LESSON #11 -

TRIUMPHS AND DEFEATS OF THE CHRISTIAN CHURCH
Medieval Church #2, The Rise of Islam

Introduction

The sixth and seventh centuries witnessed the rise of a new monotheistic faith which produced tremendous losses for the Eastern and Western Christian churches. This new religion arose with the appearance of Mohammed (ca. 570-632 A.D.) who claimed to be the prophet of Allah and a recipient of new revelations from the angel Gabriel.  These revelations were written down forming a book called the Qur`an (Koran).  It claimed there is one God, Allah, and Mohammed is his prophet.  To admit to this is to make one a Muslim, one who submits to God.  In an extremely short time, this religion swept a vast swath of the Mediterranean basin as well as penetrating into the reaches of the East.  The Muslim conquests and beliefs also had a part in the iconoclastic controversy since the Muslims accused Christians of idolatry in their venerating of images. 
I. The Life of Mohammed

Mohammed was born ca. 570 in Mecca of Arabia among people who claimed descent from Abraham through Ishmael and the children of Keturah.  The religions prevalent among them just before the advent of Mohammed were paganism, Judaism, and degenerate forms of Christianity connected historically with the heresies rejected and condemned by the church (Ebionites, Arians, Sabellians, Nestorians, Eutychians, and Monophysites). 
A. His Youth


Mohammed (more correctly Muhammed) was the only child of Amina; his father had died before he was born. Almost from infancy, he had been subject to epilepsy. This along with his fertile imagination made him the victim of hallucinations.  He made his living as a camel driver. He accompanied his uncle to Syria and Palestine and came in contact with Christianity and Judaism.  He married at age 25 a rich widow, Khadijah, for whom he had worked previously as steward and agent. Through her he gained the wealth by which he was freed to devote himself to religious meditation.  

B. His Claim to be a Prophet


At age 40, he claimed he had received a divine commission.  Over a period of 20 years he claimed to be the recipient of revelations while in an ecstatic state. In 610 he felt divinely called to proclaim monotheism and in the course of 3 years won 12 converts to this new faith among his relatives and towns-people.  His first converts were his wife, Khadijah, his father-in-law Abu-Bekr, his daughter, Fatima, and Ali and Zayd, his adopted sons.  

C. His Flight to Medina


Muhammed’s attacks on the idolatry practiced in Mecca drew upon himself the wrath of the Koresh tribal leaders.  Being persecuted he was forced to flee to Medina in 622. The year of his flight (the “Hagira”) became the first year of the Muslim calendar. By 630, the movement had grown so much that he was able to capture Mecca. Two years later, at the time of his death, his muslim followers were ready to expand outside Arabia.

II. Muslim Conquests
The conquest that Muhammed had planned before his death was carried out by his followers (Caliphs Omar and Othman).  Damascus fell in 635; Jerusalem and Antioch in 638; Alexandria in 641, the Persian kingdom was brought to an end in 651.  By 711, the Muslim armies had crossed the Strait of Gibraltar into Spain and swept onward into France. Its advance was permanently stopped by the Franks under Charles Martel in the Battle of Tours in 732.  In the East the Muslims were successfully resisted in 672-678 and again in 717-718.  Constantinople stopped them with the use of Greek fire.  However, Syria, Egypt, and North Africa permanently fell under Muslim control as well as Asia Minor, Persia, Armenia, and Georgia in the East. 
III. Muslim Beliefs
A. The Muslim System
This religion can be summed up in 6 articles: 

1. God is One (all powerful, all wise, to be feared and obeyed. Submission to God is the central principle of the system).
2. All is foreordained (events occur in an unchangeable order)
3. There are 2 classes of angels—good and bad

4. God has given his revelation in the Scriptures

5. He has sent prophets (the greatest are: Adam, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammed; the latter is the Paraclete promised by Jesus)

6. God will judge and reward all men in a final judgment. 

B. The Quran (Koran)

The Quran claims it is the last and best revelation of God, and Muhammed is his last and greatest prophet. It is two-thirds the length of the NT and is arranged in 114 chapters. It is repetitious and unorganized. 
1. The Quran shows some knowledge of Christian customs and beliefs 
a. Some are disapproved (religious pictures, monasticism)

b. Some are misunderstood (e.g., Trinity as Father, Virgin Mary, and the Son)

2. It is somewhat confused—different utterances given at different times in specific settings now lost. 

3. Full of lofty poetry and breathes a pure zeal for monotheism

4. Its contents, in so far as not original with Muhammed, derive from a second-hand knowledge of OT and NT through the medium of Jewish merchants and heretical Christians. 

5. It also contains elements from rabbinical Jewish tradition and from apocryphal Christian books.
6. Its ethical teachings include honesty, humility, courage and temperance. 

7. Counter-balancing this, however, are its permission of polygamy, slavery, and the use of violence to disseminate the faith. 

C. Religious Beliefs and Practices

1. Allah has made his will known through 25 prophets but Muhammed was the latest and greatest of them..
2. Christ is neither divine nor did he die on the cross; he is simply a great prophet.
3. The religion is fatalistic teaching passive submission to the will of Allah.

4. After judgment men will either enjoy a rather sensual paradise or face the terrors of hell. 

5. A faithful Muslim prays 5xs a day facing toward Mecca.

6. He recites his creed daily.

7. Fasting and almsgiving are expected.

8. At least once in a life-time, a faithful Muslim is expected to make pilgrimage to Mecca. 

IV. The Christian Response
There were 3 stages of response to Islam:
A. Islam is a divine chastisement for Christians’ sins.

B. Islam was God’s punishment which would precede the end of the world; Muslims will in turn be punished with worse inflictions (late 7th c.)

C. Islam is a false religion and should be apologetically challenged (8th c.). 
1. Islam was a Christian heresy.  
2. Islam was God’s judgment on the church’s shortcomings.

3. Islam was a demonic imitation of the true religion. 
The first writer to articulate the Christian case in Arabic was Theodore Abu Qurrah (ca. 745-ca. 825).  But his work was more designed to keep Christians from being influenced by Islam than to try to convert Muslims. 

D. Consequences for Christianity
1. Many of the ancient centers of Christianity now become ruled by Islam (Jerusalem, Antioch, Damascus, Alexandria, Carthage)

2. Christians in Muslim territory are placed under severe handicaps.

3. Conversion to Christianity is met with harsh punishment.

4. Apologetic defense and witness by Christians is considered an offense against Muhammad, punishable by death. 

5. In some regions, Christianity completely disappears (e.g., Carthage/ N.Africa)

6. In other Muslim controlled regions, Christianity, though tolerated, simply stops growing and becomes content with holding its own (e.g., Coptic Christians)
V. Monothelitism

This is a doctrine which maintains there is only one will in the God-man.  It appears to have been a doctrine which originated out of political rather than of religious concerns.  It was intended to secure the support of the Monophysites on behalf of the orthodox Chalcedonian fellow-Christians in the face of Persian and later Muslim invasion.  The disagreement split the unity of the Empire in the face of danger. 
The Council of Chalcedon in 451 A.D. had determined that Christ possessed two natures. This left many dissatisfied. Did Christ have 2 wills—a divine and a human will; or did he have only 1 will, and that divine.  Does the divine will take the place of the human will?  But then is a man without a human will fully human?  Thus the debate, monothelitism (one will) or dyotheletism (two wills)?  The Sixth Ecumenical Council at Constantinople in 680-681 A.D. declared in favor of two wills and condemned Monothelism.  Christ was declared to have “two natural wills or willings not contrary one to the other but his human will follows, not as resisting or reluctant, but rather as subject to his divine and omnipotent will.” The doctrine thus defined was “the logical completion of Chalcedon. With its definition, the Christological controversies were ended in so far as doctrinal determination was concerned” (Walker). Monotheletism nevertheless continued in churches in Egypt (Copts), Syria, and the East. 
VI. The Iconoclastic Controversy

The growth of image-worship became a reproach to the Church in the East, as well as a hindrance to the progress of the gospel among the Muslims. The Emperor Leo (716-741 A.D.) sought to remove this cause of offense by ordering (726 A.D.) the putting up of the images in the churches high above the reach of the worshipers’ touch, and forbidding prostration and kneeling before them. Then in 730 A.D., he had them removed altogether out of the churches and the walls whitewashed. He thought such practices were an obstacle to the conversion of Jews and Muslims. Germanus, the patriarch of Constantinople, opposed these orders and a party of Iconodules (image-worshipers) formed around him to oppose the Iconoclasts (image-breakers) led by the emperor. The patriarch was deposed by the emperor in 730 and a systematic persecution was unleashed, especially against the monks, who were the most ardent defenders of the icons.  
A. Emperor Constantine V (Leo’s son and successor) in 754 called a council that forbade the use of images and condemned those who defended them
1. Due to presence of Islam with its strong teaching against idolatry?

2. To curb the power of the monks who made income from the production of images, paintings?

B. John of Damascus became the champion of image-worship.  He lived in Muslim territory beyond the reach and jurisdiction of the emperor. 
C. The monks remained steadfastly worshipers of the images.

D. The death of Leo IV (775-780) brought his wife, Empress Irene, to the throne as regent for her young son Constantine.  She reversed the policy of her predecessors. 
E. Empress Irene was an ardent advocate of image-worship. 

F. Irene put herself into permanent possession of the throne (770-802) by having her son’s eyes put out and imprisoned in a monastery. 

G. Emperor Leo the Armenian (813-820) again tried to suppress image-worship. 
H. Emperor Theophilus (829-842) made an edict that all worship of images in public or private was prohibited. 

I. Upon his death, his widow, Theodora, restored the forbidden practice. 

J. The 7th Ecumenical Council (787 A.D.) formally sanctioned image-worship and anathematized all opponents and dissenters. The Synod of Constantinople (842) reaffirmed the decisions of the 7th Ecumenical Council and established the Feast of Orthodoxy, in commemoration of the complete triumph of image-worship. 

PAGE  
1

