “I can tell you what is said or done in another room. I know things. I can do things. Watch this.” She pointed to a plate of biscuits and then slowly raised her hand. The plate began to rise off of the table with no one touching it. The ladies all gasped in amazement. Several clapped their hands together in glee. Jadira smiled triumphantly. “Can you do greater than that?”

Silently Mei cried out to God. “Please help me, I don’t know what to say or do. I am going to open my mouth to speak. Please fill it with your words.”

Mei opened her mouth and spoke. “Dear Jesus” she prayed “Please remove this power from this woman so she can never again do these things. I ask in Jesus name, Amen.”

The plate crashed to the floor, biscuits flying everywhere. Jadira swore and rose, gathering her things. In a moment she turned and rushed out of the door. The women cried out in disappointment and then turned onto Mei in anger. “You have chased her away.” “Now we will never help Aigool” “Why are you against us?”  Tears rolled down Mei’s face. She didn’t know how to answer. One by one the ladies rose and left. Aigool looked long and hard into Mei’s eyes before she left. Soon only Mei and Rosa were left in the apartment. Rosa was cleaning up the plate of cookies. Mei rose and silently helped her. Eventually Mei managed to speak. “I’m sorry, Rosa, I didn’t mean for that to happen. I just couldn’t approve.”

Rosa turned to Mei. There was no resentment in her eyes. “My husband would have agreed with you. He says there is no place in Islam for this kind of thing. Perhaps you did the right thing.”

Mei nodded. She gathered her things and turned to go. “Thank you for being my friend,” she said to Rosa as she slipped out the door.

Islamic Lesson

Most Muslims are aware of the spirit world, but few have worked out how it operates. While Muslims are aware of satan, angels and demons, they are generally not too concerned with them. Rural Muslims have more of sensitivity to this subject, although they are generally not too clear on how demons, angels, man, and God relate to one another. For most Muslims, God is ultimately in control and there is only two things you can do about demons. First, demons must not be antagonized. Second, when they do attack, the answer is Islam.

Fear of demons (jinn)

All through the Muslim world there are many superstitions about jinn. These vary from country to country, depending on what sort of practices existed before Islam arrived. However, even in the heart of Arabia, Muslims are aware of jinn. For the Muslim, the jinn are simply another race of beings. They live, die and propagate. They live in the invisible world around us and Muslims try not to antagonize them.  

Do you remember what was taught in lesson thirteen? 

· Muslims believe that God created the jinn 2,000 years before Adam.

· Muslims understand that there are believers and infidels among jinn as there are among men.

· The Qur’an teaches that jinn were created from smokeless fire so they are spirit beings, while humans were created from clay, so they are physical beings.

· Muslims believe that jinn are peaceable, that they eat and drink and propagate their species.

· The Qur’an teaches that the chief abode of jinn are the mountains of Qaf which encompass the whole earth.

· The Qur’an does not forbid communication with the jinn. They are simply another race of people. However, it is understood that some of them are evil and some are good.

· Muslims are taught that the devil is the father of the jinn, and that he is generally evil.

· All through Sura 55 of the Qur’an the jinn as well as mankind are addressed as equals.

· Sura 72 teaches that the jinn have heard the Qur’an and are amazed by it and many have followed Islam. Sura 72 also teaches that what makes many jinn arrogant is because men turn to them for protection or help.

Protection against evil or trouble-making Jinn

Abu Daood relates: Aisha once said: The apostle of Allah said to me: Have the mugharribun been seen among you? I asked: What do the mugharribun mean? He replied: They are those in whom there is a strain of the jinn.  (Abu Dawood 2421)

Muhammad ibn Abu Yahya said that his father told once that he and his companion went to Abu Sa'id the Khudri to pay a sick visit to him. He said: Then we came out from him and met a companion of ours who wanted to go to him. We went ahead and sat in the mosque. He then came back and told us that he heard AbuSa'id al-Khudri say: The Apostle of Allah said: Some snakes are jinn; so when anyone sees one of them in his house, he should give it a warning three times. If it return after that, he should kill it, for it is a jinn.

Abdullah bin Umar tells the story: I never heard 'Umar saying about something that he thought it would be so-and-so, but he was quite right. Once, while 'Umar was sitting, a handsome man passed by him, 'Umar said, “If I am not wrong, this person is still on his religion of the pre-Islamic period of ignorance or he was their foreteller. Call the man to me.” When the man was called to him, he told him of his thought. The man said, “I have never seen such a day on which a Muslim is faced with such an accusation.” 'Umar said, “I am determined that you should tell me the truth.” He said, “I was a foreteller in the pre-Islamic period of ignorance.” Then 'Umar said, “Tell me the most astonishing thing your female Jinn has told you of.” He said, “One day while I was in the market, she came to me scared and said, 'Haven't you seen the Jinns and their despair and they were overthrown after their defeat (and prevented from listening to the news of the heaven) so that they (stopped going to the sky and) kept following camel-riders (i.e. 'Arabs)?' “ 'Umar said, “He is right,” and added, “One day while I was near their idols, there came a man with a calf and slaughtered it as a sacrifice (for the idols). An (unseen) creature shouted at him, and I have never heard harsher than his voice. He was crying, 'O you bold evil-doer! A matter of success! An eloquent man is saying: None has the right to be worshipped except you (O Allah).' On that the people fled, but I said, 'I shall not go away till I know what is behind this.' Then the cry came again: 'O you bold evil-doer! A matter of success! An eloquent man is saying: None has the right to be worshipped except Allah.' I then went away and a few days later it was said, 'A prophet has appeared.' 

Jinn and water

Ali ibn AbuTalib relates: Allah's messenger said: The screen between the eyes of jinn and the private parts of the sons of Adam as one of them enters the privy is that he should say: In the name of Allah. It is for this reason that Muslims say “In the name of Allah” to keep away evil spirits.

Qatadah related from 'Abdullah ibn Sarjas who said, “The Messenger of Allah forbade urination into a hole.” Qatadah asked, “What is disliked about urinating into a hole?” He answered, “It is the residence of the jinn.” (Fiqh us Sannah 1.18B)

Today many Muslims believe that the jinn live in the ground, and if water is thrown on the ground the jinn will jump out and attack the person. Therefore they must say “In the name of Allah” before the water hits the ground in order to be safe. Many times when a person is demon oppressed those around will say that they have “thrown out water.”

Demon possession

Jabir ibn Abdullah said that the Apostle of Allah (peace be upon him) was asked about a charm for one who is possessed (nashrah). He replied: It pertains to the work of the devil. (Abu Dawood 1766)

There is very little in Islam about demon possession, although everyone has heard of it. The Arabic language is full of many words that deal with demons. For example there is a word for the experience when a demon sits on your chest and will not let you breath, there is a word for when a demon trips you, and holds you on the ground. There are many words and stories that deal with what happens when jinn interfere with the lives of humans. Remember that jinn are not seen as evil but simply another race of invisible beings that live all around us.

Usually when a jinn affects someone, The Muslim mullah will be summoned from the mosque. This mullah will recite the Qur’an over the person until he is released by the demon. This sometimes takes more than half an hour.

Evil eye - jealousy

We introduced this topic in the last lesson. Jealousy is a major problem in the Muslim world. Muslims believe that when someone is jealous of someone or something they open the door for the evil eye to damage the beautiful object or person. The prophet Muhammad encouraged his followers not to become involved with charms and spells that animistic people use. However, he did acknowledge the evil eye, and said that charms could be used to thwart the evil eye and protect against snake bites and scorpion stings.

Sahl ibn Hunayf relates thestory:  I passed by a river and entered it and took a bath in it. When I came out, I had a fever. The Apostle of Allah was informed about it. He said: Ask him to seek refuge in Allah. I asked: O my Lord, will a spell be useful? He replied: No spell is to be used except for the evil eye or a snake bite or a scorpion sting.

Ibn Abbas relates the following: The prophet used to seek refuge with Allah for Al-Hasan and Al-Husain and say:  “Your forefather Abraham used to seek refuge with Allah for Ishmael and Isaac by reciting the following: 'O Allah! I seek refuge with your perfect words from every devil and from poisonous pests and from every evil, harmful, and envious eye.”

Um Salama reported that the prophet saw in her house a girl whose face had a black spot. He said. “She is under the effect of an evil eye; so treat her with a charm or incantation.

Abu Huraira reported that the Prophet said, “The effect of an evil eye is a fact.” 

Al Mawatta also related the following story: A man came to Muhammad with the two sons of Jafar. He said to their nursemaid, 'Why do I see them so thin?' Their nursemaid said, 'Messenger of Allah, the evil eye goes quickly to them. Nothing stops us from asking someone to make talismans (charms using pieces of the Qur'an) except that we do not know if you would agree. Then Muhammad replied 'Make talismans for them.

Because of these stories about Muhammad, the use of talismans or charms to ward off the evil eye is very common throughout the Muslim world, and it has spread to other practices. Often a Qur’an is kept on the dashboard of a taxi to keep it from having accidents. Sometimes an incarnation is said over a child’s shoe which is then attached to the bottom of an automobile to keep the car from running into children. Love potions can be obtained from special workers of magic in order to make someone fall in love. It is common for young men and young women to use this before marriage to attract someone to them, so that they will be asked for in marriage, or it can be used by women after marriage to try and attract their husbands to themselves. Often older women will “read” tea leaves or coffee grounds. This is often done as a simple thing, with lots of laughter, but it does promote the whole concept of magic or the power that Islam has when it comes to the worlds of men and jinn.

Bible Lesson

“Father we pray against the power of the enemy. We pray that as the listener continues with this lesson, that you would bind the enemy and thwart his plans, and release the Holy Spirit into the listener’s life. We also pray that you would reveal to the listeners your true feelings about the Muslim religion and your compassion for the millions of Muslims who are locked into this system of belief. We pray in the name of Jesus, Amen.”

The Bible teaches us that there are good angels and evil demons. In the beginning God created angels. Hebrews 1:7 tells us that angels are spirit beings that serve God. It appears from the scriptures that angels were given a choice about following God. Jude 6 and 2 Peter 2:4 tells us that there were angels that left their `first estate` and so they are under condemnation. From Revelation 12:4 it appears that one third of the angels rebelled, but this is not very clear. Matthew 25:41 indicates that Satan or the devil is the leader of the rebellious angels.

From Isaiah 14:12 – 16 we learn that Satan was cast out of heaven because he tried to exalt himself above God.

How you have fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, morning star, son of the dawn! You have been cast down to the earth, you who once laid low the nations! You said in your heart, “I will ascend to heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God; I will sit enthroned on the mount of assembly, on the utmost heights of the sacred mountain. I will ascend above the tops of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High.” But you are brought down to the grave, to the depths of the pit.

It seems that God did not provide a plan of salvation for the fallen angels. Having seen the glory of God, and having known God face to face and having served him, their rebellion brought final and lasting judgment on them. So God created again. This time he created a physical world and placed on it humans who had a body, soul and spirit. I Thessalonians 5:23. This time mankind also had a choice, but he must choose without knowing God and seeing his glory and majesty. And so, from the very beginning God planned a method of redemption. Ephesians 1:4 tells us that he “chose us before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before him in love.”

In John 20:29 Jesus said to his disciples, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”

Therefore God has provided us a way of salvation. This salvation is only available through the death and resurrection of Jesus. When Jesus’ blood was shed and his life given as a ransom for many, the power of death and the power of the forces of evil were broken.

However, God has not finished his work of completely destroying the forces of evil. He is still gathering to himself a great nation of people who will rule the universe with him. Every one of these people will have chosen to follow God even though they do not see him or know him. Because of this, God will exalt them to a place higher than the angels and it is they who, with Christ will rule the universe forever and ever.

So, can curses and charms hurt the believer? Should we be afraid of the power of the enemy? Can we be affected by the forces of evil? Not every Christian believes exactly the same thing. We all agree that Jesus has triumphed over death, and that he defeated the forces of evil at the cross. However, the forces of evil still wield considerable power. They not only affect non-believers, but sometimes believers are influenced by them. None of us are free from the influences of sin or the influences of the enemy, as long as we live in this sin-ridden world.

All of us must learn to walk in the light. I John 1:7 tells us But if we walk in the light, as he is in the light, we have fellowship with one another, and the blood of Jesus, his Son, purifies us from all sin. The Bible also warns us: If we claim to have fellowship with him yet walk in the darkness, we lie and do not live by the truth. 

The letter of I John was written to Christians. It clearly teaches them in the next verse:

If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.

Christians who want to be free from the power and influence of the enemy must learn to walk in the light, confessing their sins and allowing God to purify them daily. Then we will not only have power over the enemy within our own lives, but we will have power over the enemy in the lives of others.

In Luke chapter ten, Jesus sent out the seventy-two disciples two by two. When they returned they reported, “Lord, even the demons submit to us in your name.” Jesus replied, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven. So I have given you authority to trample on snakes and scorpions and to overcome all the power of the enemy; nothing will harm you. However, do not rejoice that the spirits submit to you, but rejoice that your names are written in heaven.”

Jesus is very clear that we are not to rejoice in or focus on the power that is available to us through the name of Jesus. This would cause us to become puffed up with pride. Rather we are to rejoice in what God has done for us in providing us with salvation. In and of ourselves we can do nothing. We ourselves cannot confront the enemy. Even as believers we do not have the personal power to confront the enemy. It is only through the person of Jesus, and his shed blood on the cross that the enemy responds to our prayers. For through Jesus we have power over demons, snakes and scorpions. Notice that these are the similar to the reason why Islam uses charms.

The story in Luke goes on in verse 21: At that time Jesus, full of joy through the Holy Spirit, said, “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children. Yes, Father, for this was your good pleasure. All things have been committed to me by my Father. No one knows who the Son is except the Father, and no one knows who the Father is except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.”  Then he turned to his disciples and said privately, “Blessed are the eyes that see what you see. For I tell you that many prophets and kings wanted to see what you see but did not see it, and to hear what you hear but did not hear it.”

Today, as followers of Jesus we are blessed and privileged. We not only know and understand the plan of salvation, we also share in the power of the plan. Twice in the Bible (Matthew 18:18 and Matthew 16:19) the followers of Jesus are told that they have the power to bind and loosen. This is our role in spiritual warfare. Through prayer we may ask the Lord to bind the enemy, and through prayer we can loose the Holy Spirit into a life or a situation.

As ministers to Muslims, you must be prepared to face the powers of the enemy. Through prayer, God will grant you opportunities to pray for Muslims you meet, binding the enemy and loosing the spirit of God and the word of God into their lives. Prayer is the real work of the missionary. It is only through prayer that lives are transformed and churches planted.

Questions for Discussion and Reflection

1 Why do you think the reciting of the Qur’an will cause a jinn to release the person he is affecting? How is this different from praying in the name of Jesus? Think in terms of the permanent affect these have.

2 Why was Jesus full of joy in Luke 10:21 when the disciples returned and reported that even the demons were subject to them?

3 Discuss together what you believe Matthew 16:19 and 18:18 mean. How does this practically affect your ministry?

4 Have you experienced an attack of the enemy in your life as a Christian? How did you respond? What verses in the Bible have strengthened you, and helped you withstand the attacks of the enemy?
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Story

Mei was so discouraged. Three weeks had passed since the last ladies meeting at Rosa’s. Jadira, the Muslim lady who wrote charms, had rushed out of the meeting, and one by one the angry ladies had followed her. Even Rosa, who was always her friend now seemed distant. They seldom saw one another, although their two sons still spent time together. Erjan still came by the store to be with the men in the evenings, but the ladies ministry seemed to have ended.

After two weeks of prayer and fasting, and then the disastrous ladies meeting, Mei had returned to eating. Daily life continued, but for Mei, something seemed to have died inside her. She was no longer full of zeal and enthusiasm. Now doubts started to creep into her heart. She had prayed and fasted and had trusted God to put the right words into her mouth. Her husband and the church at home had prayed and fasted. But none of it seemed to help. Everything that Mei had tried to do, the contacts she had tried to nurture, the ladies meeting that she had started. All of this had ended in disaster. Secretly Mei began to think of how much better it would be to return to China and be close to her family and friends.

Mei found herself going through the motions of supporting her husband and son, taking care of the household and helping in the store, but her heart was no longer in her work. She was so downcast, that she didn’t recognize the young woman who entered the store one evening. Mei saw the man first and didn’t recognize him, so she wasn’t expecting to recognize the woman. It was only when they approached the counter that she suddenly saw that it was Jadira. But this was a different Jadira that she had met before. There was no confidence in her eyes, no arrogance in her demeanor. Instead, Mei sensed fear.

“Hello Mei, do you remember me?”

“Yes, you are Jadira.” Mei tried to smile, wondering what was coming next.

“This is my husband Bolat” Jadira said, indicating the man standing beside her. 

“And that is my husband Gui” Mei said indicating her husband who was helping another customer.

Jadira nodded. “I was wondering if I could speak with you. Perhaps my husband and I could have some time with you and your husband?”

“Certainly” Mei nodded. “It is almost closing time. Do you want to talk now or sometime tomorrow?”

“No, let’s talk tonight. I’ve been wanting to talk to you for some time now.”

“Really?” Mei’s eyes displayed her disbelief and fear edged her voice a little. She waited a moment until Gui’s customer left and then introduced Gui to Bolat and Jadira. 

“There is no one here now, and it is almost closing time” Gui smiled, I will close the store and we can sit and have some tea.”

Mei slipped behind the curtain to make tea and also check on Huan who was going to sleep. Then she returned and the two couples sat around a small kerosene heater, trying to keep warm as the winter wind blew outside.

Jadira started. “I would like to tell you my story” she began. “I come from a good Muslim family. My father and mother were good Muslims and I was raised to follow Allah. All my life I have sought to please Allah. Since I was a little girl I have prayed five times a day, plus I pray seventeen rotas, three times a day. Since I was a little girl I read through the Qur’an, once every ten days. Everyone around me respects me as a good Muslim.”

Jadira paused, and Bolat smiled at her to encourage her. “My mother introduced me to the power of Islam. In Islam, speaking to the jinn is not forbidden. Jinn are simply spiritual beings that are all around us. My mother taught me how to obtain spiritual power from that spiritual realm. Whenever I prayed for people, they would get better. Whenever I cursed someone, they would get sick. Or they would have an accident. I can even tell you what someone is doing in another room.” 

“All of this comes from the Qur’an. In the Qur’an there are words that are repeated continually. They have no meaning. They are the secrets of the Quran, and I learned how to use them. This was how I made my living. Bolat works also. But people pay me to use my spiritual powers. We have a good life. We own a nice home and we live well.”

“But one day I met you.” Jadira pointed an accusing finger at Mei. “And you prayed that I would lose my power. Ever since that day, I have been powerless. Nothing I do works.” She paused. “I was angry with you. I wanted to contact my mother to put a curse on you. I was ready to go one day when a spirit entered the room. It was an evil jinn. I was filled with fear, and I used all the tools that Islam has for me. I commanded him to leave “in the name of Allah.” I shouted “Satan I rebuke you” but nothing worked. The jinn was too powerful. The jinn took me by the throat and started choking me. I was totally desperate. He was choking the life out of me, I was dying. I cried out to the heavens “Allah, help me.”  Jadira looked up, her eyes wide. “Immediately I heard a voice, as clear as you hear my voice today. The voice said “Take the name of Jesus.” I didn’t think about it. I didn’t wonder about it. I was desperate. I just used it.”

“I cried out, “Jesus if you are true, show me yourself.” I don’t know why I worded it that way, but suddenly everything was back to normal. The demon was gone, I could breathe again. I didn’t go and see my mother. I stayed home. I was so confused. I didn’t understand what had happened.”

Jadira was now shaking. Bolat put his hand on Jadira’s shoulder to encourage her. 

“This was the beginning of my confusion. Why would Jesus help a Muslim? I had done everything in my power to be a good Muslim. I had tried to go and make myself good in the ways of Allah. I was a Muslim. Why would Jesus help me?” Jadira paused. “I tried to forget about it. I tried to go about life normally, but the question would keep coming back to me… why would Jesus help a Muslim? I believe in Muhammad. He was the last prophet. Islam is the perfect religion. So why would Jesus help me?”

“I then decided to pray and fast and ask God to show me the right path. I know that the ways of Allah are many. No matter what path you take up the mountain, you get to the top. Perhaps God had a specific way for me. So, I prayed and fasted. I asked God “What is it you want me to do? What way should I follow you? I prayed and fasted for two weeks. At the end of two weeks, I still had no answer. I had no chance of finding out what I wanted.”

There were tears in Jadira’s eyes. “I was so discouraged. At this point I had no idea if God even existed. What was the use? I had tried to follow Allah. If he knew my heart he would know that I loved him. I truly loved him and wanted to serve him. And now I had asked for two weeks, and there was nothing.”  Jadira looked defiant. “That was when I decided that I would forget religion. If Allah refused to answer me, then I was going to go do my own thing… and please myself.”

Jadira looked up at Mei. “Please don’t be angry with me. Please believe me. This really happened. At that moment, I felt the power of God fill the room. It was very strange. In Islam the greatest sin you can commit is ‘doubting Allah.’ And I had done it. I had doubted the teachings of Islam I had doubted the prophet. I knew in my heart that Allah never visits human beings. Muhammad was the last one who heard from Allah, and that was through an angel. So there I was, when I had committed the greatest sin of Islam, suddenly I was confronted with the presence of God. And I felt something strange. He was so good and perfect. He was clean and I was so dirty and defiled. I knew that because he is just he must kill me; he must wipe me off the face of the earth. I cried, I didn’t want to die. He was so holy, and I was so wicked. I curled up in a corner and cried out: “God forgive me, God forgive me. forgive me, forgive me.”

Tears were streaming down Jadira’s face as she talked. “As I was crying I felt the touch of God’s hand on my shoulder and I heard him say: I forgive you. And the moment those words were spoken, I physically felt forgiven. Please don’t think I am crazy” Jadira pleaded. “In Islam we don’t know if we are forgiven until the day of Judgment. Even Muhammad must wait like everyone else until the Day of Judgment. So who is this God who says “I forgive you” and I feel forgiven?” 

“Who are you?”  I cried out. All he said was “I am the way, the truth and the life.”  I knew these words were of great importance. I wondered “Who is this God?” I couldn’t look at him but I cried out again “What is your name?” “Jesus Christ the living God” I started weeping… and weeping… and weeping.”

By this time Jadira was weeping again and could no longer speak. Her whole body shook. Bolat gently put his arm around his wife and held her. “What does this all mean?” he asked. “When you were at Rosa’s house, you prayed in the name of Jesus. We came to you to learn more about Jesus.” His voice cracked. “If Jadira is forgiven, I too want to be forgiven.”

Mei was speechless. She felt so ashamed. Here she had been doubting. She had been so discouraged because nothing was happening. Everything she had done had come to nothing. God was building his kingdom, and she wasn’t even aware of it. Tears ran down her own face. She was so thankful that Gui was there. She watched in amazement. He was so strong and so gentle. He had taken a Bible and had opened it to the gospel of John chapter 14. Aloud he read:

“Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me. In my Father's house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am. You know the way to the place where I am going.” Thomas said to him, “Lord, we don't know where you are going, so how can we know the way?” Jesus answered, “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”

Slowly and carefully Gui explained that Jesus was the way to heaven. Heaven was the place where God lived. And through Jesus we are offered the way to God. Jesus doesn’t offer us paradise as Muhammad did, he offers us a way to God himself. 

The two couples sat together for several hours discussing the scriptures. In the end Gui asked if he could pray with Bolat and Jadira. They were completely open to anything Gui had to say. Gui led them in a simple prayer, asking God to forgive them of their sin, and acknowledging Jesus as Lord of their lives. When they looked up, Bolat had tears streaming down his face. He didn’t say much, he simple embraced Gui, and then Jadira looked at the clock. “Oh my” she gasped “It is long after midnight.” They soon excused themselves. Gui and Mei looked at each other in amazement and then burst out laughing. They were so happy. This was all so unexpected, and yet it was what they had dreamed of for so long.

Islamic Lesson

In this lesson we are going to compare the Islamic view of paradise or life after death with the Christian view of heaven. Be prepared, the Islamic view is very different from what the Bible teaches us about heaven.

The Muslim Paradise, a sexual heaven

According to the Qur'an, life after death presents the beginning of progression and advancement far beyond anything conceivable in this world. Sura 17 verse 21 says “And certainly the hereafter is much superior in respect of degrees, and much superior in respect of excellence.”

Anas related this story:  Um (the mother of) Haritha came to Allah's apostle after Haritha had been martyred on the Day (of the battle) of Badr by an arrow thrown by an unknown person. She said, “O Allah's apostle! You know the position of Haritha in my heart and how dear he was to me, so if he is in paradise, I will not weep for him, or otherwise, you will see what I will do.” The prophet said, “Are you mad? Is there only one Paradise? There are many paradises, and he is in the highest paradise of Firdaus.” (Bukhari 8:572)  

What makes Firdaus a special paradise is that it is a sexual paradise. All of the general descriptions of Paradise are literal and material. Some passages of the Qur'an sound strange and perhaps revolting to Christian ears because of their sensual aspects. Muhammad's paradise can be summed up as “a garden in which there are beautiful women, couches covered with rich cloths, flowing cups and luscious fruits,” in which God does not appear at all. In the Muslim idea of heaven there is no similarity with the Christian teaching of a saved believer, purified and changed into the likeness of Christ and worshipping a holy God. 

Muslims believe that there are seven divisions to heaven, the highest being paradise. Man moves from one level to another until he finally attains paradise. God's throne is above them all and God does not mix with men.

The following quotations have been taken from the Muslim source: “The Geography of Pleasures-Sex in Paradise” by Ibrahim Mahmoud. Listen to what Muslims teach:

The Chief of Pleasures

The most important of all the pleasures in paradise are the sexual pleasures. The other pleasures in paradise are given to serve this chief pleasure. This is God's reward for the believer who has had faith, patience, and has served God in word and deed. This man will have the chief place in paradise. We must be careful when studying this subject. Sexual relationships are not the only thing in paradise, they are only a stage for man to pass through. There is wisdom of the Qur’an for creating the role of sex in paradise, and a strategy to it.

Since the believer has given his allegiance and obedience to Allah, and because sexual pleasures are so stimulating, then it is not strange that he should be rewarded with these in the end. Bodily pleasures are what exercises a person when he is on earth, and these are completed in paradise where he will be completely liberated from all fetters. Sex in paradise will be within God's will, regulated, and without sexual slander. There will be a change in the understanding of sexual pleasures. There will be continuing youth complete with a fullness of sensations. Many Muslim commentators have focused on the beauty of the women in Paradise. This is to show the believer on earth, that what he desires will be accomplished in paradise.

To form an accurate picture of pleasures in paradise, we must study the famous Muslim commentators. For instance in Ya Sin 36:55 it says: “Verily the companions of the Garden shall that day have joy in all they do.”  So this then is the chief occupation of the inhabitants of the Garden, they shall have joy and sexual bliss. The Qur’an repeatedly refers to the sexual power that the male believers will enjoy in paradise. This will be sexual power that will be renewed continually. This word refers to fertility and taking what one desires

In addition there is the Qur’anic use of the word “fruit.” It has a symbolic meaning. It symbolizes what stimulates the desires. (Sura 55:68) uses the world ‘fruit’ and puts us in a world teeming with stimulants.

If we follow this with the verse in Ya Sin 36:55, we see rich symbolism and meaning. We see a whole world in itself, all there for the pleasure of the male believer. At the head of this is pleasure of the body. Al-Tabari explains that the Arabic words used in this section actually mean to “break the hymen” or to have sex with virgins. The chief pleasure is sexual. A man's sexual powers will not be diminished in this perfect environment. All the pollution of a man’s powers on earth will be purified in paradise.

The picture of fruit being picked, and then replaced by other fruit, refers to renewal of man’s sexual powers. A great number of virgins await the Muslim man in paradise, and the Qur’an refers to a man's special place there and doesn't erase his special position as a “man.”

There will be a great festival of women in paradise. One cannot imagine how many women known as perpetual virgins will be in paradise. Each one will have great beauty. Writers of hadith add to the short, symbolic descriptions in the Qur’an to place a picture in the minds of Muslims so that paradise will always be in their imaginations. In many ways this is the paradise that man was created in before he was expelled from it.

The person who contemplates the depths of the virgins of paradise, will know that he cannot understand these things except by the mind, the mind that goes beyond merely sensory perceptions. In light of this truth, the commentators focused on the manifestation of the depth of the beauty of the virgins of paradise, and their charms. The commentators expound greatly on the particulars of the virgins. They are the pivot around which other pleasures of paradise revolve. Al-Tabari writes extensively on this, and calls the virgins the 'pure white ones.’

The Muslim man in paradise will marry 4,000 virgins, 8,000 widows, and 100 hurs. The question may come to your mind: how can one man maintain contact daily with all these? The Hadith says that man will have power of 100 men and will be able to have sex with 100 virgins. A strong hadith says that man will have a tent hollowed out of a giant pearl 60 miles long. Virgins will be returned to virginity after sex. How will this happen? The man's sex organ will never go limp, the woman's vagina will never be sore, and his sexual passion will never abate. Also, there will be no “sperm”.

The hurs are a special creation of Allah, obedient to their husband and faithful to him. If any wife on earth tries to harm her husband, his hur will rebuke her “May Allah kill you.”

All focus in paradise is on the man--the companions and women follow him. He is the focus in paradise and is characterized by strength and authority. While the main emphasis in Paradise is on the pleasures of the man; the companions are restricted to anything that he desires. 

As we can see, the Muslim paradise is all about earthly pleasure. The Qur’an and the Hadiths have much to say about this place.

It is interesting to notice that there are three kinds of women in paradise. First there are the virgins, then the widows and lastly the hur who are created by God and gifted to those whom he deems deserves them. These women are owned by the men, and serve his every desire. 

There is a verse in the Quran that mentions boys in paradise. Muslim scholars have long argued over the meaning of this verse. It is found in Sura 52 and verse 24: “Round about them will serve, devoted to them, youths, handsome as pearls, and well guarded.” Who are these boys, and is the Muslim man`s relation sexual? 

The Qur’an says these youth serve the believer. This is in addition to the others who will serve him. What is the nature of their service? There is not a complete and specific answer. But there have been great efforts at exposition, which infer that there is a sexual relationship there between the youths and the believer. The most specific and boldest of commentators on this subject is Sayyid Kishk, who has stirred up much controversy and opposition, as he is a Muslim jurist from the esteemed Al-Azhar University. He has emphasized the sexual nature of this relationship. “The one who has been chaste during earthly life, who has suppressed his sexual desires, does he not deserve a release in Paradise? Just as the Hur are the fulfillment of the “adultery” he did not do on earth, in fear of Allah, so are the “youth” in paradise.

These words agree with those of Ibn Qayim Al-Juzia who wrote that “those who did not indulge in forbidden desires on earth will be rewarded these things in paradise in a much more complete fashion. In paradise, there is not a cancellation of desires, but anticipation of fulfillment and a “kindling” of the passions and desires.”

All over the Muslim world, men look forward to dying and arriving in paradise. Some people willingly give their lives to advance the cause of Islam believing that this will provide for them a better place, or more women in heaven.

But what of Muslim women? Because paradise is described in largely male terms, the exact nature of an equivalent reward for women remains unclear. Married women, who pass the purity test will be reunited with their husbands and children and will live a life of ease. A woman who married more than once would have to choose which husband she would prefer to join her in the after-life. She, however, remains reserved for her husbands, if one chooses to keep her. 

Men who married more than once will remain free to keep all their wives while having the privilege of being attended to by the woman God awards him. Although Muhammad was heard promising that “round about them will serve boys of perpetual freshness: if thou seest them, thou wouldst think them scattered pearls,” Muslim scholars are emphatic that the pretty virgin boys in paradise are not there for the women.

Bible Lesson

For the Bible believing Christian, heaven is very different from what a Muslim is taught. First of all, the Bible teaches us that God is Spirit. In John 4:24 Jesus tells us that God is a spirit and we must worship him in spirit and in truth. Secondly, in Hebrews 1:14 we are told that the angels are ministering spirits. And even we humans have a spiritual component. I Thessalonians 5:23 tells us: May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.

While we as humans live in a physical world, God and the angels live in a spiritual world. We live in bodies that lock us into the physical world. Our bodies can only hear a limited range of sounds and see a limited number of colors. We cannot see the spirit world. But the spiritual world affects the physical world. There are many examples in the Bible of angels or demons interacting with mankind.

When we die, our physical body dies and decays but our spirit lives on. The moment we die we are released from the physical body and become spirits in a spirit world. The Bible tells us that at death one of two things happen: If we have been redeemed by the blood of Christ and our names are written in the Book of life and if the Holy Spirit of God is in us as a seal of our redemption, then at the moment of death we will be absent from the body and present with God. If we are not saved, at the moment of death we will pass into eternal judgment. The Bible never speaks of God judging the dead to see if they are fit for heaven or not. That is decided right now. The Holy Spirit is our seal, preserving us and ensuring that we will go to heaven. 

So what about God’s judgment? The Bible does refer to an event in the future when God will judge the nations that are alive on the earth when he returns. This is in Matthew 25:31-34. 

The Bible also refers to the Judgment Seat of Christ that will be for believers. We will look at this in a few moments.

So those people who die now will have an experience in heaven as a spirit among other spirits in a spirit world. But the day is coming when the resurrection happens. At this point in time, those who are in heaven will receive their resurrection bodies. 

II Corinthians 5 tells us:

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. Meanwhile we groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, because when we are clothed, we will not be found naked. 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. 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. Therefore we are always confident and know that as long as we are at home in the body we are away from the Lord. We live by faith, not by sight. We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord. So we make it our goal to please him, whether we are at home in the body or away from it.

The Bible makes it plain that while on earth we have earthly bodies. But there is a coming resurrection. On that day we will receive our resurrection bodies. 

I Thessalonians 4:14-17 tells us:

We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to the Lord's own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.  After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever.

So we will go to meet the Lord in the air. Whether we as Christians have lived near to God or far from him. Whether we have worked for him, or never opened our mouths for him. At that moment the dead in Christ shall rise, and on that day he will make us like his son.

The resurrection of our bodies from the dead is not our own work, it is Christ’s. At Calvary, Jesus paid the price for my salvation. This included my spirit and my body. We will go to heaven based on our acceptance of his salvation while we were alive on earth. No judgment is needed to tell if we are saved or not. God knows that right now.

The moment we accept Christ several things happen.

· Our sin is removed 

· Salvation is declared for our spirit

· Our name is written in the Lamb’s Book of Life (Phil 4:3, Rev 20:15)

· God gives us the Holy Spirit (II Corinthians 1:21-22)

· We are sealed with the Holy Spirit.  (Eph 1:13, 4:30)

· Salvation is declared for our bodies

· We are adopted into God’s family

· Heaven is guaranteed

So can we live as we please?  No. Because all believers will face the Judgment Seat of Christ.

Out of the 260 chapters in the New Testament, the coming of the Lord is mentioned 318 times. And the Bible teaches us that when the Lord returns, he will set up his judgment seat…. Not for sinners, but for believers!

Now there is a method in God’s judgment and a reason for everything God does. I Peter 4:17 tells us that judgment always begins in the house of God. If we are judged, how can the unbelievers complain when they are judged?

So believers will be judged of God. 

· Why did you do this?

· Why did you not do that?

· Did you know that every idle word that men will speak will be taken into consideration on the Day of Judgment?

· What did you do with the ten pounds I gave you? (translator look at Luke 19:13)

· What did you do with the five golden talents? (translator look at Matt 25)

· What did you do with your time?

· What did you do with your responsibilities?

God will judge us and will reward every Christian according to his works. 

After the Judgment Seat of Christ we will proceed to the Marriage Supper of the Lamb. This is described in Revelation 19. At this point, we will be united with Christ, and formed into a group of believers who will rule the universe with Christ. 

Revelation 21:1-27 and chapter 22:1-6 describe the new earth and the great city, the New Jerusalem that God is making for his people. This is the place that Jesus talked about in John 14:2. He is preparing this for us right now. The new earth and the new Jerusalem will be a place perfectly fitted for us. Each believer will have a resurrection body. This body is just like the body that Jesus had. Jesus is described as the fist Adam of a new race of being, and each of us will be just like him. We will be a new race of beings with bodies perfectly suited for a physical as well as a spiritual world. And we will enjoy the new earth, and from there be joint rulers of the universe with Christ.

For the Christian, heaven is a wonderful place where we live with God in perfect harmony. We will love and serve God throughout eternity. Sexual activity will pass away. Matthew 22:30 clearly tells us: For in the resurrection they neither marry, nor are given in marriage, but are as the angels of God in heaven.

So while the Muslim man looks forward to a paradise of sensual pleasures, Christians look forward to being transformed into the image of God’s Son and living and working in harmony with God forever.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Read the following verses and discuss what they teach us about the Judgment Seat of Christ:  Romans 14, I Corinthians 3, I Corinthians 4, II Corinthians 5.

1 Read the following passages and discuss what rewards God has for faithful Christians: 1 Peter 5:2-4, I Thessalonians 2:18-20, Philippians 4:1, 2 Timothy 4:8, I Corinthians 8:25-27, James 1:12 and Revelation 2:10.

1 How important is faithfulness? Read the following and discuss. Matthew 24:13,  Luke 12:35-40,  Luke 16:9-12,  Luke 19:17,  Hebrews 13:4,  Revelation 2:26.
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Story

Over the next two weeks Jadira and Bolat dropped by the store every day or two. They were reading the Bible together each night. Throughout the day, Jadira was reading book after book in the Bible. She was so excited about the things she found in the Bible that she would share them with Mei on their visits. On one of her visits to the store, Rosa happened to come when Jadira was talking excitedly about what she had read that day. Rosa looked very strangely at the two women. Then she smiled and came over to them with a very questioning look on her face. “Since when did you two become friends?”

Mei smiled shyly. Jadira came to her rescue. “I met Mei at your house the first time. Thank you for introducing her to me.” Her eyes searched Rosas. “Mei and I have become good friends. We love to talk about God together.”

“Really?” Rosa was incredulous. “I thought you two would be enemies.”

“Mei has helped me understand many things about God. I’ve been reading the Bible and learning about Jesus.”

Rosa’s eyes were big. “This is so amazing” she said. “I’ve also been reading the Bible that Mei gave me, but I’ve never had the courage to ask questions.”

“Really?” It was Mei’s turn to be surprised. “You can come by any time. Not that I know all the answers. But we can discuss them together.”

“Can I change the subject?” Jadira asked. “Bolat wanted to know if you and Gui would like to come with us for a picnic this weekend. We will go out of the city and enjoy the countryside.”

“That would be lovely” Mei smiled. “Huan loves getting out of the city. We would very much enjoy it.”

“You and Erjan are invited too!” Jadira said. 

“Are you sure?” Rosa asked, not wanting to interrupt their plans, but secretly very happy to be invited as well. Soon the women were discussing plans for the weekend trip.

Several days later the three couples and their children loaded up in the mini-bus that Bolat had borrowed for the day. They piled in their food, wood for making a fire, and blankets to sit on. Bolat had chosen a place with some trees where they would be protected from the wind and sun, and yet could look out over the barren countryside. 

The three families enjoyed setting up their little camp and soon they had a fire going. The men sat around in one group and the women in another. After some time Gui asked about the tents he could see in the distance. Bolat said that they belonged to nomads. Erjan and Bolat discussed nomads for a while and then they asked Gui if he would like to walk over and visit them. Gui was interested in learning about other people and the two boys were immediately interested as well, so the small group of men made their way across the barren ground towards the tents.

When they arrived at the small encampment, Bolat did most of the talking. He apparently knew several nomadic families and he soon established who he was. The nomads then began showing the men around the camp, especially the horses and camels. One of the young men brought out a bowl and began milking a horse. Then he invited the men to sit in a circle. Gui had the opportunity to drink some of the mare’s milk. Huan politely refused and the men laughed. Huan however, did not refuse the hot black tea that was offered afterwards.

After drinking tea the men walked back over the barren hills to where the women were waiting. Their meal was almost ready so they sat again and enjoyed one another’s company. Rosa was full of questions, wondering how Mei and Jadira had become such good friends.

Mei tried to answer, but Jadira interrupted her. “Let me tell,” she said. “It is really my story.” She paused, gathering her thoughts. “It all began when Mai prayed in Jesus’ name that I would lose my power. Do you remember that day?” Rosa nodded and Jadira went on to tell her testimony. She ended by sharing how she had met with Jesus and experienced forgiveness. Then Bolat spoke. 

“Jadira has always had special experiences. For me it was different. I was just a good Muslim. I had no special powers and didn’t really want any. I was more interested in making money and enjoying life. But when Jadira experienced forgiveness from Jesus, she became a different woman. Suddenly she was everything I had ever wanted. I don’t mean that in a physical way. I’ve always loved Jadira, but suddenly she was different. She was kind and considerate and gentle. It was like she was a new woman. So I suggested that we search out Mei and try and learn more about this Jesus.” Bolat paused, and then went on to explain how he had also found forgiveness.

Erjan and Rosa nodded as the story was told. Rosa was keenly aware that Erjan was interested and open to discussing these things. The two boys had moved off to the edge of the trees talking with each other, so the adults were left to themselves. Bolat urged Erjan to also pray to Jesus for forgiveness and cleansing. Gui watched in amazement as his friend quietly said, “I would like to but I don’t know how.” 

Bolat turned to Gui. “You tell him, just as you told me.” 

“I would like to pray too.” Rosa said, blushing when Erjan’s eyes met hers. Tears of joy slipped down Mei’s face as the small group bowed their heads in prayer. 

Islamic Lesson

Millions of Muslim people are nomads and have been outside of the influence of most missionary efforts. In this chapter we will discuss the life of nomads and some of the challenges of reaching them with the gospel.

Researchers have noted that there are three different types of nomads. The first type is the Hunter-Gatherers. These people move because of changes in their food supply. They move from place to place because their food supply runs low. Once they move on, then the food supply replenishes itself. Often Hunter-Gatherers have little contact with the outside world. Few Hunter-Gatherers are Muslims; most are animistic.

The second type of nomads is the Trade Workers. These people move from place to place offing their particular work or trade. Because of their work they require contact with people. Some of these trade workers have a set route that they follow, and they often take advantage of events, weather, harvest seasons and so forth. Sometimes these trade workers are craftsmen, entertainers, or merchants. Traveling craftsmen are quite common in Muslim countries. Often these craftsmen offer a range of services and products. The man might be a worker of metal, sharpening knives and mending pots. Young people might sell goods. The women might offer traditional medical advice, (often mixed with superstitions, such as burning the skin to drive out demons), making charms, casting spells, telling fortunes or offering sexual services.

The third type of nomads is the Pastoralists who have flocks of sheep or herds of cattle or camels. These people move from pasture to pasture. They are interested in managing the natural resources of animals and pasture without necessarily having much contact with other people. Many pastoralist nomads are Muslims. 

No matter what type of nomad we are thinking of, they almost always move purposefully, going from resource to resource. Some nomads move continually, living in tents, wagons or boats all year round. These are known as Continual Nomads. If they are pastoralists they often have a winter and a summer camping spot, usually moving from highlands to lowlands.

Some nomads move only occasionally. These are known as Semi-Nomadic. Many of the Bedouin of Arabia are now semi-nomadic. In the cold winters they live in small villages throughout the desert. In the summer part of the family will move into the desert or farmland. There are many reasons for nomads to be semi-nomadic. In many cases, the desert does not support the entire family, so women, young children, and elderly may live in the desert looking after the animals while the men and older children live in town so the children can attend school. Sometimes the entire family lives in the town, and they only move into the country during planting and harvest time.

Finally, there are sedentary nomads, who may now work in industry, mining or tourism, but they still have the ethnic identity and values of the nomads. Many of these would prefer to live in tents but economics dictate that they live in the town or city.

Nomadic worldview

Nomads have a particular worldview that is different from people who live in towns or villages. Usually nomads prefer the nomadic way of life and consider themselves independent people, separate and superior. The nomads of northern Arabia have been known to say, “We graze our sheep over the ruins of many civilizations, Greek, Roman, Byzantine, Turkish, and more. Some day we will graze our sheep over the ruins of today’s cities. Our way of life is sustainable. We will survive. All of these cities will not.”

Most nomads have a complex social structure with unique values, social identity and tribal lines. They are interested in relationships between people, not what people own or have. They can often trace their ancestors far back into history and they know how they are related to other nomads. While many cannot read or write, they value their complex social structures and their nomadic identity.

Many nomads view houses as prisons. Once you have a house, you cannot move. You are locked into a specific area and lose touch with the wider world. Nomads know the hills, forests, and deserts. They enjoy knowing things that settled people do not know.

However, most nomads are “invisible people”in that they are not noticed by the majority of the civilized people. Their tents blend into the rural countryside.  They work away from most people and once they move on, they are forgotten.

But the nomad seldom forgets. Nomads notice things. They are masters at using marginal renewable resources. Land that others would consider useless has value to them, but only for a short period of time. Nomads notice plants and animals. They notice weather patterns and remember where the rain fell, so they can return weeks or months later for the grass. They remember people, faces, names, and events. They are masters at living with very little, moving through life leaving little evidence that they were there, and yet they can enjoy life when the opportunity presents itself. They enjoy meeting other nomads, sharing together, and exchanging information.  In many ways theirs is an easy life, with many quiet hours interspersed with a few hours of interaction with others.

Most nomads value their life, and one of their goals is to maintain their distinctive identity and values, along with a measure of self-sufficiency. For this reason they are slow to adopt outside ideas and they question the ‘advice’ offered by those who are not nomads, and who do not face the challenges of using marginal renewable resources.

As we said earlier, the majority of Muslim nomads are pastoralists, herding their animals in the deserts of Arabia, Asia and Africa. How many pastoralists are there? 

In the Middle East 

1.1 million

In East & Southern Africa
9.3 million

In North Africa 


1.2 million

In West Africa
 

6.8 million

In South Asia
 

2.3 million

In Central Asia 


2 million

This comes to a total of around 23 million nomads, almost all of them without a gospel witness.   

Wrong thinking about nomads

Most settled people assume that nomads are doomed to die out because of the advance of progress. Most settled people think in terms of ownership of land and resources. Most of us assume that a nomadic lifestyle is non-viable, and often we think of nomads as “second class.”  Most developing nations want to appear to be modern and progressive. Since nomads don’t fit this picture these governments try to restrict or curtail nomadic practices. Thus nomads can become hostile to outside intervention, especially when governments or development projects encourage or force them to settle down. Most modern development projects, even those offered by Christians are designed for towns and villages and do not really consider or apply to nomadic people.

Missionary challenges

Almost all missionary efforts are focused on reaching cities and villages. Since this is where the majority of people are, missionaries usually start in the cities. Often the nomads go unnoticed, even to the local city people. 

Those who have tried to minister to nomads have found it very difficult.  Visas are very hard to obtain and most missionary families struggle in a nomadic setting. Children’s schooling is often a problem when a missionary family attempts to reach nomads.

And so the emerging church in Muslim lands is usually in urban settings. Churches are in buildings, with chairs, musical instruments, and set programs. This makes our churches out of reach for the nomad. A nomad once told a missionary “When you can put your church on the back of a camel I will listen.”

Islam and Nomads 

Islam began as a religion for settled nomadic people. The Quraysh family were merchants who traveled by camel caravan in Arabia. Since they were traveling many months of the year they could be considered semi-nomadic. Many of the people living around Mecca and Medina were also semi-nomadic or fully nomadic. So from the very beginning, Islam was strongly influenced by nomads.

Much of Islam’s simplicity has to do with the demands of nomadic lifestyle. Formal prayers were about the words, actions and direction of the person praying; not about the place where he or she prayed. Friday meetings at the mosque were never obligatory. The Qur’an was not so much about reading as it was about memorization, poetry, and chanting.

It was only as Islam expanded that architecture, formal education and bureaucracy became important. Even so, these are not at the heart of Islam, and so the nomads of the desert found an identity with Islam that they did not find in the formal churches with their icons and bearded priests. The challenge that missionaries face today is understanding Christianity in a nomadic sense.

Bible Lesson: Nomadic Theology

Most Christians today live in houses, and attend church services that are held in buildings. Since few Christians are nomads, few have noticed how much the Bible talks about nomads in the Bible. Few Christians have noticed how God calls us today to be more ‘nomadic’ in our attitudes towards God’s plan for mankind and the normal Christian life. But as we look at the Bible, we will notice that God speaks to nomads and has a special place in his heart for nomads.

The book of Genesis contains the story of Abraham, who was called from being a settled person to being a nomad. Few Christians realize that this is still God’s call on Christians today. We are to abandon the call of the world to wealth, success and prestige, and follow the Lord wherever he leads us. Much of Genesis has to do with the life and events of a nomadic family who maintain a separate identity from the people around them. God’s missionary purpose for the world began with a promise to a nomad that God would lead Abraham and his descendants in their journey. This was the start of a period of over two hundred years that God led the nomadic patriarchs and their families.

The book of Genesis and further Bible references to it are full of truths that nomads appreciate. The only lasting evidence of Abraham’s passing were the piles of stones he set up as remembrances. Abraham and his descendants did not own houses or property, but they considered all the land as theirs, even if it was claimed by settled people. Abraham and his family kept themselves separate from the settled people and did not intermarry with them or enter into business with them.

In Genesis we find that God created the earth, and yet he allows the earth freedom, even though he still has transcendence or power over it. God is supremely nomadic and has no need of creation and is not limited by it. He is free to move through the universe as he wishes. Yet he is revealed as the creator-shepherd, who has chosen to have fellowship with a people traveling with him through time.

In Genesis 45:15&16 Israel blesses Joseph and says “May the God before whom my fathers Abraham and Isaac walked, the God who has been my shepherd all my life to this day, the angel who has delivered me from all harm--may he bless these boys. May they be called by my name and the names of my fathers Abraham and Isaac, and may they increase greatly upon the earth.” In these verses God is referred to as the shepherd. This concept is continued throughout the Bible with God calling the shepherd David.

In 2 Samuel 5:2 the people of Israel proclaim David king with these words: “In the past, while Saul was king over us, you were the one who led Israel on their military campaigns. And the LORD said to you, 'You will shepherd my people Israel, and you will become their ruler.’”

David writes in Psalm 23, “The Lord is my Shepherd.”  Many Christians who study this psalm think in terms of the shepherd and the sheep, rather than the nomadic characteristics of the shepherd himself.

God revealed his nomadic purposes for mankind when he called the nation of Israel to walk through the desert, leading them by a pillar of cloud in the day and a pillar of fire by night. At this time the Bible begins to unfold God’s plan that the nation of Israel. Itwould be a revelation of the relationship between God and mankind, demonstrating a people walking by faith with God.  This is a powerful picture of a nomadic God living in a tent. 

God’s dwelling place was with nomadic people. He moved with them. They did not come to him, he came to them and dwelt with them. His presence, confirmed by a covenant made them his people, and he acted as the shepherd, leading them and providing food and water for them.

The Bible seems to indicate that God never desired to have a temple built for him. He seemed to have preferred the tent. Moses and the people of Israel never built anything for themselves and the tent of meeting was built from free will offerings.

But David built a temple after he completed building his own house. 2 Samuel 7:2-7 tells us 

David said to Nathan the prophet, “Here I am, living in a palace of cedar, while the ark of God remains in a tent.”Nathan replied to the king, “Whatever you have in mind, go ahead and do it, for the LORD is with you.” That night the word of the LORD came to Nathan, saying: “Go and tell my servant David, 'This is what the LORD says: Are you the one to build me a house to dwell in? I have not dwelt in a house from the day I brought the Israelites up out of Egypt to this day. I have been moving from place to place with a tent as my dwelling. Wherever I have moved with all the Israelites, did I ever say to any of their rulers whom I commanded to shepherd my people Israel, “Why have you not built me a house of cedar?” 

God was not looking for anything other than a tent. The tent demonstrated what God wanted to demonstrate: That God moved with his people, but David and Solomon built God a temple. Moreover, Solomon used forced labor to do it. From that point on, the temple of God and its treasures were a target for invaders. The original tabernacle had been safe for all of its 480 years of history and it lasted longer than any of the later temples. Solomon’s temple lasted only 375 years. When Herod built his temple it was condemned by Jesus as being a den for thieves.

Why did God prefer that his people be nomads? Because it isolated the Israelites from others so that they would be alone with God.  In Exodus 33:15 & 16 we read: “Then Moses said to him, “If your Presence does not go with us, do not send us up from here. How will anyone know that you are pleased with me and with your people unless you go with us? What else will distinguish me and your people from all the other people on the face of the earth?”

Later in Leviticus 20:26 it says: “You are to be holy to me because I, the LORD, am holy, and I have set you apart from the nations to be my own.”

Even when Israel was more settled in the promised land, many of the prophets were sojourners, moving around the country without a permanent home. Elijah and Elisha are excellent examples of itinerant prophets.

The New Testament presents us with Jesus, the promised Messiah. All through history the followers of God looked forward to the coming Messiah. But when Jesus came, he was a nomadic Messiah, not a settledMessiah.  The announcement of his arrival was not made in the temple. Rather God chose to announce his birth to the nomads living in the hills around Bethlehem. Jesus’ parents were poor. Joseph was a craftsman who worked with his hand. He did not have enough money to provide a lamb for the sacrifice so they offered two doves, the offering of a very poor person.

When Jesus came, he lived the life of a nomad. His followers were known as the “People of the Way.” Jesus himself did not own houses or land. Indeed, the Bible tells us in Matthew 8:20” Jesus replied, “Foxes have holes and birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has no place to lay his head.”

Jesus’ lifestyle was one of moving from place to place. He often preached on a hillside or on the seashore. He withdrew into the wilderness to pray. Jesus called his disciples to come and follow him. It wasn’t just come to him and study at his feet, but rather it was to follow him as he moved around the country. He trained them to be nomads, moving as the Lord directed them. Their traveling was an expression of obedience to the Father. Jesus would say things like “I must go to Jerusalem.” It was God who was directing his movements. The disciples were called upon to give up their sedentary life and to follow Jesus wherever he took them, just as Abraham was called many years before this. 

The New Testament letters are full of references to nomadic lifestyle speaking of walking with the Lord and following him.  Ephesians 5:8 tells us: “For ye were sometimes darkness, but now are ye light in the Lord: walk as children of light” Colossian 2:6 says: “As ye have therefore received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk ye in him.” And Galatians 5:16 instructs us: “This I say then, Walk in the Spirit, and ye shall not fulfill the lust of the flesh.”

The church is also called upon to be nomadic. We are told that each believer now becomes a mobile sanctuary. Listen to these verses with nomads in mind.

I Corinthians 3:16 & 17

Don't you know that you yourselves are God's temple and that God's Spirit lives in you? If anyone destroys God's temple, God will destroy him; for God's temple is sacred, and you are that temple.

I Corinthians 6:19 & 20

Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; you were bought at a price. Therefore honor God with your body.

2 Corinthians 6:16

What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the living God. As God has said: “I will live with them and walk among them, and I will be their God, and they will be my people.”

I Peter 1:1

Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to the strangers scattered throughout Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia,

I Peter 2:11  

Dearly beloved, I beseech you as strangers and pilgrims, abstain from fleshly lusts, which war against the soul;

The nomadic expressions of scripture have important lessons to teach us in our Christian lives:

First, we should have a commitment to relationships rather than to property or places. Our primary relationship is to a nomadic God who is always on the move, and calls us with the words: “come follow me.” This requires an act of faith, and daily dying to self and seeking God’s guidance. It comes with the call to leave the things of the world behind and travel unhindered and unburdened. The life of sacrifice is actually a life of abandoning the things that will hinder us on our journey.

Second, we are called to maintain a distinct social identity from the surrounding society. God calls us to be separate from the world. Our lives should be the lives of the nomad, and it should not surprise us if they are filled with typical nomadic experiences such as alienation, hunger, cold, poverty, and even shame. Romans 8:35 – 39 have special mean for nomads who are outcasts from society:    Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? As it is written, For thy sake we are killed all the day long; we are accounted as sheep for the slaughter. Nay, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him that loved us. For I am persuaded, that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord. God is not found at the end of our journey. Rather we experience God as he journeys with us through each of these experiences. The world will hate us, because they don’t understand us, just as they didn’t understand our Master and what he called his followers to do.

Years ago an illiterate nomadic woman found a Sunday School lesson book for children. As she couldn’t read she carefully studied the pictures and became a follower of Jesus. What had she learned from the pictures? She told others that Jesus was poor like she was. He came to crossroads and wondered which way to go, he was moved on by the authorities of his day, he had no knife so he broke his bread, and he had only a candle for light. She concluded that Jesus was a nomad like herself.

Why do we find reaching Muslim nomads such a big challenge? Usually it is because we as Christians do not see ourselves as nomads. We ask Muslim nomads to become settled so they can join our religion and attend our churches. Today God is calling for his servants to rediscover their nomadic spiritual heritage, and the nomadic lifestyle that God is calling them to. It is time we took the gospel to the nomads and share with them about a nomadic God who sent the Messiah into the world. The Messiah calls us to “come and follow him.” And best of all, through the death and resurrection of Jesus, it is possible to enter into a relationship with God, wherein we can walk with him on this journey through life.

Questions for Reflection and Group Discussion

1 Read the following verses and discuss God’s call on us. How could we share this with a nomadic person?  Genesis 12:3, 17:4,5; 18:18; 22:18; Galatians 3:8, Hebrews 11:8

1 Read the following verses and discuss the walk of faith that God calls us to. Genesis 12:3; Matthew 12:15-21; Acts 15:14-17. Romans 1:5, 16, 2:9,10, Galatians 3:8

Lesson Twenty Four

Reaching Muslims

Technical notes

Story


  646 words =   4 minutes

Lesson  
 
  655 words =   4 minutes

Bible Lesson

  300words =   2 minutes

Prayer Time 
              

 30 minutes

Story

It was a happy occasion when the three couples met at Erjan and Rosa’s home for their first church service. Mei and Gui were nervous about the meeting but the other two couples were eager to learn how to worship God. Gui, Mei and Huan began by teaching them two simple worship songs. Jadira was very surprised. “I didn’t think a person could sing religious songs. Singing is only about secular things, guys and girls and that sort of thing.”

“God gave us music to enjoy. That means that he also enjoys music. The Bible has many example where people sang in worship. It also talks about how we can experience a closeness to God in worship. Several of the prophets desired music to be played while they sought God.”

The small group sang the worship songs several times and Mei promised to teach them more songs the next week. Then they asked each other for prayer requests so they could pray for one another. As they went around the group, most of the requests were about members of their families that they wanted to share with about their newfound faith.

However, when they came to Rosa, she blushed and looked down. “I’m not sure how to say this, but I was wondering if you could pray for me. I wish that I could enjoy the Bible like Jadira does. She reads all day. But when I try to read the Bible, I fall asleep. When I fight to stay awake, I start to shake all over.”

Erjan looked concerned as tears ran down his wife’s cheeks. He looked over at Gui who was unsure what to say. It was Mei who answered.

“I think this is the work of the enemy, trying to keep you from reading God’s word.” She looked at the others. “I think we should pray for Rosa that she would be set free from this.” They all nodded. “I think we should also pray for this house.”

“What do you mean?” Jadira asked. “How do you pray for a house?”

“Let’s walk from room to room and ask God to take control of the house. Let’s give every room to him and ask him to become Lord of the house, and ask him to keep the enemy out of this home. When Rosa and Erjan come home every day, this house should be a protected holy place where they are safe from any attacks of the enemy.”

“I didn’t know we could do that,” Jadira cried out. “When we are done here, can you come over and pray for my house. I want my house blessed as well.”

Soon the three couples were moving from room to room asking that God would fill Rosa’s and Erjan’s house with his presence, and protect them from the attacks of the evil one. They blessed the house and asked for God’s protection over it. After the prayer time Gui led them in a simple Bible study on understanding the Bible. When they finished Jadira insisted that they also come to her house that very night to pray over it. It was a joyful occasion as the three couples prayed and committed Bolat and Jadira’s house to the Lord.

That night, after Huan had gone to sleep Mei and Gui held tightly onto each other and prayed together. Mei was so happy. She had never imagined that God would give them two other couple who were so committed to following Jesus. She never imagined that she would feel so blessed and fulfilled in her ministry. Gui at the same time was praising God for Huan’s friend Askar. Earlier that day Erjan had announced that Askar was no longer going to take Islamic lessons at the mosque. Instead the two fathers and two boys would read and study the Bible together. As Gui held his wife close, he wondered what other wonderful things God had in store for them. Only time would tell.

Islamic Lesson

We have now reached the very last lesson in this series on Islam. Let’s go back and review the gods that were worshiped in pre-Islamic Arabia. Do you remember them?

Al Uzza  

The god of power

Al Dushares 

The god of rocks

Al Kutbe 

The god of writing

Al Qaum 

The god of war

Al Manaat

The goddess of fate

Al Lat 


The goddess of sex

Think back over what you have learned about Islam since starting these lessons. Muhammad cleverly combined the worship of all of these old gods, along with some of the teachings of Jews and Christians to create a religion that sounded like and looked like all of them.

If you worshiped Al Uzza, the god of power, you found all of his attributes in Allah who was the one and only God who ruled like a great emperor being able to do whatever he wanted whether it was for good or evil. Allah was in total control.

If you worshiped Al Dushares, the god of the rocks, you could find in Islam the worship of a rock; but only one rock: The black stone in Mecca. Every day, five times a day millions of Muslims around the world face the black stone and pray.

It you worshiped Al Kutbe, the god of writing, you would be pleased to discover that Allah sent down books to earth. Each book was written in God’s own hand. The last and greatest of these, the Qur’an, was revealed by the prophet Muhammad. This prophet never claimed to write the book, and he never claimed the words in the book were his. He only claimed to reveal what God had already written.

If you worshiped Al Qaum the god of war, you would find in Islam the call to fight for Allah. For Allah loves those who fight for him and who defend or spread the faith of Islam.

If you worshiped Al Manaat, the goddess of fate, you would find in Islam the theology of fate. Everything was ordained before hand by Allah. Everything is written. You cannot go against God. 

And if you worshiped Al Lat, the goddess of sex and fertility, you would find in Islam many rules and regulations about sex, when it was to be performed, how it was to be performed, and with whom. And not only this, you were promised an everlasting future of sexual bliss. This surely would have attracted the followers of Al Lat.

But there is more than this in Islam. Islam teaches that people should accept all the prophets including Adam, Abraham, Moses, David and Solomon and many more. It builds on the stories revealed in the Bible, and it can be attractive to nominal Jews as well.

And even for Christians, Islam has its attractions. Islam accepts Jesus as a great prophet and teacher. It acknowledges his teaching and miracles. It teaches that the Gospel is a book that Jesus brought… and it introduces only one other greater than Jesus, the prophet Muhammad. All down through history there have been a few Christians who have converted and joined Islam.

So whether it is the theology, the warm caring community, the promise of sexual fulfillment, or the honor and respect one receives, Islam has been attractive to many people. Muslims pride themselves in having a religion that many have joined, from many walks of life.

Muslims pride themselves in having a religion that dealt with Jahiliya or ignorance and established a kingdom on earth. Christianity did not bring such a system and so Islam appears to be superior to Christianity. All over the world Muslims look down on Christianity and hold themselves aloof to Christians. 

Christians on the other hand seem to have little interest in this world. They feel they are part of a heavenly kingdom and look forward to ruling with Christ some day in the future. It is all so strange and foreign to Muslims.

Bible Lesson

Christians see things differently than Muslims do. Muslims think of the physical both now and in eternity. Christians on the other hand think in terms of relationship with God and uphold this as the ultimate Christian goal or experience. We talk about entering into a relationship with God, but what do we mean by the term: a relationship with God?

In this lesson we want to consider four aspects of our relationship with God. All four of these are different than what is found in Islam. Herein lies the real difference between Islam and Christianity. Islam is a religion. It is a system of works that hopes to please God. Christ on the other hand came so that we might enter into a relationship with God. As we look at four aspects of our relationship with God, please compare them with your life. Do you have a relationship with God in all four of these ways?

Covenant Relationship

In I Corinthians 11:25 it says: After the same manner also he took the cup, when he had drank, saying, This cup is the new covenant in my blood: do this as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.

Our Bibles contain two sections, the Old Testament or old Covenant, and the New Testament, or New Covenant. For thousands of years, God has dealt with mankind through covenants. This is something that Islam completely misunderstands. The first covenant was through Moses and the children of Israel followed this covenant for many years. It involved worship in the temple as well as the messages of the prophets.

The second covenant is described in Hebrews 8:6-13. It refers to a promise given through the prophet Jeremiah (31:31)

But the ministry Jesus has received is as superior to theirs as the covenant of which he is mediator is superior to the old one, and it is founded on better promises. For if there had been nothing wrong with that first covenant, no place would have been sought for another. But God found fault with the people and said: “The time is coming, declares the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant I made with their forefathers when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt, because they did not remain faithful to my covenant, and I turned away from them, declares the Lord. This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time, declares the Lord. I will put my laws in their minds and write them on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people. No longer will a man teach his neighbor, or a man his brother, saying, 'Know the Lord,' because they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest. For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.” By calling this covenant “new,” he has made the first one obsolete; and what is obsolete and aging will soon disappear.

If you are a true Christian, then you have entered into this covenant relationship with Jesus. You are included in the promises that are part of the New Covenant. Jesus offers all the gift of eternal life, but it is attached to a covenant relationship. If we surrender to him and follow him with our whole hearts, we can enter into this covenant relationship.

How many covenants have you been involved in during your life? A covenant is simply an agreement between two or more parties. Each side agrees to do something. Perhaps you have had a rent agreement with a landlord; perhaps you have a loan from a bank or another person. Perhaps you have entered into a marriage agreement with a spouse. If you have a covenant with someone you have a relationship that is based on the covenant between you. Jesus is also offering us a covenant relationship. Every person who desires to be a messenger and to take the gospel message to Muslims must have a covenant relationship with God. Every missionary should be able to take a seeker through the scriptures and show them how they can also enter into a covenant relationship with God.

Lordship Relationship

There is a second kind of relationship with God. First, our relationship with Jesus should begin as a covenant relationship. But it should not stop there for there is a second, deeper relationship that we should have with God. This is the kind of relationship where He is Lord and we are servants. This is what is meant by the term “Kingdom of God” that is talked about so much in the New Testament. Jesus is the King, We are the servants.

As soon as a sinner enters into a covenant relationship with Jesus, he also enters into the Kingdom of God where Jesus rules supreme above all. However, not every new believer fully accepts Jesus as Lord and ruler of every area of his or her life. The Christian life is a process where God reveals areas of our lives to us that we have not yet fully surrendered to him. We either surrender that area, or we enter into a spiritual struggle with God who is not pleased until we surrender all of our life to him.

Philippians 2 tells us that some day: 

… at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, of things in heaven, and things in the earth, and things under the earth; And that every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.

Today, not every area of our lives is surrendered to him because we don’t know ourselves as God knows us. Every believer everywhere is in the process of becoming aware of areas of our lives where we have not given God complete Lordship. We are learning to die to ourselves and surrender ourselves to God. As we enter into a covenant relationship with God we discover that he wants to be Lord of every area of our lives. He wantsto lead us and guide us as a shepherd guides his sheep.  John 10:27 says: 

My sheep listen to my voice; I know them, and they follow me. I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; no one can snatch them out of my hand. My Father, who has given them to me, is greater than all; no one can snatch them out of my Father's hand.

Unfortunately some believers grow satisfied with their level of commitment to the Lord, and get sidetracked by the cares of life or the things of the world. Some are satisfied to only have a covenant relationship with God and try to ignore God as Lord and Master. They want to be part of the Kingdom of God, but do not want to be submitted to the King. If you want to minister the gospel to Muslim people, you need to review your own life and make sure that you are fully surrendered to God so he can powerfully use your life as a witness of what God can do.

Friendship Relationship

There is a third aspect to our relationship with God. We not only have a covenant relationship and are part of the Kingdom of God, but God invites us to a further, deeper relationship with him. In John 15:15 we read: 

I no longer call you servants, because a servant does not know his master's business. Instead, I have called you friends, for everything that I learned from my Father I have made known to you.

This is the most amazing part of our relationship with God. It is something that Muslims struggle to understand. How can God, the great Sultan of the universe, be interested in me or you as a person? We are like ants in his sight. We are nothing to him. This is one of the great mysteries of the gospel. The God of the universe invites us into a personal relationship with him. He wants to walk with us, talk with us, and personally lead us through life. He demonstrated this in sending his son to this earth to walk and talk with the disciples. He made this kind of relationship possible through the death and resurrection of Jesus. The book of Hebrews 2:9-18 tells us:

But we see Jesus, who was made a little lower than the angels, now crowned with glory and honor because he suffered death, so that by the grace of God he might taste death for everyone. In bringing many sons to glory, it was fitting that God, for whom and through whom everything exists, should make the author of their salvation perfect through suffering. Both the one who makes men holy and those who are made holy are of the same family. So Jesus is not ashamed to call them brothers. He says, "I will declare your name to my brothers; in the presence of the congregation I will sing your praises." And again, "I will put my trust in him." And again he says, "Here am I, and the children God has given me." Since the children have flesh and blood, he too shared in their humanity so that by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death-- that is, the devil-- and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death. For surely it is not angels he helps, but Abraham's descendants. For this reason he had to be made like his brothers in every way, in order that he might become a merciful and faithful high priest in service to God, and that he might make atonement for the sins of the people. Because he himself suffered when he was tempted, he is able to help those who are being tempted.

Jesus, the very son of God came to this earth as a human and was tempted, hungry, cold, abandoned and abused. He did this because he was entering into a relationship where he would call us brothers.

As a missionary to Muslims, God calls you to a ministry where you have the privilege to partake in the sufferings of Christ. You will be misunderstood, discouraged, tempted and abused. But in this, you will find that Jesus will never leave you nor forsake you. He is your brother, as well as Lord and Master. Through everything you experience, your life will be a witness to the Muslims around you of the type of relationship that God is inviting them to enter into.

The Future

Muslims and Christians look forward to very different futures. For the Muslim, his future is very physical. Good food, comfort and physical bliss is all thatIslam offers him.  Christ offers so much more. He offers us a very different future.

The Bible tells us that when we die, we will be changed. I Corinthians 15:50 – 58 tells us:

I declare to you, brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed--  in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality.  When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: "Death has been swallowed up in victory."  "Where, O death, is your victory? Where, O death, is your sting?"  The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God! He gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain.

This is the great difference between Islam and Christianity. Islam offers physical fulfillment. Christ offers change. Here on earth we only begin the process of change. But one day, the Bible tells us that in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye we shall be changed! This is the power of the gospel. It is the power of God through Jesus Christ. Islam has nothing like this. There is no thought of change. Islam as a religion hopes to change the situation on earth to make it more bearable, but it does not offer the power to change hearts. Christ on the other hand came to offer us change. He begins by the transforming work of the Holy Spirit in our lives. Bit by bit he works on our lives, slowly bringing every part of our life into conformity to God. This is the daily experience where we learn to make him Lord and Master of every part of our lives. 

But we look forward to a coming day when we shall be changed. The daily fight against the flesh will be over. Our very flesh with be transformed, and we will be set free from these bodies that hold us back. These bodies that bring us such turmoil and struggle. Every Christian looks forward to the day when he will be changed and set free. 

Muslims on the other hand have no idea what we are talking about. They look forward to the day when they can indulge in all the things that are forbidden in this world.

And so when comparing earthly religions Islam might seem superior, but when comparing our eternal state, Christianity offers so much more. 

May the Lord Bless you as you seek to prepare yourself for ministry to Muslims.

There are two more sets of lessons that follow this one. The full set of three lessons is:

1 Introduction to Islam. 


The story of Gui and Mei

2 Ministry to Muslims. 


The story of Mr. Li

3 Models of Ministry to Muslims. 
The story of Abdalla

PRAYER FOR THE MUSLIM WORLD

1 Gather information about various Muslim people groups and pray for them.

2 Find other people who are interested in ministry to Muslims and praying for them. You may want to pledge to pray daily for each other.

3 Discuss together what God has been saying to you personally as you have gone through these lessons. Do you feel God’s calling or direction in your life to seek out and witness to Muslims? Is he directing you to go somewhere so you can witness? Share these things and then pray together for each other.
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