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Gardens or Fires:  A Christian Evaluation of the Islamic View of the Afterlife and How It 

Motivates Muslims 
 
According to a study released in 2011 by the Pew Research Center’s Forum on Religion 

and Public Life, “The world’s Muslim population is expected to increase by about 35% in the 
next 20 years, rising from 1.6 billion in 2010 to 2.2 billion by 2030…Globally, the Muslim 
population is forecast to grow at about twice the rate of the non-Muslim population over the next 
two decades…If current trends continue, Muslims will make up 26.4% of the world’s total 
projected population of 8.3 billion in 2030, up from 23.4% of the estimated 2010 world 
population of 6.9 billion.”  Just in the United States, the number of Muslims is projected to 
double over the next two decades, from 2.6 million in 2010 to 6.2 million in 2030, due largely to 
immigration and higher-than-average birthrates among Muslims.  They are projected to grow 
from .8% of the population in 2010 to 1.7% in 2030.  That may not sound like a lot until one 
realizes that this is roughly the same percentage of Jews or Episcopalians in the US today.   

As we continue to plant churches and minister throughout the United States, and the 
world for that matter, we are going to have increasingly more interactions with Muslims.  They 
are people who desperately need the gospel just like everyone else.  So, it is important for us to 
understand them, especially how the gospel uniquely meets their needs as they come from a 
religion that is driven by the demands of the law.   

Specifically, I have been assigned to evaluate the Islamic views of heaven and hell with 
an emphasis on how these two doctrines motivate the Muslim.  This paper will not address all the 
nuances of the Christian views of heaven and hell but rather evaluate the Islamic views of heaven 
and hell on the basis of them.  At the same time, it’s my prayer that a review of the Biblical 
teachings on hell would shake us to our core, especially regarding outreach, and that a review of 
the Biblical teachings on heaven would motivate us to live with confidence and to share the 
gospel with even more zeal.  Additionally, I pray that through this study, we learn to have 
compassion for those who are trapped under the burden of the law in Islam and desperately need 
to be freed by the joy of Jesus.1   

The afterlife is a very common topic throughout the Koran.  In fact, over one quarter of 
the Koran’s verses deal with issues of the afterlife (Emerick 64).  Heaven and hell are the subject 
of many more verses than they are in the Bible, especially concerning the details of both.  
Gordon writes, “As is often pointed out in modern scholarship, the Quran devotes considerably 
more space to descriptions of heaven and hell than do other scriptures.  The short, often intense, 
verses of the Meccan period contain a series of references to both abodes, underscoring their 
central theme—the inevitability of divine judgment” (93).   

                                                
 

1 One caveat:  Though I have had the privilege of working with and witnessing to Hindus, 
Atheists, Agnostics, Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses, followers of New Age, etc., I have had very 
little interaction with Muslims.  Additionally, I had done little study of Islam before this 
assignment.  I did my best to read as much of the Koran as possible, but the Koran isn’t 
considered the only source of Islamic beliefs.  So, I am no expert, and I beg for your patience.  
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It’s important to note that there are many similarities between the Christian and Islamic 
views of heaven and hell.  This shouldn’t surprise anyone since Mohammed was familiar with 
the Old and New Testaments.  Though he added and subtracted many things from both and 
confused several details in each, he believed that he was completing and clarifying god’s2 
revelation, not opposing it.  He believed that he was removing the corruption that had crept into 
the Torah, Psalms and Gospels.3   

I.	  	  The	  Islamic	  and	  Christian	  views	  of	  Hell	  Compared	  

Though Jesus spoke more about hell than any other Biblical prophet, Muhammad says 
much more.  In this section, let’s compare the Islamic and Christian views of Hell.  

Who, What and Where 

Like the Bible, the Koran states that god sends unbelievers to hell.  It gives examples of 
unbelievers who will eventually end up in hell if they don’t repent.  Surah4 3:180 says that the 
miserly will be punished on the Last Day.  Surah 4:10 says that those who mistreat orphans will 
burn in hell.  Surah 4:145 says that hypocrites will be sent to the lowest part of hell.  Surah 8:15 
promises that believers who run in battle will be condemned to hell.  Surah 7:36 says, “…those 
who reject Our revelations and arrogantly scorn them are the people of the Fire...”5 All of these 
groups and more will be punished for their lack of righteousness.  

According to the Koran, hell is a “permanent home for the hypocrites, both men and 
women, and the disbelievers” (9:68).  In other words, Islam teaches that hell is not just a 
condition, but a place.  Likewise, the Bible teaches that hell is not just a condition.  In Luke 
16:27-28 the rich man called it “this place of torment.”  It is an actual place.  It is a somewhere; 
however, we can’t find it on our GPS; it’s not “down” as if it’s in the core of the earth, literally 
beneath our feet.    

The Bible also informs us that hell was not created for people.  Matthew 25:41 reports 
that on the Last Day, Jesus, “…will say to those on his left, ‘Depart from me, you who are cursed, 
into the eternal fire prepared for the devil and his angels.’”  2 Peter 2:4 adds, “…God did not 
spare angels when they sinned, but sent them to hell, putting them into gloomy dungeons to be 
held for judgment;”  God created hell as a place of torment for the devil and demons.  However, 
hell is also the place where condemned people will spend eternity if they turn their backs on His 
offer of forgiveness, righteousness and adoption through Christ.6  Islam also teaches that hell is a 
place for the punishment of unbelievers and the evil spiritual forces.  Surah 3:178 says that 
“shameful torment awaits” unbelievers in hell.   

                                                
 

2 In this paper, the god of the Koran will be referred to as “god” with a lower-case “g” or Allah 
while the Christian God will generally be referred to as “God.”  The only exception will be when 
Islamic authors use “god” with a capital “G” to refer to Allah.   
3 For a brief summary of the events of Judgment Day itself, please see the Appendix.  
4 “Surahs” are the chapters of the Koran.   
5 Muhammad even includes the Torah and the Gospels in those revelations (see Surah 3:3).   
6 Mark 16:16 says, “Whoever does not believe will be condemned” and John 5:29, “Those who 
have done evil will rise to be condemned.”   
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Torment  

When it comes to the nature of hell’s torment, Muhammad clearly drew upon the Biblical 
descriptions but painted his own very vivid images of hell throughout the Koran.  In Surah 
77:30-33, god says, “Depart into the shadow that will rise high in three columns, giving neither 
shade nor shelter from the flames, and throwing up sparks as huge as towers, as bright as yellow 
camels.”7  Surah 18:29 is similar:  “…If they call for relief, they will be relieved with water like 
molten metal, scalding their faces.  What a terrible drink!”  Emerick writes, “The inmates of Hell 
will wear clothing made of burning pitch, drink from fountains of burning oil, eat barbed fruits 
that look like devil heads, and never have a moment’s rest from it.  Every time a person’s body 
will be burnt up or destroyed, a fresh body or layer of skin will materialize so that the 
punishment can be felt anew” (73).  Surah 9:34-35 claims that the gold and silver of unbelievers 
will be heated and used to brand their foreheads, sides and backs. 

The Bible also describes the torment of hell in several vivid ways.  Fire is the most 
common descriptor in Scripture.  In Matthew 13:42 Jesus calls it “the fiery furnace,” and 
Revelation 21:8 calls it “the fiery lake of burning sulfur.”  Unlike natural fire which eventually 
consumes its source and fizzles out, however, this fire lasts forever, as John the Baptist said in 
Matthew 3:12, it is “unquenchable fire.”  Jesus describes it as “eternal fire” (Matthew 25:41) and 
says that the fire never goes out (Mark 9:43).  Isaiah 66:24 says, “their fire [will never] be 
quenched.”8  

Additionally, when God says in Isaiah 66:24 that “their worm will not die…and they will 
be loathsome to all mankind,” He seems to be indicating that, though people in hell will actually 
live forever in their bodies, they will be in a perpetual state of decay, like eternal zombies—the 
living dead.  2 Thessalonians 1:9 says, “They will be punished with everlasting destruction,” that 
is, eternally being destroyed without being completely annihilated.  Needless to say, they will be 
“loathsome.”  Whatever physical beauty or charisma they had will be lost forever.  They will be 
disgusting to themselves and to everyone else.  They will become absolute nobodies.  In Jesus’ 
account of the rich man and Lazarus, it’s curious that Abraham is named and Lazarus is named, 
but the rich man is simply called “the rich man.”  Nothing distinguishes him from anyone else in 
hell.  Though he had everything anyone could ever want on earth, he has lost it all, including his 
own identity.  He is loathsome.  

Those “nobodies” will all be caught in eternal darkness.  Jude 6 says that God “has kept 
[the demons] in darkness, bound with everlasting chains for judgment on the great Day.”  2 Peter 
2:17 says, “These men are springs without water and mists driven by a storm. Blackest darkness 
is reserved for them.”9  In Matthew, Jesus mentions this “outer darkness” three separate times.10  
Darkness means isolation; it means blindness to joys on one hand and dangers on the other; it 
means a lost sense of time—has it been days, weeks or years?  It’s hard to comprehend the 
horrific nature of hell. 

However, according to the Bible the ultimate punishment of hell is separation from God’s 
gracious presence. On Judgment Day, the Glorified Savior will say to the unbelievers, “I never 

                                                
 

7 Muhammad supposedly claimed that the fire of hell is 70 times hotter than typical earthly fire.   
8 Revelation 14:11 adds that “the smoke of their torment rises for ever and ever.  There is no rest 
day or night…” for them.     
9 Jude 13 says the same.   
10 Matthew 8:12, 22:13 and 25:30 
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knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!” (Matthew 7:23), and “Depart from me, you who are 
cursed” (Matthew 25:4).  Matthew 8:12 states, “the subjects of the kingdom will be thrown 
outside…”  2 Thessalonians 1:9 adds, “They will be…shut out from the presence of the Lord...”  
Luke 13:28 also: “There will be weeping there, and gnashing of teeth, when you see Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob and all the prophets in the kingdom of God, but you yourselves thrown out.”11  

Eternal Punishment, Grinding Teeth and Second Chances 

Like the Bible, the Koran teaches that the agony of hell lasts forever.  Surah 4:169 says, 
“they will remain for ever.”  And yet, the people there will fool themselves into thinking that the 
suffering will eventually end (See Surah 3:24).  At the same time, Islam teaches that the 
suffering of hell is for the purification of the unbelievers, at least in some cases.12  Yahiya 
Emerick claims that God does not like to punish people in hell so it is not a place of punishment 
but a place to “purify warped souls” (74).  Some people in hell will apparently be released for 
heaven after their term of suffering is completed.   

According to the Bible, hell is a place for punishment—not for remediation, discipline or 
purification.  There are no second chances in hell.  There is no parole for good behavior.  
Matthew 25:46 calls hell “eternal punishment,” and Jude 7 talks about the “punishment of eternal 
fire.”  Contrary to the beliefs of several religions, even branches of Christianity and individual 
Christians, the residents of hell will not eventually be annihilated for good.  Though this may be 
hard for us to understand or accept, we entrust ourselves to the fact that God is a just God, and 
He will do what is right in the end.  Pieper says it well:   

The objections raised in all ages to the endlessness of the infernal punishment are 
understandable; for the thought of a never-ending agony of rational beings, fully realizing 
their distressing plight, is so appalling that it exceeds comprehension….But all objections 
are based on the false principle that it is proper and reasonable to make our human 
sentiments and judgments the measure of God’s essence and activity (III, 545).  

The inhabitants of hell will never be released.  
 And, it’s possible they wouldn’t accept release, even if it were offered to them.  In both 
Surah 6:27 and 7:53, the unbelievers seem to ask for a second chance on the Last Day.  Other 
places in the Koran seem to indicate that unbelievers will beg god to let them out of hell.  Many 
people, including many Christians, picture hell as a place where souls are begging God to let 
them out, asking for another chance, and promising to do better next time.  But the Bible says 
that hell will be filled forever with the “weeping and gnashing of teeth.”  This expression is used 
six times in Matthew and once in Luke (13:28).  The idea of weeping in hell is obvious.  
However, the idea of gnashing teeth perhaps not so much.  In the Bible, the gnashing, or grinding, 

                                                
 

11 Islam teaches that hell has seven levels which get worse as one gets deeper into them.  The 
Bible teaches something similar when Jesus describes degrees of torment in hell in  Luke 12:47–
48:  “That servant who knows his master’s will and does not get ready or does not do what his 
master wants will be beaten with many blows.  But the one who does not know and does things 
deserving punishment will be beaten with few blows.”  Jesus also stated that it would be more 
tolerable on Judgment Day for Tyre, Sidon and Sodom than for Bethsaida, Capernaum and 
Chorazin who saw his miracles.  What greater regret could there be in hell than the realization 
that salvation was so close, and yet you chose to reject it?   
12 Though I haven’t yet seen a passage from the Koran that states it directly in the first 9 Surahs. 
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of teeth is associated with rage as Lange writes, “There will be gnashing of teeth, a sign of their 
anger and hatred for God” (635).  Brian Keller writes, “They hate God!  Their thoughts are not 
pure and right.  They think of their distressing situation, their excruciating tortures, and their 
hopeless future.  They think about this, for all eternity, with a fierce and gnawing hatred for God” 
(ch. 5).13  In other words, the people in hell are filled with rage against God for putting them 
there and perhaps against others whom they feel didn’t warn them enough or abused them in 
some other way.  They may believe they got “the shaft.” Hell will likely be an eternal pit of 
blame casting, excuses and self-justification.        

For example, in the account of the rich man and Lazarus, the rich man strongly hints that 
the reason he is not in heaven is that God did not give him enough information or make a strong 
enough case. “He answered, ‘Then I beg you, father, send Lazarus to my father’s house, for I 
have five brothers. Let him warn them, so that they will not also come to this place of torment.’ 
“Abraham replied, ‘They have Moses and the Prophets; let them listen to them.’ “ ‘No, father 
Abraham,’ he said, ‘but if someone from the dead goes to them, they will repent’” (Luke 16:27–
30).  Brian Keller writes, “Even there, [the rich man] did not learn his lesson.  He did not accept 
God’s will.  He thought he knew better than God how his brothers should be approached and 
converted.  He still had a low opinion of God’s Word (‘Moses and the Prophets’)” (ch. 5).     

Notice further that the rich man never asks to be let out of hell.  Instead, he asks Abraham 
to send Lazarus down to give him a drink!  Even in hell, he is still bossing others around and 
treating Lazarus like a worthless beggar.  There is no sign of repentance whatsoever.  If the rich 
man and Satan himself are any indication, it is very possible that those who are in hell aren’t 
trying to get out if it means submitting to God.  They would rather blame Him for their problems.  
As the old saying goes, “Better to rule in hell than serve in heaven.”  As miserable as they are, in 
their minds it is infinitely better than having to live with and/or deal with a God that they 
perceive to be perpetually unjust.  C.S. Lewis put it well in The Problem of Pain, “I willingly 
believe that the damned are, in one sense, successful rebels to the end; that the doors of hell are 
locked on the inside” (419-420).     

Some may argue, “But many of the people the Bible claims will be in hell didn’t have 
anything against God.  So why does He cast them there?  It seems unjust.”  First of all, we 
cannot read a person’s heart and know what is really brewing there.  Second, people are rarely 
offended by the god they create in their own minds, a god in their own image.  But the true God 
is never the god they created.  He’s the one who created them.  Thus, even the most moral or 
successful person may find himself in hell, furious because God didn’t play according to that 
person’s rules.  He is not going to “learn his lesson.”  C.S. Lewis also writes, “In the long run the 
answer to all those who object to the doctrine of hell is itself a Question: ‘What are you asking 
God to do?’  To wipe out their past sins and, at all costs, to give them a fresh start, smoothing 
every difficulty and offering every miraculous help?  But He has done so, on Calvary.  To 
forgive them!  They will not be forgiven.  To leave them alone?  Alas, I am afraid that is what 
He does” (420).      

II.	  	  The	  Islamic	  and	  Christian	  views	  of	  Heaven	  Compared	  

                                                
 

13 I would add, “and for anyone whom they blame for their condemnation.”   
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By now it is clear that there are some similarities between the Islamic and Christian 
views of hell.  In either case, it is a place to be avoided it all costs.  So, now let’s compare the 
Islamic and Christian views of heaven.  There are also many similarities here, but many key 
differences as well.   

Who, What and Where 

Like the Bible, the Koran states that god takes believers, that is the righteous, to heaven.  
Surah 83:22-24 states, “The righteous will surely dwell in bliss.”  However, as we are going to 
see later, Muhammad’s idea of what makes someone a righteous person, or a believer, is 
drastically different than the Bible’s idea.   

As with its teaching on hell, the Koran asserts that heaven is not just a condition, but an 
actual place.  In Surah 2:25 god says, “Give those who believe and do good the news that they 
will have Gardens graced with flowing streams.”  “Garden” is the most common way of 
describing the place of heaven.  Likewise, the Bible teaches that heaven is an actual place, not 
just a condition.  In fact, the Bible teaches that heaven will actually become a new heavens and 
new earth on Judgment Day as Isaiah 65:17 says, “Behold, I will create new heavens and a new 
earth. The former things will not be remembered, nor will they come to mind.” Peter writes, “But 
in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home 
of righteousness” (2 Peter 3:13).  Revelation 21:1–2 says, “Then I saw a new heaven and a new 
earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea.  I 
saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a 
bride beautifully dressed for her husband.”  While the Islamic view of heaven is an actual place, 
the Bible teaches that heaven will be a whole new Earth and Universe.  Then, heaven as it is now, 
the presence of God and the home of the angels, will descend and become the centerpiece for 
eternity.14 

On a related note, the Koran seems to teach that heaven and hell are “in the same vicinity,” 
or, at least, that there is a way of “seeing” from one into the other.  In Surah 7:44, we hear that 
the people of the Garden will call out to those who are in hell, and the people of hell will respond.  
Two verses later, the Koran says that there is a great wall between heaven and hell, and the men 
standing on that wall are able to look upon the people of the Garden and the people in hell, 
though it is not immediately clear who these men are.  In verse 50 of the same Surah, the people 
of hell beg the people in heaven for water and food.  According to the Bible, while it may be 
possible for those souls in hell to “see” into heaven right now,15 there is no indication that 
residents in hell will be able to “see” into heaven when the new heavens and new earth are 

                                                
 

14 There has been some debate among Lutherans regarding the substance of the new heavens and 
earth.  See Appendix B for more information.   
15 However, it is very important to keep two things in mind in this discussion:  1.  The place 
where this may be taught is Luke 16:19ff, but Jesus’ point in telling us about the rich man and 
Lazarus was not to give us details about heaven and hell.  So, we cannot say with 100% accuracy 
that heaven and hell are merely separated by a “great chasm” (Luke 16:26).  2.  Jesus appears to 
be speaking of heaven and Hades.  There is strong evidence that Hades is a holding place of 
suffering for the souls of unbelievers who will be ultimately cast into hell on Judgment Day.  See 
Brian Keller’s book Heaven and Hell:  Eternal Life, Eternal Punishment, chapter 4, for more 
details.   



Doebler 7 

 
 

established.  It also seems very unlikely that God’s people in perfection will be able to look upon 
those who are in hell for an eternity as if there is a “hell cam” in heaven.    

The Koran teaches that believers will dwell in heaven physically.  They will not be 
“angels” with wings, halos or harps.  Likewise, the Bible teaches that believers will spend 
eternity in their glorified bodies.  Philippians 3:20–21 says, “…the Lord Jesus Christ, who, by 
the power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies 
so that they will be like his glorious body.”  After Jesus’ resurrection, he had a glorified body.  
He was not a spirit or an angel; He was still human and will be for eternity.  So, he ate fish,  
walked and talked; his disciples still recognized him and touched his scars.  But his body was 
now perfected and indestructible as 1 Corinthians 15:42–44 says, “So will it be with the 
resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; it is sown 
in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; it is sown a natural 
body, it is raised a spiritual body.”  In heaven, we will still be “us.”  We will still have our 
bodies; we will be able to walk and eat just like Jesus.  But we will be perfected and 
indestructible.    

What Will It Be Like? 

The Bible describes heaven and its joys in many different ways.  It is called “eternal life” 
in John 3:16.  In fact, John is filled with this expression of Jesus.16  Daniel 12:2 also says, 
“Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to 
shame and everlasting contempt.”  Titus 3:7 talks about “the hope of eternal life.”17   

Heaven is also called our “inheritance.”  Peter calls it “an inheritance that can never 
perish, spoil or fade, kept in heaven for” us (1 Peter 1:4).  On the last day, Jesus says that He will 
say to His People, “Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the 
kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world (Matthew 25:34).”  In fact, we are 
called “co-heirs” with Christ (Romans 8:17).  What belonged alone to Christ has been given to 
us to share with Him for eternity because He sacrificed Himself on our behalf. 

Additionally, heaven is often pictured as a huge feast or wedding banquet.  In Revelation 
19:9 the angel told John, “Write: ‘Blessed are those who are invited to the wedding supper of the 
Lamb!’”  in Matthew 8:11, Jesus said, “Many will come from the east and the west, and will take 
their places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven.”  On Maundy 
Thursday, Jesus told his disciples, “I will not drink this fruit of the vine from now on until that 
day when I drink it anew with you in my Father’s kingdom” (Matthew 26:29).  Just try to 
imagine the most amazing Thanksgiving feast of all time with Christ and all of our brothers and 
sisters together forever!  What a day that will be!   

Because God will destroy all evil on the Last Day without destroying us and will form a 
completely cleansed earth for us to inhabit, Revelation says, “Never again will they hunger; 
never again will they thirst. The sun will not beat upon them, nor any scorching heat” 
(Revelation 7:16).”  “He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or 

                                                
 

16 He uses the phrase “eternal life” or “everlasting life” 17 times.   
17 Heaven is also called “salvation” as in Hebrews where it says that God’s people will “inherit 
salvation” (1:14).  1 Thessalonians 5:9 says that we were not appointed, “to suffer wrath but to 
receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.”  Though we deserve punishment by nature, we 
will be saved from all of it because Jesus suffered the penalty in our place completely.   
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mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.  He who was seated on 
the throne said, ‘I am making everything new!’” (Revelation 21:4-5).  As a result, heaven is 
pictured as place of true joy and eternal peace.18 

And we will finally get to rest, spiritually and physically—you know that kind of rest that 
seems so elusive to Ministers of the Gospel sometimes, especially on Saturday nights and 
Monday mornings, as they bear the burden of law and gospel, as they feel the weight of their 
work and the concern for the souls under their care and out in the community.  In Revelation 
14:13 John reports, “Then I heard a voice from heaven say, ‘Write: Blessed are the dead who die 
in the Lord from now on.’ ‘Yes,’ says the Spirit, ‘they will rest from their labor, for their deeds 
will follow them.’” 

As a result of all this, heaven will be filled with glory.  In fact, God will share His glory 
with us for eternity, as it says in Romans 8:18, “I consider that our present sufferings are not 
worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.”  Paul also tells us that “our light and 
momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all” (2 
Corinthians 4:17).  It’s impossible to comprehend the limitless joy that will be ours in heaven!    

When it comes to the Koran’s descriptions of heaven, Muhammad clearly drew upon the 
Biblical pictures but also took a lot of creative license.  We have already seen that the Surahs 
repeatedly speak of heaven as a Garden with flowing streams.  But he gives many more details.  
Surah 83:22-24 says, “The righteous will surely dwell in bliss.  Reclining upon soft couches they 
will gaze around them:  and in their faces you shall mark the glow of joy.”  Surah 56:15 says:  

On couches of well-woven cloth they will sit facing each other; everlasting youths will go 
round among them with glasses, flagons, and a pure liquid that causes no headache or 
intoxication; [there will be] any fruit they want; the meat of any bird they like; and 
beautiful companions like hidden pearls:  a reward for what they used to do.   They will 
hear no idle or sinful talk there, only clean and wholesome speech.  Those on the Right, 
what people they are!  They will dwell amid thornless lote trees and clustered acacia with 
spreading shade, constantly flowing water, abundant fruits, unfailing, unforbidden, with 
incomparable companions.  We have specially created—virginal, loving, or matching 
age—for those on the Right… 

That’s right:  Muhammad taught that the inhabitants of heaven would be served sexually by the 
houris, gorgeous, intelligent companions who have no souls.  Additionally, Surah 2:25 says, 
“They will have pure spouses.”19  Emerick writes about Islam, “Heaven is presented as an ideal 
adult playground with the best delights in food, comfort, friendship, activities, environment, and 
physical pleasures of all kinds” (74).  In the end, Muhammad’s view of heaven seems almost 
entirely carnal, though he claimed that all these carnal delights would be enjoyed without 
impurity. 

                                                
 

18 In Jude 24, we are told that we will be presented before Christ in heaven with “great joy.”  
Peter says we will be “overjoyed” when Christ’s glory is revealed.   
19 See also Surah 4:57.  Regarding spouses, Jesus made it very clear that people will not marry 
nor be given in marriage in heaven.19  They will be “like the angels,” in that they will not be 
married and they will live forever.  The reason for this seems to be, more than anything, that 
marriage was intended to be primarily a living picture of Christ’s relationship with His Church.  
Since that relationship will be a physical reality in heaven, there will be no need for the picture, 
thus no need for marriage.   
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In the Islamic view of heaven, it seems like god is pretty absent as a regular participant.  
Sure, He shows up here and there and speaks to the believers.  Like a rich hotel owner, he lets his 
patrons enjoy the accommodations and amenities, but he doesn’t necessarily “hang out” with 
them as a friend.  However, the Bible pictures something completely different, something that 
truly makes heaven, heaven.  In the Biblical view of Heaven the greatest joy is to be with God, 
the One who created us for Himself.  All the way back around the time of Abraham already, Job 
wrote, “…after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I myself will see him 
with my own eyes—I, and not another. How my heart yearns within me!” (Job 19:26–27).  
Centuries later, David wrote, “And I—in righteousness I will see your face; when I awake, I will 
be satisfied with seeing your likeness” (Psalm 17:15).  1 John 3:2 says we will “see Him as He 
is,” and 1 Corinthians 13:12 says we will see Him “face to face.”  Jesus also told us that the pure 
in heart are blessed, “for they will see God” (Matthew 5:8).  But it’s not going to be like a 
Presidential visit where common people can see their leader in the distance, surrounded by 
bodyguards and waving his hands at the crowd.  Like Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu and the 70 
elders of Israel, we will see the God of Israel up close and personal, as Exodus tells us, “They 
saw God, and they ate and drank” (24:11).  We will experience His eternal personal presence, as 
Revelation 21:3 reports, “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They 
will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.”  I love to eat great food 
and drink a refreshing beer; I love the gift of sexuality in marriage;  I love the idea of the absence 
of death, pain and crying.  But the Bible teaches that the greatest joy of heaven is the presence of 
God himself.  That moment we see Him face to face we will finally and fully realize that, “this is 
what I was made for.  He is the One for whom I was made.”   

Literal or Metaphorical?   

As with Christianity, there appear to be different schools of thought within Islam 
regarding literal and metaphorical interpretations of Scripture.  Additionally, there appear to be 
different schools of thought within Islam regarding the literal and metaphorical interpretations of 
the passages which describe heaven and hell.20  In 47:15 of the Koran, it says, “Here is a picture 
of the Garden promised to the pious…”  Does that mean it’s just a picture, or metaphor, or does 
it mean it’s a picture, as in an accurate description of the reality itself?  On the one hand, 
Ziauddin Sardar states, “the Muslim ideas of Heaven and Hell are purely metaphorical….these 
descriptions, as the Qur’an itself states, are just ‘similitudes’:  the real nature of paradise and hell 
are known only to God” (45).  He even goes on to say, “Muslims have developed a fantastic 
eschatology around the Day of Judgment, the nature of paradise and hell.  But much of this 
theology is folklore that can easily be dismissed as such” (46).   

On the other hand, Esposito states, “The Quranic vision of the afterlife is both spiritual 
and physical.  Since the Last Day will be accompanied by bodily resurrection (41:39-40, 49-50), 
the pleasures of heaven and the pain of hell will be fully experienced.  The Garden of Paradise is 
a heavenly mansion of perpetual peace and bliss with flowing rivers, beautiful gardens, and the 
enjoyment of one’s spouses and beautiful, dark-eyed female companions (houris)” (30-31).  
Yahiya Emerick presents nearly every Islamic description of heaven and hell literally in The 
Complete Idiot’s Guide to Understanding Islam.     

                                                
 

20 I am not expert in this field and read only a handful of books by Islamic authors.  However, 
even in these, it was clear that there are very different viewpoints on this topic.   
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As Confessional Lutherans, we believe that all Scripture is to be taken literally unless it is 
clearly intended to be metaphorical.  However, it is not always completely clear which 
descriptions of heaven and hell are metaphorical and which are literal.  Are the Biblical 
descriptions of hell metaphorical, or as Pieper says, “hyperphysical”?  Brian Keller points out 
that while many aspects might be metaphorical, the fire itself could be real (and logically so 
could the other descriptions).  He writes, “…there are reasons why we should think of this as real 
fire.  God could make physical fire that would burn and torment spirits.  But God could also 
make special fire that is real and yet not exactly like the physical fire we are used to” (ch. 5).  He 
points out that the rich man actually describes himself burning up and asks Abraham to send 
Lazarus to give him even a drop of water to cool his tongue.  “For the rich man, the fire of hell 
was not just a metaphor.  It was real fire that caused him agony and pain and torture” (ch. 5).  It 
appears that the rich man believed he was experiencing fire, but are there actual flames?  That is 
difficult to say.  While unbelievers will physically spend eternity in hell we can’t be sure that 
they will experience physical flames, especially when we keep in mind that Jesus was telling a 
story about the rich man and Lazarus.  While he doesn’t introduce it in the customary form of a 
parable, we are not told if the details of this account are actual history.  Since the bodies of 
unbelievers in hell will not be glorified, is it possible that they will literally be rotting for eternity 
without ever totally rotting away as would happen naturally to a decaying body on this earth?  Or 
is it God’s way of describing a seemingly impossible reality in terms we can understand?   

The same questions arise when it comes to John’s descriptions of heaven in Revelation.  
Will each gate in the New Jerusalem be made of a single pearl and the streets be made of gold 
and the walls be 200 feet thick?  God could certainly do it, but it seems more likely that John is 
trying to describe his vision in terms that we can understand.   

Will we literally feast in heaven at a banquet or at countless banquets throughout 
eternity?  Since Jesus ate fish in His glorified body and food is often associated with joy and 
fellowship in the Bible, it seems very likely.  However, Brian Keller points out, “In parables, the 
heavenly banquet pictures the fellowship, pleasure, and joy we will have in the presence of our 
Savior in heaven.  Heaven is too great for us to understand, so the Lord describes it in pictures.  
We must not insist on literally interpreting the details of these pictures” (ch. 8).  Once again, as 
Scripture teachers, it is wise for us not to say too much about heaven with certainty beyond the 
joyous reality that we will be with the Lord forever in a place where there is no more sin or its 
horrible effects.   

III.	   	   A	   Comparison	   of	   Christian	   and	   Muslim	   Motivation	   as	   it	  
relates	  to	  Heaven	  and	  Hell	  

At first glance, the differences between the Christian and Muslim views of heaven and 
hell may seem minor, especially to outsiders.  However as soon as we begin discussing the paths 
to heaven and motivations as they relate to heaven and hell, Christianity and Islam are as 
different as night and day.   

The “Carrot” of Good Works  

This is immediately apparent in the foundational issue of human nature.  Islam contends 
that all people are born morally neutral and have the natural ability to be good and to prove 
themselves worthy of God’s acceptance.  In Islam:  A Guide for Jews and Christians, Peters 
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writes, “All monotheists share the notion of salvation, which both Jews and Christians parse as 
redemption, being saved from a parlous state, whereas Muslims think of it in terms of an 
individual’s saving himself in a morally neutral universe” (253).  Sardar goes even further when 
he writes, 

Islam argues that men and women are naturally inclined to do good – that is, promote 
equality and justices, to be fair and generous in everyday dealings…Muslims believe that 
everyone is born pure and innocent, with innate beauty and the ability to rise to the 
highest level….While human beings are naturally inclined to do good, they are free and 
quite capable of being wicked and unjust.  But when they do so, they are acting against 
their natural disposition.  It is the choices they make which define their actions as moral 
or immoral.  If they had no choice – that is, if they were compelled, without freedom, to 
follow a single course --- their actions would be neither moral nor immoral.  Choice, 
resulting from free will, confirms moral responsibility (4).   

By contrast, the Bible clearly teaches that all people are born with original sin21 and that they are 
incapable of not sinning, “As it is written: “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no 
one who understands, no one who seeks God.  All have turned away, they have together become 
worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one…Now we know that whatever the law 
says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole 
world held accountable to God” (Romans 3:10-19).  We are not born morally neutral.  We start 
off headed in the wrong direction and continue to run that way vigorously unless God turns us 
around by His grace.  Even after conversion, like the apostle Paul, we know the good we ought 
to do but so often don’t do it.22  If people are to be saved by their good works, they are doomed 
from the beginning by original sin and a relentless sinful nature.  We need God’s grace and 
mercy if we are going to be saved and accepted into heaven.23     

This may come as a bit of a surprise to many Christians, but the Koran actually speaks of 
god’s mercy several times.  In fact, every Surah of the Koran opens with the words, “In the name 
of God the Compassionate, the Merciful.”24  In other words, god’s mercy is mentioned in the 
Koran at least 114 times, and that doesn’t include individual passages that speak of his mercy.  
And yet, Islam’s god is clearly not a god of mercy by the Bible’s definition.  According to the 
Bible, “grace” is when God gives us what we don’t deserve; “mercy” is when God doesn’t give 
us what we deserve, when the judgment of God “passes over us” like the angel of death in 

                                                
 

21 See Genesis 5:1-3 and Psalm 51:5, for starters.   
22 See Romans 7:14ff. 
23 Admittedly, there are a few passages in the Bible which, when taken out of context from the 
rest, appear to teach that a person can be saved by his good works.  A classic example would be 
John 5:28–29:  “Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves 
will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who 
have done evil will rise to be condemned.”  In Matthew 25:34-36 Jesus seems to be telling those 
on His right on Judgment Day that they are welcomed into heaven because they fed the hungry, 
clothed the naked and tended the sick.  However, these few instances can be explained in their 
context, and they are put into perspective when taken together with innumerable passages which 
speak of salvation through grace alone.   
24 This statement is called the Basmalah. 
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Egypt.25  At first glance, that appears to be the Islamic definition, and to a certain extent it is.  
From the Islamic perspective, god shows mercy when he refrains from smiting someone in his 
wrath.  However, when one looks more closely at the context, it is clear that such “mercy” only 
comes in response to those who were on the path to destruction but cleaned up their act.  A 
perfect example would be in Surah 7:56, where it says, “The mercy of God is close to those who 
do good.”  In other words, if you do good, God will have mercy.  By the Bible’s definition, that 
is not mercy; that is a wage or reward.26  In other words, “if you shape up now and work hard at 
it, God will have mercy.”27  

Even if the Koran’s definition of mercy were biblical, the number passages in which it 
mentions mercy or seems to be speaking of God’s grace and compassion28 are far outnumbered 
by those which speak of salvation through works. The teaching of salvation by works is 
unmistakable in the Koran.  It is repeated so often that no one could ever walk away thinking that 
god will save by grace alone.  Islam is very clear:  The only way for someone to be saved is 
through their own good works.  

In fact, the passages which speak of salvation by works are virtually innumerable, so we 
will just consider a handful here.29  Surah 2:271 says, “If you give charity openly, it is good, but 
if you keep it secret and give to the needy in private, that is better for you, and it will atone for 
some of your bad deeds:  God is well aware of all that you do.”  Quite frankly, this statement is 
terrifying.  First of all, notice that giving in private will atone for some of your bad deeds, but 
how many?  Second, we are reminded that god sees everything people do.  If he notices the good 
deeds, that means he notices all the bad ones as well.  How can you ever be sure you’ve done 
enough to balance the good and the bad?  It only gets more frightening a few verses later in 
Surah 2:281:  “Beware of a Day when you will be returned to God:  every soul will be paid in 
full for what it has earned, and no one will be wronged.”  Oh, how sweet the words of Jesus 
sound after reading this.  See Him once again on the cross, crying out, “Tetelestai,” “it is 
completed” or “paid in full.”  Listen with renewed appreciation when our God says, “In [Jesus] 
we have redemption through his blood, the forgiveness of sins, in accordance with the riches of 
God’s grace that he lavished on us with all wisdom and understanding” (Ephesians 1:7-8).  
Rather than expecting us to lavish Him with proofs of our worth, the true God lavishes us with 
His grace.   

A common expression in the Koran is “believe and do good deeds.”  For example, Surah 
4:122 says, “…We shall admit those who believe and do good deeds into Gardens graced with 

                                                
 

25 Examples of God’s mercy would be Genesis 19:16, Psalm 5:7, Psalm 41:4, Romans 9:16 and 
Ephesians 2:3-5, just to name a few.   
26 See Romans 4:4-5. 
27 As an example of Allah’s “mercy,” Muhammad told the story of a prostitute who saw a deep 
well and climbed inside to get a drink.  While down there, she noticed a thirsty dog above; so she 
took off her leather sock, filled it with water and brought it to dog.  Because of this act of 
kindness, God forgave all her sins (Emerick 68).  In other words, mercy was shown because the 
prostitute did a good deed.     
28 For example, Surah 2:186 says, “I am near.  I respond to those who call Me.”  
29 As I mentioned above, I tried to read as much of the Koran as possible in preparation for this 
assignment.  I completed the first 9 Surahs, about one third of the way through the Koran.  In 
those 9 chapters, I encountered dozens upon dozens of references to salvation by good works.   
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flowing streams, there to remain for ever—a true promise from God.”  Surah 4:173 says, “To 
those who believe and do good works he will give due rewards and more of His bounty.”  
Muhammad makes it abundantly clear through the Koran that he is not talking about the “fruits 
of faith/belief” when he pairs good deeds with belief.  There is the initial belief required of all 
Muslims that that there is one god and that Muhammad is his messenger.  This “Shahadah,” or 
“Witness.” is the first of the five pillars, but it is only the first step.  It must be followed by the 
other four pillars—prayer, alms, fasting and pilgrimage—along with many other acts of 
obedience for a  Muslim to “tip the scales” in favor of god’s acceptance.  Ziauddin Sardar writes, 
“…belief alone is not good enough; it has to be supplemented with good, just and charitable 
deeds.  The account that one has to render on the Day of Judgment is a personal account – only 
one’s own deeds, and not intercession by someone else, will lead to salvation” (46).30  Notice 
that Islam teaches that all people will stand before God alone on Judgment Day.  “…there is no 
redemption, atonement, or intercession through an intermediary” (Esposito 30).   

Oh, how that makes us rejoice in our beloved Savior about whom John wrote, “…if 
anybody does sin, we have one who speaks to the Father in our defense—Jesus Christ, the 
Righteous One.  He is the atoning sacrifice for our sins, and not only for ours but also for the sins 
of the whole world (1 John 2:1-2).”  In Islam, there is no one who speaks in your defense.  There 
is no intercessor, no mediator.  You are on your own.  You will spend eternity in heaven or hell, 
based solely upon your performance.  By contrast, Jesus absorbed the wrath of the Father for us 
and stands before Him every moment of every day, pleading on our behalf—not by pointing out 
what good people we have been, but by pointing to his own track record.  A perfect life, and 
innocent death, a glorious resurrection.  We are not only forgiven; we are righteous, perfect, 
acceptable to God because Christ exchanged His impeccable track record for ours!  Doesn’t that 
grace just leap out to you again after hearing Muhammad?   

Pages upon pages could be devoted to listing out all the passages of the Koran that speak 
of salvation through good deeds.  In Surah 7:42 Muhammad writes, “But those who believe and 
do good deeds—and we do not burden any soul with more than it can bear—are the people of 
the Garden and there they will remain” (emphasis added).  These words are apparently meant to 
be a comfort and encouragement that god won’t give you more than you can handle in an attempt 
to be acceptable to him.  But when one honestly reads the countless passages which speak of all 
that is required to earn entrance into heaven, it can only end in despair.  Esposito writes, “While 
Muslims are exhorted to follow God’s will out of obedience and gratitude to their creator, the 
specter of the Last Judgment, with its eternal reward and punishment, remains a constant 
reminder of the ultimate consequences of each life” (30).  Like the proverbial carrot on the end 
of a stick, Islam offers salvation and acceptance with god through clear statements of what needs 
to be done, but it is impossible to achieve it all or to know if you’ve ever really reached the 
heights to which they call you.    

                                                
 

30 Gordon adds, “God will judge humans—in one popular image, he employs a set of scales—
according to their response to the prophetic message delivered by Muhammad and the earlier 
prophets.  This response is understood largely in terms of obedience to the divine will:  the 
unbeliever rejects the conduct codified in the Quran and Hadith and thus earns a place in hell, 
while the truth believer—the mumin—whose life conformed to the Prophetic example (Sunna), 
is brought into paradise” (97).   
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Interestingly, the Koran says that some People of the Book, that is Christians and 
followers of Judaism, as well as others can still be rewarded with heaven for their good deeds 
without fully embracing Islam.  For example, Surah 2:62 reads, “The [Muslim] believers, the 
Jews, the Christians, and the Sabians—all those who believe in God and the Last Day and do 
good—will have their rewards with their Lord.  No fear for them, nor will they grieve.”31 
However in 5:72-73 we are told that Christians who insist that Jesus is God or hold to the 
doctrine of the Trinity will be cast into hell.   

As a result of this emphasis on good works, it becomes evident after only a brief study in 
Islam that doctrine is far less important that practice.  Esposito writes,  

For Christianity, the appropriate question is, ‘What do Christians believe?’  In contrast, 
for Islam (as for Judaism), the correct question is, ‘What do Muslims do?’  Whereas in 
Christianity, theology was the ‘queen of he sciences,’ in Islam, as in Judaism, law 
enjoyed pride of place, for ‘to accept or conform to the laws of God is islam, which 
means to surrender to God’s law.’  Because Islam means surrender or submission to the 
will of God, Muslims have tended to place primary emphasis on obeying or following 
God’s will as set forth in Islamic law.  For this reason, many commentators have 
distinguished between Christianity’s emphasis on orthodoxy, or correct doctrine or belief, 
and Islam’s insistence on orthopraxy, or correct action” (68).   

Ayoub agrees:  “It has been rightly observed by Western as well as Muslim scholars that Islam is 
more concerned with practice than with dogma and seeks orthopraxy over orthodoxy” (55).  
Though I only perused a fraction of the books written on understanding the basics of Islam, the 
majority of them focused primarily on the history and practice of Islam, devoting single chapters, 
sometimes only portions of chapters to issues of doctrine, such as eschatology and salvation. 

Motivation by imagery and imagination.   

Let’s note again how vividly Muhammad presents his teachings on heaven and hell.  
Consider Surah 56:41-43, 51-55:  “But those on the Left, what people they are!  They will dwell 
amid scorching wind and scalding water in the shadow of black smoke, neither cool nor 
refreshing…you who have gone astray and denied the truth will eat from the bitter tree of 
Zuqqum, filling your bellies with it, and drink scalding water, lapping it like thirsty camels.”  
This is a pretty typical picture of hell in the Koran.  While the Bible also uses vivid imagery for 
both heaven and hell, it’s quickly apparent that the Koran presents far more detail.  Muslim 
authors propose that this shows the superiority of the Koran over the Bible.  For example, 
Esposito writes:  “In contrast to the ‘spiritual’ images of a more somber, celibate Paradise 
predominant in Christianity, the Quran offers vivid descriptions of the delights and pleasures of 
Paradise” (31).  Emerick writes:   

For the Muslim, there is no vague union of nirvana nor a bland pearly gate leading to a 
street paved with gold.  No, for the devoted follower of the Prophet Muhammad, Paradise 
is presented with such reality that we can almost taste it.  Likewise, Hell is given such a 
vivid treatment that it can give nightmares if we’re not careful.  All of this serves to 
accentuate the very reason that religion teaches us about an afterlife in the first place:  so 
that we can feel the immediacy of the importance of our beliefs and actions in everything 
we do” (63).   
                                                
 

31 See also Surah 3:113-115 and 5:69.   
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Later she writes, “Christians may have pearly gates and golden streets in mind, but Muslims 
have a closer look at what’s there and long for it that much harder!” (72).32 
 It quickly becomes apparent why Muhammad regularly stressed the vivid details of 
heaven and hell:  He was trying to motivate by moving the imagination.  The more people 
visualized the horrors of the hell, or by contrast the carnal delights of heaven, the more motivated 
they would be to shape up—or so he thought.     

While Christians ought never promote a bland picture of heaven nor a watered-down 
version of hell, it is important to recognize that neither the law nor vivid imagery, whether 
positive or negative, ever transforms a person.  Think of Dante’s Inferno or Jonathan Edward’s 
“Sinners in the hands of an angry God.”  Consider the vivid paintings of hell from the Middle 
Ages where the naked bodies of unbelievers are contorted in horrific anguish as they are 
surrounded by disgusting demons.  The best that images can do is create outward obedience for 
the moment.  If the images are positive, such as the delights of heaven, the thought will be “I’d 
better straighten up or I won’t get this.”  If they are negative, such as the gory details of hell, the 
thought will be, “I’d better straighten up or I will get this.”  Either way, the motivation for 
change is driven by self-preservation or selfish longing for delight.      

So, why does God tell us about hell at all?  2 Peter 3:9 says that He doesn’t want anyone 
to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.  Through the law, the Holy Spirit leads people to a 
place of terror where they realize that they are hopelessly lost unless God Himself saves them.  
Hell is the strongest possible preaching of the law.  God’s warnings about hell aren’t meant to 
scare us straight but to make us despair in our own worthless attempts as self-salvation. 

The Pictures of heaven for the Christian are clearly meant to be a secondary motivation, 
next to our desire to be with Christ which as Paul said is “better by far,” not just better than the 
things of this life, but even heavenly delights.  No amount of physical delights can ever compare 
to the greatness of knowing Jesus Christ our Lord, as Asaph wrote beautifully, “Whom have I in 
heaven but you? And earth has nothing I desire besides you.  My flesh and my heart may fail, but 
God is the strength of my heart and my portion forever” (Psalm 73:25–26).   

The Unrighteousness of “Righteousness”  

Clearly, there is a fundamental difference between the Christian and Islamic paths to 
heaven.  But it’s not only that one pursues heaven through good works and another through grace. 
It goes deeper than that.  The Muslim pursuit of heaven is clearly an exchange of goods as Surah 
9:111 says, “God has purchased the persons and possessions of the believers in return for the 
Garden…”  The Muslim is not after god, per se, but what god has to offer.  Their deeds are a 
means by which they get the goods that god offers.   

Whenever we make anything ultimate—even good things like accomplishments, 
reputation, children, spouses or ministry—we end up using God to get what we really want.  We 
turn good things into god-things, and He becomes the means to our own ends instead of the End 
in Himself.  This is idolatry, a breach of the very first commandment.  We are fearing, loving or 
trusting in something other than Him, thinking, “If I have that, than I will have value or 
happiness.”  It’s very offensive when we think about it.  If I gave you a present because I am 

                                                
 

32 And, “Whereas traditional Christianity gives the one-size-fits-all Lake of Fire, Islam provides 
a closer look at what awaits those who denied God and spent their life hurting other people and 
harming the world in general” (74). 
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hoping you do something for me, we don’t call that a “present.”  We call that a “bribe” or 
“manipulation.”  If I doing loving things for my wife simply so that she will have sex with me, I 
do not love her, nor would she feel loved if she knew that was what I was doing.  Nobody wants 
to be loved for something else.  They want to be loved for themselves.  If you love God so that 
He will give you stuff, you don’t really love God.  

The Christian is ultimately not after heaven but God.  Paul said, “I want to know Christ 
and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like 
him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead” (Philippians 3:10–
11). Paul didn’t say “I want to go to heaven,” but “I want to know Christ.”  Paul wanted Christ, 
and the result of knowing Christ is ultimately heaven.  What drove him wasn’t so much the 
glories of heaven as the desire to be with Christ for eternity.  Let it be said again:  Jesus is what 
makes heaven, heaven, not any amount of physical delight.  In Christianity, heaven is a 
secondary motivation.  Or, to put it another way, being with Jesus is heaven, and where Jesus is 
will ultimately be heavenly:  there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain.  This is 
why Asaph could end Psalm 73 with these words, “As for me, it is good to be near God” even 
though the rest of his life stunk, from a worldly perspective.   

Final Word of Encouragement for Christian Leaders 

Let’s consider some final thoughts on proper motivation.  We believe that false 
motivations can only be broken by the law, and true motivation can only be generated through 
the gospel.  Only the gospel saves and brings about lasting change in a person’s life.  So, 
Christian leaders work to balance law and gospel in every aspect of ministry.   

There are many people who go to church, study the Bible, pray, give offerings or serve in 
ministry because they are either afraid of hell or trying to work their way to heaven.  There are 
many others who do all the same things because they are hoping God will reward them with 
something they really desire, like a promotion, a spouse or healing.  In both cases, they see God 
as a means to an end instead of the End in Himself.  Just because someone appears motivated 
and “on fire for the gospel” doesn’t guarantee that their motivation comes out of the gospel.  It 
may be fear, lust or ungodly ambition rather than love that drives them.  The Christian leader 
prays regularly for discernment; he regularly confesses his own false motivations and idolatry; 
he continually immerses himself in the Word and Sacrament for assurance and power—so that 
he might properly apply law and gospel to people.  Additionally, whenever he sees this improper 
motivation, he doesn’t determine that he will pull back on the gospel and/or the blessings of the 
gospel.  Instead, he redoubles his efforts to point God’s People primarily to the Gospel Himself. 

There are many others, especially in Western Christianity, who believe in a sort of 
salvation by busy-ness.  Work hard; chauffer your kids; fill your calendar; work overtime; go to 
church; be successful; mind your own business—then you are acceptable to God and others.  
Christian leaders are careful not to enable such behavior by setting a poor example.  They do not 
take pride in statements such as, “Pastor, you are so busy; nobody works as hard as you.”  Rather, 
they regularly preach the law to themselves and God’s People:  Not one of second of self-
righteous busy work will bring you any closer to God.  Then, they regularly preach the gospel to 
themselves and God’s People:  as Jesus says, “Come to me all you who are weary and burdened, 
and I will give you rest” (11:28).  And then, they rest—physically, spiritually and emotionally.  
They work as if everything depended on them and then they go to sleep, take time off and go on 
vacation because it is all in Christ’s hands.   
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There are many others who believe the are spiritually mature simply because they know a 
lot of information about the Bible through confirmation, Biblical sermons, day school training 
and Bible classes.  So Christian leaders also work hard to avoid emphasizing orthodoxy to the 
exclusion of orthopraxy. If Scylla is salvation by orthopraxy, Caribdis is salvation through 
orthodoxy, the belief that we are saved through being orthodox, through rituals which are built 
around orthodoxy or through orthodox knowledge.  Christ alone is Savior, and true orthodoxy 
keeps that marvelous truth central to everything.   

Besides, the neglect or deemphasizing of orthopraxy can become a stumbling block to the 
Muslims we are trying to reach.33  Though they must often been burdened by the weight of 
becoming righteous enough for god’s acceptance, they are not going to be won over by a lack of 
righteousness.   Several months ago I met a young Muslim man in his twenties working at Office 
Max.  I was making copies of a catechetical book I was putting together, and he noticed.  He said 
he had learned all about Christianity but had ultimately decided to become a Muslim. In his mind 
Christianity had failed because it had not produced true morality in the West.  He said he wanted 
to move to Yemen because it was so much more moral.  His perception of superior morality in 
Yemen was clearly naïve, and I prayed that God might give him the same experience young 
Luther had when visiting Rome.  Yet, I couldn’t help wonder if he had personal experience with 
Christians who claimed to be Christian and yet were arrogant, hateful or apathetic in their words 
and actions.  Ergun Mehmet Caner and Emir Fethi Caner write, 

By birth a Catholic, Monica had never attended church, so she assumed that Christianity 
was merely a cultural religion.  She liked the honesty and strict expectations of Islam, a 
demanding lifestyle to which she could give all of her heart and mind.  Monica shows us 
the danger of making Christianity so user friendly that nothing is expected by Christ as 
Lord.  She might have been more intrigued if she had heard a biblical gospel that faith is 
always free but never cheap.  Christians who take their faith lightly and impart to their 
children a relationship with God that has no boundaries or demands of discipleship 
should not be surprised if those children drift into skepticism or another faith (143-144).   

While some of those words may cause us a little theological discomfort, the point is valid:  do 
not let an unbiblical orthopraxy become a hindrance to people listening to the life-saving 
message of Christ.  James says that Abraham was justified by what he did and not by faith alone.  
In other words, we believe that we are saved through faith alone but that faith is never alone.   
 And yet, the Christian leader recognizes that the only motivation that will create true 
orthopraxy is the orthodox centrality of Christ.  So, he continually emphasizes the active 
obedience of Christ, not primarily as an example for living but as a substitution for our hetero-
praxy.  He emphasizes the passive obedience of Christ as our true and living hope.   

Conclusion 

One of the biggest eye-openers for me in this study has been how highly the Koran 
speaks of Jesus.  Though it clearly teaches that Jesus is not God, it exalts him above Muhammad 
in many ways.  Surah 4:47 says that He was born of a virgin.  4:45 claims He is Messiah.  Surah 
2:87 says that god gave Jesus clear signs and strengthened him with the Holy Spirit.  3:39 says 
that Jesus will be a noble and chaste prophet.  2:253 says that god gave Jesus the Holy Spirit.  

                                                
 

33 Or anyone we are trying to reach for that matter.  However, people with legalism and 
religiosity in their background are generally more sensitive to this issue in my experience.   
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4:49 says He raised the dead and healed the sick.  19:30-34 says that He would live, die and rise 
again.34  Islam for Beginners says, “Yes, [Jesus] was born of the virgin Mary, is the purest of 
prophets and will return at the end of time” (22).   

Isn’t that fascinating?  It makes a marvelous starting point for speaking with Muslims.  
Right in their own book, Jesus is exalted as the purest prophet who ever lived.  And now, we 
have the privilege of helping them see why this is so, because this prophet isn’t just another man 
who did some good and then died.  He’s the God-Man who lived, died and rose again.  You can 
visit the tomb of Muhammad any time you want.  He’s still there, and will be until the Judgment.  
But you can’t visit the tomb of Jesus.  He’s not in it.  And because He’s not in it, all those who 
have put their trust in Him will live forever in His glorious presence.  “For the Lord himself will 
come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the 
trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.  After that, we who are still alive and 
are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we 
will be with the Lord forever.  Therefore encourage each other with these words” (1 
Thessalonians 4:16–18). 

 
 
 
 

  

                                                
 

34 Though, according to the Koran in Surah 4:155-169, He was not crucified, but only appeared 
to have been.   
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Appendix  
 

A.  Judgment Day 

Regarding the Day of Judgment,35 when all human beings are sent to heaven or hell, the 
Koran gives many details.  We will just summarize them briefly here.  Like the Bible, the Koran 
teaches that the exact Day of Judgment is unknown to all humans.  But, when that Day comes, 
Israfil, the angel of the trumpet, will awaken the dead with a mighty blast and will read the 
names of those who are judged by god (Gordon 93).  All people will be lined up and escorted 
before God one-by-one for judgment by two angels, one in front of and one behind each person. 
The angel in front will announce that he has that person’s record and will place it in his/her right 
hand if he/she was good person.  The whole record will be read in that person’s presence, and 
he/she will be questioned about what he/she did and why.  Witnesses will be called forward 
testify for and against that person. (Emerick 67) 

After judgment, everyone will move to brink of hell, and the unworthy ones will be 
thrown in.  The rest will walk over a bridge called the Sirat which spans over hell to heaven.  
This bridge is thin and has jagged edges and spikes.  Those who still have sins that were not 
forgiven will be cut and bruised to remind them that there are consequences for all their bad 
deeds.  Some will make it across and be healed.  Others will get stuck and fall into hell.  Some 
will get stuck on the Heights until the fear of hell and longing for heaven overwhelm them, and 
they are welcomed into heaven (Emerick 68-69).  Already here, it is not hard to see how 
Muslims must feel the weight of the law pressing down upon them on a regular basis, especially 
if each person must go through this experience on Judgment Day.   

 

B.  How New? 

It is not entirely clear from the Bible if the new heavens and earth will be totally new or 
merely a transformation of the current substances that make up the Universe.  In other words, 
will God annihilate every atom in the current Universe and start ex nihilo like the first Creation, 
or will He purify the current atoms and form a totally new Earth and Universe with them, or will 
He purify the current atoms as they are in approximately the same position they are?  Options 
two and three are similar regarding the substance, however, in option three, there would still be a 
Texas, just a purified one.  Pieper writes:  

Our old Lutheran theologians are not agreed on whether this passing away it to be 
defined more specifically as a total annihilation…or only as a transformation or 
conversion…Luther, Brenz, Althammer, Ph. Nicolai, and others teach a transformation, 
principally on the basis of Rom. 8:21:  “The creation itself also shall be freed from the 
bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the children of God.”  Most of the 
earlier Lutheran theologians join Gerhard, Quenstedt, and Calov in assuming that the 
world will perish quoad substantiam” (III, 542-543).   

Great Lutheran theologians have taken up opposing sides on this matter.  Someone might ask, 
“Does it really matter?”  No, just so long as we recognize that it may be wiser to answer people’s 

                                                
 

35 Also called Day of Decision or Day of Reckoning.   
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questions about this matter and many others regarding heaven with a simple, “We don’t know for 
sure.”  As we will be reminded later, the environment will be secondary to the company; the 
what will certainly pale in comparison to the who, that is, Jesus Christ. 
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