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Framing the Gospel in the Muslim Experience


Many cultures have elements which can be used as bridges in helping to understand the Gospel. Sometimes these elements are called redemptive analogies.  I have been looking for concepts in the Muslim worldview and traditions that can be used as such transitions to, or illustrations of, the Gospel.  Considering Jesus, the Son of God, as being the same as the “Word of God,” or explaining His sacrifice on the cross in terms of their own Sacrifice Festival, could be two such bridges.


When talking about the Christian faith, one of the objections that first comes to the mind of the Muslim is their misconception that Christians believe in three Gods. This comes in part from their teaching in the Quran from Surah 4 [Women]:171  “O people of the Scripture! Do not exaggerate in your religion nor utter aught concerning Allah save the truth. The Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, was only a messenger of Allah, and His Word which He cast into Mary, and a spirit from Him. So believe in Allah and His messengers, and say not “Three”—cease! [It is] better for you!—Allah is only one God. Far is it removed from His transcendent Majesty that He should have a son.”
 


That passage nearly describes the incarnation, while yet denying it.  One key concept it includes is that of Jesus being God’s Word. There is a parallel understanding in the Christian Scriptures, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God . . . The Word became flesh and took up residence among us. We observed His glory, the glory as the One and Only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth.” (John 1:1,14).


Not only do the books of both faiths contain the concept of Jesus being the Word of God, but it can be said that the term Son of God is often used in the Bible the same way the word Word is used in the Quran. Muslims believe the Quran is the eternal word of God, yet it has entered the limitations of time and space, by being in written form. Similarly, we can point out, the Messiah, Jesus, is the Word of God made manifest in human form. Muslims believe the Word of God being in book form makes it both uncreated and created. Similarly, in Jesus the Word of God could be uncreated, yet in flesh and blood.  They could be challenged to agree at least that God could do this, otherwise they would be limiting God. Then we can show them in the Gospels that God has indeed willed this (Such as John 1, and Luke 1:35-38, and Hebrews 1:6-10). His eternal self-expression, His Word, has entered Human form as Jesus the Messiah.  So we can talk to a Muslim about the Word of God and even, when asked (in the early stages of witnessing) who we think Jesus was, we can say “He is the Word of God.”  Jesus is the expression of God we can understand.


The past two Christmas seasons have coincided with the Muslim holiday of Id Al-Adha  (or Eid in-Adha). This festival commemorates God’s providing a ram for Abraham to sacrifice in the place of his son. It is celebrated to remember Abraham’s being willing to sacrifice his son to God. (Unlike Christians and Jews, Muslims believe the son to be sacrificed was Ishmael rather than Isaac.)   There is a big influx in the number of North African travelers at this time of year anyway, and the overlapping holidays made the business at the port even greater. It occurred to me, (but as I have come to find out has long been realized by others) that we can use their knowledge of God's provision of the ram (which even in our faith is a type of Christ) as an analogy of how He provided Christ as a sacrifice in place of us. We have used this with the evangelism teams, particularly this past December. 


Id Al-Adha, which is also called the “Sacrifice Festival”, is based on the Quran’s Surah 22:36-37: “The sacrificial camels we have made for you as among the symbols from Allah. in them is (much) good for you: then pronounce the name of Allah over them as they line up (for sacrifice): when they are down on their sides (after slaughter), eat ye thereof, and feed such as (beg not but) live in contentment, and such as beg with due humility: thus have We made animals subject to you, that ye may be grateful. It is not their meat nor their blood, that reaches Allah. It is your piety that reaches Him: He has thus made them subject to you, that ye may glorify Allah for His Guidance to you and proclaim the good news to all who do right.”


This significant celebration of sacrifice occurs on the tenth day of the final month of the Muslim year. Every family is to slay a male goat, lamb, cow, or camel.  Poor families may purchase shares of an animal, or they may slay a chicken. The animal is to be young without blemish.


Before the sacrifice, the people (in some places only the men) gather in a mosque, field, or city square for public worship. This is generally a special occasion for wearing new clothes, similar to what many Christians do for Easter Sunday services. As the worship concludes, the Muslims greet and embrace each other.  When the time arrives for the actual sacrifice, the animal’s mouth is to be turned toward Mecca as it is being sacrificed, and a ritual prayer is spoken over the animal, “In the name of God, accept this sacrifice as thou didst accept the offering of thy friend Abraham.”


Many Muslims consider this sacrifice a sin offering, effecting their becoming cleansed of their sin. Others consider it merely a commemorative act, a time to remember Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son. The Quran, when it tells the story of how God stopped Abraham from sacrificing his son, says, “And We [God] ransomed him [Abraham’s Son] with a mighty sacrifice” (Surah 37 [Rangers] 37:107). 


The Hadith contains a testimony of one of Mohammed’s wives, who attributes to Mohammed the statement “´Man has not done anything, on the day of sacrifice more pleasing to God than spilling blood, for verily the animal sacrificed will come on the Day of Resurrection. . . and will make the scales of his action heavy. Verily its blood reacheth the acceptance of God before it falleth upon the ground, therefore be joyful in it.’ Here is the recognition of the Biblical principal, life for life. When a person sins, he forfeits his life. He is allowed to continue to live because an animal’s life is offered as a substitution for him.”
  While salvation is still not promised, the sacrifice is believed to tip the scales of good deeds verses bad deeds to the benefit of the one making the sacrifice.


Two things may be pointed out from these passages. First, a sacrifice was still required. Abraham could not just take his son off the altar and go home.  The blood of the lamb (or Ram) had to be spilt as ransom in payment for their sins. God rescued Abraham’s son by providing a sacrifice to be offered in His place.
because in His restraint God passed over the sins previously committed. He presented Him to demonstrate His righteousness at the present time, so that He would be righteous and declare righteous the one who has faith in Jesus.”


Regarding the use of the Quran in witnessing to a Muslim, there are two points of view:  One is to not use the Quran at all, but to talk about Jesus solely from the Bible. The other point of view is to use the Quran as a starting point, as it is something the Muslim would value, and read or quote parts of it that can be used to defend truths about Jesus.  It is the feelings of this author that, while it is probably best to avoid the use of the Quran if possible, and speak only about Christ and His crucifixion and resurrection, there may be times when a well placed quote from the Quran could help establish some common ground. The danger would be in overusing the Quran.  At no time in evangelism would degrading or condemning the Quran be constructive. Quranic reference may be used to bridge to a point of Biblical truth, but in the end it is the Word of God that will draw the Muslim to the truth that Jesus Christ is God incarnate.


In Muslim evangelism we encounter some people whose hearts the Holy Spirit has not yet prepared, and so they are very closed to the gospel and will not listen at all. Others He has been preparing, and are restless over what they have been taught and are open and seeking the Truth. Still, it is a big step for a Muslim to come to Christ, whatever their starting point. The more we can do to frame the Gospel in a way that they can understand and identify with it, the better. In the end, the Holy Spirit must draw them. Explaining Jesus is the Word of God born as a man in order to be the final and ultimate fulfillment of Abrahams sacrifice, can help them finally, clearly see what it is that we believe and are asking them to consider.
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� Phil Parshall, New Paths in Muslim Evangelism, (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1980), p. ii.   


� Dorothy Sayers, incidentally, used the concept of writing a book to describe the threefoldness of the Trinity. The author provides the book-as-idea (or the book-as-thought): the big picture of its concept, its characters, its plot, and so forth; It is the book in the mind of the author. This is the parallel of the Father.  The Son is the book-as-written. It is the object we hold in our hands and the form on the page; the result of the work of the author ordering the plot and expressing the story.  Finally, the “Spirit” is the book-as-read.   It is the book’s effect upon, and in, the reader’s responsive mind; the power we experience through the work, the emotions and thoughts it provokes; the lasting impression of the work upon the reader.


“Theologically, the Word is said to be ‘equal to the Father as touching His Godhead and inferior to the Father as touching His manhood’—which may be translated into the language of our analogy:  ‘Equal to the Idea as touching its essence and inferior to the Idea as touching its expression.’ It is inferior, not only in the sense that it is limited by form as the Idea is not, but also in the sense that its form is creaturely and therefore subject to the Idea—‘I do the will of My Father.’ This does not mean that the revelation is not perfect; it is, as the phrase goes, ‘perfect of its kind’ but the kind itself is capable only of so much and no more.” (Sayers, 90-91)


� Sammy Tanagho , Glad News! God Loves You, My Muslim Friend, (Costa Mesa: Calvary Chapel, 1999), p. 84.





