











INTRODUCTION





This introduction provides the background for studying the atoning death of Christ.  It will clarify the focus of study on the atoning death of Jesus Christ, assuming its importance as the only way of salvation.  It is designed to answer five basic research questions.  It gives goals for the dissertation, in addition to suggesting the significance of creating more acceptable approaches to Muslims.


The subject of the atonement has been central in my own thinking over many years.  Many volumes have been written on the history and theology of the doctrine of the atonement.  From these I have learned much.  Little, however, has been done to discover approaches to the Arab cultures that can be helpful in interpreting the atonement for Muslims to facilitate communicating the Gospel in an Arab context. The atonement has influences that are expressed through worship and sacrificial living, as well as through sermons and theological treatises.


While serving as a pastor’s assistant in Egypt for twelve years, I found that logical approaches through illustration, metaphor and analogy are more acceptable than any other evangelical approach, even for learned Muslims.  I am researching more evidences of the Cross.





The Problem Statement


The Cross is at the center of the Christian faith, but Muslims reject it.  The problem to be addressed in this study is how to facilitate Arab Muslims in overcoming the objections they have to the atoning death of Christ by reinterpreting the atonement (reconciling of the interpretations) and adopting more acceptable approaches for the Arab context.





Research Questions


As a means of addressing the problem, I propose to answer the following questions:


1. What are the Christian understandings of the atonement ? 


2. What are the Muslim treatments of the atoning death of Christ?


3. What are the major issues in the Muslim-Christian theological encounter? 


4. How can we build acceptable approaches to the atoning death of Christ?  


5. What are possible related analogies or illustrations for interpreting the atoning death of Christ in an Arab context?





Purpose of the Study


The primary purpose of this study is to provide more acceptable approaches to Muslims in presenting the death of Jesus Christ.  This study is aiming to facilitate the communication of the Gospel in the Arab context, hoping it will be relevant to other Muslim peoples around the world.





Significance


Little has been done to discover analogies and other illustrations from Arab culture that can be helpful in interpreting the atoning death of Christ.  Therefore, the significance of this research will be in discovering ways of:


1. Stating the Gospel in more acceptable ways to Muslims without thereby compromising its central affirmation.


2. Helping Arab Muslims understand the atoning death of Christ: the greatest theological stumbling block in accepting the Gospel.


Assumptions


My assumptions are the following:


1. The major theories of the atonement reflected in the history of the development of Reformed confessions are a faithful expression of the basic components of the biblical material, which include the Gospel account on the death of Christ.


2. The death of Christ on the Cross (and his burial followed by his resurrection) is sufficient for the salvation of humans when they discern correctly its personal application to their spiritual redemption.


3. Any person must accept the atoning work of Christ on the Cross in order to be saved.  It is a conversion to God and His Christ that can save.





Definitions


Before proceeding it will be helpful to consider definitions of several central concepts.


1. Atonement: literally "a making at one" or reconciliation, and here referring to bringing sinners into a right relationship with God through the mediatorial work of Christ on the Cross.


2. Muslim: any people who consider themselves to be Muslims whether related to Sunni or Shi‘i Islam, including Sufi, Folk or Ahmadiyya beliefs and practices.  (Traditionally orthodox Muslims consider Ahmadiyya, Sufi and some Islamic folk believers as unorthodox sects.)


3. Respondent: the person who has accepted the atoning work of Christ on the Cross and, therefore, has been saved.


4. Sura: a chapter in the Qur'an from the Hebrew ( shurh                ).�


5. Hadith: a tradition or collection of traditions of the sayings and practices attributed to Muhammad or one of al-Sahaba�xe "Sahaba"� (his companions).


6. Isnad: a chain of authorities for a tradition, which, if complete, should stretch back to Muhammad or to one of his companions.





Qur'an and Traditions


Al-Tabari, al-Razi, Ibn Kathir, al-Baydawi, al-Zamakhshari  and al-Jalalayn are leading writers who have qur’anic commentaries.  I consult them for a spectrum of traditional Muslim interpretation.  


Sahih al-Bukhari, with al-Nuwawi interpretation, and Sahih Muslim are the canonical collections of the traditions most highly recognized.  They are called "al-Sahihayn," which means "the right two," because they are the most trustworthy.  The other official traditionists are; Abu Daud, Al-NasaÕi, Al-Tirmidhi, and Ibn Maja.


In addition to the commentaries, I refer to Arabic dictionaries like Mukhtar al-Sahah and al-Muhit for the meaning of the qurÕanic verses and terms.  As for the English translation of the QurÕan I use that of Abdulla Yusuf Ali, unless otherwise indicated.  He is a modern commentator whose translation is one of the best and is used all over the world.  He translates the QurÕan in columns beginning each by a capital letter.  But this study uses the normal way of writing without columns. Capital letters are not included in the quotations, when their only function is to indicate the beginning of a line.





Methodology 


This study is a library research of Arabic and English literature.  In addition, interviews conducted with converts, then analysis and personal observations to be recorded.


For the interviews I have adopted the questionnaire prepared for converts by J. Dudley Woodberry and Denis Green.�  For most of the respondents, the questionnaire was translated into Arabic that suits their Arabic context.





Analysis of Data


Chapter 5 deals with the historic Muslim-Christian encounters regarding the atoning death of Christ.  Chapter 6 shows the barriers expressed by recent Muslim converts, which could be used to guide the search and analysis of the findings.


On the basis of preliminary study and experience, the findings and a series of analysis are recorded in Chapters 6 and 8, in order to facilitate the presentation of the atoning death of Christ.  Chapter 8 adds the conclusion.





Delimitation


The present study will limit itself to materials from or about the Arab heartland of the Muslim world.  In addition, the recording of the data will be within security limits to be suitable to the subject and the ultra sensitive situation.  Interviews in a Muslim context had to be conducted and reported in a way that protects the identities of those surveyed. 








Differing Treatments on the Death of Christ


While Chapters 1 and 2 deal with the Christian understandings of the atonement of Christ, Chapter 5 will deal with the early Muslim treatment of the death of Christ.  The rejection of the Crucifixion of Christ is the crucial point for Muslims.  But for us, Òif Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless and so is our faithÓ (1 Co. 15:14).  Thus, if Christ had not died he could not have been raised.  There are four basic possibilities that would be corollaries of the death of Christ:


1. Christ did not die, and was not even crucified (the main subject of �Chapter 5).


2. The swoon theory: Christ was crucified, but did not die.  The swoon theory, that Christ did not die, is unrealistic and is easily refutable.  Appendix II will demonstrate that theory is illogical.


3. Christ died and rose again according to the Scriptures.


4. Christ died and did not rise from the dead (neither Christians nor Muslims have said this, especially as we have his empty tomb, therefore, it will not be discussed).


After showing the theories of the famous Muslim interpreters  in Chapter 5, Chapter 8 will explore the extent to which it is possible to reconcile an Islamic with a Christian view.  Muslims use al-Qiyas (analogy) in their interpretations.  The present writer developed an approach, which he calls the logical analogy, to be used in reconciling the interpretations as will be seen also in Chapter 8.





Differing Approaches in Preaching the Cross


ÒWe preach Christ crucified: a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to GentileÓ (1Co. 1:23).  What are the different approaches in preaching the Cross?  Chapter 7 deals with the following approaches:  


1. The dialogical approach, used by pioneers like Kenneth Cragg, Yusuf Durra al-Haddad, and others.  


2. The contextualization approach, refined by the pioneers of Fuller Theological Seminary, J. Dudley Woodberry, Dean S. Gilliland, and Phil Parshall.


3. The apologetic approach, used by Samuel Zwemer, John Gilchrist, Menes Abdul Noor, and others.  John GilchristÕs refutation of the AhmadiyyaÕs view concerning the crucifixion will be in Appendix II. 


4. The Felt-Need approach, adapted by Tim Matheny.  There is a felt need of forgiveness of sins.  How can we use this approach to communicate the message of the Cross?


�The Hebrew origin (            ) is a section or a Chapter.   See, Francis Brown, Driver and Briggs, The Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament (Lafayette, Ind.: Book PublishersÕ Press, 1981),1004.  This study will refer to the translation of A. Yusuf Ali, who gives only the numbers e.g., S. IV. 157, but this study uses the Arabic numbers.


� J. Dudley Woodberry, Muslim Evangelism (Syllabus and Lecture notes), (Pasadena, CA: Fuller School of World Mission).
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