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Lesson 1: The Historical Context of 
Islam 

 
Welcome to this introductory course in Islam. This course will entail 
three main parts. First we will look in this focal section where we 
examine the context of Arabia in the sixth century A.D. We will also 
look as part of this whole context at the rise of Muhammad as a 
prophet and the origin of the Qur’an, and his position as a prophet 
and the founder of the religion known as Islam.  
 
In the second part of the course we will examine the key teachings of 
Islam including what is known as the five pillars of Islam. In the final 
part of the course we will examine the Christian response to Islam. 
This will include an examination of the key differences between 
Christianity and Islam, the rise of Islamic fundamentalism and also 
some questions that are particularly relevant today such as, is Islam a 
religion of peace? And is the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ 
the same as the god of Muhammad? In other words, are Allah and 
God interchangeable terms or titles?  
 
It is hoped that this course will provide a good overview of the 
religion of Islam as well as touch on a number of very important 
issues that we face today in light of September 11th and the increased 
emphasis on Islam and discussion about Islam in the popular media.  
 

I. Arabia in the Sixth Century 
 
Let’s begin with a discussion of Arabia in the sixth century A.D. I call 
Arabia in the sixth century the “land of traders and raiders.” This is 
really the nice way to summarize the heart of what is going in Arabia 
in the sixth century. Pre-Islamic Arabia was a place of Bedouin 
peoples who were trading with caravan traders that went up and 
connected with the silk route, which went all the way from Europe to 
China. The geography of Arabia is critical to understanding the 
whole rise of Islam. Arabia is a land enclosed on the north by the 
mountains of Asia Minor. On the south it is trapped by the Indian 
Ocean, on the east by the mountains of Persia, on the west by the 
Mediterranean and the Red Sea. It has been wisely said that 
geography is latent history; and the geography often determines 
history. Arabia is certainly a land which is isolated in many ways 



 

geographically and this reflects some of the challenges which we face 
in looking at how Islam both arose in Arabia, but also the knowledge 
of Christianity at this period in this part of the world.  
 
A. Inhabitants 
 
The inhabitants of Arabia prior to the birth of Muhammad were 
known, as they are to this day, as Arabs. They are bound together by 
a very loose tribal structure. The Arabian Peninsula is arid and the 
oasis and inhabitable regions can only support a very limited number 
of inhabitants. What little pasture there is can only support a few 
camels and a few hearty sheep. The only contact with the outside 
civilization was with these caravan routes which crossed Arabia and 
connected up with Syria, Egypt and Persia. Of course, remember 
even in the Bible how Joseph was sold as a slave to Egypt to a 
traveling caravan. This is very much a part of the eastern culture. The 
arid landscape and the sparse pasture made raiding these caravans 
very important and sometimes a vital part of their survival. These 
tribes would lie in wait until the caravan came by and attack and 
carry off the goods. The caravan routes provided important trade for 
the survival of the more settled tribes of Arabia; and the more settled 
Arabs who benefited from the caravan routes were dependent on the 
more nomadic Arabs to provide safe transport to their territories.  
 
B. Mecca and the Ka’ba 
 
The Arabs managed to work together with a very extensive set of 
treaties to carry on their life together. That particularly was important 
in the Arabian Peninsula because Mecca is a place where there was a 
very large oasis, and therefore it was a very important point along 
the caravan trade. Because its kind of a cosmopolitan basis, there 
were many temples and shrines there to many gods, particularly the 
nature gods from tribes all across the Arabian Peninsula.   
 
The most important shrine in the city of Mecca was a cube-like 
building known as the Ka’ba. Inside the Ka’ba there was housed a 
very important stone known as the “black stone” as well as 360 other 
images or idols which stood around this black stone, each revered by 
pagan priests who received fees from various worshipers. It was like 
Athens or Mars Hill of the Arab world. Today the Muslims have a 
term for this time in their history, they call this the “Jehiliah, “ or “the 



 

time of ignorance.” Now the black stone is one of the most important 
of all of these objects because today in modern day Arabia this Ka’ba 
or cube-like building, still houses the black stone. All the other 
images were cast out, as we will see later on, in the development of 
Islamic history. Mecca is a very, very important place in the history of 
Islam; and the presence of the Ka’ba is very, very important to the 
history of Islam.  
 

II. Muhammad  
 
A. Early Life 
 
Muhammad himself, we believe, was born in Arabia, specifically in 
Mecca. Muhammad’s family was a very important family, a powerful 
family. In part, their job was to guard these idols or images that were 
located in the Ka’ba. According to this, Muhammad was born in 
Mecca in the year 570 A.D., traditionally June 8, 570 A.D. 
Muhammad’s father, whose name was Abdullah, died before he was 
born and his mother died when he was only six years old. He was 
brought up by his grandfather and then later by his uncle, Abutalib. 
All of the members of the family were known as the Hashim family, 
the tribe known as Korash.  
 
According to Islamic history, Muhammad had a very ordinary life 
and was not particularly exceptional in terms of his wealth or 
background. In one verse in the Qur’an his opponents accuse him – 
this is in chapter 43, verse 30 of the Qur’an. Why was this Qur’an not 
revealed to some mighty man from the two towns? The two towns 
reference Mecca and Medina.  There is a parallel to this statement by 
Nathaniel, who said in the Bible, “Can anything good come out of 
Nazareth?” There was a feeling that there was nothing special about 
Muhammad’s family or his tribe which would have produced a 
person who became so important to the whole history of that region. 
Nevertheless, Muhammad was born.  
 
Muhammad’s early life, according to all that we know, seems to be 
quite normal. As I said, he himself sacrificed to the deities just the 
way everybody else did. He participated in the pagan worship of his 
time. He had a son whom he named after one of the Meccan deities. 
In every way he seemed to be about typical of people of that time 
period.  



 

 
At age 25 he married a woman named Kadisha, who was a widow 
and was 40 years old. This is a 25 year-old man marrying a 40 year-
old woman and that is a bit unusual. She was a very rich widow and 
she owned several important caravans. Muhammad was in charge of 
her caravans and they eventually in due course got married. This is 
important, because now Muhammad has more access to wealth and 
his involvement in the caravan trade is particularly important 
because he was able to travel all over and meet a wide range of 
people and hear a lot of ideas. There are Zoroastrians, there are early 
Christians with a wide variety of theological backgrounds, and Jews; 
a lot of people he is meeting in the course of his travels. So, this is 
Muhammad’s early life as a man growing up.  
 
Something happens to Muhammad in these early days that is very, 
very important in the whole history of Islam. He is married at 25 and 
as I said, he lived a fairly ordinary life in those early years. When he 
was 40 years old – this would be the year 610 – something amazing 
happens to Muhammad. Muhammad was meditating in some caves 
around Mecca. It was typical during this time – it was actually the 
ninth month of the year, the month of Ramadan – and during that 
month the tradition was to take time for retreat and reflection. Again, 
because of the raids on the caravans that were so brutal and ruthless, 
these tribes entered into agreement with one another and by treaty 
they would not raid anybody’s caravan during the ninth month; kind 
of a criminal code of honor, you might say. Even thieves would enter 
into agreements and would keep their word during that period of 
time. So, the ninth month was considered a sacred month. People 
would take time away for reflection and there would not be the 
dangers that you would normally associate with the caravan trade 
the rest of the year.  
 
B. Call to Public Ministry 
 
It was during the ninth month that Muhammad was doing this 
reflection in the caves of Mecca when suddenly, according to the 
Qur’an in the 74th chapter, the 2nd verse, he hears the expression, 
“Arise and warn.” This is his call to public ministry. According to the 
Qur’an, the angel Gabriel appeared to Muhammad in the cave and 
called him to rise up and warn the people of Arabia that they are 
facing damnation unless they turn from their idolatry and worship 



 

the one true god. The word for god in Arabic is the word “Allah.” 
Allah is still the word that is used for the supreme deity today in the 
Arabian Peninsula.  
 
C. Revelations 
 
Muhammad was convinced that he should go back and destroy his 
father’s idols and begin to preach about the one true god. 
Muhammad does this and creates quite a stir. Apparently his wife, 
Kadishia, was his first convert and soon thereafter some others in the 
immediate family followed him. But he had a lot of people who 
opposed him in these very, very early days, especially because the 
idea of promoting a single god and destroying these idols was 
particularly a threat to the Korash tribe, to which Muhammad 
belonged because they were the ones who were the guardians of the 
Ka’ba; and therefore they had loyalties which were in conflict with 
this idea. This is a remarkable parallel to Acts 19:25+ where 
Demetrius called together the craftsman and silversmith in Ephesus 
and called people to oppose Paul because it said that “our trade will 
lose it’s good name”. He also was concerned about the goddess 
Artemis’ reputation. But I think it is very clear that it was not so 
much her divine majesty he was worried about as his own 
pocketbook. There were a lot of financial reasons why Muhammad’s 
message was not appealing to these early Arabs, who first heard him 
call for one god.  
 
However, this time in Muhammad’s life is the beginning of a series of 
revelations that continue from this year 610 all the way to the year 
632. So we actually have a 22-year period where Muhammad receives 
regular revelations from Gabriel, which have become what is today 
known as the Qur’an.  
 
D. The Qur’an 
 
The Qur’an is made up of 114 chapters known as “Suras” and is 
divided into smaller sections which they call “Iahs.” Iahs roughly 
correspond to our word for “verse”. The word “Iah” means a pointer 
or a sign; and so these little pointers or signs or verses make up the 
114 chapters of the Qur’an. This Qur’an is believed by Muslims to be 
the exact duplication of a heavenly transcript of the word of Allah 
located in heaven. Muhammad is believed to have been completely 



 

passive in the process. They do not believe that there is any parallel 
to and biblical discussion about the style of Paul or particular 
emphases in John’s writings, etc. This is a much stricter view of 
revelation which would correspond to what we call the “dictation 
theory.” Muhammad is merely a passive recipient of the message. He 
records it down and then later he announces it to the people, who are 
recipients of the message, the Arabs in the area.  
 
E. Early Christian Influences 
 
Muhammad tried unsuccessfully to forge various alliances with 
various groups who would protect him. He even fled across the Red 
Sea to Abyssinia, which is modern day Ethiopia, around the year 615 
where 75 Muslims took refuge with the Christians. This is really 
important from a Christian point of view because here we have an 
opportunity for the Christians to make a very early assessment about 
the Islamic message. Abyssinia was ruled by a Christian king named 
Negus and he did in fact offer the Muslims protection. The Muslims 
made their presentation about the Islamic message. At that point, 
King Negus believed that the Islamic message was not that different 
from the Christian message, so there was a potential for bringing 
Islamic tribes into full-orbed Christian faith.  
 
But one of the tragedies of this time period was that the Bible had 
never been translated into Arabic. This means there was no access to 
the actual documents of historic Christianity. Instead, the early Arabs 
were exposed to a wide range of heretical views of Christianity. 
There were historians on the Arabian Peninsula who did not have a 
good, clear Christology, who believed that the two persons, the 
divine and human persons, were not fully united in the incarnation. 
There were Monophysites who believed that the deity of Christ 
would have certainly obliterated any vestiges of his humanity, and 
therefore denied the true humanity of Christ.  
 
There were serious problems with particularly the docetic or views of 
Christology that tend to overly emphasize his deity. This made it 
difficult for Muhammad to actually understand what the true 
Christian message, the historic Christian position was. We should not 
forget that Muhammad was born in 580. The official orthodox 
Christological position did not occur until 451 A.D. at the Council of 
Chalcidon when that ruling is relatively new. Therefore, many of the 



 

people who were Christians were not fully apprised of the 
Chalcidonian formula, which of course states that there are two 
natures, the divine and human nature, united fully into one person 
without compromise or contradiction.  
 
In addition to the fact that there were Christians who were orthodox, 
but had not been fully apprised of the best way to articulate that, you 
have people who were clearly outside of Chalcidon in their theology, 
particularly the historians and the Monophysites, and also 
adoptionists who believe that Christ was adopted into the Godhead. 
There were a number of heretics that were present that were expelled 
from the Roman Empire and had fled down to Arabia for safety. 
Therefore, those who fled became bearers of a, shall we say, less than 
an orthodox view of Christology, if not fully heretical. So, 
Muhammad is not being exposed to orthodox Christianity.  
 
In addition to his problems with the Christians and fully 
understanding our message, Muhammad had a very interesting 
relation with the Jews. The Jews were located throughout the major 
cities of the Arabian Peninsula, but particularly in a city known as 
Yosharib. Yosharib, which is today known as Medina, is a city north 
of Mecca and was at that time populated by a wide number of Jewish 
inhabitants. The Jews there, of course, were very upset by the 
idolatrous context of Arabia and they were very, very happy when 
they found out that Muhammad, a prophet, was preaching that there 
was only one true god. His message emphasized the importance of 
Abraham; it emphasized the oneness of God. He emphasized the 
corruption of idols. He accepts the ten commandments as the Word 
of God. He refers to the Jews as the Allah Ketab, which means “the 
people of the Book”. So this seems to be great news for the Jews, who 
had been suffering under an idolatrous Arabia. Muhammad offered 
not only to bring them this message, but to end their intertribal feuds, 
which had brought great problems and strife to the communities of 
Medina.  
 
The Jews agreed with the Arabs that were there that had been 
fighting each other to exhaustion, to agree and enter into an 
agreement to allow Muhammad to have a safe refuge in the city of 
Yafrib. Muhammad had been opposed down in Mecca because of the 
families that were in charge of the idols, particularly the Ka’ba. He 
had found some success in Ethiopia and Abyssinia at the time. But 



 

there were serious problems that developed there, which caused him 
to flee and come back to Arabia.  
 
F. The Hegira (622) 
 
Therefore, Medina, or Yafrib, became an opportunity for Muhammad 
to find a place where his followers could take root and to prosper. 
Muhammad and his followers gathered together, left Mecca and 
went north to Medina. This becomes the origin of the Islamic era. It is 
known as the Hegira, which can be translated as “the exodus.” It took 
place in the year 622 A.D., so it is very normal today to hear Muslims 
talk about the date. They obviously do not reference their dates 
according to Christian dates after the birth of Christ; so they will 
generally give their dates as rather than A.D., A.H, after the Hegira. 
So for them, right now we are in the year 1422 A.H. because this is 
how they determine the Islamic calendar.  
 
The Hegira is very, very important theologically for Muslims because 
it marks the beginning of the Islamic era. There are at least three 
reasons why this becomes a very important time for Islamic identity. 
First, it is this point where Muhammad’s individual visions which he 
received in Mecca become united into a powerful corporate 
movement. It is no longer just an individual who has a vision about a 
one true god. Now you see numbers of Arabs who are uniting 
together, saying “There is only one true god.”  
 
It is also important because it is at this point we really have the birth 
of a new religion. Prior to this point the dividing line between 
Christians and between Jews and these new Arab Monotheists was 
relatively thin. But increasingly, from the time of Muhammad’s flight 
over Abyssinia until the time of the Hegira, which was roughly seven 
years, during that time there was increasing animosity between the 
Arabs and the Jews and Christians because increasingly there were 
points of theology which were considered to be unacceptable by the 
Christians and the Jews. Let me give you some examples. In the 12th 
chapter of the Qur’an Muhammad changes the Joseph story and he 
makes the story such that Joseph is not seduced by the wife of 
Potiphar. In the 9th chapter of the Qur’an Muhammad is bold enough 
to assert that the Jews believe that Ezra is the Son of God the way the 
Christians believe that Jesus is the Son of God. There is no evidence 
that there are any Jews who gave Ezra this kind of exalted status; so 



 

they are putting words into the mouths of Jewish leaders and this 
created a lot of opposition from the Jews. The Christians also began 
to have serious problems with Muhammad’s renunciation of various 
Christian positions which they heard at the time.  
 
The third and final reason why this becomes a very important time 
for the Muslims and why they date their entire calendar back to this 
period is, not only do you have the transition from individual visions 
to a corporate movement; not only do you have this transition to a 
distinct religion that is not Judaism or Christianity; but now you see 
emergence politically speaking of a new authority, which will allow 
the Arabian Empire to emerge. As I have already mentioned, prior to 
this time there was so much division in Arabia; these tribes were 
constantly fighting each other. It was a land of traders and raiders 
and it created fragmentation. And the whole of Arabia was held very 
loosely with tribal structure and tribal chiefs that entered into various 
pacts and agreements with other tribes. The emergence of Islam 
changes all of that; and now there is the possibility of the Arabs being 
united into a singular civilization, which of course is what occurs. 
This also corresponds to a period of decline in the West, leaving a 
huge void politically and in many ways culturally, which allowed the 
emergence of a very powerful Islamic civilization, which continues 
throughout the so-called “dark ages” in the western hemisphere. Not 
to get ahead of ourselves, at this point we are seeing the emergence of 
at least the possibility of that kind of authority and unification that 
was not possible prior to that point.  
 
G. Battles 
 
Muhammad relocates to Yachlib and they re-name the city the name 
it is now called, and that is Medina. The city of Medina means “the 
city of the prophet.” Muhammad unites it religiously, he unites it 
socially, he unites it politically and even militarily. The Jews continue 
to have increasing problems with Muhammad, even though they 
originally believed more optimistically that he would be a good ally 
for them. Eventually this results in a number of battles, when 
unfortunately a number of Jewish people were slaughtered.  
 
There were several other battles which took place: The battle of Badr 
and the battle of Uhud, which become very important battles in the 
history of Islam as the tribes from Mecca tried to come up and stomp 



 

out this early Muslim movement. The battle of Badr took place in 624 
and was particularly important because it was a battle where they 
faced unbelievable odds. According to tradition there were 319 
Muslims fighting over 1,000 Meccan soldiers . But, according to the 
Muslim tradition, the Muslims were superior in their fighting skills 
and they defeated the Meccans; and it was a clear example of Allah 
fighting on behalf of his people. This battle was known, even in those 
days, as “the mother of all battles.” Now that is important because, as 
you know, in the modern period, figures like Sadam Hussein and 
others have invoked this language, “the mother of all battles,” which 
was a term not widely known in the West, to refer to the conflict 
between Iraq and the western powers; and of course, because Iraq 
was so heavily outnumbered in the Gulf War, it was very appropriate 
for Hussein to call it “the mother of all battles”. What he meant by 
that was that a small number of Iraqis with the help of Allah, because 
they had righteousness on their side, would defeat the evil western 
powers and throw them out of the gulf. This became an important 
paradigm which has continually been invoked in the modern day.  
 
The other battle that is also important, especially in light of 
September 11th, becomes the second major battle, was in 625, known 
as the battle of Uhud. The battle of Uhud is particularly important 
because it takes place about a year after the battle of Badr; this would 
be about the third year after the Hegira. In many ways it is a repeat of 
the earlier battle, in that you have Meccan soldiers from mainly the 
Korash family, who come up and confront Muhammad outside of 
Medina. Newly emerging Muslims are again heavily outnumbered. 
They went out to fight, but this time they were defeated and even 
Muhammad himself was badly wounded. But Muhammad was able 
to turn this defeat into a victory because he said that the reason that 
they were defeated was not because of Allah’s inability to help them, 
but because of the lack of faith and the need for spiritual purity in the 
lives of the fighters.  
 
He also called at this time for Muslims to learn the value of 
martyrdom. Therefore, this battle has become the great paradigm for 
the importance of martyrdom in the Islamic community. Even in 
modern days, as we have seen so tragically on September 11th, many 
Muslims have been prepared to give their lives for the cause of Islam. 
Then of course, on a regular basis over the last number of years, we 
have seen this take place in Palestine, especially on the West Bank 



 

and on the Golan Heights and other areas of conflict where young 
Arabs have blown themselves up, even to kill a small number of 
Jews.  
 
You wonder in the West why anybody would do this; but it is part of 
very ancient conceptions which go back to 3 A.H., the origin of the 
Islamic era, the battle of Uhud in 625 A.D. our time because there you 
have a very important call by Muhammad on the value of 
martyrdom. So, this is the way it has developed.  
 
Finally, a few years later Muhammad finally gathers enough support 
and he decides that he will take initiative and march down and have 
a major battle, again “the mother of all battles” to fight against Mecca 
and claim it for Allah. Muhammad finally, in the year 630 A.D., 
returns to Mecca with all of his forces, expecting a major battle. But 
when he gets to Mecca this time, a complete shock to all the Muslims, 
not a single person was killed. All their swords were laid down. 
Muhammad took this as a great sign from Allah and he granted 
immunity to all the former enemies, and Muhammad took the city. 
He did not destroy the Ka’ba, but encircled it seven times, paid 
homage to the black stone because that black stone was believed to 
have been a symbol of monotheism. It was believed by the Arabs to 
have been placed there by Abraham himself, the father of 
monotheism. They believed that Muhammad traveled down with his 
son Ishmael and helped construct the altar upon which they 
sacrificed to the one true god, then they laid the black stone as a stone 
to monotheism. Muhammad decided to keep the black stone as a 
symbol of the one true god and then destroy, one by one, the 
remaining 360 idols in the Ka’ba. This is kind of a “cleansing of the 
temple,” as it were, in the Islamic tradition. Spiritually it meant a 
renunciation of idolatry, the declaration of true monotheism. But 
certainly culturally it meant the renunciation of the old, divided 
tribalism and the emergence of a new united civilization.  
 
So, this becomes a very important point in the history of Islam. This 
is the background of the rise of Islam from the birth of Muhammad in 
the year 570 A.D., his first revelations in 610, his re-taking of Mecca 
and the emergence of Islamic community. Muhammad continues to 
receive revelations in Mecca for two more years until the year 632, 
when Muhammad dies; and, again, on that date, also believed to be 
June 8th in the eleventh year after the Hegira.  



 

 
III. Mosques 

 
A. The Prophet’s Mosque 
 
Muhammad was buried in Medina because it was the first city to 
provide refuge and of course is known as “the city of the prophet.” 
Thus, it is called “the prophet’s mosque” and is the second most 
sacred mosque in the world. While we are on that subject, many 
Christians will often ask about the relationship of this mosque to the 
Dome of the Rock In Jerusalem, which of course has become the flash 
point.  
 
B. The Grand Mosque 
 
Just to be clear, the most sacred mosque in the entire world is known 
as the “Grand Mosque.” This is the one in Mecca which houses the 
Ka’ba and the black stone. It is this point, as we will see later, where 
every Muslim will face when they pray. It is this one place where all 
Muslims go on pilgrimage. The Grand Mosque in Mecca is the most 
sacred mosque in the history and in all of the thinking of Muslims 
around the world.  
 
C. The Prophet’s Prayer Mosque 
 
The second is the Prophet’s Mosque in Medina where he is buried. 
There is also a third mosque which is also in Arabia, called the 
Prophet’s Prayer Mosque, which is supposedly the first place the 
prophet prayed after the Hegira, on his way from Mecca to Yacharib. 
Therefore, that becomes the third most important mosque.  
 
D. The Dome of the Rock 
 
The fourth most sacred mosque in the world is in fact, the Dome of 
the Rock in Jerusalem. This is because Muhammad had several times 
where he made a very famous journey known as the “night journey” 
where he was transported from Mecca to Jerusalem spiritually to a 
sacred rock in Jerusalem. The sacred rock is believed to be the rock 
upon which the temple was built; also believed to be the spot where 
Abraham, according to Muslims, sacrificed Ishmael, was about to 
sacrifice him before the ram was provided. The Jewish tradition of 



 

course, is that is where Abraham placed Isaac on the wood. 
Nevertheless, this spot, this rock where Abraham and Isaac or 
Ishmael had the famous encounter, is where you have the ancient 
temple of Jerusalem. This was the place, Muslims believe, that 
Muhammad ascended into heaven and received various revelations 
directly in the presence of Allah through the angel Gabriel. 
Therefore,, it is a very, very important mosque and it is considered 
sacred. It is the most sacred mosque outside the immediate area of 
Arabia.  
 
That is a brief introduction into the life and rise of Muhammad as the 
prophet of Islam. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 
 

  



 

Lesson 2: The Qur’an and the Five 
Pillars of Islam 

 

I. The Qur’an 
 
The purpose of this lecture is to summarize the key teachings of 
Islam known as the five pillars of Islam.  
 

A. Background 
 
First, a little background on the Qur’an. Last time you recall we 
discussed the emergence of the Qur’an and the belief that it is a 
divine revelation from Allah. According to Islamic tradition, in the 
year 610 A.D. Muhammad received his first revelation from the angel 
Gabriel during the ninth month of Ramadan outside of the city of 
Mecca. I mentioned how over a period from 610, when he received 
his first revelation, to his death in 632, Muhammad had a number of 
revelations, which today compose the 114 chapters or surahs known 
as the Qur’an.  
 

B. Arrangement of the Surahs 
 
Just to kind of orient you to the Qur’an, the Qur’an is organized in a 
way that may be somewhat familiar to you because again, it is 
somewhat similar to what we find at least in the epistles of Paul in 
the New Testament. The chapters of the Qur’an are not arranged 
according to chronology, but according to size, just the way the 
Pauline epistles are organized according to their length, from the 
largest, longest Romans, down to the shortest. In the same way, you 
have the Qur’an organized according to the longest surahs to the 
shortest surahs without any particular reference to the time frame in 
which they are given. This sometimes can create some difficulty or 
dissonance when reading the Qur’an because the Qur’an also adopts 
what is known as “abrogation.”  
 



 

C. Abrogation 
 
Abrogation means that an early revelation can be “abrogated” or 
overturned by a later revelation. Sometimes the abrogation occurs 
prior to when you actually read about the revelation, later on because 
it occurred in a shorter surah. So, there are difficulties in learning the 
Qur’an in a consistent way from chapter 1 to chapter 114.  
 

D. The First Surah 
 
That being said, as with the New Testament, there are some 
variations on the theme merely by length. For example, the first surah 
is not the longest, but it is a very important traditional surah known 
as “the opening.” It only has seven verses and it is viewed as kind of 
summary of the entire Qur’an. If you listen to the full lectures on 
Islam, the full course, there you will hear a verse-by-verse exposition 
of all seven verses of the opening, or the opening chapter of the 
Qur’an. Our purpose really in this lecture is not to do a detailed 
study of the Qur’an, but to look at the major teachings that emerge 
from the Qur’an and from traditions within Islam that today are 
known as the five pillars of Islam.  
 

E. The People of the Book 
 
We normally associate the five pillars of Islam with those things 
which unify the Muslim people into a united religion. One of the 
things that is very important to Muhammad is that the people of 
Arabia received a book of revelation. He calls the people who have a 
book of revelation “the people of the book.” This is the major way 
Muhammad makes reference to both Jews as well as Christians. We 
are called “the people of the book.” Over 40 times this reference 
occurs in the pages of the Qur’an. He contrasts the people of the 
book, Al Akatab, with the people who have no revelation. Now, 
Muhammad is very concerned about the Arab peoples as being 
people who do not have any revelation. Essentially the Qur’an is 
about lifting the people of no book, known as “the unium” to the 
status of the people of the book.  
 



 

The Qur’an represents many things. It also presents a form of a new 
kind of anthropology because the virtue of the Qur’an emerging 
actually creates a new class of people. These are people who have 
received “the book.” You see, the word “muslim” means “one who 
submits to God.” The whole idea of the revelation is given and then 
you submit to the truth of this revelation. Therfore, you have the 
people of the book, who possess the scripture, namely Jews and 
Christians, and people who have no revelation at all. You have the 
Muslims, who are those who have submitted to the “true” revelation 
from God. Then you have the people known as “kafir” who have 
heard of the revelation, are no longer ignorant, but they have rejected 
it. In a sense, the emergence of the Qur’an creates a new kind of way 
of analyzing the entire peoples of the world. There are those who 
have never heard of the Qur’an; those who have a revelation which 
in their view is corrupted, the Christians and Jews; those who have 
accepted it; and those who have heard it, but have rejected it. You 
have a wide range of people, even more recently, of whom Bin Laden 
made several references to the West and refers to us, not as the 
people of the book, but as those who have openly rejected the 
revelation of the Qur’an, the kafir.  
 

II. The Five Pillars 
 
Our purpose at this point is to examine more fully the five principles 
or five pillars, which unify all Muslims together. There are many 
other things that divide Muslims and many particular beliefs of 
various groups and sects; but the five pillars represent the unifying 
principles of Islam.  
 
You notice that in a way it is not so much a creed in the way that we 
might recite the Apostles’ Creed or the Nicene Creed. The five pillars 
of Islam represent more of what someone does as opposed to what 
someone believes. That is very important in terms of understanding 
how Islam views itself. It has never viewed itself as particularly 
creedal oriented as compared to historic Christianity, but much more 
interested in what someone practices. In fact, when I was in Nigeria, I 
was struck by the fact that in Hauserland in northern Nigeria, when 
someone asks in the Hauser language, “Are you a Muslim?”, they 
didn’t actually ask literally, “Are you a Muslim?” Instead, the way 
they would ask that question in translation would be, “Do you 



 

perform ritual prayer?” In other words, “Are you practicing as a 
Muslim would practice?”  
 
So, the five pillars as a whole are largely about practice. But there are 
still some major parallels which are kind of creedal confessions that 
we are familiar with. I think the first one especially is that way.  
 

A. Confession of Faith (Shahadah) 
 
The first pillar of Islam is known as the shahadah, or the confession 
of faith. shahadah means “to witness or to testify.” Therefore, the 
shahadah, or confession of faith, is a witness or a testimony to two 
major truths. Let me give you the confession, then we will look at the 
two parts of the confession.  
 
This is the shahadah: “I bear witness that there is no god but Allah 
and Muhammad is the prophet of Allah.” Interestingly, this is the 
exact phrase that has become so important around the Muslim world, 
“I bear witness there is no god but Allah and Muhammad is the 
prophet of Allah.” That phrase does not actually occur anywhere in 
the entire Qur’an. It actually occurs only in parts in the Qur’an. For 
example, in surah 20: Iah 7 and 14, Allah declares, “I am Allah, there 
is no god but me.” Again, it sounds very similar to what you might 
find in The Old Testament. The emphasis is on the existence and the 
unrivaled sovereignty of Allah. “I witness there is no god but Allah.”  
 
There are a lot of parallels between the aforementioned shahadah 
and the Hebrew “shama”: “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord 
is one.” To swear loyalty to God’s supreme sovereignty and power is 
certainly bound up in both of those great affirmations. One of the 
differences though is the second part of the confession, which affirms 
that Muhammad is the prophet of Allah; and this is where Islam 
begins to diverge from historic Christian or Jewish affirmation of 
monotheism. Jews, Christians and Muslims alike can agree that we 
worship one God. But Islam ties the Muslim god to the particular 
prophethood of Muhammad. Again, the Qur’an on several occasions 
makes this connection. For example, surah 48: iah 29 says: 
“Muhammad is Allah’s apostle.” Surah 49:15: “The true believers are 
those who have faith in Allah and his apostle and never doubt” is 
linking faith in Allah with faith in Muhammad. Listen to this from 



 

surah 44: iah 80: “He that obeys the apostles, obeys Allah himself. “ 
There is an equation made here between obedience to Muhammad 
and obedience to god. The intent of the declaration is clearly not to 
exalt Muhammad so much, as to acknowledge that he is, shall we 
say, the conduit, through which the Qur’an comes. He becomes the 
final spokesman, the final prophet. In this sense Muhammad is 
exalted; it is not that they attribute miracles or deity to Muhammad. 
It is only they believe he was the perfect vessel through whom Allah 
chose to deliver his word. In the Qur’an itself Muhammad often 
compares himself to Mary, who was an untrained, probably illiterate 
young person you would not expect to be the conduit through whom 
God chose to send Jesus into the world. Muhammad makes the 
parallel and says, “I’m like Mary. I was from an obscure place. No-
one suspected Allah would choose me to be the one who ‘gives birth’ 
to the Qur’an”. In so many, many ways Muhammad identifies with 
Mary; and even those who rejected her and did not believe she could 
possibly be the mother of Messiah; in the same way, people rejected 
him, he couldn’t be the father of the Qur’an.  
 
Muhammad is honored because he is the conduit through whom the 
message came; but also because he is the first person to actually 
submit to Allah. They do believe that Adam and Abraham were 
Muslims. But in the modern period, from their point of view in the 
post Hegira period, he presents the first person to start this new 
movement. Muhammad himself says in surah 39: “I am bidden to 
serve Allah and worship none besides him. I am bidden to be the first 
of those who shall submit to him. I will serve Allah and worship him 
alone.”  
 
There is a great emphasis on Muhammad and his role in this process. 
The shahadah is the linking of monotheism with the prophethood of 
Muhammad. “I testify there is no god but Allah and Muhammad is 
the prophet of god.” According to that, if you make that profession 
with sincerity, you are a Muslim. That is the doorway into what they 
call “The House of Islam.” That is the first pillar of Islam.  
 

B. Ritual Prayer (Salat) 
 
The second pillar of Islam is known as “ritual prayer” or salat. Salat is 
a very special kind of prayer in Islam and is not what we would call 



 

spontaneous prayer without any particular form or content. It is a 
particular, ritualized prayer. It is said at particular times and in 
particular ways. It will take some time to unpack this. There are 
many parts to the ritual prayer.  
 
First, there is the call to prayer. If you notice, around the world I’m 
sure you have seen pictures of mosques and generally the mosque 
involves some kind of dome-type roof building and next to it there is 
a very tall, narrow, tower which is known as a minaret. It is probably 
the most distinguishing feature of a mosque, the way a steeple and a 
cross might define a traditional Christian church. The minaret is 
actually for the purpose of the call to prayer. A man who is known as 
a “muezzin” climbs to the top of the minaret and he issues the call to 
prayer from the top of the minaret; and this is very important in 
Islamic theology. It is interesting that in historical times Muslims 
would chastise Christians because they said that all Christians do to 
call people to worship and prayer is to use bells. As you know, 
traditionally in steeples Christians put bells in order to ring them and 
people hear the bells and come to worship. They would argue that 
“Oh, we have the living voice, the living muezzin who issues the call 
to prayer from the minaret.” However, in my experience throughout 
the Muslim world – I have been in many parts of the Muslim world – 
it is actually quite rare today to have the experience of a living 
muezzin at the top of the minaret. Today, much more likely you will 
find speakers and the whole thing is done electronically and during 
certain times of prayer, the call to prayer will go forth and it has been 
pre-recorded and taped and played over and over again from some 
other time and place. The minaret today often contains speakers on 
the top rather than a living muezzin.  
 
The content of the call to prayer is the same. It is very beautiful, has 
wonderful resonance to it and alliteration. The translation is also 
very, very beautiful. It goes like this: “Allah is most great. Allah is 
most great. Allah is most great. Allah is most great.” That is the first 
thing you will hear in the Arabic, “Allahu akbar, Allahu akbar.” It is 
a great declaration of god’s greatness. It is followed by the shahadah: 
“I testify there is no god but Allah. I testify there is no god but Allah. 
I testify that Muhammad is the prophet of Allah.” Once again, you 
have the testimony of Muhammad’s prophethood linked with the 
monotheistic belief in Allah, which has already been discussed.  
 



 

Then you have the actual call to prayer: “Come to prayer. Come to 
prayer.” If it is the early morning prayer, they will usually add: 
“Prayer is better than sleep. Come to prayer. Come to success in this 
life and the hereafter. Come to success.” And then they repeat: 
“Allahu akbar, Allahu akbar. God is great. God is great.” And then it 
ends with: “Allah, Allah, Allah, Allah. There is no god but Allah.” It 
is a very powerful thing. Anyone in the Muslim world or who has 
lived in the Muslim world will be well acquainted with the call to 
prayer, which occurs five times every day across the Muslim world.  
 
The person who issues the call to prayer is known as the muezzin. 
The call to prayer itself is known as the Adhan. The place is, as I said 
before, the minaret. This together forms the call to prayer. Once you 
hear the call to prayer, there are many aspects in terms of how the 
Muslim responds to that.  
 
The first way you respond to the call to prayer, this is the first part of 
the salat, the ritual prayer, is known as the ablution. This is a ritual 
washing to prepare oneself to approach the divine presence. In front 
of every mosque you will find typically a wash basin where someone 
can wash their hands and face; they usually wash their faces and 
their ankles and feet and their hands prior to entering into the 
presence of Allah.  
 
The second part of the salat, or the ritual prayer, besides the ablution, 
is the direction of prayer, known as the qiblah. This is important 
because in every mosque there is a nitch in the wall which will 
demonstrate the direction of Mecca. This shows you why the ritual 
prayer becomes almost sacramental in the sense that you have a 
corporate solidarity in terms of a prayer life, which is different than 
something that we have experienced as Christians; but of course was 
very well known to the Jews, who of course pray toward Jerusalem 
when they pray, as you find in the Book of Daniel, for example, 
Daniel 6:10. In the same way the Muslims are commanded in the 
Qur’an. In chapter 2 of the Qur’an, iah 144, they are told to face 
towards the holy mosque, that is face towards Mecca. In Africa - I 
spent time in West Africa - even if the mosque is nothing more than a 
group of rocks in a circle, they will have a couple of the rocks put 
aside in a little prayer nitch known as a qiblah to show everyone the 
direction of prayer. Once the direction of prayer is determined, 
everyone will face in that direction during their prayers.  



 

 
The third part of the salat is the particular movements associated 
with the salat. There are a number of bowing movements known as 
rak’ah. On TV I am sure you’ve seen pictures of Muslims all bowing 
down in solidarity in a mosque as they pray. What you are 
experiencing is actually some of the movements of the rak’ah. The 
word “rak’ah” literally means “bowing” in Arabic. There are actually 
several movements that are involved in a full rak’ah. You stand for 
Allah. You face the qiblah, the direction of prayer. You place your 
hands to your ears and you recite what is known as the “takbir” 
which is the “Allahu akbar, God is great.” You stand and hold your 
hands upon your waist. You recite the first chapter of the Qur’an. 
You bow down from your hips and put your hands on your knees 
and you recite once again the takbir, “God is most great.” You stand 
up again into full standing position. Then you completely prostrate 
yourself before Allah. You raise your body to a sitting position. You 
prostrate again, which is what you normally see on TV, this part of 
the rak’ah. Then you sit for a time of meditation and prayer. Then 
you may recite typically certain chapters of the Qur’an and certain 
passages that are very well known and popular for recitation.  
 
Just to bring out the Jewish context for this, this was also not only 
commanded in the Qur’an, but was a part of Jewish practice as well. 
In the Jewish practice, people stood to pray, they prostrated, they 
knelt, the idea of praying at various times during the day. All of these 
things are derived from Jewish practice that Muhammad would have 
been familiar with as he became acquainted with all the Jewish 
practices in Yafrib, later known as Medina.  
 
The fourth dimension of the salat refers to the times of prayer 
because the Islamic call to prayer goes forth five times a day. The five 
prescribed times: The first morning prayer where you perform two 
cycles of rak’ah. The noonday prayer where you perform four cycles 
of rak’ah. The third is the late afternoon prayer where you perform 
four cycles of rak’ah. The fourth prayer is the sunset prayer where 
you perform three cycles of rak’ah. Finally, the nighttime prayer 
where you perform four cycles of rak’ah. The Qur’an itself 
interestingly does not specifically sanction the five appointed times 
that are laid out here. The Qur’an speaks more generally about 
praying during the appointed hours. It reflects the Jewish practice of 
praying three times a day. There is not a clear reference to five times 



 

a day anywhere in the Qur’an, but it does appear repeatedly in the 
Islamic traditions.  
 
Once again, the times of prayer in the Qur’an at least, are more 
typically present with the Jewish practice of praying three times a 
day. You find in Psalm 55: “Evening, morning and noon I cry out and 
He hears my voice”. Daniel 6:10 refers to not only the postures of 
prayer, the direction of prayer, but the times of prayer. Even in the 
early church, New Testament, you have recorded in Acts 3:1, Acts 
10:9 and Acts 16:16 the reference to Christians praying during the 
“times of prayer.”  
 

C. Almsgiving (Zakat) 
 
The third of the five pillars of Islam is known as zakat or almsgiving. 
The third pillar of Islam is very important because this is how the 
social and religious responsibilities are met in Islamic communities. 
There are some real differences between the zakat and the Christian 
tithe and so we want to get into that in a moment. But at least in 
terms of its purpose, it may be viewed as quite similar. The purpose 
of the zakat, according to the Qur’an, is to give relief for the poor and 
needy, especially the widows, the orphans and the destitute; and also 
to further Islamic missions. This involves people who go out to issue 
what they call the “gavah” or the call to faith. There is a passage in 
the Qur’an which is their comparable passage to our great 
commission where the Qur’an says, “Call men to the path of thy 
Lord”. This word “call” in Arabic is the word “gavah.” This is used 
to pray frequently as a paradigm for calling people into the 
household of Islam to make the shahadah, make the profession of 
faith and engage in the rituals that are associated with the Islamic 
faith. So, Islamic missions and the relief of the poor and the needy.  
 
The Qur’an is filled with dozens of examples of the importance of 
giving and the importance of almsgiving. One of the real differences 
between the zakat and the Christian tithe is that this is actually 
legislated according to Muslim beliefs. Rather than 10 percent tithe, 
which is voluntary, zakat is typically 2.5 percent, but it is obligatory, 
it is part of the legal structure of the Muslim society. Therefore you 
are taxed according to your income and the money goes for these 
various purposes. It is very important and is again, paralleled in 



 

Judaism and Christianity as with the others; but the difference is that 
it has been institutionalized and legalized in Islamic views of giving.  
 

D. Fasting (Sawm) 
 
The fourth pillar of Islam is known as sawm, or fasting. Again, this is 
not just ordinary fasting; this is a particular kind of fasting which is 
very, very important in the understanding of what it means to be a 
Muslim. This is a fast which takes place during a particular month of 
the Islamic year. I want you to go back and remember in our earlier 
discussion what month it was when Muhammad received his 
revelation of the Qur’an. Remember how Muhammad went out into 
the caves, to Mecca in the year 16 A.D.; and it was during that time 
that he received the revelation of the Qur’an. This occurred in the 
ninth month of Ramadan. This was already a sacred month, as we 
mentioned, in Arab history because of the caravan trade and treaties 
they had made. But it becomes carried over into Islam as a sacred 
month for reflection because that was the month, according to 
Muslims, that Allah first gave the initial revelation of the Qur’an to 
Muhammad.  
 
This is a very unusual fast, so I want to explain carefully what it 
entails. The fast involves on one hand, more than just the abstention 
from food. It even includes abstention from food and drink; no fluid, 
no food, no sexual intercourse with your spouse; no smoking; 
absolute full abstention from anything that would enter into your 
body, from dawn to sunset every day. Now that is the big difference. 
This is not a continual fast day and night, but only a fast during the 
daylight hours. Again, the Qur’an lays out the regulations for this. 
Essentially the muezzin stands in the top of the minaret, again in 
traditional Islamic society. Now it is done through clocks and all, but 
traditionally the muezzin would stand at the top of the minaret and 
he would look at two threads, a black thread and a white thread. The 
moment he can distinguish the first light of day, that the black thread 
and the white thread are different, then he issues the beginning of the 
fast, right when he can distinguish a black thread from a white 
thread. The fast continues until the evening when it starts to get dark. 
At that very point where the muezzin cannot distinguish anymore 
the black thread from the white thread, then he issues the conclusion 
of the fast for that day. This continues throughout the entire lunar 



 

month, which is a 28-day fast among Arabs and other Muslims 
around the world. As I said earlier, this is commanded in the Qur’an 
in chapter 2, verse 185 where it says, “In the month of Ramadan the 
Qur’an was revealed. Therefore, whoever of you is present in that 
month, let him fast, that he who is ill or on a journey, shall fast a 
similar number of days later on. He desires that you fast the whole 
month, that you may magnify him.” That verse does allude to a 
provision made to have a makeup fast, which is generally done six 
months later to allow people who were unable to fast because of 
illness or journey or whatever, to make it up. This is the way it goes.  
 
As this chapter continues, it does not occur during the nighttime. Let 
me quote from surah 2:187. “It is now lawful for you to lie with your 
wives on the night of the fast, eat and drink until you can tell a white 
thread from a black one in the light of the coming dawn. Then 
resume the fast until nightfall. Do not approach them, but stay at 
your prayers in the mosque.” This is again encouraging the idea of a 
daytime fast. During the night Muslims will eat and drink and 
engage in various activities throughout the night, but they will 
resume their fast during the day. It has been often noted that 
Muslims will actually consume more food during Ramadan than they 
will in any other month in the Muslim calendar because there is so 
much emphasis placed on eating at nighttime because you couldn’t 
eat during the day. Because of the lunar calendar, the fast occurs at 
different times of the year, it is constantly changing because it is only 
based on the 28-day lunar month. There are times in your life where 
Ramadan falls in very hot months and it is very, very difficult to fast 
or work during the day. There are times when the fast occurs during 
the cooler months and most Muslims will tell you various stories 
about times they fasted under very, very difficult circumstances.  
 
The fast ends with a very famous feast known as the Feast of ‘id, ‘id 
al Fitr, “the feast of the breaking of the fast.” This feast, the Feast of 
‘id is probably the most important feast in the Islamic calendar in 
terms of just celebration and general participation in a feast. The 
closest thing to this in our context would be how Christmas is 
celebrated in the West. This is a time when they will exchange gifts, 
visit relatives and friends and all of the things we associate with 
Christmas holidays, this is what occurs at the conclusion of the fast, 
the famous Feast of ‘id. I have been in the Muslim world during this 
fast and the feast; and it is truly a remarkable sight to see the 



 

solidarity with which people participate in the fast and the great 
sense of joy when the fast is over and they once again resume their 
normal activities.  
 
That is the fourth of the five pillars of Islam. I just want to remind 
you, in each step along the way, at least in summary, that all of these 
pillars are derived from Jewish/Christian precedent. We have seen 
with each of these, with the shahada, the confession of faith, it is 
clearly inspired from the Jewish shama, where Jews also made a 
confession of faith in the sovereignty of Yahweh. The ritual prayer is 
drawn directly from Jewish practice where they pray, even the 
movements and the times and the direction of prayer; all of those 
features are clearly a part of Jewish prayer. The almsgiving, the zakat, 
is once again a very important part of both the Jewish and Christian 
context.  
 
The fasting as well is drawn from Jewish/Christian practice. The 
Christians especially had, by the fifth and sixth century, a very 
strongly developed sense of the Lenten fast. The Lenten fast during 
the 40 days prior to Easter involves an alternating feast and fast. If 
you know the church calendar, you will know that Lent goes from 
Ash Wednesday until Black Saturday, the day before Easter morning 
on Sunday; but it does not include Sundays. The church never fasts 
on Sunday because Sunday is a day to celebrate the resurrection. 
Instead you have an alternating fast during the week when you fast 
and on the Sunday when you feast. Sunday is always a feast day in 
the church. That concept, even though it is not day and night, is 
actually during the week and not on Sunday, but it is still the idea of 
an alternating fast. The Jews also had certain days they fasted and 
certain days they did not. It is not surprising that Muhammad would 
have drawn this idea of an alternating feast and fast from practices in 
Judaism and Christianity.  
 

E. Pilgrimage (Hajj) 
 
The fifth and final pillar of Islam is known as “the hajj.” This is the 
word for pilgrimage. This is a special obligation for every Muslim 
sometime during his or her lifetime, to go on an actual physical 
pilgrimage to the holy Ka’ba in Mecca. You remember that we 
discussed the importance of Ka’ba. This is the tube-like structure 



 

which is located in the Grand Air Mosque in Mecca, which contains 
the black stone,which represents monotheism. This is meant to re-
enact how they believe Abraham himself had migrated, in his case, 
from Palestine, down into Arabia to worship the one true God. There 
is a special month that actually occurs three months after Ramadan in 
the 12th month, it is the month of “kochaminch.” The pilgrimage is 
also commanded in the Qur’an. Let me quote from surah 3: iah 97: 
“The first temple ever to be built for men was that at Mecca, a blessed 
place, a beacon for the nations. In it there are veritable signs and the 
spot where Abraham stood. Whoever enters it is safe. Pilgrimage to 
the house is a duty to Allah for all who can make the journey.” That 
is one of a number of passages which talk about the hajj in the 
Qur’an. This is a belief that by going to this spot, you will be more in 
solidarity with the Muslim community around the world; and you 
will be blessed if you enter into that place. It is definitely considered 
a duty for all true Muslims.  
 
Like the others, especially the ritual prayer, there are aspects to the 
pilgrimage to make it a true pilgrimage. First of all, the pilgrim 
arrives in Mecca. Mecca during this month does not allow any 
outsiders to enter into the city. This is a completely sacred time, only 
for Muslims. So, you arrive. You have a letter from your mosque 
which verifies that you are a Muslim in good standing with your 
local mosque. You go through a period of consecration; that is what 
all of this first stage is, it is called the Ihram. The pilgrims will put on 
simple white robes which symbolize the equality of all humans 
before God. No matter whether you are a head of state or you are just 
a peasant person, at least theoretically the idea is that you are not 
treated differently. Everyone arrives, they enter into cleansing and 
they gird on the same plain white robes. Then you travel out to the 
actual site of the mosque, the ka’ba and you make seven what are 
called “circumambulations.” That is to say, you walk around the 
ka’ba, the house, seven times. The ka’ba, as we discussed before, is a 
large cubic stone structure. The specifics, it is roughly 40 feet long, 33 
feet wide and 50 feet high. It is covered with a black cloth with verses 
from the Qur’an embroidered in beautiful calligraphy across it.  
 
The Grand Air Mosque where the ka’ba is located is circled around 
seven times and if possible, you can actually pass through the stone 
structure and see firsthand the black stone. The black stone is located 
at the southeast corner of the ka’ba. It is inside a shaped silver case 



 

because at one point in Muslim history, through many battles and 
fights, this stone was broken in various pieces; and therefore now it 
has been brought back together into a single stone and encased in this 
silver, doughnut-shaped casing. Every pilgrim is supposed to either 
gesture toward the stone or, if you can get close enough to it, to 
actually kiss it. I do not believe this is an act of worship, but it is 
meant to be a link to monotheism throughout their history. That is 
the second part. First you go through the cleansing, the consecration 
and you go through the circumambulation around the Grand Air 
Mosque.  
 
The third part of the pilgrimage is known as the saai or hastening. 
The pilgrim runs seven times between the two small hills in Mecca, 
Safa and Marwa. This is important because it recalls an event which, 
if you know your Scriptures, is familiar to you. Remember in the Old 
Testament how after Sara gave birth to Isaac, Hagar was dismissed 
and sent back out into the wilderness with her young son, Ishmael. 
She was afraid that Ishmael would die and Hagar frantically 
searched for water for her son. It is that passage which is actually 
commemorated in the hajj because the Muslims venerate Ishmael and 
they believe that Ishmael was the true son of promise. So they go 
back and forth between these hills, recalling the time when Hagar 
frantically searched for water for young Ishmael. There is actually a 
well there named Zamzam, from which you drink, which symbolizes 
the water that was found which saved her son’s life.  
 
The fourth and final part of the pilgrimage is traveling 13 miles out to 
the Plains of Arafat and listening to sermons on the site of 
Muhammad’s last sermon. This is the place where Muhammad 
preached and they believe that these prayers prayed at this spot, are 
the best prayers that one can pray. The ritual prayer is done 
collectively there on the Plains of Arafat in a very dramatic scene. 
That is the first day of the pilgrimage.  
 
The second day of the pilgrimage is known as the “Mina day” 
because you travel three miles from Mecca to a little town known as 
“Mina.” This is a place where Muslims believe that Ishmael’s sacrifice 
was to have taken place. In Mina there are three pillars of three 
different sizes and they represent the places Satan tempted Ishmael 
to rebel against his father; and Ishmael, according to Muslim 
tradition, threw stones at the Devil. During this day the pilgrims will 



 

re-enact this by throwing stones or pebbles at the pillars. You throw 
stones at the pillars, which is meant to be symbolically throwing 
stones at the Devil and you shout, “Allahu akbar, God is great, God is 
great.”  
 
The third day of the pilgrimage, you repeat the circumambulation of 
the Grand Air Mosque, around the ka’ba and you go through a final 
cleansing where your hair is shaved if you are a man; if you are a 
woman, a lock of hair is taken off. You put on ordinary clothes again 
and you are “spiritually reborn” is the language they use. You are 
given a new title at the end of your name called “Al haji” or “Al haja” 
if you are a woman; and this becomes a very proud title for any 
Muslim. It is their way of saying, “You have participated in this great 
pilgrimage.”  
 
A full pilgrimage can actually today be much longer than that, can 
involve as many as 13 days, including things like visiting Jerusalem 
and visiting The Dome of the Rock. There are all kinds of additional 
features. But these are the ones that are required for it to be a true 
pilgrimage. Like the Jewish context: remember, the Jews were 
required to visit the temple three times a year. The Feast of 
Tabernacles particularly has a lot of similarities with the Islamic hajj 
because as you may recall, in that feast the Jews circumambulated the 
sanctuary just as the Muslims do. You can notice this, for example, in 
Psalms 26:6.  
 
In summary, the five pillars of Islam represent the most 
distinguishing features of Islamic participation in their faith. These 
are the practices which make someone and mark someone out as a 
Muslim. I’ve tried to point out not only the distinct features of the 
five pillars, but also how the five pillars are clearly drawn from 
Jewish and Christian practice that was prevalent in Arabia and in 
Muhammad’s contact with Jews on the peninsula during his lifetime.  
 
I think it is fair to say that the genius of Islam is not in its originality, 
either in its ideas or in its practice; but is actually in the creative 
assimilation of explicitly Jewish and Christian practices into a new 
religion, which does carry distinctly new terms and new expressions.  
 
The purpose of this lecture has been to summarize the five pillars of 
Islam. The next lecture will then develop other features of how Islam 



 

has developed and some differences within the Muslim community 
as it developed historically.  
 
 
  



 

Lesson 3: Sunni, Shia and Sufi Islam 
 

I. Historical Development 
 
In the last lecture, we examined the five unifying principles of Islam 
known as the five pillars of Islam. The purpose of this lecture is to 
follow up on that and to develop how historically Islam has become 
also a divided movement. It is simply inaccurate to talk about Islam 
as a seamless garment. This has been one of the difficulties with the 
Western understanding of Islam, and therefore this lecture is very, 
very important. Sadam Hussein and others in recent years have tried 
to portray Islam as a seamless garment, Muslims united against the 
West, or Muslim ideals against Western materialism, etc.  
 
In fact, Islam is a very fractured community which goes back to the 
very beginning. In more recent events with the rise of the al Qaeda 
and conflicts with world terrorism, it has been difficult to speak with 
one voice about what is Islam. There are Islamists who espouse 
terrorism. There are Islamists who espouse peaceful means, etc. A lot 
of this is rooted in various traditions which go back to some 
fundamental differences in how Islam has developed. This is an 
important lecture, to try to find some context for how Islam 
developed and created a number of distinct traditions, just as we 
have in Christianity. We have everything ranging from Pentecostals 
to Quakers, Eastern Orthodox to Presbyterians. We have a lot of 
variety within the Christian community. In the same way, the 
Muslim community also has a great deal of variety.  
 

A. Historical Re cap to 632 – Key Historical Events 
 
You recall that last time we surveyed the key events in light of 
Muhammad leading up to the five principles of Islam. Going back to 
some of the historical events: Just to refresh your memory, 
Muhammad was born in 570 A.D. The year 610 was the year he had 
his famous “night of power and excellence” where he received the 
first revelation of the Qur’an. The year 622 is the Hegira where 
Muhammad left Mecca, entered triumphantly into Yachrib, which 
was renamed Medina, the “city of the prophet.” This marks the 



 

origin of the Islamic calendar. The year 630 was his triumphant 
return to Mecca when the city was given up without a struggle; the 
destruction of the idols and the ka’ba with the exception of the black 
stone, which represented monotheism. This was followed two years 
later by the death of Muhammad in 632.  
 
It is at this point we want to pick up the story and discuss what 
happened in the period following the death of Muhammad. You 
recall that in seventh century Arabia there were two great empires: 
the Byzantine empire which was a Christian or Eastern empire; and 
the Zoroastrian, that is, the Persian empire. Arabia is juxtaposed 
between both of these and to the south of these two great empires. 
Within one hundred years after the death of Muhammad, from 632 to 
732, in that one-hundred-year period, both   not just one, but both   of 
these mighty empires   the Byzantine empire and the Persian empire   
fall at the feet of Islamic armies. It is considered by Muslims to be the 
“one hundred glorious years.” This is the way they refer to the 
century following the death of Muhammad.  
 
What happens after Muhammad dies? there were still divisions 
among Bedouin tribes in Arabia. These tribes were fiercely 
independent. Yet, within a decade after Muhammad’s death there 
was considerable agreement among these tribes and they began to 
move out of the Arabian Peninsula as a united force. They conquered 
modern day Iraq, modern day Syria, even Palestine, Persia and 
Egypt. This is really remarkable. They conquered, they called people 
to follow Islam. If you were a Christian or a Jew, you were allowed to 
continue your faith as long as you paid a special tax known as a 
“jizya” and you entered into a protective status known as “demeni 
status”; that is, a protected status to practice your faith. There are 
many examples throughout their history that this was not allowed; 
and there are so many horrible massacres and slaughters. Basically, 
this was the official policy as the Muslim empires won out: Give 
people the opportunity come to Islam. If they refuse to come to Islam, 
put them to death. But if they are Christians or Jews, you would give 
them the opportunity to accept demeni status, or protected status.  
 
When Muhammad died, one of the problems was, how Muhammad 
was to be succeeded. The Qur’an alludes to this, showing that 
Muhammad was in fact going to die. In a quote from surah 21: “No 
man before you (that is, Muhammad) has been made immortal. If 



 

you, yourself, are doomed to die, then will anyone else live? Every 
soul shall taste death.” This is a passage which simply points out that 
Muhammad, though he was mightily used by Allah, from the 
Muslim perspective, he was nevertheless a mortal and he would die. 
If Muhammad would die and taste death and would not be 
perpetually there to lead the community, the question is, how and in 
what way would this Muhammad be succeeded? This is why we 
have the term the “caliphate” because the caliph or caliphate 
represents a title for the successor of Muhammad. A caliph, 
sometimes pronounced “caliph” (long a), refers to the person who 
fulfills this function. There was great division, even early on, about 
what a caliph might be. Is it someone who merely succeeded 
Muhammad in his military role to lead the Muslim community? Or 
could this person serve in a prophetic role, to continue to receive 
revelation from Gabriel? Is it an office? Is it a prophethood? In what 
way is this position a function in the ongoing life of the Muslim 
community?  
 
 
This caliphate lasted for a long period of time; and if you listen to the 
extended tapes, you can get a full summary of each of the major 
periods of the caliphate.  
 

B. The Four “Rightly Guided Caliphs” 
 
There is the period of what is called the “rightly guided caliphs” 
which occurs from 632 to 661, which refers to the four major caliphs. 
You have the Uhmiad empire from 651 to 750 and following, the 
Abaz empire from 750 to 1258. There are a number of important 
events also that follow this; but this is the main structure of the 
caliphate.  
 
From our point of view, we only need to focus on the “rightly guided 
caliphs” from 632 to 661. This leads us up to the first major division 
within Islam. To this day, Muslims are divided between Sunni 
Muslims, which are mainly the Arab Muslims, and the Shiite 
Muslims, which refer mainly to the Persian Muslims. This is of course 
developed throughout the world today to Sunni and Shia Muslims.  
 



 

These two divisions which occurred are actually traced back to a very 
early division within Islam. When Muhammad died, the first person 
to succeed Muhammad was a person known as Abu Bakr. He was a 
good successor; he was a very close friend of Muhammad. He was 
with him at the Hegira. He was with him when Yachib was renamed 
Medina. In many ways, he was a person that was very close to 
Muhammad. One of his wives, his favorite wife, was a woman 
named Aisha. Aisha was the daughter of Abu Bakr. Therefore, it is 
very, very important because Abu Bakr, through her, becomes related 
to the prophet. Abu Bakr is the first, and was an excellent military 
leader. He only reigned for a couple of short years; but he was able to 
assimilate the Arabian tribes, Bedouin tribes; and he made some 
initial raids into southern Iraq and Palestine and was victorious.  
 
The second caliph is known as simply “Umar.” Umar reigned from 
634 to 644 and this was a tremendous period of expansion of the 
Muslim community. He brought the Muslim armies into Damascus 
and into Syria, into Egypt and most of Persia was brought under the 
reign of Islam by the Muslim armies.  
 
The Council of Electors was selected in order to nominate the next 
caliph. This again was a matter of some debate. How was this 
personally chosen? As we will see, the main reason that Islam 
divided into Sunni and Shia was over, how was the true successor to 
Muhammad to be determined? In 644 Umar was assassinated; and 
this has been a bone of great contention and great strife, even to this 
day in the Muslim community because he was assassinated while he 
was actually reading the Qur’an quietly.  
 
The third caliph is known as Uthman, who reigned from 644 to 656. 
He was a weakly leader. A lot of division and internal strife occurred 
during the 12 years that he had the caliphate. He did, however, send 
out Muslim armies, both eastward and westward. He was a part of 
the Meccan troubled family to which Muhammad had belonged, 
which if you recall, had opposed him so strongly in the Battles of 
Badr and Uhud. Uthman was also resented because it was believed 
that he was part of the opponents of Muhammad and his family in 
the early days; and why should he now be brought in as one of the 
leaders of the Islamic community? He also was assassinated in 656 
while reading the Qur’an. He is important because he is given credit 
for finalizing the Qur’an and destroying all of the variant copies.  



 

 
This is very interesting to students of the Bible, where we engage in 
textual criticism where we examine the various documents of the 
New Testament and compare manuscripts and seek to understand 
what was actually present in the original autographs. This is not 
possible in the Muslim world; not only theologically impossible 
because they believe the Qur’an is a transcript of heavenly book; but 
practically speaking, it is impossible because during Uthman’s reign 
the various major variant copies were destroyed, leaving just one 
single Qur’an. This is a simple way to take care of all textual 
problems, to simply destroy the variants. This is precisely what took 
place in the Muslim community.  
 

II. Differences Between the Groups 
 

A. Shia 
 
The fourth and final of the united caliphs is Ali. This is a person who 
is both the son of Muhammad’s uncle, Abu Kalib, and the husband of 
his youngest daughter, Fatima, which by the way, was the only 
surviving child of Muhammad and his wife Khadija. Ali is important 
because Muhammad and Ali are related by blood and during Ali’s 
time you have some major civil wars that break out in the Muslim 
community. I won’t go through all of the details of these battles, but 
this is the first major civil conflict between Muslims where you have 
Muslims fighting Muslims. In the course of this conflict, though, 
there was an attempt to regain the caliphate and Ali allowed his 
opponents to put the caliphate up to arbitration. This was opposed by 
Ali’s followers, who said that the descendant of Muhammad, the 
caliphate, should not be determined by a vote of any council. It 
should be determined by a blood relative of Muhammad. Because of 
that, you have a split between the Shiites, which literally means “the 
party of Ali” (Shia means “sect or party”) and the main Muslims 
known as the Sunnis (Sunni means “the normative” as in the 
normative practice of Muslims).  
 

B. Sunni 
 



 

Essentially the Sunni represented the mainstream Muslims who 
believed the caliphate should be appointed by a council. This means 
that anybody of any ethnicity could conceivably lead the Muslim 
community. The leading party, that is the Shia Ali, (now they shorten 
this to Shia or Shiite) asserted that only the blood descents of Ali 
could become the caliph because Ali was the only one related by 
blood, not just marriage, to Muhammad. This is the historical 
difference between the Sunni and the Shia.  
 
Since that time there have been a number of other differences which I 
think are worth pointing out, how the Shia and Sunni communities 
are different today. The first difference, of course, has to do with this 
blood descendant that we have mentioned, that the caliph should be 
a descendant of Ali, according to the Shia; whereas the Sunni believe 
that he should be chosen by a council.  
 
But the Shiite had other beliefs that evolved over time, which today 
are warp and woof of the Shiite doctrine, theology and practice. The 
next big difference is Imamism. The Shiites believe in the doctrine of 
an Imam. In the Sunni tradition, an Imam is simply the name of the 
prayer leader, the person who stands in the prayer niche and leads 
Muslims in ritual prayer on their ritual prayer day. Friday is the day 
of congregation when they actually meet together and do this. The 
Shiites, on the other hand, believed that the imam was a divinely 
appointed leader who could actually hold the mantle of Muhammad. 
That is to say, he would actually be able to take on the prophethood 
of Muhammad, not just the moral or military or political role; but 
actually, be the recipient of revelation. The Sunni reject that and 
simply say the imam is the prayer leader of the Islamic community, 
period.  
 
The Shiites today are divided in all kinds of subgroups; some who 
believe there are only seven imams in the history of the world; some 
who believe there are 12 imams, etc. Most of the Muslims in the Shiite 
community still believe that there is a final imam that comes, known 
as a Mahdi figure. This is the third big difference between the 
Muslims because the Shiites expect a final Mahdi figure who will 
come to destroy the faithless and to restore the faithful and to protect 
the message of Muhammad. This person is often called “the hidden 
imam.” Many of the Persian Shiites in Iran believe, you may recall 



 

from some years past, that Ayatollah Khomeini was in fact this 
hidden imam.  
 

B. Sunni (Normative party) 
 
The Sunni reject any notion of a final Mahdi. This has been very 
important in more recent days in Afghanistan when the leader of the 
Taliban had actually taken out a mantle, a cloak, which had been 
believed to belong the actual prophet, and had clothed himself, 
wrapped himself in it as a way of saying that “I now carry the actual 
mantle of Muhammad, his prophethood, to lead Afghanistan to a 
divine state of superiority around the world.”  
 
The idea of a Mahdi figure is a very important figure that runs 
through the Shiite and is a mainstream Shiite belief; but also as a 
belief amongst some minority groups in the Sunni community; 
though it is rejected by the majority of the Sunni position.  
 
Shiites also typically emphasize human freedom more than the 
Sunni, who emphasize divine sovereignty. I love to tell the story 
about the emphasis on predestination among the Sunni. I always tell 
students that the Sunni’s view of predestination is so pronounced, so 
emphasized in their theology, that it would even make John Calvin 
turn pale. The Sunnis have some very bizarre conceptions of 
predestination where everything is predetermined, a 
predetermination, not just a foreknowledge. The Muslims, for 
example, a few years ago during the hajj (you will recall, there was 
this hastening between the two towns as a part of remembering 
Hagar’s going back and forth and frantically searching for water for 
Ishmael); during that hastening a few years ago, hundreds of 
Muslims were trampled to death and died right there during the hajj. 
The Muslim Imam who was there and presided over the hajj, a very, 
very important figure who was not just a minority figure, this was a 
very mainstream, key leader – was asked about these hundreds of 
people who were literally killed on hajj, and how in the world could 
he reconcile this with God’s sovereignty because why would God kill 
somebody who was there trying to perform hajj? His answer was, 
predestination. He said it was their time to die and Allah had decreed 
before the creation of the world that they would die at that moment; 
and he said the fact that they were all on pilgrimage meant nothing. 



 

If they had stayed home in Africa or in Syria or in the Middle East, or 
even in America, or wherever they came from; if they had stayed 
home, they still would have died at that exact moment, said the 
imam, because at that moment they had been predestined to die.  
 
There was no reform movement to make the hastening between the 
two towns, between the two hills, safer or to do crowd control or any 
of that. It was simply chalked up to predestination. I thought this 
would be a good version of predestination which would even cause 
the most profound, committed Calvinist to stand back in amazement 
because the Muslims almost invariably include in almost every 
sentence the phrase “inshallah, if Allah wills.” Everything is rooted in 
predetermination of every event, every thought, every development. 
During the wake of the destruction of the twin towers in New York 
City there were many Muslim leaders who said, “This occurred 
because Allah willed it,” had nothing to do with Islamic terrorism 
and nothing to do with the rise of al Qaeda, had nothing to do with 
Osama Bin Laden. It was simply decreed by God. If Bin Laden had 
never been born, it still would have happened because it was Allah’s 
will that at that moment those two buildings would collapse.  
 
Another difference is that the Shiite and the Sunni tend to be divided 
along ethnic lines. The Shia tend to be the Persian Muslims. You may 
be aware that we usually refer to the Middle Eastern Arabs and 
Muslims kind of all in one breath. In fact, most Muslims are not Arab; 
and even in the Middle East you have major groups who are not 
Arab, most importantly, Iran. Iran is predominantly Persian, which is 
not Arab. The Persian Muslims tend to be Shia. There are a number of 
Shia who are also in southern Iraq and they number a high 
percentage of Shia in Iraq. But Iran is the place where there are 
predominantly Shia. Around the world there are people who follow 
Sunni and Shia; but the Sunni’s position is by far the most dominant 
position, that fall under the name of Sunni, the normative position. 
Roughly 85%, some say as much as 89%, of Muslims belong to the 
Sunni community; which means roughly between 11 and 15% belong 
to the Shiite community.  
 
The final difference between Shia and Sunni is a slight change in the 
shahada by the Shiite community. The Shiite add a last phrase that 
includes Ali. It goes like this: “There is no god but Allah and 
Muhammad is the prophet of Allah and Ali is the friend of Allah. 



 

Allah, Ali, the friend of Allah.” The Sunni of course reject any 
changes or additions to the shahada.  
 

C. Sufi 
 
Finally, in addition to the Sunni and Shia, there is also another 
movement known as the Sufi. The Sufi refers to a mystical movement 
within Islam which follows various paths to spiritual enlightenment. 
The Sufi movement has reacted against the kind of cold, formal 
legalism that is in Islam. It has reacted against the cold austerity of 
Allah as one who does not communicate with his people, does not 
have any warm feelings or affection toward his people. All of this is 
reacted against by the Sufi and they essentially try to emphasize the 
intimacy of one’s relationship with Allah and many ways which a 
Muslim might be able to enter into personal communion with Allah. 
The word “Sufi” generally is thought to come from the word “wool” 
because the early Sufi saints used to wear very coarse wool. The Sufi 
movement is also divided into dozens of various subgroups that 
follow certain Sufi leaders who had a particular practice that they 
believed help them to come closer to Allah. These movements 
typically offer various, what they call “tariqats”; that is, paths or 
ways in which someone can follow and enter into ecstatic union with 
Allah.  
 
Most of the Sufi movement developed in a major way in the tenth 
and eleventh centuries and continued to grow and gain a following 
throughout the world. It is an important tradition to be aware of.  
 
This represents the major divisions within Islam in a very broad 
scope. You have the Sunni community. You have the Shiite 
community. You have the Sufi community. The Sufi community is 
not a separate community per se, but is a movement which is present 
within both Sunni as well as Shia. Within Sunni and Shia, you also 
have a number of schools of thought and traditions that further 
subdivide these two positions.  
 

III. Schools of Law in Sunni and Shia Islam 
 



 

I am going to briefly outline the key schools of the Sunni and Shia 
tradition, as well a few things about the Sufi tradition, to give you a 
little structure on how Islam is divided. Then we will come back, 
because this will help introduce the whole idea of authority in Islam.  
 
Because Sunni and Shia tradition are divided only historically by the 
rise of Ali and the particular emphasis on how Muhammad’s 
prophethood would be passed or could be passed on; but also 
because of what we saw in these comparisons of different theological 
traditions which are based on further documents besides the Qur’an, 
that will deserve a special lecture all by itself.  
 

A. Sunni Tradition 
 
Just to summarize the various schools within Islam, you should know 
that the Sunni tradition, the main tradition, is generally divided into 
four major schools, which are known as “schools of law.”  
 
When we look at the whole discussion about the revelation in Islam 
and how it goes beyond the Qur’an, this will become even clearer as 
you see that certain traditions are established which interpret the 
Qur’an in certain ways and even include various traditions. The 
foremost important of these schools are known as the Hanifi, the 
Shafites, the Malakites and the Hanbalites. These are the four most 
important schools of law. There are a few minor ones, but these are 
the most important.  
 
The largest, more widespread school is the Hanifi school. This goes 
back to a certain teacher named Hanifi who had certain teachings 
about the Qur’an. It is actually a more liberal school. They accept an 
analogy principle, where they can take the Qur’an and by analogy 
apply it to a wide range of areas. It is the largest school; very, very 
prominent throughout Asia, including Asia Minor and modern day 
Turkey.  
 
A major school is known as the Shafites, which again is named after a 
Muslim scholar of the ninth century named Al Shafi. This school of 
law tends to emphasize the importance of solidarity in the Muslim 
community. It does not like innovation. It is very strict about 
Muslims not marrying non-Muslims. It always errs on the side of 



 

reaffirming the role of Muslim solidarity. You will find the Shafite 
very popular in lower Egypt, in parts of Arabia, in East Africa as well 
as in distant places such as Indonesia and even the Philippines. 
Indonesia, you may be surprised to know, is the largest Muslim 
country in the world.  
 
The third of the four schools of law are the Malakites. The Malakites 
again are traced back to a teacher named Malak, who died in 795, the 
late eighth century. They really emphasize the role of the Hadith. In 
the next lecture, we will develop “What is the Hadith?” In a nutshell, 
the Hadith refers to traditions that have arisen about Islam and what 
the Muslim community actually represents in terms of Muhammad’s 
practice. They develop traditions around what Muhammad said and 
did, which now become their paradigm for how Muslims should act 
today.  
 
The fourth and most conservative of the schools is known as the 
Hanbalites. The Hanbalites are named after Hanbal, who died in the 
ninth century. Very literal interpretation of the Qur’an. They are very 
strict about how they interpret these verses; and many of the smaller 
groups, you’ve heard maybe of the Wahabes and other groups in 
Arabia. These are all subgroups of the Hanbalites. They try to argue 
that they represent the truest version of Islam. These are your 
fundamentalists that are in this category. Very prominent in southern 
Arabia, Qatar and other places, right directly in the Middle East.  
 

B. Shia Tradition 
 
In contrast, the Shiite community is not divided and based on schools 
of law, as much as it is based on various attitudes regarding the 
imams, these successors of Muhammad. The Imamites recognize 12 
imams. They are often called “The Twelvers.” The Ismailis, they are 
often called “The Seveners.” They recognize seven imams throughout 
history. The Zaydis are people who have various social ideas that 
have become distinctive. They are actually much closer to 
conservative Sunnis, many of them even to some other Shiites. 
Finally, you have the Alawites, which have more liberal social views 
and a strong emphasis on the final Mahdi figure. Therefore, you have 
divisions within the Shiite community.  
 



 

IV. Sufism 
 
Finally, among the Sufis there are a number of Sufi orders, or tariqat, 
that have developed throughout the world. Rather than going into all 
of these schools, I think I will just simply mention some 
characteristics of the Sufi movement.  
 

A. Contemplative and Mystical.  
 
They tend to be very contemplative and mystical. 
 

B. Non legalistic 
 
The Sufis are typically more reactive against legalism.  
 

C. Individualistic 
 
They are far more individualistic than most Muslims.  
 

D. Syncretistic 
 
They tend to be very syncretistic of practices they find in Africa, 
Indonesia, other places. They have tended to amalgamate this into 
their practice of Islam.  
 

E. Esotericisms in the Qur’an and Hadith 
 
The Sufis tend to read esoteric meanings into the Qur’an or the 
Hadith. They tend to say, “This verse actually is symbolically 
meaning something completely different.”  
 

F. Role of the Pir 
 
The Sufis believe in figures known as pirs, who mediate between 
Allah and humanity. They accept the idea of spiritual mediation. 



 

These are some differences in the Sufi community. They are divided 
into all kinds of orders as well, as we saw with the Shiites and the 
Sunni communities.  
 
Now that we have explored the basic emergence of the various 
communities within Islam in a very summarized way, what we will 
do next time is look at the role of authority and revelation in Islam.  
 
Most Christians in the West and non-Muslims around the world are 
very uninformed about the true nature of authority in Islam. Most 
people typically think that the Qur’an is the source of revelation in 
Islam. That is simply not true. The Qur’an is actually one of several 
components which are regarded as revelatory and which together 
form the basis for Muslim law. Therefore, we are going to explore 
that in more detail next time.  
 
  



 

Lesson 4: Authority and Revelation 
 
The purpose of this lecture is to explore the whole nature of authority 
and revelation in Islam. Most Muslims regard the Qur’an as the 
highest social authority. It would be a mistake to think that the 
Qur’an is the only source of authority and even revelation for the 
Muslim community. In fact, there are several components which 
together make up revelation in Islam. At this point, we have only 
emphasized the role of the Qur’an, the Qur’an as the word of Allah. 
We have talked about how the Muslims have a very high and even 
rigid view of the inspiration of the Qur’an. They follow the dictation 
theory and they have based it on several texts in the Qur’an itself. Let 
me give you one text. This is found in surah 39:iah 28 where Allah 
says that “We are giving mankind in this Qur’an all manner of 
arguments, so they may take heed. We revealed it in the Arabic 
tongue, a Qur’an free from all faults, that they may guard themselves 
against evil.” Another text is surah 4, which even says that “It is a 
transcript of our eternal book, sublime and full of wisdom. “ The 
Qur’an is the most important and is the most historically based 
source of revelation for Islam.  
 
However, anybody who has taken time to read the Qur’an will 
realize very quickly that the Qur’an does not address many issues 
that would come up in a new religious community. There are many 
ethical issues that are simply not addressed. There are many 
personal, commercial and social issues which simply are not 
addressed. There were needs that the community had which were 
simply not addressed in the Qur’an.  
 
Over some time, there was the desire to meet this need by reflecting 
on things that Muhammad said or did, or behavior that was observed 
by others. This is very important because up to this point, we have 
Muhammad as essentially a passive recipient of revelation. He is 
regarded as being illiterate according to Muslim tradition. He is 
regarded as having no influence in the Qur’an, he is simply the 
passive recipient of revelation that is mediated through Gabriel from 
Allah.  
 
This completely changes after Muhammad’s death and particularly 
in the period after 732 when the Islamic community is extremely 



 

diverse and has spread to so many different cultures. All kinds of 
questions arose and there began to be the desire to find out what 
Muhammad might have said. All of us have heard or seen the 
famous bracelets, “WWJD', 'What would Jesus do?” I think the 
comparable thing here would be “WDMD", "What did Muhammad 
do?” because this is the question that was asked. It was not put in 
bracelet form, but it was certainly asked by Muslims repeatedly, 
“What did Muhammad do?” or “What did Muhammad say?” or 
“What did we observe in Muhammad’s behavior that might give us 
some clue?” This is important from a revelation point of view 
because Muhammad now is moving from being simply the passive 
recipient of revelation, becoming the active source of revelation 
because his life now takes on revelatory significance.  
 

I. Hadith as a Source of Islamic Revelation 
 

A. Sunna 
 
What happened was, an oral tradition developed where they would 
pass on things that Muhammad said and these are known as “the 
sunna.” The word “sunna” we know from the word “sunni” means 
“custom or normative practice.” This would be the custom of 
Muhammad, what Muhammad said about this or that and how he 
acted in this or that situation, how he ate, how he dressed. All kinds 
of things are addressed in this oral tradition.  
 

B. Hadith 
 
Eventually the sunna began to be written down in short narratives 
and this little narrative is known as the “hadith.” Hadith is simply a 
written narrative stating something that Muhammad said or did. 
Over time this became a source of revelation along with the Qur’an in 
both the Sunni community and the Shiite community, to accept 
because of the hadith. There are major traditions which developed in 
each of the traditions, Sunni and Shia, regarding collections of what 
they believe Muhammad said or did. Unfortunately, even the 
Muslims themselves admit that in the early period, people who had 
some religious need or an ethical question that was raised, solved it 



 

by inventing hadith and inventing sunna, which became written 
down as hadiths; which became essentially spurious inventions that 
would be put in the mouth of Muhammad.  
 
Gradually a tradition evolved of authenticating which hadiths were 
accurate and which were not. This was done by a careful tracing of 
the source of the hadith from Muhammad, all of the way down to the 
present time. This is where Muslims engage in what we would call 
“textual criticism.” They don’t do it with the Qur’an, but they do it 
with the hadith, a very careful look at the character of the person who 
said they heard Muhammad say something and how close they were 
to Muhammad. If you have a hadith that is written down, where 
Muhammad’s wife said that Muhammad did this, it is a very, very 
sound hadith because it is someone who was married to the prophet 
and someone who is obviously very close to the prophet; and it was 
written down very soon. Some of these were very much more 
extensive, they were passed down through several transmitters, and 
they have to analyze this very carefully. That is part of what the 
Muslim scholarly community does. Then the hadith are divided into 
various sections: What Muhammad did, what he commanded, what 
he allowed, what is obligatory for all Muslims, what is simply 
informative. In many ways, this material is divided.  
 
The most famous and important of all of these is one by the name of 
Al Bukhari. Bukhari has the oldest and is widely regarded as the 
most important collection of hadith. It is divided into 97 books, over 
3,000 chapters. He quotes 7,300 hadiths. Many of them are duplicates, 
so it ends up, the actual number is almost 3,000 different hadiths that 
he records in his collections. It is quite an extensive amount of 
material and it covers virtually every aspect of the prophet’s life.  
 
It is important to recognize that Muslims regard the Qur’an and 
hadith as parallel ways that revelation can come. This hadith, once it 
is established as a sound hadith with an Isnad, called a chain from 
person to person, then it is Isnad. They call this the “chain of Isnad” 
where Muhammad told this person, who told this person that he said 
this or he did that. Once that is declared authentic, then that hadith 
can serve as a source of revelation along with the Qur’an. With both 
Sunni and Shiite communities, the Qur’an and the Hadith form the 
basis of revelation.  
 



 

II. Sharia Structure in Sunni and Shia. 
 

A. Sunni – Ijma 
 
In addition to the Qur’an and hadith, the Sunni community had a 
concept known as “ijma,” that is, consensus. This is where the 
community as a whole can reach a new consensus on something that 
could not have possibly been addressed by Muhammad. This is 
based on a statement by Muhammad himself – it is in a hadith – 
which says Muhammad apparently said, “My community shall be in 
agreement.” The point being that if the community agrees on 
something, then that could be a source of guidance. If you followed 
yourself alone in the Muslim community, trying to abrogate this or 
that, then chances are, it cannot be of God. The idea is that if a 
Muslim community can agree together, then it is known as an “ijma” 
or consensus.  
 
In the Sunni tradition, the Qur’an, the hadith and the ijma are all 
three considered to be sources of revelation. An ijma is actually a 
process. A Muslim cleric will make an ijma ruling and say, “I think 
this could be received as a consensus in the community.” It is 
examined by other Muslim leaders and if it is embraced by a vast 
majority of Muslims, it can reach the level of ijma.  
 

B. Shia – Imam 
 
The Shiite community does not have the idea of ijma because of their 
doctrine of the Imam. Because the doctrine of the imam is so 
important, the imam can act essentially independently of any kind of 
consensus from the Shiite community. Therefore, among the Shiites, 
the three components would be the Qur’an, the hadith and the imam 
because these imams can speak authoritatively and actually carry the 
mantle of Muhammad.  
 
These three components: For the Sunni, it is the Qur’an, the hadith 
and the ijma. For the Shiites, it is the Qur’an, hadith and statements 
made by the imams, the seven or 12, depending on tradition.  
 



 

Those three components in each of the positions together is the basis 
from which the sharia law is derived. You hear a lot in the news these 
days about the sharia law. The sharia law is simply the legal system 
by which Muslims govern their communities. The sharia law is 
derived from these three sources and is used in order to give 
direction and guidance to the Muslim community.  
 
That is a brief summary of the whole concept of sharia law and how 
sharia law is made of these three sources of revelation: The Qur’an, 
the hadith and either ijma or the imam.  
 

C. Lesser Components of Sharia 
 
In addition to the revelation, there are other factors that play into 
sharia, just as they do in any law court in the West. For example, 
judges make rulings. They can issue legal rulings where they make a 
position on a certain legal perspective. This is called a “fatwa.” You 
have often heard about, for example, the Ayatollah Khomeini issuing 
a fatwa against Salman Rushdie, who wrote his controversial book, 
“The Satanic Verses.” This was a legal decision that was made; and 
because the Ayatollah Khomeini issued it, it carried virtual revelation 
because he was thought to be an imam by some. But even if he had 
not been an imam, the legal jurists in the Shiite community had 
issued a fatwa which said that, “Based on our understanding of how 
to deal with infidels, it is entirely appropriate to issue a statement 
saying that if any true Muslim finds Salman Rushdie, then you have 
the authority to put him to death.” That of course created a huge stir 
in the Western world because most had never heard of a fatwa; but 
these are legal rulings that arise out of sharia law.  
 
You have the Qur’an, hadith and the ijma that are there. They have 
been codified and there are all kinds of legal material. Judges will 
make rulings based on it and one of these is a fatwa. The other is a 
thing called Qiya, which means “analogy.” They will say, “The courts 
ruled about ‘X’; in principle, it is similar to this new situation of ‘Y’. 
So, because they ruled ‘X,’ we are going to rule the same in that 
situation as in this situation.” Some of those schools of laws, as we 
looked at earlier, have more emphasis on qiya than others. This gives 
you some feel for how it actually works itself out in the modern-day 
Muslim community. 



 

  



 

Lesson 5: Is Islam a Religion of Peace? 
 
At this point I think it would be helpful for us to begin to address 
some of the more, shall we say, existential questions that many of us 
face when we think about Islam today, especially raising the 
question, “Is Islam a religion of peace?”  
 
There has been a wide range of discussions and public statements 
made by our own president and others who have made the statement 
that “Islam is a religion of peace.” We need to explore this statement 
and find out if in fact, the statement is true.  
 
I was recently in a debate or dialogue with a number of Muslim 
leaders – this was after September 11th – where this statement came 
up, that Islam is a religion of peace. I asked the Muslim, I said, 
“Please clarify for me what is meant. I’m not trying to deny it, I just 
want to know what is meant by the statement, ‘Islam is peace.’ Is this 
an exegetical statement? Is it something that is derived from the 
Qur’an? If you do a thorough exegesis of the Qur’an, you will 
determine that the Qur’an teaches that Islam is a religion of peace? Is 
it perhaps an historical statement? Are you saying that Islam is a 
peaceful religion? If you look at history through the annals of Muslim 
history, is it mainly marked out by peaceful expansion and peaceful 
propagation, peaceful relationship with enemies or opponents? What 
is meant by this statement, ‘Islam is a religion of peace?” The person 
did not have an answer for it. They just simply said, “Islam is peace.” 
They weren’t prepared to defend it exegetically or historically.  
 
The reason for this is because it is a very difficult thing to sort out. I 
think in many ways, I would say that the phrase, “Islam is a religion 
of peace” is basically a sentimental/political statement being made in 
the aftermath of September 11th in order to accomplish a few things.  
 
President Bush and other leaders wanted to reinforce the idea that all 
Muslims are not members of Al Qaeda and bent on terrorism and 
that therefore we should not paint all Muslims with a single stroke. 
That, of course, is true. We have already seen in so many lectures 
how diverse the Muslim community is. It is also given because they 
want to be careful that, in the process of American anger against 
Islam because of the 9/11 attack, that Americans don’t repeat some of 



 

the animosity that was given toward Japanese Americans during 
World War II. Many Japanese Americans were targeted just because 
of their Japanese ancestry. Therefore, horrible crimes were committed 
and a lot of later apologies had to be issued in order to rectify the 
situation. I think that President Bush wanted to avoid not only the 
perception of Islam as being a single blanket, but also trying to keep 
any random acts of violence from being advocated by fringe groups 
that might advocate taking action against the average Muslim, even a 
Muslim American.  
 
I think we have to realize the political realities which effected some of 
the statements that were made. President Bush was trying to gain 
allies in Pakistan, which is a vastly Islamic state, trying to gain allies 
with Saudi Arabia, Egypt and other places which are obviously 
producers of this fundamentalism. Therefore, he went overboard to 
emphasize the good qualities of Islam.  
 
Our purpose in this lecture is not interest in why someone would 
politically or even sentimentally, just to give people a sense of 
wellbeing, make these types of statements. We want to explore this 
more carefully through a purely objective point of view, quite apart 
from September 11th, and simply ask the question, “Is Islam a religion 
of peace and does it advocate at its root, peaceful propagations?” 
 

I. Two Contradictory Principles 
 

A. Da’wah 
 
Let’s look at this. There are two, I would say, tension principles in the 
Qur’an which are wide. People, when they quote the Qur’an about 
peace, can easily quote things that make it sound like Islam is a 
religion of peace. These two principles are known as the da’wah and 
the jihad.  
 
Many of you have heard the term “jihad.” We will explore that more 
later. You may not have heard the term “da’wah.” Da’wah I referred 
to actually in an earlier lecture and refers to “the call.” This is what I 
said was the Muslim equivalent to the great commission. In this 
passage Allah commands, all Muslims, quoting from the Qur’an: 



 

“Call men to the path of your lord with wisdom and kindly 
exhortation.” This is surah 16:125. This underscores the necessity of 
exhorting people to come into the House of Islam, but to do it with 
kindness. There is another very famous passage which is very often 
quoted, in the 2nd chapter of the Qur’an, surah 2: iah 256. This is 
probably the most often quoted passage in the Qur’an when this 
discussion comes up about Islam being a religion of peace. That verse 
says: “There shall be no compulsion in religion.” I’ll even quote one 
scholar who comments on this verse, Abdullah Yusaf Arani, who 
says, “Compulsion is incompatible with the Islamic religion, for 
religion depends upon faith and will and these would be 
meaningless if induced by force.” There is no doubt that if this was 
the voice of the Qur’an, it would be very similar to the Christian 
position, because we also believe that religion and faith in Christ 
cannot be induced by force.  
 

B. Jihad 
 
The problem with this is that the so-called “call,” the da’wah, the 
peaceful call, “Come unto me” is only one part of the story. The other 
part of the story is that the Qur’an also contains numerous jihad 
passages which clearly seem to embrace a very different attitude 
toward unbelievers. For example, let me read for you surah chapter 
8:38 and 39. “Tell unbelievers that if they mend their ways, their past 
sins shall be forgiven. But if they persist in sin, let them reflect on the 
fate of their forefathers. Make war on them until idolatry is no more 
and Allah’s religion reigns supreme.” This calls on Muslims to 
actually make war on their enemies because the enemies represent 
idolatry. Another passage in surah 47, verse 4, Muhammad gives 
them instructions about what to do when you meet unbelievers: 
“When you meet the unbelievers on the battlefield, strike off their 
heads; and when you have laid them low, bind your captive firmly.” 
Allah declares in another passage: “When the sacred months are over 
(that refers to months like the month of Ramadan or the month of a 
pilgrimage, when they can now re-engage in warfare), slay the 
idolaters wherever you find them. Arrest them, besiege them and lie 
in ambush everywhere for them. If they repent and take to prayer 
and pay the alms tax, let them go their way. Allah is forgiving and 
merciful.”  
 



 

II. Reconciliation of Da’wah and Jihad 
 
What we are trying to recognize here, for someone who is first trying 
to understand the concept of violence in the Qur’an or peacefulness 
in the Qur’an, is that the Qur’an actually embraces two ideals. It 
embraces the concept of peace and peaceful propagation of Islam; but 
is also embraces warfare and very vigorous, violent attacks on 
unbelievers and idolators.  
 
What has happened in the Muslim community over the years, again 
quite apart from the current challenges with the Muslim community, 
throughout history these passages have been reconciled by Muslim 
scholars in several ways, the most important of which is that 
Muslims have acknowledged that the Qur’an seems to contradict 
itself because you are on one hand saying there is no compulsion to 
religion. On the other hand, you have Muslims with a sword on 
someone’s throat, saying “Repent, pay the alms tax, or die.”  
 
The way this is reconciled, the most dominant way, is by saying there 
is a sequence of events which must take place. The first stage is that 
Muslims must give people the peaceful opportunity to repent and 
believe in the Islamic message. That is the da’wah. The da’wah, in 
other words, precedes the jihad. If, in fact, the da’wah is rejected and 
people do not respond in repentance and faith, then they have the 
opportunity or the responsibility to lie low, kill, and announce jihad 
against other unbelievers who have refused to come into the House 
of Islam. That seems to me to be essentially what the Qur’an teaches, 
that there is to be an initial peaceful issuance, followed by, if that is 
resisted, a more violent response.  
 
From our point of view therefore, the Qur’an does give textual 
support for violent acts. It is very easy to say, “This person has 
already been given the opportunity to respond, therefore we must 
respond more forcefully and even militarily.” This would come as a 
very critical development because the American community is 
considered to be unbelievers, kafirs, who have rejected the message. 
Remember the anthropology discussed before. If you are the people 
of the book, you are supposed to be given protective status. 
Considering that most Americans, or many Americans at least, are 
Christians, then technically American Christians and Jews at least, 
should be given protective status. The other category is the Muslims, 



 

of course, and there are five million Muslims in America, who should 
be granted, of course, protective status and there are unfortunately 
many Muslims who are killed, even in the twin towers.  
 
There are those who are ignorant of Islam and those are the ones who 
are the recipients of the da’wah, the peaceful call. But the kafirs are 
those who already heard and rejected it; and this is what Bin Laden 
and others have referred to Americans as, “kafirs.” The peaceful 
propagation passages simply do not apply to us. I think the more 
probable grounds would be to say that Christians and Jews should 
not be targeted because they were granted protective status by 
Muhammad himself. At this point the Western world is simply 
painted with one stroke as infidels, or people who have rejected the 
message, what they call “kafir.” This is essentially the problem we 
are facing.  
 

III. Historical Analysis 
 
Let’s move from the textual discussion and say a few things about 
historically what has actually happened because this makes the 
whole development more interesting. Historically there is no 
question if you look at the way Islam has spread into Africa, for 
example. Islam spread in a way that could be regarded as very 
forceful and militaristic in its early phases. For example, the Berbers 
of North African hills and plains were essentially given an 
ultimatum: Repent, pay the alms tax, or we will put you to death. 
This was happening to a population that was largely oppressed by 
the Byzantine empire and was actually quite happy to convert to 
Islam. Gradually what happened was, the Berbers, even though they 
were forced to become Muslims, gradually began to embrace Islam. 
This took at least four hundred years; but eventually they began to 
make their way across the Sahara Desert on camels and began to 
bring the message of Islam to the sub Saharan tribes. These are black 
peoples of sub Saharan Africa. The Berber caravan routes placed sub 
Saharan Africa in permanent contact with Mediterranean civilization, 
which was largely at this point Islamic. Don’t forget, at this point in 
history the Muslims had completely cut off all the shipping lanes in 
the Mediterranean. They controlled the Mediterranean culture and 
society. I would say that a lot of this expansion was done through 
peaceful means.  



 

 
Then you have a number of examples where even in sub Saharan 
Africa, major military campaigns were launched to bring an entire 
tribe into Islam and there was terrible bloodshed and terrible pain 
and suffering of numerous people. But again, even there, sometimes; 
for example, the famous Saunake Jihad which slaughtered thousands 
of Saunake, but they eventually accepted Islam. Wthin one 
generation the Saunake themselves were peacefully propagating 
Islam among other people groups in sub Saharan Africa. I would say 
that the relationship historically between the peaceful da’wah, the 
call, that it is a no compulsion region; and the jihad, a more forceful 
kind of approach, has gone back and forth throughout Muslim 
history. 
 
Christians are often chided whenever we talk about the bloody 
history of Islamic battles, etc., but isn’t this about what you find in 
the Christian crusades? You will recall that in the Middle Ages there 
was a widespread desire to win back The Holy Land. There were 
seven different campaigns that were launched in the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries which sought to bring the major pilgrimage points 
in The Holy Land, particularly the traditional place of Christ’s tomb 
and in Bethlehem, the place of His birth and other important sites 
that were thought to be very important, to bring them back into the 
Christian fold. This, by the way, is the first what I call the “Y1K” 
crisis. Remember all of the excitement and all of the concerns that 
surrounded Y2K when the world turned the year 2000. Actually, the 
Y1K was far more dramatic and far more exciting for the people that 
were living at that time because people were really, really sure that 
Christ would come back at the year 1000. When Christ did not come 
back after 1000, there were a lot of discussions about why Christ did 
not come back. Some said, “Well, it is because it is a thousand years 
after his death, and so they waited until 1033. That again passed and 
they said, “Maybe it is after the destruction of the temple in 70 A.D.” 
and they related it to 1070. Finally, after 1070 passed, they 
determined that the reason Christ did not come back was because, 
“How can Christ set foot on the Mount of Olives when this is 
controlled by Muslims? We must win the Holy Land back to 
Christianity.”  
 
The first crusade occurred in 1095. I think that the crusades are 
largely the result of millennial fever, which advocated the necessity 



 

of winning back The Holy Land so that Christ could return. 
Christians have our own story about crusades. The question is 
whether or not the crusades and the Muslim expansion among the 
Berbers and others in Africa and other places, essentially cancel one 
another out. We could say, “Christianity has a bloody past, Islam has 
a bloody past. Both of us have propagated evil on unbelieving 
people. Therefore, let’s just strike that and no longer bring that up, 
each community.”  
 
But I think there is a fundamental difference in the crusades and the 
propagation of Muslims among unbelieving peoples in Africa and 
other places. When the West launched the crusades, there was no 
question it was sponsored by Christian leadership. This was called 
for by the pope, etc. But the pope, if I may be so bold, was wrong. 
That is, the pope was not true to the Gospel. In other words, the 
crusades were Christianity acting in disobedience to itself. That is to 
say, Christianity was acting, but it was acting against the explicit 
ethic of Jesus, which clearly is that we are to turn the other cheek. We 
are not to resort to violent means to subdue people to the faith of the 
Gospel. The Gospel is clearly propagated apart from forceful means.  
 
In contrast, the Muslim propagation I admit is full of both peaceful 
and military type stories, full of bloody events as well as very 
peaceful, inspiring events. But I think it is fair to say that both of 
these, the peaceful and military and more violent means, are actually 
a part of Islam being true to itself. That is, the Qur’an does say this is 
allowed. Therefore, no-one can come back later and say, “We are 
sorry, we were not being true to the Qur’an.” Today the Pope has 
publicly apologized. In fact, it was John Paul II who actually did this, 
who publicly apologized and said that the crusades were wrong and 
were not part of the Christian faith and that this was Christianity in 
disobedience to itself.  
 
The Muslims have never apologized for any of their military actions 
because it was Islam being true to itself; that is, true to its original 
text. Therefore, I think there is a plausible difference between the so-
called records, even though in many ways the story line is similar. It 
is important to talk about whether a movement is true to the 
movement and the ideal of the movement, and whether it is not. In 
this case, there is a huge divergence. I think that textually we can see 
that Islam has violence imbedded in its text, which is not present in 



 

Christianity; and that historically Islam is operating in a way that is 
consistent with Islam; whereas, Christianity was in disobedience to 
itself.  
 
There are some real, fundamental differences which make me 
wonder whether or not it is appropriate to say Islam is a religion of 
peace. My own thinking is that if someone makes that statement and 
says “Islam is a religion of peace,” I am not opposed to Islam; but in 
the same breath, we also say, “Islam is a religion of violence” because 
Islam is actually both. It is a religion which abrogates peace, it would 
not be proper to deny that. But, it is also a religion which has 
advocated violence.  
 

IV. Modern Period 
 
Given that reality, we come to the modern period with a few 
additional points. First of all, in reference to modern day Muslim 
scholars, there has been an attempt to go back into the Qur’an and re-
interpret these jihad passages and make them something entirely 
different; because of course many Muslim scholars today are 
moderate Muslims, especially with the horrors of September 11th. 
They are so embarrassed by what has happened that they have 
decided that it is very important to go back and re-examine these 
texts. What they have done is to say that these passages about 
warfare and slaying your enemy and all of this are essentially about 
internal jihad, the jihad of the heart, slaying sin in your heart, slaying 
evil thoughts in your mind. This should not be applied to 
unbelievers. This is a spiritualization of the jihad principle.  
 
This is important because historically what happened is that most of 
the jihads that have occurred in Muslim history were actually not 
against unbelieving people. They were mainly against other Muslims. 
This is as movements grew up, they perceived that other previously 
converted Muslims had become lax, had become worldly, had 
become less dedicated; and they would launch a jihad against other 
Muslims. This is important because even today this is what is 
happening in the language and rhetoric of Osama Bin Laden. He 
repeatedly called for the overthrow of the Royal Family because they 
have defected in his view from the true Islam.  
 



 

Because of this, there is a tendency to look back historically and say 
Jihad can apply to both believers and unbelievers, though there is no 
support in the Qur’an for this. But they simply say that this did 
happen in history. They go back to the Qur’an and try to re-interpret 
and shape these verses to apply spiritually to one’s heart, one’s life 
and saying basically that a good Muslim, if he or she is honest, would 
realize that there are unbelieving thoughts in their minds, there is 
wickedness, wicked armies in their hearts; and that this is the way 
that these texts should be interpreted today. They are ambiguous, 
allegorical kind of interpretations of these passages.  
 
This is essentially what has to be thought through when you discuss 
the whole question of, “Is Islam a religion of peace?”  
 

V. Martyrdom 
 
One final thing we have not brought out on this lecture, but did in an 
earlier lecture, the whole idea and motive of martyrdom. Today the 
violence that we most associate Muslims with is not the kind of 
violence that we have been talking about in terms of a jihad, where 
they are trying to convert someone to Islam for social means; but 
actually, is a matter of simply attacking unbelievers because of their 
influence through the media, etc.  
 
Bin Laden is upset because Americans have troops stationed in Saudi 
Arabia. He is upset because Western media and the movie industry 
has propagated immoral values around the Eastern world. In 
response to this, in reaction to this, you have these bombings and 
terrorist attacks against the West and of course, September 11th is the 
most dramatic example of this in modern times.  
 
The problem in assessing this is that all of the cases in the September 
11th attack and also in the conflict between Arabs and Jews and the 
Muslims and Jews on the West Bank against Israel proper, is caused 
by suicide bombers; or in the case of 9/11, suicide hijackers. The 
reason this is important is because the Qur’an does embrace the value 
of martyrdom. We quoted this earlier. The Qur’an does say that 
martyrdom is an ideal. If someone gives themself in the cause of 
Islam, they are doing a righteous thing and they will go to heaven.  
 



 

However, in every case this martyrdom is what we call “an active 
martyrdom.” That is, if you are out fighting on a battlefield for the 
cause of Allah and in the process, somebody else kills you - that is, an 
infidel, an unbeliever attacks you and kills you - then of course you 
are a martyr, you will go to heaven. This does not automatically 
make the claim that someone is allowed to kill themselves for the 
cause of Allah, that is, a suicide attack. This is a step theologically 
that the hadith explicitly condemns. Suicide is condemned in the 
hadith. A suicide bomber seems to me to be inconsistent with Islamic 
thought. ThereforeI think that someone who flies a plane into the 
World Trade Tower, this is an active, not a passive martyrdom. 
Someone who is killed because of the action of another is a passive 
martyrdom. You didn’t invite it, you didn’t ask for it, it just 
happened to you.  
 
I think there are serious theological questions that must be raised in 
the Muslim community. We would be remiss if we didn’t realize that 
this is a major debate within the Muslim community right now. There 
are many moderate Muslims who are trying to bring Islam to a more 
mediating position about violence and the role of violence in the 
Muslim community. On the other hand, there are others who are 
advocating that this is entirely appropriate and should be done.  
 
In conclusion, I think that we should say that if someone asks, “Is 
Islam a religion of peace?” we have to answer, yes and no. We have 
to say that yes, there is a tradition in Islam which calls for peaceful 
propagation; but the Qur’an clearly, clearly articulates a clear vision 
of violence as one of the ways in which the Islamic message spreads. 
Therefore, Islam is a religion of peace and violence. You must say it 
that way to be accurate. Historically this same dichotomy has 
occurred. Islam historically has been advocated as a religion of peace 
as well as violence and has lived that out most of its propagation.  
 
The 9/11 attacks have brought to the forefront a number of particular 
issues regarding the role of martyrdom and whether or not this kind 
of active martyrdom when you essentially commit suicide for the 
cause of Allah, is something that the Muslim community should 
embrace and should hold up as an ideal. There are many, many 
groups that believe this and many that do not; which is why the next 
lecture will begin to close this out with a special little feature on the 
rise of Islamic fundamentalism. It is a little lecture I give which is 



 

entitled “Why is Osama Bin Laden angry?” It tries to explain how Bin 
Laden has arisen and why he believes that his version of Islam is the 
true version of Islam. I will argue, as we will see, that Osama Bin 
Laden represents not just one person or a small group, but many 
millions of Muslims, many millions, who completely accept his 
methodology, his strategy and the ideology which lies behind what 
he is doing. It would also be fair to say there are many millions of 
Muslims who also abhor what he is doing and find it reprehensible. 
This contradiction is part of the current situation that we face with 
Islam. I think it is because, if I may say it quite boldly, Islam is being 
true to itself. In the Qur’an, itself, these contradictions are enshrined. 
Therefore, these contradictions have made their way into the history 
and fabric of the Muslim contact with the world; and today is 
probably the most dramatic example of it, but one of many examples 
that could be cited through our history. In the next lecture, we will 
look at the rise of Islamic fundamentalism and try to answer the 
question, “Why is Osama Bin Laden angry?”  
  



 

Lesson 6 : Islamic Fundamentalism 
 

I. Introduction 
 
When you drop a heavy rock in the middle of a lake, you not only 
have the initial impact of the water, but the ripples work their way 
even to the far reaches of the lake. In the same way, the terrorist 
attack on the World Trade Towers and the Pentagon on September 
11th continues to ripple out with many consequences, many of which 
are still yet unforeseen.  
 
One of the new realities is that clearly, the eyes of the world are now 
on Islam. Christians are more interested in the challenges which 
Islam poses, the history of Islam, the teachings of the Qur’an, than 
ever before. There is an old poster which the mission organization 
Frontier put out a few years ago. It shows an Arab male with a 
wrinkled face with so many lines, it looks like a road map; his eyes 
piercing out from his wrinkled brow underneath an Islamic turban; 
his skin darkened by both birth and the sun. The caption underneath 
reads a simple phrase: “Muslims, it’s their turn.” The poster is 
lamenting the fact that so few missionaries were going to the Muslim 
world with the Gospel. One of the ironies of September 11th is that the 
prayer burden and the love for Muslims by Christians has increased, 
not decreased. In our own daily prayer time at Gordon Conwell the 
students get on their faces every day for months, praying for the 
Muslim world. Indeed, the eyes of the world are on Islam.  
 
I think it is important to take a few moments to learn some things 
about what produced Osama Bin Laden that are not obviously put 
out on your typical nightly newscast. Even now, some months after 
the September 11th attack, I think it is fair to say that the reporting has 
been largely reporting the media events surrounding the rise of Bin 
Laden. There has been very, very little serious discussion of the rise 
historically of Islamic fundamentalism.  
 
The purpose of this lecture is to explore the rise of Islamic 
fundamentalism and then to explore how that has rippled out into 
the current place where we are today with the rise of Osama Bin 
Laden.  



 

 
First, what do we mean by Islamic fundamentalism? Islamic 
fundamentalism refers to a movement which seeks to go back to the 
original documents and reclaim an original fervor and original 
spirituality that perhaps was not present in a later movement. It’s a 
“back to the Bible” or “back to the Qur’an” or “back to the Vedas” 
movement. Fundamentalism is a movement that has swept across the 
world and is encompassing all major religious communities.  
 
I work in India and have experienced a lot of Hindu fundamentalism. 
There is a widespread Buddhist fundamentalism. There is Jewish 
fundamentalism. There is Christian fundamentalism. And of course, 
now we are quite aware of Islamic fundamentalism.  
 

II. Historical Background  
 

1924 – Abolishment of the caliphate by Ataturk 
 
Historically the birth of Islamic fundamentalism is traced in the 
modern period to actually 1924 when Ataturk, the president of 
Turkey, abolished an Islamic caliphate. You recall in our earlier 
lecture we discussed how after the death of Muhammad, the 
Muslims set up a legal system whereby the Muslim community 
would be guided by a figure known as “the caliph.” The caliphate, 
which is the institution which is led by a caliph, continued from the 
time of Muhammad until the time of Ataturk, the president of 
Turkey, who essentially established a secular country, Turkey, that is 
populated by 95% Muslim people.  
 

1928 – The Muslim Brotherhood 
 
Islam does not accept what we would call “the separation of church 
and state” or “mosque and state.” Their idea is that mosque and state 
must work hand and glove. Ataturk made a major break with that by 
abolishing the caliphate and simply saying that Islam will be the 
personal religion of Turkey, but politically the country will be 
secular. This is a big change and this created a massive reaction for 
the Muslim world. Particularly, an Egyptian named Assan Abana, 



 

founded in 1928 a movement called The Muslim Brotherhood. The 
purpose of this movement was to unite Muslims around the world, 
from Indonesia in the East and India, Pakistan, East Africa below the 
Sahara, all of the way to the Middle East and even Muslims that had 
migrated to the West; to unite them into a single movement which 
could unite and create political power and to unite the Muslims 
under a common banner. To this day there are Muslim Brotherhoods 
around the world. That occurred in 1928, founded by Assan Abana.  
 

1954 – Nasser becomes president of Egypt 
 
Another important milestone on the way occurred in 1952 with the 
rise of Gamal Nasser, who comes to power in Egypt. Nasser of course 
was a powerful, pro-Islamic nationalist who put the squeeze on 
Israel. Israel, you recall, had been established in 1948 in the wake of 
World War II after the horrible calamity of Hitler and the 
extermination of six million Jews, known as “the holocaust.” Nasser 
was so opposed to Israel that he seized the Suez Canal and said no 
ships headed to or from Israel would be allowed through. The Suez 
Canal at that time was under international control. This became a 
lightning rod for Muslim extremists around the world, that began to 
ignite the whole anti-Israel ferment which we still live with today. 
These are early fundamentalist movements which we are still 
experiencing today.  
 

1965 – “Signposts on the Road” by Sayid Qutb 
 
In 1965 another Egyptian, named Sayid Qutb, wrote a book entitled – 
the translation would be – “Signposts on the Road.” This is really a 
very important book in the history of Islamic fundamentalism, 
particularly the history of terrorism. He refers to any Muslims who 
do not live under sharia law. We discussed before how Muslims 
under the ideal of Muhammad and his immediate followers in the 
caliphate would be governed under sharia law, which was made up 
of the Qur’an, the hadith, the ijma; or Qur’an, hadith and the imams. 
All of the material is codified into a legal system. We talked just a 
moment ago about how Ataturk abolished the caliphate and would 
not allow for the caliphate to be governing a Turkey that chose a 
secular government.  



 

 
There is an Egyptian in 1965 who says, “Any Muslim who is not 
under sharia law is living in ‘jahiliyyah” or ignorance. “ He lays out 
basically a syllabus for radicals to attack these Muslim states and to 
create a movement of fundamentalism to restore Islam to its original 
purity. It is a very important event because one of the things that Bin 
Laden to this day is doing is criticizing the Muslim community for 
their lack of spiritual fervor of their fundamental beliefs.  
 

1967 – Six Day War 
 
Another signpost on the road or another major point along the rise of 
fundamentalism is of course the 1967 six-day war. This was by all 
accounts one of the most remarkable events of Twentieth Century, 
where there is a major attack where the Egyptians attack Israel and 
Israel, in a matter of hours, completely defeats the entire Egyptian 
Army. The tanks are destroyed. Egypt, again under Gamal Nasser, 
had contacted both Jordan and Syria and claimed there was a great 
rout of Israel, so Jordan and Syria joined in. The result was that Israel 
completely humiliated and defeated in only six days, Egypt, Jordan 
and Syria, a simultaneous defeat. Nasser resigned from office in 
humiliation, but popular sentiment insisted that he stay on. But he 
was really a lame duck until his death in 1970, just three years later. 
He was succeeded by a well-known figure, Anwar Sadat.  
 
That six-day war continues to be a craw in the hands and feet of 
Muslims, who insist that the six-day war and that massive 
humiliation was because Muslims were not faithful to the true 
principles of Islam. This became a rallying point for fundamentalism. 
Remember how we looked at the very beginning at these two major 
battles: The battle of Badr and the battle of Uhud. These battles, 
which became the symbol of the “mother of all battles” and 
martyrdom are again brought out in this modern-day period when 
they say, “This defeat, this martyrdom, this humiliation was because 
we were not faithful to Islam, and Allah therefore called us to be 
martyrs.”  
 

1979 – Iranian Revolution 
 



 

The next major event in the rise of fundamentalism and the birth of 
terrorism is in 1979, the Iranian revolution which overthrew the Shah 
of Iran, who was supported by the West; and the rise of Ayatolla 
Kohmeini with his cries of “Death to America.” This was a very 
major challenge by the Shiites to demonstrate that the Shiite Muslims 
could provide an alternative to Western secular materialism and 
democratic liberalism. The Muslims believed that the Iranian 
revolution would eventually spread to every other Muslim country. 
The interesting thing is that in fact, the Iranian revolution in many 
ways has been exported to all of the Muslim countries in the region. 
To some degree or another, they sparked fundamentalist movements 
in all Muslim countries. The interesting thing is that Iran has become 
increasingly more moderate, while every other state has become 
more radicalized in particularly the last 25 years.  
 

1979 - Invasion of Afghanistan by U.S.S.R.  
 
In the same year of the Iranian revolution you have the invasion of 
Afghanistan by the Soviet Union in 1979. That is a very important 
fact because that becomes a 10-year struggle to run the Soviet Union 
out of Afghanistan. The fact that the Muslims in the very backward 
country of Afghanistan could unite, granted with the help of 
shoulder-held missiles from the West. Nevertheless, the Muslims 
were able to defeat the most powerful, or at least one of the most 
powerful, military machines in the world, the mighty Soviet Union. 
This was considered to be a tremendous, tremendous victory for the 
Muslim community. Bin Laden refers to this quite a bit in his 
writings, which I will mention in a moment.  
 

1979 - Sadat signs Peace Treaty with Israel 
 

1980 – “The Neglected Duty” by Faraj 
 
One year later in 1980, after the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan and 
while that combat was still going on, there was another Egyptian 
named Faraj who wrote a very, very compelling book entitled “The 
Neglected Duty.” Essentially the neglected duty in his book is the 
duty for Muslims to call for jihad against all infidels. This is a 



 

recapitulation of the doctrine of jihad, trying to go back to the violent 
theme that we have touched on. In an earlier lecture, we discussed 
whether or not Islam is a religion of peace. Here are two books, 
which I would say that 99% of Americans have never heard of. The 
book “Signposts on the Road” by Sayid Qutb and the book, “The 
Neglected Duty” by M. Faraj. Both of these books, written by 
Egyptians, have become major manuals for radicals, for terrorists and 
for Islamic fundamentalists. Copies of these books have been found 
in the raids in Afghanistan and other parts of the world. There is no 
question, these are very influential books that it would do very well 
for us to study and learn how people are thinking in the Islamic 
world.  
 

1981 – Sadat is assassinated 
 
In 1981, the year after “The Neglected Duty” was published, you 
recall that Sadat had come to power after the humiliation of the six-
day war. By this time Sadat had been in power for 11 years, from 
1970 until 1981. In 1981 Sadat became the first Arab statesman to sign 
a peace treaty with Israel. This was a major challenge to Islamic 
fundamentalism because he was essentially tolerating Jewish 
presence on what they believed was Islamic soil. In response to that, 
Sadat was assassinated on October 6, 1981. This demonstrates the 
tremendous anger in the Muslim fundamentalist community about 
any attempts to make peace with Israel.  
 

1983 –Attack on Marine barracks in Beirut 
 
It isn’t until 1983, or some number of years from the birth of 
fundamentalism in 1924, that for the first time the U.S. is directly 
involved with this movement and it more or less hits our radar. 
Though this time in 1983, when there was the attack on the Marine 
barracks in Beirut, there where 241 Marines killed. It is at this point 
that it finally begins to hit the consciousness of Americans that 
fundamentalists could become dangerous to American presence 
around the world.  
 



 

1989 – U.S.S.R. leaves Afghanistan 
 
This is followed by another victory by the Muslims in 1989 when the 
Russians were forced to leave Afghanistan. That is still fresh in the 
minds of Muslims.  
 

1991 – Gulf War 
 
In 1991, just two years later, when the Gulf War occurs, after Iraq 
invades Kuwait, this whole thing is couched in terms of The Holy 
Land being threatened; not The Holy Land the Christians and Jews 
refer to; but the Muslim Holy Land, that is, Saudi Arabia. The oil 
fields of Saudi Arabia were clearly under threat by Sadam Hussein, a 
Muslim leader. Again, the Muslims viewed him as an infidel who 
was seeking to destroy and rampage The Holy Land. What shocked 
the Muslim world, particularly the fundamentalists, was rather than 
having an old, 10-year struggle the way the Muslims did in 
Afghanistan to push the Russians out, the Saudi family, the Royal 
Family in Saudi Arabia, decided to go for a quick solution. Rather 
than a 10-month or 10-year struggle, they decided to go instead with 
a 10-month plan and that is, to sign a deal with the U.S.A. to allow 
military bases to be set up in Saudi Arabia and allow for U.S. troops 
to be present right there in Arabia. Arabia is considered by Muslims 
to be a Holy Land, which should not ever have an infidel foot touch 
on the soil of Arabia. This has been a major source of anger and is 
constantly pouring out of the pen of Osama Bin Laden.  
 

1993 – Bombing of the World Trade Towers 
 
In 1993, two years later, this is the first major reaction to the 
American presence in Arabia, the bombing of the World Trade 
Towers. That was the first attempt and only a few were killed.  
 

1996 – Rise of the Taliban 
 
Finally, this was followed by the Taliban’s rise in 1996 where they 
gained control of most of Afghanistan.  
 



 

1998 – Bombing of embassies in Kenya and Tanzania 
 
In 1998 you had the simultaneous bombing of the embassies in Kenya 
and Tanzania. As I recall, 213 were killed in those simultaneous 
attacks.  
 

2001 – Bombing of World Trade Towers and Pentagon 
 
Of course, this finally culminated in the September 2001 attack on the 
Trade Towers and the Pentagon, which left thousands of civilians 
dead and people from around the world who worked in the World 
Trade Towers.  
 
My main point is to say that what we experienced on September 11th 
is actually the culmination of a wide development of events that have 
dated back into the 1920s. This story is not over. We obviously now 
are engaged in a war on terrorism. There is no question that Islamic 
fundamentalists are plotting more attacks on the United States of 
America.  
 

III. The Ladenese Epistles – Five Themes.  
 
Go back and read some of Bin Laden’s writings. These, by the way, 
are on the Internet, many of them are available. They are known as 
“The Ladenese Epistles.” In the Ladenese Epistles there are pages and 
pages of documents of the speeches and writings of Osama Bin 
Laden. You notice that in the course of his writings there are five 
major themes that come out repeatedly in his writings. I think this 
would be his own answer to, “Why is Osama Bin Laden angry? Why 
does he hate the United States of America?” 
 

A. Defeat of Arabs in the Six-Day War 
 
The first reason that comes out in his writings is the defeat of the 
Arabs in the six-day war. This anger is mainly directed against 
Muslims, who he feels are not faithful to the true tenants of Islam, but 
have been influenced by Western ideals, Western democracy, 
Western egalitarianism; and he is convinced that the Muslims were 



 

not truly fundamentalists. We know from reading the news that in 
Saudi Arabia, those fundamentalists, the country in general, by our 
standards is very fundamentalist. Women can’t vote; women can’t 
drive cars. But for Bin Laden, even Saudi Arabia is not 
fundamentalist enough, it has been overly influenced by Western 
ideals.  
 

B. Bitterness toward the Royal Family of Saudi Arabia 
 
Secondly he is very bitter, particularly towards The Royal Family of 
Saudi Arabia, whose one of their titles is, “guardians of the holy 
mosques” referring to the mosques in Mecca and Medina. He is 
concerned because he feels like The Royal Family has sold out Islam 
to the West, particularly by making deals with the U.S. Military.  
 

C. Iranian Revolution 
 
He also frequently alludes to the Iranian revolution. This is to him a 
great example of anti-Western ideology. He is very encouraged by 
the power of the Iranian revolution to overthrow the Western puppet 
leaders and to establish fundamentalist governments which would 
re-institute Islamic law. This is why he is very much in favor of the 
Taliban, because the Taliban represents a return to fundamentalist 
sharia law in the country.  
 

D. Lesson of the invasion of Afghanistan 
 
Fourthly, he is very concerned about the Russian invasion of 
Afghanistan; the lesson of that not being applied by modern day 
Muslims. He exults at how the Muslims were able to single-handedly 
cast out the Russian invaders. Russia in his mind epitomized the 
infidel. Russia was atheistic; so, godly Muslims threw out the 
ungodly atheists, the Russians. In the same way, he believes that 
America represents godless, faithless people who could be cast out of 
the Middle East. He is convinced that we represent a secular model 
which is threatening to the history of the world; and even though 
their response is violent, it is necessary to restore the world to its 
purity.  



 

 

E. The U.S. presence in Saudi Arabia 
 
Finally, Bin Laden is concerned about the U.S. presence in Saudi 
Arabia. He points out that we were invited in to defeat Sadam 
Hussein. But after the war is over, we are still there, the troops have 
not left. This bothers him greatly and he actually goes on to say that 
he believes that the whole invasion of Iraq was a setup that the West 
engineered in order to get an excuse to invade Saudi Arabia. In the 
Ladenese epistles he claims that the purpose of the U.S. presence in 
Saudi Arabia is actually to divide Saudi Arabia into two countries or 
two areas, one of which would be given to Israel, to give them more 
land; and one of which would be controlled by the U.S. as a major 
base in the heart of the Middle East.  
 
We can talk all day about how crazy this is and how bizarre this is, 
but don’t mistake for a minute that there are millions of Muslims 
around the world who believe that our presence in Saudi Arabia is 
exactly for the purpose which Bin Laden has outlined.  
 
It is only in the recent post September 11th period that Bin Laden has 
linked the safety of the U.S. to the Palestine cause in Israel. This is of 
course an ongoing problem among Muslims, but only recently has 
this entered into the writings of Bin Laden. He has said effectively 
that the U.S. will never be secure until Palestinians have a homeland, 
etc. This linking the safety of Americans to the establishment of a 
peaceful homeland of the Palestinians is something that is a more 
recent development. Bin Laden officially declared war on the U.S. 
back in 1996 and so we have to realize there are a number of years of 
preparation before the actual 2001 event on September 11th. It is quite 
well known now that September 11th was planned ever since Bin 
Laden declared war on the U.S. in 1996. This gives us some sense of 
the rise of Islamic fundamentalism and why Bin Laden is angry.  
 

IV. A Christian Strategy 
 
This does not call for easy answers, but fundamental strategy on a 
multi-layered basis. I believe it involves most importantly, a 
Christian presence among Muslims around the world. Christians 



 

must model love and sacrificial kinds of ministry to Muslims who are 
in need around the world. A great example would be in Bosnia and 
other areas where Muslims have suffered greatly because of the 
terrible conflicts in the Balkans. There are many places in the world 
where we can model Christian love.  
 
I think that is the most important strategy. I think also politically it is 
important for the U.S. to develop ties with moderate Muslims, to give 
further voice to Muslims who do oppose Islamic fundamentalism 
and some of the extremes, especially in their writings about the 
proper interpretation of jihad and this whole issue of passive versus 
active martyrdom which I alluded to in the last lecture.  
 
I hope this has been helpful to draw upon the history of Islamic 
fundamentalism and provide some context for the current situation.  
  



 

Lesson 7: Islam and Christianity 
 

I. Major Theological Differences 
 
At this time, I would like to develop a brief reflection on, “What are 
the major differences between Christianity and Islam?” There are so 
many ways that Islam is similar to Christianity. Islam and 
Christianity both believe in one God. Islam and Christianity both 
believe many of the same events in both the Old and New Testament 
occurred. Islam believes, for example, that Abraham was a great 
father of faith. Islam accepts the fact that the Israelites crossed the 
Red Sea. Islam accepts the Ten Commandments. Islam accepts that 
Jesus was a miracle worker, that he was born of the virgin, that he 
lived a sinless life. These and many other things are affirmed in the 
Qur’an. It is helpful, I think to clearly state, “In what ways are we 
different from Muslims?”  
 
I want to just briefly mention seven major differences between 
Christianity and Islam.  
 

A. Islam rejects the doctrine of the Trinity 
 
First, Islam rejects the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. If you look at 
the Qur’an, the Qur’an is repeatedly attacking the idea of the Trinity. 
My view is that the Qur’an doesn’t really ever understand what 
Christians actually teach about the Trinity.  
 
As you know, the Christian position is that the Father and the Son 
and the Holy Spirit are three persons united into one Godhead. We 
do not believe in three separate deities. We do not believe in any kind 
of immoral, procreated acts between the Father and Mary, and other 
kinds of misunderstandings that are present in Muslim writings. The 
Qur’an itself indicates that the Trinity refers to the Father having 
sexual intercourse with Mary and the result is the birth of Jesus, who 
is adopted into the Godhead.  
 
These kinds of heretical ideas are widely held by Muslims. They 
think that is what we mean when we say “the Trinity.” So, whenever 



 

I am talking to a Muslim and a Muslim says to me, “Do you believe 
in the Trinity?” I never just answer simply, “Yes.” I always say, 
“What do you mean by Trinity?” When the Muslim explains one of 
these bizarre, heretical ideas, I try to show absolute shock on my face 
and to say, “No Christian believes such horrible heresy. We agree 
with you if that is your rejection of the Trinity.” Then they will 
invariably ask, “Well, what is the Trinity?” And you begin to 
demonstrate the wonderful, relational nature of God.  
 
This is the great truth of the Trinity, that God by nature is relational. 
There are relationships within the Godhead. The Father is related to 
the Son. The Son is related to the Spirit. There is harmony, fellowship 
and knowing within the community of the Trinity. The Puritans said 
it so well years ago about the Trinity when they said, “God in 
Himself is a sweet society.” That is the point that Muslims do not 
understand because Allah is non-relational. Allah does not relate to 
his creation. You see, this is the great truth of the Trinity, that God by 
nature is relational. Therefore, God is able to send Jesus into the 
world to rescue the human race. The Trinity makes incarnation 
possible. It makes the resurrection possible. All of the things that we 
celebrate are ultimately related to the doctrine of the Trinity, properly 
understood. Yet this is an area where Muslims reject it.  
 
I think originally in the Qur’an, Muhammad rejected the caricature of 
the Trinity; but as time has developed, the Muslims have come to 
reject the Christian position of the Trinity, even as articulated the way 
it properly should be because they just simply have these verses in 
the Qur’an which seem to be against the Trinity. That is a big 
difference between Islam and Christianity.  
 

B. Islam rejects the deity of Jesus Christ 
 
The second major difference is that Islam rejects the deity of Jesus 
Christ. It is true that Muslims affirm many wonderful things about 
Christ. They claim that He is a messenger, he is a prophet, he is a 
servant. He is a word from Allah, he is the spirit of God. 
Theologically the Qur’an infers he is sinless, that he was born of a 
virgin, that he was a great miracle worker and all of this. But the 
problem is, they fall short of affirming his deity.  
 



 

If you were to call me a prophet, I would feel honored and I would 
feel flattered that you would call me a prophet. But to call Christ a 
prophet only is actually to diminish the true stature and dignity of 
the full deity of Jesus Christ. Muslims do not believe that Christ is 
divine. They also believe that Christ only points to Muhammad. This 
is taken from John 16:7 when Christ said, “Behold, I send you 
another, a comforter who will lead you into all truth.” They believe 
that this “comforter” was actually a reference to Muhammad. 
Therefore, they have Jesus in John’s Gospel as pointing to 
Muhammad.  
 
We know that in fact, the whole revelation of the Bible is pointing to 
the emergence of Jesus Christ. As the Scripture says, “In the fullness 
of time God sent forth his Son, born of a woman, born under the 
law.” Christ represents the apex of God’s revelation, the apex of 
God’s working in the human race, the apex of God’s rescue of the 
human race. All of these points are missed in the Islamic caricature of 
Jesus, which gives a truncated view of Christ. It is not that what they 
affirm is wrong. It is that they don’t go far enough. They will not 
bring this all the way to the deity of Christ. Therefore, it is essentially 
an Aryan type position and fully Aryan, certainly one like you would 
find among Jehovah Witnesses and others today, who will not accept 
the full deity of Jesus Christ.  
 

C. Islam rejects the incarnation 
 
Thirdly, Islam rejects the Christian doctrine of the incarnation. They 
find the whole doctrine to be very troubling, again because of this 
fundamental misunderstanding regarding the nature of the doctrine. 
They ask, for example, “How can God be hungry or tired? If Jesus 
was hungry, if Jesus was tired as recorded in the Scriptures, then how 
in the world can this be applied to God? God can’t be hungry or 
tired.” Muslims will often produce a syllogism which goes like this: 
First proposition: God cannot die. Second proposition: Jesus died on 
the cross. Therefore, the third proposition: so, Jesus is not God.  
 
This kind of syllogistic thinking goes against the very nature of our 
understanding of the proper doctrine of the incarnation. The 
incarnation is not just the belief that Jesus is God, but that Jesus is the 
God-Man; that Jesus fully embraces the full deity of the Godhead as 



 

well as the full humanity of one born of the earth. Of course, Jesus as 
the God-Man is hungry. Of course, Jesus as the God-Man is thirsty 
because that is part of the human experience. The incarnation 
encompasses that.  
 
It is the same with Christ’s death upon the cross. No Christian 
believes that on the cross the divine nature was killed on the cross, or 
exterminated. You cannot put to death the divine nature. Jesus as the 
God-Man died. It is an experience of the united incarnation, not just a 
separate Logos that was put to death. It is simply a misunderstanding 
by the Muslims of the two-nature, one-person doctrine. It is even true 
for us - you can kill my body, but you cannot kill my nature, it is 
simply impossible. You can put me on the cross, you can nail me to 
the cross, I can die; but my nature cannot be extinguished. Therefore, 
it was without Lord Jesus Christ.  
 

D. Islam rejects the centrality of the death and resurrection of 
Christ 
 
The fourth major difference is that Islam rejects the centrality and the 
necessity of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ for salvation. 
Again, you can see that Christology represents the heart of this 
problem between Muslims and Christians. Muslims do not properly 
understand the death of Christ. The Qur’an offers several 
explanations about the death of Christ, the most prominent being that 
Christ did not actually die on the cross, the so-called “swoon theory,” 
that Jesus was taken down from the cross and did not actually die, or 
someone died in his place, perhaps Judas or Simon of Cyrene is often 
offered. The poor Muslims have someone else not only carrying the 
cross for the last mile, but also while he was there, they went ahead 
and crucified him. This kind of impostor theory where someone was 
in the place of Christ, or that Christ swooned and was taken down 
before he died, is something that is rejected by all Christian theology 
that is orthodox.  
 
The Muslims believe that Christ, apart from dying, ascended into 
heaven because they believe that the true prophet would never 
experience the ignominious death of death on the cross. This of 
course is a huge problem theologically because the cross presents the 
way in which God has redeemed his people. This is the great rescue 



 

of the human race. This is Christ bearing the sins of the world. This is 
Christ paying the penalty which we deserved. This is the whole 
exchange of the divine judgment and divine favor which takes the 
judgment which we deserve and places it upon Jesus; and the divine 
favor of his Son being placed on those whom he has reconciled. This 
is the great exchange. Without the death of Christ, the Christian faith 
is vacated of its power. By Islam rejecting the centrality and necessity 
of his death, they have essentially cut once again into the heart of 
Christianity.  
 

E. Islam rejects the reliability of the Bible 
 
Fifthly, Islam rejects the reliability of the Christian Bible, thereby 
rejecting its inspiration and its authority. The Bible is viewed as an 
inferior document to the Qur’an. They believe it has been corrupted. 
They believe it has been misinterpreted by Christians. They believe 
that the current text we have is not a reliable text.  
 
From our own studies and research into the authenticity of the New 
Testament we have over five thousand manuscripts or portions of 
manuscripts of the New Testament dating back to the second 
century, early as the Chester Beatty Papyri. These early documents 
prove that the Gospels could not have been changed or altered 
subsequent to the rise of Muhammad. Muslims widely believe that 
the Bible was changed in order to create an anti-Islamic bias. But in 
fact, we know, as a matter of scientific record, the historical record, 
there are no differences between the Gospel that was present in 
Muhammad’s day and what we hold today. The reliability is 
consistent with the time period of Muhammad’s birth.  
 
The spread of the Gospel writings was already so great throughout 
Syria, Egypt and throughout the Middle East, that it would have 
been impossible for all of these documents and copied manuscripts to 
be recalled and changed. I can tell Muhammad, “It is simply too late 
in history.” If Muhammad had arisen in the early second century or 
mid-second century even, we could see an argument being made. But 
it is simply impossible in the late date of the emergence of Islam. The 
Muslims often cite the Gospel of Barnabas. This is an apocryphal 
document they cite as being the true Gospel; but this is in fact a 
manuscript that does not actually exist and the one that we have 



 

today is actually a 16th century document with no historical ties back 
to any earlier document. It has text in that clearly shows that 
whoever wrote it was unfamiliar with the geography of The Holy 
Land. For example, you have Jesus sailing from Jerusalem to 
Nazareth in a boat. There are many problems with this; but this is 
certainly one of the big differences between Islam and Christianity. 
They reject the reliability of the Christian Bible.  
 

F. Islam teaches salvation by works 
 
The sixth major difference between Islam and Christianity is that 
Muslims believe that salvation comes through works, not through the 
grace of God and Jesus Christ. Muslims believe in a final judgment, 
just as we do. They believe that the trumpet will sound and everyone 
will die; and then everyone is raised to face final judgment. You are 
raised in your original reconstituted body, not a spiritual body as 
Paul says in I Corinthians 15. We are then gathered before the throne 
and we will be there between one thousand to fifty thousand years, 
where we will receive judgment. The judgment occurs when 
everyone comes before the throne and their good works are placed 
on one side of the scale and their bad works on the other side of the 
scale.  
The Qur’an or the hadith teaches that every person has two angels. 
This is also alluded to in the Qur’an in surah 18, verse 49 - it is also 
brought up in the hadith – that everyone has two angels, one which 
records all of your good deeds and one who records all of your bad 
deeds. These angels will put all of these deeds on the scale of justice. 
If your good works outweigh your bad works, then you will go into 
heaven.  
 
The word “sharia” in Islamic law means “the straight path.” This is 
brought up in final judgment. Everyone is made to cross over a very 
straight and narrow bridge which passes over to hell. Anyone who 
has more bad works than good works will fall into the chasm. 
Therefore, judgment is essentially by works, not by the grace of God. 
We believe that if it was based on works, everyone would be lost. 
This actually demonstrates that Christians have a more profound 
view of God’s holiness and the true sinfulness and the severity of our 
sinfulness, than do the Muslims.  
 



 

It is true that there are some Muslims who believe that Muhammad 
will intercede on the judgment day and that Allah will be merciful 
and will deliver all Muslims into salvation, even those who have not 
been good Muslims. The belief is that Muhammad can transfer some 
of his good deeds onto the scale and help those whose scales were 
perhaps tilted the wrong direction. Now, Muhammad becomes a life 
of super arrogation; that is, where his deeds would become salvific 
for others. Muhammad has come a long way from the early point 
where we saw Muhammad was viewed as only a passive conduit of 
revelation. He later becomes a source of revelation; and now even 
potentially, at least in part, a source of salvation.  
 
Throughout the Qur’an, salvation is clearly through works, not 
through faith as in Christianity.  
 

G. Islam teaches God cannot reveal himself, only his will 
 
The seventh major difference between Islam and Christianity is that 
Muslims believe that God cannot reveal himself to us, only his will. If 
you read the Qur’an, it repeatedly points out the glory and the 
majesty and the might of Allah. There are these famous passages 
where Allah is enthroned; where Allah has this great and mighty 
holiness; Allah is unreachable and unknowable. One famous Muslim 
scholar said just the words of this objection when he said, “Allah 
does not reveal himself to us, only his will.”  
 
That says a lot about Christianity versus Islam because 
fundamentally we believe God is not just interested in revealing his 
will, but He wants to reveal Himself. Again, it is rooted in the Trinity. 
It is rooted in the relational nature of God. God’s will is in fact 
revealed, but His will is to draw us into a personal relationship with 
him.  
 
Muslims, on the other hand, do not believe that they are being 
adopted into the family of God. They are simply doing the will of 
God. This creates a big gulf between the Muslim and the Christian 
views of God.  
 



 

II. Witnessing to Muslims  
 
I want to disclose a few tips on witnessing to Muslims. Five 
guidelines to help you be a more effective witness to Muslims.  
  

A. Build genuine relationships 
 
I think it will be wise to seek to build genuine relationships with 
Muslims, rather than kind of a hit-and-run evangelism. I do not think 
it is very helpful to pass out tracts and other kinds of simplistic ways 
of witnessing that sometimes are effective in our own context.  
 
Muslims have a lot of baggage against Christians and against the 
West. Therefore, I think it will grow out of a relationship. Get to 
know the Muslims. Spend time with them. Learn to love them as 
people. Then the opportunity will arise to share your faith.  
 

B. Ask thought-provoking questions 
 
Secondly, learn to ask thought-provoking questions, rather than just 
arguing with Muslims. It is easy to get into an argument with a 
Muslim over doctrine or theology, the Qur’an, the Bible or 
Muhammad’s life or whatever. Instead, ask thought-provoking 
questions. For example, “Tell me about Islam. Can you be sure that 
you are saved? Do you know you are going to heaven? If so, how?” 
Most Muslims cannot answer that question. It is good to learn to ask 
good, thought-provoking questions.  
 

C. Read the Qur’an 
 
Thirdly, take time to read the Qur’an. There is no better way to really 
get insight into Islamic thinking than to read the Qur’an and to read 
it thoroughly. Then you can ask them and have the authority to ask 
them to read the New Testament. There is nothing more 
embarrassing than trying to witness to a Muslim, giving them a copy 
of the New Testament or the Gospel of John and ask them to read it, 
when they come back and say, “Have you read the Qur’an?” and you 
have to say “No.” “Then why should I read your Gospel?” they will 



 

say. Instead you can say, “Yes, I read the Qur’an; but I found the 
beauty and the simplicity of the Gospel to be so profound, I want you 
to experience it.” The Bible is the greatest missionary in the world. 
There is no better way to bring the Gospel into the heart of anybody 
than their own “read through the Bible.” The Bible is the most self-
authenticating book in the world. It bears witness to Christ. It points 
to the Lord. It is divine revelation. It brings them into the very 
presence of the revelation of God.  
 
If you can get Muslims to read the Bible, it is one of the greatest 
things you can do. If reading the Qur’an helps that to happen, it is a 
very strategic and valuable thing to do. Even on a more practical 
level, I have found that by knowing the Qur’an quite thoroughly, I 
have been helped in my witnessing to Muslims because Muslims will 
often quote things. They will say, “The Qur’an says this, the Qur’an 
says that” when in fact, the Qur’an doesn’t say that. Then you can 
say, “No, the Qur’an doesn’t teach that.” And they realize that you 
are the person who is taking their religion seriously. I have had 
Muslims turn around and ask me questions about Islam because they 
don’t know that much about Islam. They therefore become open and 
a seeker and begin to be redirected to “Why are you, knowing all you 
know about Islam, why are you a Christian?”  
 

D. Present your faith candidly and in love 
 
Fourthly, present your faith candidly and in love. Don’t forget that 
Jesus is after all a Person, not just a doctrinal position. Talk about 
your relationship with Christ. Tell what He has done in your life. 
Share your testimony. It is a powerful thing to share your faith in an 
open, candid way; not using a doctrinal rod to destroy somebody, 
but as a relational rod to attract them like a lightning rod, to attract 
them to the vibrancy of your relationship with God through Jesus 
Christ.  
 

E. Pray with your Muslim friend 
 
Fifthly and finally, I encourage to pray with your Muslim friend, for 
only God can open someone’s heart. Praying is something that is 
already so important to Muslims. Muslims have learned to embrace 



 

prayer, to talk about prayer. One of the five pillars is of course the 
salat, the ritualized prayers. Muslims from birth up have been told 
the importance of prayer. I have never met a Muslim who would 
refuse, if you ask them, “May I pray with you? Or, may I pray for 
you?” They are thrilled if someone prays for them.  
 
So, pray with your Muslim friend. The point of that is when you 
pray, the Bible says that where two or more are gathered in His 
name, there am I in their midst. If a couple of Christians gather 
around and pray with a Muslim, the presence of Jesus is there. You 
have actually brought your Muslim friend into the very presence of 
Jesus Christ. That is a presence which is transforming. That is a 
presence which is liberating. That is a presence which will draw that 
Muslim to our Lord Jesus Christ. I would highly encourage you to do 
this. Even Muhammad himself said in surah 43, Iah 83 of the Qur’an, 
“If the Lord of Mercy had a son, I would be the first to worship him.” 
We can tell the Muslim world through our actions, through our 
prayers, through our deeds that the Lord of Mercy does have a Son; 
and call Muslims to come and worship the True God.  
 
Let’s take a moment to pray even now for our Muslim friends. Thank 
you, Lord, for the opportunity to reflect on these great themes and 
Islam. We pray that you would help us to be effective witnesses of 
the Gospel of Jesus Christ. We thank you for our Muslim friends, 
many of whom, Lord, are very close to receiving the Gospel. Open 
their hearts, we pray. We know, Lord, there are thousands of 
Muslims around the world that today are responding to the Good 
News of the Gospel. Lord, help us to reap this harvest. Lord, it is the 
turn of Muslims, we believe.  
 
We pray that as Christians go out around the world, that in this time 
when Muslims expect our hatred, when they expect our animosity 
because of the events of 9/11; Lord, may we instead not give them 
hatred, not give them rejection, not give them animosity; but Lord, 
may we give them acceptance and love and prayer and support. 
Lord, may we demonstrate a true sacrificial love and service to the 
Muslim people, that they might see the Gospel of love and the Gospel 
of Christ flowing through us, to the end that Muslims around the 
world would fall down on their faces, not just facing Mecca, but on 
their faces before our Lord Jesus Christ, the Risen Lord, who did in 
fact die upon the cross, who laid down his life for the sins of the 



 

world. So, Lord, we pray that this would indeed be a great day for 
the Muslim world to turn to Jesus. And we pray that You would do 
this in good speed, in our lifetime. We ask in Jesus’ name. Amen.  
 
It has been a pleasure to share these lectures with you and I hope that 
this brief summary of the larger course, Introduction to Islam, has 
helped you to gain an overview of many of the great themes of the 
course. God bless you. Thank you very much.  
 
 
 


