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INTRODUCTION

1.   General statement of the problem

Christian-Muslim relations in Indonesia

Indonesia is the country with the largest Muslim population in the world. 
They form about 88 percent of the whole of Indonesia’s population (around 
240 million people),1 whereas Christians (consisting of several 
denominations) make up about eight percent of it.2 The remaining four 
percent comprises some other such as Balinese Hinduism, Buddhism, 
Confucianism, and various ethnic religions. Living in heterogeneity is 
supposed to be a blessing for the people of Indonesia. Yet, relations among 
adherents of various religions, especially between Muslims and Christians, 
have often slipped into a tense situation. Generally, the pattern of their 
relationship was more dominated by separation, suspicion, and mutual 
exclusion, than friendship and mutual understanding.3 The tension between 
the two communities has for some while been getting worse, and has even 
produced violence over the centuries.

Some factors have aggravated Christian-Muslim relations in Indonesia. 
Firstly, since the coming of Christianity to Indonesia in the sixteenth century 
up to the present, it can be said that there has never been any official 
Christian-Muslim dialogue organized deliberately and intentionally to foster 
mutual understanding between their adherents. In the course of the Dutch 
colonialism, the government practiced the principle of separation of religion 
and state.4 The colonial government required religious institutions not to 
practice political activities, but to be merely in charge of only religious affairs. 
The most important concern of the government was to keep social stability 
for the benefit of its commerce and political interest. Therefore, 
evangelization areas for Christian missionary institutions were regulated as 
such in order to prevent religious rivalry that could trigger the outbreak of 
horizontal conflict within society. Social instability would damage the 
commerce and political interest of the colonial government.5 In such a 
                                                
1 It is an estimation based on the 2000 population census of Indonesia (which at that time was 206,264,595 

people) with a birth rate 1.26% per year. See the statistics of Indonesian people of the Central Bureau of 
Statistics (BPS) of Indonesia.

2 Publication of Department of Human Resources of the Republic of Indonesia.
3 Alwi Shihab, “Hubungan Islam dan Kristen Memasuki Abad 21” in Komaruddin Hidayat and Ahmad 

Gaus A.F. (eds.), Passing Over, Melintasi Batas Agama (Jakarta: PT Gramedia Pustaka Utama 
bekerjasama dengan Yayasan Wakaf Paramadina, 1998), pp. 317-318.

4 Actually, Islam does not recognize separation of religion and state, because for Islam, the Creator is very 
much concerned with all aspects of human life, including political, social, economic, and other aspects 
of life. For Muslims, Islam is a complete way of life. Muslims prefer to call Islam a way of life rather 
than a religion, in order to avoid the non-Islamic concept that among others separates religion and state.   

5 Cf. Jan Sihar Aritonang, Sejarah Perjumpaan Kristen dan Islam di Indonesia (Jakarta: BPK Gunung 
Mulia, 2004), pp. 79-80.



condition, in fact, both the government and the religious institutions did not 
pay attention to official interfaith dialogue and never held dialogue as such. 
As a result, institutionally, Islam and Christianity remained alien to one 
another. Even if there was any strong relationship among individuals within 
society, it was not the result of good interfaith relationship, but driven by 
ethnical and cultural commitment that works locally instead.

Such a condition persisted until Indonesia got its independence. From 
the very beginning, the founding fathers of this country who were secular 
nationalists intended to build Indonesia as a modern state, not as an Islamic 
state based on Islamic shari’a. Compromising, they accepted Pancasila (the 
Five Principles of National Ideology proclaimed by President Soekarno on 
June 1, 1945)6 as the national principle of the new republic. Each social group 
either religiously or politically then established their respective 
organizations. Steenbrink, therefore, delineates the people of Indonesia in the 
early years of its independence until the sixties as a ‘compartmentalized 
society’ or ‘society of groups,’ although they all agreed to take shelter under 
the national principle, Pancasila.7 However, it does not mean that with the 
Pancasila authentic interfaith dialogues among the people of Indonesia will
occur automatically. Each religious group remains a foreigner for the other, 
and they do not know each other rightly.

During the New Order there was a little change in policy. In those days, 
for the sake of development, mainly economic development, religious 
institutions were depoliticized. Their role in political affairs was cut as much 
as possible. Under Soeharto there was indeed little change in socio-religious 
life. In 1967, Indonesia’s government made an effort to organize an interfaith 
dialogue by holding a meeting, the so-called Konsultasi Antaragama (Interfaith 
Consultation), which was in 1980 endorsed as the Wadah Musyawarah 
Antarumat Beragama (Inter-religious Communities Meeting Forum).8 In fact, 
however, rather than promoting mutual understanding among religious 
communities, this effort was more political. The intention was to prevent the 
rise of various social problems, frictions, divisions, and disputes in society 
that had the potential to disturb political stability and the performance of 
state-led development. Such an official government policy is nothing more 
than to make the static distance among religions unchanging.

This interfaith alienation is worsened by their adherents’ unfavourable 
prejudices against one another. On the one hand, Christianity, at least until 

                                                
6 These are the English version of Five Principles according to the official Ministry of Information: (1) 

Belief in the one and only God; (2) A just and civilized humanity; (3) The unity of Indonesia; (4) 
Democracy guided by the inner wisdom in the unanimity arising out of deliberations among 
representatives; (5) Social justice for the whole of the Indonesian people. See Alan M. Stevens and A. 
Ed. Schmidgall-Tellings, A Comprehensive Indonesian-English Dictionary (Athens-Ohio: Ohio 
University Press, 2004), p. 700.   

7 Karel Steenbrink, Dutch Colonialism and Indonesian Islam, Contacts and Conflicts 1596-1950
(Amsterdam-Atlanta, Rodopi B.V., 1993), p. 144. 

8 Steenbrink, Dutch Colonialism and Indonesian Islam, p. 145.



the end of the twentieth century, still inherited the traditional arrogance, 
which regarded itself as superior over other religions or cultures. With such 
an attitude, non-Christian religions or cultures were seen as unequal partners 
of dialogue. In a fragmented way, later studies of religions and theological 
reflections of some Indonesian Christian theologians focused their attention 
more on Kejawen and pre-Islamic development in Indonesia than on Islam 
itself.9 Thorough and free of prejudice study of Islam in order to understand 
its truth objectively has not been done seriously. On the other hand, some 
Muslims see Christianity as a religion that stands close together with 
colonialism, so that it is viewed as infidel. Some writings of Muslim scholars 
tend to continue the old debate with Christianity about controversial issues 
such as the doctrine of the Trinity, the divinity of Christ, and his death and 
crucifixion. The different theological viewpoint on those issues shares in 
deepening the doctrinal gap between Islam and Christianity more and 
more.10

Secondly, both religions are missionary in character. Their adherents feel 
they are obligated to pass around and to spread their religion. From a 
Christian point of view, based on traditional interpretation of the gospel of 
Matthew 28:16-20, evangelization of all nations is for Christians understood 
as ‘the Great Commission’ God has thrust upon them. More or less, this 
awareness of their mission leads to self-superiority, that Christianity 
surpasses all religions and cultures. All people and all nations are regarded 
as the target of evangelization. For centuries, evangelization was understood 
as a movement of Christianization that makes every endeavour to bring 
others by conversion to Christianity. Perception of Christian superiority over 
Islam has also coloured the motivation of evangelization in Indonesia, since 
the period of Dutch colonialism, perhaps to the present.11

There is also for Muslims a duty to undertake missionary works, the so-
called syi’ar Islam (spreading the truth of Islam) and da’wa (inviting others to 
Islam). According to QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:19, Islam is the only system of life or 
way of life that is obligated for all humankind. Allah has declared that He 
would not accept any way of life (ad-Dien) but Islam (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:85). 
Islam is the final religion God sent down, and therefore, the previous 
religions are not valid any more and all men are obliged to be followers of 
Islam until the coming of the Judgment Day. Islam is the straight way that 
must be followed by humankind, whereas the other ways (religions), on the 
contrary, separate man from the way of God (QS Al-An’ām 6:153). 

                                                
9 For examples: J.W.M. Bakker (he used the pseudonym Rahmat Subagyo for a different book about 

Javanese mysticism) with his book Agama Asli Indonesia (Jogjakarta: Pro Manuscripto, 1969); Fransz 
Magnis Suseno with his work Etika Orang Jawa (Jakarta: Sinar Harapan, 1984); Y.B. Banawiratma 
with his book Yesus Sang Guru (Yogyakarta: Kanisius, 1977); and Harun Hadiwijono with his work 
Man in the Present Javanese Mysticism (Baarn: Bosch & Keuning, 1967). 

10 Steenbrink, Dutch Colonialism and Indonesian Islam, p. 148.
11 Cf. Aqib Suminto, Politik Islam Hindia Belanda (Jakarta: LP3ES, 1985), p. 18.



Muslims believe that Islam is an integral system that is able to lead 
humankind to material and spiritual well-being, and earthly and heavenly 
welfare. This welfare can only be reached through two kinds of victories: 
personal victory (futuh khassah), i.e. individual devotion, and political victory 
(futuh ‘ammah), i.e. collective devotion. In order to reach the two victories 
Muslims should carry on a systemic da’wa continuously. Da’wa, which is 
actually a process of transformation and reformation heading toward Islamic 
rules of life, has a function to bring humankind back to God’s guidance.12

Therefore, syi’ar Islam and da’wa for all people and all nations must be 
conducted continuously.

Some adherents, especially the leaders, of both religions feel they carry 
out a task to spread their respective religion. They, therefore, consider all 
who belong to another faith as not having been on the right way, and make 
them the target of their missionary endeavour. Without openness to 
recognize the other’s truth or, at least, to understand the other’s faith 
correctly, each tends to place the other unequally, and sees the other only as 
an object of da’wa or evangelization. In other words, more or less, every effort 
to spread religion is usually accompanied by self-arrogance and, at the same 
time, the humiliation of the other. Because of their missionary character, 
clashes occasionally arise among their adherents in various levels. 

Thirdly, theologically each claims that its faith is the only way to the 
ultimate truth. The result is that the path towards a better relationship 
between them is narrowed down. Christianity claims to be the owner of the 
way of salvation, whereas Islam claims to be the way of truth or the true way 
of life. Their opinion and attitude to one another are often justified by some 
verses of their respective Holy Book, which they use for certain purposes 
(e.g. John 14:6 for Christians, and QS Al-Tawbah 9:29 for Muslims).

Official teaching of the church, at least until the 1960s, Catholic or 
Reformed, claimed that Christianity had a monopoly of truth, and there was 
no salvation outside the church. With such an understanding, missionaries 
were sent to save the souls that had lost their eternal life. The assumption 
was that Christianity should be spread to the whole world in order to 
substitute for all non-Christian traditions.13 In the past, Christian leaders 
generally thought of the non-Christian world as potential recipients of the 
divine grace that was coming through the evangelists the church sent out to 
them.14 Therefore, Missiology was often defined as a branch of theology 
which in encounter with other faiths has a task to show the excellence of 

                                                
12 See the Principle Policy of the Prosperous Justice Party (Partai Keadilan Sejahtera, PKS; i.e. one of 

Islamic parties, which supports Susilo Bambang Yudhoyono’s administration).
13 John Hick & Paul F. Knitter (eds.), The Myth of Christian Uniqueness (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis 

Books, 1987), p. vii; cf. Paul J. Griffiths, “The Uniqueness of Christian Doctrine Defended”, in Gavin 
D’Costa (Ed.), Christian Uniqueness Reconsidered (Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 1990), pp. 
157 ff.

14 John Hick, “Whatever Path Men Choose is Mine” in John Hick and Brian Hebblethwaite (eds.), 
Christianity and Other Religions (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1980), p. 171.



Christianity as the Way, Truth, and Life, a branch of theology which attempts 
to annul non-Christian faiths and to instil the evangelical faith and Christian 
life.15 In fact, such a claim still haunts most Christians and colours the 
outlooks of many churches, including those in Indonesia. According to John 
Hick, Christian absolutism has much poisoned the relations between the 
Christian minority and the non-Christian majority by sanctifying exploitation 
and oppression on large scale.16 We should have understood that Christianity 
is not a set of beliefs or an ecclesiastical organization, but a response of 
discipleship to Jesus of Nazareth. Thus, the primary task of Christians is not 
to argue about theological ideas, but to try to relay to others the impact of 
Jesus of Nazareth.17 Without saying whether John Hick’s opinion is right or 
wrong, it cannot be denied that the Christian feeling of superiority has 
contributed to the lack of harmony in Muslim-Christian relations.

Superiority feeling, however, is not only found among Christians. There 
is also the exclusive claim among Muslims that Islam is the good authority of 
truth that prevails universally. They believe that the Qur’ān is a book 
containing the literal Word of God. It covers a wide variety of human affairs. 
Thus, Islam as a complete way of life rooted in the Qur’ān is the only 
guidance to truth. In other words, the source of Islam is Allah, the Creator of 
everything known and unknown to humankind. Allah has taught man about 
Islam via the Qur’ān and the Sunnah, which were transmitted to humanity 
via His messenger, Muhammad bin Abdullah. Allah states in the Qur’ān that 
the way of life called Islam is for all people [QS Al-Anbiyā 21:197 reads: 
“And We (Allah) have not sent you (Muhammad) but as a mercy to the 
world,” and QS Saba’ 34:28 states, “We have not sent you but as a universal 
(messenger) to men, giving them glad tidings, and warning them (against 
sin), but most men understand not”]. Thus, Islam is a universal appeal to 
Arabs and non-Arabs.

If each claim is made absolute, then there will be no space for recognizing 
or accepting the other’s truth. There will be no possibility for holding 
authentic dialogue, which helps humankind to develop an adequate way of 
thinking and a religious attitude that provides true guidance for dealing with 
the world problems of today. The sense of togetherness among different 
religious communities will be segregated and there will be no authentic 
harmony among them. In order to head for peaceful coexistence in the future, 
it requires great courage to cut the obstacle of absolute exclusivity. 

Fourthly, Christianity and Islam have different understandings of God 
and Christ, which theologically often trap them in a strained relation. 
Besides, there are internal differences of Christological thought within 

                                                
15 Julius Richter, “Missionary Apologetics: Its Problems and Its Methods,” International Review of 

Mission, 2 (1913), p. 540.
16 John Hick, “The Non-Absoluteness of Christianity,” Hick and Knitter (eds.), The Myth Of Christian 

Uniqueness, pp. 16-17.
17 John Hick, Christianity at the Centre (Macmillan: SCM Press Ltd., 1968), p. 17.



Christianity itself that often cause disputes. These doctrinal differences are 
one of the theological obstacles for Muslim-Christian relations, which more 
or less share in increasing hatred to one another. On the one hand, ‘the 
doctrine about God in the Qur’ān is rigorously monotheistic: God is one and 
unique; He has no partner and no equal. Trinitarianism, the Christian belief 
that God is three persons in one substance, is vigorously repudiated.’18 Islam, 
therefore, questions Christian belief in the deity of Jesus Christ. From its 
perspective of tawhīd (the doctrine of the oneness of God), Islam finds it hard 
to understand Jesus as God. If he is God, then there is more than one God. It 
is contrary to the tawhīd. For Islamic believers, the doctrine of tawhīd, or 
affirming the oneness of God, is a major theological expression of belief in the 
Divine unity. The Qur’ān explicitly states that God is transcendent and 
beyond the sense of perception: nothing is able to represent him (QS Al-
Shura 42:11) and no vision can grasp Him, although His grasp is over all 
vision and He is above all comprehension [QS Al-An’am 6:103].19 The Qur’ān 
understands God as the Exclusive and Absolute Being, Who has no equal 
fellow.20 “He is Allah,21 the One and Only; …. He begetteth not, nor is He 
begotten; and there is none like unto Him” (QS Al-Ikhlās 112:1-4). This Sura 
states clearly that God has no son and that no son can be God, although in 
the Arabic language of the Qur’ān ‘son’ needs not mean only a direct male 
issue or descendant. “How can He have a son when He hath no consort …?” 
(QS Al-An’am 6:101). There are many verses of the Qur’ān that, directly and 
frankly, state its objection to the Christian faith that Jesus is divine and the 
Son of God. Those verses suggest that imagining God having a wife and 
sexual intercourse with her will be absolute folly. Besides, its Scripture, the 
Qur’ān, denies Christ as a divine Son of God, but He was a prophet for the 
Israelites.

On the other hand, the doctrine of the Trinity is the core of the Christian 
faith. We may even say that Christian religion is the Trinitarian religion. The 
doctrine of the Trinity is dealing with the Christian faith in the incarnation, 
the conviction that Jesus of Nazareth was the Son of God incarnate. John 
Hick describes Christianity as the ‘incarnation faith’ and even regards both as 

                                                
18 “Doctrine of the Qur’ān” in Philip W. Goetz (Editor in Chief), The New Encyclopaedia Britannica, Vol. 

22, Macropaedia, Knowledge in Depth (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, Inc., 15th Edition, 1985), p. 
6.

19 Adnan Aslan, “What is Wrong with the Concept of Religious Experience?” in Christian-Muslim 
Relationship, Vol. 14, Number 3, July 2003, p. 303.

20 Kenneth Cragg, The Christ and the Faiths, Theology in Cross-Reference (London: SPCK, 1986), pp. 
13-14.

21 “Allah” is an Arabic word that means “the One True God”. The word “Allah” is used for God not only 
by Muslims, but also by all Arabic-speaking Jews and Christians in the Orient. [Samuel M. Zwemer, 
The Muslim Doctrine of God (New York: American Tract Society, 1905), p. 19]. In pre-Islamic Arabia, 
Allah had been a supreme deity but not the only one. In the Qur’ān Allah is portrayed as the sole, 
unique God as in the basic Muslim statement of faith. His unity (tawhīd) is stressed over the ultimate 
deviation of polytheism (shirk). Allah is omnipotent and dominant but also compassionate. [Rosemary 
Goring (ed.), The Wordsworth Dictionary of Beliefs and Religions (Hertfordshire: W & R Chambers, 
1995), p. 16].  



synonymous.22 ‘Incarnation’ is a technical term used by the early church to 
express her understanding about Jesus as ‘the Word, who became flesh and 
made His dwelling among us’ (Jn. 1:14) or ‘He, who appeared in a body’ (1 
Ti. 3:16).23 The very core of the church’s confession is that the true God 
became the true man in Jesus Christ. She confesses that her Christ is the real 
Jesus, who is the Son of God, man and God at the same time. The official 
statement of the early church (Nicaea 325) stated that the second person of 
the divine Trinity had assumed human nature, but it did not mean that God 
turned into a man or a man turned into God. In order to clarify this 
statement, she developed the doctrine of the two natures of Jesus, divine and 
human, which were combined unmingled and inseparably in one person 
(Chalcedon 451).24

Fifthly, there is the possibility of distortion of the historical facts. It is 
important to keep in mind that historical fact can indeed be interpreted 
differently. It can be distorted to yield more than one interpretation and can 
be given particular constructions to perpetuate attitudes totally at variance 
with another view of reality. From the Christian point of view, although 
Christianity came to Indonesia via missionaries who came from the state of 
colonizer, it does not immediately mean that it is identical with the colonizer 
itself, or that Christianity is the religion of the colonizer. One’s religion or 
faith should be treated differently from his government policy. Christianity 
that was brought in by missionaries should also be treated differently from 
the political policy of the state they came from. It, indeed, cannot be denied 
that religion or faith can influence one’s way of thinking, including the 
manner of exercising the power of the one who is in charge. Nevertheless, it 
is going too far to naively identify the citizen’s faith with its government 
political policy. Christians in Indonesia, therefore, reject the opinion that 
Christianity is the religion of colonizer. 

This is different from some Indonesian Muslims’ view that sees that the 
spread of Christianity in Indonesia in the past was walking side by side with 
the expansion of colonialism. They consider Christian zending as one of the 
important factors of the process of colonialism. They are even of the opinion 
that colonialism and religious expansion showed a symbiotic tendency that 
supported one another. The government of the Netherlands East Indies 
thought optimistically that they could contain the influence of Islam on its 
colony through the effort of Christianization.25 Historical interpretation of 
some Indonesian ‘ulamā concerning the relation between the Dutch 
colonialism and the growth of Christianity in Indonesia led them to hatred of 
Christians. According to Muhammad Damami, the Dutch colonialism in 
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Indonesia was motivated by the ‘three Gs’: ‘Gold,’ ‘Glory,’ and ‘Gospel,’ or 
‘three Ms’: ‘Merchant’, ‘Military’, and ‘Missionary.’ In addition to political 
motivation to dominate their colony (Glory), and economic motivation to 
exploit and extort the wealth of their colony by trading (Gold), there was also 
religious motivation of the colonialists to pass their Christian faith around 
the people of the colony, for converting them to Christianity (Gospel).26 The 
arrival of colonialism has also destroyed the bases of culture, civilization, and 
religiosity, especially Islam in Indonesia.27 Such a view aroused suspicion 
and became one of obstacles for Muslim-Christian relations in Indonesia. 
Moreover, no doubt, there are other historical experiences and inheritances, 
which have harmed the harmony of relation between Muslims and Christians 
in Indonesia. 

Sixthly, those previous five factors are often used by certain individuals 
or groups as instruments for their own objectives and political interests. They 
provoke confrontation; even spark bloody fighting among their adherents. 
As a result, potential tension within Christian-Muslim relations often ignites, 
and costly clashes break out (such as the riots of Situbondo-East Java and 
Tasik Malaya-West Java in 1996, Rengasdengklok-West Java in 1997, and the 
religious conflicts, which occur in Moluccas and Poso, Central Celebes since 
the end of the twentieth century until today). It is indeed difficult to confirm 
who are responsible for those riots and conflicts, and what their political 
motivation is. However, one of the clues that there is a political background 
behind those incidents is the fact that up to now, very few has ever been 
brought to court for the many casualties and material damages that have 
been resulted, and there is no law enforcement and exhaustive legal 
resolution of those conflicts. We have in this writing no intention to find a 
solution to this problem, because it is not the purpose of this study. Further 
investigation of who are responsible for those riots is properly executed by a 
neutral and independent investigator who does not take the side of any 
(political or religious) group; and the task to settle those conflicts and to find 
a durable solution of the problem is the right and authority of the law 
enforcement officials. 

Besides political objectives, heterogeneity of ethnicities, cultures, and 
regionalisms are also often triggering conflicts among society, which 
eventually also come to involve religious conflicts. This could happen 
because the people of Indonesia tend to be segregated into religious entities. 
For example, the Eastern Region of Indonesia and Tanah Batak – North 
Sumatra are often associated with Christian population as majority, whereas 
the rest of Sumatra, particularly Nangroe Aceh Darussalam and West 
Sumatra, South Celebes, and Java are associated with Muslim areas.
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Doctrinal obstacles

Considering the various factors above, we realize that the causes of the 
strained relation between Muslims and Christians in Indonesia are 
complicated, and every effort to improve this condition is impossible if it is
referred to only one single factor, but all factors must be considered 
comprehensively. Without ignoring the other factors, this study deliberately 
tries to focus the attention only on doctrinal differences between the two 
faiths, especially concerning the doctrine of God and Christology. For 
Christians, on the one hand, Christology is the very core of the Christian 
faith. It is the specialized doctrine developed over the course of church 
history to answer Jesus question to his disciples in Caesarea Philippi: ‘Who 
do you say that I am?’28 The most primitive confession had been ‘Jesus is 
Lord’ (Ro. 10:9; Phil. 2:11). On the other hand, however, for Muslims, the 
general Christian conviction that Jesus was divine as well as human is a 
denial of the belief in the oneness of God. Deifying Jesus is mushrik,29 a 
fundamental and unforgivable sin in Islam. 

As said before, these doctrines more or less contribute to the theological 
tension between Muslims and Christians in Indonesia, because each grounds 
their view on verses of their respective Scripture, which is believed to be the 
inerrant source of truth. Unfortunately, this issue is almost never discussed, 
because of its sensitivity. Talking about doctrine can easily hurt other’s 
feelings easily, because doctrine is related to faith. However, avoiding 
discussing it can bring about misunderstanding that will never be cleared up. 
In my opinion, therefore, Muslims and Christians must have the courage to 
carry out doctrinal studies on some of their teachings that are under dispute. 
In this way, some doctrinal misunderstanding between the two faiths, 
especially concerning God and Christology, may be cleared up.

This writing tries to contribute some theological consideration for the 
attempt to reconcile the Muslim-Christian relationship in Indonesia, which is 
not quite harmonious, through a doctrinal-dialogical approach that has all 
this time been regarded as taboo. There is, of course, no pretension that this 
consideration will be able to cope with the problem of the strained relation 
between Muslims and Christians in Indonesia thoroughly. We realize that 
there are still many other factors, which can also cause tension between the 
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two faiths, such as the missionary character of both, socio-political situations, 
ethnic and cultural problems, and various historical factors, as we have 
mentioned at a glance above.

The need for dialogue

In order to understand others, encounters among communities are needed. 
The central point of the encounters is dialogue. Through dialogue, each can 
tell others who they are, and conversely, they can hear what others tell about 
themselves. Through dialogue, it is hoped that some misunderstandings can 
be cleared up. Through dialogue, many barriers that obscure mutual 
understanding among communities will be able to be removed. Even the 
hardest theological obstacle, i.e. the doctrine of the oneness of God, can be 
discussed openly, without distrust or suspicion of the fairness of others. 
Dialogue will give opportunities to find some similarities or agreements or, 
at least, a mutual understanding among faiths. However, it should also be 
realized that, as John V. Taylor says, dialogue is possibly ‘a sustained 
conversation between two parties who are not saying the same thing and 
who recognize and respect the differences, the contradictions, and the mutual 
exclusions between their various ways of thinking.’30

Dialogue needs a common platform, which becomes a ‘starting point’ for 
mutual giving and taking. Mutual respect, fairness, and the equality of the 
participants are also necessary. These all will produce a good climate for 
knowing each other and will be conducive to openness of mind. Through 
dialogue, there is perhaps a chance for mutual influences in experiencing and 
expressing their respective faith. As Hick has said, such a dialogue may not 
be organized just for conversation in order to get information from different 
points of view, but must be a serious inter-religious exchange of thought in 
order to help humankind to find adequate orientation in the world 
nowadays. We are required to develop religious frameworks, which are able 
to provide true guidance in connection with today’s problems we face 
together.31

Indeed, for developing good relations between Muslims and Christians 
in Indonesia, many things should be reformed, and many factors should be 
considered. From the theological point of view, both faiths need to 
understand each other, to be open in making endeavour to reinterpret and 
reformulate their doctrines, and not to close their mind that God might also 
reveal His truth to all human beings. The openness of mind to see the truth of 
the other faith will lead them to the ‘right track’ in the direction of a new 
worldview for their future relations. In order to realize a peaceful life, 
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Christians and Muslims should realize that their respective faiths do not have 
a monopoly of truth, and recognize that there are also truths in other faiths. 
Honestly, we must acknowledge that no one can claim to be himself the 
possessor of the absolute or final truth, which is adequate for orienting 
humankind in dealing with big problems we are facing nowadays. We 
cannot maintain that our faith is the one and only valid revelation of the one 
living God.32 This means that we should have a readiness to accept plurality 
in all aspects of society as a reality. We all cannot deny this fact, and no one 
can ignore it. On the contrary, all communities must accept plurality and 
acknowledge that they are living among and with others. 

Searching for a point of encounter

Among many different subjects of faith, the doctrine of the oneness of God is 
one, which has the possibility to be a doctrinal point of encounter between 
Christianity and Islam. It cannot be denied that the two Abrahamic religions, 
Christianity and Islam, have the same root in Abraham’s religion, and inherit 
his monotheistic faith. Nevertheless, there is a different interpretation or 
concept between them about the Godhead and Christology. Seemingly, there 
is also misunderstanding of Muslims about Christian doctrine of the Trinity.   

Muslims believe that God is one, and there are no gods save God. 
Therefore, up to the present Muslims regard the Christian doctrine of 
Christology as mushrik. Muslims may contend that even though Christians 
claim to be monotheist, they actually believe in more than one God. Since 
Christians believe that Jesus is the Son of God, they therefore err like other 
people of ancient or modern times who have believed in a plurality of gods 
or sons and daughters of God. Religious discussion between Muslim and 
Christian so often breaks down on the topic of Jesus’ sonship. The Christian 
affirms that Jesus is the Son of God; the Muslim denies this statement. Both 
simply agree to disagree, each convinced that he is right and the other is 
wrong, as they go their separate ways.

Meanwhile, the formula of Christian confessions (e.g. the Apostolic 
Creed) is literally confusing. Conventional statements of those creeds give 
the impression that there are three persons of the Christian God: God the 
Father, God the Son or the Son of God and the Holy Spirit, although they are 
one essence (una substantia tres personae).33 Because of this creedal 
formulation, Christians have a task to explain their doctrine of God, 
especially their doctrine of Christology, to their Muslim neighbours. The 
intention is to help them to penetrate a little deeper into the biblical concept 
of God and Jesus and Jesus’ significance for human beings. Based on New 
Testament testimonies of God, apparently there is no perception of the three 
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Gods within the Christian faith. Terms that give impression as if there were 
more than one God are derived from languages used by the New Testament 
writers to proclaim the salvation God accomplished through Jesus Christ to 
their contemporary world.

For searching for a point of encounter between the two faiths, the 
following questions are proposed: Has there been a doctrinal conflict 
between Christianity and Islam since the very beginning? Where and what is 
the deepest root of the doctrinal conflict? Is there not any possibility of 
finding a doctrinal point of encounter in their monotheistic belief? Those 
three main questions can be elaborated in the following questions: Have 
Christians truly understood the meaning of Jesus’ sonship for Muslims? 
Have Muslims truly understood the meaning of Jesus’ sonship? Under which 
conditions could they understand each other better? These three questions 
will be answered one after the other mainly in the third, fourth, and fifth 
chapter.  

2.   A set of problems

Being aware that differences between Christians’ and Muslims’ perspectives 
of God play a part in constructing their bad relationship, we need to make 
every endeavour to bridge their different concepts. This is, however, not an 
easy work to undertake, because each of them has had their own 
presuppositions. In this regard, the main problem is about the oneness of 
God. Christians, on the one hand, hold on to their Trinitarian doctrine. 
Muslims, on the other hand, strongly emphasize that God is one and the 
only. They regard the doctrine of the Trinity as a denial to the oneness of God 
(tawhīd). For Muslims, the Christian confession of God the One as having one 
essence but consisting of three personae that are not subordinate to one 
another is absurd. How can what Athanasius said that the Son of God is God, 
not a creation, be understood? How is it possible that his deity and eternity 
are the same as those of God the Father? How could it be that the Son is not 
separate from the Father, but the Father and the Son are two persons; that the 
Father is not the Son, and the Son is not the Father, but they are one 
essence?34 It is also hard for Islam to understand that the Holy Spirit is the 
third person of the Trinity; that He comes from the Father and the Son; that 
He is eternal, and omnipresent; that He is one with the Son, as the Son is one 
with the Father; and that He is divine as the Son and the Father.35 For Islam, 
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God is the only Allah. There is no god save Him, and Jesus was no more than 
a servant of God whom God made a prophet.

This different concept of God and Jesus often brings about an acute 
misunderstanding between Muslims and Christians in Indonesia, which 
sharpens their doctrinal controversy and complicates their effort to build 
harmonious relations between them. In approaching the problem, we will try 
to answer some questions as follows:
(1) How do Indonesian Christians, especially within the circle of Persekutuan 

Gereja-gereja di Indonesia/PGI (Communion of Churches in Indonesia/
CCI) understand God and Jesus as reflected in their confessions?

(2) How do Indonesian Muslims understand God and Jesus?
(3) Who is Jesus according to the primitive believers, as reflected in the 

Christ-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20? 
(4) Who is Jesus according to the Qur’ān, especially Sura Maryam 19:16-40?
(5) Is there any possibility of finding a new paradigm to understand God 

and Jesus for Christians and Muslims?

As an academic exercise, this study is especially addressed to the churches
and our fellow Christians in Indonesia that they should take Muslim 
scripture and revelation seriously. In order to open the way to doctrinal 
dialogues with Muslims, they should read and understand the Qur’ān, and 
take its challenge for Christian theology into account, particularly concerning 
the doctrine of God and Christology. Besides, there is a hope that this study 
would also be useful for our Muslim neighbours in understanding the person 
of Jesus rightly in accordance with the testimony of the Bible. In that way, it 
is expected that both Christians and Muslims in Indonesia can be extricated 
from their bad relationship, which is caused particularly by their doctrinal 
misunderstanding about the person of Jesus.

3.   Assumptions

This work will be done based on some assumptions: 
(1) Indonesian churches, especially within the PGI circle, hold on to the 

Trinitarian doctrine of the Reformed Church and still stand on the 
classical Trinitarian confession as articulated by the Council of Nicaea 
(325) and the Council of Chalcedon (451). They understand Jesus as the 
Son of God incarnate, who was divine and human at once. 

(2) The oneness of God is the central theme of the Islamic faith, including the 
faith of Indonesian Muslims, which has the Qur’ān as its source. 
Although Muslims in Indonesia are divided into several groups of 
organizations, movements, and madhhab (schools of thought), they have 
the same doctrine of tawhīd. Even if there are different opinions among 
them, those are not concerned with the tawhīd, but with other subjects 
and Islamic practices. They base their doctrine of tawhīd on the teaching 



of the Qur’ān, which constantly emphasizes God’s sole and absolute 
Lordship over the universe. The Qur’ān’s emphasis on the oneness of 
God was at first addressed against the pagan idolatry of Muhammad’s 
fellow citizens, but later it was also levelled against the Christian belief in 
Jesus as the begotten Son of God. Nevertheless, the Qur’ān does not 
particularly attack the biblical understanding of God, but the Arabian 
polytheism of those days, and later against the understanding of some 
major streams of Christianity around Arabia, which were regarded as 
worshipping more than one God. It is, however, undeniable that there 
has been misunderstanding about the person of Jesus since the very 
beginning of the rise of Islam. 

 (3) The primitive Christians did not intend to proclaim other gods next to 
Yahweh, but to praise Him, Who revealed Himself in Jesus Christ (as 
reflected among other things in the Christ-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20). 
Christ was praised as such, because he revealed the will of God and 
performed His salvific act. In other words, this hymn still maintains the 
monotheistic faith in Yahweh, the God of Israel, Who has revealed and 
fulfilled His will through Jesus Christ. The hymn bears witness to Jesus 
as the Son of God or Lord in the framework of monotheism. The writer of 
the hymn intends to speak of God’s presence, which was revealed 
through Jesus.

(4) The Qur’ānic hymn of Jesus that we find in Sura Maryam 19:16-40, 
remains consistent in its praise of the almightiness and the oneness of 
God. Even though this hymn reveres Jesus, it denies his divine sonship. 
Putting words on the lips of Jesus, this Sura states flatly that Jesus was a 
servant and prophet of God (QS Maryam 19:30). He was not the Son of 
God, although he was a holy son (QS Maryam 19:19) and God made him 
blessed wherever he was (v. 31). It seems that the polemical passage of 
this Sura (vv. 34-40) is addressed against the Christian doctrine of the 
Trinity, which is misunderstood as worshipping more than one God. 

 (5) Basically, Christianity and Islam have the same belief in the oneness of 
God, although with different ways to understand Him. As seen from 
Christ-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20 and QS Maryam 19:16-40, both 
worship God the One, so, they would be able to find a point of encounter 
in their faith in God or, at least, to reduce their doctrinal 
misunderstanding about God and Christ.

4.   Research Method

In conformity with the problems we are dealing with, this study will mainly 
be based on an analytical and hermeneutical exegeses of certain scriptural 
texts of both Christianity and Islam that are concerned with the hymns of 
Jesus. Some scholars’ thoughts and previous researchers’ opinions will be 
studied critically based on a logical analysis of their content. In the first step, 



we try to understand the confession of faith of the PGI and those of some of 
its member churches, in order to know their Christological conceptions. 
Together with that, we also try to trace the roots of those confessions back to 
the Reformed Church’s confessions, even back to the Nicaean and 
Chalcedonian confessions and the Apostolic Creed. 

In the second step, we make it a point to understand Islam’s perception 
of God and Jesus. The focus we want to highlight is the Muslim profession of 
faith: There is no God other than Allah, and the Prophet Muhammad is His 
messenger, which is the core of its doctrine of the tawhīd. In this regard, we are 
going to study some Islamic writings, which focus their discussions on the 
doctrine of God. In accordance with the context of the churches of Indonesia, 
we address our analysis especially to the Islamic viewpoints on God and 
Jesus of some Indonesian Muslim authors.

Dealing with the problem of Christology, in the third step, we try to 
examine the hymn of Christ of Colossians 1:15-20 contextually-exegetically. 
The hymn will be interpreted by putting that passage as near as possible to
its ‘original’ context, historically, literary, socio-culturally, conceptually, and 
religiously. Now, indeed, we have been far away from the actual fact. We, 
therefore, can only try to reconstruct events in the past. However, by 
reconstructing the autochthonous context, we try to understand what the 
author originally intended to say. Besides, we try to pull out the message(s) 
of the hymn of Colossians 1:15-20 exegetically. We let the verses of the 
Scripture speak for themselves, and try to understand and interpret what 
they want to say. We try to avoid inserting our own ideas into those verses as 
far as possible, although we realize that to become completely objective is 
impossible. 

Subsequently, in the fourth step, we try to interpret hermeneutically 
what Sura Maryam 19:16-40 speaks of Jesus. As in the case of the exegesis of 
the Christ-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20, this passage of Sura Maryam will also 
be analyzed and interpreted contextually. For this purpose, historical 
reconstruction of this Sura is needed although at a glance. Only by laying this 
passage down on its historical context, we may understand the message of 
this Sura as closely as possible to its authentic intention. From its historical 
background, we hope we would have a better understanding of the 
delineation of the figure of Jesus in this Sura, even in the Qur’ān. 

In the fifth step, we will try to explore the possibilities of fresh 
interpretations for the better understanding of Jesus’ figure for both Muslims 
and Christians. In this regard, we try to highlight several titles applied to 
Jesus by both the Qur’ān and the New Testament. We then try to illuminate 
Muslim-Christian dispute over the doctrine of Christology and the oneness of 
God in the light of the Christ-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20 and that of Sura 
Maryam 19:1-40 (especially vv. 16-40). We will overview Christian and 
Muslim understanding of God and Jesus Christ critically, based on the result 
of the contextual and exegetical analyses of those hymns we did in the third 



and fourth chapters. Although this effort needs not lead up to the same 
understanding of Jesus Christ between Muslims and Christians, we try to 
find Jesus’ significance for the world of today, especially for us in Indonesia. 
Therefore, Jesus is not only important for the past, but also for the present. In 
that way, we hope we will come to a new understanding of God and of the 
person of Jesus, which may become a doctrinal point of encounter between 
Christianity and Islam in Indonesia. 



Chapter 1

THE CHRISTOLOGY OF INDONESIAN REFORMED CHURCHES
AND ITS ROOTS

The subject we want to discuss in this chapter is about Christology, especially 
that of the Reformed Churches in Indonesia. As a sub-discipline of theology, 
Christology is concerned with Jesus Christ, i.e. his person, and his work. As 
John N.D. Kelly states, in the narrow sense of the word the problem of 
Christology is how to define the relation of the divine and the human in 
Christ. In the broader sense, however, it focuses attention upon the belief that 
Jesus shared the same divine nature as the Father, as in the decision 
promulgated at Nicaea in the fourth century.36 Although the universal 
Christian conviction in the preceding centuries had been that Jesus was 
divine as well as human, in fact the understanding of the person of Jesus still 
varied. The differences of opinion, which began within the New Testament 
itself, continued in the first three centuries.

Indeed, the most primitive confession, ‘Jesus is Lord’ that was elaborated 
and deepened in the apostolic age led to a universal conviction that Jesus was 
divine and human at once. Nevertheless, it does not mean that there was in 
this period only a single interpretation of Jesus. Conversely, there were 
various opinions of him. Ebionism denied the divinity of Christ altogether, 
but Nazaraeanism held on to the belief that Jesus was the Son of God.37

Adoptianism believed that Jesus was ‘an ordinary man in nature’ and the 
‘Word’ was indwelling in him, so that he became the Christ.38

Monarchianism thought that ‘Son’ refers to a mere mask of God and does not 
necessarily manifest the inmost being of God.39 Docetism taught that Christ’s 
manhood and his sufferings are unreal, and his body is only an appearance.40

Gnosticism understood Jesus as being compounded of two distinct 
substances,41 and so on. The main problem they wrestled with was the unity 
of the two natures of Jesus, whether or not Jesus was the incarnation of the 
eternal Son of God.

Indeed, besides those various interpretations of the person of Jesus, there 
had been a mainstream doctrine generally confessed from the beginning of 
Christianity, which taught that ‘the eternal Son of God, even after the 
incarnation, was united to the human nature to form One Person but was not 
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restricted to the flesh.’42 E. David Willis shows us that this doctrine, the so-
called ‘extra Calvinisticum,’ was taught either by those whose tendency was 
to separate the two natures of Christ or those who determinedly maintained 
the unity of the person of Jesus, from Origen and Theodore of Mopsuestia, to 
Athanasius and Cyril, to Thomas Aquinas and Gabriel Biel.43 Nevertheless, 
the Christological differences among the church fathers and schools of 
thought went on. The Council of Nicaea (325), which was followed by the 
councils of Constantinople (381) and Chalcedon (451), was held in order to 
standardize a common Christology, or to establish the orthodoxy of the 
church’s Christology. It can be said that from that time the orthodox 
Christology of the church has been settled. There is no intention to discuss 
the history of the doctrine of Christology at length, but this writing tries to 
trace the deepest root of the Christology of the Reformed Churches, 
especially that of Indonesia today.

We have to realize that the Protestant Churches in Indonesia are 
inheritors of the doctrines of God and Christology of European (Reformed) 
Churches in the past. Therefore, it is natural if their teachings on this subject 
are still in line with the classical and reformed doctrines. This appears from 
their liturgies and confessions of faith. Actually, they always recite the 
classical creeds (e.g. the Apostle’s Creed) faithfully in their Sunday services. 
Although respectively they have tried to formulate their own confessions of 
faith, the kernel of teaching of those confessions has not yet moved too far 
from the fundamental doctrine of the classical Reformed Churches. 
Therefore, in order to understand the doctrine of Christology (and implicitly 
also of God) of the Protestant Churches in Indonesia, we divided our study 
into three steps. In the first step, we try to trace the ecumenical heritage of the 
Christian doctrine of Christology. In the second step, we try to understand 
the Christology of the Three Forms of Unity, as the standard of Christology of 
the Reformed Churches. In the third step, we try to know the doctrine of 
Christology of the Protestant Churches in Indonesia.             

1. The Ecumenical Heritage

Reformed Creeds are closely related to; even derived from, three ancient 
creeds that constitute ecumenical symbols of churches. Up to the present, 
those three ecumenical or universal creeds of the Christian faith are 
commonly used in churches’ services. The Book of Concord, published in 
1580, incorporated the three ancient creeds called ‘the three catholic or 
ecumenical symbols,’ namely: the Apostles’ Creed, the Niceno-
Constantinopolitan Creed, and the Athanasian Creed, in the form in which 
they were then used in the West. Besides these three ecumenical symbols, the 
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Definition of Chalcedon also played an important role in the process of 
Christological settlement, because the Council of Chalcedon had succeeded 
to establish the doctrinal standards of Christology of the church 
ecumenically. We, therefore, also pay attention to this definition. In order to 
get a rather clear picture of these ecumenical symbols, we will review them 
one by one although briefly.

   
1.1. The Apostles’ Creed

The Apostles’ Creed (Symbolum Apostolorum) was developed between the 
second and ninth centuries, and had several variations. At first, this creed 
was apparently used as a summary of Christian doctrine for baptismal 
candidates in Roman churches. Hence, it is also known as The Roman 
Symbol. Originally, it was intended to be a baptismal confession. As in 
Hippolytus’ version (written towards the end of the pontificate of Pope 
Zephyrinus, 198-217 CE),44 it was given in question and answer format with 
the baptismal candidates answering in the affirmative that they believed each 
statement.45 This creed arose out of the early Western Church and should be 
thought of as a summary of the Apostles’ teaching rather than directly 
attributed to them.46 The form in use today dated from the eighth century, 
although – borrowing Kelly’s words – it was the ‘end-product’ of gradual 
revisions of the so-called Old Roman Creed of the end of the second 
century.47 This creed was accepted as having roots in the New Testament and 
therefore ‘apostolic.’ Its authority was generally recognized at the 
Reformation, except in Anabaptist circles. Martin Luther singled it out as one 
of the three binding summaries of belief, and Calvin and Zwingli included it 
among their doctrinal norms.48

How that creed occurred is still obscure. It is certain, however, that in the 
first two centuries there were some confessions that already circulated, either 
concerning Christ himself or God and Christ. Based on those confessions, in 
the second century CE, a creed that consisted of three subjects – concerning 
God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit – appeared. It is almost certain that in Rome, 
at the end of the second century, there was a confession that resembled the 
Symbolum Apostolorum. According to Kelly, the earliest written version of this 
creed was perhaps the Interrogatory Creed of Hippolytus (215). He explains 
further that the Church fathers Irenaeus, Tertullian, Augustine and other 
leaders had slightly different versions of the Apostles’ Creed. The current 
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form was first found in the writings of Caesarius of Arles (542), but the later 
form that was eventually accepted as the standard form in the Western 
church came from Pirminius (750). It elaborated on one of several credal 
summaries in use in Rome at the beginning of the third century.49

Almost all churches, except the Greek Orthodox, accept this symbol. 
There are possibly various interpretations of its parts, but this symbol 
constitutes the basis on which all the churches can be established together. 
Therefore, the Symbolum Apostolorum becomes the common confession of 
faith of Christianity. Up to the present, almost all churches in Indonesia still 
use this creed in their Sunday services, although each of them has had her 
own confession or statement of faith. 

The Apostles’ Creed, which consists of three sections divided into twelve 
articles, obviously reflects the basic Christian Trinitarian doctrine of God.

I believe in God the Father Almighty, creator of heaven and earth.
And in Jesus Christ, His only Son, our Lord,
who was conceived by the Holy spirit, born from the Virgin Mary,
suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, dead and buried, descended to hell,
on the third day rose again from the dead,
ascended to heaven, sits at the right hand of God the Father Almighty,
thence He will come to judge the living and the dead.
I believe in the Holy Spirit,
the holy Catholic Church, the communion of saints,
the remission of sins,
the resurrection of the flesh,
and eternal life.

In brief, this creed confesses God as the Father, the Son and the Holy 
Spirit. The doctrine, however, does not say whether God is one person or 
three persons or one being or three beings, but that within the one being of 
God there exist eternally three persons. They are the same essence, but 
different, unconfused, and indivisible persons. The difference among the 
three is shown by the statements, among other things, that Jesus was 
begotten from the Father and conceived by the Holy Spirit; that after 
ascending to heaven he sits at the right hand of the Father Almighty. 
Concerning the person of Jesus Christ, this creed confesses that he was the 
Only Son of God, our Lord, Who was conceived by the Holy Spirit, born from 
the Virgin Mary, etcetera. Like other ecumenical creeds, this statement 
implicitly suggests that Jesus, as the Only Son of God, was divine as the 
Father.

Of the first article of the final form of this creed, it is logical that the 
addition ‘Creator of heaven and earth’50 was at first intended to go against 

                                                
49 Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, p. 369.
50 See Polman’ analysis on this creed in his article “Apostolische Geloofsbelijdenis,” Christelijke 

Encyclopedie, Vol. I, pp. 273-274; cf. Kelly, Early Christian Creeds, pp. 372-397.



the teaching of Gnosticism that the world was not made or created by God 
the Most High, but by the Demiurge (demiurgos), a lower god. The being of 
God Almighty entirely contrasts with the world, even constitutes an 
antithesis of it. Therefore, in this view, it is impossible that God Almighty 
created the world. Besides opposing the teaching of Gnosticism, however, the 
formula of the Apostles’ Creed was seemingly – as were some of the New 
Testament writings – also influenced by Gnostic language of the Logos as a 
mediatory aeon, which was able to bridge the divine and human realms. It 
was only the Logos, which was also called the ‘star of the plērōma,’ that had 
the capability to go through the stauros (cross), a barrier that separated the 
plērōma (fullness) of God and the world, in order to bring gnōsis (esoteric 
knowledge of spiritual truth) for the salvation of human beings. As one of the 
aeons of God Almighty, of course the Logos had divine character. However, 
because he went down to the world, he then also assumed human character. 
That way, the Logos was divine and human at once.51

It seems that such a Gnostic idea has much resemblance with that of the 
next articles of the Apostles’ Creed. In this instance, we see that the 
formulation of the Apostles’ Creed was not separate from its contemporary 
worldview and the world of ideas faced by the church. Language and terms 
used in this creed show the influence, even absorption, of them. Therefore, in 
a limited sense, any formula of creed or confession of faith is in fact only 
relevant and appropriate to its time. Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that 
within a creed there is also essential importance, which continues to be in 
effect for further ages, so that it continues to be maintained as a preserved 
legacy.  

1.2. The Nicene and Constantinopolitan Confessions

In the East, the First Ecumenical Council of Nicaea (325) expressed its 
position against Arius, who denied the divinity of Christ.52 The council drew 
up a form of creed, and anathemas were added against all who maintained 
the heretical formula. This creed was revised at the Second Ecumenical 
Council, held at Constantinople in 381, as the Niceno-Constantinopolitan 
Creed commonly called the ‘Nicene Creed,’ as a response to the Macedonian 
or Pneumato-machian heresy, which denied the divinity of the Holy Spirit. 
The Western Church later made a few additional changes that were not 
accepted in the Eastern Church. It stated the doctrine of the Trinity. At the 
fourth Ecumenical Council held at Chalcedon in 451, the Definition of 
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Chalcedon was adopted as a response to certain heretical views concerning 
the nature of Christ. It established the orthodox view that Christ had two 
natures (human and divine) that were united in one person.

1.2.1. The Creed of Nicaea

The Nicene Creed is a reaction against Arian doctrine.53 At the request of the 
Emperor Constantine, Christian bishops from across the Eastern Roman 
empire, with a few from the West, met at the town of Nicaea, near 
Constantinople, in 325 to discuss the matter. They wrote their consensus in 
the form of a creed called the Creed of Nicaea. Although no text of the 
statement was issued at the time of its approval, we can find its accurate form 
at the council of Chalcedon. The use of this creed in the church, however, was 
superseded by the acceptance of the Constantinopolitan creed.

The Arian controversy was ignited by Arius, an elder of Alexandria, 
when he posed a challenging question to the Bishop Alexander, as to how 
Jesus could be God like God the Father. The focus of early Arian debate 
was not directly concerned with the fatherhood of God and the problem 
of the Trinity, but with Jesus’ divine sonship or the status of the Son and 
his relation to the Father.54 As Widdicombe said, for Arius, the names
Father and Son did not imply a natural continuity between the two, but 
rather a relational continuity created by a free act of the will of God.55 This 
was evident from Arius’ creedal letter (c. 319)56 to the Bishop Alexander.57

Arius declares that the Son was a creature – the first and greatest of God’s 
creatures, perhaps ‘divine’ (Theos, without definite article) by the grace of 
God (ho Theos), ‘but a creature nonetheless, made out of nothing like all 
other creatures.’58 Three central points of Arius’ understanding of the 
existence of the Son are: (a) there was a time when the Son did not exist, 
because he who was born has an origin of existence; (b) before he was 
brought into being, he did not exist; and (c) the Son came into existence 
out of nothingness.59

Kelly summarizes the theological attitude of Arius and his colleagues 
about the Son in four propositions: (1) the Son must be a creature, whom 
the Father has formed out of nothing by His mere fiat; as a creature; (2) 
the Son must have had a beginning; (3) the Son can have no communion 
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with the Father and indeed no direct knowledge of the Father; and (4) the 
Son must be liable to change and even sin.60

Arius rejected Alexander’s argument of the correlativity of the Father 
and Son, which stated that God is eternal, the Son is eternal, and the 
Father and the Son are always together.61 He stated, “The Son was alien 
from and utterly dissimilar (anhomoios) to the Father’s substance (ousia). 
The substances of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit were 
separate in nature, and estranged, and disconnected, and alien, and 
without participation in each other.”62 His intent was not to say that there 
were three gods with different substances, but that the Son and the Holy 
Spirit were not Gods at all. They were merely creatures. Arius taught that 
the Father, in the beginning, created (or begot) the Son, and that the Son, 
in conjunction with the Father, then proceeded to create the world. The
result, the Son was a created being, and hence not God in any meaningful 
sense. Arius’ primary concern was to protect God as alone ingenerate.63

According to Arius, to believe in the eternal generation of the Son was 
to deny that for God to be God there could be only one ingenerate first 
principle. Placing another eternal principle alongside God the Father was 
curtailing the freedom of God.64 He states further that the Father and the 
Son were unequal in power, because one was ingenerate, the other only 
begotten; one was sending and the other was sent.65 Nevertheless, Jesus 
was not a common human being, because he was the incarnation of Logos, 
who was the first of all creatures. Logos was a creation from and by God, 
from whom everything else had its existence, meaning, and coherence.66

Countering theological propositions of Arius and his colleagues, 
Alexander argued that John 1:18 that reads ‘the only-begotten Son who is 
in the bosom of the Father’ shows that Father and Son are ‘two 
inseparable entities.’ However, Arius still had primary concern to protect 
God’s nature as the first principle. For him, God alone is ingenerate, as he 
said, “We acknowledge one God, the only unbegotten, the only eternal, 
the only one without cause or beginning.”67 Arius agreed with Sabellius in 
teaching that God existed only in one person, and His true Logos was an 
attribute manifested in the Son, who was a creature. It is true that the Son 
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called Logos by John was God’s agent in creation, so that all things existed 
through him. Logos, therefore, had a high status and was entirely different 
from the rest of creation. Nevertheless, if Logos was understood in the 
terms of the Wisdom language, then he remained different from God, 
because God created him. According to Arius, Logos was not God by 
nature, but he had been exalted by God to the divine status. Logos was 
different from us, because through him God created all things. God 
foreknew that in human form Logos would obey him perfectly. He, 
therefore, was clothed with divinity. Even though, according to Arius, the 
Logos’ nature was not divine, his divinity was a gift of God.68

Arius’ tenets and influence began to spread beyond the Alexandrian 
church. In order to settle the disorders, Alexander summoned a meeting 
of his clergy, in which Arius was allowed to state his doctrines freely, and 
to argue in their defence.69 Eventually, Arius, who was supported by 
Eusebius, the Metropolitan of Palestine, was excommunicated from the 
church.70 The Emperor Constantine, who professed himself as the 
Protector of the Church, then called a General Council, in which the 
Catholic doctrine might be formally declared.71 The Council drew up a 
form of creed, and anathemas were added against all who maintained the 
heretical formula.72 Arius and his followers were mentioned by name in 
the draft of the creed and officially condemned by the council.73

Constantine stated that opposition to the sentence of the church was 
considered as disobedience to the civil authority.74

The following is Kelly’s translation of the creed, which the council 
drafted and required all the bishops present to sign:

We believe in one God the Father Almighty, Maker of all things visible and 
invisible.

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God, begotten from the Father, only-
begotten, that is from the substance of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true 
God from true God, begotten not made, of one substance (homoousion) with the Father, 
through Whom all things came into being, things in heavens and things on earth, Who 
because of us men and because of our salvation came down and became incarnate, 
becoming man, suffered and rose again on the third day, ascended to the heavens, will 
come to judge the living and the dead; 
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And in the Holy Spirit.
But for those who say, There was when He was not, and, Before being born He was 

not, and that He came into existence out of nothing, or who assert that the Son of God is 
of a different nature (hypostasis) or substance (ousia), or is subject to alteration or change 
–these the Catholic and apostolic Church anathematizes.75

Overall, it is obvious that the creed of Nicaea confesses the belief in the 
triune God: “We believe in one God, the Father Almighty…, and in one Lord 
Jesus Christ …, and in the Holy Spirit.” The first part acknowledges God the 
Father as the Almighty and as the Creator of the heavens and the earth and of 
all things visible and invisible. The second part declares the divinity of Jesus 
Christ explicitly and confesses that he is ‘the only-begotten Son of God,’ who 
is from the substance of the Father. He, therefore, is one substance (homousios) 
with the Father. Through him, all things came into being, things in the 
heavens and things on earth. Besides all those, this creed also acknowledges 
that on behalf of our salvation Christ came down on earth and was 
incarnated, becoming a man, suffered, rose again, and ascended to heavens. 
Moreover, the last part of this creed confesses God as the Holy Spirit. It is 
clear that this creed holds on to the doctrine of the Trinity, that there are three 
persons within the Godhead. In addition to the confession of the Trinity, this 
creed also puts anathema on those who deny the divinity and eternity of 
Christ. With this anathema, however, the Nicene Council did not succeed in 
settling the Arian controversy. Dissensions in the church were more 
sharpened.76

There are two noteworthy comments from this study. First, it is obvious 
that the doctrine of the so-called ‘extra Calvinisticum’ remains a dominant 
conviction of the council of Nicaea, even to be the inspiration behind the 
struggle of the council. Besides the assertion of the doctrine of the Trinity, 
primarily in this council the belief that the two natures, the human and 
divine, united into Christ, which was also wrestled with in the course of the 
apostolic era, became more solid. The council accepted this doctrine as 
absolute correct, because it was as if originated in the Scriptures. On the 
contrary, other Christological thoughts that differed from this doctrine were 
considered as non-biblical and therefore incorrect. Possibly, such an idea 
needs to be pondered critically, so that there will be a chance for intellectual 
wandering in order to find new biblical truth, which is more relevant to the 
ages in which the churches live.  

Secondly, besides the first brief confessional conclusion, we note that the 
creed of Nicaea did not come down from heaven. It was formulated in order 
to oppose the teaching of Arius and his followers, which was considered as 
heresy. In the beginning of the growth of Christianity, there was indeed no 
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rigid frontier of orthodoxy or demarcation between sound and heretical 
teachings. Aside from our opinion, whether or not the official teaching of the 
church is biblically true, it seems that she needs in her own time a 
standardization of the truth of her teaching. By the standard of orthodoxy, 
there is a dividing line between ‘sound’ and ‘false’ teachings. The church 
exercises the magisterium or the holder of the power to determine orthodoxy 
or the right to determine whether any doctrine or teaching is rightful or 
heretical. This doctrinal decision gives no chance for the possibility of 
Christological differences. In reality, however, Christological diversity is 
unavoidable, although this is regarded as outside the church’s official 
orthodoxy. 

1.2.2. The Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed

In 381, another major council was held at Constantinople, at which the Creed 
of Nicaea (325) was expanded slightly to include a few more doctrines. This 
council came to be seen as the second Ecumenical Council. The resulting 
creed is called the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed or the Nicene Creed, 
which first appeared as an official formulary at the Council of Chalcedon 
(451).77

The creed gets its name from the first Council of Nicaea (325), at which it 
was adopted, and from the first Council of Constantinople (381), at which a 
revised version was accepted. Thus it may be referred to specifically as the 
Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed to distinguish it from both the 325 version 
and later versions that include the filioque clause, i.e. ‘and (from) the Son.’ 
These words are a Western addition to the Creed as it was originally agreed 
on by a Council representing the whole church, East and West. They 
correspond to the Latin word filioque (filio = Son and -que = and), and the 
controversy about them is accordingly known as the Filioque controversy. 
All Eastern Orthodox and Greek Catholic churches omit the words ‘and the 
Son’ from the description of the Holy Spirit, in keeping with the first seven 
Ecumenical Councils. Those words were not included by the Council of 
Nicaea or of Constantinople, but were added by Roman Catholics, and the 
Eastern Orthodox churches consider their inclusion to be heresy. The 
Anglican Communion is generally sympathetic to the Orthodox position, and 
both versions are authorized, but inertia leads most churches to continue to 
include the filioque except during ecumenical services.78

The text that was adopted at the first Ecumenical Council in 325, which 
also the first Council of Nicaea, ends after the phrase ‘We believe in the Holy 
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Spirit.’ The second Ecumenical Council in 381 in Constantinople then added 
the remainder of the text except for the words ‘and (from) the Son’ (the 
filioque clause). That is the version still used by Eastern Orthodox and Greek 
Catholic churches today. There have been many further creeds in reaction to 
further perceived heresy, but this one, as revised in 381 was the very last time 
both Catholic and Orthodox communions could bring themselves to agree 
upon a credo.79

As approved in amplified form at the council of Constantinople, it is the 
profession of the Christian faith common to the Catholic Church, to all 
Eastern Churches separated from Rome, and to most of the Protestant 
denominations. This creed is the most widely accepted and used as a brief 
statement of the Christian faith. It is the only creed recognized as a binding 
creed by both Eastern and Western churches, but with a minor verbal 
difference. The Eastern believed that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father 
through the Son, whereas the Western believed that the Holy Spirit proceeds 
from the Father and the Son.80 The following is Kelly’s translation of the 
Niceno-Constantinopolitan creed:

We believe in one God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth, of 
all things visible and invisible;

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten Son of God, begotten from 
the Father before all ages, light from light, true God from true God, begotten not 
made, of one substance with the Father, through Whom all things came into 
existence, Who because of us men and because of our salvation came down from 
heaven, and was incarnate from the Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary and became 
man, and was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered and was buried, 
and rose again on the third day according to the Scriptures and ascended to 
heaven, and sits on the right hand of the Father, and will come again with glory 
to judge living and dead, of Whose kingdom will be no end;

And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and life-giver, Who proceeds from the 
Father, Who with the Father and the Son together is worshipped and glorified, 
Who spoke through the prophets; in one holy, Catholic and apostolic Church. We
confess one baptism to the remission of sins; we look forward to the resurrection 
of the dead and the life of the world to come. Amen.81

As with other ecumenical symbols, the Nicene Creed (381) confesses the 
triune God. Its doctrine of God, especially its Christology, does not differ 
from the Creed of Nicaea (325). We can even say that the Council of 
Constantinople reaffirms the Nicene faith. At this council, various Arian and 
Arianizing deviations were placed under a ban.82 The Niceno-
Constantinopolitan Creed stated emphatically the divinity and humanity of 
the person of Christ, and that the Son was begotten, not made (gennēthenta, ou 
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poiēthenta). Due to the Arian tenets, the Creed of Nicaea and the Niceno-
Constantinopolitan Creed (the Nicene Creed) flatly states that Jesus was ‘the 
only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from 
Light, true God from true God, begotten, not made, of one being with the 
Father. Through Him all things were made.’ Following the controversy about 
the Son of God, and essentially connected with it, was the dispute about the 
Holy Spirit83.

We see that in short the creed confesses the Trinitarian doctrine 
explicitly. It understands God as the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
These three persons are the same essence and together are worshipped and 
glorified as the One God. It confesses that the Father is Maker of heavens and 
earth, and all things. Jesus is believed in as the sole Son of God, Who is 
himself God; and because of us men, and for our salvation, he was incarnate 
and became man. That means Jesus was understood as having two natures, 
divine and human. The Holy Spirit, Who proceeds from the Father, was also 
understood as Lord and God.

Although the Council of Nicaea (325) had decided on a creed with 
anathemas for those whose faith in Jesus deviated from it, the Nicene crisis 
did not end. Until 381, Arianism remained to spread underground. 
Therefore, the Council of Constantinople was held in order to oppose it. As 
in the case of the Creed of Nicaea (325), we see that, on the one hand, the 
Creed of Constantinople (381) was doctrinally still in line with the so-called
‘extra Calvinisticum,’ and, on the other hand, it was formulated in order to 
oppose concrete challenges, i.e. the various Arian and Arianizing deviations. 
Thus, this creed was not formulated arbitrarily merely based on theological 
contemplation or abstraction, but rather with certain intention and direction.  

   
1.3. The Creed of Chalcedon

In the following century, the church leaders met at the fourth Ecumenical 
Council, held at Chalcedon (also near Constantinople) in 451, as a response to 
the differences of opinion concerning the nature of Christ that sprang up that 
time.84 This Council discussed, among other things, various theories about 
the divine and human natures of Jesus Christ. It established the orthodox 
view that Christ has two natures (human and divine) that are unified in one 
person. It also developed a creed to explain what the church believed to be 
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true to the gospel, true to the apostolic teaching, and true to the Scriptures. 
Kelly tells us that the Definition took the following form; first, after a 
preamble, it solemnly reaffirmed the Nicene Creed as the standard of 
orthodoxy, setting the creed of Constantinople (the creed now recited at the 
Eucharist) beside it as refuting heresies that had sprung up since Nicaea. 
Secondly, it canonized Cyril’s two letters and Leo’s Tome, the former as 
disposing of Nestorianism and as a sound interpretation of the creed, and the 
latter as overthrowing Eutychianism and confirming the true faith. Thirdly, it 
set out a formal confession of faith in the following terms: 

In agreement, therefore, with the holy fathers, we all unanimously teach that we 
should confess that our Lord Jesus Christ is one and the same Son, the same 
perfect in Godhead and the same perfect in manhood, truly God and truly man, 
the same of a rational soul and body; consubstantial with the Father according to 
Godhead, and consubstantial with us in manhood; like us in all things except sin; 
begotten from the Father before the ages as regards his Godhead, and in the last 
days, the same, because of us and because of our salvation begotten from the 
Virgin Mary, the Theotokos, as regards his manhood; one and the same Christ, 
Son, Lord, only-begotten, made known in two natures without confussion, 
without change, without separation, the difference of the natures being by no 
means removed because of the union, but the property of each nature being 
preserved and coalescing in one prosopon and one hupostasis – not parted or 
divided into two prosopa, but one and the same Son, only-begotten, divine Word, 
the Lord Jesus Christ, as the prophets of old and Jesus Christ himself have taught 
us about him and the creed of our fathers has handed down.85

The Definition states firmly that Jesus Christ was perfect in Godhead and 
perfect in manhood, truly God and truly man. He was acknowledged in two 
natures, human and divine, that were unconfused, unchangeable, indivisible, 
and inseparable. He was not parted or divided into two persons, although 
the property of each nature was being preserved. In short, the Definition
carries four principles of confession, namely: (1) Christ was perfect God, 
consubstantial with the Father; (2) Christ was perfect human, consubstantial 
with us; (3) These two natures were not to be confused, such that they lose 
the characteristic of each; (4) These two natures were not to be divided, so as 
to lose the unity of Christ.

We have some notes concerning this Definition. First, the confessional 
Definition of Chalcedon did not only establish officially the view that, as the 
incarnate Son of God, Christ existed in two natures, divine and human at 
once, each completed and retained its distinctive properties.86 It also held and 
maintained the doctrine of the ‘extra Calvinisticum,’ which affirmed that in 
the incarnation the eternal Son of God was united but not restricted to his 
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humanity. We can compare this to Calvin’s description of the unity of the 
person of Jesus. Based on his partiality for 1 Timothy 3:16, Calvin describes 
Jesus as Deus manifestatus in carne.87 Nevertheless, there is nothing uniquely
Calvinist about the doctrine, for, borrowing Willis’ words, ‘as a means of 
interpreting the biblical witness to Christ it had a widespread and ancient 
usage.’88 However, not as in the case with the Definition of Chalcedon that 
emphatically states that Christ existed in two natures, Calvin’s Christology 
places more emphasis on Jesus’ power to save rather than on his essence. 
Calvin does not lay stress on Jesus’ being, but insists that the object of our 
Christological knowledge is the mode of revelation.89 Even so, his 
Christology affirms the unity of the person of Jesus Christ. 

Secondly, it is not too much to say that the Council of Chalcedon can be 
described as the triumph of the Western, and with it of the Antiochene 
Christology, which insists that the two natures of the incarnate Christ 
remained unaltered and distinct in the union. As Willis says, the triumph of 
the Antiochene Christology was so only after absorbing and being itself 
modified by fundamental truths of Alexandrian Christology, which thought 
of the Word-flesh schema rather in terms of two phases in the existence of the 
Logos, before and after the incarnation, that he remained what he was, 
unchanged in his essential deity.90

Thirdly, as in the case of other creeds’ formulation, the Definition of 
Chalcedon has a certain situation as its background. It is not theoretically 
formulated arbitrarily, but with the intention to unite or bring uniformity to 
various Christological teachings, or to standardize the church’s Christology. 
It can be said that the Council of Chalcedon has succeeded in attaining this 
goal. From that time, a Christology, the so-called orthodox Christology of the 
church, has been established, and handed down from century to century. 
Nevertheless, outside the official Christology, in fact, Christological ideas still 
vary and dispute about Christology is as if never ended, either among 
Christians internally, or between Christianity and other faiths, especially 
Islam.  

1.4. The Athanasian Creed

The Athanasian Creed is of uncertain origin. This creed is attributed to 
Athanasius, the fourth century bishop of Alexandria who was the strongest 
defender of the doctrines of the Trinity and the divinity of Christ. It may have 
been prepared in the time of Athanasius, although it seems more likely that 
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this creed dates from the fifth or sixth centuries and is of Western origin. It 
defines the doctrine of the Trinity in very concise language.

Most scholars believe that this creed was not written by the church father 
Athanasius, but was later named after this great saint who fought against the 
Arian heretics of the fourth century, who denied the Trinity. Strangely 
enough, its authorship and precise dating are shrouded in mystery, but 
scholars believe it probably originated in the middle of fifth century in 
southern France. It may be dated no earlier than 415, nor later than 542.91

In the early centuries of her existence, the Western Church, in order to 
codify and crystallize all of the biblical data on the Holy Trinity, and to 
counter various heresies, produced Creeds. Besides the most famous of these, 
the Apostles’ and Nicene Creeds, which are recited in church by most 
Christians regularly, the Athanasian Creed is the classic statement of 
Trinitarian theology. According to Kelly, its formulation, which supported 
the Trinitarian idea, was against the Apollinarian Christology, which refused 
to admit the completeness of the Lord’s humanity. 

Apollinarius thought that the Word could not have assumed a free, 
intelligent human soul without introducing a disastrous duality into the 
Saviour’s being. At first he based himself on dichotomist anthropology and 
taught that Christ’s human nature consisted simply of a body, the place of 
the soul being usurped by the Word. Later, becoming trichotomist, he 
admitted that Christ possessed an animal soul (psyche) in addition to a body, 
but denied Him a human rational soul (nous). In either case his doctrine was 
that Christ had but a single nature and that the flesh was something, as it 
were, adventitious and added to the divinity. The Apollinarians taught that 
the body born of Mary was consubstantial with the divinity of the Word, that 
the Word was transformed into flesh, that the Saviour had a body only in 
appearance and not by nature, that His divinity itself underwent the human 
experiences, that Jesus did not assume a passible body from the Blessed 
Virgin but formed one out of His own substance, that His body was coeternal 
with His divine nature.92

Not until 451 was this creed known in the East. Although it is assumed 
that this creed was formulated in the fifth to sixth centuries in South Gallia 
(France), the date is still uncertain.93 It is clear, however, that the creed was 
assembled out of various explanations of the Apostles’ Creed.94 This creed, 
especially the Trinitarian section, was clearly Augustinian in influence and 
character, and was in fact directly derived in several places from Augustine’s 
work on ‘The Trinity’ (415).95 In the context of its historical period, this creed 
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might be formulated in opposition to the Nestorian and Eutychian heresies. It 
did not allude to the Monophysite and Monothelite errors. In a general way, 
it opposed unitarianism, tritheism, and Arianism. 

This creed comprises 44 articles. The first part (the third to the twenty-
sixth articles) discusses the doctrine of the Trinity, especially the sameness of 
essence of the three persons of the Trinity and the filioque (that the Spirit 
proceeds from the Father and the Son). The second part (the twenty-seventh 
to the forty-fourth articles) focuses on the divine-human person of Christ and 
opposes Eutychianism and Nestorianism, and thus clearly and concisely 
sums up the result of the Trinitarian and Christological controversies of the 
ancient church.96 This creed teaches the numerical unity of substance and 
triad of persons in the Father, and the Son and the Holy Spirit, with the 
perfect deity and perfect humanity of Christ in one indivisible person. In the 
former case, we have one substance or nature in three persons, while in the 
latter, two natures in one divine-human person. These following are the third 
to the twenty-sixth articles of the Athanasian Creed:

And the catholic faith is this: That we worship one God in Trinity, and Trinity in 
Unity;

neither confounding the person nor dividing the substance;
For there is one person of the Father, another of the Son, and another of the Holy 

Spirit,
but the Godhead of the Father, of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit is all one, the 

glory equal, the majesty coeternal.
Such as the Father is, such is the Son, and such is the Holy Spirit,
the Father uncreated, the Son uncreated, and the Holy Spirit uncreated.
The Father incomprehensible, the Son incomprehensible, and the Holy Spirit 

incomprehensible;
the Father eternal, the Son eternal, and the Holy Spirit eternal.
And yet they are not three eternals but one eternal;
as also there are not three uncreated nor three incomprehensible, but one 

uncreated and one incomprehensible.
So likewise the Father is almighty, the Son almighty, and the Holy Spirit almighty.
And yet they are not three almighties, but one almighty
So the Father is God, the Son is God, and the Holy Spirit is God;
And yet they are not three Gods, but one God.
So likewise the Father is Lord, the Son Lord, and the Holy Spirit Lord;
And yet they are not three Lords but one Lord.
For like as we are compelled by the Christian verity to acknowledge every Person 

by himself to be God and Lord;
So are we forbidden by the catholic religion to say: There are three Gods or three 

Lords.
The Father is made of none, neither created nor begotten.
The son is of the Father alone; not made or created, but begotten.
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The Holy Spirit is of the Father and of the Son; neither made, nor created, nor 
begotten, but proceeding.

So there is one Father; one Son, not three Sons; one Holy Spirit, not three Holy 
Spirits.

And in this Trinity, none is afore or after another is; none is greater or less than 
another is.

But the whole three persons are coeternal, and coequal. 97

There are some points of which we can take note. First, from its explanation 
of the doctrine of the Trinity and the two natures of Christ at length, it seems 
that this creed reflects theological thought, which has developed further than 
that of the other ancient creeds. Therefore, it is not wrong if Polman states 
that the Athanasian Creed assembled various explanations of the articles of 
the Apostles’ Creed.98 Even in my opinion, this creed also included the ideas 
of the previous creeds concerning the Trinity and the two natures of Christ, 
so that the doctrine of Trinity and Christology became more established. We 
may say that from then onward the official doctrine of the church is not 
different from the Athanasian Creed.

Secondly, if it is true that this creed came from around 500 CE, then it is 
plausible that this creed was formulated specifically to address some 
heresies, such as Nestorianism, Apolliniarism, and Eutychianism. 
Nestorianism teaches that Christ was the locus of two entirely independent 
natures, divine and human,99 so that Mary was not theotokos (bearer of 
God),100 but christotokos (bearer of Christ, i.e., the human being of Christ).101

Apollinarianism teaches that the manhood of Christ was incomplete;102 and 
Eutychianism teaches that the Lord’s humanity was completely absorbed by 
his divinity.103 Nevertheless, along with the increase in the establishment of 
the church institution in the West, this creed was by then also enjoying a 
more important position within the orthodox doctrine of the church. 
Therefore, it is natural if in the following centuries there was no significant 
change in the official doctrine of the church as reflected in the Athanasian 
Creed. Even more, along with the other two creeds, i.e. the Apostle’s Creed 
and the Nicene Creed, this creed has been accepted as one of the ecumenical 
symbols of the church.

Thirdly, as in the case of other creeds we have discussed, the Christology 
of the Athanasian Creed did not shift from the doctrine of ‘extra 
Calvinisticum’ that constitutes a leading thread in the development of the 
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church’s official Christology since the post-apostolic era. This creed teaches 
that in his incarnation the eternal Son of God was united to the human nature 
to form One Person unconfusedly and unminggledly. During the time of the 
Reformation, Calvin also maintained the doctrine of Christology, which held 
on to the unity of the two natures into one person, faithfully. He refused a 
separation of Christ’s natures, which would offer the possibility of knowing 
them abstractly and apart from their being united in the person of Jesus. For 
Calvin Jesus was Deus manifestatus in carne, God’s manifestation in the flesh, 
was one way of affirming the unity of the Person.104

2. Reformed Christology

After the Reformation, the doctrine of the Christian Reformed congregations 
in Europe, especially in the Netherlands, was more crystallized. The kernel of 
its teaching is reflected in the Three Forms of Unity (Drie Formulieren van 
Enigheid) of the Dutch Reformed Church (Gereformeerde Kerk) that includes 
the Belgic Confession (Confessio Belgica or Nederlandse Geloofsbelijdenis), the 
Heidelberg Catechism, and the Canons of Dordt (Dordtsche Leerregels). With 
regard to the Reformed Christology, we note some characteristics of belief 
that: Jesus Christ was the Son of God, begotten from the Father, from the 
substance of the Father,105 through whom all things in heavens and on earth 
came into being;106 he was with the Father from eternity; he was the Word of 
God who shared the same divine nature as the Father, who because of our 
salvation came down and became flesh,107 so that he was divine as well as 
human.108 In order to obtain a rather more complete impression of the 
Reformed Christology, we will try to glance at these Three Forms of Unity. 

2.1. The Belgic Confession

The Belgic Confession is the oldest of the doctrinal standards of the Christian 
Reformed Churches. It is often called the Belgic Confession because it was 
written in the southern Lowcountries, now known as Belgium. ‘Belgica’ 
referred to the whole of the Netherlands, both north and south, which today 
is divided into the Netherlands and Belgium. 

This confession was prepared in 1561 by Guido de Bres, a preacher of the 
Reformed Churches of the Netherlands, who later died a martyr to the faith 
in the year 1567, with others, and was then slightly revised by Francis Junius 
of Bourges. First written in French, it was soon translated into Dutch and 

                                                
104 Willis, Calvin’s Catholic Christology, pp. 63-65.
105 Belgic Confession, article 10 [see Henry Beets, The Reformed Confession Explained (Grand Rapids, 

Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1929), p. 87].
106 Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, p. 232.
107 Belgic Confession, article 18 (Beets, The Reformed Confession, p. 145).
108 Belgic Confession, article 19; Heidelberg Catechism, Sunday no. 5, Question and Answer No. 13-15; 

see also Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, p. 138.



Latin. The great Synod of Dordt (1618-1619) made a revision on this 
Confession of Faith, but did not change the doctrine, and adopted it as one of 
the Doctrinal Standards of the Reformed Churches. It covers the spectrum of 
theological topics. Its composition bears a strong resemblance to a Confession 
of Faith Calvin wrote in France two years earlier.109

Related to the problem of Christology we are discussing, here we will 
focus our attention on article 8: the Trinity, article 10: the Deity of Christ, 
article 18: the Incarnation, and article 19: the Two Natures of Christ, as 
follows:

Article 8: the Trinity
According to this truth and this Word of God, we believe in only one God, who is 
the one single essence, in which are three persons, really, truly, and eternally 
distinct according to their incommunicable properties; namely, the Father, and 
the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

The Father is the cause, origin, and beginning of all things visible and 
invisible; the Son is the Word, Wisdom, and image of the Father; the Holy Spirit 
is the eternal power and might, proceeding from the Father and the Son. 
Nevertheless, God is not by this distinction divided into three, since the Holy 
Scriptures teaches us that the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit have each 
His personality, distinguished by Their properties; but in such wise that these 
three persons are but one only God.

Hence, then, it is evident that the Father is not the Son, nor the Son the 
Father, and likewise the Holy Spirit is neither the Father nor the Son. 
Nevertheless, these persons thus distinguished are not divided, nor intermixed; 
for the Father has not assumed the flesh, nor has the Holy Spirit, but the Son 
only. The Father has never been without His Son, or without His Holy Spirit. For 
They are all three co-eternal and co-essential. There is neither first nor last; for 
They are all three one, in truth, in power, in goodness, and in mercy.110

Article 10: the Deity of Christ
We believe that Jesus Christ according to His divine nature is the only begotten 
Son of God, begotten from eternity, not made, nor created (for then He would be 
a creature), but co-essential and co-eternal with the Father, the very image of his 
substance and the effulgence of his glory, equal unto Him in all things. He is the 
Son of God, not only from the time that He assumed our nature but from all 
eternity, as these testimonies, when compared together, teach us. Moses says that 
God created the world; and St. John says that all things were made by that Word 
which he calls God. The Apostle says that God made the world by His Son; 
likewise, that God created all things by Jesus Christ. Therefore it must need 
follow that He who is called God, the Word, the Son, and Jesus Christ, did exist at 
that time when all things were created by Him. Therefore the prophet Micah 
says: His goings forth are from of old, from everlasting. And the Apostle: He hath 
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neither beginning of days nor end of life. He therefore is that true, eternal, and 
almighty God whom we invoke, worship, and serve.111

Article 18: the Incarnation
We confess, therefore, that God has fulfilled the promise which He made to the 
fathers by the mouth of His holy prophets, when He sent into the world, at the 
time appointed by Him, His own only-begotten and eternal Son, who took upon 
Him the form of a servant and became like unto man, really assuming the true 
human nature with all its infirmities, sin excepted; being conceived in the womb 
of the blessed virgin Mary by the power of the Holy Spirit without the means of 
man; and did not only assume human nature as to the body, but also a true 
human soul, that He might be a real man. For since the soul was lost as well as 
the body, it was necessary that He should take both upon Him, to save both.

Therefore we confess (in opposition to the heresy of the Anabaptists, who 
deny that Christ assumed human flesh of His mother) that Christ partook of the 
flesh and blood of the children; that He is a fruit of the loins of David after the 
flesh; born of the seed of David according to the flesh; a fruit of the womb of 
Mary; born of a woman; a branch of David; a shoot of the root of Jesse; sprung 
from the tribe of Judah; descended from the Jews according to the flesh; of the 
seed of Abraham, since he took on him the seed of Abraham, and was made like 
unto his brethren in all things, sin excepted; so that in truth He is our Immanuel, 
that is to say, God with us.112

Article 19: the Two Natures of Christ
We believe that by this conception, the person of the Son is inseparably united 
and connected with the human nature; so that there are not two Sons of God, nor 
two persons, but two natures united in one single person; yet each nature retains 
its own distinct properties. As, then, the divine nature has always remained 
uncreated, without beginning of days or end of life, filling heaven and earth, so 
also has the human nature not lost its properties but remained a creature, having 
beginning of days, being a finite nature, and retaining all the properties of a real 
body. And though He has by His resurrection given immortality to the same, 
nevertheless He has not changed the reality of His human nature; forasmuch as 
our salvation and resurrection also depend on the reality of His body. 

But these two natures are so closely united in one person that they were not 
separated even by His death. Therefore, that which He, when dying, commended 
into the hands of His Father, was a real human spirit, departing from His body. 
But in the meantime, the divine nature always remained united with the human, 
even when He lay in the grave; and the Godhead did not cease to be in Him, 
anymore than it did when He was an infant, though it did not so clearly manifest 
itself for a while. Wherefore we confess that He is very God and very man: very 
God by His power to conquer death; and very man that He might die for us 
according to the infirmity of His flesh.113  
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The eighth article states clearly the belief in the triune God, Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit, three persons of one essence. The Father is the cause, origin 
and source of all things, visible as well as invisible. The Son is the Word, the 
Wisdom, and the Image of the Father. The Holy Spirit is the eternal power 
proceeding from the Father and the Son. Each has His own subsistence 
distinguished by characteristics – yet in such a way that these three persons 
are only one God. The three persons, thus distinct, are neither divided nor 
fused nor mixed together. They are centres of divine activity, equal from 
eternity, in one, and the same essence.114

The tenth article mentions that, in his divine nature, Jesus Christ is the 
only son of God, eternally begotten, not made or created. He is the Son of 
God from all eternity, and equal with the true eternal God, the Almighty. The 
works of the Son of God, through which God created the world and all 
things, prove Christ’s deity and eternity.115 The eighteenth article, however, 
declares that for the salvation of human beings, the eternal Son of God 
assumed a human nature and became a real human soul, in order that he 
might be a real human being. Henry Beets says that this article describes one 
of the great mysteries of the Bible, the incarnation of the Son of God.116

Therefore, as stated explicitly in the nineteenth article, Jesus is the true God 
and the true man that are inseparably united. There are neither two Sons of 
God, nor two persons, but two natures united in a single person, with each 
nature retaining its own distinct properties.117 Although this confession was 
primarily intended to secure freedom from persecution, the Christology 
expressed in those articles was explicitly addressed against the heresy of the 
Anabaptists who deny the humanity of Christ.

In sum, the following are the Anabaptist’s tenets. Firstly, the Anabaptist’s 
thought is spiritualistic in character. This sect dualistically-radically 
distinguishes spiritual things from worldly things. Secondly, it regards Christ 
as having a higher ‘human nature’ than other human beings have, because he 
commits no sin. Therefore, it is impossible that Christ assumed human flesh 
from his ancestors. Thirdly, because of his higher human nature, Christ can 
give rebirth or a new substance to the believers. Fourthly, because of the third, 
the church is a communion of saints who already had new human substance, 
so that she is not allowed to associate with the world. The church must be 
distinguished and separated from the state, which is regarded by this sect as 
an institution of sinners.118

Of the Belgic Confession, we may take note of two things. First, in 
principle, the Belgic Confession re-asserted the Christology that was 
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established since the Council of Chalcedon in the fifth century. Even more 
than that, it tried to explain rather in detail the classical doctrine of the 
Trinity, the deity of Christ, the incarnation, and the two natures united in a 
single person, inseparably and unconfusedly. It can be said that the 
explanation of the Belgic Confession constitutes a standard doctrine of the 
Reformed Churches concerning the Trinity and Christology. Any teaching 
not in line with this confession is regarded as heresy.

Secondly, although the content of the confession preserves the teaching of 
the classical doctrine, its formulation has two immediate purposes. The first, 
this confession was intended to be a protest against the cruel oppression of 
the Roman Catholic government against the Protestant churches of that time, 
by explaining that their faith was not contrary to the Scriptures. The second, 
it was intended to fight against the false teaching of the Anabaptists, which 
was regarded as having deviated from the standard teaching of the church. It 
is clear that any formulation or confession of faith is determined or, at least, 
influenced by the contemporary challenges faced by the church.  

2.2. The Heidelberg Catechism

The second of the Three Forms of Unity, which is one of the Doctrinal 
Standards of the Christian Reformed Church, is the Heidelberg Catechism. It 
received its name from the place of its origin, Heidelberg, the capital of the 
German Electorate of the Palatinate. It was written by Zacharias Ursinus, 
professor at Heidelberg University, and Caspar Olevianus, the court 
preacher. They were both commissioned by the Elector, Frederick III, a pious 
ruler, to prepare a manual for catechetical instruction and doctrinal 
preaching on Sunday, in order that the Calvinistic reformation might gain the 
ascendancy in his territory. Out of this initiative came a new catechism that 
was approved by the Elector and the Synod of Heidelberg, and first 
published in the beginning of the year 1563. The Catechism soon won the 
love of the churches, as is evident from the fact that the same year three more 
editions had to be printed.119

While the first edition had 128 questions and answers, in the second and 
third edition, at the request of the Elector, the eightieth question and answer, 
which refers to the popish mass as an accursed idolatry, was added.120 In the 

                                                
119 Doctrinal Standards, p. 22.
120 Question 80: What difference is there between the Lord's Supper and the popish mass?

Answer: The Lord's supper testifies to us, that we have a full pardon of all sin by the only sacrifice of 
Jesus Christ, which he himself has once accomplished on the cross; and, that we by the Holy Ghost are 
engrafted into Christ, who, according to his human nature is now not on earth, but in heaven, at the right 
hand of God his Father, and will there be worshipped by us: - but the mass teaches, that the living and 
dead have not the pardon of sins through the sufferings of Christ, unless Christ is also daily offered for 
them by the priests; and further, that Christ is bodily under the form of bread and wine, and therefore is 
to be worshipped in them; so that the mass, at bottom, is nothing else than a denial of the one sacrifice 
and sufferings of Jesus Christ, and an accursed idolatry. (Heidelberg Catechism, Doctrinal Standards, 
pp. 34-35).



third edition, these 129 questions and answers were grouped into 52 Sundays
so that the Catechism could also be explained part by part in one of the 
services on Sunday. In the Netherlands, this Catechism was known generally 
and favourably almost as soon as it came from the press. Later, it was 
authorized by the great Synod of Dordt (1618-1619) and embraced by 
Reformed Churches in many different countries.121

In connection with the subject we are studying, let us take notice of the 
fifth and sixth Sunday.

Sunday no. 5
Question 13:      Can we ourselves then make this satisfaction?
Answer: By no means; but on the contrary we daily increase our debt.
Question 14:      Can there be found anywhere, one, who is a mere creature, able 

to satisfy for us?
Answer:    None; for, first, God will not punish any other creature for the sin 

which man has committed; and further, no mere creature can 
sustain the burden of God's eternal wrath against sin, so as to 
deliver others from it.

Question 15:     What sort of a mediator and deliverer then must we seek for?
Answer: For one who is very man, and perfectly righteous; and yet more 

powerful than all creatures; that is, one who is also very God.

Sunday no. 6
Question 16: Why must he be very man, and also perfectly righteous?
Answer:        Because the justice of God requires that the same human nature 

which has sinned, should likewise make satisfaction for sin; and 
one, who is himself a sinner, cannot satisfy for others. 

Question 17:      Why must he in one person be also very God?
Answer: That he might, by the power of his Godhead sustain in his human 

nature, the burden of God's wrath; and might obtain for, and 
restore to us, righteousness and life. 

Question 18: Who then is that Mediator, who is in one person both very God, 
and a real righteous man?

Answer: Our Lord Jesus Christ: "who of God is made unto us wisdom, and 
righteousness, and sanctification, and redemption."

Question 19: Whence knowest thou this?
Answer: From the holy gospel, which God himself first revealed in 

Paradise; and afterwards published by the patriarchs and 
prophets, and represented by the sacrifices and other ceremonies 
of the law; and lastly, has fulfilled it by his only begotten Son.122

Of the catechism, we have two critical notes. Firstly, it was composed to 
serve a purpose, namely, to be used as a manual for doctrinal preaching on 
Sunday. In the third edition, therefore, it was grouped into 52 sections, so 
that the entire catechism might be explained to the churches once a year. In 
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accordance with the intention, it is clear that this catechism was formulated 
based on the standard teaching of the church. That way this catechism 
functions to reinforce and firm up the teaching of the church, and at the same 
time to be a guideline in judging whether a teaching is sound or deviating. 
Whether or not we agree with the teaching of this catechism, we should 
appreciate the measure to compose it, because the church in every age needs 
guidance for her teaching, in order to protect her faith and integrity.

Secondly, although the main point spoken of in the lessons number 13 to 
15 of the fifth Sunday is about salvation, it is clear that they have the idea of 
Christ having two natures – human and divine – as their background. As in 
the case of the previous creeds and confessions, we see clearly that the 
Christology of the Heidelberg Catechism does not deviate from that of the so-
called ‘extra-Calvinisticum.’ This catechism also states firmly that Jesus 
Christ has two united natures: divine and human. He is the Son of God who 
assumes the shape of a man, so that he is at once very God and very man. In 
order to justify or to confirm this belief, the lessons of the sixth Sunday, 
especially questions and answers number 16 and 17, try to give some rational 
reasons. The mediator and deliverer we seek must be a true and righteous 
man and withal be a true God, because, the justice of God requires that the 
same human nature that has sinned should make satisfaction for sin. 
However, because one who is himself a sinner cannot satisfy for others, Jesus, 
by the power of his Godhead, might bear in his human nature the burden of 
God’s wrath, so that he might obtain and restore for us righteousness, and 
life. If we observe this explanation carefully, however, it is clear that it has 
less biblical grounds for its argument, but instead thought that is rather more 
speculative. In other words, those answers are not able yet to explain the 
problem of the two natures of Jesus thoroughly. Besides that, it is 
unavoidable that the explanation of the two natures of Jesus gives at the same 
time the impression that the Christian God is not one, because next to God 
there is also another divine person, Jesus, the Son of God, who can take away 
God’s wrath.

2.3. The Canons of Dordt

The Canons of Dordt, the third of the Three Forms of Unity, are unique 
among those confessions in more than one respect. It is the only one of the 
statements of faith, which was actually composed by an ecclesiastical 
assembly, the Great Synod of Dordt (1618-1619), born out of internal 
controversy in the Reformed Churches of the Netherlands that was 
occasioned by the rise of the Arminian heresy.

The Synod met in the city of Dordrecht in 1618-1619 as a general 
assembly of representatives from the Reformed Churches in eight foreign 
countries, including the Church of England, together with representatives of 
the Dutch Church in the host country of the Netherlands. The purpose of the 



meeting was to settle a controversy that had arisen in the Dutch Church 
following the spread of Arminianism. After the death of Jacob Arminius his 
followers presented objections to the teachings of John Calvin, Theodore 
Beza, and their followers, led by Prof. Franciscus Gomarus of the University 
of Leiden. These objections were published in a document called the 
Remonstrance of 1610. The Arminians taught election based on foreseen 
faith, universal atonement, partial depravity, resistible grace, and the 
possibility of lapse from grace.123

The Synod was an international body and so made the Canons of Dordt 
the most international of the Reformed documents. The Five Points of 
Calvinism produced in the Canons were in response to five points presented 
by the Arminians (Remonstrants). The Canons are divided into five chapters, 
maintaining the truths of sovereign predestination, particular atonement, 
total depravity, irresistible grace, and perseverance of the saints. The third 
chapter is always designated as Chapter III-IV, because the third and fourth 
head of doctrine were combined into one. These Canons constitute the final 
answer of orthodox Calvinism to the Five Points of the Remonstrance; they, 
therefore, set forth only certain aspects of the truth rather than the whole 
body of the truth, as other confessions do. There is attached to each chapter a 
Rejection of Errors, which refutes various specific errors taught by the 
Arminians based on the Scriptures. The Canons represent a consensus of all 
the reformed churches of that day.

Related to the problem we are discussing, the second head of doctrine is 
a noteworthy section of these Canons. We find, implicitly, in this section, 
especially within the articles 2 to 4, the reformed doctrine of God and 
Christology. 

Article 2
Since, therefore, we are unable to make that satisfaction in our own persons, or to 
deliver ourselves from the wrath of God, He has been pleased of His infinite 
mercy to give His only begotten Son for our surety, who was made sin, and 
became a curse for us and in our stead, that He might make satisfaction to divine 
justice on our behalf.

Article 3
The death of the Son of God is the only and perfect sacrifice and satisfaction for 
sin, and is of infinite worth value, abundantly sufficient to expiate the sins of the 
whole world.

Article 4
This death is of such infinite value and dignity because the person who 
submitted to it was not only really man and perfectly holy, but also the only 
begotten Son of God, of the same eternal and infinite essence with the Father and 
the Holy Spirit, which qualifications were necessary to constitute Him a Saviour 
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for us; and, moreover, because it was attended with a sense of the wrath and 
curse of God due to us for sin.124

Considering these three articles, we have some notes. Firstly, if we 
compare the teaching of the Canons to that of the Heidelberg Catechism, 
evidently there is no doctrinal difference between the two, either concerning 
their doctrine of salvation or concerning their doctrine of God and 
Christology. Even more than that, these Canons underscore and go back over 
the teaching of Heidelberg Catechism on the subjects. It is said in the three 
articles of the Canons that since we are unable to satisfy ourselves, or to 
deliver ourselves from the wrath of God, God has been pleased of His infinite 
mercy to give His only begotten Son for our surety (article 2); that the death 
of the Son of God is the only and most perfect sacrifice and satisfaction for sin 
(article 3); and that this death is of such infinite value and dignity because the 
person who submitted to it was the only begotten Son of God, of the same 
eternal and infinite essence with the Father and the Holy Spirit (article 4). 
This teaching is in line with, and even the same as, that of the fifth and sixth 
Sunday of the Heidelberg Catechism.

Secondly, although the main subject discussed in those three articles is 
about salvation, they speak implicitly also of the doctrine of God and 
Christology. On the one hand, it is clear that they understand Jesus as one of 
the three persons of the Trinity; that he was the only begotten Son of God, 
Who had the same eternity and essence with the Father and the Holy Spirit. 
That means that Jesus is comprehended as a divine being, as the same as the 
Father and the Holy Spirit. On the other hand, behind the confession ‘because 
of God’s infinite mercy, Jesus was made sin, and became a curse for us and in 
our stead, that He might make satisfaction to divine justice on our behalf’ 
there is the conviction that Jesus was made in human likeness, taking the 
very nature of man. The eternal Son of God had assumed the shape of man, 
so that the divine and human natures would be united in him inseparably 
and unconfusedly. Thus, it is clear that the Canons of Dordt still maintain the 
classical doctrine of the Trinity and Christology.

Thirdly, these Canons were at first indeed intended to oppose the 
Arminian heresy (the Remonstrance) that taught conditional election on the 
ground of foreseen faith, universal atonement, partial depravity, resistible 
grace, and the possibility of a lapse from grace. Therefore, each chapter 
consists of a positive and a negative part. The former is an exposition of the 
Reformed doctrine on the subject, and the latter is a repudiation of the 
corresponding Arminian error.125 Nevertheless, as stated in the conclusion, 
these Canons were eventually accepted as one of the doctrinal standards of 
the Reformed Churches, not only addressed against the Arminian heresy.126
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Among other things it is said, “This doctrine the Synod judges to be drawn 
from the Word of God, and to be agreeable to the confession of the Reformed 
Churches.”127

Fourthly, with regard to the formulation of the Canons of Dordt 
occasioned by the rise and spread of Arminianism, we see the fact that 
controversy about the person of Jesus does not only occur outside the 
Reformed Churches, but also appears internally among them. Apart from our 
partiality toward one of the views, this fact shows that there is always 
different opinion concerning the person of Jesus. Even more than that, it is as 
if dispute about Jesus has never ended. Therefore, it is natural if outside 
Christianity there are also various interpretations of the person of Jesus. 
There is no intention to split up or to sharpen the existing differences, but 
conversely, this study tries to explore the possibilities of a common 
comprehension of the person of Jesus that is more beneficial for humankind.          

3. The Creeds of Indonesian Reformed Churches

It is an undeniable fact that the creeds of the Indonesian Reformed Churches 
are primarily derived from theological legacies they inherit from European 
(especially the Dutch) missionaries in the past. Their history tells us that 
Protestant churches in Indonesia are generally the fruits of evangelization by 
missionary organizations of the Reformed Churches in Europe. Therefore, it 
is natural that their theological and Christological teachings have roots in the 
Reformed theology and Christology.

On the other side, however, it is also an undeniable fact that Indonesian 
churches grow among their contextual challenges, ethnically, culturally, and 
religiously. As mentioned in the Introduction, churches in Indonesia are up 
against a question or even a fundamental denial or perhaps it is wiser to call 
it a misunderstanding, primarily from their Muslim neighbours, concerning 
their doctrine of Christology. Therefore, before seeking some way out of the 
doctrinal dispute between the two faiths, we need to understand the 
Christology of Indonesian churches objectively and thoroughly as reflected in 
their creeds or confessions of faith.

As we know, a creed is a brief statement of faith used to enumerate 
important truths, to clarify doctrinal points and to distinguish truth from 
error. Creeds are usually worded in such a way that they are easily 
memorized.128 The word ‘creed’ comes from the Latin word ‘credo,’ meaning 
‘I believe.’ It summarizes points of belief briefly. Therefore, in order to get 
some images of the Christological idea of the Reformed churches in 
Indonesia, we will try in this first chapter to highlight and discuss some 
formulas or statements of faith, which constitute either a creed or a 
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confession of faith. We will pay special attention to the PBIK (Pemahaman 
Bersama Iman Kristen; ‘Common Comprehension of Christian Faith’) of the 
PGI (Persekutuan Gereja-Gereja di Indonesia) or CCI (Communion of Churches 
in Indonesia), and some confessions of faith of its member churches as 
representatives of the confession of the Reformed churches in Indonesia.

Indeed, the PGI and its member churches have tried to formulate their 
confessions or statements of faith contextually in order to answer the 
concrete challenges they encounter. However, as said before, we know that 
the doctrines of the churches of Indonesia, including their Christology, are 
not free from the influences of the doctrines of European churches, which in 
the past sent their missionaries for evangelizing Indonesia. Even most likely, 
their fundamental principles of doctrine do not change significantly from 
their European roots. Seemingly, systematic study, especially dogmatic 
study, in Indonesia does not so develop. Indonesian dogmatic theologians 
are generally more interested in merely accepting or synthesizing traditions 
and doctrinal legacy brought in by European missionaries in the past than 
analyzing them critically. As a result, the doctrines of Indonesian churches, 
as well as those of European missionaries, are generally very Nicaean and 
Chalcedonian oriented. There is not so much debate in Indonesia about these 
things. What is much more expected is the debate about church order than 
about the confession of faith. Indeed, there are in Indonesia some dogmatic 
studies, which are dealing with Christology, directly or indirectly.129 Up to
the present, however, no systematic study has come up with a new 
Christology, which is typical of Indonesia. Thus, the essence of the doctrine 
of Christology of the Indonesian churches remains unchanged, although the 
languages they use to formulate their statements of faith have changed in 
accordance with their ages and their surrounding challenges. In order to get 
an overall picture of the concepts of Christology of the churches in Indonesia 
we need to trace back their roots, although concisely. In that way, it is hoped 
that our depiction of the Christology of Indonesian churches will be close to 
the fact. 

PGI or CCI and its Common Comprehension of Faith

3.1.1. History

The PGI (Persekutuan Gereja-Gereja di Indonesia) or CCI (Communion of 
Churches in Indonesia) was established on May 25, 1950, as a fruit of the 
ecumenical enthusiasm of the representatives of the Protestant Christian 
Churches in Indonesia. It was originally known as DGI (Dewan Gereja-Gereja 
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di Indonesia) or CCI (Council of Churches in Indonesia). In its 10th General 
Assembly (1984) in Ambon, the DGI was changed into PGI. Based on 
Ephesians 2:19, the new name emphasizes the unity and the oneness of the 
churches through communion in Christ, rather than a council, which 
emphasizes formality.

According to the DGI’s Statutes of 1950, chapter 3, the motive behind its 
establishment was to format a united church in Indonesia. In this regard, the 
problem was not the unity itself, but the form of unity. There were two 
tendencies concerning the form of unity. The first gave priority to ‘spiritual 
unity in Christ’ and, therefore, was unwilling to discuss anything aimed at an 
organizational unification. The second considered ‘structural-organizational 
unity’ as most important and, therefore, was impatient with the distinctions 
and defensiveness of each identity. Preparations for a united church went on 
until 1956. In fact, however, at least until 1966, striving for unity was not 
easy. There were some inhibiting factors that caused dissention among the 
member churches of the DGI, such as the diversity of the church orders, the 
variety of confessions of faith, and various ethnic identities (culture, customs 
and traditions, and language). Institutionally, the member churches of the 
DGI practice various church orders. Some churches use Synodal system and 
some other use Presbyterial or Episcopal or Congregational system, or a 
mixture of them. In order to respond to their respective contexts, the member 
churches of the DGI tried to formulate their own confession or 
comprehension of faith.130

During 1964-1967, which was the golden age of international ecumenism, 
there was an initiative to form an Ecumenical Synod, in which the churches 
in Indonesia could make decisions together and formulate a common 
confession of faith. However, there were non-theological factors such as 
church’s organization, cultural legacy, and customs and traditions that were 
very influential. Therefore, the seventh General Assembly (1971) of the DGI 
in Pematang Siantar decided to push the formation of such a united church to 
the next Assembly. Not until the 10th General Assembly (1984) in Ambon 
were some programmes realized. This assembly produced, among other 
things, the LDKG (Lima Dokumen Keesaan Gereja, ‘Five Documents of the 
Church’s Unity’), which comprised: PTPB (Pokok-pokok Tugas Panggilan 
Bersama, ‘Principles of Common Calling’), PSMSM (Piagam Saling Mengakui 
dan Saling Menerima, ‘A Charter of Mutual Acknowledging and Accepting,’ 
which had been expected by the fourth General Assembly of the Council, 
1960), PBIK (Pemahaman Bersama Iman Kristen, ‘Common Comprehension of 
Christian Faith’), Kemandirian (Independence), and TD (Tata Dasar, the 
‘Articles of Association’) of the PGI. Nevertheless, a united church was not 
yet realized. The intention of the change of name in the 10th General 
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Assembly from ‘Council’ into ‘Communion’ of Churches in Indonesia was to 
strengthen the unity of churches in Indonesia.131

The most prominent distinction between the goal of the World Council of 
Churches (WCC) and that of the DGI/PGI is that the WCC only intends to 
create a good atmosphere in order that the churches begin to unite 
themselves, whereas the DGI intends to establish a united Christian church in 
Indonesia.132 The 10th General Assembly (1984) of the DGI in Ambon decided 
that the goal of the Communion of Churches in Indonesia (PGI) was no 
longer ‘establishing’ but ‘realizing’ a united Christian church in Indonesia. 
The coming efforts, although still referred to the PTPB, were formulated 
more commonly for the more concrete exertions. This change reflected some 
troubles that were experienced by the DGI in establishing a united church in 
Indonesia. Although the perfect unity of the church was not yet realized, in 
any case the PGI succeeded in becoming an umbrella organization for the 
togetherness of the Protestant Churches in Indonesia.  

3.1.2. Common Comprehension of Faith of the PGI

From the very outset, the DGI, the Council of Churches in Indonesia (today it 
is known as the PGI, the Communion of Churches in Indonesia), which 
predominantly consisted of Reformed Churches, worked towards the 
formation of a united Christian church in Indonesia. Thus in 1964, the 
General Assembly of the Council decided that the next General Assembly in 
1967 should forward drafts of a common confession of faith and church order 
as a concrete step towards the unity of churches in Indonesia. The Council set 
up a special committee to work out a draft statement of faith. This committee 
produced two drafts of the statement of faith, which were then put forward 
to the 1967 General Assembly. The assembly decided to choose one of the 
two drafts of the statement of faith, which they then called the Pemahaman 
Bersama Iman Kristen (PBIK), ‘Common Comprehension of Christian Faith,’ 
rather than ‘Confession of faith’ of the PGI.133

As a statement of faith, the PBIK expresses the common comprehension 
of faith of the member churches of the PGI, and consists of some confessional 
principles on which they had agreed. This means that there were still other
principles on which the churches had not yet agreed. Nevertheless, they 
unanimously acknowledged a confession that the Apostles’ Creed and the 
Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed – as the results of early churches’ struggle 
of faith – were witnesses of the true Christian faith in accordance with the 
Scriptures, and symbols of the unity of the Lord’s churches of all ages and in 
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all places. Moreover, the PBIK was intended to become an introductory step 
towards a Common Confession of Faith and to be a foundation and source of 
theological motivation for the member churches of the PGI to continue their 
journey as the churches of Lord.134

The statement of faith of the sixth General Assembly (1967) comprised 
twelve articles, namely concerning the One God, Jesus Christ, the Holy Spirit, 
the Church, the Word of God, Sacraments, Offices, Church Discipline, Sin 
and Forgiveness, Christian Hope, and Authorities. That PBIK was then 
renewed by the 11th General Assembly (1989) in Surabaya and enriched by 
the 12th General Assembly (1994) in Jayapura, which consisted of these 
subjects: Background of Thought, the Lord God, Creation and Providence, 
Human Being, Salvation, the Kingdom of God and New Life, the Church, 
and the Scriptures. Related to the problem of the oneness of God and 
Christology we are discussing, in this regard we will pay special attention to 
the first chapter concerning the Lord God. We read in the LDKG-PGI (1996) 
as follows:

Chapter I: the Lord God
We believe that:   
1) Actually “The Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Dt. 6:4). There is no God but Him 

(Ex. 20:3; Dt. 5:7). It is He Who created the heavens and earth, and everything on 
it, and always cares for them until the end of the ages (Ge. 1:2; Ps. 24:1; 89:12; 104: 
1ff; Col. 1:16).
God reveals himself in His creation and along human history (Ps. 19:2-3; Ro. 1: 
1:19-20) and specially and perfectly in Jesus Christ, His only Son (Jn. 1:18). 
Through the guidance of the Holy Spirit we know and worship Him as Father in 
Jesus Christ, because those who are led by the Spirit of God are sons (children) of 
God (Ro. 8:14-15).

2) In the past God spoke to men through the prophets at many times and in various 
ways, but in the last days, he has spoken to us through Jesus Christ, His only Son 
(Heb. 1:1-2). In Jesus Christ God revealed Himself as the forgiving God Who 
saves humankind from the curse of sin by “emptying Himself, taking the very 
nature of a servant, being made in human likeness. Being found in appearance as 
a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to death –even death on the 
cross. Therefore God exalted Him to the highest place and gave Him the name 
that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus Christ every knee should bow, 
in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus 
Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Php. 2:7-11).

3) God is present and works in the world and in the church through the Holy Spirit 
Who sets humans free from the law of sin and death (Ro. 8:2; 2Co. 3:17). The Holy 
Spirit brings to life, renews, develops, unites, strengthens, puts the church in 
order and gives it power to become witness, makes the world aware of sin, 
righteousness and judgement, and leads believers to all of the righteousness of 
God (Eze. 37; Ac. 1:8; Eph. 3:16-17; 4:3-4; Ro. 8:1; 1Co. 12:7,12; 14:26,33; 2Ti. 1:7; Jn. 
16:8-11,13).
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We, therefore, confess and glorify and witness to God the One and Eternal, Who 
is God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit (Isa. 43:10; 44:6; Mt. 28:19; 2Co. 
13:13; Php. 4:20; Heb. 13:8; Rev. 4:8).135

The PBIK shows how churches in Indonesia try to comprehend their faith 
within their real life and try to respond to the concrete challenges they find 
within their society, nation and state. The context is Indonesia’s society, 
which is Bhinneka Tunggal Ika, unity in diversity. Amidst Muslim society, for 
example, the PBIK begins with the subject the Lord God. The first point 
directly speaks of the oneness of God, ‘The Lord our God, the Lord is one’ 
(Dt. 6:4), ‘there is no God but Him’ (Ex. 20:3; Dt. 5:7), and God is confessed as 
the Creator of the universe. In that way, the PBIK intends to clarify Muslim’s 
misunderstanding, which accuses Christians of believing in the three Lords 
and denying the oneness of God. By that statement, the churches try to hold a 
dialogue with the world they live in. However, the further statement ‘God 
reveals Himself … specially and perfectly in Jesus Christ, His only Son,’ 
arouses confusion again for Muslims. Consequently, this confession attests a 
conviction that becomes an obstacle for Muslims, i.e. Jesus’ divine sonship. 
Two things Muslims find hard to understand, namely the divinity of Jesus 
and that he is the second person of the triune God.   

What seems contradictory is that alongside confessing the oneness of 
God the PBIK also confesses that God the One is the triune God: the Father, 
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Comprehension of Faith of the 6th General Assembly (1967) as follows:
(1) Concerning the One God

We believe in One God, that is God the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, Who has in particular 
revealed Himself in His Word, as it stands written in the Bible. God created heaven and earth, and 
all that is in them. God takes care of and governs His creation faithfully and justly from the 
beginning to the end of time. In all of these ways, God reveals Himself Almighty, righteous, most 
holy, omnipresent, most merciful, most wise, free and eternal. God is the source of all power and 
the source of all truth. 

(2) Concerning Jesus Christ
We believe that God became man in Jesus Christ, conceived from the Holy Spirit, born from the 
Virgin Mary, but that He is man without sin. Jesus Christ is the perfect revelation of God. Jesus 
Christ suffered, died on the cross, rose from among the dead, ascended to heaven to govern with 
God the Father, and from there He shall come back to judge the world. In Jesus Christ, we obtain 
salvation; by His sacrifice on the cross, the devil and all his forces have been defeated, and 
humankind has been redeemed from sin, reconciled with God, and become the possession of 
Christ as new creation in Christ. In Jesus Christ, humankind has been reconciled with humankind 
in one body that is Christ’s congregation. All powers have been brought into submission by Christ 
and on the day of the Lord, it shall be made manifest that Christ is Lord of all nature.  

(3) Concerning the Holy Spirit
We believe that the Holy Spirit from the beginning was with God, and was sent into the world by 
God the Father and God the Son. The Holy Spirit brings about in humankind the knowledge of 
God and the knowledge of sin and of justification through the Word of the Lord. The Holy Spirit 
brings about new birth, sanctification and renewal of life, which give forth the fruits of the Spirit. 
God in the Holy Spirit calls those who believe into Christ’s congregation, to care for and sanctify 
it, and to perfect it with the gift of the Spirit, and so that it may build up the fellowship, proclaim 
the Gospel and carry out its service (or ministry) in the world. The Holy Spirit proclaims the 
assurance of faith, comfort and hope. [See Thomas van den End (et al.), Indonesische 
Geloofsbelijdenissen (Leiden-Utrecht: IIMO, 1986), pp. 118-119].



the Son, and the Holy Spirit. Compared to the PBIK of the sixth General 
Assembly in 1967, the PBIK of the 12th General Assembly in 1994 indeed 
emphasizes much more the Trinity of God functionally.136 Nevertheless, its 
explanation of the relationship among the three persons of the Trinity still 
leaves marks that each is different from others. Such a confession is often 
confusing and introduces misunderstanding (especially for Muslims), as if 
the Christian God was not one but three.

Apparently, the Trinitarian formula of the PBIK is not so different from 
that of the Three Forms of Unity of the Reformed Dutch Church of the 17th

century, and that of the classical creeds in general. In such case, although the 
PBIK of the 12th General Assembly of the PGI has tried to formulate its 
Trinitarian faith in accordance with the context in which the Indonesian 
churches live, it seems that the PGI has not succeeded yet in removing the 
impression that the Christian God is not the One God. The statement that 
God is one but consists of three persons, three persons but they are one 
essence, remains confusing, especially for Muslims who are very strict with 
their doctrine of tawhīd. 

3.2. Confessions of faith of some member churches of the PGI

Although the Communion of Churches in Indonesia has had a Common 
Comprehension of Faith (PBIK), each of its member churches also tries to 
formulate its own confession. Their local circumstances, in which they exist, 
and their comprehension of the Christian faith in detail influence this 
endeavour. Due to the heterogeneity of Indonesia’s people in many aspects, 
the member churches of the PGI attempt to formulate their teachings 
(dogmas) in the form of confession or statement of faith, in order to answer 
the concrete challenges of their respective local contexts.

In order to get an impression of their confession or comprehension of 
faith, especially concerning Christology, we will take here some confessions 
of member churches of the PGI as examples. In this regard, we try to look 
into the Basic Confession of the Karo-Batak Protestant Church (GBKP), the 
Confession of Toraja Church (GT), Principles of the Doctrine of the Javanese 
Christian Churches (GKJ), and the Comprehension of Faith of the Protestant 
Church in West Indonesia (GPIB). They come from different regions of 
Indonesia and have different ethnicities, cultures and missionaries as 
background. Therefore, we might consider them as representatives of the 
member churches of the PGI.137

3.2.1. Basic Confession of the Karo-Batak Protestant Church
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As reported by Lukas Vischer, the Karo-Batak Protestant Church is a rapidly 
growing church, which was previously connected with the Netherlands 
Missionary Society. It has been independent since the early 1940s. The lack of 
progress in the acceptance of a common confession of faith by all member 
churches of the Council was one of the reasons why the Karo-Batak 
Protestant Church (Gereja Batak Karo Protestan, GBKP) adopted its own 
Reformed confession of faith in 1979. According to Vischer, this ‘Basic 
Confession’ is very simple and practical, addressing the problems and 
questions of the Karo people coming out of their tribal religion into modern 
society in the twentieth century.138 In connection with the matter we are 
discussing, we want to focus our attention on the second article that is about 
God.

Article 2: About God
a) God is He Who created heaven and earth and all in them (Gen. 1:1-31). We 

know God through His care for the world and through His love which has 
been disclosed in the Lord Jesus Christ (John 3:16).

b) Jesus Christ is the sole Son of God, Who has disclosed God’s work and His 
will in the world. He it is Who became the expiator of our sins through His 
death, His resurrection and His ascension to heaven.

c) The Holy Spirit is God Who works in leading the church and Christians, so 
that they may remain constant in the teaching of Jesus until He comes again.

d) God has the power to bestow grace upon those who have faith and to punish 
evil persons who resist him. 139

From its Basic Confession, especially the second article, it is obvious that 
the GBKP persists with the Trinitarian doctrine, which has been held by most 
churches in the world up to now. It understands God as the triune God, 
where God the Father is known as the creator of heaven and earth and all 
things in them; Jesus Christ is confessed as the sole Son of God, who has 
revealed the Father’s will and performed His work and became the expiator 
of human sins; and the Holy Spirit is understood as God Who works among 
believers until the second coming of Jesus. 

With its confession, the GBKP implicitly comprehends God as the Father, 
the Son and the Holy Spirit, Who are united in one essence, although each of 
them is a different persona with its own work and function. Concisely it is 
stated that the Father is known as the Creator, the Son is the expiator of 
man’s sins, and the Holy Spirit is the Counsellor to be with believers forever. 
Indeed, this confession does not speak of the divine nature of Jesus explicitly, 
but speaks of ‘son’ of God. Instead of speaking of Jesus’ nature, this 
confession prefers to talk about the deeds of the three persons of the Trinity. 
Nevertheless, from the statement that Jesus is the sole Son of God, who has 
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disclosed God’s work and will, and became the expiator of our sins through 
his death, resurrection and ascension to heaven, it can be inferred that the 
GBKP confesses Jesus as divine as God the Father and at the same time 
human like us. Due to the fact that no one who is himself a sinner can offer 
satisfaction for others, men need a person who is perfectly righteous and also 
very God. He is Jesus, the sole Son of God. Therefore, Jesus must be human 
like us and divine as God the Father and the Holy Spirit. Although there is no 
explanation of the relationship among the three persons of the Trinity, it is 
likely that the confession has the same soul with the Reformed and classical 
creeds, which confessed that those three persons of the Trinity are one 
essence and not subordinate to one another.

We can see critically that the formulation of the GBKP’s confession of 
faith is not at first backgrounded by any concrete doctrinal challenge she is 
facing, whether from inside or outside the church, but it is more a 
perpetuation of doctrinal legacy she inherits from missionaries in the past. 
Even if there is any challenge, it only comes from the Karo’s tribal religion 
that worships the spirits of ancestors. The attempt was made to deter the 
animistic belief, which still has influence over the church’s life, by confession 
that God is the Creator of the universe, the Saviour and Provider of 
humankind. He has revealed Himself in Jesus Christ, His only begotten Son, 
and through the Holy Spirit, always gives His guidance to the believers. 
Nevertheless, the doctrine about God and the Christology of the Basic 
Confession of the GBKP does not shift from the classical doctrine of the 
Reformed church. Indeed, locally the majority of the Karo Batak ethnic group 
are Christians, so that they do not endure the objection of Islam to their 
doctrine of the Trinity and Christology. However, within the broader context 
of Indonesia, in which Muslims are the majority of its population, the GBKP 
might consider to reformulate its confession of faith, in order that Muslims 
would more easily understand its doctrine of God and Christology.    

3.2.2. Confession of the Toraja Church (1981)  

The situation of the Toraja Church is quite similar to that of the Karo-Batak 
Protestant Church. The origin of this church, which became independent in 
1947, is connected with the work of Dutch missionaries of the Gereformeerde 
Zendingsbond (Reformed Mission League within the Dutch Reformed Church, 
NHK).140 Later, however, this church thought that the Three Forms of Unity 
(the Belgic Confession, the Heidelberg Catechism, and Canons of Dordt), 
which were the confessions of the Reformed Churches in the Netherlands 
that she inherited, were not functional and too difficult to be understood by 
her parishes. In order to equip the people of God, there is a need to formulate 
her own confession, which tries to respond to the challenges she faces, which 
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especially come from three contexts: the traditional culture of Torajanese, 
Muslim society, and modernism.141

Therefore, in 1973, a commission started a process of drawing up a 
Confession of Faith, of which the final draft was officially adopted by the 
synod of the Toraja Church in November 1981. Vischer stated, “Compared 
with the Basic Confession of the Karo-Batak Protestant Church, this is a 
statement of faith couched in dogmatic terms that is more sophisticated, 
reflecting the Orthodox Reformed character of the Toraja Church.”142 Here 
we will only pay special attention to the preamble and the first and fourth 
chapter of this Confession.

Preamble

Under the leadership of the Holy Spirit and on the basis of the word of God, 
we believe that the Lord God was pleased to reveal Himself, that is His will, His 
love and His power to us in Jesus Christ, so that we reach the confession:

“Jesus Christ is Lord and Saviour”
He redeems and saves us from destruction, so that we become His possession 
and receive eternal life. Under the leadership of the Holy Spirit, we bring the 
sovereignty of Jesus Christ to bear upon our lives.

In connection with the Ecumenical Confessions (the Apostles’ Creed, the 
Nicene Creed and the Athanasian Creed) and the Reformed Confessions (the 
Three Documents of Unity, the Geneva Confession, the Westminster Confession, 
etc.), we, together with all the saints of all ages and in all places, confess that:

Chapter I – The Lord God

(1) God is one. The essence of the one and only God is love, which has been 
revealed by Him in the history of His work of salvation in three persons, that 
is: God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit.

(2) God is the one and only source of life, blessing and goodness. It is only He 
who may be worshipped.

(3) The eternal God the Father created everything, both that which is visible and 
that which is invisible.
The eternal God cares for and saves His creation in justice and truth, because 
of His goodness and love.

(4) The eternal God the Son was born and He became man so as to carry out the 
salvation of the world.

(5) The eternal God the Spirit bears witness to the salvation of the world. He 
convinces us and seals this salvation in the hearts and lives of humankind.

(6) The Trinity cannot be understood by the mind of humankind, but the Word 
of God declares Him to humankind so that thus He can be accepted and 
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trusted in, because of the faithful love of the eternal God towards His 
creation.

Chapter IV – Redemption

(1) Jesus Christ, God the Son, left His glory and emptied Himself be becoming 
genuine man.

(2) Genuine man is man who is the same as us, except in the matter of sin. He 
was not sinful, but He bore the curse of our sin, so that in Him we might be 
justified before God.

(3) In the life and work of Jesus Christ, the Kingdom of God became present 
among humankind. Its signs were, among other things, the healing of the 
sick, the raising of the dead, the driving out of devils and the proclamation 
of the Good News.

(4) In His work of salvation Jesus Christ experienced the life of humankind with 
all its humiliations, weakness and sorrows, and moreover He was tempted in 
all things, but He did not commit sin.

(5) Jesus Christ because of the curse of the anger of God towards our sin 
through His sufferings even as far as death on the cross, and He descended 
to the Kingdom of death.
He so as a substitute for us did all of this, and thus He redeemed us from the 
power of death to become His possession. 

(6) Jesus Christ rose from among the dead. His victory and resurrection are the 
guarantee of our being justified before God and the guarantee of our 
resurrection at the end of time. Thus, we participate in the victory and 
resurrection together with Christ, leading to new life now and in the future.

(7) Our salvation and security now and in the future do not depend upon 
offerings, like the sacrifice of animals, charitable works and our virtue and 
piety.
Sinners are justified before God only through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ.

(8) Jesus Christ, who rose, ascended to heaven to become the Intermediary and 
He has been installed as King. To Him has been granted all power, both in 
heaven and on earth.
As Intermediary He has become our Intercessor, He has prepared a place for 
us, and He is the guarantee of the resurrection of humankind completely.
From there He shall come back as Judge.

(9) Through the mediation of the Holy Spirit, Jesus Christ is continually with us, 
until the end of time.143

Within the preamble, there are two points that may be noted, namely the 
confession that Jesus Christ is Lord and Saviour and the connectedness of the 
Toraja Church’s confession with the Ecumenical Confessions (the Apostles’ 
Creed, the Nicene Creed and the Athanasian Creed). There is indeed in the 
preamble no description of the meaning of the confession ‘Jesus Christ is 
Lord.’ Nevertheless, we find in Chapter I – The Lord God – an explicit 
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statement of faith that Jesus is the eternal Son of God, who was born and 
became man to carry out the salvation of the world. Moreover, we read in 
Chapter IV – Redemption – that Jesus is God the Son, who left his glory and 
emptied himself by becoming a genuine man; that in his life and works, the 
Kingdom of God became present among humankind.

The confession about God in the first chapter is primarily addressed 
against the Toraja tribal religion called Aluk Todolo (ancestors’ religion), 
which believes that the creator of heaven and earth is Puang Matua. In the 
beginning, heaven and earth were one and inseparably. When they were 
separated, three gods were born, namely Gaun Tikembong, who became the 
authority of heaven, Pong Banggairante, who became the ruler of earth, and 
Pong Tulakpadang, who was the authority of beneath the earth. Gaun 
Tikembong then took one of his ribs and made from it Usuk Sangbamban. 
Sangbamban got married to Simbolong Manik, a beatiful woman who came out 
from a granite stone. They bore the second Puang Matua, so that there were 
two Puang Matuas. The first did not play any role in creation, and then he 
was unknown. It was the second Puang Matua (the grandson of the first) who 
played an important role as creator of the world. In religious science, the first 
Puang Matua is usually called the High God or ’deus absconditus’ (the 
hidden God) whereas the second is the true creator of the world.144

This religion believes that there is continuity between the Torajanese and 
Puang Matua. According to this belief, Torajanese came from above, from 
heaven. Creation of the human being took place in heaven. The first (divine) 
human came down onto the earth and took along with him complete rules 
called aluk (included religion, tradition, and culture), which put the life, 
either in heaven or on earth, in order. All gods are also restricted to the rules, 
which were determined in heaven. After descending from heaven, man must 
live on earth in accordance with the aluk and its prohibitions. If one carries 
out all the rules perfectly in his life, then when he dies, his soul will go above, 
ascend to heaven, back to its origin (sule lako tampa rapa’na = back to the 
source) and become god again. Thus, for Torajanese, the ultimate goal of the 
earthly life is to carry out or to fulfil the aluk (especially the religious rites) 
perfectly, so that in the end of life, one could return to his original state as a 
divine being. For the dead, therefore, Torajanese carry out a rite on a great 
scale called Aluk Rambu Solo’ (Aluk = rite, rambu = smoke, solo’ = go down), 
which is performed after noon, when the sun is going down.145

Countering such a tribal religion, the first chapter, points (2) and (3), of 
the Confession state firmly that God is the Creator, the source of life, who 
created everything. In this regard, the confession asserts that the Creator is 
completely different from His creation, including humankind. This shows 
that man is not a divine being. Points (3) and (4) state, because of His love, 
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God the Father cares for and saves His creation, in justice and truth. The 
eternal God the Son was incarnated, and he became man in order to carry out 
the salvation of the world. Point (5) speaks of the eternal God the Spirit and 
His function to bear witness concerning the salvation of the world, to 
convince man and to seal this salvation to the hearts and lives of humankind. 
These three points imply the belief in the triune God. Point (6) attests to the 
mysteriousness of the Trinity of God that man cannot understand by his 
mind, but by his faith.

The entire fourth chapter explains about the person of Jesus and his 
intermediary function as the Saviour of the world. As the eternal Son of God 
incarnate, Jesus assumed two natures – divine and human – at once. Through 
his life and works, he has made the Kingdom of God present in the world, 
and through his death, he saves the world. He has become a substitute for us 
and redeemed us from the power of death. Because of his power, he rose 
again from among the dead. It is to be our guarantee of our resurrection at 
the end of time. Jesus, who rose, then ascended to heaven to prepare a place 
for us. 

Point (1) of the first chapter is addressed to the accusation against the 
doctrine of the Trinity as believing in more than one God. Therefore, this 
confession states flatly and explicitly, ‘God is one.’ However, a statement 
then follows this confession: the one God, whose essence is love, has revealed 
Himself in the history of salvation in three persons: God the Father, God the 
Son and God the Holy Spirit. Indeed, this confession has tried to spell out the 
doctrine of the Trinity in a sophisticated way. It is clear that its formulation is 
a result of intellectual work that is seemingly intended to serve modern 
thought. Above all, however, we see clearly that as a whole, the first and the 
fourth chapter of the confession reflect the Trinitarian and Christological 
doctrines that are still in line with those of the classical theology.

Although the formulation of the Toraja Church’s Confession departs 
from the concrete challenges she is facing, the core of this creed does not 
deviate from the faith of the Ecumenical Confessions (the Apostles’ Creed, 
the Nicene Creed, and the Athanasians Creed) and the Reformed 
Confessions, which are very Trinitarian in character. The distinction between 
the confession of the Toraja Church and the other two confessions (the 
Ecumenical and the Reformed Confessions) is only in the language used for 
expressing the faith. With its formula, however, we cannot abolish the 
impression that the Christian God comprises three different individuals, 
because God the One consists of God the Father, God the Son and God the 
Holy Spirit, three divine entities, Who are eternal and united in one essence. 
The Trinitarian idea appears more clearly from these statements:

(a) For the curse of the anger of God towards our sins, Jesus suffered, dead on 
the cross, moreover descended to the Kingdom of death [Chapter IV (5)].

(b) Jesus Christ, Who rose, ascended to heaven to become the Intermediary 
[Chapter IV (8)].



(c) God the Holy Spirit bears witness to the salvation of the world, convinces us, 
and seals this salvation in our hearts and lives [Chapter I (5)].

Seen from the spectacles of a rigid monotheism such as that of Islam, this 
confession is rather confusing. How could it be, the one is three, and the three 
are one? The Confession itself acknowledges explicitly in Chapter I (6), “The 
Trinity cannot be understood by the mind of humankind, but the Word of 
God declares Him to humankind so that thus He can be accepted and trusted 
in… and so on.”

3.2.3. PPAG of the GKJ

‘PPAG’ is the abbreviation of Pokok-Pokok Ajaran Gereja, Principles of the 
Doctrine of the Church; and ‘GKJ’ is the abbreviation of Gereja-gereja Kristen 
Jawa, Javanese Christian Churches. The 17th Synod of the GKJ in 1984 decided 
to set up a special committee for working out a draft of the doctrine of the 
GKJ. The doctrine that prevailed all this time was the legacy of the 
Gereformeerde Kerken in Nederland (GKN), which in the past sent her 
missionaries to the southern part of Central Java, so that the GKJ came into 
existence (this church became independent in 1931).146 However, as an 
autonomous church, the GKJ needs to work out her own doctrine for three 
reasons. Firstly, as an autonomous church, the GKJ must formulate her own 
doctrine that is relevant to the conditions in which she exists. Secondly, as an 
autonomous church she must receive critically the doctrine she inherited. 
Thirdly, her critical attitude towards the doctrine she inherited from the GKN 
is based on a responsible interpretation of the Scriptures for which she must 
be accountable. Principles that are not in accordance with the responsible 
interpretation of the Bible must be corrected. Fourthly, the doctrine must be 
formulated in accordance with the concrete challenges she is facing, so that it 
becomes an adequate guidance for dealing with those challenges.

After discussing the draft thoroughly, deeply and intensively, the GKJ’s 
Special Synod of 1996 decided to declare the PPAG. Its formulation was 
based on the Reformed mottos that the Bible is the only source of truth (Sola 
Scriptura), that our salvation is only by the grace of God (Sola Gratia), and that 
we accept our salvation only by faith (Sola Fide). Besides those, in formulating 
the PPAG, the Synod also took relevant challenges nowadays into 
consideration: the development of science and technology, the encounter 
with other faiths amidst a heterogeneous society, and socio-political 
circumstances within the Republic of Indonesia.

The PPAG, which comprises five chapters, is in the form of a catechism 
taught in 28 weeks for baptismal candidates and the entire parish. Here we 
will only focus our discussion on the third chapter of this catechism, 
especially on the fifth week lessons concerning the Trinity. The teaching of 
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this week consists of ten lessons (number 48-57) in the form of questions and 
answers, as follows:

Question 48: Is there any relation between the salvific act of God, which He did in 
and through the life of Israel, the life of Jesus Christ and the work of 
the Holy Spirit, and the church’s faith in the Trinity?

Answer: Yes there is. The primitive church had peculiar experience. She was 
still near, even experienced the salvation God accomplished through 
all those events, and then formulated her comprehension about God, 
which latter developed into the faith and doctrine of the Trinity that 
God is the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  

Question 49:   What did the primitive church intend to express with her Trinitarian 
formula?

Answer: She intended: (1) to express her faith in the salvific act of God, and in 
God Who saved; (2) to give a religious guidance to the believers for 
undergoing their earthly life; (3) to bear witness to the salvific act of 
God she experienced for her (the primitive church’s) contemporary 
world.

Question 50:   Must the Trinitarian doctrine be maintained, although the ages have 
changed? 

Answer: Yes it must, because the comprehension of the primitive church 
concerning the Trinity has become the church’s tradition and been 
written down in the Bible. It means that God put it into function 
within His salvific act as a means of witness and care of faith. 

Question 51: How do we maintain that comprehension, when Christian thinkers 
along the church history have explained it in various ways?

Answer: What we should maintain is the background of that comprehension, 
namely the ways God used to save the world throughout the history.

Question 52:  How can we explain the Trinitarian formula of God the Father, God the 
Son and God the Holy Spirit?

Answer: In connection with the first phase of salvation, which happened to the 
people of God, Israel, as recorded in the Old Testament; believers call 
and worship God as God the Father.
In connection with the second phase of salvation God accomplished in 
and through Jesus Christ, as recorded in the New Testament, believers 
call and worship God as God the Son.
In connection with the third phase of salvation, as recorded in the 
New Testament and continuing the church history up until now, God 
is called and worshipped as God the Holy Spirit.

Question 53: What is the relation between the designation ‘Father’ and ‘Son’?
Answer: The designation ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ is only a human manner of 

understanding God connected to His salvific act. That does not 
explain a biological relationship at all, but God’s steps in performing 
His salvific work throughout history.



Question 54: Are the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit three different divine 
beings?

Answer: No, they are not! The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are the same 
God. There is only one God.

Question 55: If the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are one and the same being, 
how then do we have to explain Jesus’ praying to the Father, and the 
Father’s giving the Holy Spirit to Jesus’ disciples?

Answer: When Jesus was praying to the Father, He positioned himself as one 
fully human in the place of all human beings. He involved himself 
humanly within the life of humankind. He substituted himself for the 
human being. The Father gives the Holy Spirit to Jesus’ disciples and 
all believers, it means that God himself is coming and working in their 
hearts through His power, for helping them in order that they can 
keep their salvation.

Question 56: Does the appellation ‘Father’ for God in the Trinity have the same 
meaning as the appellation ‘Father’ for Him in our prayers and 
worship?

Answer: Both appellations, indeed, address the one, and the same God. 
However, there is a slight difference between them. (1) The 
appellation ‘Father’ in the Trinity is a designation for God related to 
His carrying out of the salvific work in human history. (2) The 
appellation ‘Father’ in our prayers and worships is a designation for 
God related to the salvation believers have received. The Bible uses a 
metaphor, which comes from a family situation, for explaining the 
salvation God has made for humankind. It describes the sinner as a 
prodigal son who rebelled against his father, and the salvific act of 
God as the action of the father who has reconciled himself with his 
prodigal son. Moreover, it describes salvation as a peaceful 
relationship between the father and the son. The title ‘sons of God’ or 
‘children of God’ for the believers derived from that metaphor, and 
they, therefore, address God as ‘Father.’

Question 57: Does the Holy Spirit work only within the third phase of the salvific 
act of God?

Answer: No, He does not! The Holy Spirit is God; therefore, He works through 
the ages, in creation as well as in His providence, in the life of the 
people of Israel as well as in the life of Jesus. However, in the third 
phase of the salvific act of God, the Holy Spirit works in a special way 
for helping humankind, so that they are able to believe in Jesus. 147

Observing carefully the lessons numbered 52-57 about the Trinity, at the first 
glance we have an impression that the GKJ’s doctrine of God is close to that 
of modalism, that holds on to the belief that God is one. The Trinity does not 
speak of the three divine essences within the Godhead, but the three modes 
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of God’s presence or appearance. Modalism or Monarchianism understands 
Jesus as God’s appearance among us, and that he is the very same God who 
had always been present in creation. The various forms of God were only 
different ways of appearance of the same Divine Being.148 However, actually 
it is not so, the Trinitarian idea of the PPAG-GKJ is not only concerned with 
God’s appearance, but also with the three phases of the salvific work of God. 

From questions and answers numbered 48, 49, 52 and 53, it is clear that 
GKJ attempts to explain her comprehension about the Trinity from a 
soteriological viewpoint. She understands the Trinity of God as functionally 
related to the division of God’s salvific act into periods. In the first period of 
His salvific act for the old people of God, the Old Testament Israel, God is 
called ‘God the Father.’ In His salvific act in and through the earthly Jesus, 
God is known as ‘God the Son.’ After Christ’s ascension to heaven, God still 
works in the world, shows His providence to the church and to the world as 
a whole, and continues to carry out His salvific plan for all human beings. In 
this period, God is called ‘God the Holy Spirit.’ Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 
are not conceived as three divine beings of one essence, but they are one 
divine being (question and answer 54). Therefore, the relationship among the 
persons of the Trinity is utterly not in question. Father, Son, and Holy Spirit 
are understood as appellations for the same God for every phase of His 
salvific acts (question and answer 52).

With those explanations, GKJ tries to elucidate the Trinitarian language 
monotheistically. Presumably, this is closely related to the Muslim 
questioning of the oneness of the Christian God. Living among Muslim 
society, which is rigid in holding on to the oneness of God, GKJ tries to 
explain her faith and give an answer to Muslim accusation that Christians 
believe in the three Gods. Nevertheless, there is still a problem of 
Christology, with which the GKJ is necessary to wrestle further. The 
statement that the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are one, and the same 
God, implicitly confesses that ontologically Jesus’ nature is divine. This is a 
big problem for Muslims. They see Jesus as only a prophet like others. 
Regarding Jesus as divine means equalizing God with a creature, which is a 
denial of the tawhīd. Muslims find it hard to understand how God could be a 
genuine human like us, because for them, God is at all times transcendent 
and different from anything else.
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There is, indeed, no pretension that the GKJ’s exertion to formulate 
principles of her doctrine will be able to solve her doctrinal differences with 
Muslims concerning God and Jesus. There is also no pretension that with her 
formulation of faith the GKJ will be fully able to explain the Trinitarian idea 
to her Muslim neighbours. At least, however, we have to appreciate that, by 
her formulation of faith, the GKJ has made every endeavour to respond to 
the challenges she is facing. Based on her faith, the GKJ has attempted to 
clear up the misunderstanding, that Christianity is polytheism and worships 
more than one God.

3.2.4. The Comprehension of faith of the GPIB

GPIB (Gereja Protestan di Indonesia bagian Barat, ‘Protestant Church in Western 
Indonesia’) is part of the GPI (Gereja Protestan Indonesia, ‘Protestant Church of 
Indonesia’) formerly known as Indische Kerk, which was in the course of 
Dutch colonialism the state-church of the colony. Her theology is based on 
the reformed teaching of Calvin. GPIB was established on October 31, 1948 
(and at that time called De Protestantse Kerk in Westelijk Indonesië) on the basis 
of the Church Order and Church Ordinance offered by the proto-Synod to 
the Badan Pekerja Am (Algemene Moderamen) of the GPI (1949).149

Nowadays, GPIB is a big Reformed Church in Indonesia with most of her 
members coming from the eastern region of Indonesia. In recent 
developments, however, her membership has become multi-ethnic, and her 
members come from almost all provinces of Indonesia.

Because of the multi-ethnicity of her membership, doctrinally GPIB does 
not encounter any specific challenge from certain tribal religions. There is 
also no significant threatening false teaching she has to deal with. Challenges 
she faces are the common problems of all churches in Indonesia, such as 
church-state relations, living in a heterogeneous society in many aspects, 
environment and the ecosystem, and social problems resulting from rapid 
social change. GPIB, therefore, tries to formulate a confession of faith that is 
able to answer those challenges, even though she inherits and continues to 
maintain Calvin’s doctrine of God and Christology. 

After going through an analytical process by considering inputs from 
sub-group work on the Comprehension of Faith, and considering some 
theological books, the group-work on the Comprehension of Faith at the 17th

General Synod (2000) of the GPIB then concluded that her Comprehension of 
Faith is still relevant and to be maintained. This statement of faith comprises 
seven subjects of faith: salvation, church, human being, nature and resources, 
nation and state, the future, and the word of God. In accordance with the 
problem we are discussing, in this regard we would only focus on the first
subject concerning salvation as follows:
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We believe that:
 With His great love and matchless power, God the Father has set His people 

free from slavery, and saved them from extinction. 
 It was that God Who would save and re-gather His people that were 

scattered in the land of exile. From His concrete acts, He was known as God 
Who saved and gathered a people that referred to His acts. 

 Out of His great love, He promised to save humankind. He brought that 
salvation into reality through the sacrifice, death, and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ, so that those who believe in Jesus Christ shall receive eternal life. 

 Jesus Christ died and rose in order to guarantee the salvation of humankind, 
to set them free from sins and death, which we always celebrate in the 
services of the word of God, Holy Communion, and baptism.

 There is no power, even death, able to restrict and obscure the power of Jesus 
Christ. After His resurrection, He reveals His power through the Holy Spirit. 
He is the King of kings and Lord over all lords. 

 He shall reveal His power fully when in the last day, He shows himself as 
Judge and King Who is sitting at the right hand of God the Father 
Almighty.150

On this subject, we may note three points. Firstly, the Comprehension of 
Faith of the GPIB does not describe God’s existence, but understands Him 
through His salvific work. It understands God the Father as God Who loves 
and saves His people from slavery and gathers them as His own possession. 
The Father has brought that salvation to humankind through the sacrifice, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. It confesses Jesus Christ as the King of 
kings and Lord over all lords, who is now sitting at the right hand of God the 
Father, and in the Last Day, will show himself as Judge and King. The Holy 
Spirit is believed in as the witness and revealer of Jesus’ power, who is 
effectively active after Jesus’ ascension to heaven. Seemingly, this 
Comprehension of Faith deliberately avoids speaking of God’s Trinitarian 
being, but prefers to speak of His loving work revealed through Jesus and 
witnessed by the Holy Spirit. Perhaps it is a right measure to formulate a 
confession relevant to the context of Indonesia in which Muslims are the 
majority of its population.

Secondly, even though this Comprehension of Faith does not explain any 
specific Christology systematically, it implies the belief in the divinity of 
Jesus. From the statement of Jesus as King of kings and Lord over all lords, 
who is now sitting at the right hand of the Father, we could infer that GPIB 
still maintains the classical Christology that believes in Jesus as the second 
person of the Trinity. We, however, do not find in the Comprehension of 
Faith, especially under the subject of Salvation, any statement or explanation 
of the two natures of Christ. Perhaps, this matter is intentionally avoided, in 
order to moderate the controversy about it; or, implicitly, the idea of Jesus 
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having two natures, divine and human that are united inseparably and 
unconfusedly in him, is very much taken for granted by the church.     

Thirdly, this Comprehension of Faith does not explain explicitly the 
relationship among the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit. This statement of 
faith is only explaining the role or function of each person of the Trinity. God 
the Father is God Who loves and is willing to save His people. Jesus Christ is 
the revealer of God’s will and performer of God’s work, especially His 
salvific work. The Holy Spirit is the revealer of God’s power after Jesus was 
resurrected and ascended to heaven. Although the Comprehension of Faith 
does not explicitly formulate the doctrine of God (including Christology) of 
the GPIB in the form of Trinitarian language, it is undeniable that the thought 
behind the formula is the belief in the Trinity. The GPIB, therefore, - as most 
of the churches in Indonesia do so – still and always uses the Apostles’ Creed 
as the official creed of the church in her Sunday services.     

   
4.   Concluding remarks

After overviewing the doctrines of God and Christology of the Communion 
of Churches in Indonesia and its member churches, and tracing their root 
back to the Reformed and Ecumenical Symbols, we have some concluding 
remarks:
(1) Christian doctrines are more than just ideas and concepts. They are what 

the church believes, teaches, and confesses, as it prays and suffers, serves, 
and obeys, celebrates and awaits the coming of its final perfection. As 
time passed, churches of different places and situations had creedal 
statements, all briefly summarizing points of belief, which are used to 
enumerate important truths, to clarify doctrinal points and to distinguish 
truth from error. These creedal forms were usually formulated as such in 
order to answer heresies or doctrinal questions from their environment. 
Creeds give directions to the parish and point them toward the truth. 
They are essentially polemical, staking out boundaries and are 
historically conditioned. We are also aware that doctrine develops by 
being increasingly clarified through controversies. That is to say, doctrine 
always develops gradually. A solution for a certain time may become a 
problem for other ages. Any doctrine should be reviewed from the 
perspective of dialogue across the centuries. 

(2) Essentially, the creeds or statements of faith of the Communion of 
Churches in Indonesia and its member churches reflect the doctrine of 
God and Christology, which are not too far from their roots, i.e. that of 
the Reformed doctrinal standards and that of the Ecumenical Symbols. 
They all profess an identical faith, yet using different forms of 
expressions, with different degrees of detail and emphasis. These creedal 
forms usually become more detailed and elaborate where heresies have 
developed and questions of faith have arisen. 



(3) From the statements of faith of the Communion of Churches in Indonesia 
and its member churches, and those of the Reformed Creeds and 
Ecumenical Symbols, which were their roots, we see that they all are 
consistent in their belief in the Trinity. They maintain that the Godhead 
consists of three persons, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, Who are one, and 
the same essence. The terms Father, Son and Holy Spirit refer to divine 
persons, not simply to modes of existence. As the popular, short 
definition goes, ‘There is within one being that is God three co-equal and 
co-eternal persons, the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.’ Each is 
eternal – the Father has always been, the Son has always been, and the 
Spirit has always been. No person precedes the other, no follows 
another.151

(4) Concerning the nature of the person of Jesus, those statements of faith 
confess Jesus as the sole Son of God, who was at once complete in 
Godhead and complete in manhood, truly God and truly man, of one 
substance with the Father and the Holy Spirit. Although he is God and 
man, he is not two but one Christ, because he is one person. If those 
creeds distinguish in the Holy Trinity three persons in one divine nature 
of substance, which they have in common, then conversely, in Christ 
they unite two natures in one person, which pervades both. In this 
regard, the Christologies of the Indonesian churches generally still hold 
on to that of the ‘extra Calvinisticum.’

5.   Reflective notes

The principle finitum non capax infiniti, whether we consider it as 
philosophical principle or as humble confession, actually makes us aware 
that any doctrinal formula, whether it is right or wrong in our opinion, is an 
effort of finite human beings to explain the being or the reality of the infinite 
God. The classical confession of faith deemed to be a doctrinal standard of 
the teaching of the church is in fact a response of the early church to the 
revelation of God through Jesus Christ. The classical conclusion the churches 
inherit up to the present is that Christ was the Son of God incarnate. 
Nevertheless, it must be realized that the description of Christ having in 
himself two united natures, divine and human, is in fact an effort to explain 
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the faith in incarnation in terms not violating the principle finitum non capax 
infiniti,152 or infinitum capax finiti.153

However, it is ironical that people, or even the church, often take a 
position in contradiction to that principle. They make their own opinion 
absolute in such a way that it is as if it is the single and imperative truth, as if 
with their limited mind, they are able to explain the being of the Infinite. 
They consider other explanations that differ from theirs to be wrong. As 
human beings, we should have realized the limitedness of our efforts to reach 
the reality of God. If the reality of God is the ultimate truth, then, what we 
can do is not to grasp the objective reality of the truth, but only to make an 
effort to grasp it. All explanations of the reality of God are in fact only efforts 
to understand it, and not objective descriptions of it. Indeed, for the sake of 
the community of faith, those efforts to understand the reality of God must 
be standardized. Instead of ‘understanding,’ deliberately I prefer to say 
‘effort to understand,’ because it is impossible for the finite being to grasp the 
infinite Reality objectively. This is the dialectic of faith. On the one hand, we 
acknowledge our limitedness before the Infinite, but on the other hand, we 
act as if we have been able to reach the Infinite, so that we have the right to 
establish the boundaries of truth.

However, it does not mean that we must be caught in the snare of the 
relativity of truth. Even though we are not able to reach the reality of the 
Absolute Truth, we believe that God, the ultimate source of truth, has 
revealed His truth. However, because of our limitedness, God, in revealing 
His truth, used only ways or vehicles we can understand. Therefore, our 
relativity is not free any more, but restricted by God’s self-revelation. Once 
again, we are in the dialectic of faith. On the one side, we cannot absolutize 
our opinion of the reality of God, because opinion is only a description of an 
effort to understand the Absolute Reality. On the other side, however, there 
are boundaries of truth, because that opinion also describes an effort to 
understand God’s truth, which He has revealed.

It is a fact that any formulation of doctrine or creed always, on the one 
hand, departs from the church’s perception and comprehension of God and 
Christ, and, on the other hand, deals with problems, especially the doctrinal 
problems, faced by the church. Borrowing Wiles’ words, we can say that the 
problems with which the churches are concerned are real. However, the 
particular problems to which they address their creeds and the way in which 
they approach them are not always ours.154 In other words, we need a creed 
or doctrinal formulation, which is relevant to our time and to real problems
that we are facing today. The importance of the study of the doctrinal and 
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creedal development is to learn how we – Christians and churches – have to 
cope with our real problems here and now.  



Chapter 2

INDONESIAN MUSLIM PERCEPTIONS OF JESUS

Picturing Indonesian Muslim perceptions of Jesus is not as easy as imagined, 
because Muslims have no systematic teaching or doctrine, which specifically 
speaks of Jesus. Although the Christian doctrine of Christ becomes one of the 
obstacles of the Muslim-Christian relationship, seemingly it is not a central 
issue of the Islamic doctrine. Even if Islamic doctrine talks about Jesus, it 
usually occurs in connection with the doctrine of tawhīd (the unity or the 
oneness of God) as the central doctrine of Islam. What is interesting is that 
even though Muslims in Indonesia are not monolithic, but consist of several 
variants, either seen from its traditions, schools (madhhabs), organizations and 
movements,155 the doctrine of God (including their understanding of Jesus) 
has never become a dispute among them, perhaps with the only exception of 
the mystical doctrines of the unity of being (wahdat al-wujūd).156 Seemingly, in 
spite of their different traditions and organizations, Muslims have the same 
doctrine of the oneness of God. To show this fact, therefore, in the first step, 
we will try to glance at the common perception that Muslims have of Jesus. 

We, however, should also realize that Islam did not come to Indonesia in 
a vacuum. In Indonesia there are hundreds of ethnic groups or tribes with
their own religions. Moreover, there are also Hinduism and Buddhism, 
which already came in Indonesia some hundreds years before the coming of 
Islam, and very much coloured the traditional religious life of the people of 
Indonesia, especially in Java. Therefore, it is natural if there is acculturation 
and enculturation, even syncretism, of Islam with the existing cultures and 
religions. Islam came to Indonesia (in the early 1150s) prior to Christianity 
(1511), so that it became entrenched in Indonesian society rather than 
Christianity. Indeed, Islam’s penetration into the traditional tribal religions is 
not always easy to be traced. There is always the possibility of a syncretism of 
Islam and the existing religions. This occurred primarily in Javanese Islam. 
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That is to say that, borrowing Warsito’s words, Javanese Islam is ‘Hinduism-
Buddhism, which has Islamic clothes on, with a necktie of Christianity, a hat 
of theosophy, and shoes of rationalism.’157 Nevertheless, its development, 
which has lasted for about five hundreds years, of course has significant 
influence on the people of Indonesia, both in their thought and in their 
religious practices. On this occasion, however, we will not discuss the case, 
but try to focus our study on Indonesian Muslims’ perception of Jesus Christ, 
who is the central figure in the Christian faith.

In fact, Muslim perceptions about Jesus are diverse, even though they are 
ambiguous. Some Muslims take a positive attitude towards Jesus, but some 
others show less respect for him. Mahmoud Ayoub and Hasan Askari, for 
example honour Jesus as a ‘sign’ of God. In this regard, they relate the ‘sign’ 
not only to ‘miracle’, but also to ‘Word of God.’ Ayoub even says that in 
Jesus, the ‘Word of God’ takes the shape of a ‘miracle of life,’158 and Askari 
considers Jesus as a ‘common sign’ for Christians and Muslims.159 Islamic 
Sufis usually draw positive pictures of Jesus, especially with regard to his 
devoutness and piety. They see Jesus as a pious monk, a sage, or a shahīd
(martyr), who left examples of devoutness for humankind.160 Conversely, 
some Muslim scholars, such as Shaikh Muhammad Abū Zahra and Ulfat 
‘Azizus Samad, rather underestimate him. They state plainly that Jesus was 
subordinate to Muhammad.161

In the Qur’ān itself, there are also ambiguous statements about Jesus. On 
the one hand, in the Qur’ān we find references to Jesus in the form of divine 
pronouncements stating that he was only a man totally obedient to God as 
his Maker. Therefore, it refuses the belief that Jesus was the incarnation of the 
eternal Son of God, that he was crucified in order to save humankind and the 
world. On the other hand, however, the Qur’ānic tone is not uniformly fierce. 
We can also find some verses of the Qur’ān that place Jesus in a high 
position. Various honorific titles are applied to him, and not to anyone else. 
Even the ‘peace’ of Jesus is put in his own mouth (QS Maryam 19:33).162

According to Khalidi, the Qur’ānic presentation of Jesus was addressed to 
Jesus’ followers who had exaggerated him and said that Jesus was the Son of 
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God. The Qur’ānic image of him bears its own special and corrective message 
for the contentious sects of Jesus’ wayward followers.163

It is important to note that although among Muslims, even in the Qur’ān 
itself, there are ambiguous perceptions about Jesus, they all agree in denying 
the divine sonship of Jesus and his death on the cross. These two issues are 
generally not under dispute among Muslims.

In order to get an image of Indonesian Muslims’ perspective on Jesus, we 
divided this study into three sections. In the first section, we try to look into 
the Qur’ānic perceptions about Jesus. The second section tries to glance at 
two foreigners’ viewpoints about him. The third section is about the 
perceptions of Indonesian Muslims, both classical and modern, about him.

1. Qur’ānic perceptions

Like the Christian Bible, the Qur’ān reveres Jesus and asserts his holiness, in 
the sense that he lived in the world while being pure and free of sin. 
According to the Qur’ān, God made him ‘a prophet and a messenger, a 
servant, a messiah, a word from Him, a grace and a sign for men, with 
evident proofs and Holy Spirit, to call men to have faith in the one God.’164

Nevertheless, the Qur’ān utterly rejects the divine sonship of Jesus.165 It states 
plainly that he was not Son of God, nor was he to be identified with God. He 
was worthy of reverence and great respect, but he was not worthy of worship 
(QS Al-Mā’idah 5:17, 72). The Qur’ān is uncompromising in its monotheism. 
It teaches that God is one and the only. There is no god but Allah, the 
Almighty, the Ever-Living, the Self-Subsistent, and the Infinite. He is infinite 
in his life, knowledge, and power. Conversely, Jesus was not immortal or 
eternal. He had a beginning and end of life. He was born at a certain time, 
and according to the Gospels, He died after a very short life. He was not 
almighty, because he became a subject of persecution; nor was he infinite, 
because he had limitations. Although God sent him to confirm the Torah and 
teach the Gospel, nonetheless he was a messenger just for the people of Israel, 
not for all humankind. As a human being, he did not differ from other 
messengers and prophets who preceded him.

Jesus was not the Son of God. God does not have any son or child, 
because He is above all human desires to have a son. Bodily parenthood is 
inconceivable in the case of God, because He is not physical. Spiritual 
parenthood is also not conceivable, because He is the Creator of every 
spiritual and material being.166 The affirmation of the Qur’ān that Jesus was 
only a messenger is to establish that he was not the Son of God and that his 
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powers could only have come from God. He could not be the Creator of the 
world, because the world is over four billion years old, while he was born 
about two thousand years ago. He was not worthy of worship, because he 
himself was a humble worshipper of God. For Muslims, therefore, to 
acknowledge Jesus as the Son of God means to identify God with creation. 
That is a shirk, an unforgivable sin that cannot be tolerated. Muslims believe 
that Jesus never claimed himself to be divine, or asked for the people of Israel 
to worship him and Mary, his mother as Gods. He precisely warned them not 
to worship another god but Allah (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:51-52; QS Al-Mā’idah 
5:72).

The Qur’ān, indeed, declares that Jesus was miraculously born from a 
virgin mother without the intervention of a father. It acknowledges that Jesus 
was born amid the devout family of ‘Imrān. God made her grow in purity, 
and provided her sustenance (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:37). Mary or Maryam, as she is 
called in Arabic, his mother, always guarded her chastity, and God had 
chosen and purified her (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:42). She was still a virgin when 
miraculously she gave birth to Jesus. What happened to her was God’s act by 
the might of His creative Word and by His spirit.167 Nevertheless, the Qur’ān 
undoubtedly denies the divine maternity of Mary. Indeed, she was a woman 
of truth, but she remained a human being.168 As in the case of Mary, Jesus 
was also not divine.169

The Qur’ān attributes to Jesus many of the miracles, which are 
mentioned in the Gospels, and states that Jesus was empowered by God to 
cure the sick, revive the dead and make the blind see. It also ascribes to Jesus 
a miracle that is not recorded in the Gospels. All of those miracles have taken 
place with the permission of God.170

Belief in all of the prophets and messengers of God is one of the six 
articles of faith of Islam. Muslims are required to believe in all prophets and 
messengers of God, including Jesus, of course, without distinction.171

Therefore, whoever claims to be a Muslim but denies the messengership of 
Jesus is not a true Muslim. In Islam, Jesus is honoured as a messenger of God. 
He is equated with the prophets Noah, Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob and 
the Tribes, Job, Jonah, Aaron, David, Solomon, and Moses (QS Al-Nisā’ 4:163-
164). Jesus’ explicit purpose according to QS Al-Zukhruf 43:59 was to be a 
pattern for the Children of Israel. Thus in Islam, Jesus is not the means of 
salvation. Although Jesus is acknowledged as a messenger of God, the 
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Qur’ān utterly rejects Jesus’ incarnation. That is to say, Muslims consider it 
derogatory to the glory of God to become incarnate, even though it is for 
man’s salvation.

The Qur’ān is also emphatic in its refutation of Christ’s crucifixion and 
resurrection.172 It clearly states that Jesus was not killed or crucified, but only 
appeared so (QS Al-Nisā’ 4:157-158).173 One popular theory holds that God 
cast the likeness on another man (possibly Judas Iscariot) and took Jesus into 
the heavens without experiencing death. We find such a story among other 
places in the Tales of the Prophets. Thus, the Christian accounts of Jesus’ 
death and resurrection are dismissed in Muslim history as the result of the 
corrupted Scriptures.174

2. Two foreigners: Egyptian Abū Zahra and Pakistani Ulfat Azizus 
Samad

2.1. Sheikh Muhammad Abū Zahra175

Sheikh Muhammad Abū Zahra (1898-1974) was a conservative Egyptian 
public intellectual, traditional scholar of Islamic law and author. He was 
educated at the Ahmadi Madrasa, the Madrasa al-Qada al-Shari and the Dar 
al-Ulum. In about the 1940s, he was a teacher and head of the da’wa (mission 
or call to Islam) department at the al-Azhar’s faculty of theology, and later he 
was a professor of Islamic law at Cairo University. His book Muhādarāt fi-l-
nasrāniyya (‘Contemporary Christianity,’ 1942) has been described as ‘the 
basis for every other book on the subject published since.’ His work is very 
influential in the Islamic world, including Indonesia. Although his book was 
presented as a scientific book, it relied only on secondary Christian and more 
often Muslim sources. In his work, Abū Zahra does not use the contemporary 
Christian writings, and does not differentiate between the old and modern 
Christian sources. For instance, he takes Arius as the faithful proponent of 
the true monotheism of Jesus, and refers to the Qur’ān and the Gospel of 
Barnabas in expounding what he regards as the original tawhīd message of 
Christ.176

According to Abū Zahra, Islam teaches the oneness of God clearly and 
simply, free from anthropomorphism and mythology. God is unique. He has 
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absolutely no partner in His Godhead. Allah is very other, and very distinct. 
He is one in His person and in His essence. All things depend on no other but 
Him. All creatures stand in need of Him, while He stands in need of none. He 
is the Creator and Providence, the Most-merciful, Almighty, All-knowing, 
All-loving, Ever-living, and Infinite. He neither begets, nor is he begotten. He 
is far from having a spouse or a son. As God says:  

Say (Muhammad): “He is God, the One and Only, God, the Eternal, Absolute; He 
begetteth not, nor is He begotten. And there is none like unto Him” (QS Al-Ikhlās 
112:1-4); and

For We assuredly sent amongst every people an apostle (with the command), 
“Serve God, and eschew Evil” (QS Al-Nahl 16:36).

The shahāda (profession) lā ilāha illallāh is a firm bastion of the Islamic 
doctrine of the oneness of God. For Islamic deity, the one is one, unlike 
Christian deity, where the one is three, and the three is one. For Muslims, the 
logic of the Christian deity is absurd. The Christian doctrine teaches people 
to believe in illogical things. For Muslims, men can only understand and 
conceive the sovereignty of God through His apostle. Abū Zahra states, 
through the spectacles of the doctrine of tawhīd, Muslims find it hard to 
understand the Christians’ faith that Jesus is divine. Indeed, they 
acknowledge that Jesus was born among the devout family of ‘Imrān. His 
mother always kept her honour and chastity, and then God breathed His rūh
(spirit) into her. Nevertheless, he was an ordinary man. He was no more than 
a messenger of God Who is the Ruler of the universe.177 As flatly stated in the 
Qur’ān: 

O People of the Book! Commit no excesses in your religion. Nor say of God aught but the 
truth. Christ Jesus the son of Mary was (no more than) an apostle of God, and His Word, 
which He bestowed on Mary, and a spirit proceeding from Him. So believe in God and 
His apostles. Say not ‘Trinity’, desist, it will be better for you, for God is one God. Glory 
be to Him (far exalted is He) above having a son. To Him belong all things in the heavens 
and on earth. And enough is God as a Disposer of affairs. (QS Al-Nisā 4:171)

Although he had pre-eminence, Jesus Christ was no more than an apostle, 
one of the apostles of God, and his mother was just a human, even though 
she was a devout woman. Islam, therefore, considers those who deify Jesus 
unbelievers or infidels. The Qur’ān, however, also acknowledges that Jesus 
was born by Maryam (Mary) without the intervention of a father. Maryam 
was indeed a special woman chosen by God, as the angel Gabriel said:  
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O Mary! God hath chosen thee and purified thee, chosen thee above the women 
of all nations. O Mary! Worship thy Lord devoutly. Prostrate thyself, and bow 
down (in prayer) with those who bow down (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:42-43).

God chose her to become the mother of a son, who would be born without 
the intervention of a male, in order that they both would become a sign of 
His omnipotence.178

According to Abū Zahra, the doctrine of the Trinity did not come from 
the original Christianity, but originated in Hellenistic philosophy, especially 
the thought of Plato in dealing with the problem of the cause or origin 
(principle) of everything. The following is Abū Zahra’s explanation of the 
principle ideas of this philosophy. First of all, God is the most absolute, 
immutable, and unchanging. In order to keep His absoluteness, God made 
two kinds of mediators out of Himself, whose perfection was less than that of 
God. Through these two mediators, there was the possibility of creating the 
universe and all changeable things on it apart from Him. The two mediators 
were the logos and the Spirit of God. The encounter of Jewish religion and the 
Hellenistic philosophy did not only produce a new philosophy, but also 
evoked a new religion, i.e. Christianity, which took up many Hellenistic 
thoughts. The origin of Christian theology is Platonism. In the Christian 
doctrine, the first person, which in His oneness contained all perfections, is 
called the Father. The second person is called the Son, i.e. the Word (Arabic, 
Kalimat) of God, whereas the third person is called the Holy Spirit.179  

About Jesus’ crucifixion, Abū Zahra states that the Qur’ān also blames 
the Jews, who claimed that they had killed Jesus, because in fact, Jesus was 
never crucified.  

They said (in boast), ‘We killed Christ Jesus the son of Mary, the Apostle of God,’ 
but they killed him not, nor crucified him, but so it was made to appear to them, 
and those who differ therein are full of doubts, with no (certain) knowledge, but 
only conjecture to follow, for of a surety they killed him not (QS Al-Nisā 4:157).

Most commentators on the Qur’ān are of the opinion that Jesus was lifted up 
physically into heavens by God. The crowd was dazzled or he was hidden 
from their sight. However, there are also a few Muslim commentators who 
think that Jesus then remained alive in the world until God Himself took his 
life (as God did so to other prophets), and lifted up his spirit as a shuhadā
(witness, martyrs). Such an opinion is based on the word of God, “O Jesus! I 
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will take thee, raise thee to Myself, and clear thee (of the falsehoods) of those 
who blaspheme. I will make those who follow thee superior to those who 
reject faith, to the Day of Resurrection” (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:55).180

Islam teaches that in order to enter the gate of faith one must believe in 
the Islamic basic principles that are contained in the shahāda (profession) ‘Lā 
ilāha ilallāh, Muhammad ar-rasūlullāh,’ ‘There is no god but Allah, and 
Muhammad is His apostle.’ This is the most fundamental Islamic confession 
of faith. Refusing the shahāda means passing through the border of 
ungodliness. The infidel is one who has seen the evidences of faith, but 
denies or refuses them. One is called kāfir (unbeliever, infidel) not only 
because he or she has committed an act of kufr,181 but also because he or she 
has known the truth of faith but deliberately refuse it. If one has known the 
case, and has been warned about the truth, but still refuses it, then he or she 
is a kāfir (unbeliever). In this regard, the Jews and Christians can be 
considered as kāfirūn, because the Christians deny the oneness of God with 
their doctrine of the Trinity, and along with the Jews, they deliberately refuse 
the apostleship of Muhammad. Whereas, according to Abū Zahra, Jesus 
himself prophesied the coming of Muhammad.182

From the description above, we see that the theological thought of Abū 
Zahra about Jesus is still in line with the Islamic standard theological 
thought. If summarized, we find four fundamentals in the thought of Abū 
Zahra, namely: (1) He maintains the doctrine of the oneness of God firmly; 
(2) He acknowledges the miraculous birth of Jesus, but Jesus was no more 
than an apostle or messenger of God. He refuses the Christian doctrine of the 
Trinity, which he regards as denying the oneness of God. He charges that 
Christianity is not the genuine teaching of Jesus, but the result of the 
interaction between Jewish religious concepts and the philosophical thought 
of Hellenism; (3) He denies Jesus’ crucifixion; and (4) His opinion of other 
faiths is based on their attitude towards Islamic shahāda. Whoever denies the 
shahāda is a kāfir.  
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2.2. Ulfat ‘Azizus Samad

Ulfat ‘Azizus Samad is a Muslimah (a Muslim woman) from Pakistan. She 
wrote her work about Christianity and Islam in Pakistan. Her book A 
Comparative Study of Christianity and Islam (first published in 1970) has 
become widespread,183 also in Indonesia. In this Indonesian translation Islam 
dan Kristen dalam Perspektif Ilmu Perbandingan Agama, ‘Azizus Samad 
highlights some subjects of Christian doctrine. The first is about the Christian 
Gospels. She thinks that the original documents of the Gospel are not extant. 
The Christian Gospels of today were composed around the years of 40 to 80, 
after the church split up into several groups. The authors used the original 
documents freely, even modified them doubtlessly for their own objectives. 
Thus, they used the Gospels to spread their respective teachings. Without 
hesitation, the writers mixed up the original Gospel with older documents or 
other traditional writings. The four Gospels in the Bible are not the Gospel 
written by the first Christian community. Apart from these Gospels, there are 
also many contemporary manuscripts, which are not included in the Bible, 
because they are considered as non-canonical.184 Samad’s opinion is based on 
some reasons:

a. There is no manuscript of revelations given to Jesus during his life.
b. None of the old records of Jesus’ sayings written immediately after his 

death is extant any more.
c. The Gospels, which are in the hands of the Christians nowadays, were 

written by the authors based on the original documents that are now not 
extant, with some free modifications and additions in accordance with 
the opinions of their sects. 

d. None of the authors of the Gospels knew Jesus or ever heard his 
teachings directly.

e. All the Gospels were written in Greek, whereas Jesus spoke Aramaic.
f. In fact, the Gospels were composed for propagating various theological 

views of various sects of Christianity, but the Christians only choose 
some that reflect a certain viewpoint.

g. At least a century after being written, those Gospels had no canonical 
authority, so that, when they were transcribed, the writers had the 
possibility to modify them deliberately in accordance with the 
viewpoints of their sects.

h. The oldest manuscripts of the Gospels (Codex Sinaiticus, Codex 
Vaticanus and Codex Alexandrianus) were written by the fourth and the 
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fifth centuries, so that there is no credibility as to their originality.
i. There are sharp differences among those manuscripts.
j. As a whole, those Gospels are full of contradictions.185

In connection with the prophecy of the coming of the Prophet 
Muhammad in the Gospel, Samad states further that there are passages of the 
original Gospel, which are hidden by the Jews and the Christians. It could be, 
because they do not acknowledge Muhammad’s prophethood. Samad bases 
her opinion on QS Al-Baqarah 2:146 that reads, “The people of the Book know 
this as they know their own sons; but some of them conceal the truth which they 
themselves know,” She even says that they have destroyed the original Gospel, 
and changed God’s revelations, so that people do not know Muhammad as a 
prophet of God (QS Al-Nisā’ 4:46; QS Al-Mā’idah 5:13, 41). One, who wants 
to know the Torah and the Gospel rightly, should be guided by the verses of 
the Qur’ān. The verses of the Gospel that are in line with the Qur’ān could be 
accepted as the original verses, conversely, those that are not in line with the 
Qur’ān should be considered as false verses.186

The second subject is about the doctrine of the Trinity and the divinity of 
Jesus. Samad regards the doctrine of the Trinity as polytheism, because 
within the Godhead there are three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. She 
thinks that the Athanasian Creed contains a contradictory thought. On the 
one hand, this creed confesses the oneness of God, that there is only one God. 
On the other hand, however, this creed states that in the one God there are 
three persons. With the spectacles of the tawhīd, it is hard for Muslims to 
distinguish between person and individual. If each person is God, then there 
must be three Gods. The Christians try to solve this contradiction by saying 
that the Trinity of God is a mystery that cannot be described by logic, but 
should only be accepted merely by faith.187

According to Samad, the doctrine of Jesus’ divinity has no support from 
Jesus himself. Jesus even said, “Why do you call me good? No one is good –
except God alone” (Mk. 10:18). Jesus also said, “I am returning to my Father 
and your Father, to my God and your God” (Jn. 20:17). Jesus’ sayings show 
that he places himself equal with others. If Jesus is God, how could it be that 
he cried out in a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?” – “My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me?” (Mt. 27:46), when he was on the cross.188 It 
is hard to imagine that it was the cry of God. Seemingly, it is perfectly right if 
we understand this cry as the cry of a wretched man before his Creator rather 
than the cry of the Creator before His creation. Supposing that Jesus was God 
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incarnate, why was it possible that the Almighty was easily persecuted by the 
inferior human beings?189 Jesus never claimed himself to be God, but to be a 
prophet or messenger of God. His sayings confirm that (1) he confessed that 
there is only a single person of God and that he knew nothing about the 
Trinity; (2) he never claimed himself as God, conversely, he asserted that his 
God is the only God; (3) he acknowledged that he was a messenger of God.190    

The third is about the title Son of God. Samad states that the title Son of 
God is not applied exclusively to Jesus alone. The children of Israel, their 
kings, and the other messengers of God are also often called the Son of God
(Ex. 4:22; Ps. 2:7). The Christians, however, have made this title exclusive 
only for Jesus.191 This is not in conformity with the sayings of Jesus himself. 
Actually, whoever satisfies the will of the heavenly Father is the son of God. 
Every devout man, who always expresses his gratitude to God, has the right 
to be called son of God. Therefore, it is groundless to apply the title son of God
exclusively to Jesus. Even if Jesus is called the son of God, this title should be 
understood metaphorically, not literally.192

The fourth is about incarnation. According to Samad, the doctrine of 
incarnation was not developed until the death of Jesus, and was not 
established as a subject of the creed until the Council of Nicaea (325).193 The 
Nicaean Creed is illogical, and hard to be understood. How could it be that a 
man born from a woman, who had sufferings and wills, grew as the other 
ordinary human beings with all their limitedness, is understood as God 
incarnate? If it is so, it denies God’s perfection. Actually, this doctrine comes 
from the pre-Christian polytheism and mythology. This mythology tells 
about, among other things, the story of a divine hero, who descended from 
heavens in order to take care of the weak human beings. This can be 
compared to Rama and Krishna as the incarnation of the god Vishnu in the 
Hindu Trimurti.194

The fifth is about Jesus’ apostleship. According to Samad, the level of 
Jesus’ apostleship is less than that of Muhammad, because, unlike 
Muhammad, Jesus had never had the opportunity to become a perfect model 
for humankind in all aspects. Jesus never got married, so that he could not be 
an ideal husband and father. He had never defeated his enemies in a war, so 
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that he could not show his attitude towards the enemies he conquered. He 
had never faced people who treated him cruelly, so that he had no 
opportunity to show his patience and forgiving character. He had never 
become a ruler, so that he could not be an example of a good ruler and a just 
judge. He had no opportunity to put his teachings into practice. Unlike 
Muhammad, Jesus had never experienced all these things, nor could he give 
the example of every position he ever occupied.195

The sixth is concerning original sin. The Christian doctrine teaches that all 
humankind, all descendants of Adam, inherit his sin because of having eaten 
from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. All humankind is inheritor 
of the original sin. Thus, in fact, every one has had the original sin since birth, 
even when he was still in the womb of his mother. For the purpose of man’s 
salvation from God’s curse and punishment, there must be a deliverer or 
redeemer, who is able to satisfy the requirements. The one and only way to 
cleanse the sins of man is by shedding blood. That is why Jesus, the Son of 
God, came down from the heavens to the world, in order to cleanse man 
from sins by his own blood. He was crucified bearing man’s sins. Muslims 
have objections to this doctrine, because for Muslims, human nature is in fact 
holy. Man was born without sin, although later on he can commit sin. 
According to Samad, Jesus himself, and the other prophets as well, never 
talked about the original sin. They taught that everybody should be 
responsible for his or her own conduct. Really, it is not fair to put the 
ancestors’ sins thousands years ago on the shoulders of their descendants 
nowadays. Sin is breaking the law of God, which one does deliberately. 
Therefore, the responsibility for it is on the shoulder of the doer. Considering 
a new born baby a sinner is humiliating human dignity.196

Like other Islamic scholars, Samad is still in line with the standard 
Islamic thought about Jesus. We have some notes of her thought about Jesus. 
(1) In order to justify her opinion and blame the Christian faith at the same 
time, Samad states firmly that the Christian Gospel was a false one, because 
the original Gospel was not extant anymore. Moreover, it had prophesied the 
coming of Muhammad. Therefore, implicitly it acknowledged that he was a 
prophet of God. This seems as a contradiction. On the one hand, she rejects 
the originality and the validity of the Gospel, but on the other hand, she uses 
the Gospel itself as a reference for the coming of Muhammad in favour of 
Islam. (2) Samad refutes the doctrine of the Trinity, which she considers as 
polytheism. Related to this case, she also refutes the Christian teaching of 
Jesus’ incarnation. Jesus was not God incarnate, nor was he the Son of God in 
the literal sense. The title son of God should be understood metaphorically, 
and applied not only to Jesus, but also to all believers. She denies Jesus’ role 
or status as the Saviour of the world, because everyone should account for 
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his or her own deeds. She also denies the original sin, because every one was 
actually born holy or sinless. (3) Although the Qur’ān itself reveres Jesus very 
much, and never states anything negative about his rank among the 
messengers or the prophets of God, Samad subordinates Jesus’ apostleship to 
that of Muhammad. In other words, as an apostle of God, Muhammad was 
higher and greater than Jesus was.     

3. Indonesian Muslim perceptions of Jesus

3.1. Classical perceptions

In our modern time, we find that in Indonesia only a few traditional Islamic 
tales of the Prophet Jesus were published. The rise of Islamic Reformism in 
the twentieth century made many of these texts outdated.197 Among few 
Indonesian Islamic traditional writings about Jesus that are still extant, we 
will pay attention to two sources, namely some works of Nūr Al-Dīn Al-
Rānīrī, such as Asrāru’l-insān fi Ma’rifa al-Rūh wa’l-Rahmān, Shirātu’l Mustaqīm, 
Tibyān fi Ma’rifati’l Adyān,  and a section about Jesus of Serat Anbiya, a 
nineteenth Javanese text of Islamic tales of the prophets. We hope this study 
would give us a clear picture - although only in outline and by way of some 
examples – of the Islamic traditional perceptions about Jesus, which in the 
past ever spread in Indonesia, and perhaps, more or less, still have influence 
over today’s Muslims’ perceptions about Jesus. If it does not do so, we, at 
least, can use it as one of points of departure to hold a doctrinal dialogue 
between the two faiths, especially with regard to their understanding of 
Jesus.  

3.1.1. Classic Malay Nūr Al-Dīn Al-Rānīrī

Nūr Al-Dīn Al-Rānīrī was born around the year 1590 in Rander, a small town 
on the west coast of India. He arrived in Aceh in 1637, and soon attained the 
high religious position called Shaykh al-Islam in the Acehnese Sultanate, 
under the leadership of Sultan Iskandar Muda (1636-1641). He was one of the 
five highest officials under the supremacy of the Sultan. Al-Rānīrī reached 
the climax of his career between 1637 and 1643, before he fell in disgrace 
because of his fierce debate on mystical doctrine, and was expelled from 
Aceh at August 1643. He died in Gujerat in 1658. He wrote many works, 
more scholarly works in Arabic and popularizing foreign Islamic literature in 
Malay.198
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In connection with his attitude towards Christianity and his 
understanding about Jesus, his book Asrāru’l-insān fi Ma’rifa al-Rūh wa’l-
Rahmān is one among his many works that is worthy of being considered.199

Although Al-Rānīrī should not be classified as a Muslim polemicist against 
Jews and Christians, he was certainly a scholar who liked debate and 
conflict.200 He was not only in fierce opposition to the alleged pantheistic 
(wahdat al-wujūd) doctrines of his fellow Muslims in Aceh, but he also took a 
negative attitude towards Christianity. He said in his book Sabīlul Mustaqīm
that the Christian Scriptures were falsified, and differ from the original 
versions, and therefore they can be used also for cleansing ‘unless the name 
of God has been written on it.’201 In his book, Asrāru’l-insān, Al-Rānīrī also 
flatly called the Christians kāfirūn (unbelievers), because they regard Jesus as 
the Son of God, even God Himself. Al-Rānīrī has never used the positive 
Islamic title for the Jews and Christians, Ahl al-Kitāb (‘People of Scripture’), as 
the Qur’ān uses it.202 In his work Tibyān fī ma’rifat al-adyān, he concluded that 
the Christians are wicked people according to God’s word, “laqad kafara 
alladzīna qālū inna’llāha al masīhu ibna Maryam” [“In blasphemy (unbelievers) 
indeed are those that say that God is Christ the son of Mary,” QS Al-Mā’idah 
5:17], and “They are unbelievers who say, God is one of Three of the Trinity” 
(QS Al-Mā’idah 5:73).203

About Jesus, Al-Rānīrī took a more positive and inclusive attitude. In his 
work Asrāru’l-Insān fi Ma’rifatir-Rūh wa’l-Rahmān, he gave his interpretations 
of Jesus based among other things on some names or designations the Qur’ān 
applies to Jesus.204 Firstly, Jesus was called nūr (light) of God. Jesus was a nūr
that came out directly from God. He was not an independent individual 
separated from God. When he made of clay the figure of a bird then breathed 
life into it, this could only be with the leave of God. He was a nūr of God, but 
was not a nūr in himself. He was a nūr of God, because God gave him the 
nūr. He was like a mirror that reflects the light of God, and cannot radiate its 
own light. God, however, did not give such a nūr exclusively to Jesus, but 
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also to other prophets and messengers. Nevertheless, the nūr was not 
permanent and immanent within their natures.205

Secondly, Jesus was a rūh (spirit) of (from) God like Adam was (QS Āl
‘Imrān 3:59). That is to say, the coming of Jesus into being was the same as 
that of Adam. God created them both through His own rūh He breathed into 
them, without intermediary or the intervention of a father. As in the case of 
Adam, God created Jesus only by His amr (command) ‘Kun’ (Be!) and ‘fa 
yakun’ (he was). ’Qul ar-rūhu min amri rabbī’ [‘The spirit (came) by command 
of my Lord’ (QS Al-Isrā’ 17:85)], therefore, he is called rūh minhu (spirit from 
God). Rūh is the living spirit of God, therefore, with the permission of the 
living God, not with his own power, Jesus could put life into a toy bird made 
of clay.206

Thirdly, the Qur’ān calls Jesus kalimat Allah (a word of or from God). “O 
Mary! God has given you glad tidings of a Word from Him, his name will be 
Christ Jesus the son of Mary, held in honour in this world and the Hereafter 
and of (the company) of the righteous” (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:45). Because he was a 
word from God, it would be logical if there was in him the word of God. That 
is why he could speak when he was still an infant (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:46). Jesus 
was called a word from God, because God made him musta’īd (well prepared, 
capable) since he was a baby, and because God created him only by His 
word, as He has done with Adam. “The similitude of Jesus before God is as 
that of Adam; He created him from dust, then said to him, ‘Be’ and he was” 
(QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:59).207

Fourthly, the Qur’ān applies to Jesus the title al-Masīh (Christ). Al-Rānīrī 
gives no characteristic meaning of the designation al-Masīh for Jesus. In this 
regard, he tries to interpret this appellation in the light of the relation 
between the process of Jesus’ coming into being and that of the descendants 
of the children of Adam, and the relation between his birth and the process of 
receiving revelation. As God made the descendants of the children of Adam 
by drawing them forth from their loins, and then He said, “Am not I your 
Lord?” (QS Al-A’rāf 7:172), Jesus came into being directly from the amr
(command) of God. Likewise, he received revelation and Scriptures, the 
Gospel and Torah, directly from God. That is why the Qur’ān calls Jesus Al-
Masīh.208

Concerning Jesus’ title ‘Son of God,’ Al-Rānīrī told in his book Tibyān fī 
ma’rifatu’l adyān that the dispute among the Christians about Jesus’ divine 
sonship originated from the moment when Jesus entered Jerusalem, claiming 
prophethood. To ascertain whether Jesus was true a prophet of God, the 
people of Israel asked him as a sign to bring the Torah into their midst, as 
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Ezra ever did. Jesus thereupon wrote the Torah, but some of the people of 
Israel refused it as an incomplete Torah. God then raised Ezra to life again 
and brought him to Jerusalem. When people ask him where he put the Torah, 
Ezra told that he placed it below the pillar of the rock of God. The people 
then compared the Torah of Ezra with the Torah written by Jesus, and 
concluded that both were identical. At that moment, the devil arrived to 
mislead some of the people by whispering that Ezra was the Son of God, 
because no human being can arise from death. However, some other said that 
Jesus was the Son of God, because he could memorize the whole Torah 
without having studied it beforehand. That is why the Qur’ān says, “The 
Jews say, ‘Ezra is the Son of God’; the Christians say, ‘The Messiah is the Son 
of God’,” (QS Al-Tawbah 9:30). By pointing to the falsity of the Jews and 
Christians, Al-Rānīrī hoped to call back Muslims from their error, especially 
their pantheistic belief.209

We see that Al-Rānīrī’s view of Jesus is not too different from that of the 
Muslims in common. For him, Jesus was not Son of God, but a spirit of (from) 
God. The intention is that Jesus came into being because of the ‘rūh’ (spirit) of 
God, and therefore, God gave him supernatural power. In addition to that, 
Jesus was also called a word from God. This means that his coming into 
being was because of the power of the word of God. The only new thing he 
introduced is that he called Jesus a ‘nūr’ (light) of God, or precisely, a 
reflection of the nūr of God. Jesus functioned as a mirror that reflected the 
light of God. We can compare this illustrative designation with the title ‘image 
of God’ given to Jesus by the New Testament. An image has the function to 
present or to make known its masterpiece. As the ‘image of God,’ Jesus made 
God known to humankind.    

3.1.2. A Javanese classical text about Jesus 

Already in the 19th century, precisely in 1859, one Javanese elaboration of the 
Tales of the Prophets called Serat Anbiya was published.210 A Javanese 
scholar, Kramadiwirja, wrote it in Javanese script, which in the 1980s was 
typed in Latin script by Sudibiyo.211 The section on Jesus is told in the form of 
tembangs,212 which consists of 30 stanzas of the metre of Dhandhanggula, and 
19 stanzas of the metre of Durma. Dhandhanggula and Durma belong to the 
Macapat tembangs.213 Dhandhanggula is usually used for admonitions or 
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episodes that have to be told in a suave and pleasant way, whereas Durma is 
characterized by anger or fury.

The opening stanza tells briefly about Mary’s identity and her distress as 
follows:

1.  Wonten ingkang cinarita malih          The story will now continue
Sira sang dèwi Ni Rara Maryam          with the noble lady Mary.
Asanget kasutapané          She was a very devout woman,
Lan Mram kang darbé sunu          and ‘Imrān, her father, 
Aprenah kaponakan Nabi          was a nephew of a prophet
Jaka Riya kang nama          called Zechariah.
Maryam kang winuwus          Mary who is told here
Ayu kang cahya lir wulan,          her beauty was like the moon’s light,
riyem-riyem jaladara angalingi          gloomy hidden by the ocean.
Semuning prihatinan          Seemingly, she was sorrowful.

This stanza is reminiscent of the story of Mary in QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:36-37, and 
42 (cf. QS Maryam 19:16-17a; QS Al-Anbiyā 21:91). These verses tell that 
Mary was the daughter of ‘Imrān. God made her grow in purity and beauty, 
and assigned her to the care of Zechariah. God provided her sustenance, 
chose and purified her above the women of all nations. Consequently, 
however, she had to withdraw from her family. She went to a certain place in 
the east (perhaps the eastern part of the Temple), and secluded herself from 
them.

The following thirty stanzas of the Dhandhanggula canto (pupuh) are 
concerned with the story of Jesus. The story starts with the annunciation (told 
in the second to the fourth stanzas). The second stanza tells that after 
cleansing herself and praying, Mary saw a man, looking young and 
handsome, come to her. She was afraid, because she had not yet known him 
before. However, the stranger said, “Do not be afraid, Mary, because I am not 
an ordinary man, I am an angel.” The third stanza continues the story, in 
which Gabriel said further, “God sent me to bring you salutation and 
command. God commands you to give birth to a son that He will give to 
you.” Mary replied, “How will it be, because I have no husband. And if it is, 
what will people say?” The angel said to her that God has the power and 
will. He is able to do what He wants, as He did with the prophet Seth, who 
was born without a mother. The same will apply with her son. He will be 
born without a father. Gabriel then breathed on her, and the ‘prophetic light’ 
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in the shape of a garb entered into her womb. In these three stanzas, the story 
runs as follows:

2.  Mring patirtan Maryam asusuci At a water-place Mary took the cleansing
Ya ta Mariyam asalat tangat she then prayed with devotion and reverence 
Sawusé bakda tingalé After praying, she saw 
Ana wong kakung rawuh a man had come, 
Warnanipun anom apekik looking young and smart. 
Mundur Ni Rara Maryam         Mary went backward 
Kang prapta amuwus and the comer said
Maryam ywa ajrih mring amba               “Do not be afraid of me, Mary,                     
Ingsun dudu manungsa ingkang sayekti    I am not an ordinary man, 
Pan ingsun malaékat I am an angel.

3.  Pan manira ingutus Hyang Widhi            I am sent by the Lord Most High 
Salaming Hyang maring sira Maryam       to bring you His salutation, Mary, 
Pan sira ing mangké kinèn you are commanded 
Darbéya anak kakung to give birth to a son. 
Sira nini dipun titipi You are entrusted
anak déning Pangéran a baby by God.”
Dèwi Maryam matur Mary said: 
Kadi pundi tingkah amba “How will this be? 
Yèn darbéya amba anak tanpa laki If I get a baby without a man,
Mindah ucaping janma what will people say?”

4.  Jabarail wau anahuri Gabriel answered: 
Allah sipat kodrat lan wiradat “God is almighty and willing,
Kuwasa barang karsané He does what he wants. 
Nabi Sis tanpa ibu Prophet Seth was born without a mother,
Kadi putranira ing bénjing like your son shortly 
Yaiku tanpa bapa will be without a father.” 
Jabarail niyup Gabriel blew, 
Warniné kulambi neka in the form of a garb 
Kang nurbuwat punika wau wus manjing the ‘prophetic light’ entered 
Ing prenahé Jumala into her womb.

Stanzas 5-13 tell about Mary’s expectancy and Jesus’ birth. Realizing her 
pregnancy, Mary was depressed. However, the baby in her womb said that 
she needed not be sorrowful, because what happened to her was the will of 
God. Meanwhile, Mary became an item of gossip among the people of Israel. 
All people put her down and embarrassed her and so she thought it would 
be best if she died (cf. QS Maryam 19:23). In the night she then left her house, 
walking alone along a forest on the foot of a mountain. She came to a place, 
where there was a vine and a date-palm tree at the edge of a spring with 
abundant and clear water. Leaning on the date-palm tree, she delivered her 
son, a beautiful baby, shining like the full moon. The nymphs came down 
from the heavens to help her. Nevertheless, Mary was in deep sorrow and 
worried. She thought of throwing away the baby in her lap, although she 



loved him too much. She was afraid to bring her baby home, because he 
would bring disgrace on her. However, Gabriel said to her that she need not 
be afraid of what people would say, but place herself completely in the hands 
of God. Gabriel said, “If people ask you anything, let them ask everything to 
the child.” Eventually, Mary brought her baby home. The people of Israel 
insulted her. They asked Mary who the father of her baby was, because she 
had not yet been married, but had had a child. They were angry at Mary 
because of her bad conduct, whereas she was an offspring of the devout 
family of ‘Imrān. Her ancestors were respectable folk, even some of them 
were high priests (Luhurira padha wong utama, pandhita agung tepané, stanza 
12).  

As Gabriel commanded, Mary did not give answers to them, but politely 
she pointed to her baby in order that they ask him. An elder then wisely 
asked the baby, and the baby told him what the case was. Their dialogue is 
presented in the fourteenth to the sixteenth stanzas as follows:

14.  Ya ta wonten pituwa sawiji There is an elder
Angling alon takonana uga eagerly, he wants to pose a question, 
Karuwan ala beciké in order to know what the case is, 
Tinakèn pan asantun politely he asks, 
Bayi sira ingsun takèni “You, baby, I ask you, 
Lah sapa ramanira who is your father? 
Tutura maringsun Please tell me, 
Réwangé bédhang bu nira with whom did your mother commit adultery?” 
Parmaning Hyang babayi nulya nahuri With God’s permission, the baby thereupon

 said: 
Sun kawulaning Allah “I am God’s servant

15.  Biyang ingsun iku parwi suci My mother is a pure woman
nora jinah namaningsun Ngisa not an adulteress; my name is Jesus
datanpa bapa jatiné, I came into being without a father
wus karsaning Hyang Agung it was the will of the Almighty
kadi putra Adam ing nguni like the son of Adam in the past,
Nabi Sis namanira whose name was Seth,
Iku tanpa ibu he was born without a mother
Ingsun dinadèkken ing Hyang I was created by God
Tanpa bapa lah tobatta ing Hyang Widhi without a father. Repent before God!
Salah panggalihira You have the wrong assumption!

16.  Dinosan sira maring Hyang Widhi You have sinned against God.
atobata maring ibu Maryam Apologize to mother Mary,
nedhaa ing apurané ask for her forgiveness
kaliwat sira iku You have acted outrageously
amimirang ing ibu mami You have embarrassed my mother.”
gawok kang amiyarsa Amazed were all listeners
bayi bisa muwus that a baby could speak.
sampuning alama-lama A long time later
cinarita umuré patwelas warsi when his age was fourteen



sampun mangkya diwasa he was already grown an adult.
  

Serat Anbiya does not tell any further details of Jesus’ childhood. After the 
dramatic story of the speaking baby Jesus, its account directly jumps to Jesus’ 
youth when he was fourteen and moving into adolescence. Stanzas 17 to 31 
tell about Jesus’ ministry. The story starts with the coming of Gabriel to 
deliver salam Allah or salutation from God to Jesus, and that God was willing 
to give him a Book (Scripture) called Injīl (Gospel) for the people of Israel. 
Following is a part of the seventeenth stanza:

17. …………………………………….
…………………………………….
Salaming Hyang kang Agung “Salutation from God Almighty
dhateng Tuwan Ngisa linuwih to you, the noble Lord Jesus.
pan Tuwan katurunan You have been given revelation,
ing Kitab sawiyos that is a Scripture
Kitab Injil tumraha called the Gospel, for
sakathahé kaum Tuwan Bani Srail all your people, the children of Israel
kinèn anut saréngat in order that they should follow the Law.

It is interesting that in the eighteenth stanza we read that Gabriel asked 
Jesus to teach the people to follow his faith, and profess that ‘Allah Pangéran 
ingsun, Nabi Ngisa panutan mami’ (Allah is my Lord, and the Prophet Jesus is 
my exemplar). This profession resembles the Islamic shahāda, ‘There is no god 
but Allah, and Muhammad is God’s messenger.’ At first, many people 
refused him and denied his teaching. They asked him for heavenly signs 
(stanzas 22 and 25). Jesus prayed to God to give him the power to perform 
miracles. God accepted his request and gave him supernatural power 
(stanzas 23 and 27). With God’s permission, Jesus could perform many 
miracles. He made the blind see; the deaf hear again, the leper healed, and 
the dead living (cf. QS Al-Mā’idah 5:110). Even when a lonely woman living 
as hermit asked Jesus to make her a bird, Jesus complied with her wishes, he 
did as she wanted, and the woman really became a bird. Having seen the 
miracles Jesus performed, the people were astonished, and some said that he 
was really a prophet of God. These episodes end with the account of the 
unbelievers’ conspiracy to kill Jesus under the leadership of Toya Nus.214
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31. Pakumpulan sakèhé wong kapir A conspiracy of the unbelievers
Arsa ngepung dhateng Nabi Ngisa intends to encircle the Prophet Jesus.
samekta lawan sikepé They were firm in their opposition
sadaya sampun rembug  and had agreed 
Nabi Ngisa dipun ulari to kill the Prophet Jesus
Saking parmaning Suksma However, because of His will
winarna Toya Nus God substituted (him) with Toya Nus
ginaguru mring wong kopar who was regarded a teacher by the unbelievers
saujaré ingidhep déning wong kapir all his sayings, they followed
Barang sudarmanira. As if, he became their father. 

After the story of Jesus’ ministry, the metre then changes to a canto of 
Durma, which consists of nineteen stanzas. These stanzas of this canto tell 
about the effort of the unbelievers to kill Jesus. God, however, made that 
effort fail. He saved Jesus by lifting him up into heavens and substituting 
someone else for him. This passage asserts that the unbelievers did not 
succeed in killing Jesus. They did not crucify Jesus, but Toya Nus, whom God 
made the same as Jesus. In other words, Jesus was never crucified and dead 
on the cross. 

1. Sang Toya Nus rinupakken ing Pangéran The Toya Nus was made by the Lord
sasolahé winarni in everything and in all aspects
kadi Nabi Ngisa the same as the Prophet Jesus
rupa miwah suwara both his face and his voice.
Yata wong ing Bani Srail The people of Israel
angepung samya were encircling,
pepak sakèhé kapir. all unbelievers came together.  

When the unbelievers encircled Jesus, God saved him through His 
angels, who took him away to Mecca. There Jesus ascended to the highest 
heaven, and the crowd could no longer see him (stanzas 2-4). They all were in 
panic, and sought him at every corner and place. However, they could not 
find Jesus. Finally, they met Toya Nus in the shape of Jesus (stanzas 5-6). 
Immediately they arrested Toya Nus, fettered and beat him until he died 
(stanzas 7-10). They thought he was Jesus. After being dead, Toya Nus 
changed into his original shape. The people of Israel realized that the man 
they killed was not Jesus, but Toya Nus. They were in tears regretfully, and 
apologized to Toya Nus (stanzas 11-12).

About the Prophet Jesus, stanza 13 tells that he is now in the fourth level 
of the heavens. In the end of time, before the coming of the Judgment Day, he 
will descend on the earth again, and become a hero.215 The following three 

                                                
215 Possibly this story derives from the hādīth of Hurayrah, which states that Jesus is still alive in heavens 

and will come to the earth again in the Last Day. Hasbullah Bakry has doubts about the reliability of 
this hādīth, because, according to him, this is in contradiction to what the Qur’ān indicates about Jesus. 
See Hasbullah Bakry, Pandangan Islam Tentang Kristen di Indonesia (Jakarta: Akademika Presindo, 



stanzas (14-16) tell about Jesus’ role in the last day, in his second coming. 
Jesus will in the future be the leader of the last war against Dajjal216 who is 
cursed by God. Jesus will be the winner, and succeed in killing the Dajjal. He 
will then become a king in Mecca in order to get rid of all godlessness and 
infidelity, so that all people will become the followers of Muhammad. They 
will obey the sharī’a brought in by the Prophet Muhammad, peace be upon 
him (pbuh). When the Prophet Jesus died, he was buried at the holy land of 
Medina. Stanza 16 states that according to the Qur’ān, the Gospel states that 
Jesus, when he disappeared, was taken away into heavens (by God’s angel).

14. Nabi Ngisa cacawisanira aprang The Prophet Jesus prepares for the war
bénjing ing jaman akir coming at the end of time
aprang lawan Dajal against the Devil
lanatullah ing bénjing who is later cursed by God
Nabi Ngisa kang metoni the Prophet Jesus will be at war
patiné Dajal and kill the Devil
Nabi Ngisa angradin and he will rule

15. Nabi Ngisa jumeneng ratu ing Mekah The Prophet Jesus will be a king in Mecca
ngrusak sakèhé kapir he will get rid of infidelity
pan kinèn anuta and urge all people to follow
dhateng saréngat neka the coming sharī’a
Nabi Muhammad sinelir of the Prophet Muhammad, pbuh
sampuné séda after he is dead,
Nabi Ngisa ing bénjing the Prophet Jesus

16 Pan kinubur Nabi Ngisa ing Madinah is buried in Medina
punika bumi suci the holy land.
Yata Nabi Ngisa When the Prophet Jesus
kalané wau musna disappeared,
duk binakta maring langit he was taken away into heaven
kocap ing Kur’an That is what the Qur’ān says
kang muni kitab Injil as well as the Gospel

In the future, all humankind should follow the Prophet Muhammad, 
because he is the seal of the Prophets, who has renewed all sharī’a (rules for 
religious or proper Islamic life) that will be applicable until the coming of the 
Judgment Day. It has been mentioned in the Gospel that Muhammad is a 
prophet on whom God’s favour rests (stanza 17). Stanzas 18-19 tell that the 
interval between the time of Moses and that of Jesus is 1100 years, and the 
interval between the first descending of the angel Gabriel to the world and 
the birth of Jesus is 53 years. The angel Gabriel descended to the world 
twelve times, and Jesus’ earthly lifetime was 30 years. 
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Scrutinizing the Javanese tale of Jesus, we have some noteworthy 
comments. The first is about cultural encounter. Unavoidably, the religious 
life and practice of any religion are coloured by certain culture(s). Islam and 
the Qur’ān certainly contain many aspects of the Arabian culture, although 
Muslims always claim that Islam is free from human culture. Languages and 
writings are of course parts of cultures. Thus, the Qur’ān, which was written 
in the Arabic language and letters, is naturally not free from the 
contemporary Arabic culture. When Islam came into Java, consequently, 
there must be a cultural encounter between the (Arabic) Islam and the 
Javanese culture, including its world-view and world of thought. In this 
encounter, the dā’i (Islamic missionaries) should use some aspects of the 
Javanese culture as a vehicle to spread Islamic teachings and conviction. If 
they did not do so, certainly Islam would meet a strong resistance from the 
Javanese, who have their own religion. In the past, therefore, the ulamā tried 
to teach the Islamic teachings and the Qur’ānic accounts in the Javanese 
language. Some Qur’ānic terms and names were Javanized. For instance, the 
names of Gabriel, the Prophet Jesus, and ‘Imrān, one after another, were 
Javanized into Jabarail, Nabi Ngisa, and Mram. Not only Javanese language 
had influence over the spread of Islam in Java, but also Javanese world of 
thought.217 For example, in the story of Mary’s expectancy in Serat Anbiya, the 
coming of the spirit of God was depicted in the shape of a garb. In my mind, 
the idea behind the story is not separate from Javanese conception of wahyu. 
Although the Javanese word wahyu came from the Arabic wahy, its meaning 
differs from that of the Qur’ān or that of the Bible. Both in the Qur’ān and in 
the Bible, the word wahyu means ‘revelation’ of or from God. In the Javanese 
world of thought, wahyu, which is synonymous with pulung, is understood as 
a materialized or personified heavenly mercy given to a certain individual as 
a sign that the receiver is destined for great things. Wahyu will itself choose a 
proper individual as its dwelling place. Mary was expectant because of the 
coming of the wahyu in the shape of a garb that was pleased to dwell in her.

Secondly, the Serat Anbiya contains traditions that are not found in the 
Qur’ān, although they are not contrary to the Qur’ān. For example, the 
comparison between Jesus and Seth, Jesus’ existence in the fourth level of the 
heavens, his coming in the last days towards the Judgment Day, his 
becoming king of Mecca, his death and burial in Medina. Seemingly, the Serat 
Anbiya was composed not only based on the Qur’ānic accounts, but also on 
certain later narrative traditions.218 This shows that Islam, as well as other 
religions, in its development, has no single tradition; conversely, there are 
various traditions. In other words, Islam, and whatever other religion is not 
free from human traditions.
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Thirdly, in order to become deeply rooted in a certain society, every 
religion, explicitly or implicitly, will acculturate with the local culture, 
wherein it exists. On the other hand, however, it is quite possible that there is 
also religious enculturation towards the local culture. I am not of the same 
opinion as Franz Magnis Suseno, who says that enculturation is only possible 
towards a culture, not towards a religion.219 In my mind, whatever religion it 
is, it is not free from the influence of a certain culture, or cultures. Even, in a 
limited sense, religion is an aspect of culture. There is, therefore, also the 
possibility of cultural enculturation towards a religion. The Serat Anbiya can 
be seen as a form of Islam’s acculturation and enculturation towards the 
Javanese culture, or, in a limited sense, perhaps also Javanese’s enculturation 
towards Islam. We can see such an enculturation in the religious life and 
practices of some Javanese Muslims, who often called Islam Abangan.220

3.2. Some modern apologetic views on Jesus

In order to get a more complete depiction of the perceptions of Indonesian 
Muslims about Jesus, we next try to glance at some of the apologetic views of 
some modern Muslim scholars. Among many works of modern Muslim 
scholars, we will pay attention to some texts that have spread widely among 
Indonesia’s society, supposing that their views are adequate to represent the 
recent Islamic perceptions of Jesus. Accordingly, we cite some noted names 
such as Hasbullah Bakry, Hazairin, Arsjad Thalib Lubis, Sidi Gazalba, and 
Nurcholis Madjid. Besides, naturally we also consider the fatwa (legal 
decision) of the Council of Indonesia Ulama, and the viewpoint of 
Ahmadiyah about Jesus. We will try to discuss them briefly.

3.2.1. Hasbullah Bakry

Hasbullah Bakry has been a prominent Indonesian Muslim scholar since the 
second half of the twentieth century. He was born in Palembang, South 
Sumatra, at July 25, 1926. His father, K.H. Mohammad Bakry, was the head of 
the Pondok Pesantren (Islamic Boarding School) Muaradua, Palembang. 
Besides Islamic religion, Hasbullah Bakry also studied law at the Faculty of 
Law of the Universitas Indonesia, Jakarta, and graduated in 1970. He then 
became a lecturer on the subject of Philosophy at the IAIN (State Institute of 
Islamic Religion) Sunan Kalijaga, Yogyakarta. He also occupied the office of 

                                                
219 Magnis Suseno’s letter to Nurcholis Madjid, 9 May 1995.
220 Clifford Geertz, The Religion of Java (Illionis: The Free Press of Glencoe, 1960), pp. 126-130. Some 

Islamic scholars dislike the label Islam Abangan for the traditional Javanese Muslims, whose religious 
practices have a thick Javanese tradition, because they regard the designation as neglecting the coming 
of Islam in Java. Even they consider that the label shows a highly misleading interpretation of the 
Islamic past in Java. See Nurcholis’ response to the letter of Magnis Suseno, 3 May 1995, which refers 
to the criticism of Marshall Hodgson towards Clifford Geertz in his book The Venture of Islam, Vol. 2 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1974), p. 551.  



Chief Executive of Pusat Kerohanian (Centre for Spiritual Care) of the
Indonesian Police (1965-1976).221

Based on the verses of the Qur’ān and the undoubted sayings of the 
Prophet Muhammad within it, Hasbullah Bakry tries to summarize what the 
Qur’ān and Muhammad indicate about Jesus and Christianity in his two 
books Nabi Isa dalam Al-Qur’an dan Nabi Mohammad dalam Bijbel (The Prophet 
Jesus in the Qur’ān and the Prophet Muhammad in the Bible, Solo: AB Sitti 
Sjamsijah, 1959) and Pandangan Islam tentang Kristen di Indonesia (A Muslim 
View of Christianity in Indonesia, Jakarta: Akademik Presindo, 2000).
Following are his opinions:

Firstly, the Qur’ān calls the Jews and the Christians Ahl al-Kitāb, and 
acknowledges that their Scriptures came from the revelation of God, and 
their prophets were true messengers of God. Therefore, Muslims are 
obligated to believe that Moses and Jesus were the prophets of God, who 
were sent to the people of Israel; and that the Torah, Zabur (Psalms), and 
Gospel (the original Gospel) are Scriptures from God. Those all are affirmed 
in QS Al-Baqarah, QS Āl ‘Imrān, QS Al-Mā’idah, QS Al-Nisā’, QS Al-Anbiyā, 
QS Maryam, QS Al-Tawbah, QS Ibrāhīm, and QS Banī Isrā’īl, which together 
encompass almost one third of the whole Qur’ān.

Secondly, according to those chapters, the Jews many times went against 
their prophets, broke their covenant with God, and followed the gods of their 
surrounding paganism. They even opposed Jesus and Muhammad. God, 
therefore, punished them through the hands of the Babylonians and Romans. 
If they remain rebellious and stubborn and opposed their prophets, 
especially Muhammad, certainly, they would become a cursed nation.

Thirdly, Jesus Christ taught his followers to be Muslims, who surrender 
to God. The Qur’ān says, “And behold! I inspired the disciples to have faith 
in My Apostle and Me. They said, ‘We have faith, and do thou bear witness 
that we bow to God as Muslims’” (QS Al-Mā’idah 5:111). Nevertheless, Jesus’ 
apostleship was just for the people of Israel, not for other nations (QS Al-Saff 
61:6). His tasks were to restore the faith of the Jews, so that the people of 
Israel would obey the Torah again, and to deliver good news of the coming 
of the last or the seal of the prophets, Muhammad. This prophet would bring 
a new sharī’a (New Testament), i.e. the Qur’ān that will put the Kingdom of 
God in order on the earth (QS Al-Shaff 61:6; QS Al-Baqarah 2:106). Jesus’ 
followers, however, then deviated from the original teachings of Jesus, 
among other things by deifying Jesus Christ, breaking the sharī’a (the law) of 
the Torah concerning observances (especially the fast and daily prayer), 
circumcision, and marriage. Christianity establishes a monogamy system of 
marriage, and prohibits divorce. The greatest mistake of the Christians is
their deviation from the doctrine of God, so that they are called Almaghdūbi 
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Alaihim (the people angered by God) or Dāllin (the misled people with 
reference to QS Al-Fātiha 1:7).

Fourthly, the Qur’ān tells about Jesus’ manhood and prophethood 
logically and properly. Mary came from the family of ‘Imrān, from the Levite 
tribe, an honoured tribe among the Israelites, like the tribe of Quraish among 
the Arabs. She always kept her chastity and purity, although the people of 
Israel lived in depravity and immorality. The Qur’ān mentions all these facts. 
She gave birth to Jesus by the word (kalimat) of God: kun fa yakun, ‘Be’ and he 
was. Mary was being expectant because of the power of the spirit of God. 
Nevertheless, it does not mean that Jesus was the Son of God, or even God 
Himself, or that Mary was the mother of God (Theotokos). The birth of Jesus 
without a father needs not be regarded as an oddity, so we do not necessarily 
have to deify him as ‘Lord.’ Was not the birth of Adam more peculiar than 
the birth of Jesus? (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:59). As an ordinary human being, Christ 
Jesus also died as other prophets did (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:144), but he was not 
crucified. The doctrine of the Trinity resulted from the Christians’ haste in 
interpreting the Torah and the Gospel freely. They deny the oneness of God 
by regarding Him as consisting of three persons in His essence, and consider 
Jesus as the second person of the Trinity. They, therefore, are the kāfirūn
(infidels, unbelievers) who have committed shirk,222 the greatest and 
unforgivable sin.223

Fifthly, the Jews and Christians are kāfir, because they acknowledge only 
some prophets, but deny the prophethood of Muhammad (QS Al-Baqarah 
2:85). They have also modified and added their own writings to the 
Scriptures (QS Al-Baqarah 2:79). Moreover, the Christians have deified Jesus 
(QS Al-Nisā’ 4:160).

Sixthly, Muslims are the true followers of Abraham, while the Jews and 
Christians are the unbelievers, who have deviated from his teachings.
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Without doubt, among men, the nearest of kin to Abraham, are those who follow him (the 
Muslims), as are also this Apostle (Muhammad) and those who believe (those who follow 
him). And God is the Protector of those who have faith. It is the wish of a section of the 
People of the Book to lead you astray. But they shall lead astray (not you), but 
themselves, and they do not perceive! Ye People of the Book! Why reject ye the Signs of 
God, of which ye are (yourselves) witnesses? Ye People of the Book! Why do ye clothe 
Truth with falsehood, and conceal the Truth, while ye have knowledge? (QS Āl ‘Imrān 
3:68-71).

Muslims, therefore, have the obligation to obey the command of God to the 
Prophet Muhammad to warn and ask the Jews and Christians to revert to the 
original teachings of the prophets, i.e. to worship the one and only God. 

Say (Muhammad), “O People of the Book! Come to common terms as between us and 
you (i.e. Islam), that we associate no partners with Him that we erect not, from among 
ourselves, lords and patrons other than God.” If then they turn back, say ye, “Bear witness 
that we (at least) are Muslims (bowing to God’s Will). (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:64).  

Seventhly, the Qur’ān calls both the Jews and the Christians Ahl al-Kitāb
(People of the Book). Nevertheless, Muslims’ relations with Christians is 
closer than with the Jews or other faiths they regard as infidels or heathens 
(QS Al-Mā’idah 5:82-86). The Qur’ān, however, also states that if Christians 
continue to refuse, and falsify its verses, surely, they will become the 
occupants of hell.

There are two important notes on the theological views of Hasbullah 
Bakry. Firstly, although the Qur’ān calls the Jews and the Christians Ahl al-
Kitāb, Hasbullah Bakry takes a negative attitude to them both. He considers 
the Jews and Christians to have deviated from the true teaching of Abraham. 
They, therefore, are kāfirūn. In this regard, the Muslims, who tightly hold on 
to the tawhīd of God, are the true inheritors of the faith of Abraham. 
Secondly, about Jesus, he thinks that Jesus was an ordinary man, not the 
divine Son of God. The deification of Jesus is the Christians’ fault in 
interpreting the Torah and the true Gospel.  

3.2.2. Arsjad Thalib Lubis: Jesus Imam Mahdi?224

Arsjad Thalib Lubis (1908-1972) was a Tapanulinese who lived in Medan, the 
capital of the province of North Sumatra, amid a heterogeneous society. In 
this city, whose population is made up of one-third Chinese, one-third 
Christian Bataks, and the rest consists of Malay, Muslim Bataks and Javanese; 
Muslims are a minority. In order to block the strong influence of Christianity, 
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in the 1930s, Lubis founded an Islamic ‘zending’ or Islamic Mission. 
Motivated by his conviction that the Judgment Day will come soon, he made 
every endeavour to spread Islam among the non-Islamic people.225

In his book Imam Mahdī, Arsyad Thalib Lubis specifically highlights the 
eschatological role of Jesus, which internally had become a dispute among 
the Muslims. This book was not started as a polemic towards Christianity, 
but against the recent movement in Tanjung Pura (Sumatra) in the 1950s 
when Haji Makmun bin Yahya after his return from a long stay in Mecca was 
considered by some people as the Mahdī (the guided one, a messenger from 
God arriving on earth preceding the end of time) announcing the arrival of 
the final days of the earth. This person declared himself to be a representative 
of the coming Mahdī.226

From time to time, the belief in a leading figure called the Imam Mahdi, 
who will come in the end of time before the Judgment Day, develops among 
the Muslims. The Arabic word Mahdī, literally means ‘one who receives 
revelation of God’ or ‘the guided one’227 or ‘one who brings guidance.’228

Ustadz A. Hasan, a teacher of Persatuan Islam, is of the opinion that the 
meaning of the word Mahdī is ‘one who is led by God’ or ‘one who gets 
God’s guidance.’ He will come to take care of and save the Muslims from 
their unrest.229

We, indeed, cannot find the word Mahdī in the Qur’ān, but words that in 
fact have the same meaning as Mahdī, namely hād-n (QS Al-Hajj 22:54) and 
hādi-yan (QS Al-Furqān 25:31). However, some valid ahādith (e.g. At-Tarmizi, 
Abu Daud, Ibn Madjah, Imam Ahmad, Al Hakim, and At-Thabrani) state 
that this figure will be born from the seed of Muhammad (ahl al-bait). Before 
the coming of the Judgment Day, he will come to strengthen Islamic religion, 
to establish justice, to defeat the Dajjal (Devil? Antichrist?), and to be a 
leading figure for the Muslims.230 There are many ahādith and the sayings of 
the disciples of the Prophet Muhammad concerning the Mahdī. Al 
Muhaddith Sajid Ahmad ibn Hanbal mentioned more than one hundred, and 
Al Hafith Jalaluddin As-Suyūti collected more than 240 ahādith.231

Who the Mahdī is, is still under dispute among the Muslims. There are 
various opinions about him. Saba’iyah (‘Seveners’ or Ismaili) Shi’ites think 
that Ali bin Abu Thalib will come into the world at the end of time as the 
Mahdī. Kaisaniyah Shi’ites are of the opinion that Muhammad Ali Hanafiyah 
is the Mahdī. Now he is hiding at the mountain Radwa, that stands between 
Medina and Janbu’, and at the end of time, he will appear as the Mahdī. 
Imamiyah Twelver Shi’ites regard Muhammad bin Hasanal ‘Askari, the 
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twelfth of their imam (priests), as the Mahdī. Now, he is invisible, and he will 
come at the end of time as the Mahdī. Zaidiyah Shi’ites believe that 
Muhammad bin Abdullah, who has the title of An-Nafsuz Zakiyah is the 
Mahdī. The Imamiyah Ismailiyah Shi’ites think that Ubaidullah bin 
Muhammad Al Habib, the founder of Fatimiyah kingdom in Africa is the 
Mahdī. The Qaramithahs think that Muhammad bin Ismail bin Jafar is the 
Mahdī.232

In connection with Jesus, Lubis notes some opinions concerning the 
Mahdī that developed in Indonesia. HAMKA (Haji Abdul Malik Karim 
Amrullah) states that all ahādith speaking of the Mahdī are not valid and only 
empty talk,233 nevertheless there are also many Muslim scholars who have a 
more positive viewpoint about the Mahdī. They call the hadīth about Mahdī a 
mutawatir ma’nawi. There are two kinds of accounts or narrations: mutawatir 
lafzhie and mutawatir ma’nawi. Mutawatir lafzhie is an account told by many 
people in the same sound (story or way of telling) and with the same 
meaning (content). Mutawatir ma’nawi is an account told by many people in 
various ways of telling, but it has the same meaning (content or intention). 
The hadīth about Mahdī is a mutawatir ma’nawi, because, the story is told by 
many people, in various ways of telling, but it has the same intention, namely 
telling about the coming of the Mahdī.234

Although some think that the Mahdī and Jesus are two different 
individuals, most of those scholars are of the opinion that the Mahdī is 
Jesus.235 One hadīth the Story of Ibn Majah states that the Mahdī and Jesus are 
the same individual. Scholars learned in the Traditions, among others Al-
Qurtubi and Ibmul Qaiyim, support this opinion. According to Al-Qurtubi, 
the ahādith (the plural form of hadīth), which state that the Mahdī is one of 
Muhammad’s descendants, are weak and not valid. He thinks that there is no 
other Mahdī save Jesus, because of his eminence and perfection. Jesus can be 
considered as the Mahdī, because he was one who had the revelation from 
God, and at once, gave guidance to others.236

We see that Lubis has highlighted Jesus from another perspective, i.e. 
from his eschatological role, which is depicted as the Imam Mahdī. Indeed, 
Lubis acknowledges that there are various opinions of who the Mahdī is. He, 
however, concludes that most of the valid ahādith about the Mahdī agree that 
the Mahdī is Jesus himself, who will come again at the end of time before the 
coming of the Judgment Day, in order to established Islam and release the 
Muslims from the world’s crisis. From Lubis’ explanation, we get the 
impression that there is in the Qur’ān no explicit statement about the 
eschatological role of Jesus. All sources of the account about the Mahdī are 
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from the ahādith. Regardless of the origin, somehow, the story of the Mahdī
shows a tradition of faith that Jesus is still alive, and that he will come again 
in the end of time.237 A hadīth of Abu Hurayrah states that at this time, God 
will destroy the Anti-Christ, and will establish security on earth, so that the 
camel and lion will graze together, the tiger and the cow, the wolf and the 
sheep. Children will play with snakes without being harmed.238 It is quite 
possible that such an account came from the Christian eschatological 
conception about the parousia (the second coming of Jesus). For developing a 
harmonious dialogical relationship between Muslims and Christians in 
Indonesia, it is important to take note that there is also in Islam a tradition of 
faith that believes in Jesus’ eschatological role.    

3.2.3. Hazairin 

Hazairin (1906-1975) was more a defender or an apologist for the adat law 
(customary law) than a defender of Islam. He was a Bengkulunese, who 
firmly defended Bengkulu’s customary law (adat). He urged that in Indonesia 
there should be an Indonesian Islamic madhhab, and suggested that 
Indonesian Islam should not imitate the Middle Eastern model of Islam. 
Hazairin advocated the principle of equality between women and men, 
especially about their inheritance rights. He is known among Muslims as a 
controversial figure. However, why he wrote about Jesus, we could not 
ascertain. In writing about Jesus he referred to the two-weekly magazine of 
the Jehovah’s Witnesses, The Watchtower, especially Vol. 83, February 1962, 
No. 3; the work of G.C. Van Niftrik and B.J. Boland, Dogmatika Masa Kini
(Contemporary Dogmatic, Jakarta: BPK Gunung Mulia, 1958); and the 
writing of Khwaja Nazir Ahmad, “Paraclete: the Comforter Foretold by 
Jesus” in Islamic Review, January 1957. 

Hazairin’s description of Jesus starts with his comment on the Christmas 
celebration. He states that Muslims should believe not only in the Prophet 
Muhammad, but also in other prophets, including Jesus. Therefore, it is 
proper if they in their own minds also celebrate Jesus’ birthday respectfully. 
However, they should not follow the way of the Christians in celebrating 
Christmas Day, because the Qur’ān has never stated that Jesus was born at a 
sheep-pen on 25 December.239 The question is, ‘Does such a thought also 
contribute to the issue of a fatwa concerning the prohibition on Muslims 
attending Christmas celebrations?’240
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Furthermore, Hazairin states that the Christian Gospel of today has much 
deviated from the original Gospel. This occurred because Christ Jesus did not 
leave any written text of his teachings, and the authors of the Gospels 
(Muhaddith) did not write them, at least until 50 years after Jesus’ death, 
based on various circulating oral traditions. Of course, there were among 
them many contradictions, differences, and some things forgotten.241 Some 
particular traditions then brought out the doctrine of the Trinity that God 
consists of three persons: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. These three persons 
are one essence. Muslims blame Christianity for deifying Jesus, and, 
therefore, regard the Christians as the kāfirun (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:80), and 
consider the doctrine of the Trinity as shirk (QS Al-Isrā’ 17:111; QS Al-Nisā’ 
4:48).242

Muslims always hold on to the teaching of the Qur’ān, which they 
believe to be the original word of God that is free from falsification (QS Al-
Mā’idah 5:48; QS Al-Hijr 15:9; QS Al-Wāqi’ah 56:78; QS Fussilat 41:42; Al-
Burūj 85:21-22; QS Al-Bayyinah 98: 2-3, etc.).243 Hazairin states that the 
Qur’ān is the Eternal Scripture, even the Eternal Gospel, which teaches that 
God is one, and may not be associated with other beings (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:64). 
The Christian New Testament, according to Hazairin, has prophesied the 
handing down of the Qur’ān. To prove his opinion, he refers to Revelation 4:1 
and 14:6-7.244 Apart from that, the New Testament also prophesies the 
coming of Muhammad (Hazairin refers to John 14:16, 26; 5:26, 16:13-14), as 
one chosen by God to deliver the Eternal Gospel, i.e. the Qur’ān.245 God sent 
down the Qur’ān in order that it might become a criterion of truth. 
Unfortunately, the Christians do not acknowledge it, and continue to cling 
firmly to their doctrine of the Trinity - that the parakletos is one of the three 
persons of the Trinity.246  

Unlike some other Muslim scholars, Hazairin interprets Jesus’ saying to 
his disciples in John 16:13-14 as a prophecy concerning the descent of the 
Qur’ān. He bases his interpretation on QS Al-Shūrā 42:52, which calls the 
Qur’ān Al-Rūh (the spirit),247 and QS Al-Isrā’ 17:81, which calls the Qur’ān 
Al-Haqq, meaning ‘truth.’ Thus, if the two verses are combined, then it is 
clear that there is a correlation between the ‘Spirit of truth’ and the Qur’ān, 
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because the angel Gabriel, who was also called the ‘spirit,’ is the one who 
was sent by God to read the Qur’ān to Muhammad.248 The Christians, 
however, interpret those verses as Jesus’ promise to send the Holy Spirit to 
his disciples after he ascended into the heavens. The Christians state that the 
Holy Spirit is God or Jesus himself, who will come in the shape of spirit in 
order to help and accompany the believers.

Muslims, who hold on to the doctrine of tawhīd tightly, of course, 
consider the doctrine of the Trinity a scandalous shirk (cf. QS Al-Nisā’ 4:48,
171; QS Al-Mā’idah 5:73; QS Al-Isrā’ 17:111).249 With regard to the relation 
between the Muslims and the Christians in Indonesia that has the Pancasila as 
its principles of state ideology, Hazairin states flatly that Muslims’ 
understanding of the belief in the one and only God differs from that of the 
Christians. The difference is quite serious, because it is concerned with the 
principles of ideology of the Republic of Indonesia.250

From our study, at a glance we have the impression that Hazairin takes a 
more positive attitude towards Christianity than other Muslim scholars we 
have discussed above. He acknowledges the prominence of Jesus’ 
apostleship and appeals to the Muslims to celebrate Jesus’ birthday
respectfully. He, however, also emphasizes that Muslims should take a 
different way of celebrating Jesus’ birthday, because Christmas celebrations 
as the Christians perform them are not found in the Qur’ān. He considers 
that the Christians’ Gospels of today are not the original one, but the 
compositions of the New Testament evangelists (Muhaddith) based on their 
own objectives. The doctrine of the Trinity originated in a certain tradition or 
Christian sect, not in the original Gospel of Jesus. Moreover, the original 
Gospel of Jesus also prophesied the coming of the Prophet Muhammad and 
the descent of the Qur’ān. According to Hazairin, the Qur’ān is really an 
embodiment of the heavenly eternal word of God. The new thing he 
proposed is his warning to the Muslims of Indonesia to interpret the first 
principle of the Pancasila carefully, because in some way, Muslims’ 
understanding of the principle ‘Believe in one and only God’ differs from 
that of the Christians. The question is: should the different interpretation of 
the first principle of the Pancasila be an obstacle for the establishment of 
harmonious relations between Muslims and Christians in Indonesia?     

3.2.4. Sidi Gazalba

Sidi Gazalba (b. 1924) had a very close relationship with HAMKA, a 
prominent conservative Muslim from West Sumatra, and since the 1950s the 
leading figure in the prestigious Al-Azhar mosque in the new elite suburb 

                                                
248 Hazairin, Isa Almasih dan Ruh, p. 23
249 Hazairin, Isa Almasih dan Ruh, p. 25.
250 Hazairin, Isa Almasih dan Ruh, pp. 28-29.



Kebayoran Baru of Jakarta. He helped HAMKA in correcting his great work 
Tafsir Al-Azhar.251 Gazalba himself wrote many books, primarily with regard 
to the relation between Islam and culture. These are among his works: 
Mesdjid Pusat Ibadat dan Kebudajaan Islam (The Mosque, Centre of Muslim 
Cult and Culture, Djakarta: Pustaka Antara, 1962), Islam, Integrasi Ilmu dan 
Kebudajaan (Islam, Integration of Science and Culture, Djakarta: Tintamas, 
1967), Pengantar Kebudajaan sebagai Ilmu (An Introduction to Culture as a 
Science, Djakarta: Pustaka Antara, 1968), Ilmu dan Islam (Science and Islam, 
Djakarta: CV Mulja, 1969), Pendidikan Islam dalam Masjarakat (Islamic 
Education and Society, Djakarta: Pustaka Antara, 1969), and Pendidikan Umat 
Islam (The Education of the Muslim Community, Djakarta: Bhratara, 1970). 
Besides, he also wrote many articles for the Islamic magazine Pandji 
Masjarakat. During the 1960s, when he was still active, he had his office at 
Masjid (Mosque) Al-Azhar, and lived in an elite district of Kebayoran Baru, 
South Jakarta. During the later 1970s until the 1990s Gazalba was active as a 
lecturer in Malaysia.

His opinion about Christianity and its doctrines, especially concerning 
God and Christology, are reflected in his works Dialog Antara Kristen Advent 
dan Islam (Dialogue between the Adventist Tradition of Christianity and 
Islam, Jakarta: Bulan Bintang, 1972) and Jawaban Atas Kritik Kristen Terhadap 
Islam (A Response to the Christian Criticism of Islam, Jakarta: Bulan Bintang, 
1971). His theological views explained in the two books are among other 
things about the Christian Scriptures compared to the Qur’ān, the oneness of 
God, the doctrine of the Trinity, the original sin, and Jesus’ redemption.

Concerning the Christian Scriptures, he regards the Old and New 
Testaments (the Torah and the Gospel) as injured and imperfect Scriptures. 
Parts of them had been hidden, omitted, and falsified. He is of the opinion 
that the original Torah of Moses and the original Gospel of Jesus differ 
diametrically from the Christians’ Scriptures of today.252 They differ from the 
Qur’ān. The Qur’ān only contains the revelations received gradually from 
time to time by Muhammad from the angel Gabriel. After receiving those 
revelations, Muhammad soon communicated them to his companions and 
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told them not only to recite them, but also to write them. Every time 
Muhammad received God’s revelations, he then let his companions know 
where those revelations should be placed in the order. In that way those 
revelations he had received were perpetuated completely.253

Islam has objections to the principles of the Christian teachings 
formulated in the Apostles’ Creed, the Creed of Nicaea, and the Athanasian 
Creed, which among other things contain the doctrine of the Trinity, Jesus’ 
divinity, his position as the Son of God, original sin, and redemption. Besides 
those doctrines, there are still some teachings, which Muslims cannot agree 
with, namely: the Christian rejection of the Torah’s teachings, the 
needlessness of circumcision, the second coming of Jesus, and the 
evangelization to all nations outside of the people of Israel.254 Those doctrines 
are not found in Islam that has the fundamental teaching, ‘There is no god 
but Allah, and Muhammad is His apostle.’ These two shahāda form the basis 
of the other doctrines such as the belief in the messengers of God, the belief 
in God’s revelations given through His apostles, the belief in the innocence 
and sinless nature of man, the belief in the hereafter, etc. Based on those 
doctrines, it is hard for Muslims to understand most subjects in Christian 
doctrine.

About God, for Sidi Gazalba, God is absolutely one. The oneness of the 
Islamic deity includes the number, the character, and the deed of God. God is 
one. His character is also one, unique, and has no equal. His deed is also one, 
in the sense that it cannot be compared with other’s deed. He created 
everything out of nothing, whereas man makes something from other 
existing things.255 According to Gazalba, for Muslims it is hard to understand 
the doctrine of the Trinity. This doctrine was not formulated until the Council 
of Nicaea (325), more than three hundreds years after Jesus’ death. The 
Council decided officially that Jesus was homousios (the same essence) with 
God the Father. In spite of that, a theologian named Arius challenged this 
doctrine.256 Gazalba states further that the four Gospels written in the course 
of 70 to 115 did not mentioned anything about the Trinity at all. Thus, he 
concludes, Jesus himself never taught the doctrine of the Trinity, and both the 
Old and the New Testament do not contain it. This doctrine is not only 
illogical, but also contrary to the oneness of God.257

With regard to the original sin and redemption, according to Gazalba, 
Jesus was not God incarnate who came down to earth in order to redeem 
human beings from their sins. If God incarnated Himself and become the 
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man Jesus, why did the humble human beings easily persecute the 
Almighty?258 In Muslim minds, Jesus himself, likewise the other prophets, 
never spoke of the original sin. They taught that everyone should be 
responsible for his own deeds.259 The Christian doctrine of redemption is 
really unreasonable and improper with regard to the justice of God. Man’s 
sin does not get God into trouble, but causes a lot of trouble for himself. Sin 
cannot be abolished by someone’s death, but by repentance, like Adam; God 
forgave him when he repented. It is illogical that because Adam committed 
sin his descendants must suffer the consequences.260

Observing Gazalba’s theological thought of God and Jesus, we find no 
different idea with that of other Muslim apologists. As Ismatu Ropi said, 
Gazalba argued that there were Biblical doctrines which caused Muslims to 
regard the Christian Scriptures as inauthentic.261 One of them is about Jesus’
role in the salvation work of God. Gazalba denies the Christian doctrine that 
Jesus was crucified and died on the cross to save humanity, whereas this 
doctrine is the heart of Christianity. The theological argument of Gazalba 
demands the readiness of the Christians to re-consider the formulation of 
their doctrine, and conversely, the openness of the Muslims to understand 
the other’s argument.

One further consideration about Gazalba, that is also valid for Hazairin 
and many others: they come more in contact with some aggressive preachers 
who go from house to house like Jehovah’s Witness people (in the case of 
Hazairin) and with Adventists (Gazalba) and have little contact with 
mainstream Christianity in Indonesia. Below we will see the same with 
Nurcholis Madjid and his use of sources about Jesus and a love affair with 
Mary Magdalene.     

3.2.5. Nurcholis Madjid

Nurcholis Madjid (1939-2005) was a prominent Indonesian Muslim 
intellectual known as having an open and inclusive attitude towards other 
faiths, especially Christianity.262 We can get his view about Christ Jesus from 
two sources, namely: his book Perjalanan Religius ‘Umrah dan Haji (The 
Religious Journey of ‘Umrah and Haji, Jakarta: Paramadina, 1997), and his 
polemical correspondence with Franz Magnis Suseno, a Catholic pastor, 
philosopher, and lecturer in some seminaries and universities in Indonesia.263
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This polemic occurred with regard to Nurcholis’ speech at Percakapan 
Cendekiawan tentang Islam (Intellectuals’ Dialogue on Islam) held on 5 April 
1995 at the Great Auditorium of the Indonesian State University (Universitas 
Indonesia) Depok, West Java.

The inter-religious polemic between the two intellectuals was ignited by 
Nurcholis’ remarks about Jesus in that dialogue. Franz Magnis Suseno felt 
offended because of Nurcholis’ oral statement about Jesus, that Jesus married 
Mary Magdalene, had four children before he divorced his wife, and then 
became a fugitive in Rome.264 Jesus then had his second marriage to Lydia, 
which brought criticism upon him and his adherents.265 Magnis Suseno 
considered Nurcholis’ description as an insult to Christianity. Nurcholis, 
however, replied to him that what he said in his speech was based on some 
quotations from the work of a Christian Western theologian, Barbara 
Thiering, Jesus the Man.266

From these two writings of Nurcholis Madjid, we can summarize his 
view concerning Jesus as follows: Firstly, about Jesus’ status. Nurcholis states 
that Muslims, based on the accounts of the Qur’ān about Jesus, revere him. 
The Qur’ān says that Jesus, son of Mary, was a messenger (Rasul) of God, a 
Word of Him given to Mary, and a Spirit from God (QS Al-Nisā’ 4:171). The 
Qur’ān places Jesus as one of the five prominent messengers or apostles of 
God, next to Muhammad, Abraham, Moses, and Noah. They were called ulu’l 
azmi. For Islam, those who humiliate Jesus’ status are kāfir. Islam forbids any 
Muslim to humiliate even an ordinary worshiper of God, much less Jesus.267

Nurcholis also asserts that the Qur’ān acknowledges the miraculous birth of 
Jesus, without the intervention of a father. Muslims, therefore, support the 
conception of Jesus’ ‘virgin birth.’ The Qur’ān designates the miraculous 
birth of Jesus as the sign of the omnipotence of God. Indeed, Jesus’ story 
occupies the largest portion among the stories of the prophets in the 
Qur’ān.268 Nevertheless, although implicitly, Nurcholis’ explanation contains 
his opinion of Jesus, that he was not the Son of God. Jesus was an ordinary 
man, not divine; he was like other prophets and messengers of God. 

Secondly, Jesus was not dead on the cross. As is the common belief of the 
Muslims, Nurcholis holds on to the opinion that Jesus was really not dead on 
the cross, in line with the assertion of QS Al-Nisā’ 4:157. In order to support 
his opinion, Nurcholis gives his brief interpretation on QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:33-36. 
‘Imrān was Mary’s father, the grand-father of Jesus. God did choose the 
family of ‘Imrān (and his offspring) above all people. When ‘Imrān’s wife 
delivered her daughter, Mary, she commended God to protect Mary, and her 
offspring (Arabic, dzurriyyah) from the Evil, the Rejected. Since God chose the 
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family of ‘Imrān, Muslims believe that God answered the prayer of Mary’s 
mother. In accordance with the prayer, it is quite possible that Mary had in 
the future offspring and descendants, perhaps from the line of Jesus, or 
James, Jesus’ brother. From this angle of sight, Nurcholis was interested in 
quoting Barbara Thiering’s book, which states that Jesus was not dead on the 
cross, he even had the opportunity to get married and have a family.269

This book among other things tells as follows: At first, in 30 CE, Jesus 
married Mary Magdalene. For Mary Magdalene, her marriage to Jesus may 
have been the second. They had three children. The first daughter, Tamar,
was born in September 33, the second child, Jesus Justus, a son, was born in 
June 37, and the third, also a son, was born in March 44.270 She then separated 
from Jesus, because she was not a Christian. Jesus’ second marriage to Lydia 
occurred in March 50.271 His second marriage provoked intense criticism 
among the eastern opponents of the Christians.272 According to Nurcholis, 
Mary Magdalene was the woman who helped Jesus after his disciples took 
him down from the cross when evidently he was still alive. His disciples then 
hid Jesus in a secret cave, and there Mary Magdalene nursed him until he got 
well again. After he recovered, Jesus became a fugitive of the Roman ruler, 
and he could not live openly. Paul’s encounter with him on the way to 
Damascus was not a spiritual encounter, but really a physical encounter, only 
in a secret way. Later on Jesus moved to Rome until his death.273 There Jesus 
had a chance to get married again to a young Roman girl.274

Thirdly, Jesus was not God. Nurcholis says that the Hebrew phrase
‘Emmanuel’ meaning ‘God be with us,’ also has a synonym in the Qur’ān, i.e. 
Inna Allha ma’anā (QS Al-Tawbah 9:40). However, ‘God be with us’ needs not 
mean that God has to become a human being and live along with us 
everyday. According to the Qur’ān, God is omnipresent, not captivated by 
time and space. The problem for the Muslim is that Christians have deified a 
fellow human being, Jesus, as was decided by vote at the Council of Nicaea, 
some three centuries after Jesus himself had lived.275

It is clear that Nurcholis’ sight line about Jesus does not differ from the 
Muslims’ view in general, although he has added new elements through his 
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trust in the reality of the Thiering’s fantasies. Although his attitude towards 
other faiths is relatively tolerant, moderate, and inclusive, he still maintains 
the fundamental doctrine of Islam, the tawhīd, firmly. I fully agree with 
Magnis Suseno’s comment on Nurcholis’ explanation. What Magnis Suseno 
feels bad is not Nurcholis’ view of Jesus that differs from that of the 
Christians, but why a high calibre intellectual such as Nurcholis uses 
literature that has no factual grounds, and without support of historical 
evidence. So far, there has been no historical document about Jesus’ affair 
with Mary Magdalene, about his children, and his second marriage to Lydia. 
Moreover, Islam’s faith that Jesus did not die on the cross does not require 
that we give Jesus a bad name when he was an honourable prophet of God.276

However, we also have to agree that for a Muslim like Nurcholis it is not 
always easy to find the right sources. Barbara Thiering is a recognized 
scholar in her field, and for an outsider like Nurcholis it is not easy to discern 
between her serious work and this strange book.

3.2.6. Behind the fatwa on Muslims’ attendance at Christmas celebrations

The fatwa of the MUI (Majelis Ulama Indonesia, Council of Indonesian Ulama) 
1981 on Muslims’ attendance at Christmas celebrations, which prohibited 
them from attending the Christian celebrations on Christmas Day, was a 
response to the development of inter-religious life among the people of 
Indonesia during the second half of the twentieth century. Usually, the 
Christians invite their neighbours of other faiths to attend their Christmas 
celebration. Conversely, the Muslims also invite their neighbours of other 
faiths to attend their Idulfitri celebrations (the feast of breaking the fast of 
Ramadan, celebrated on the first day of Syawal, the tenth month of the Muslim 
year). The same goes for religious celebrations of other religions.

Seen from the viewpoint of religious harmony, this earlier practice was 
an interesting and encouraging development. People need not be 
compartmentalized according to their religions, but live together in harmony 
under the state ideology of Pancasila. For some Muslims, however, and 
especially their religious leaders, such a development has disturbed them. 
The MUI saw that many Muslims have had a misperception of the Christmas 
celebrations as having no ritual value, like their celebrations of the birth of 
the Prophet Muhammad (mawlid al-nabī). Therefore, some even took part in 
organizing Christmas celebrations. The MUI considered this development as 
a threat that endangered the faith of the Muslims. Some of the ulamā (Islamic 
scholars) were afraid that Christmas celebrations could be vehicles of 
Christianization by the Christians for converting Muslims and other non-
Christian religions’ adherents. The MUI, therefore, thought it necessary to 
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issue a fatwa that prohibits the Muslims from attending Christmas 
celebrations.277

If we look into the fatwa in depth, it is evident that the theological 
arguments as its background are closely related to the doctrine of the tawhīd
and the Islamic perception of Jesus. In his thorough study, Mohammad Atho 
Mudzhar found two important theological insights of the MUI behind the 
fatwa.278 Firstly, the MUI argued that a Christmas celebration constituted a set 
of Christian ritual activities. According to the MUI, Muslims’ attendance at 
such a celebration could jeopardize their faith and their theological 
convictions. Religious tolerance should not be applied in the areas of 
theology and ritual, but in the area of social activities.279 Muslims should not 
mix up their faith and ritual with those of other religions (QS Al-Kāfirūn 
109:1-6). Secondly, Muslims should believe that Christ Jesus son of Mary was 
a prophet and messenger of God, not the Son of God (QS Maryam 19:30-32; 
QS Al-Mā’idah 5:75; QS Al-Baqarah 2:285).280 Therefore, whoever believes 
that there is more than one God, or that God has a son, or that Christ Jesus 
was the Son of God, is a kāfir (unbeliever) and a mushrik (QS Al-Mā’idah 5:72; 
QS Al-Tawbah 9:30).281 Even on the Judgment Day, God will ask Jesus if he 
ever taught his people to believe in him and his mother as Gods, and Jesus 
will answer “Never said I to them aught except what Thou didst command me to 
say, to wit, ‘Worship God, my Lord and your Lord’” (QS Al-Mā’idah 5:116-118).282

Furthermore, the fatwa asserted that Islam teaches that there is only one God 
(QS Al-Ikhlās 112:1-4). The fatwa, therefore, concluded that Muslims’ 
attendance at the Christmas celebrations is positively harām (forbidden).283

We can see clearly that the idea of tawhīd and the Islamic perception of 
Jesus were behind the MUI’s fatwa on Muslims’ attendance at Christmas 
celebrations. The MUI firmly holds on to the belief in the one and only God, 
refuses the divinity of Christ, and asserts that Jesus was only a human being, 
even though he was a messenger and prophet of God. For the MUI, the
Christmas celebration of the Christians was not separate from the Christian 
conception of Jesus that he was the Son of God incarnate, who came down 
from the heavens into the world in order to save humankind, even the entire 
universe from their sins and the wrath of God.284
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3.2.7. Ahmadiyah

Although Ahmadiyah does not fall into one of the mainstreams of Islamic 
denominations in Indonesia, this group has a quite significant role in 
Muslim-Christian debates. We, therefore, need to know it although at a 
glance. Recently, there have been some communities of Ahmadi in Indonesia, 
especially in West Jawa and Lombok Island. In the beginning of the year 
2005, the Ahmadiyah jamā’āt (plural form of jamā’a, congregations) in these 
two areas were persecuted by those who claimed themselves as orthodox 
Muslims. They accused Ahmadiyah of being a false teaching. Actually, the 
government of the Republic of Indonesia has banned this Islamic splinter 
group. The Religious Affairs Ministry on September 20, 1984 has issued a 
circular directed to provincial offices throughout Indonesia declaring 
Ahmadiyah to be misleading and against Islam because of its belief in Mirza 
Ghulam Ahmad as a prophet after Muhammad.

The Ahmadis claim that Ahmadiyah is a reformer of Islam. Mirza 
Ghulam Ahmad founded it in Pakistan (around 1880). This Islamic splinter 
movement was named ‘Ahmadiyah’ under the name of its founder. Gulam 
Ahmad was educated in India. He wished to reform Islam by mingling all of 
the world-religions into it. He declared himself to be a new Krishna for 
Hinduism, a born again Messiah for Christianity, and a new prophet for 
Islam. Most (orthodox) Muslims refuse his claim, because they hold on to the 
conviction that Muhammad was the seal of the prophets and there would be 
no other prophet after him. The Ahmadiyah was then divided into two 
groups, the Lahore Ahmadiyah and the Qadian Ahmadiyah. The Lahore 
Ahmadiyah is of the opinion that Ghulam Ahmad was not a true prophet, 
but a reformer of Islam, while Qadian Ahmadiyah accepts him as a prophet.

This sect (especially Qadian Ahmadiyah) came into Indonesia about the 
1920s. In general, Ahmadiyah’s adherents are well educated, fluent in 
speaking English as a modern language. This sect had a significant role over 
the early Muhammadiyah movement. This appeared among other things 
from the fact that HOS Tjokroaminoto used Ahmadiyah’s translation of the 
Qur’ān into Indonesian. Although it cannot be ascertained that he is an 
Ahmadi, Hasbullah Bakry rather sympathizes with the Ahmadiyah, 
especially with its opinion about Jesus.

Djohan Effendi, a Muslim-intellectual exclusivist, who occupied an office 
of State Secretary (2000-2001) under the President Abdurrahman Wahid, is 
also often connected with this sect. Indeed, in his ‘intellectual pilgrimage’ he 
read many Ahmadiyan books, especially the works of Maulana Muhammad 
Ali (1874-1951), an Indian Ahmadi who joined the Ahmadiyah Movement in 
1897 and devoted his life to the service of this movement in 1900. Djohan also 
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met Muhammad Irsjad and Ahmad Djojosugito, two prominent Indonesian 
Lahore Ahmadis. He was very interested in Ahmadiyah’s way of interpreting 
the Qur’ān that was according to him very rational and spiritualistic. His 
fondness for knowing the Ahmadiyah made some people suspicious that 
Djohan was an adherent of Ahmadiyah. However, he denied this 
accusation.285

The Ahmadis are very fanatical on opposing Christian mission, and fond 
of debate about Jesus. The Ahmadiyah teaches that Jesus was not dead on the 
cross, but his disciples supposed that he was so. Unlike the Muslim 
perception in general, this sect acknowledges that Jesus was crucified, but 
when he was taken down from the cross, he was not yet dead. Joseph of 
Arimathea then took him into a cave. There Nicodemus nursed him until he 
got well again. Jesus then went to the east, passing through Syria, Turkey, 
Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, and finally arrived in Kashmir, North India. This 
opinion is based on an interpretation of QS Al-Mu’minūn 23:51.286 Jesus lived 
there for about 90 years, until he was 120 years old. When he passed away, he 
was buried at Khanyar, Srinagar.287 At most, Ahmadiyah’s perception about 
Jesus is the same as that of Muslims in general, that Jesus was not a divine 
Son of God, but a prophet, a human being like others.288   

4. Concluding remarks

Theologically, especially with respect to the doctrine of the tawhīd, most 
Muslim scholars have similar conceptions or perspectives. This is because 
their doctrine of God originated in the same and absolute source, i.e. the 
Qur’ān. Their perspectives on Jesus are about the same, because their 
understanding also comes from the Qur’ān,289 which flatly states that Jesus 
was not the Son of God, was not crucified as the Jews claimed, and did not 
die on the cross. For them, Jesus was just a man, an ordinary man, a prophet 
like other prophets, whom God sent to the people of Israel (cf. QS Al-Mā’idah 
5:46, 78, 110-120). They indeed revere Jesus and acknowledge his miraculous 
birth and the miracles he performed. They also acknowledge that the spirit of 
God strengthened Jesus, so that he could perform signs and miracles. 
Nevertheless, Jesus is not divine or the Son of God. It is impossible that God 
has a son, because He has no consort. For Muslims, to acknowledge Jesus as 
the Son of God means to identify God with creation. That is a shirk, a kind of 
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sin that cannot be tolerated. They believe that Jesus has never claimed 
himself to be divine, but he asked the people of Israel to worship Allah as 
their Lord. He precisely warned the people Israel not to worship another god 
but Allah (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:51-52; QS Al-Mā’idah 5:72).

Although the Qur’ān reports little about the teaching of Jesus, Muslims 
have a conviction that Jesus’ teaching, the original Gospel, is itself not in 
contradiction to the Qur’ān. However, the Gospels, which are today in the 
hands of the Christians are not the original one, but some copies ascribed to 
Jesus’ disciples that are coloured by their interpretations. The original 
document of the Gospel has been lost, and its copies that still exist nowadays 
were written down between 40 and 80 AD. The writers used the original 
document freely, even changed it unhesitatingly for their own interests.290

The Christian Gospels we find today were composed after the earliest 
Church was fragmented into several groups. Therefore, each Gospel was 
intended to spread their respective teachings. The authors mixed up the 
original Gospel with older documents and other traditional materials without 
hesitation. Muslims regard the four Gospels in the Bible as false Gospels, and 
as a whole, the Bible itself is incomplete and imperfect. The true Gospel 
differs diametrically from the Christian Bible today.291 This fact is a far cry 
from the Qur’ān, which the Muslims believe to be the true and inerrant 
Scripture that has perfected all previous revelations, because it was sent 
down from lauh al-mahfūz.292

5. Reflective Notes

Based on this outline of the Muslims’ understanding of Jesus and their 
opinion of Christianity, there are fundamental theological obstacles for the 
establishment of a harmonious relationship between the two faiths. Each has 
objection to the other’s theological view, especially about Jesus. The MUI, 
and perhaps many other people, is of the opinion that to base the relationship 
between the two faiths on the effort to find doctrinal points of encounter is 
very risky.293 There is fear on the part of MUI (and maybe some religious 
leaders) that taking this step will produce endless debates and disputes, even 
worse, it will give rise to mutual bitterness towards each other, and increase 
the antagonistic relationship between them. However, I do not think so. In 
my mind, there is always the possibility to hold doctrinal dialogues between 
the two faiths. As far as those dialogues are carried out openly and honestly, 
without suspicion towards each other, and based on the good faith of both 
sides, certainly they can initiate a good step toward a better understanding of 
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Jesus, an honoured figure they both revere. If up to now we have not yet had 
the possibility to do it, at least, such a thought should begin to be introduced 
or expressed among the intellectuals of the two faiths.

In order to face the future with all of the problems of humanity, Muslims 
and Christians in Indonesia should look for alternatives of their relation, 
which are more productive and effective for the improvement of human 
welfare. In this regard, inter-religious dialogue in the form of social activities 
is very important, but theological dialogue is no less important. It will open 
the horizon of thought of the participants, religiously or scholarly, and will 
foster their open-mindedness and inclusiveness. In such a dialogue, each 
should show respect for the other’s characteristics and identity, and not 
promote exclusivity.

We hope that this study at least will open our outlook in order to know 
the principle reasons for Muslims’ disagreement over the Christian doctrine, 
especially of the Trinity and Jesus. From our side as Christians, without 
ignoring the doctrinal principles of Christian faith, we need to consider the 
possibility that Muslim opinions about Jesus can encourage us to correct 
some too one-sided aspects of our own doctrinal legacy. We should answer a 
question posed to us, “Do not we, the Christians, or the church, need to 
reinterpret our Scriptures and reformulate our doctrine, in order to develop a 
real contextual Indonesian Christian theology than can speak to our modern 
times, especially to our Muslim neighbours?” As Indonesian Christians, we 
fully realize that we live in a heterogeneous society. This fact asserts that we 
should try to spell out the messages of the Bible in such a way that our 
neighbour can understand them well. This means that, among other things, 
we need to formulate our doctrine relevant to our context (the more specific 
is our Islamic context). Without reflecting anew upon the creative richness of 
our own doctrinal history, especially our doctrine of God and Christology, it 
is difficult for us to carry out our task to become a blessing for all people. 
Based on his experience as a pastor of the GKJW (Gereja Kristen Jawi Wetan, 
the Christian Church of West Java), who lives among Muslim neighbours, 
Budyanto in his work Mempertimbangkan Ulang Ajaran Tentang Trinitas
(Reconsidering the Doctrine of the Trinity) proposes a discourse for 
reformulating the principles of the teachings of the church. He really realizes 
the social context of the churches in Indonesia, in which Muslims are the 
majority. Taking a confrontational attitude towards them is clearly unwise, 
but taking an accommodative attitude means sacrificing the principles of the 
Christian faith. Therefore, to reformulate the principles of the church’s 
teachings based on our own Christian resources is the best alternative.

Struggling with the Muslim-Christian relationship, there are various 
ideas among Muslims. As a moderate Muslim intellectual, Alwi Shihab has 
tried to review the antagonistic relationship between the two faiths up to 
now. He appeals to the Muslims that they should have openness and courage 



to reinterpret the verses of the Qur’ān, which they often use to justify their 
hatred towards the Christians. Without hesitation, he proposes a contextual 
interpretation of the Qur’ān, which is up until now understood much more 
literally.294

Mohammad Natsir represents the different perspective. He advances an 
argument that Muslim-Christian relations can only be improved if there is an 
ethical code that regulates it. The code of religious tolerance, according to 
him, consists of four aspects: (1) A regulation on building a house of worship 
by considering the religion of the majority of the residents of the surrounding 
area. (2) A regulation on spreading religion: propagating a religion to 
religious people, and using social activities as vehicles to spread a religion 
are prohibited. (3) A guarantee for Islamic identity: Islamic identity must be 
secure and not be disturbed. (4) A prohibition of conversion: to convert to 
another faith is prohibited.295 According to Natsir, the harsh attitude of the 
Muslims in Indonesia towards Christianity (including the destruction of 
many churches), is actually a reaction to the old ‘recipe’ of the Christian 
mission in the effort to conquer the Islamic world. In this regard, the 
Christian missionaries made the Muslims the target of their mission. Besides 
that, Christian missionaries in the past often used coercive methods in 
carrying out their evangelization. They visit the poor Muslims with their aid 
(foodstuffs) in order to convert them into Christianity.296

Another idea, proposed by Hugh Goddard, tries to approach the 
problem of Muslim-Christian relations by countering any appearance of a 
double standard. He warns that the degree of mutual understanding between 
the two religious communities up to now is at a very low-level; they do not 
even care about each other. This is the biggest obstacle for reaching mutual 
understanding between them. This antagonistic relationship is getting worse, 
because both put a double standard into practice, and put a value on other’s 
faith based on their own standard that entirely differs from that of other. 
They protest at the spread of other’s religion, but at the same time spread 
their own religion. They protest the other’s relentlessness, but conversely 
they treat the other cruelly. They even interpret a natural phenomenon with a 
double standard. When a natural disaster falls on the other, they consider it 
as God’s punishment, but when the disaster strikes them, they regard it as 
God’s temptation. Both need to avoid the double standard, and should try to 
understand the other objectively with the same criteria. In that way, mutual 
understanding will grow authentically.297
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Eventually, we should realize that the people of Indonesia still have a 
great assignment which they must carry out together. They have to develop 
harmonious relations among religious communities, especially between the 
Muslims and the Christians, in order to meet their bright future together. We 
hope that fair and open-minded theological reflection can add its own 
modest contribution to this peaceful intention.



Chapter 3

MONOTHEISTIC CHRISTOLOGY
(AN EXEGETICAL ANALYSIS OF COLOSSIANS 1:15-20)

In the first chapter we discussed the doctrine of Christology and implicitly 
also the doctrine of God of Indonesian churches. It can be said in sum that the 
teaching of Indonesian churches is generally still Trinitarian. This is in line 
with the Reformed and Ecumenical Symbols which maintain the belief in 
God as having one essence but consisting of three persons: Father, Son and 
Holy Spirit. In order to grasp the truth of the doctrine of Christology, two 
fundamental questions considered in this third chapter, as Davila has asked, 
are: how did the man Jesus come to be worshiped as a divine being by 
(almost all) Christians, and how did Jesus come to be viewed as a divine 
mediator between God and human beings?298 Further questions relevant to 
Christians in Indonesia are: have Christians understood Jesus rightly in 
accordance with the testimony of the Bible and the understanding of the 
primitive believers in him, and what is Jesus’ significance for Christians, 
especially for Christians in Indonesia of today? These questions are 
necessary. Borrowing Wright’s words, it is necessary to grow in 
understanding who Jesus actually was and what he actually accomplished; 
necessary to challenge idolatrous distortions of who Jesus actually was, and 
hence who God actually was and is, with a fresh grasp of truth.299 In that 
way, as Roger Haight states in the preface of his book Jesus Symbol of God, 
today’s theology (or to be more specific: today’s Christology) must be done in 
dialogue with a post modern world, but it also must remain faithful to its 
originating revelation and consistent tradition,300 in the sense that the data of 
faith constitute the norm and criteria for a theological hermeneutic. In other 
words, the tradition must be critically received into the present situation 
without subordinating the contents of the faith to their plausibility and 
intelligibility in post-modern culture.

In order to answer the questions above, we need to trace Christology 
back to the biblical concept and the early community’s understanding of 
Christ and implicitly of God.301 This chapter tries to reconstruct and disclose 
the primitive believers’ understanding of the person of Jesus by analyzing 
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one of the New Testament Christ-hymns. This attempt may not pertain to the 
historical Jesus, but to early Christianity’s confessional understanding of him. 
We realize that the figure of the historical Jesus is not always the same as that 
of the Jesus of faith, and the result of historical reconstruction of him perhaps 
contradicts our doctrinal legacy about him.302 Expressions of faith in Jesus 
vary, so that Christology as the very core of Christian faith does not have a 
single interpretation. From the very beginning, Jesus was an ambiguous 
figure, or to be more precise, people might understand him ambiguously, 
even in his own time. It is, therefore, not surprising that his person and work 
have given rise to many Christologies or various interpretations of him. We 
may agree with Roger Haight in saying that ‘pluralism in Christology is a 
necessity’ even in the New Testament itself, because New Testament 
Christologies are historical and contextual, in the sense that each New 
Testament text as ‘the product of the inculturated interpretation and 
appropriation of Jesus’ is ‘historically situated and contextualized.’303 There 
are controversies, or in Haight’s term, pluralism, about the person of Jesus 
documented in the New Testament, where we find perceptions of him 
vary.304

To trace Christology back to the earliest Christian conception is not an 
easy work to undertake, because there are various factors that must be 
considered. As De Jonge states:

Early Christology is not simply a set of ideas about Jesus held by early Christians, 
or part of early Christian doctrine. We must view early Christology in the context 
of the dynamics of the first hundred years or so of church life. All beliefs about 
Jesus were expressions of faith in him and trust in God. Believing was by no 
means a matter of abstractions; the statements about Jesus were born as answers 
to vexing questions and existential needs.305

The early Christology was indeed not separate from the context of the 
primitive church, because it had been formed within the dynamics of her life. 
There were surrounding factors - socio-religious, historical and cultural – in 
the first century CE that influenced its formation. Nevertheless, Christology 
was not a historical documentation of the person of Jesus, but more than that, 
it was an expression of faith in him. Besides, it is necessary to be realized that 
primitive believers’ expressions of faith were closely related to the existing 
religious conceptions and comprehensions, including their idea about figures 
of divine mediators who mediated God’s communication to human beings. 
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Study of Christology cannot be carried out in a vacuum. Therefore, in order 
to understand the biblical (especially New Testament) idea of the person of 
Jesus, it is important to know the primitive believers’ way of thinking about 
him. It is hoped that such an approach will be useful for knowing the person 
of Jesus according to the testimony of the Bible, especially with regard to his 
mediatory role between God and human beings, and his position in God’s 
economy.

A study of the development of ideas about Jesus in the first and 
subsequent generations after the crucifixion, as Davila says, can be done 
starting from various points of view. One might consider relevant themes in 
early Jewish monotheism; another might analyze liturgical use of scripture in 
early Christianity; or one might compare the traditions about Jesus to those 
of other figures in early Judaism who served as divine and divinized 
mediators.306 While Davila’s study touches on these three aspects, it focuses 
primarily on the third. There were in early Judaism several types of figures, 
who were divinized or regarded as divine mediators. In order to elucidate 
the presentation of Jesus as one of such mediators, Davila distinguishes those 
divine mediator figures into five types. The first are personified divine 
attributes. These are elements of God’s character that function as virtually 
separate beings, to some degree having their own character and volition (for 
example Philo’s Logos, God’s word or speech, who functions as a separate 
being). The second are exalted patriarchs and matriarchs, namely figures of 
Israel’s past who have been glorified to a super-human position or sometimes 
even referred to as gods or angels. The third are principal angels or high 
angels that stand in a close relationship with God and may even be called 
‘gods’ themselves. The fourth are charismatic prophets and royal aspirants, 
namely historical figures who claimed to have a prophetic ministry or 
consecrated royal calling, and gathered a group of followers. The last are 
ideal figures who are mediatory archetypes based on earlier biblical 
characters such as the Davidic king, the Mosaic prophet, and the Aaronid 
high priest.307

Adopting the typology worked out by P.G. Davis, Davila distinguishes 
three patterns of the way those figures mediate between God and human 
beings, namely: the legacy pattern, the intervention pattern, and the 
consummation pattern. Of the first pattern, the mediator acts solely in the past, 
but he leaves a legacy that is still in effect until the present. The second 
pattern: the mediator acts in the present (this is generally applied to prophets 
and priests). And the mediator of the last pattern is expected to have some 
important mediatory function in the future.308
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Observing Davila’s study, the interesting point is that some of the 
mediator figures may meet more than one of those five categories and of 
those three mediatory patterns. Enoch (Gen. 5:18-24, 1 En. 37-69; 70-71) is 
shown as an example. He is pictured as an exalted patriarch and a principal 
angel, who also resembles the archetypal images of the fifth category. In 1 
Enoch 37-39, Enoch is depicted as an exalted patriarch, a super-human who 
experienced visions and ascents. He left a legacy of apocalyptic revelations, 
including prediction of the Son of Man as an eschatological redeemer. 
However, this picture changes radically in chapters 70-71 of 1 Enoch, where 
he himself is identified with the Son of Man, the eschatological redeemer. In 3 
Enoch, he is exalted to the status of God’s chief angel named Metatron, the 
celestial high priest, and even the ‘Lesser Yahweh.’ Philip Alexander says, 
“Metatron’s position in the heavenly world is briefly and accurately summed 
up in the title ‘The Lesser YHWH’; he is the highest of the archangels and 
God’s vice-regent (3 En. 10:3-6) Like the Holy One himself, he has a throne 
and presides over a celestial law court (3 En. 16:1).”309 In his exalted status, he 
also fits the category of the ideal figure that embodies three such figures: the 
one like a ‘Son of Man’ in Daniel 7:13-14, the Davidic Messiah, and the 
‘Servant of God’ in Deutero-Isaiah.310

In this regard, Davila sees the parallels between Enoch and Jesus. He is 
certain that early Christian writers were well aware of the Enoch traditions. 
He sees that they made use of some of the same titles and traditions about 
ideal figures, although often with rather different emphases. They applied 
the titles ‘Son of Man,’ ‘Messiah,’ and ‘Servant of God’ to Jesus. Furthermore, 
Davila views the deification of Enoch in 3 Enoch as in some ways similar to 
the deification of Jesus by the early Christians. In the same manner as 
Metatron is called the ‘Lesser Yahweh’ and made an exceedingly high divine 
agent subordinate only to God, in that way Jesus is glorified and deified as a 
divine figure.311      

Whether or not we agree with Davila’s analysis, it is irrefutable that the 
primitive believers’ understanding of Jesus cannot be separated from the 
existing religious conceptions and comprehensions, including the idea of 
divine mediator figures, who mediated between God and the human realm, 
and through whom God communicated His will and word to humankind. In 
order to understand the person of Jesus, without ignoring all kinds of divine 
mediator’s figures we find in the Bible and some of its contemporary 
writings, this study will be focused on the figure of Wisdom or Wisdom of 
God, a metaphor that refers to God Himself, through whom God spoke and 
effected His will. She was often personified as the presence of God or the 
revelation of God Himself, and praised as one who mediated God’s creative 
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work. As in the case of other divine mediators, the Wisdom of God was also 
regarded as a divine figure that was subordinate only to God. The difference 
is that the hymnists not only attach the mediatory function to Wisdom, but 
also the pre-existent character.

Our concentration upon Wisdom or Wisdom of God is based on the fact 
that there is much similarity between the attributes which are applied to 
Wisdom and those are applied to Jesus. Seemingly, the authors of the New 
Testament took over the attributes of Wisdom, and then applied them to 
Jesus.312 The glorification of Jesus in the New Testament by attaching 
Wisdom’s attributes to him appears clearly in the hymns of Christ, primarily 
in the Pauline epistles. It is plausible for Dunn to say that what we have in 
those hymns are the classical expressions of Wisdom Christology.313

This writing will be focused on the study of the Christ-hymn of
Colossians 1:15-20, supposing that this is one of the New Testament hymns, 
which reflect the understanding of the early Christians of Jesus. Before 
analyzing this passage exegetically, it is necessary to take into consideration 
the background of the hymn in particular, and the background of the epistle, 
and even that of the New Testament writings in general. This is important for 
showing the inter-relatedness between the hymn and its context and the basic 
concepts that lay behind it. By knowing the existing basic idea, we hope we 
can produce an obvious illustration of the primitive believers’ understanding 
of the person of Jesus.

Based on its contextual background and its basic concepts, we then try to 
analyse the hymn exegetically, verse by verse. We expect that such an 
analysis will provide some principal bases for our conclusion concerning the 
understanding of the primitive believers about Jesus. In the next step, we try 
to interpret the hymn through a logical and consistent reasoning in order to 
get some plausible conclusions or at least some reliable and understandable 
arguments.  

1. Monotheistic Jewish faith: a common background of the New Testament 

It is no overstatement to say that early Christianity was deeply rooted in 
Jewish belief. We may agree with Wright in saying:

Christianity began with the thoroughly Jewish belief that world history was 
focused on a single geographical place and a single moment in time. The Jews 
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assumed that their country, and their capital city, was the place in question, and 
that the time, though they didn’t know quite when it would be, would be soon. 
The living God would defeat evil once for all, and create a new world of peace 
and justice. The early Christians believed that this had in principle happened in 
and through Jesus of Nazareth; … they believed this (a) because Jesus himself 
had believed it and (b) because he had been vindicated by God after his 
execution. This is what early Christian eschatology was all about: not the 
expectation of the literal end of the space-time universe, but the sense that world 
history was reaching, or indeed had reached, its single intended climax.314

Monotheism has been presented as the predominant element in ancient and 
later Judaism, in the second temple period and especially during the 
Hellenistic period.315 Judaism, which gave birth to Christianity, was a strict 
monotheistic faith. Jewish monotheism was in this period not a speculative 
doctrine about the inner being of the one true God. It was a belief that there 
was only one God, Creator of the universe, and all other gods were simply 
idols. This faith was connected closely to the belief that Yahweh, the one 
Creator God, had called the children of Israel to be His special people. This 
monotheistic faith is maintained in the New Testament, and Jesus’ sayings do 
not diminish this view. New Testament texts in general do take up the well-
known Jewish monotheistic way of distinguishing the only God from all 
other realities and use it precisely as the way of understanding Jesus.

Jesus himself was an observant Jew from Galilee. He prayed in a 
synagogue (Mk. 1:21, 6:2; Lk. 4:16), visited the Temple (Mk. 11:15; 14:15), 
recited the Ten Commandments (Mk. 12:29-31), and stated the importance of 
‘love your neighbour as yourself’ (Mk. 12:34) as done by Rabbi Hillel the 
Elder and Rabbi Akiva, the two most important Talmudic sages. Jesus 
preached about ethical behaviour not about ritual behaviour. In this way, he 
resembled Jeremiah. But, how did Jesus think of himself? We may agree with 
Wright in saying that Jesus was aware of a vocation to do and be for Israel 
and the world what only Israel’s God can do and be. Nevertheless, he was 
not, in the normal sense, ‘aware of being God,’ but had a faith or awareness 
of vocation. He believed himself called by the God of Israel to evoke the 
traditions that promised Yahweh’s return to Zion, and that spoke of a human 
figure sharing the divine throne; to enact those traditions in his own way in 
Jerusalem, his messianic act in the Temple, and his death at the hands of the 
pagans; and thereby to embody Yahweh’s return.316   

Raymond E. Brown points out the reasons for the hesitation in the New 
Testament to ascribe directly the title ‘God’ to Jesus. He says that the most 
plausible explanation is that in the earliest stage of Christianity, the Old 
Testament heritage dominated the use of the title ‘God’; hence ‘God’ was a 
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title too narrow to be applied to Jesus. It referred strictly to the Father of 
Jesus, to the God to whom he prayed. Gradually, in the development of 
Christian thought, ‘God’ was understood to be a broader term. It was seen 
that God had revealed so much of Himself in Jesus that ‘God’ had to be able 
to include both Father and Son.317

It has been suggested that the ‘deification’ of Jesus was a Christological 
development due to a cultural change when Christianity encountered gentile 
thinking. It is not too much to say that early Christology attained its fullest 
form because of the accommodation to Hellenistic anthropology, once 
Christianity became a Gentile-contaminated movement. In fact, Jewish 
monotheism was in no way a hindrance to allowing Jesus to share the divine 
identity of God. It seems, indeed, that Jews were able to recognize some form 
of distinction within God’s unique identity. This is evident from the presence 
of the ‘divine figures’ such as Son of Man, Melchizedek, and Wisdom in the 
Hebrew Scriptures. Nevertheless, basically, the Jewish concept of God 
remains monotheistic. It is, therefore, too hasty to conclude that all key-
theological steps in the development of the divine Christology were made 
within a Jewish milieu; that the appropriate context for the understanding of 
how Jesus came to be viewed as more than human was the contemporary 
Jewish belief in figures who mediate between the human and divine while 
possessing characteristic of both. With regard to the problem of the primitive 
believers’ understanding of the person of Jesus, let us pay special attention to 
the Biblical and Apocryphal conceptions of Wisdom or the Wisdom of God. 

In Proverbs (3:13-24; 8:22-36) and some Apocryphal writings (e.g. Jesus 
Ben Sirach 1, 24, and 51; Wisdom of Solomon 7 and 8; Baruch 3 and 4), 
Wisdom is used to personify God’s communication to human beings or His 
presence amidst His people. This is understandable because, when those 
books were written, the role of prophethood in Israel was on the decrease, 
their kings did not function as symbols of God’s reign any more, and their 
priests were just servants of formalistic worship. In a manner of speaking, 
during the inter-testamental period, when those books were written, the 
people of Israel were in an emptiness of spiritual orientation. This emptiness 
led the people to the restlessness that caused the rise of several groups, which 
tried to reinterpret God’s Law, such as groups of rabbis, scribes, and 
Pharisees.

Besides them, the group of sages tried to express their spiritual 
experiences of the presence of God in history and within creation through 
their wisdom literature (within the Hebrew Bible, three books deserve the 
title ‘wisdom literature’: Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes; and among the so-
called Apocrypha, two more are in the same area and have to be considered 
in any treatment of biblical wisdom: Ecclesiasticus or Jesus Ben Sirach and 
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the Wisdom of Solomon).318 It is said in Proverbs that Wisdom is ‘a tree of life 
to those who lay hold of her; fortunate are they who embrace her’ (Pr. 3:18). 
While in the books of Jesus Ben Sirach, Baruch, and the Wisdom of Solomon, 
Wisdom is not just understood as knowledge of life, but personified as such 
for expressing the writers’ experiences of God’s presence, work, and 
providence in history, especially in the life of the people of God, Israel. It can 
be said that the development of the wisdom idea was a necessity for the 
people of Israel in order to express their experience of God’s presence, 
providence, and intervention in the world, notably in their history. This 
expression, of course, cannot be set apart, on the one hand, from Israel’s 
monotheistic faith and, on the other hand, from the wisdom idea that was 
developed by the sages, and the influence of the Hellenistic thought which at 
that time had covered the life of the people of Israel. 

The idea of Wisdom as ‘God’s creative mind’ was an important concept 
during the inter-testamental period, when the Jews were faced to the 
challenge of Hellenistic philosophies, for instance the Stoic philosophy. This 
philosophy does not firmly distinguish material things from spiritual things. 
It says that there is one god because everything that exists is god. All realities 
are seen as material realities, and at the centre of this physical world, there is 
Logos, the ‘Idea,’ which set this world in order and in shape. Logos is also 
understood as a ‘spiritual law’ that gives direction to the universe. The task 
of human beings is to keep their life in conformity to ‘the world of idea.’ This 
is, among other things, the challenge faced by the writers of the wisdom 
literature such as Proverbs, the book of Jesus Ben Sirach, the Wisdom of 
Solomon etc. The main intention of the writers is to explain that there is one 
God who made everything come into existence. God created the world 
through His Wisdom. The universe was created based on the Wisdom of 
God, which gave human beings the law and order of the good life.319   

The divine Wisdom, which is depicted in several roles, is personified as a 
person, through whom God created the universe. Lady Wisdom is the most 
striking personification in the Bible and the wisdom literatures. 
Personification as a literary device is not unknown in biblical literature. It 
enlivens a text in a literary sense, free from the baggage of philosophical 
thought. As Murphy states, in the biblical context, the figure of Wisdom 
cannot be conceived as hypostasis or person, because of the strict 
monotheism of the post-exilic period. Whatever associations Wisdom may 
have had in an earlier era, she is best understood in her biblical expression as 
a communication of God, a divine communication to human beings.320
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In the Old Testament as well as in the wisdom literatures, the personified 
Lady Wisdom has many faces that are well nigh impossible to synthesize. 
Nevertheless, we, as Murphy does, can summarize her profile as follows:
a. She has a divine origin (Pr. 8:22; Sir. 24:3, 9; Wd. 7:25-26).
b. She existed before creation and had a role in creation (Pr. 8:22-30; Sir. 1:4; 

9-10; Wd. 7:22; 8:4-6; 9:9). 
c. She is identified with the divine spirit and immanent in the world (Wd. 

1:7; 7:24; 8:1; 9:17; 11:25; 12:1).
d. Wisdom has a particular mission to human beings (Pr. 8:4, 31-36; Sir 24:7, 

12, 19-22; Wd. 7:27-28; 8:2-3), speaks to them in the world (Pr. 1, 8, 9; Sir. 
24:19-22; Wd. 6:12-16; 8:7-9; 9:10-16), and promises her followers life and 
prosperity and every blessing (Pr. 1:32; 3:13-18; 8:1-5; 9:1-6; Sir. 1:14-20; 
6:18-31; 15:1-8; 24:19-33; Wd. 7:7-14).

e. She is particularly associated with Israel: she dwells in Israel by divine 
command (Sir. 24:8-12); she can be identified with the Torah (Sir. 24:23; 
Bar. 4:1); she was at work in Israel’s history (Wd. 10:1-21).

f. She is a gift from God (Pr. 2:6; Sir. 1:9-10; Wd. 7:7; 9:4).321

In harmony with Murphy, Dunn illustrates this point briefly. Wisdom is 
the ‘image of God’ (cf. Col. 1:15), in the sense that the invisible God has made 
Himself visible in and through His Wisdom. Wisdom is God’s ‘firstborn’ in 
creation (Pr. 8:22, 25). God ‘made all things by Wisdom’ (Ps. 104:24; Pr. 3:19; 
Wd. 9:2), through whom the universe was brought to completion. Wisdom 
was ‘before all things’ (Sir. 1:4) and ‘holds all things together’ (Wd. 1:6-7; Sir. 
43:26).322

Seemingly, it is almost impossible to reduce all those identities to a unity. 
Nevertheless, within the context of the Jewish monotheistic idea, this 
wisdom-language cannot be understood as pluralizing God’s being, or at 
least His heavenly power, but as a manner of expressing the believers’ 
comprehension and faith experience of God’s intervention, communication, 
and presence in history since the beginning of creation. Therefore, the best 
one can say is that the Lady Wisdom metaphor is a personification of divine 
communication or God’s extension of self, to human beings.323

2. Hellenistic influence

Perrin and Duling contend that the New Testament is a product of the 
Hellenistic world, a world that came into being because of the conquests of
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Alexander the Great, 356-352 BCE. They explain that Alexander gained 
mastery over the far-flung Persian Empire that extended from western Asia 
Minor (modern Turkey) to India, and included Egypt. He founded the city of 
Alexandria, destined to become one of the greatest cities of Hellenistic 
civilization. In the cities of the Greco-Roman period, Greek philosophies were 
disseminated as well as Greek civilization. A new cosmopolitanism emerged 
in which any city might become a centre for the interchange of ideas from all 
over the world. This was extremely important for the rise of early 
Christianity. Although it emerged from the Galilean countryside and 
perpetuated many ideas from its Jewish origin, it moved quickly to the cities 
of the empire, where its beliefs were gradually recast within the mould of 
Hellenistic thought.324

At the very least, Hellenism contributed to the development of early 
Christianity, because the Greek language – which was also the language of 
Hellenism – was used to preach the Gospel in the areas around the 
Mediterranean Sea. Even more, the whole New Testament was written in 
Greek. Some factors such as the common behaviour of Greek society, culture, 
religious commitment, the tradition of exchanging philosophical and political 
ideas, had a strategic role in spreading Hellenism. Although Hellenism was 
born in Greece, it was at that time immediately becoming a widespread 
international world-view. Theatre, athletics, sculpture, architecture, the art of 
painting, and literature in that period, all were products of Hellenism. 
Hellenism penetrated all aspects of life, including philosophy.

Greek speaking Jews outside Palestine were often called Hellenistic Jews. 
Religiously they remained loyal to the Old Testament as their basis of faith. 
Nevertheless, the Greek language, philosophy, and culture that surrounded 
their life gave a new colour to their monotheistic-faith expressions. Related to 
the problem we are discussing, we will pay attention to some Hellenistic-
influenced writings.

Philo’s writings

An obvious picture of Hellenistic Judaism was among other things reflected 
in the writings of Philo of Alexandria, a Greek-speaking Jewish philosopher 
(who lived around 20 BCE - 40 CE). His writings provide the clearest view of 
the development of Judaism in the Diaspora that shows a combination of 
Judaic thoughts and Greek ideas. Philo tried to interpret the Old Testament 
and the Hebrew myth allegorically. In this he followed the Greek tradition of 
Theagenes of Rhegium from the second half of the sixth century BCE.

The pivotal doctrine of Philo’s writings is his doctrine of the Logos. In this 
doctrine he fused Greek philosophical concepts with Hebrew religious 
thought. By developing his doctrine of the Logos he provided the foundation 
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for Christianity, first in the development of the Christian Pauline Myth and 
speculations of John, later in the Hellenistic Christian Logos and Gnostic 
doctrines of the second century. 325

The term Logos was widely used both in the Greco-Roman culture and in 
Judaism. In Greek philosophy, this term was used to designate a rational, 
intelligent and vivifying principle of the universe. In the Septuagint the term 
Logos (Hebrew dabar) was used to describe God’s words or God’s utterances 
(Gen. 1:3, 6, 9; 3:9, 11; Ps. 32:9); God’s action (Zech. 5:1-4; Ps. 106:20; 147:15); 
and messages of prophets by means of which God communicated his will to 
His people (Jer. 1:4-19; 2:1-7; Eze. 1:3; Am. 3:1). 

Philo’s Logos is the second figure in one God, a hypostatization of God’s 
creative power – Wisdom. Wisdom or Logos is next to God, the Supreme 
Being.326 The divine Logos never mixes with the things that are created and 
destined to perish, but apportioned into an infinite number of parts in 
humans. Men therefore impart the Divine Logos and acquire some likeness of 
the Father, the Creator of all.327 The Logos was eternally begotten from the 
Father, and constituted as an unbreakable bond of the universe.328 He is 
neither created as God nor uncreated as men. He mediates between God and 
the world. The Logos, who is neither begotten nor unbegotten as are sensible 
things, is a chief messenger, ambassador of God the Supreme Being.329  

Dunn sees that Philo, backgrounded by the Jewish idea of Wisdom and 
her role in creation, made a division in the ‘by, from, and through’ 
formulation between the originating role of God, God as the ultimate cause, 
and the instrumental role of the Logos. According to Dunn, it was drawn from 
a wide strand of Jewish reflection on God’s work as Creator through the 
medium of His wisdom or word.330  

In his study about ‘two heavenly powers’, Alan Segal comes to a 
conclusion that what is immediately striking is that there is no real indication 
in the writings of Philo and Paul that they felt that their beliefs, which 
resemble the ‘two powers’ belief in rabbinic literature, were controversial. 
Segal persuasively argues that Philo and the rabbis drew upon common 
traditions regarding the powers, names and attributes of God. However, in 
contrast to the rabbis, Philo’s identification of the Logos as ‘a second God’ and 
even ‘God’, and his association of the Logos with the ‘two powers’ of God, is 
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conspicuously positive. The fact that Philo gave no indication that he was 
departing from an already-existing Jewish ‘orthodoxy,’ or that his teaching 
on the Logos met objections, suggest that his views were not objectionable to 
his contemporaries.331

Philo reconciled his Jewish theology with Plato’s theory of Ideas. He 
posited the Ideas as God’s eternal thoughts, which God then created as real 
beings before he created the world. He saw the cosmos as a great chain of 
being presided over by the Logos, which is the mediator between God and the 
world, though at one point he identifies the Logos as the second God. Philo 
departed from Plato, principally in using the term Logos for the Idea of Ideas 
and for the Ideas as a whole. He stated that the Logos is the place of the 
intelligible world, and called the Logos the first-begotten Son of God, the man 
of God, the image of God, and second to God.332

As in Plato’s theory, Philo thought that behind the invisible world there 
is the true or real world. The invisible world is only a shadow of the true 
reality. This dualistic spatial idea resembles that of the epistle to the 
Hebrews, which states that all worldly phenomena are just the shadows of 
the heavenly realm. Nevertheless, we cannot ascertain how far Plato’s idea 
influences the spatial concept of the letter to the Hebrews.333 Like Plato, Philo 
also regarded the body as the prison house of the soul. Man’s soul consists of 
three parts, of which only the highest part is immortal and pre-existed the 
body. Man’s struggle is a struggle between his mind and the rest of his 
constituted part. Salvation is cultivation of the mind.334 This philosophical 
dualism, especially its view that this world is transient, might have 
influenced such religious movements, which stressed that human origin and 
destiny lay in a higher world, or that this world is evil (for example, 
Gnosticism).335

Guthrie has noted five points about Philo’s doctrine of the Logos:
(1) The Logos has no distinct personality. It is depicted as the image of God, 

through whom the whole universe was framed.
(2) Logos is God’s first-born son (prōtogonos huios), and is regarded as eternal.
(3) Philo’s Logos is not linked with light and life as is that of the Gospel of 

John, although John’s idea of Logos would have been congenial to that of 
Philo.

(4) The Logos could not become incarnate, because of the belief in the evil 
nature of matter.
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(5) Although never personalized, the Logos had a mediatorial function to 
bridge the gap between the transcendent God and the world.336     

Hermetic writings

The Hermetic writings can be divided into two main sections: writings on 
sciences, especially those of occult significance, and writings of philosophy, 
presenting the Hermetic doctrine and view of the world.337 Although these 
works are dated from around the second century and later, the origins of the 
texts are much older. The Hermetic body of work was based on ancient 
knowledge of Egypt.338 The central figure of the Hermetic writings is Hermes 
Trismegistus, the supposed founder and namesake of the cult, upon whom 
the entire cult of Hermeticism depended. Literally, Hermes means a spirit that 
dwells in herma (herma is a mound of stones piled up as a guidance or a 
border). In Greek belief, the god Hermes is regarded as a guide of the living 
and the dead, a protector of travellers, and a deputy and spokesman of Zeus, 
the upper god (Ac. 14:12). There is also a myth that Hermes is the son of Zeus 
with Maya. He is the heavenly envoy who has a role as the protector of 
traders, men of letters, and the young. His name is equivalent to the Latin 
god, Mercurius.339 The Hermetic view of God or gods seems to vary, but 
there is an idea of the highest God. This God is very much in an ideal realm, 
and is always portrayed as an intellect. He exists in a highest heaven and 
brings about the structure of the cosmos.340

The Hermetic writings show a combination of Egyptian thoughts and 
Greek ideas, which are mystical in character. One of the most famous 
Hermetic writings is Poimandres. In this writing, man is depicted as the 
image of God who absolutely refers to the cosmos (the world). Therefore, 
man is a combined creature of the eternal and the transitory. Man, however, 
has the possibility to be free from the grasp of the cosmos if he repents and 
leaves the way of wickedness, so that in the afterlife his soul will be fully able 
to climb up to God. At that time, human lust and feeling will have utterly 
surrendered to God and the soul will be reunited with God.

Hermetic writings also lay stress on the knowledge or gnōsis of the origin 
of the soul as the goal of life. They regard the physical body as a prison of the 
human soul; and by ‘born again’ they mean a sanctification of the soul from 
the dirt of the material world. The ultimate goal of human life is the 
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deliverance of the soul from the bondage of the material world, so that the 
soul can be reunited with God. For achieving the goal, there is a calling for 
repentance, which is conveyed through beautiful hymns.341

This emphasis on the holiness of life, which is rather mystical in 
character, is also spiced with the Platonic and Stoic philosophies and a kind 
of myth of the cosmos. We can recognize that there is also the influence of the 
Septuagint in the Hermetic writings, which appears from their monotheistic 
tendency. Those writings, as well as the New Testament, also use the Old 
Testament as their source; therefore, there are similar concepts here and there 
between the Hermetic writings and the New Testament. C.H. Dodd shows 
that there are many parallelisms between the Hermetic writings and the 
Gospel of John, especially about the idea of Logos.342 However, in contrast to 
the Gospel of John, the Logos of the Hermetic writings is not a personal being, 
but an immaterial entity, an activity of soul.343

It is very likely that all the Hermetic writings, whether practical or 
theoretical, magical or philosophical, can be understood as responses to the 
same milieu, the very complex Greco-Egyptian culture of Roman and early 
Christian times. These writings were part of a renaissance of syncretistic and 
intellectualized pagan thought that took place around the second century. It 
is obvious that they are extremely syncretistic. Stock states that Hermeticism 
“takes Plato, the Stoic, Philo, Catholic Christianity, Gnosticism, Neo-
Platonism, and Neo-Pythagoreanism, mixes them well up together, throwing 
in a strong flavour of ancient Egypt, and the result will be a brew something 
like Hermes Trismegistus as we have him.”344 Some of the philosophical 
descriptions, especially in the Poimandres where a Logos or son of God (the 
divine Intellect) comes into the world, are highly reminiscent of the 
descriptions found in the Gospels. It is very probable that some similarities 
between Hermetic writings and Christian Gospels are a result of pagan 
influences on early Christianity.345

Gnosticism

Gnosticism is often regarded as referring to a false teaching or Christian 
heresy, which spread out during the second century together with the 
development of early Christianity.346 However, it does not mean that before 
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those days the principal ideas of Gnosticism did not yet exist. Although they 
had not been systematized as a kind of religion or philosophy, long before 
the second century the Gnostic concepts had been spread widely within 
society of the Greco-Roman world.

Gnosticism was not a single ‘religion’ but a diversified and complex 
religious phenomenon both independent of and interacting with Judaism and 
early Christianity. The common feature of Gnosticism is pursuing gnōsis
(esoteric knowledge of spiritual truth or revealed religious knowledge 
necessary for salvation) for achieving spiritual unity between the human soul 
and God. In other words, salvation can be attained through gnōsis. The other 
characteristic of Gnosticism is radically distinguishing and separating God as 
the absolute Being from the world as an evil place. Gnostic myths show that 
the evil world was not created by the highest God, but by an inferior deity. 
The human soul is the true self, the divine-self seen as spark of light, God’s 
spark that was imprisoned in the cosmos, which is trapped in an alien body 
with all of its sensual passion. Therefore, it must be saved from the cosmos in 
order to get its reunification with the fullness (plērōma) of God. Gnōsis is the 
only possible means of liberation of the human soul from the world. 

The drama of salvation is played by a mediatory figure called Logos, the 
deliverer of the true gnōsis. Logos is an entity who has at once human and 
divine attributes. He was the mediator who succeeded in bridging the gap 
between the realm of God and the cosmos (the world), so that through him 
and by him alone human beings can be saved. The Gnostic redeemer 
descended from the world of light, disguised himself in human form without 
becoming corporal, taught the gnōsis and returned or re-ascended into the 
heavenly realm. According to Gnosticism, that redeemer could not literally 
take human flesh, suffer, and die. This thought conflicts with the view of the 
later Christian orthodoxy, which persists in believing that Jesus of Nazareth 
was God incarnate, God who was embodied in the flesh. Nevertheless, before 
the belief in Jesus as God incarnate became orthodox, Gnosticism, Jewish 
Gnosticism, and Christian Gnosticism continued to live side by side with the 
group (or groups) that ultimately became dominant toward the middle of the 
third century, and bequeathed to us scriptures we have today.347 Ehrman 
refers to these as the ‘proto-orthodox,’348 from whom the ‘proto-orthodox 
Christology’ emerged: Jesus Christ is both God and man, one indivisible 
being, eternal yet born of the Virgin Mary, an immortal who died for the sins 
of the world.349   

Mystery religions
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Mystery religion is one of the types of religion in the Hellenistic world. There 
were various mystery religions, which originated in different countries. They, 
however, have similar characteristics. These religions are called ‘mystery 
religions’ because they laid stress on secret initiations. Besides, they also 
carried out public celebrations to celebrate the death and resurrection of a 
hero or heroine, corresponding to the death and rebirth of vegetation during 
the cycle of the agricultural year. More or less, these practices might have 
influence over the understanding of early Christianity in celebrating the 
death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and also in practicing their 
sacraments. We cannot ascertain how far was the influence of the cults of the 
mystery religions on early Christianity, but they shared a common 
environment, and many non-Christians would have perceived Christians to 
be members of an oriental Jewish mystery cult.350

A brief note

From several religious backgrounds of early Christianity we have glanced at, 
naturally, two figures of mediators receive considerable attention. These are 
Wisdom and Logos. Most likely their importance for the rise of early 
Christology antedated the transition from the Jewish to the Hellenistic 
milieu. Their categories, which had been available within pre-Christian 
Judaism, had accommodated Hellenistic pattern of expression. They, 
therefore, seem to offer a pre-Christian bridge from the Jewish Jesus, the 
eschatological prophet, to the divine man of Hellenistic Christianity.

In Jewish theology, Wisdom and Logos (both are parallel) are understood 
as a manner by means of which the invisible God can speak, communicate 
and reveal Himself to human beings, or to intervene within human history.351

Wisdom, as well as Logos, is more a personification of God’s communication 
to human beings than just a ‘mediator’ between God and human beings or a 
‘hypostasis’. In other words, Wisdom and Logos are the way the transcendent 
God used to make Himself immanent. When early Christianity identified 
Christ with Wisdom or Logos, these cannot be understood simply or 
mechanically as ‘mediators’ between God and the world, but as ‘revelatory 
figures,’ who function to disclose the will of God, or even God Himself. What 
wants to be emphasized here is the ‘functional’ role of the figure. This is 
evident among other things from the Colossian Christ-hymn, where the
author took up the Wisdom-Logos language for expressing his 
understanding of Jesus’ significance. Therefore, we will try to scrutinize this 
hymn.   

3.   Christ-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20, a monotheistic Christology
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3.1. Special background of the epistle

The author

Among the pseudo-Pauline epistles (Ephesians, Colossians, 2 Thessalonians 
and the Pastoral Letters), the letter to the Colossians is the most interesting, 
because this epistle, as Dunn states, bridges the gap between the genuine 
Pauline letters and the other, pseudo-Pauline, letters, which are considered as 
the post-Pauline epistles.352 In some respects, on the one hand, the letter to 
the Colossians has a close connection with the letter to the Ephesians, 
although the letter to the Colossians, particularly its Christology and 
Ecclesiology, is more developed than that of Ephesians and the Pastorals. 
But, on the other hand, the places mentioned in detail show that the epistle is 
close to Philemon, whose Pauline authorship is undoubted. Compared with 
the Ecclesiology and paraneses of the genuine Pauline letters, Colossians 
shows more development in these areas. In other words, in Colossians we 
can see the development of Paul’s idea, whether Paul himself developed it or 
his disciples did so after he died. If it is true, then the differences between the 
Pauline letters and the post-Pauline letters are lessened. 

Place and date of dispatch 

There are several opinions about the place and date of dispatch of this epistle. 
Those who accept Paul’s authorship assume that Colossians was written 
either from Ephesus or from Rome. In the early stage of Christian history, it 
was traditionally accepted that the epistle was written from Ephesus. 
However, the incidental corresponding prologue to Philemon claims that this 
epistle was written from Rome. Both opinions have the same degree of 
possibility, and have either supporting or complicating factors. 

The dating of Colossians depends on the conclusion regarding the 
authorship and place of dispatch of the epistle. If the Roman theory is 
accepted, it is then possible that Colossians was written in the middle or 
latter half of Paul’s first imprisonment in Rome. If the Ephesian theory is 
preferred, however, the period toward the end of the second imprisonment is 
then suggested to accommodate the dating of the epistle. 

I concur with some scholars who do not accept the genuineness of Paul’s 
authorship353 based on two reasons: 
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(a) The heresy combated in the epistle was coloured by second-century 
Gnosticism, so Paul’s authorship was sufficiently disproved. The writer 
of Colossians emphatically warned against ‘philosophy and vain deceit’ 
(2:8, KJV; ‘hollow and deceptive philosophy,’ NIV). What kind of 
‘philosophy’ the writer intended to say is still uncertain, but it is 
generally supposed to point to Hellenistic elements. This is evident from 
the terms ‘fullness’ (plērōma, 1:19), ‘knowledge’ (gnōsis, 2:3), and ‘neglect 
of the body’ (apheidia sōmatos, 2:23), which were used in the mystery cult 
of second-century Gnosticism.354

(b) The epistle reflects post-Pauline Catholicism, because: (i) compared to the 
genuine Pauline epistles there is a different idea of hope, (ii) the alleged 
use of the baptismal confession, and (iii) the claim that Epaphras lends 
support to the idea of apostolic succession.355

For those who deny Paul’s authorship of Colossians, there are various 
guesses regarding the date, but I agree with the most widely held dating, i.e. 
around 80 CE, some years after Paul’s death.356

Religious teaching combated

The church of Colossae was in a crisis brought about by a group of false 
teachers, who wanted to destroy the Gospel the apostles taught, and 
considered Christianity to be an alien and odd system of faith. We can trace 
the kind of their false teaching back through the background of the Colossian 
epistle. Apparently, by the emphasis on Christ’s pre-eminence, the author of 
the letter to the Colossians intends to target a kind of Colossian religious 
teaching so-called ‘philosophy’ (2:8). The epistle itself gives nothing in the 
way of a direct account of the tenets of this Colossian philosophy.

The author says that the ‘philosophy’ stemmed from the stoicheia tou 
kosmou. Stoicheia (without its genitive qualifier tou kosmou), which is often 
interpreted as ‘angels’ or ‘spirits,’ was simply part of the vocabulary of the 
adherents of the ‘philosophy’ for various kinds of spirit powers and divine 
intermediaries. There is a clear implication that the stoicheia were closely 
associated with heavenly beings. In this regard, the magical wisdom 
Christology of the opponents of the Colossian Christians saw Jesus on a par 
with angels.357
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The epistle characterizes this ‘philosophy’ as ‘tradition’ (paradosis, Col. 
2:8) passed on by the hands of men. The opponents presented their teaching 
as valuable, because it was based on ancient and venerable tradition. In this 
regard, a sacred tale (as a part of the ‘tradition’) was central to the practice of 
the mystery rites, especially in the ritual of initiation. The proponents 
introduced the ‘philosophy’ by appealing to the ‘tradition,’ which would 
guarantee the unimpaired transmission of the divine revelation.358

Among the commentators there are various opinions. Some supposed 
that the philosophy was a product of Judaism, but others argued that it was a 
syncretistic movement, combining Jewish elements with aspects of paganism. 
Some suggested that it was a mystery religion or Gnosticism, but others 
guessed that philosophical traditions such as Stoicism and Pythagoreanism 
are the Colossian opponents.359 Schweizer suggests that the background of 
the Colossian philosophy is the Greek philosophical tradition. It has three 
central features: (1) the regulations concerning food, drink, and festivals, 
based on human, not divine authority; (2) exercises in self-abasement, 
including the devotion to angels and ascetic practices, that may have entailed 
fasting and sexual abstinence; and (3) concerns with the ‘rudiments of the 
world’ (cosmic stoicheia), which bind humanity to the world (Col. 2:20).360

Seemingly, however, the elements of Colossians 2:8-10, 15, 18, 20, and 23 
are more easily understood if they are placed in relation to Judaic concepts, 
including the idea of ‘Wisdom’ and ‘fullness’ which are emphasized. Some 
other elements are also Judaic (Col. 2:11-14, 16-17, and 21-22). As Dunn says, 
the threat confronted by the epistle was a synagogue apologetic promoting 
itself as a credible philosophy more than capable of dealing with whatever 
heavenly powers might be thought to control or threaten human existence. 
He says further that it is almost impossible to envisage the Colossian 
philosophy as a non-Jewish core that has attracted Jewish elements.361

At Colossae there were Jews, who were convinced of their religion (Col. 
2:4, 8), and thought that they had access to heavenly worship (Col. 2:18) 
through the traditional faith they inherited (Col. 2:16, 21-23). Unsurprisingly 
they thought that they had the right to hold a dialogue and debate with the 
other Colossians. Facing the new teaching about Jesus’ fulfilment of the 
ancient Messianic hope (Col. 1:2; 3:12), they wanted to demonstrate their 
religion’s pre-eminence, and made every endeavour to deny the new faith 
which was growing within their synagogues. It should not be surprising if 
they professed such claims in dialogue and debate with other Colossians.362
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Considering its central features, we may suppose that it is more likely 
that the type of teaching, which is especially perceived to be a dangerous 
threat to the sound doctrine of the Gospels, is a Judaic-philosophical 
theology, which was coloured by Greek-philosophical language. Possibly, 
this philosophy came from one of the traditions of synagogues of Colossae. 
Therefore, it is reasonable to say, as Dunn does, that it is almost certain that 
the Colossian ‘philosophy’ was one of the traditions of synagogues at 
Colossae, which was coloured by Hellenistic language.363 Whatever the 
philosophy really is, the more important is the undeniable fact that the epistle 
tries to put Christ’s significance forward.   

Its Christology at a glance

According to Guthrie, the epistle contains a high Christology, or Christology 
‘from above,’364 which emphasizes Christ’s pre-eminence, either over all 
other creatures or over creation itself. Guthrie states that in that Christology 
Christ is seen as the centre of the universe, sovereign over all principalities 
and powers, over all agencies, which may challenge his authority. He is the 
image of God and the possessor of the fullness (plērōma) of God. This means 
that Jesus is exalted to equality to God. The author wants to demonstrate 
Jesus’ immeasurable superiority.365

I think, however, there is also another possibility to understand the 
Christological notion of the epistle by tracing it back to the Christ-hymn of 
Colossians 1:15-20. We can assume that the hymn was originated from the 
theological conviction of the primitive believers that is also the conviction of 
the author. In such case, it reflects their fundamental understanding of the 
person of Jesus Christ. According to James D.G. Dunn, with whom I agree, 
within its original context and its original meaning (before it was taken over 
in Colossians), this hymn is probably best understood as an expression of 
Jewish monotheism. Seemingly there is no shift of meaning when the hymn 
was adopted as a part of the epistle to the Colossians. The primitive believers 
recognized the appropriateness of wisdom imagery to describe the full 
significance of Christ. Wisdom imagery regarding God’s action in creation, 
revelation and redemption is now said of Christ, for in Christ the same 
power had come to its fullest expression. We should keep in mind that 
Jewish Wisdom is not a divine being separate from God, but God’s self 
revelation. We, therefore, can understand the wisdom Christology of the 
Colossian hymn as an expression of a monotheistic faith.366
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Dunn suggests that in this passage the author is simply defining in Christ 
what Wisdom is. The power revealed in Christ is the same power as that 
which God used in creating the world through Wisdom. Dunn resists any 
suggestion that originally this hymn implied that Christ was pre-existent and 
active in creation, but it is a celebration of the continuity of God’s action. It is 
not necessary to interpret that Christ is involved in creation.367 We can be 
quite confident, Dunn says, that the writer of the hymn and many of the 
readers recognized that it was drawn from a wide strand of Jewish reflection 
on God’s work as Creator through the medium of His wisdom or word.368        

The author’s commentary on the Christ-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20 is 
given in chapter 2:9-15. We read in Colossians 2:9 that the writer puts 
emphasis on the ‘fullness of deity’ (plērōma tēs theotētos) that was pleased to 
dwell in Christ bodily (sōmatikōs). Christ’s relationship to the principalities 
and powers (archai kai exousiai) is clarified in 2:10-15. The writer casts the 
archai and exousiai in a negative role, because they are included in the cosmic 
order God created and sustained through Christ (cf. 1:16).369

We will try to obtain a more thorough picture of the Christology of 
Colossians in the passage of the Christ-hymn in chapter 1:15-20. In order to 
find the Christological idea of the author accurately, supposing that it 
represents the Christological idea of the early Christian community, we try to 
put the hymn in its historical contexts. By scrutinizing this passage verse by 
verse, we hope we can understand the basic notion of the early believers 
about Jesus as near as is possible.

3.2. Background of the hymn: a monotheistic faith

The Wisdom theme often appeared in the hymns sung by liturgical 
communities before the hymns were written down. Post-resurrection 
communities identified Jesus with Wisdom, with whom they had been 
familiar. Those hymns (e.g. Phil. 2:6-11; 1 Co. 1:22-24, 30-31; Eph. 2:14-16; 1 
Tim. 3:16; 1 Pe. 3:18-22; He. 1:3; Jn. 1:1-18, etc.) expressed the faith of the 
communities in the risen Christ, in connection with his roles in the creation 
and salvation acts of God. Jesus was glorified as the exalted-world-Saviour 
who attained his triumph through the cross. The written pattern of those 
hymns was: Jesus was with God from the beginning; he was the agent of God 
in creation; he really became a man, died on the cross, rose from death, was 
exalted above all powers in heaven and earth, and became the source of 
peace of all creations. Not all of the hymns contained all those elements. 
Sometimes some of them only had parts of the elements. We find the most 
complete ones in Colossians 1:15-20 and in John 1:1-18.
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Jesus as pictured by those hymns reflects that in him as a teacher, and in 
the Son of Man as a judge, God’s Wisdom becomes manifest. But, the strange 
thing is that the word Sophia rarely appears in the Gospels. John uses the 
word Logos instead of Sophia, although the same attributes are also applied to 
him. Mark names Jesus ‘teacher’ (didaskalos) twelve times, but uses Sophia
only once. Matthew uses the term Sophia three times, and Luke uses it six 
times. It is so different from the Pauline corpus, which uses the word Sophia
twenty eight times.370

The direct influence of the Jewish wisdom speculation on the Son of Man 
figure is still under dispute. Some scholars hold that the Jewish Wisdom 
conception has influenced the development of the post-Easter Christology. 
Even Bultmann regards the myth of the descent and ascent of Wisdom as one 
of the roots of pre-Christian Gnosticism.371 Based on the Wisdom Saying in 
the Logia Source he studied, Hengel states that the ancient Wisdom text 
fragments, at least in part, lay behind Jesus’ preaching.372 Although there are 
various opinions, it is undeniable that the Jewish (Hellenistic Jewish?) 
Wisdom concept lies behind the primitive believers’ understanding of Jesus, 
including their hymns of Christ in the New Testament.  

It is quite possible that the formula of the hymn of Colossians 1:15-20 
came from the period before Paul (before 50 CE). Nevertheless, the time of its 
composition is still uncertain. In its wider context, the hymn cannot be 
separated from the ‘language’ and ‘idea’ of wisdom literature. In the Ancient 
Near East, pursuing wisdom in order to get knowledge of humanity and 
divinity was an important thing for the life of human beings. This is mirrored 
in some Judaic literature such as Proverbs, Jesus ben Sirach, Wisdom of 
Solomon, and Philo’s writings.

The influence of the wisdom tradition appears obviously in the hymn of 
Colossians 1:15-20, particularly in the first three verses. The hymn portrays 
Jesus in terms reminiscent of divine Wisdom. The meaning of ‘the image of 
the invisible God’ (v. 15, KJV; NIV) is parallel to Wisdom as ‘the image of the 
goodness of God’ in the book of Wisdom of Solomon and to Philo’s idea of 
Wisdom as ‘the image’ and ‘the sight’ of God.373 Christ’s ‘firstborn’ (v. 15) is 
parallel with Wisdom as ‘the first’ of God’s works (Pr. 8:22, 25) and with 
Philo’s idea of Wisdom as ‘the first mother of all things.’ The statement that 
Jesus created all things (v. 16) is parallel to Psalm 104:24 and Wisdom of 
Solomon 8:5, that Wisdom is the first origin of all things.374 Jesus’ existence 
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before all things (v. 17) is parallel to Proverbs 8:22, 26-27 and Sirach 1:4; 24:9; 
43:26, which state that Wisdom is pre-existent.

These parallelisms show that the hymn of the letter to the Colossians 
originated from Jewish reflection on divine Wisdom. In this hymn, Jesus as 
the exalted Christ is praised and understood in the terms of Jewish Wisdom, 
which was familiar to the primitive church. The attributes applied to Wisdom 
by Jewish writers are now applied to Jesus by the writer of the epistle to the 
Colossians. The writer uses the language of the hymn for identifying Jesus as 
the personification or embodiment of God’s presence in the creation, through 
revelations and His salvific act.375 Jesus himself is considered as the Wisdom 
of God. In this case, Jesus is understood as the definitive revelation of the 
great concern of God for all creation, which is manifested in His creative and 
salvific act. Based on Jewish idea of divine Wisdom, the primitive church 
understood Jesus as the personification of the divine Being who has his own 
sovereignty. This understanding is in accordance with the church’s context in 
the middle of the first century, when the community did not consider this 
hymn as a denial of Jewish monotheism. Apparently, by the hymn the author
of the epistle to the Colossians did not intend to give an analytical definition 
of any Christological idea. He only took over poetries and personal images of 
the Jewish Wisdom tradition in order to communicate his own objective: to 
show Jesus as the revealer of God and the performer of His will, who fulfils 
all the attributes of Wisdom. 

As said before, we can assume that the hymn of Colossians 1:15-20 is an 
expression of faith in God, who presented Himself in and through Jesus 
Christ, a faith that is in line with Jewish monotheism. The primitive church 
that was very familiar with Jewish wisdom tradition saw a similar role 
between the figure of Wisdom and of Jesus. As God did through Wisdom, 
later God disclosed all He had done in creation, revelations, and redemption 
in and through Jesus. It does not necessarily have to mean that the person of 
Jesus was involved in creation as God’s co-worker, but, in and through Jesus, 
God showed and expressed His power concretely and fully. Therefore, we 
can see Jesus as God’s revelation of Himself, in the sense that through him 
we are able to know God. 

The earliest Christians had applied all the attributes of Wisdom to Jesus. 
However, we still keep in mind that Wisdom was not a divine being 
separated from God, but God’s revelation or God’s communication to human 
beings. Therefore, we can view the wisdom-Christology of the Colossian 
hymn as an expression of a monotheistic – not bi-theistic – faith. The hymn 
does not present Jesus as another person of God or the second God, but as 
the Wisdom of God who had made God known to human beings. In 
connection with the Wisdom of God, we should keep in mind that the 
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metaphorical symbol ‘Wisdom’ in the Hebrew Scriptures is personified. 
Unless to be hypostatized or conceived as objective and individual, 
personification is not intended to refer to an actual divine being beside God 
or something distinct from God, but is a figure of speech.376 However, there is 
still a question: Does the hymn imply the divine sonship of Christ and his 
pre-existence, or is it just a ‘language’ to reveal God, who worked and 
presented Himself in Christ? We try to cope with the problem by scrutinizing 
the hymn.

3.3. Exegetical analysis

15. He is the image of the invisible God, the first born over all creation.
16. For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and 

invisible, whether thrones or powers or rules or authorities; all things were 
created by him and for him

17. He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.
18. And he is the head of the body, the church: 

he is the beginning and the first born from among the dead; 
so that in everything he might have the supremacy.

19. For God was pleased to have all His fullness dwell in him,
20. and through him to reconcile to himself all things, whether things on earth or 

things in heaven, by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.

There has generally been a consensus that the writer of Colossians inserted 
an independent unit of a hymn in his writing. The characteristic of a hymn or 
poetry in this passage appears obviously.377

(1) We can suppose that the relative clause that begins with the word hos
(who) is an introduction of the strophe that points out the object of 
exaltation, which becomes the reason of the responsive hymn.

(2) Clauses and phrases are arranged rhythmically, and there is the use of 
rhetorical devices such as chiasmus (A-B-B-A pattern), which was a 
common artistic poetic style in those days.378

(3) The structure of the two poetic passages, vv. 15-17 and 18-20379 is signed 
by a parallelism of the main motives. ‘The first born’ of v. 15 is parallel to 
v. 18b; ‘for by him’ of v. 16 is parallel to v. 19; ‘all things were created by him, 
and for him’ of v. 16 is parallel to v. 20. Apart from that, there are 
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occurrences of thematic repetitions of the phrase ‘all things’ (vv. 16, 17 
and 18, 20).

(4) Although the content of this passage appears independent, it is really not 
apart from the previous passage (1:12-14) which functions as an 
introduction. 
Indeed, there is not enough evidence in this passage to indicate that the 

writer has taken up some materials that already existed. It is possible that the 
writer himself, in the way of thinking of the primitive church in accepting 
Jesus, composed the hymn (1:13-14), or that he has vaguely taken over a 
hymn which already existed in the primitive church. McDonald states that 
there is consensus that those verses represent an independent unit inserted 
into the letter by the writer.380

We can divide the hymn into two strophes or stanzas in accordance with 
the themes of Christ’s role in creation and Christ’s role in reconciliation, or in 
cosmology and soteriology. It is, however, undeniable that the second strophe 
(vv. 18-20) does not fit with the rhythmic pattern of the first (vv. 15-17). There 
is a tension between the first strophe, which states ‘by him all things consist’ 
(v. 17), and the second strophe, which regards the world as in hostility. In 
addition, at least among the Jews, a hymn such as a Wisdom hymn has a 
practical application in people’s daily life or refers to the Law. 

Further, this problem is more complicated. Did the writer of Colossians 
add any broader explanation to the existing text when he took it over? Parts 
which are generally regarded as additions are (1) ‘visible and invisible, whether 
they are thrones or dominions, or principalities, or powers’ in v. 16; (2) ‘the church’
in v. 18, which was previously absent in the Wisdom-hymn, later added and 
‘Christianized’ by the primitive church; and (3) ‘through the blood of his cross’
in v. 20.381

By taking the hymn over, either partly or entirely, whether from pre-
Christian or from primitive Christian materials, whether the writer composed 
the whole of the hymn or only made a broad addition to it, we can categorize 
this passage as a hymn of the primitive church. Using language usually 
employed in Hellenistic Judaism for referring to the divine Wisdom, the 
writer praised Christ. It is important to consider that this hymn was not 
addressed to Christ, but was for praising him. Both of the acts of God, in 
creation and in redemption, were attained through Christ. Using 
philosophical thought current by this time, the primitive church intended to 
proclaim Jesus with their vitality, as optimally as possible. The hymn 
reminds us that in the primitive church there were Christian thinkers who 
tried their best to explain their understanding of Jesus for their age. Such a 
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Christological innovation occurred in the context of worship by means of the 
hymn. That liturgy was not only shown in the baptismal hymn.

The Colossians’ circumstances as the background of this passage are still 
unclear. Why was the hymn taken over, and why was it placed in this 
section? Paul, in the beginning of his letters, tended to quote a Christological 
formula (Ro. 1:3-4; Ga. 1:3-4; 1 Th. 1:9-10; cf. 1 Co. 1:7-9, 23-24; 2 Co. 1:19-20) 
but the writer of Colossians did not do so. In the framework of Colossians 
1:12-23, there was no polemical nuance in that hymn. However, in the context 
of Colossians as a whole, it is very possible that, by using the hymn, the 
writer intended to counter the false teaching referred to in Colossians 2:8-23. 

The Christ-hymn of Colossians is different from that of Galatians 1:6-9, 
and even different from its closest parallels in Christology such as 1 
Corinthians 8:4-6. I suggest that the writer wanted to stress Jesus’ importance 
and significance in the whole sequence of God’s work, since creation and 
until redemption. The emphasis may indicate that respect for Christ’s 
importance in the church was on the decrease, while a religious system was 
on the increase. The disparagement of Christian faith and practice reflected 
implicitly in the hymn was merely a proper consequence of the development. 
It was not the primary goal of the hymn to overcome this. The writer’s aim 
was only bearing in mind Christ’s status and significance for the life of the 
church of Colossae (1:23).

Verse 15

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation

The focus of the Greek prepositional phrase en hoi (in whom) in v. 14 
switches from God to Christ. It is noteworthy that the adjective aoratos
(invisible) connected with God is only found five times in the New 
Testament, and four are in this hymn.382 Jewish theology very much 
emphasizes God’s invisibility; hence, the appearances of ‘the angel of God’ in 
the account of Israel’s ancestors were not idolatrous (Ge. 16:7-12; 22:11-12; Ex. 
3:2-6; 14:19-20). The Ten Commandments also put emphasis on the 
prohibition of worshiping idols (Ex. 20:4-6, Deu. 5:8-10). How can God be 
known? We find the answer in His eikōn (image). According to Abbott, eikōn
is not merely expressing resemblance, but implying representation of the 
archetype.383 The image of God represents God himself.384 In another way, 
Haight describes Jesus as the symbol through which Christians find God. He 
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argues that we cannot know God directly, but only through the objects of our 
experience which function as symbols. In this regard, Jesus is a symbol of 
God. Haight interprets the formula ‘true man and true God’ of the Council of 
Chalcedon in the sense that ‘true man’ means that Jesus was ‘a human being 
like others,’385 ‘a finite human being and creature;’386 whereas ‘true God’ 
means that Jesus, the man from Nazareth, was a concrete symbol of God, 
who mediated the saving presence of God in history. In other words, God 
was and is present and at work in Jesus.387

In Plato’s thought, the cosmos is the ‘image of God,’ while the sun is ‘the 
image of good idea’. He was also familiar with the idea of man as ‘the image 
of divine being.’388 On the ground of the Judaeo-Hellenistic thought of divine 
Wisdom as the ‘image of God’ or the ‘divine Logos’, the invisible God has 
made Himself visible through His Wisdom. Therefore, the ‘image’ functions 
as a bridge between the divine realm, the invisible God, and the worldly 
realm, the visible human beings.389 Jewish theology understands Wisdom 
and then, by the time this symbol met the Hellenistic world, Logos (both are 
parallel) as a manner by which the invisible God is able to speak or work, 
and reveal Himself. We cannot understand Wisdom and Logos simply or 
mechanically as ‘mediator’ between God and the world as His possession.

The term hypostasis, which Christians used centuries later for explaining 
their understanding of Jesus, is also not proper. Hypostasis is the concrete 
presence of something that is conceived to be objective and individual, so it 
points to something distinct from God, which acts as an intermediary 
between God and the world.390 According to Van de Beek, in the late patristic 
period, it is almost synonymous with prosōpon: the manifestation of what 
really exists.391 In this regard, we should understand Wisdom as the 
revelation of God or the manifestation of His presence in order to 
communicate Himself to the world and to His people. In other words, 
through Wisdom the transcendent God has made Himself immanent. 
However, it is too much to render the wisdom language as a direct statement 
concerning the nature of Wisdom. There is also no intention to say, like 
Rahner does, that God’s self-expression or self-communication, to which the 
terms ‘Logos,’ ‘Word,’ and ‘Son’ all refer, was embodied in the person of 
Jesus Christ.392 It would be better to say that Wisdom is a personification of 
God’s presence, rather than a ‘mediator’ of God. The character and 
effectiveness of the divine Wisdom is more evident in its broader 
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employment by the Jews, where Wisdom was identified with Torah (Sir. 
24:23, Bar. 3:36-4:1).

The writer of the letter to the Colossians took over the divine Wisdom 
language (as seen in the hymns of Wisdom of the primitive church) in order 
to express Christ’s significance. He identifies Christ with the divine Wisdom, 
just as Sirach and Baruch identify the divine Wisdom with Torah. Both have 
the same intention not to explain the pre-existence of Torah and Christ but to 
affirm that Torah and Christ are the manifestations of the pre-existent divine 
Wisdom (God Himself), through whom God created the world. The subject 
glorified in the hymn is Christ as a divine revelation and redeemer. The 
hymn puts emphasis on the role of Christ as a person who reveals God’s 
presence, and it does not intend to explain the nature of Christ ontologically. 
The subject of the hymn is the redemptive act of God (1:14) and God’s 
reconciliation for all creation. God, who has revealed himself in creation, now 
reveals himself in Christ. So, in short, there is no dualism in the hymn, but a 
Christology that is packaged in Jewish monotheism and based on the Jewish 
theological axiom that God the One has revealed Himself in and through His 
creative power (Hegermann calls it ‘dynamic monism’ and G.E.Wright calls it 
‘Christological monotheism’).393

It is evident that the word first-born (prōtotokos) which is connected with 
every creature (pasēs ktiseōs) comes from Wisdom’s attributes (Prov. 8:22, 25). It 
appears as if the term ‘first-born’ could also mean ‘first-created’, but they 
really have different sense. The ancient church fathers rightly insisted that 
Jesus is called prōtotokos (first-born), not prōtoktistos (first created).394 The 
word ‘first-born’ has more ontological sense than ‘first-created.’ ‘First-born’ 
implies an origin, so there is an inclination to relate it to someone or 
something pre-existent, while ‘first-created’ implies a moment when 
someone or something comes into being. Arius’ Christology treats the ‘first-
born’ the same as the ‘first-created,’ and holds that the Son was created by 
the Father. According to Arius, Jesus acquired his sonship by adoption, in the 
same way that all of the believers are called sons of God.395

We may assume that the meaning of the word ‘first-born’ in this verse 
relates closely to the phrase ‘pasēs ktiseōs,’ which is rendered, ‘over all 
creation’ (NIV). It does not connect to Christ’s origin or Christ’s pre-
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existence, but to his pre-eminence over all creation. Christ is called the first-
born, because in him and through him God did not only reveal Himself, but 
also accomplished His will. That is why Christ becomes pre-eminent over all 
creation.396 The intention is to speak of Jesus’ role as God’s revealer. 
Alternatively, we may call him the presenter of God. By the term ‘presenter’, 
I mean here neither a mediator nor an incarnation of God, but one whom 
God uses to present His will and work. Mediator has only the function for 
mediating a relationship between two or more parties. Incarnation is the 
embodiment of spiritual being in fleshly form without losing its essence. 
Presenter is also not only a symbol as intended by Haight, in the sense of a 
concrete historical medium: a created reality that makes known and present 
another reality, such as the transcendent reality of God, which at the same 
time is part of and distinct from the medium itself, and to which the medium 
points.397 The presenter of God, however, revealed and performed the will 
and work of God throughout his very life. Probably, presenter can be 
understood as a personal presence of another reality, in the sense that Christ 
manifested God’s will and performed God’s work (especially His salvific 
work). It is to say that through him God presents or reveals His presence. 
Presenter refers to Jesus’ role as one who made God known to humankind. 
That is similar to Yahweh’s revelation of Himself in the shape of an angel 
who appeared to Moses in flames of fire from within a bush, through which 
God revealed His will to Moses (Ex. 3:2).

Verse 16

For by him all things were created: things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, 
whether thrones or powers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for 
him.

Verse 16 states: ‘for by him were all things created.’ The word ‘for’ (hoti) here 
means ‘because’ that explains and highlights Christ’s unique position over all 
creation.398 KJV translates the Greek words en autōi by ‘by him’, but I think ‘in 
him’ is more appropriate. The ‘in him’ refers to a spiritual locality, but ‘by him’ 
or ‘through him’ (di’ autou) refers to an agency. ‘All things’ (ta panta) refers to 
the entire universe, all of created existence, that is in heaven, and on earth, 
visible and invisible.399 All things were created in him. It can be supposed 
that there is in this expression the influence of the Jewish Wisdom tradition, 
since the terms used are usually applied to the divine Wisdom. Psalm 104:24 
can be rendered ‘In wisdom hast Thou created all things’ (cf. Pr. 3:19; Wd. 
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8:5). What does it mean if the ‘in him’ applied to the Messiah? According to 
McDonald, Pauline writings sometimes employ this formula to refer to Christ 
as the ‘agent’ of creation. This verse also views Christ in the same way.400

I think, however, there is an objection. We can ascertain that during 
Jesus’ ministry in Palestine his followers did not regard him as God’s ‘agent’ 
of creation. They, however, saw that God’s creative power, which was 
expressed by a feminine Wisdom metaphor, through whom God made the 
universe, was now embodied in Jesus. I suggest it would be better to 
understand the clause ‘in him all things were created’ as ‘God, who has 
unfolded His mind in Christ, created the universe, with all the physical and 
spiritual existences it contains.’ It means that the creation is not apart from 
the whole plan of God, which culminates in His redemptive act in Christ. 
This becomes clear in the light of the cross and resurrection (Col. 1:18, 20). 

The phrase ‘whether they be thrones, or dominions, or principalities, or 
powers’ disturbs the harmony and compactness of the previous verses. 
Probably the hymnist used it only for emphasizing the previous phrase ‘that 
are in heaven, and that are in earth.’ The phrase ‘thrones and dominions’ is 
parallel with ‘that are in heaven,’ whereas ‘principalities and powers’ is 
parallel with ‘that are in the earth.’ I agree with McDonald in saying that in 
the New Testament, ‘throne’ (thronos) refers to a supernatural being, whereas, 
‘dominion’ (kuriotētes) refers to spiritual powers. ‘Principalities’ (archai) and 
‘powers’ (exousiai) are associated with the cosmic realm.401 The two phrases 
function to emphasize Jesus’ pre-eminence over principalities and powers 
that are in heaven and that are on earth.

What is mentioned here echoes the hymn of Wisdom, which depicted her 
as present at the beginning of creation and her function as being to bring the 
world to its final goal.  1 Enoch 49:1-4 stated that Wisdom would appear in 
the last time, and her spirit would dwell in the Son of Man, who would 
execute judgment. So, when the writer reflected the Wisdom hymn to Christ, 
it became clear that God’s superiority over all cosmic powers, and His 
creative power over all things that are in heaven and that are on earth, was 
now being unfolded in Christ. It is the meaning of the utterance that God 
revealed Himself in Christ.

The last clause of v. 16, ‘all things were created through him and for him’
is not mere recapitulation; it introduces new and weighty thoughts. In this 
case, I follow Beare’s analysis. Beare observes the change of tense in the verb, 
and also observes the preposition. The passive verb ektistē (were created), 
which we find in the first clause of the verse, changes into ektistai (has been 
created) – the perfect instead of the aorist – in the last clause. The perfect 
tense turns the mind from the thought of creation as an act, to the thought of 
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it as a resultant state. As they were created in him, so all things owe their 
settled state to him, and move toward him as toward their goal.402

The prepositional phrases en autōi (in him), di’ autou (by him or through 
him), and eis auton (for him), set forth three aspects of the relationship 
between Christ as God’s presenter and the creation. God created all things in 
him, by him, and for him. As said before, ‘all things were created in him’ 
means ‘all things were created in the framework of the whole of God’s plan, 
which culminates in Christ.’ In other words, ‘All things were created by him’ 
means ‘God himself did create all things.’ The third phrase ‘for him’ or ‘unto 
him’ denotes the ultimate goal of all creation, i.e. the glory of God, which is 
fulfilled in Christ. We, therefore, can understand the meaning of the clause 
‘all things were created in him, by him, and for him’ simply as ‘all created 
things are contained in God’s plan which culminates in Christ; they were 
created by God who revealed himself in Christ, and for the glory of God who 
revealed Himself in Christ as His presenter.’   

Verse 17

He is before all things, and in him all things hold together.

Using the pre-existence-language, v. 17 continues to emphasize the pre-
eminence of Jesus’ existence over ‘all things’ (ta panta), ‘and he is before all 
things, and in him (en autōi) all things consist,’ as though the ‘he is’ (autos 
estin) of this verse is a declaration of Jesus’ absolute pre-existence. This theme 
reflects the Jewish Wisdom idea. Sirach 1:4 states that God created Wisdom 
before all things existed. Aristobulus, a Jewish philosopher of the second 
century BCE, also said the same thing. Seemingly, the hymnist inserted the 
contemporary concept of cosmology into the hymn. We should understand 
such a thing as poetical imaginary rather than a direct explanation. The hymn 
intends to express adoration for the divine Wisdom as a personification of 
God’s power that presents itself in creation (Wd. 1:6-7; 7:22-8:1). Wisdom 
filled the universe with her power (in the sense that she presented God’s 
power). She did not only act as the agent of creation but also maintained the 
creation in herself. 

The identification of Wisdom’s function with Jesus was not intended to 
reduce the person Jesus to a mere personification of God’s power, but to 
show that Jesus fulfilled all of the attributes of Wisdom. Through him and in 
him God revealed His power over the universe. Jesus was God’s presenter; 
therefore, his existence has been absorbed in the eternal plan of God. That is 
the meaning of the phrase ‘he is before all things.’ It is not necessary to say 
that Jesus was pre-existent. ‘In him all things hold together’ (NIV), or ‘by him 
all thing consist,’ (KJV) means ‘all things were held together in him, in the 
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framework of God’s plan,’ so that their existence was absorbed in him as the 
accomplishment of God’s plan. It does not necessarily means that Jesus was 
the source of all existing things. The verb in the perfect tense sunestēken (‘has 
been held together’) expresses the universe as an ordered system. The unity 
and order of the universe did not occur accidentally or mechanically, but 
derived from its vital relationship to Christ as God’s presenter.403  

Verse 18

And he is the head of the body, the church; he is the beginning and the firstborn from 
among the dead, so that in everything he might have the supremacy.

Again, this verse uses estin in its full and true sense of being to denote 
Christ’s predicates as hē kefalē (the head)404 of the body, archē (the 
beginning),405 and prōtotokos (the first-born) from among the dead.406 The 
hymnist applies these predicates to Christ with respect to his relation to the 
church.407 However, in the original, the word ‘church’ in v. 18 did not exist in
the hymn.408 By inserting the word ‘church,’ the meaning of the verse 
becomes clear. The contemporary Greek world of thought often depicted the 
cosmos as the body, and regarded Zeus as the head.409 Apparently, this 
thought influenced Philo’s philosophical theology.410 The sky (heaven) in the 
cosmos was considered as the soul of the body, whereas the Logos (the divine 
rational soul) was considered as the head of the body, the head of all things.

We can compare this idea with Irenaeus’ notion. When he was bishop of 
Lyon, in the place of Pothinus who became a martyr, he wrote his book 
Against Heresies, primarily was addressed to Marcion and several groups of 
Gnostics. He saw some of the basic difficulties of Marcion and Gnostic 
thought that denied the divinity of the creator of the universe. Marcion’s 
thought concerning Jesus was dualistic, heavenly and earthly. Only the 
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earthly Jesus had a physical body, so he was not divine. Combating this 
notion, Irenaeus emphasized that God Himself works directly on the world. 
Logos was His ‘hand’ who represented Him in the universe. Irenaeus’ 
Christology stressed the fullness of Christ’s divinity that Christ was really the 
incarnation of God. For Irenaeus, Logos, the incarnation of God, was not only 
a paradigm of God’s presence amidst His people, but was really God’s 
embodiment. The entire human history reveals God’s work and plan for 
human beings. Through history, God made Himself known to human beings, 
so all humankind have the possibility to transform their lives towards the 
new one. For Irenaeus, incarnation, which was focused on the life of Logos, 
embraced all God’s work for human beings. Irenaeus, therefore, maintained 
that the incarnation was a real thing; God has taken a fleshly-human body. It 
represented the unity of God and human beings like a head and its body. 
Logos as the incarnation of God also represented the unity of human history 
and the history of the work of God, for God really acts in human history.411  

By applying those metaphors to Jesus (without inserting the word 
‘church’), the significance of v. 18 is rather different from what is stated in vv. 
15-17. Verse 18a attempts to express the existence of the world and its 
rational soul in the light of Christ’s role over the church. By inserting the 
word ‘church,’ whether this was done by the primitive church or by the 
writer of Colossian epistle, Christ’s position as the head is no longer 
connected to ‘all things’ (ta panta), but to his church (ekklēsia). The word 
ekklēsia literally means ‘an assembly gathering together in a certain house or a 
certain city’ (Ro. 16:1, 4, 5, 16; 1 Co. 1:2; 4:17). If the meaning is applied to the 
fellowship of the believers, then ekklēsia means ‘the people of God’ (1 Co. 1:2; 
11:6; 15:9; 1 Th. 2:14). In this regard, the church parallels the cosmic body and 
Christ is its head. The metaphor of Christ’s position as head has two 
meanings. It shows Christ’s pre-eminence over all things, and Christ’s status 
as the head of the church.

We do not find the phrase ‘the head of the body’ in the earlier Pauline 
letters. In his letters, Paul did indeed employ the analogy of the body (Ro. 
12:15; 1 Co. 12:12 ff.) in relation to the church, but it was to illustrate the 
diversity of functions in a single organism. In the letter to the Colossians, the 
writer uses this illustration for delineating the relation of the church as a 
whole with Christ. As the body of Christ, the church derives its vital powers 
from the head. Christ as the head is the unifying principle and the source of 
life, not only guiding and governing but also vivifying.412 The term ‘body’ 
(sōmatos) is a new approach to the concept of church. Possibly this term is 
taken over from a technical term of the Colossian philosophy, as is certainly 
done with the word ‘fullness’ (plērōma) in the next verse. The genitive ekklēsias
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affirms what the writer means by sōmatos, i.e. that the body of Christ is the 
church.

Verse 18b is the beginning of the second strophe, which is parallel to, and 
a repetition of the beginning of the first strophe in v. 15. The second predicate 
‘beginning’ (archē) is closely related in thought to the first. In Hebrew and 
other Semitic languages, the words for ‘head’ and for ‘beginning’ have the 
same root. The Greek word hos emphasizes that in this case ‘he is the 
beginning.’ The word ‘beginning’ (archē) mirrors Jewish reflection on 
Wisdom (Pr. 8:22) as the beginning of God’s creation (cf. Rev. 3:14).413 Now, 
Jesus becomes the beginning of resurrection. With the resurrection of Christ, 
the time of resurrection has come (cf. Ro. 1:4), and the new age has begun. 
This verse needs to place an emphasis on the pre-eminence of Christ as the 
beginning or the first-born of the resurrection. Therefore, we can observe 
comprehensively that the two strophes of the hymn very emphasize Christ’s 
pre-eminence as the first-born of creation and as the first-born of resurrection 
or the first-born of the new creation. 

Possibly, the primitive believers or the hymnist have inserted the third 
predicate ‘the first-born from the dead’ (prōtotokos ek tōn nekrōn) into the 
hymn. The focus of the second strophe switches from the cosmology of 
creation to the cosmology of peace, from the divine goal of creation to the 
ultimate goal of creation, from the first creation to the re-creation, through 
the death of Christ. These imply an apocalyptic faith that the first creation 
has fallen under the power of darkness (1:13) and needs to be saved from the 
spitefulness of principalities and powers (2:15). In Jesus, the age of the first 
creation has ended, and those who are saved may enter into the new age 
under Christ’s authority. 

The final clause ‘in everything he might have the supremacy’ emphasizes the 
unity of creation and redemption. In creation as well as in redemption, Christ 
has the pre-eminence, because in him God unfolded His power. His 
resurrection as the first-born from the dead makes his pre-eminence very 
clear. Through his resurrection, believers are able to experience the unfolding 
power of God. Therefore, we can also translate the clause ‘hina genētai en pasin 
autos prōteuōn’ as ‘that in all things he might become pre-eminent.’   

Verse 19

For God was pleased to have all His fullness dwell in him.

Verse 19 explains v. 18 further. Jesus was to be the first-born of resurrection, 
because the fullness (plērōma) of God was pleased to dwell ‘in him’ (en autōi). 
What does pan to plērōma (all the fullness) mean? In my mind, plērōma does 
not only signify ‘one who is filled,’ but rather ‘one who fills’ or ‘the 
                                                
413See Dennis Edwards, Jesus the Wisdom of God: An Introduction to the Wisdom of the Bible (London: 

Lutterworth Press, 1963), pp. 19-20.



completeness,’ in terms that in Christ resides ‘the total’: whatever ‘powers’ 
there may be collectively are included in him. Observing the sentence hoti en 
autōi eudokēsen pan to plērōma katoikēsai, we see that the subject of eudokēsen
(pleased) is either pan to plērōma or God. To the majority of commentators, it 
seems best to take eudokēsen as having God as the subject, ‘God was pleased,’ 
and then plērōma will be the subject of katoikēsai.414 I think, however, pan to 
plērōma seems slightly the better claimant. In this verse, pan to plērōma may be 
taken as a periphrasis for ‘God in all His fullness.’415 The word plērōma is 
undoubtedly a technical term of the Colossian ‘philosophy,’ but in this verse 
it may be used to express the Wisdom idea of God’s completeness. The 
‘fullness’ can be explained in the light of the Wisdom idea of God and His 
spirit which covers the earth (Wd. 1:6-7). The power of God the One is 
manifested through all things. His sovereign power covers all things. 

According to Beare, plērōma is in the Hermetic writings used for God in 
the context of pantheistic immanence; He is ‘the Lord and Maker of all, being 
both all and One … for the Plērōma of all things is One in One.’ The great 
Gnostic schools of the second century used the word plērōma for the whole 
body of emanations. It would seem that the Colossian teachers used it of the 
whole array of the stoicheia, and imagined the various attributes of God to be 
distributed among them, or they might have conceived the stoicheia as the 
attributes themselves.416    

The ‘in him’ (en autōi) here is the third occurrence in the hymn. Later 
Gnosticism used the term ‘fullness’ for expressing the fullness of the 
emanation of a spiritual being from the hidden God or the perfectness of the 
highest spiritual being. Apparently, the ‘in him’ formula was used in a 
locative sense that the fullness of God dwelled in Christ. The idea of the 
divine inhabiting a human being was not strange to Jewish thought, 
particularly if it was connected to the Wisdom of God. It can be said that this 
theme was entirely Jewish traditional, particularly the tradition of Wisdom, 
which had such a strong influence on the first strophe. However, there is the 
difference: ‘Wisdom’ revealed personal rationality, which penetrated into the 
creation, whereas ‘fullness’ was the infiltration of an impersonal God’s 
commitment into and through the creation. It is hard to conclude that the 
Colossian epistle employs this word in the Gnostic sense, because at that 
time, Gnosticism, especially Valentinianism, had not developed. The word 
‘fullness’ was not employed in the syncretistic sense as in the proto-
Gnosticism’s tenet either, because the author of the Colossian epistle just 
used this word against an inclination to syncretism. The other alternative is 
that the word ‘fullness’ indicates the revelation of God fully centred in Christ. 
The ‘fullness’ referred to the fullness of God in its totality. God’s interaction 
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with the universe was fully realized in Christ, or, in a manner of speaking, 
the Divine Being immanentized Himself fully in Christ. 

Verse 19 calls us to mind the Hebrew Scriptures concerning God’s 
choosing and God’s dwelling place. Psalms 67:17 identifies Zion as the 
mountain on which God was pleased to dwell. Symbolically, Zion manifested 
the presence of God amidst His people. Now the fullness of God was pleased 
to dwell in Christ. It means that God manifested Himself through and in 
Christ. The dwelling of the fullness of God in Christ was God’s living 
presence in a personal relationship of love and trust. Where God ‘dwells’ He 
manifests Himself as God of love. ‘All the fullness of God should dwell in 
Christ’ means that in Christ, God was made known to us in His saving 
power. That is why Jesus said, ‘He that hath seen me hath seen the Father’ 
(Jn. 14:9). 

Verse 19 also calls to mind the baptismal formula of Mark 1:11, “You are 
my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased” (NIV), and the 
consummation or ‘incarnation’ of Logos in John 1:14, “The Word became flesh 
and made his dwelling among us” (NIV). Both verses are related to God’s 
salvific work which was accomplished through Christ. Although the subject 
of v. 19 is the ‘fullness,’ it implies that God himself is the real actor behind the 
sequence.                          

Verse 20

and through him to reconcile to Himself all things, whether on earth or things in heaven, 
by making peace through his blood, shed on the cross.

  
The core of the second strophe is God’s ultimate salvific work, which is 
accomplished in (through) Christ (1:14). Two important verbs employed in v. 
20 are ‘to reconcile’ (apokatallassō) and ‘to make peace’ (eirēnopoieō). This 
clause still connects to the word ‘for’ (hoti) in the beginning of v. 19, as 
further explanation of the pre-eminence of the risen Christ over all things (v. 
18). Its subject is still the ‘fullness,’ namely the presence of God in and 
through Jesus. It is God Himself Who works in Christ. The compound verb 
apokatallassō, which expresses God’s act in reconciling all things to Himself, 
assumes that the cosmos was separate from God, because the cosmos has fallen 
under the power of darkness. This crisis is now recovered on the cross. 
Through the cross, the fallen cosmos is reconciled unto God. The defeat of the 
power of darkness also produces the peace between heaven and earth. This is 
contradictory to the later Gnosticism, in which such a peace is never 
imagined. This verse intends to reveal that the peace made by God has 
begun, although not yet finished completely. 

The verb eirēnopoieō (to make peace) is only used here in the New 
Testament.417 The last six Greek words of the first clause ‘dia tou aimatos tou 
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staurou autou’ (through his blood shed on the cross) are almost meaningless. 
Supposing that they are omitted, there is no effect on the content of the hymn 
as a whole. However, by adding these words, what is implicit now becomes 
explicit: the act of God in making peace between Himself and all things is 
completed in the death of Christ. The mention of blood brings out the 
sacrificial aspect of Christ’s death. Indeed, this element is very Pauline. 
Through this verse, the hymnist wants to express that God has an intention 
to recover the original harmony of creation by renewing all things in the 
heavens and on earth. The church, as the people of God, has a role in this 
reconciliation. It is implied in the connectedness of v. 18 and v. 20. As the 
body of Christ, the church is involved in Jesus’ work to make peace and to 
reconcile all things unto God.

4.   Interpretation

Jesus’ lordship

There is an opinion that the Christ-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20 can accurately 
be described as a magnificent declaration of Christ as Lord. Although the title 
kyrios (Lord) itself does not appear in the hymn, each line of the passage 
extols Christ in terms of supremacy and lordship. The hymn depicts Christ as 
pantoktratōr (ruler) over creation, and poignantly affirms and beautifully 
praises the supremacy of Christ in relation to all creation, earthly and 
heavenly, as if the author attempts to purify the Christology of the Colossian 
Christians by emphasizing the ‘cosmic’ role of Christ through clarifying his 
relationship to divine intermediaries.418

It seems that the Christ-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20 finds its significance 
in dealing specifically with the content of the false teaching that is mentioned 
in chapter 2:8-23. There is consensus among scholars that the writer of 
Colossians intends to address this false teaching, especially concerning 
Christ’s significance, which threatened the faith of the church of Colossae.419

A focus on the content of the hymn seems especially important in a 
community threatened by the ‘empty deceit’ (Col. 2:8). At that moment, 
Christianity as a Christ-centred new movement was still in the process of 
defining itself, developing, and establishing its identity. Its characteristics, for 
example, were baptism in the name of Jesus and confessing Jesus as Lord. 
Christology might have been a uniting factor for early Christianity. 
Nevertheless, the understanding about Jesus varied. 

In order to demonstrate Christ’s pre-eminence over all creation, the 
author of the epistle to the Colossians gave two interpretative additions to 
the Christ-hymn that already existed. Firstly, at the end of the cosmological 
strophe (the first strophe) of his hymn in Colossians 1:15-20, Christ is 
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identified as the head of the body, the church. It is quite possible that the 
writer added the phrase ‘of the church.’ In the ancient world, cosmos was 
frequently compared to a body, and in Hellenistic Jewish literature the 
headship of the cosmos was associated with God’s reign. Secondly, the phrase 
‘through the blood of Christ’ is probably also added by the author. Believers 
are reminded that the reconciliation of the whole cosmos to God is attained 
through the death of Christ.420

The Christ-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20 draws believers back into the 
arena of worship where they discover and renew their experience of the 
lordship of Christ. As Geertz says, a ritual does not only function as a model 
for what is believed, but also as a model for believing it.421 By singing and 
hearing the hymn, believers will come to realize Christ’s significance in the 
universe and in the church. Just as God through Christ holds all things in the 
universe together, so also Jesus ensures the cohesion of the community. In 
this regard, there is no intention to define or conceptualize the nature of the 
person Christ, but to understand and experience what God has done through 
him. Based on what occurred to Jesus, the believers experience him as the 
embodiment (or in our term, the presenter) of the Wisdom of God, even the 
full revelation of God or the manifestation of God’s presence. In Jesus as 
God’s revelation, all believers are united to be one body under his headship.     

Switch from a female to a male metaphor

Supposing the Christ-hymn may have originated in a pre-Christian hymn as 
a hymn to Sophia, we can translate the Christ-hymn of Colossae with 
feminine pronouns as McDonald does as follow:

She is the image of the unseen God (Ge. 1:26-27; Wd. 7:26),
firstborn of all creation (Pr. 8:22; Sir. 24:9)
in/by her was created everything
in the heavens and on earth (Wd. 7:22; 9:2-4; Pr. 3:19-20; 8:22-30)
seen and unseen:
whether thrones or principalities, rules or authorities.
All things were created through her and for her,
And she is before all and the all subsists through her;
She is the head/source of the body the church/assembly;
She is the beginning/rule,
that she might be pre-eminent among all
Because in her the plērōma was pleased to dwell,  
and through her to reconcile the all to her
whether on heaven or on earth.422
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As it has been known, in Jewish literature, Wisdom was often depicted 
metaphorically as a female figure. The Lady Wisdom metaphor had been 
disseminated throughout Jewish literature since the Second Temple period 
(after the period of Babylonian exile) until the codification period of the oral 
Laws into the written Laws. This metaphor was used broadly in the 
apocalyptic literature of the Bible, the pseudopygraphas, the texts of 
Qumran, Philo’s writings, and the collection of oral Laws.423 It is quite 
possible that this was under the influence of Israel’s surrounding nations, 
which personified their deities as goddesses. Egyptians considered Ma’at as 
the Wisdom goddess and Isis, a goddess who was worshiped as the 
archetypal wife and mother (her name literally means ‘Queen of throne’), 
Canaanites had the goddess Astarot, Mesopotamians had the goddess Isthar, 
and Greeks had Athena as their goddess of wisdom, war, the arts, industry, 
justice and skill. Athena was also worshipped as the protector of sailors, and 
Greeks regarded Athena as the other name of foreign goddesses. Facing its 
religious environments, Israel was required to adjust its expressions of its 
monotheistic faith in Yahweh. In order to bring Yahweh into its contexts, 
Orthodox Judaism creatively personified God or the representation of His 
power as Wisdom. Its followers intended to place Wisdom, which they 
depicted metaphorically as female, as God’s way to communicate Godself to 
human beings.424

Although depicted in various ways, Wisdom, as God’s personification or, 
more precisely, God’s communication to His people, was not reduced to a 
simple reality, because she was the revelation of God Himself. Feminization 
of the Wisdom metaphor was a means of seeing God’s representation as the 
beautiful, the interesting one, who functioned as the sustainer of human life. 
We could say that the feminine Wisdom was a manner of understanding and 
speaking of God. There was no denial of Jewish monotheism in wisdom 
language, but a proclamation of the revelation of Yahweh’s creative power 
through human history. That is why Proverbs utters, ‘By Wisdom the Lord 
laid the earth’s foundations, by understanding He set the heaven in place’ 
(Pr. 3:19), and led people to the truth.425

In Proverbs, Wisdom is not merely an abstract conception, but is 
personified as a woman. Wisdom has been embodied. In Proverbs 3:13-24, 
she is pictured as a supreme and honourable figure; so that, ‘blessed is the 
man who finds Wisdom’ (v. 13). Proverbs 8 described her supremacy 
completely.426 In Proverbs 8:22-31, there are three important things related to 
her. Firstly, it is God Himself, who brought her forth as the first of His works, 
before His deeds of old (Pr. 8:22, NIV). The word ‘old’ is a translation of the 
Hebrew word that also means ‘eternity.’ She was created from eternity, 
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before God created the earth or any of the dust of the world. She existed 
before the earth began, in terms of her absorption in the eternal plan of God. 
It does not necessary mean that Wisdom is pre-existent, but her existence is 
absorbed in the eternal plan of God.

Secondly, she was with God when God created the universe, because she 
was ‘as one brought up with him’ (Pr. 8:30; KJV). It means, her existence was 
not separate from the whole of God’s will, but was enclosed in God’s inner 
plan, and absorbed in God’s economy. The Hebrew word ‘amon’ of Proverbs 
8:30 can be rendered as ‘craftsman’ (NIV) or ‘beloved son’,427 which shows a
special relationship with God. Because of her role as God’s revealer, Wisdom 
was closely related to God, and even became His pleasure.

Thirdly, she was filled with delight, rejoicing always in God presence, 
rejoicing in God’s whole world, and delighting in humankind (Pr. 8:31). 
These things are related to Wisdom’s function in serving God’s will for all 
creation. Tannaim428 tradition used Proverbs 8:22-30 for depicting Torah-
Wisdom as the daughter of God. The role of God’s daughter implied that her 
origin was divine. She had a very close relation to God, although she was still 
subordinate to Him. She could carry out her mediatory function in creation 
and be a divine revelation, for she was divine in origin. What is emphasized 
here is not its nature – divine or not divine – but its function, as revelation of 
God and embodiment of His will.  

The primitive Christians then applied the Wisdom (female) hymn to 
Jesus (male). This is quite clear, for example, in the Gospel of John, 
particularly 1:1-18, where the writer applied Wisdom’s attributes to Jesus as 
the ‘Logos who became flesh.’ The change of gender of the Wisdom metaphor 
from feminine to masculine was influenced by the fact that Jesus, who was 
identified with ‘Logos who became flesh’, was a male. Nevertheless, the 
change does not influence its function and role. Here we see how the writer 
of John tried to apply a Jewish religious concept to Jesus, and contextualized 
it in its Hellenistic sphere.  

There are indications that Paul also identified Jesus with Wisdom. In the 
first chapter of his letter to the Corinthians (1:18-31), Paul expressed his 
understanding about Wisdom. In these verses, we find the basic idea of 
Paul’s wisdom-Christology. Among scholars, there are various 
interpretations of this section. One thinks that Paul took over the wisdom 
idea of his opponents, and another suggests that Paul independently 
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identified Jesus as the New Torah. There is also an opinion that explicitly 
claims that Paul identified Jesus as Wisdom’s personification, but another 
thinks that Paul understood Wisdom as the salvific plan of God.429 Whatever 
the notions, it is clear that Paul identified Jesus with Wisdom, and freely used 
wisdom language, which in wisdom literatures had a broad context.           

The Christ-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20, which announces the main 
themes of Colossians, namely Christ’s pre-eminence and that everything in 
the universe is accomplished through him, is easier seen through the 
spectacles of the Wisdom background. The ideas that are stated in the hymn 
become foundations for the arguments against the false teaching in 2:8-23. 
The author of Colossians used the hymn, which early believers might have 
sung, to proclaim Christ’s identity as the embodiment of God’s Wisdom, and 
to ensure that they lived as members of the body of Christ. I concur with 
McDonald who states that the effect of the Christ-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20 
at the level of social interaction is to encourage cohesion and integration. 
Christ’s body, as the locus for the reconciliation of the universe (v. 20), is a 
proclamation of the incredible power, which has been made known through 
the blood of the cross. 430

Jesus the Wisdom

For the author of the epistle to the Colossians, so as for the early believers, 
Jesus’ identification with Wisdom stayed in the frame of thought of Wisdom 
as a manner God used to communicate with, and reveal Himself to, human 
beings. They saw Christ’s roles as the full manifestation of Wisdom’s roles. 
As Israel experienced, God always reveals Himself and meets His people in 
human affairs through His works in history. God was pleased to manifest 
His presence and His will Christ. His wisdom and creative power as shown 
in creation, revelations, and His salvific act for His people, were now 
manifested fully and exclusively in Christ.

Early believers, therefore, through their hymns, praised Christ as God’s 
revealer. They used not only a wisdom language, but also a pre-existence-
language, as though Christ was the incarnation of divine Wisdom and pre-
existent. Nevertheless, based on the background of the hymn, apparently, 
there is no intention to speak of Christ’s nature or Christ’s pre-existence. The 
hymn does not pay any attention to Christ’s ontology, but rather to Christ’s 
role and significance in God’s eternal plan as a whole.

Therefore, to praise Christ is to praise God, who has revealed Himself in 
Christ. To praise Christ’s role in creation and redemption is to praise God, 
who has created the universe and saves human beings. There is no idea of 
bitheism or tritheism in the hymn. God, the only God, still stands at the 
centre of the worship of the primitive believers. The identification functions 
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as an expression of faith in Jesus, and does not intend to define the 
ontological nature of Jesus at all. Using the incarnation language, the early 
believers understood Jesus as God’s presenter, who revealed God’s self and 
performed His will to save the world. Here, the Wisdom-Christology is an 
attempt to understand Jesus the man, in the light of the concept of the pre-
existent Wisdom.

5.   Concluding remarks

Seemingly, it is better to understand the New Testament texts on incarnation 
from a Judaic, not a Hellenistic, angle. Historically, the idea of incarnation 
may be better placed within the context of its growth within Judaism, which 
sharply distinguished the Creator from His creation (Ro. 1:25). This is 
obvious, among other things, from the episode of Acts 14:11-15, when Paul 
and Barnabas healed a man in Lystra who was lame from birth. The crowd 
shouted in the Lycaonian language: ‘The gods have come down to us in 
human form!’ (Ac. 14:11). From this passage, we have the impression that the 
idea of incarnation already existed in the mind of the crowd. Nevertheless, if 
we observe thoroughly, the exclamation of the Lycaonians was not their own 
understanding of incarnation, but a common statement of faith in gods who 
came down in human form. When the crowd called Paul Hermes and 
Barnabas Zeus, the Jews from Antioch and Iconium accused Paul of being a 
blasphemer of God, so that they stoned Paul and dragged him outside the 
city (Ac. 14:19).

Presumably, it is impossible to explain the doctrine of incarnation merely 
based on the literal meaning of the word ‘incarnation’ itself, either within a 
Jewish or a Greek milieu. It is also inaccurate to say that that doctrine 
originated in mythological thought. Of course, the Greeks were familiar with 
the mythology of gods who came down and acted on the earth. Nevertheless, 
they were adamant in denying the idea that the Word becoming flesh, 
because that was completely different from their myth. Thus, the idea of 
incarnation cannot be ascribed either to a mythological or a non-mythological 
society. 

Confession of Jesus as the Messiah (Mt. 16:16; Ac 2:36) is indeed the basis 
of the Christian confession of faith. The first disciples believed and 
proclaimed that Jesus was the Christ, the Messiah whom they waited for. 
However, is that confession related to faith in the incarnation? In arguing 
against Justin the Martyr, Trypho stated that it is more reasonable to 
acknowledge Jesus as an anointed man chosen by God - so that became the 
Christ - than to confess him as God incarnate. For the Jews, the expected 
Messiah is a Davidic king. An incarnate figure of the pre-existent God is not 
only unknown, but beyond Jewish thought. It is rather impossible that early 
Christianity in Jerusalem had formulated a doctrine of incarnation, because 
the earliest believers were Jews who lived within a Jewish milieu. The belief 



in Jesus as God incarnate is a later development of the confession that Jesus is 
the Messiah.431

There are similar expressions concerning the pre-existence of Wisdom 
and of Christ (He. 1:3 cf. Wd. 7:26; Col. 1:15-17 cf. Wd. 7:26; Pr. 8:22-23 cf. Ge. 
1:1), and parallelisms between Wisdom and Christ as God incarnate (Jn. 1:14 
cf. Sir. 24:3-11 and Bar. 3:15-4:4). Therefore, to understand Jesus’ pre-existence 
we have to know the pre-existent Jewish Wisdom as found in the Old 
Testament and the Apocryphal books. The Wisdom of Solomon identifies 
Wisdom with the Torah of God (Wd. 6:4, 18; 18:4). However, according to its 
writer, man cannot find Wisdom by himself, but God reveals her to those 
who seek (Wd. 7:6 f.). Wisdom, through whom the world was created, was 
also actively working throughout the salvation history of Israel (Wd. 10:15-
18).

In another place, we can find that Wisdom did not only work when God 
created the world, but she was also active within Israel’s history. Wisdom of 
Solomon chapter 10 explicitly speaks of Wisdom’s guidance on the people of 
Israel during their exodus from Egypt. Wisdom walked in front of them and 
escorted them from behind through the wilderness. This chapter speaks of 
Wisdom in the same manner as Paul speaks of Christ in 1 Corinthians 10.  

Thus, it is as if Wisdom was an entity that acted in creation and salvation 
history. God of the whole creation, who has created the world through His 
Wisdom, also reveals Himself within human history through and in the same 
Wisdom. The Wisdom of God, who dwells in Zion, is also ‘wandering amidst 
human beings’. God of all creations, who is also the God of history, has 
employed His Wisdom as a means for implementing His activities and 
communicating Himself to human beings. In other words, Wisdom is God’s 
representation that acts dynamically in history. Such an understanding 
reaffirms the notion that the prime subject of history is God who always acts, 
presents and communicates Himself to His people. Within the wisdom 
language, there is no intention to define or conceptualize God’s nature or 
God’s being. The people of God, Israel, had never tried to formulate their 
understanding of God speculatively.

Faced by the fact of Jesus, especially after his resurrection, the earliest 
believers immediately identified Jesus with the Wisdom figure (see, for 
instance, Phil. 2:6-11; Col. 1:15-20). They addressed all attributes of Wisdom 
to Jesus, as they sang in their hymns. The authors of the New Testament 
epistles, including and especially Paul, even in his undisputed letters, used 
the language of divine Wisdom with reference to Jesus. When Jesus was 
identified with Wisdom, the identification was not primarily concerned with 
his ontological nature, but with his role as God’s presenter who revealed 
God’s presence and performed God’s will. In other words, through the 
person of Jesus, God communicates Himself, His presence, His works and 
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His will. This identification is a bridge for the earliest believers to understand 
Jesus from their monotheistic point of view. It is, however, quite possible that 
their language was often misinterpreted by later Christians, and the person of 
Jesus came to be understood in a different way. Based on the wisdom-
language used by the earliest believers for Jesus, Christianity in coming days 
understands Jesus as one of the pre-existent beings. Furthermore, this 
Wisdom Christology has led to the incarnation theology that Christ was God 
incarnate. 

Seemingly, the hymns of Christ as found within several passages of the 
New Testament (e.g. Mt. 8:18-22; 11:2-13:58; 19:1-25:46; Phil. 2:5-11, Col. 1:15-
20, Eph. 3:14-16, 1 Tim. 3:16, 1 Pe. 3:18-22, He. 1:3, Jn. 1:1-18, etc.) were taken 
from the earliest church’s liturgy432 that came from the sages’ hymns for 
glorifying Wisdom. Its concept constitutes a synthesis of pre-Christian 
thoughts and the church’s proclamation of Jesus. Only now its subject is not 
the Wisdom figure any more, but Jesus. All attributes formerly applied to 
Wisdom (see for example: Pr. 8; Wd. 1-11; Sir. 1; 24; 51; Bar. 3-4; etc.) are now 
applied to Jesus. 

Some suppose that the Christ-hymns of the New Testament have the idea 
of God’s servant from the book of Isaiah and the concept of Wisdom in 
wisdom literatures as their background. Others think that those hymns have 
Hellenistic thoughts or a mixture of Hebrew and Hellenistic thoughts as their 
background.433 Considering the content, however, it is quite possible that the 
idea of wisdom of the Old Testament and the corpus of wisdom literatures 
stands behind those hymns. We have to pay special attention to some issues 
of those hymns, namely: Jesus’ pre-existence, his role in creation, his deity, 
his incarnation, and his role within human history, especially for the people 
of God, Israel. 

The glorification of Jesus’ pre-existence is closely related to the 
understanding of the primitive church concerning the pre-existence of Jewish 
Wisdom, which has been familiar to the earliest believers. It is as if the 
primitive church tried to understand the person Jesus, who had been 
resurrected from death, and identified him as a concrete manifestation of the 
pre-existent Wisdom (see Col. 1:15; Jn. 1:1-2; cf. Pr. 8:22, 25-27; Sir. 1:4; 24:9; 
43:6). This thought is even drawn into the account of the creation of the 
universe.434 In the same manner as Wisdom, Jesus as Wisdom’s manifestation 
has also a role as God’s ‘agent’ in creation (Col. 1:16; Jn. 1:3; cf. Ps. 104:24; 
Wd. 8:5). His role in creation implies his divinity simultaneously. This is most 
evident in the prologue of the Gospel of John.435
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The identification of Jesus as the pre-existent Wisdom has been 
responsible for the rise of the idea of Wisdom incarnate. At a glance, it is as if 
John 1:14 speaks directly of Wisdom’s incarnation (compared to the parallel 
verses such as 1Co. 8:6; Col. 1:15-20; He. 1:2-3; Rev. 3:14). The core of the idea 
is that Christ, who is identified as the Logos, is the actor of creation. God 
created everything through him. In other words, Christ is the fellow worker 
of God in creation. The pre-existent Christ is God’s ‘agent’ or mediator in 
creation. In that way he is outside the creation. In the Old Testament and the 
Deutero-Canonical writings, such a role is performed by the Wisdom or 
Spirit of God or the Glory or Word of God. All those appellations refer to a 
figure or a person who reveals the presence of God, and in the Old 
Testament, they refer to the Wisdom of God.436 We, however, have to recall 
that although Wisdom is presented as a ‘divine figure’, it does not mean that 
there is in heaven another power beside God. Wisdom is just language to 
express an experience of faith in God’s presence. This fact affirms the opinion 
that the people of Israel have never conceptualized God in such a way that 
brings about an explicit definition about Him. They knew God and 
experienced His presence through His works and revelations, not through 
any concept or definition about Him. 

Taking the Jewish monotheistic way of thinking as a starting point, we 
can understand the identifications of Jesus with Wisdom from another 
perspective. As we have contended, the personification of Wisdom is just an 
expression of the primitive believers’ comprehension and experience of the 
presence of God, who works in creation, keeps His providence, and 
undertakes His salvific act for the whole world. In the same manner, the 
identification of Jesus as Wisdom is also intended to express the 
comprehension and experience of the primitive church of the presence of 
God, the same God of the Old Testament. God, who always works actively in 
creation, reveals His providence, and undertakes His salvific act, has 
presented Himself through and in the person of Jesus. Therefore, the 
identification of Jesus as Wisdom is not intended to explain the nature of the 
person of Jesus.

The pre-existent God, who always works in history, has presented 
Himself through the person of Jesus; therefore, the hymns sung for Jesus are 
also intended to glorify God’s pre-existence and His creative work. Thus, the 
attempt to understand the Christ-hymns in the New Testament is not 
primarily based on the idea of incarnation, but on a personal comprehension 
of God, who presents Himself and works within the life of His people as the 
creator, provider, sustainer, and saviour. The Christ-hymns in the New 
Testament are intended to praise and glorify God, who always intervenes in 
world history, and not at all to define or conceptualize God’s being or God’s 
nature. The essence of those hymns is also not to speak of Jesus’ nature 
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ontologically,437 but of God’s activities for presenting and communicating 
Himself to human beings through all His works in Jesus Christ.
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Chapter 4

JESUS THE SON OF MARY
QUR’ĀN SURA MARYAM 19:16-40

In the third chapter, we analyzed the hymn of Christ in Colossians 1:15-20 
exegetically, and tried to know Jesus according to the understanding of the 
early Christians about him. In this fourth chapter, we try to know what Sura 
Maryam 19:16-40 witnesses to Jesus, by taking some commentaries on that 
passage into consideration. This study is intended to know the Qur’ānic 
picture of Jesus, and implicitly also of God, especially that of Sura Maryam. 
As in the New Testament (Lk. 1 and 2), in this Sura (vv. 1-33) the story of the 
birth of Jesus and John the Baptist are told one after the other. Therefore, it is 
better for us to pay attention also to the previous verses (vv. 1-15), which tell 
the story of the birth of John the Baptist. Indeed, in interpreting this Sura 
(and other Suras of the Qur’ān as well) we do not need to be tied down to its 
narrative context, because the Qur’ān itself certainly does not refer to the 
historical background of this Sura.438 Nevertheless, in order to understand 
those verses correctly, it might have been better for us to understand the 
Arab situation rather in detail, especially that of Mecca which encompassed 
the Islamic movement of that period. Supposing that Sura Maryam is one of 
the Meccan Suras (the earliest Suras), we will, therefore, begin our study of 
this Sura by looking into the socio-religious background of the Arabs at the 
beginning of the seventh century. In the second step, we then analyze the 
passage of Sura Maryam 19:16-40 exegetically. Through an exegetical 
analysis, we try to understand Islam’s or the Qur’ān’s conception of the 
person of Jesus, and implicitly also of God. 

1.   General background

At the end of late antiquity, Arabia was very much a centre of religious 
competition. There were some religions in pre-Islamic Arabia. Firstly, the 
local religion that was an ancient form of Semitic animism. It recognized 
many gods, goddesses and angels and a supreme god known as Allah. The 
word ‘Allah’ came from two words al- and ilah, which were then contracted 
to Allah. Al- is a definite article (English: the), and ilah, which is used for any 
god, means god or strong god, so that Allah is used to refer to the strong god, or 
the supreme god, or the high god.439 However, the pagans, who acknowledged 
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Allah as the remote creator, also held that the deities could intercede with 
Allah on their behalf.440

The word Allah, which is an ordinary Arabic word and not tied to a 
certain religion, had already existed in Arabia before Islam.441 The point to 
note is that the Arabs in a somewhat vague way are prepared to admit that 
Allah is the creator of heavens and earth. The Arabs were conscious of Allah 
as the remote creator of the universe, related to the Semitic ‘El.’ Evidence of 
the pre-Islamic honouring of Allah is, among other things, found in the name 
of Muhammad’s Father, Abdullah, which means ‘servant of Allah.’442 Allah, 
however, apparently played little role in the religious cult, although Muslim 
tradition then associates Him with the Ka’ba in Mecca.443 Islam then uses this 
term as its most important name for God,444 and confesses lā ilāha ilallāh, 
‘there is no god but Allah.’445

Secondly, a strong sense of fatalism also prevailed. William Montgomery 
Watt explains that this faith believed in Time as determiner of the events of 
human life, and that all events are predetermined. This predetermination was 
accepted as an arbitrary fact, and left without explanation. Time was seen as 
the efficient cause, which brought the events into existence at the appropriate 
date. Two matters were thought as being fixed beforehand, namely ajal, that 
is the date of death, and rizq, or provision, that is man’s food or sustenance.446

Thirdly, pre-Islamic Arabia was also coloured by paganism. Up until the 
fourth century CE, almost all the inhabitants of Arabia were polytheists.447

The Qur’ān mentions only a few of the deities known to have been 
worshipped in Arabia. QS Al-Najm 53:19-20 names three female deities: al-
Lāt (or Allāt), al-‘Uzzā, and al-Manāt. They had their respective shrines in the 
neighbourhood of Mecca, at at-Tāif, Nakhla, and Qudayd.448 The Arabian 
period before the coming of the Prophet Muhammad can be depicted as the 
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time of idols. It is said that there were in the Ka’ba about 360 idols, one for 
each day of the year.449 This fact was a difficult challenge for the monotheistic 
faith.

Fourthly, there were also in pre-Islamic Arabia some kinds of 
monotheism. Although the dominant religious tradition before the time of 
Muhammad was polytheistic, there was also in pre-Islamic Arabia a root of 
monotheism.450 As most of the Semitic peoples were nomads, there were also 
Jewish and Christian communities in western Arabia. There were at least five 
major streams of Christianity around the Arabia of Muhammad’s times: three 
in the north (Byzantine Christianity, Syrian Monophysitism, and Persian
Nestorianism)451 and two in the west (Egyptian Coptic and Abyssinian or 
Ethiopian Christianity).452

The Nestorians taught the doctrine of two persons as well as two natures 
in the incarnate Christ. The Antiochian theologians (the forerunners of 
Nestorianism) believed that Jesus was the result of a union between the 
divine Son of God and the man Jesus Christ. They explained this union by 
analogy with the Jewish prophet, an outstanding man on whom the Spirit of 
God descended, except that in the case of Christ, God indwelt as in a Son, 
and the union between God and the Son was inseparable and perfect.453 They 
denied the idea that the Virgin Mary could be truly called theotokos, and 
preferred to call her christotokos, the Bearer of Christ, i.e. the human being of 
Christ, which was in conformity with the Antiochian way of thinking of 
Mary as having given birth to the man Jesus, not to the eternal Son of God.454

However, the Council of Ephesus (431) established the doctrine of theotokos as 
part of the church’s doctrine.455

Mesopotamian Christians, who were Nestorian in orientation, for 
example, came to the oasis of al-Yamama, from which Muhammad’s 
prophetic rival, Musaylima, emerged. In contrast, Syrian Monophysite 
Christianity predominated among Ghassanids and in Najran. Egyptian 
Copts, who were followers of Monophysitism, flourished in the western 
region of the Arabian Peninsula. They were separated from the Christianity 
of Constantinople because of the patriarch Dioscurus’ rejection of the 
compromise Christological formulation of Chalcedon: ‘one person, two 
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natures’ in Christ. The separation was also caused by the declaration of the 
Council of Chalcedon that the patriarch of Constantinople was the second in 
rank after that of Rome, while the other eastern patriarchs were lower than 
the first two, and must be under the control of Constantinople.456 Abyssinian 
Christianity that was an adherent of Monophysitism was also present in the 
west of Arabia.

Besides those five major Christianities, other groups of Arabs may have 
been Christianized, although only partially or imperfectly. The Qur’ān itself 
suggests that some Arabs understood the Christian Trinity to consist of God, 
Jesus, and Mary, as stated in QS Al-Mā’idah 5:116, “O Jesus the Son of Mary! 
Didst thou say unto men, worship me and my mother as gods in derogation 
of God?”457

Apart from the Jews and the Christians, there was also a movement 
towards monotheism called hanifīyya (Muhammad’s family belongs to this 
group),458 of which the individual participant was called a hanīf (a god-
seeker).459 The hanīfs led the way for Muhammad to preach an absolute 
monotheism. The Qur’ān often calls Abraham a hanīf and stoutly affirms that 
he was not a Jew or a Christian (QS Al-Baqarah 2:129, 135; QS Āl ‘Imrān 3: 60, 
89; QS Al-An’am 6:79, 162; QS Al-Nahl 16:120-121). We may agree with Watt 
in saying that the early passages of the Qur’ān assume that the Lord of the 
Ka’ba worshipped as such is identical with God, the creator of all things.460 It 
shows that in certain circles the people of Mecca already accepted a vague 
monotheism. 

A dense mixture of religious beliefs thus surrounded Muhammad. We 
may suppose that those beliefs more or less had influence over the 
development of Islam. Muhammad, particularly, met Jews and Christians, 
and talked about religious matters with them. It is possible that he took 
advantage of such opportunities in order to increase his factual knowledge of 
the Bible’s contents by questioning Jews and Christians. In fact, as Vincent J. 
Cornell states, the socio-religious environment of pre-Islamic Arabia 
exhibited much of the doctrinal eclecticism characteristic of the fringes of the 
Late Antique world. He also says further:

Mecca, the birthplace of the prophet Muhammad and site of the initial Qur’anic 
revelations, was a regional commercial centre whose economic livelihood was 
legitimized by an accretive cult that unsystematically assimilated a wide variety 
of beliefs and traditions. The Abrahamic tradition was present in the myth of the 
Ka’ba (Cube) –the symbolic centre of Meccan pilgrimage- which was believed to 
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have been a temple consecrated to Allah (‘the God,’ ho theos) by Abraham and his 
son Ishmael, the ‘fathers’ of the Arab people. This paramount deity, even in the 
pre-Islamic period, was characterized by transcendence.461

Nevertheless, largely, the Arabs seem to have consciously avoided the 
specifically imperial version of the Christian faith. 

Socio-culturally, the jāhilīyya was also a factor, which had motivated 
Islam’s emergence in the Arabian Peninsula. Usually, the Arabic word jāhil is 
meant as ‘fool’ or ‘ignorant,’ so that jāhilīyya is understood as a time of 
ignorance. In the pre-Islamic period, however, the Arabic word jāhil had a 
meaning ‘courageous’ as the opposite of ‘weak.’ One who is jāhil has courage 
to avenge his tribe’s reputation, although by taking a rude measure. 
Therefore, the word jāhil is also related to ‘rudeness’ as the opposite of 
‘courtesy.’ Recent scholarship has shown that the word jāhilīyya denotes 
savagery and the absence of social morality, rather than merely ignorance. 
Picturing this situation, Seale says, “In such a lawless and pagan society, 
robbery, rape and murder were commonplace, anxiety all-prevalent and 
compassion non-existent.”462

In sum, we see the emergence of Islam not apart from the broader socio-
religious background of the Near East, and of Arabia in particular, in the 
years leading up to it. We can at least make note of some considerable aspects 
that may have had influence over the development of Islamic theology: (1) In 
the Byzantine Empire, Christianity was in the process of decreasing. 
Christianity had lost its vitality and was accompanied by moral decadence. 
This fact brought about a broad impact to the Near East. (2) The tension of 
internal squabbling within the Christian community, especially concerning 
its Christology, increased. As a result, there was no certain doctrine of 
Christology that could be regarded as orthodox or the truest one. (3) The 
Nestorian theology, on the one hand, which taught that there were two 
persons in Christ, the man Jesus and the divine Son of God; and the 
Alexandrian theology (monophysitism), on the other hand, which held that 
Mary was theotokos, had a strong influence in Arabia. These two kinds of 
Christology had brought in misunderstanding as if the Christian Trinity 
consists of God, Jesus, and Mary. (4) The main challenge to the monotheistic 
faith is the Arabian polytheism and the jāhilīyya that led to the sharp decline 
of morality.

It is quite possible that the religious message preached by Muhammad 
was a response to the religious development, which was already underway. 
The Prophet’s mission was not to proclaim God’s existence, but to deny the 
existence of all lesser deities.463 In such conditions, it is logical that the 
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emergence of Islam, which was very strict with its doctrine of tawhīd, became 
a new and strong wave that easily conquered the previous religions right 
away. This happened not only in the Arabian Peninsula, but also spread out 
quickly to the countries around the Mediterranean. Over the period of three 
decades since its emergence, Islam succeeded in conquering many modern 
and civilized countries of the Near East, North Africa, and along the 
Mediterranean coast.464 With their Islamic doctrine of the tawhīd, Muslims 
tried to conquer what they regarded as the pagan world. 

2.   A study of QS Maryam 19:16-40

Sura 19, which consists of 98 verses, is known as Sura Maryam (the Arabic 
name for Mary). This Sura is called Maryam, because it describes the story of 
the life of Maryam, Jesus’ mother. However, both Mary and Jesus have an 
important place within it.

2.1. Structure and content

Most scholars think that this Sura is included in the Meccan Suras sent down 
before the first hijra to Abyssinia (now Ethiopia), which took place in 615 CE. 
Based on the succession of its descent, Quraish Shihab places this Sura at 
number forty-four. It was sent down after QS Fātir 35, but before QS Tā Hā 
20, which came down before Umar’s conversion to Islam. Umar was to 
become a Muslim after reading the verses of QS Tā Hā, which left a strong 
impression on his mind. Therefore, it is supposed that this Sura was sent 
down to Muhammad in the fourth year of his prophethood.465 It means that 
this Sura came from the early-prophetic period of Muhammad’s life.

The early Meccan Suras have special features. (a) Their verses are 
generally short and bound in a tight rhyme scheme. (b) They have a rather 
more positive and appealing tone than the later Suras that are more offensive 
and polemical in character. A plausible reason for the difference is that in the 
early period of Islam there was not yet dispute between the new religion, 
Islam, and the Christian and Jewish religions. (c) They use three divine 
names of God: Allah, Rahmān, and Rabb. In later periods, the divine name 
Rahmān disappears, in favour of a more exclusive use of the names Rabb and 
Allah.466 For Muslims, these differences do not indicate the divisibility of the 
Qur’ān. They generally see the Qur’ān as a whole, as an indivisible revelation 
from God. Although they clearly recognize the difference in emphasis
between the early and the later Suras, Muslims have the conviction that the 
Qur’ān is a unity, and certainly that there is no real contrast within it. 
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 Observing Sura Maryam thoroughly, we find that verses 1-74 have an 
end rhyme in –yā, with the exception of the polemical section vv. 34-40, 
where continually the end rhyme is –ūm, -ūn, or -īn. Verses 75-96 almost 
continue the earlier rhyme with –dā or –zā.467

In order to carry out an accurate exegetical analysis on the verses of Sura 
Maryam that speak of Jesus, we must put them within the whole structure of 
this Sura. In addition to that, it is better for us to pay special attention to their 
content and their literary form. In this regard, we should be fully aware that 
an academic view of the verses of the Qur’ān is of course not (always) in 
conformity with the Islamic traditional view of it. An academic study of the 
Qur’ān requires viewing it as the subject of analysis, whereas the Islamic 
traditional view requires believing in it as the word of God dictated directly 
from the lauh al-mahfūz, the preserved tablets in heaven. It is quite possible 
that we will get a result, which is different from that of the Islamic traditional 
interpretation of it.

If we observe its structure thoroughly, in broad terms, after the opening 
verse (v. 1), this Sura can be divided into two parts. The first part of this Sura 
(vv. 2-58) presents long stories of some Biblical personages, which are told 
non-chronologically. They are the stories of Zechariah and the birth of his 
son, Yahyā (John the Baptist, vv. 2-15), of the Virgin Mary and the birth of Isa 
(Jesus, vv. 16-33), of Ibrahim (Abraham, vv. 41-50); and little notes on Musa 
(Moses), Ismail (Ishmael) and Idris (vv. 51-58), which were perhaps, 
according to Richard Bell, intended for future expansion.468 The first four 
prophets are well known as biblical personages, whereas the last is for 
Christians an uncertain figure. There is an assumption that Idris may be 
Andrew in the Bible. However, this guess cannot be confirmed.469 The second 
part (vv. 59-98) constitutes a development of the previous ideas, and has a 
more loose structure than the first. This passage talks to some extent about a 
general threat against those who do not follow the prophets, such as those 
who are guilty of rebellious deeds and idolatries (vv. 59-74), and the more 
specific warning addressed to those who declare that God would have a son 
(vv. 88-94). The last part gives some exhortations with regard to the 
Judgment Day (vv. 95-98). In broad outline, this is the structure of Sura 
Maryam:

Preamble: verse 1
Verse 1    :  “Kaaf haa yaa ‘ain shaad”. The meaning of these letters is                             

unknown exactly, although there are some speculations 
of it.
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Part one: verses 2-58
Verses 2-15   :   The story of the birth of Yahyā (John the Baptist)
Verses 16-33 :   The story of the birth and life of Jesus
Verses 34-40 :   Polemic verses concerning polytheism applied to Jesus 
Verses 41-50 :   Abraham’s faith in the One God
Verses 51-53 :   About Moses’ and Aaron’s prophethood
Verses 54-55 :   The faithfulness of the prophet Ishmael  
Verses 56-57 :   The righteousness and honesty of the prophet Idris
Verse 58        :    The high rank of those prophets among Adam’s posterity

on whom God has bestowed His grace.

Part two: verses 59-98
Verses 59-98 :   Various admonitions with respect to the Judgment Day, 

which develop some ideas in the previous verses.

We have some remarks on the structure above: Firstly, although the stories of 
some prophets of God are told non-chronologically, they are composed as 
poems in rhyming form. The narrative stanzas, except vv. 34-40, are 
connected one to another by the word zikr, in the form of an imperative 
‘Wazkur,’ ‘And mention!’ (See the beginnings of verses 2, 16, 41, 51, 54, and 
56). The imperative Arabic word wazkur comes from the verb zakara, which 
has the root word zikr. The Arabic verb zakara means ‘to speak,’ or ‘to state.’  
This word also occurs in the name of the father of John the Baptist, Zechariah, 
which in Hebrew means ‘speaking-of-God.’ We find various translations of 
the Arabic imperative wazkur into English and into Bahasa Indonesia. In 
verse 16, Yusuf ‘Ali translates this word into English as ‘relate,’ but in verses 
41, 51, 54, and 56, he translates it as ‘mention.’470 Tim Disbintalad (Team of 
Mental/Psychological Development Service of Indonesian Army), as well as 
HAMKA and Shihab, translate the word wazkur in those verses into Bahasa 
Indonesia as ‘dan ingatlah’ (‘and remember!’).471 Hafizh Dazuki prefers to 
translate this word as ‘dan ceritakanlah’ (‘and tell!’), while Teungku 
Muhammad Hasbi ash-Shiddiqie translates it as ‘bacalah’ (‘read!’) and 
‘kemukakan’ (‘utter!’).472 Bachrun renders it ‘dan sebutkanlah’ (‘and 
mention!’).473 Steenbrink prefers to translate the word zikr as ‘speak’ in the 
sense of to speak a ‘proclaimed speech.’474 Seemingly, the best translation of 
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the word zikr is ‘mention’ as used by Bell, Pickthall, and Bachrun,475 or 
‘speak’, as used by Steenbrink. This word functions as a text-conjunction that 
makes all passages of this Sura a literary unity.

In this Sura, these commands are of course referring to the stories of the 
six important figures: John the Baptist, Jesus, Abraham, Moses, Ishmael, and 
Idris. If Sura Maryam was one of the earlier Meccan Suras, then the story of 
Jesus and those of other prophets would very likely have been known by 
Muhammad, and even quite possibly also by many people of Mecca. This fact 
supports the hypothesis that the polemical passages of this Sura (vv. 34-40 
and 88-94) were inserted later. They are perhaps taken from Muhammad’s 
polemics against the Arabian polytheists, which were then also addressed 
against the Christian doctrine of the divine sonship of Jesus, after the relation 
between the two faiths began to worsen. Another argument in favour of the 
possibility of vv. 34-40 being an insertion is the fact that the divine name of 
Rahmān so often used in the Sura is not found in these verses. However, the 
lines remain of the same length and the second polemic section of the Sura 
(vv. 88-94) follows the regular rhyme scheme of the Sura.

Secondly, if we observe closely, the hymns of the prophets, with the 
exception of verses 34-40, are apparently ended at verse 58, which is 
seemingly a closing verse. 

Those were some of the prophets, on whom God did bestow His grace, of the 
posterity of Adam, and of those who We carried (in the Ark) with Noah, and of 
the posterity of Abraham and Israel of those whom We guided and chose. 
Whenever the signs of (God) Most Gracious were rehearsed to them, they would 
fall down in prostrate adoration and in tears (v. 58).

The following verses are presented in the form of meditation, sermon, and 
polemic, but their content was still connected to the ideas of the previous 
passage.

It seems that the hymn of Jesus ends at verse 33, because we find a 
parallelism between this verse and the fifteenth, which is the closing verse of 
the hymn of Yahyā (John the Baptist). Besides, we find some other hints, 
which support the opinion that v. 33 is the end of the hymn of Jesus: a) a shift 
of rhyme between v. 33 and v. 34 from -ā to -ūm; b) a change of theme from 
praise into polemic; c) the style of the conclusion that is polemical.

Comparing the closing verses of the hymn of Yahyā (vv. 14-15) with 
those of the hymn of Jesus (vv. 32-33); we find a little difference but a lot of 
similarity between them. If John in vv. 14-15 spoke of his parents, then Jesus 
in vv. 32-33 only spoke of his mother; if John was mentioned by the third 
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personal pronoun, then Jesus was mentioned by the first, because he spoke of 
himself. Let us see the comparison of the two sections 

vv. 14-15: vv. 32-33:

And kind to his parents and he was not          (He) hath made me kind to my mother, 
overbearing and rebellious.   and not overbearing and miserable.
So peace on him the day he was born, So peace is on my birthday
the day that he dies, the day that I die
and the day that he will be raised up and the day that I shall be raised up
to life (again). to life (again).

Besides the differences they have, these two sections resemble one another. 
We even get the impression that they both are refrains of a hymn. The text of 
QS Maryam 19:32-33, even running until 19:36 is also found on the oldest 
Muslim monument with texts from the Qur’ān, the Dome of the Rock in 
Jerusalem. There, however, 19:32-33 is not formulated as a word of Jesus but 
as a prayer for him, ‘Peace on him the day he was born…’ We, however, 
cannot find such a refrain in the passages about Abraham, Moses, Aaron, 
Ishmael, and Idris. 

Thirdly, the first part of Sura Maryam (verses 1-58, with the exception of 
verses 34-40), which has the form of a hymn, consists of some parts: the 
hymn of Yahyā (John the Baptist), the hymn of Jesus, and the hymns of some 
other prophets. The passage of verses 34-40 is an odd part within the hymn of 
Jesus, and its nuance differs from that of the previous verses. If the previous 
verses compose a positive hymn about Jesus, verses 34-40 then constitute a 
polemic of the Prophet Muhammad with ‘them.’ Richard Bell supposes that 
this part came from one or two other sources, later inserted in the hymn.476

Who were intended by ‘them’? To answer this question, we can take into 
consideration its parallelism with the second polemical passage of this Sura 
(vv. 88-94), in comparison with Muhammad’s polemic with the Arabian 
polytheists mentioned in QS Al-Najm 53:19-26. Verse 21 of QS Al-Najm 
reads, “What! For you the male sex, and for Him, the female?” It implies that 
if God desired children then He would certainly take sons, not daughters. 
The context of this polemic was Muhammad’s opposition to the Arabian 
polytheism of that time, which believed that God has three daughters: al-
Manāt, al-Lāt, and al-Uzza. This belief pictured gods or goddesses as having 
the same position as that of angels, although they did not have the power of 
God. Based on such a religious background, it is quite possible that the 
polemical passages of Sura Maryam were at first addressed against the 
Arabian polytheism. They reflect Muhammad’s dispute with the mushrikūn
(polytheists) of Mecca. Nevertheless, it, indeed, cannot be denied that in the 
final redaction of the Qur’ān, especially of Sura Maryam, those polemics 
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were also addressed against Christianity, because in those passages Jesus 
takes a very important position.

Fourthly, if the two polemical passages of Sura Maryam are omitted, we 
will then find some hymns concerning some prophets of God, and especially
that of the prophet Isa (Jesus), which have a positive tone. What is glorified in 
those hymns is the faithfulness of God, Who never leaves the world He 
created. God always sends His messengers to the world. These hymns lay 
very much stress on the omnipotence of God and the functions of the 
prophets and messengers of God for humankind. The Christians’ 
understanding of the person of Jesus is perhaps different from that of 
Muslims but, considering their same acknowledgment of the role Jesus 
played, i.e. as a prophet and messenger of God, their understanding of Jesus 
do not need to be mutually contradictory. In this regard, what it is necessary 
to be emphasized is Jesus’ role or function before God and men.

Fifthly, from the whole structure of Sura Maryam we see that the account 
about Jesus (vv. 16-33) constitutes the longest section. Connected to the 
polemical passages of verses 34-40 and 88-98, which were probably at first 
addressed against Arabian polytheism that regarded gods and goddesses as 
the children (daughters) of Allah, it is clear that finally the whole section 
about Jesus should be considered as a correction of Christian faith. Jesus is 
placed among a series of prophets, in order to show that he was human like 
others. The message of those verses is the affirmation of the oneness of God 
and His guidance for humankind through His prophets.477

2.2. Literary form

If we observe Sura Maryam carefully, the literary form of this Sura is 
apparently not a descriptive prose, but poetry or poetic-prose, which has 
various lengths of their strophes. We may assume that the first part of this 
Sura (vv. 1-58), with the exception of the polemical verses (vv. 34-40), 
constitutes a hymn about some of God’s prophets. We can compare the hymn 
of Jesus of Sura Maryam 19:16-33 with the hymn of Christ of Colossians 1:15-
20. Although with different emphases, actually both hymns glorify the 
omnipotence and all-powerfulness of God, Who worked through Jesus. The 
Colossian hymn of Christ speaks of Jesus’ functional role as the performer of 
God’s will, who makes God’s eternal plan (opera ad intra) a concrete action 
(opera ad extra) in creation; while the hymn of Jesus in Sura Maryam tells 
about Jesus’ miraculous birth and his election to be a prophet and messenger 
of God. In fact, it is apparent that both hymns bear witness to the functional 
role of Jesus as a prophet and messenger of God, who revealed God’s will to 
humankind.
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As we discussed in the third chapter, a hymn, such as the hymn of Christ 
of Colossians 1:15-20, is usually a part of a liturgy of worship. It is, therefore, 
quite possible that the hymn of Jesus and those of some other prophets in 
Sura Maryam stemmed from existing Jewish-Christian hymns, which were 
well known to some Arabs before Islam came into existence. If this is right, 
then the hymn of commendation and reverence for Jesus as a chosen prophet 
and messenger of God, who was born miraculously, had certainly been 
known and spread among some Arabs. Besides, the Qur’ān has been 
described as a revelation or information to be given to the faithful, but at the 
same time as the Muslim Book of Prayer. It was and still is to be used as the 
basic material for the Islamic liturgy: prayers, hymns, and sections that 
resemble sermons.478

There was a problem when Muhammad’s enthusiasm to spread his 
monotheistic faith confronted the living belief among the Arabs. On the one 
hand, Muhammad was faced with the Arabian polytheism, which was the 
complete opposite of his monotheistic faith. Flatly, the Prophet refused the 
idolatry, which believed that God had three daughters (see QS Al-Najm 
53:19-26). On the other hand, he was also faced with disputes among 
Christians about the doctrine of Christology. As we know, there were at that 
time at least two influential Christian denominations in the Arabian 
Peninsula, which contradicted each other: the Monophysites and the 
Nestorians. Mainly they debated about the nature of Jesus and the 
designation of the Virgin Mary as theotokos (the Bearer of God). 

The controversy over Christ’s nature continued to plague Christianity 
throughout the rise of Islam, and quite possibly contributed to the frustration 
felt by Muhammad and his followers at the apparent doctrinal disorder and 
internal dispute within the Christian community. This dispute caused 
confusion to the monotheistic belief, and even led it to the misunderstanding 
that Christians believed in more than one God. The Qur’ān itself suggests 
that some Arabs understood the Christian Trinity to consist of God, Jesus, 
and Mary, as stated implicitly in Sura Al-Mā’idah 5:116, “O Jesus the Son of 
Mary! Didst thou say unto men, worship me and my mother as gods in 
derogation of God?”479 The result is that the polemic, which was at first 
addressed against the Arabian polytheism, later was also directed at 
Christianity. In this way we can understand why in this Sura the polemical 
passage was then inserted after the hymn of Jesus.

As we know, Sura Maryam belongs to the early Meccan Suras. In this 
Sura we find the name of God in three forms: Allah (vv. 30, 35, 36,49, 58, 81), 
Rahmān (Most Merciful, vv. 18, 26, 44, 45, 58, 61, 69, 75, 78, 88, 91, 92, 93, 96), 
and Rabbi or Rabb (My Lord, vv. 3, 4, 6, 10, 21, 24, 48, 55, 64, 65). Rabb and 
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Rahmān are used especially in the early and middle Meccan Suras, while 
Allah is only used for a special purpose in this period. In Suras of the later 
period the name Rahmān is less frequently used.480

Observing Sura Maryam 19:2-33 and Sura Āl ‘Imrān 3:33-59 carefully, we 
find two parallel hymns of John and Jesus. The difference is that the hymn of 
Jesus of Sura Āl ‘Imrān is more elaborated than that of Sura Maryam. 
Besides, there are in QS Āl ‘Imrān some complementary additions, which are 
not found in Sura Maryam, namely:

(1) A short story of the family of ‘Imrān and the birth of Mary (QS Āl ‘Imrān 
3:33-37), which is also found in part of Apocryphal Gospels, but not in 
the New Testament.

(2) Mary’s excellence among the women of all nations (v. 42).
(3) The casting of lots for the right to bring up Mary (v. 44).
(4) The annunciation of Gabriel concerning the name of the child Mary will 

deliver (vv. 45-46).
(5) Jesus’ role among the people of Israel, and his call to obey him and to 

worship only God (vv. 48-51).
(6) Concerning the Hawariyūn (disciples) and the unbelievers (vv. 52-54).
(7) Concerning the death of Jesus (v. 55).
(8) The similitude of Jesus before God as that of Adam, that God created 

them both from dust, and said to them, ‘Be’ and they were (v. 59).

We can see the differences more clearly in the following table:

Accounts                    QS Maryam 19:2-33          QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:33-59

A short story of ‘Imrān’s family                    - 33-37
Zechariah prayer and God’s answer    2-11 38-41
The birth of Yahyā 12-15     -
Mary’s excellence among the women     - 42-43
The casting of lots for bringing up Mary     - 44
Mary’s withdrawal 16     -
The annunciation to Mary 17-21 45-47
The annunciation of the name of Mary’s son     - 45
Mary’s expectancy and Jesus’ birth 22-26     -
Prophecy of Jesus’ role among his people     - 48-51
Bringing home the baby to her people 27     -
People’s accusation against Mary 28     -  
The baby speaks in the cradle 29-33 46 (implicitly)
The Hawariyūn and the unbelievers     - 52-54
The death of Jesus     - 55
Jesus’ similitude with Adam     - 59
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We see that both Suras complement each other, therefore, in interpreting the 
hymns of John and Jesus of Sura Maryam, it is better for us to consider their 
parallelism in some respects with those of QS Āl ‘Imrān. In order to get the 
message(s) of those hymns, we, therefore, try to consider them both, 
although the main interest of our study is the account of Jesus in Sura 
Maryam.

2.3. Exegetical analysis of Sura Maryam 19:1-40

Preamble of this Sura: v. 1 

Verse 1:  Kaaf haa yaa ‘ayn shaad. 

No one knows the certain meaning of this phrase. This is the only Sura which 
begins with these five abbreviated letters K.H.Y.‘A.S. According to Yusuf Ali, 
such letters are symbols, of which the true meaning is known to God alone. 
The suggestion of Tafsīr Kabīr by Abu al-Qasim Mahmud ibn Umar al-
Zamakhshari (1075-1144) is that the letters stand for attributes of God: K for 
Kafī (the One sufficient in Himself); H for Hādī (He Who guides); Y for Yad
(‘hand’ as a symbol of power or authority); ‘A for ‘Alim (the All-Knowing); 
and S for Sādiq (the All-True).481 Some think that these words reveal one of 
the names of God. Some Western scholars have put forward the hypothesis 
that these letters indicate the original owner of the manuscript of the Sura, 
given to the editorial committee for the Qur’ān.482 In fact, however, most 
Muslims state that only God himself knows the precise meaning of this 
phrase.483 Most of Qur’ānic commentators are of the opinion that these words 
are attached to attract the readers’ attention.

The hymn of Yahyā (John the Baptist): vv. 2-15 

Verses 2-3

(2) (This is) a recital (zikr) of the mercy of thy Lord to His servant Zakariya. (3) Behold 
he cried to his Lord in secret.

The beginning verses of this Sura present God’s miracles, starting with the 
story of the Prophet Zakariya (Zechariah),484 who married Hannah’s sister 
(according to some ahādīth, Hannah is Mary’s mother. We also find this name 
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in the Protevangelium of James, but the canonical New Testament never 
mentions it). From the context of verse 2, it is apparent that the word zikr
(speach or discourse) is a suggestion for an omitted subject, a subject that 
should have been in the mind of the readers. From Zechariah’s destiny, the 
composition of the words refers to the subject that is ‘the merciful news from 
his provider’ and its aim is the acceptance of Zechariah’s prayer by God. This 
explanation starts from the sentence ‘When he called upon his Lord in a low 
voice’ of the third verse. What is read off in this verse is an explanation of
God’s blessing to the prophet Zechariah, when he cried to God with a soft 
exclamation. The essential message is that he earnestly leans on Allah and 
pleads with Him. Zechariah was called ‘abd (servant) of God. Except in this 
verse, the word ‘abd, ‘servant’ (which is in the Qur’ān combined with the 
third personal pronoun of God as ‘abduhu, ‘His servant’) often refers to 
Muhammad, but it is also applied to Jesus.

The word nādā (v. 3) originally means proclamation and calling with a loud 
voice, which is opposite to the latter meaning, ‘praying with a low voice.’ 
Perhaps this invitation took place with a loud voice in a place where no one 
could hear it, such as a desert. Alternatively, perhaps, the loud voice of 
Zechariah implies his deep sorrow before God. However, it could be that 
what is meant in this verse is praying to God with a gentle voice. Zechariah was 
gently praying to God. His gentleness implies his modesty and honesty 
before God. He prayed for a son when he was aged and his wife was barren. 
Of course, his hope is humanly impossibility. Zechariah, however, believed 
that for God there is nothing impossible.485

Verses 4-6

(4) Praying: “O my Lord! Infirm indeed are my bones, and the hair of my head doth 
glisten with grey: but never am I unblest, o my Lord, in my prayer to Thee! (5) Now I 
fear (what) my relatives (and colleagues) (will do) after me: but my wife is barren, so give 
me an heir as from Thyself. (6) (One that) will (truly) represent me, and represent the 
posterity of Jacob; and make him, o my Lord! One with whom Thou art well-pleased!” 

With his prayer it was as if Zechariah addressed God, ‘My Lord, my 
Providence and Counsellor.’ He was aware of his weakness and frailty, thus 
he said, ‘Infirm indeed are my bones.’ The clause ‘The hair of my head doth 
glisten with grey’ indicates that he was aged.486 He also mentioned that in his 
prayer to God he was never ever let down, so that he now pleaded that God 
would also hear his prayer. Moreover, he had now been aged and weak, and 
needed some help. He worried about the future of his family, because of the 
barrenness of his wife. Thus, the heart of Zechariah’s prayer was a wish for a 
son as his heir (cf. QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:38). If we observe thoroughly, there are 
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some steps in Zechariah’s prayer: firstly, he acknowledged his weakness and 
age, and then he optimistically believed that God would never ignore his 
prayer. In the next step, he expressed the reason of his request. He was 
anxious to have an heir to carry on God’s work in a world of 
unrighteousness. 

Verses 7-8

(7) (His prayer was answered): “O, Zakariya! We give thee good news of a son, his name 
shall be Yahyā: on none by that name have We conferred distinction before.” (8) He said: 
“O, my Lord! How shall I have a son, when my wife is barren and I have grown quite 
decrepit from old age?”

In verse 7, God answered Zechariah’s prayer that he would get a son who 
would be called by the name Yahyā (John), a distinctive name that man had 
never heard before. According to Shihab, the Arabic word samīyyan derives 
from the verb wasama meaning to designate. A sign for addressing someone is 
naturally called a name. The verb of the word Yahyā means to live. Thus, the 
name Yahyā implies that its owner will live beside God forever, even when 
he has died physically.487 However, there is also an opinion that the word 
Yahyā means sifāt (character or attribute). Whatever the meaning, the name 
‘Yahyā’ implies that the owner is given attributes man has never had. If we 
compare the seventh verse of Sura Maryam to QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:39, there we 
then read: “God doth give thee glad tidings of Yahyā, witnessing the truth of 
a Word from God…” Thus, Yahyā would be a sign for men by witnessing the 
truth of a Word from God. It cannot be ascertained what is intended with 
‘Word from God’ here. Does it refer to Jesus, who is also called ‘a Word from 
God’? We cannot ascertain.  

Zechariah, however, responded to the angel’s message in rather great 
surprise, “How shall I have a son, when my wife is barren and I have grown 
quite decrepit from old age?” Zechariah’s words did not show any doubt 
concerning the truth of the glad tidings he heard, but showed a wonder and 
happiness: how those all could happen to him. 

Verses 9-11

(9) He said: “So (it will be) thy Lord saith, ‘that is easy for Me: I did indeed create thee 
before, when thou hadst been nothing!’” (10) (Zakariya) said: “O my Lord! Give me a 
sign (āyat).” “Thy sign,” was the answer “Shall be that thou shalt speak to no man for 
three nights, although thou art no dumb.” (11) So Zakariya came out to his people from 
his chamber. He told them by signs (āyat) to celebrate God’s praises in the morning and 
in the evening.

                                                
487 Shihab, Tafsir Al-Mishbāh, Vol. 8, p. 156.



Allah responded, to Zechariah’s surprise, “It will be,” because God is 
omnipotent and for Him there is nothing impossible. However, Yusuf ‘Ali 
states that there is a more subtle meaning. John was the precursor of Jesus, 
preparing the way for him; this sentence also prepares us for the more 
wonderful birth of Jesus himself. Everything is possible with God.488

Therefore, it is as if God spoke to Zechariah, “Do not be surprised! There is 
nothing difficult for me.” It seems, as a human being, Zechariah needed 
certainty. He, therefore, asked God for a sign that ensured the truth of His 
promise. God gave him a sign: he would not be able to speak to any one for 
three days and three nights, although he was not dumb.489

Yusuf ‘Ali’s interpretation differs from the suggestion of Luke that 
Zechariah had doubts about the promise of God. He says that the ‘Sign’ was 
not to convince Zechariah that the Lord’s promise was true, for he had faith. 
It was a symbol, by which he was to show in his conduct that he was to 
conform to his new destiny as the father of John the Baptist, who was to 
come. John was to take up the work, and Zechariah was to be silent, although 
the latter was sound in body and there was nothing to prevent him from 
speaking.490

The Arabic word layālin in verse 10 is the plural form of the word lail, 
meaning night. However, in QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:41 we find the usage of the word 
yaum, meaning day. If the two verses are understood simultaneously, then 
the intention is ‘three days and three nights.’ That sign was a seal of the truth 
of God’s promise, which motivated Zechariah to thank and praise Allah in 
the morning and in the evening. He never turned his face away from God or 
did indecent thing before Him. In verse 11 we also find the word ‘sign,’ but 
here, this word means ‘gesture,’ not ‘a seal of truth.’ Zechariah told his 
people by signs, not by words.  

Verses 12-15 

(12) (To his son came the command): “O, Yahyā! Take hold of the Book with might,” and 
We gave him Wisdom even as a youth, (13) and pity (for all creatures) as from Us, and 
purity. He was devout (14) and kind to his parents, and he was not overbearing or 
rebellious. (15) So peace on him the day he was born, the day that he dies, and the day 
that he will be raised up to life (again).

We do not find these verses in QS Āl ‘Imrān. In this passage, the centre of 
interest is John, and the instruction is now given to him. Although he was 
still a little child, God commanded him to study the Book491 carefully, and to 
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observe it seriously. John was required to deliver and hold on firmly to the 
Book. Yusuf ‘Ali gives his commentary: God asked John to take hold of the 
Book with his might, because, ‘the unbelieving world had either corrupted or 
neglected it, and he was to prepare the way for Jesus, who was coming to 
renew and re-interpret it.’492

God gave John wisdom (al-hukm),493 piety for all creatures, and purity 
from sin. Therefore, he was devout, performed God’s commands and 
avoided His prohibitions, kind to his parents, and he was not overbearing 
and rebellious. Hence, blessed was he on the day he was born, on the day he 
dies, and on the Day of Judgment when he will be raised up to the eternal life 
(cf. v. 33 that speaks of the same thing for Jesus). The Arabic word of 
‘blessed’ used here is salāmun, meaning great salvation and peace. The term 
salām derives from the verb salima. Its meaning is concerned with salvation 
and escape from disgraceful deeds.494

There are different opinions of the meaning of the Arabic word al-hukm
in the clause ‘wa ātaināhul hukma sabīyyā’ (and We give him wisdom even as 
youth) of verse 12. Some suggest that the meaning of that word hukma is law; 
some others think that it means intelligence, and still some others understand 
it as wisdom or knowledge.495 However, according to Yusuf ‘Ali, that word 
implies something more than wisdom; it is the wisdom or judgment that is 
entitled to judge and command, as in the matter of denouncing sin.496

In verses 13 and 14, we find terms: hanānun, zakah, jabbār, and taqīyyā. The 
word hanānun (pity, v. 13) can also mean God’s affection or special mercy of God, 
which was given to Yahyā. This is inferred from the word ladunnā (from Us) 
that follows it. Besides pure, the word zakah also means holy or growing. This 
shows Yahyā as a ‘perfectly growing child’, so that he became a taqīyyā, a 
devout man. The word jabbār (v. 14) literally means unreachably high like the 
top of a date palm tree, so that man cannot pick its fruits. In this verse, the 
word jabbār is meant a conceited man, who demands that others obey his will. 
Man is prohibited from having such a character, because no one but God has 
the right to demand absolute obedience. Those attributes were applied to 
John the Baptist in order to show the intimacy and harmony of his 
relationship with God, with his parents, with his people, even with all 
creation. His relationship with God is depicted by the word taqiyyā (devout), 
his relationship with his parents is described by the phrase barram bi wālidaihi
(kind to his parents), and the relationship with his fellows is expressed by the 
phrase lam yakun jabbāran ‘ashiyyā (not overbearing or rebellious).
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All his works he did in his youth, because he did not live long. In his 
commentary, Yusūf ‘Alī states that John the Baptist was imprisoned by 
Herod, the tetrarch (a provincial ruler under the Roman Empire), whom he 
had reproved for his sins. Eventually John was beheaded at the instigation of 
the woman with whom Herod was infatuated. Even so, in his young life he 
was granted: wisdom, for he boldly denounced sin, gentle pity and love for all 
God’s creatures, for he moved among the humble and lowly and despised, and 
purity of life, for he renounced the world and lived in the wilderness. He was 
devout, showing love to God and to God’s creatures and to his parents. He 
never used violence from an attitude of arrogance, nor entertained a spirit of 
rebellion against human or divine law.497

Verses 14-15 for John the Baptist are parallel to verses 32-33 for Jesus, 
with a slight difference. If John is told about in the third personal pronoun 
‘he’ and ‘his,’ then Jesus told about himself in the first personal pronoun ‘me’ 
and ‘my.’ However more than that, both passages have the same content; 
they tell about the greatness of John the Baptist and of Jesus that are the 
same. Therefore, as we said before, most likely these two passages are 
refrains of hymns. 

The hymn of Isa (Jesus), vv. 16-33

After telling the story of Zechariah, to whom God gave a pious and righteous 
son when he was aged, the Qur’ān then narrates the story of Mary and the 
birth of Jesus in the form of a hymn, which is more miraculous than the first. 
God made of her a son without the intervention of a father. Both stories are 
intentionally presented together in the Qur’ān. Mary was brought up by 
Zechariah, John’s father,498 and that is also intended to show, among other 
things, the omnipotence of God and His miraculous deeds, which are beyond 
human logic.499 We find in this passage the more detailed account of the story 
of the Virgin Mary, the birth of Jesus, a kind of prophesy about his role 
among the people of Israel, and also a polemical section. The story of Jesus’ 
birth goes back to the first chapter of the Gospel of Luke, but it is certainly 
not taken directly from there. The story contains details from Apocryphal 
Gospels, especially the Protevangelium of James.  

Verses 16-17

(16) Relate in the Book (the story of) Mary, when she withdrew from her family to a place 
in the East. (17) She placed a screen (to screen herself) from them; then We sent to her 
Our angel, and he appeared before her as a man in all aspects.
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These two verses command the Prophet Muhammad to mention the story of 
Mary in the Book. It seems that ‘the Book’ intended here is not ‘the Book’ 
given to Yahyā. It is quite possible that ‘the Book’ refers to the Scripture, 
meaning the Qur’ān (cf. QS Al ‘Imrān 3:45). If this is right, verse 16 is meant 
as a command to the Prophet Muhammad to tell or to mention (zikr) the story 
of Mary so that it is included in the Qur’ān. The story tells that Mary 
intended to withdraw from her family and her people and secluded herself 
from them. She went to the eastern side of Bait al-Maqdis or the Jewish 
Temple in Jerusalem. Some Muslim commentators presume that it was 
Bethlehem.500 Yusuf ‘Ali is of the opinion that the theme of the whole story is 
a spiritual experience of the worshiper of God in relation to his family or 
environment.501

The Protevangelium of James chapters 7 and 8 tell the story of Mary, who 
had devoted her life to the Temple of God since she was three years old, like 
Samuel. Because she was female she was secluded in a dark room in the 
eastern part of the Temple (cf. the outer gate of the sanctuary, the one facing 
east; Eze. 44:1). She was predestined to weave the curtain of the Temple 
(Protevangelium of James chapter 10).

When Mary screened herself, God sent Gabriel, who appeared before her 
as a man in all aspects, to convey His message (v. 17). The story quite 
possibly comes from the Protevangelium of James 10. This chapter mentions 
that Mary made a veil that was being woven for the Temple, but it does not 
say that she concealed herself behind it, as is told in Sura Maryam.

It should be noted that in the seventeenth verse, the messenger of God is 
called ‘Our Spirit,’ whereas the name ‘Gabriel’ is not mentioned.502 Some 
verses in the Qur’ān show that the angel of God is usually embodied in the 
form of a perfect and complete man. In these verses, Gabriel is also called 
Rūh (the Spirit), or Rūhul-Qudus (the Holy Spirit), or Rūhul-Amīn (the Spirit of 
God). In verse 17, he is called Rūhanā (Our Spirit). With the permission of 
God, the angel Gabriel was embodied or appeared to Mary in the shape of a 
man.503 Steenbrink states that rather than a flowing story, the Qur’ān is more 
like a Midrash, which is directed to the hearers who already knew the story.504

The cycle of Maria-Jesus in the Qur’ān has a strong resemblance to the same 
story in the Gospel of Luke, although there is no direct quotation of it.

The Arabic word sawīyya at the end of verse 17 that is translated ‘as a 
man in all aspects’ by Yusuf ‘Ali, may argue the physical attraction of the 
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messenger, but the word may have been added merely to get the –ya rhyme. 
This term has given rise to a traditional interpretation that the messenger 
took the shape of a handsome man, as we find in Serat Anbiya, a Javanese-
poetic Tale of the Prophets we have discussed in the second chapter.   

Verses 18-19

(18) She said, “I seek refuge from thee to (God) Most Gracious (come not near) if thou 
dost fear God.” (19) He said, “Nay, I am only a messenger from thy Lord, (to announce) 
to thee the gift of a holy son.”

An important matter stressed in verse 18 is Mary’s modest behaviour and 
strong fear of God. Being alone, she was fearful of the coming of Gabriel. 
When the angel appeared to her in the form of a man, while she was in a 
place secluded by herself by a partition between her and her people, she was 
afraid of him and thought that he wanted to rape her. She was frightened, 
and she urged him not to invade her privacy, so that she said, “I seek refuge 
from you to God Most Gracious. If you do fear the Lord, keep a distance from 
me and never touch me.” Gabriel then explained himself as God’s messenger 
sent to announce to Mary that she would be given a righteous son (cf. QS Āl 
‘Imrān 3:45. Sura Āl ‘Imrān 3 gives the longest version of the annunciation 
and birth of Jesus. See verses 42-47). 

For the mainstream Islamic interpretation, the Arabic word rahmāni or ar-
Rahmān (Most Gracious) depicts God’s generosity, which is for all creatures 
and everyone on the earth, without distinguishing the mu’min (believer) from 
the kāfir (infidel or unbeliever), the living from the nonliving. Apparently, the 
Arabs had known the word Rahmān before the rise of Islam, while the special 
generosity of God which He will in the future give only to those who serve 
Him faithfully is called ar-Rahīm. When the angel Gabriel came to her, Mary 
called God the rahmāni, because she did not know whom she was really 
facing. She intended to warn the man standing before her that she sought 
refuge with God, the Most Gracious, Who always loves and showers His 
generosity on all creatures, including the man to whom she was talking.

After explaining that he was God’s messenger, the angel Gabriel then 
gave the glad tidings to Mary. God had destined her to be the mother of the 
holy Prophet Jesus; and now had come the time when this should be 
announced to her. She would be given a righteous and perfect son.  Of 
course, a righteous son would only come in a righteous way. That brought a 
question in Mary’s mind as is reflected in the next verse. 

Verses 20-21

(20) She said, “How shall I have a son, seeing that no man has touched me, and I am not 
unchaste?” (21) He said: “So (it will be): Thy Lord saith, ‘That is easy for Me, and (We 
wish) to appoint him as a Sign unto men and mercy from us’. It is a matter (so) decreed.”



Having heard what the angel said that she would get a holy son, Mary asked 
him in surprise, how could that happen, when no man had touched her, and 
she still guarded her chastity? Mary’s statement wa lam yakun baghīyyan (‘and 
I am not unchaste’) is not only a repetition of her previous utterance wa lam 
yamsasnī basharun (and no man has touched me), but an underlining that she 
always kept her chastity and had never made love with any one, including 
Joseph, her fiancé.505 The angel Gabriel replied her, “You are right in saying 
that no man has touched you, and it is also right that a son is commonly 
conceived through sexual intercourse. For God, however, there is nothing 
impossible,” since anything God wishes to create, He only says, ‘Be!’ and it is. 
Yusuf ‘Ali says, “There is no interval between His decree and its 
accomplishment, except such as He imposes by His decree. Time may be only 
a projection of our own minds in this world of relativity.”506

Muslim interpreters like to remind readers of the example of Adam who 
was created without a father and a mother: a creation even more miraculous 
than the birth of Jesus from a mother alone.507 HAMKA explains that Mary’s 
destiny to have a son without a male’s intervention is intended to 
demonstrate God’s existence and power. That is an unusual affair for human 
beings. This happening is a test for Mary and her people. In reality, the way 
Mary gave birth to Jesus is a miracle that God employed to summon people 
to the true faith, and one of the most explicit evidences of the existence of 
God (cf. QS Al-Anbiyā 21:91). God has the power to create a human being in 
the womb of the Virgin Mary. This was not only a sign of God’s 
omnipotence, but also of God’s mercy unto men, because Jesus was born to 
carry out a task to be an apostle of God. That was a matter decreed.508

In v. 21, Jesus is called a sign (āyat) and mercy of God unto men. 
According to Angelika Neuwirth, ‘āyat’ in the Qur’ān is not a descriptive 
term, but rather a functional designation that in the early Suras primarily 
denotes a non-scriptural sign of divine omnipotence such as those visible in 
nature.  Only later is the word āyat or sign used in the technical sense of the 
verse from the Qur’an.509 In this instance, the message God wants to be 
delivered is that God always gives His guidance to humankind through His 
prophets, and it was at that time conveyed through Jesus as one of them. God 
revealed His guidance not only through miracles around Jesus’ birth, but also 
through the messages Jesus extended later on. In his role as one who 
conveyed the word of God Jesus was called an āyat Allah. In the evaluative 
remarks for this chapter and in our chapter five we will elaborate in more 
detail on the meaning of this.
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According to Yusuf ‘Ali, the mission of Jesus is announced in two ways: 
(1) he was to be a sign to men; his wonderful birth and wonderful life were to 
turn an ungodly world back to God; and (2) his mission was to bring solace 
and salvation to the repentant.510 This, in some way or another, is the case 
with all the apostles of God, and it was pre-eminently so in the case of the 
Apostle Muhammad. However, the point here is that the Israelites were a 
stiff-necked people, and for them Jesus’ message was truly good news of 
mercy.

Verses 22-23

(22) So she conceived him, and she retired with him to a remote place. (23) And the pains 
of childbirth drove her to the trunk of a palm tree. She cried (in her anguish): “Ah! Would 
that I had died before this! Would that I had been a thing forgotten and out of sight!” 

After delivering the decree of God, the angel Gabriel then breathed into 
Mary’s body God’s spirit, so that she was pregnant.511 According to Yusuf 
‘Ali, the annunciation and the conception took place in Nazareth (of Galilee), 
about 65 miles north of Jerusalem. The delivery took place in Bethlehem 
about six miles south of Jerusalem. Thus, Mary had moved from Nazareth to 
Bethlehem that was about 71 miles distance. Other commentators, however, 
make the time schedule between the announcement and the birth very short 
and suggest that Mary received the message in her place attached to the 
temple of Jerusalem and went immediately out of that place into the desert. 
Being pregnant, Mary retired to a remote place.512

In this case, the Qur’ān says nothing of Joseph, but some commentators 
and the storytellers talk often about him. It was depicted that Mary was alone 
to carry a heavy burden of life, because of being pregnant without a husband. 
The restlessness and anxiety of Mary became clearer when she was in the 
pains of childbirth (al-makhādh, v. 23). She was only human, and suffered the 
pang of childbirth with no one to attend on her. Delivering a baby without 
the assistance of an experienced person is not easy. That is why she 
bemoaned her fate and thought that it was better if she died than that she 
lived through hell and suffered disgrace and shame, when she had never 
done any improper deed.513 She felt her life meaningless and without dignity. 
The Arabic word nasyan (v. 23) comes from the word nisyun, which literally 
means something trivial, so that no one cares about it.514 The pains of 
childbirth that Mary felt drove her to lean on the trunk of a palm tree. 
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However, while she felt severe labour pains, God helped her. Only because 
of the help of God, she all alone succeeded in delivering a baby. 

The Qur’ān does not explain how long she secluded herself and how 
long her pregnancy was. There are different opinions among Muslims 
concerning the length of Mary’s pregnancy, from only some hours to a full 
nine month period. We indeed read in the Qur’ān that after receiving 
Gabriel’s annunciation Mary immediately tried to find a quiet place for 
delivering her baby. However, this does not immediately mean that the 
period of her pregnancy only went on for some hours. Those who think that 
the period was very short base their opinion on the fact that Mary was not 
stoned to death by her people, whereas the Law (the Torah) requires stoning 
to death anyone who committed adultery. Thus, the most plausible 
explanation was that people did not know of Mary’s pregnancy, since it went 
on for a very short time. According to Steenbrink, such an opinion stemmed 
from the teaching of Monophysitism, which believed that Christ had only 
one nature that was effectively divine, and it was hard to imagine how Mary 
had to spend the time of nine months waiting for her baby in a narrow 
chamber.515 Shihab, however, supposes that most ulamā are of the opinion 
that Jesus was born normally, passing through a woman’s pregnancy of nine 
months, not born in a flash by the words kun fa yakun.516

Verses 24-25

(24) But (a voice) cried to her from beneath the (palm tree): “Grieve not! For thy Lord 
hath provided a rivulet beneath thee; (25) and shake towards thyself the trunk of the palm 
tree. It will let fall fresh ripe dates upon thee.”

Because of Mary’s complaints and sighs, someone cried to her from beneath a 
date palm tree commanding her not to grieve, since God had provided her a 
rivulet for curing her weakness and satisfying her thirst. Mary was also 
commanded to shake towards herself the trunk of the date palm, so that it 
would let fall its ripe dates and she could eat them. It is clear that dates were 
in season that time. Naturally, the date palm trees bear fruit in summer, not 
in winter. Therefore, Muslim commentators state that it could be supposed 
that Jesus was born in summer. In other words, presumably Jesus was not 
born in December, because in Palestine December is winter-time. If the time 
of birth had been winter, it would have been really a miracle that the date 
palm on which Mary leaned her body was bearing fruit. That is why the 
Qur’ān, according to Bachrun, does not approve the Christian tradition of 
Jesus having been born on 25th of December.517
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The voice also cried to Mary to shake towards herself the trunk of the 
date-palm tree, so that it would let fall fresh ripe dates upon her. However, it 
is questioned by Yusuf ‘Ali, how it was rationally possible to shake the trunk 
of the palm tree while Mary was still too weak and frail? God, however, has 
the power to do miracles. Again, here we see how God revealed His 
miraculous power and providence to Mary. He had seen that Mary should 
not suffer from thirst or from hunger. The rivulet provided her with water 
also for the ablutions and cleansing needed after child delivery.518 Some 
commentators think that the angel Gabriel was the one who cried to Mary, 
but some others think that Jesus, the newly born baby, was the person who 
spoke to her.519 The pronoun of the subject who spoke to Mary is not clear. It 
is only said in this verse, ‘But a voice cried to her.’ This verse perhaps rests on 
some recollection of an incident during the flight to Egypt, as told in Pseudo 
Mathew 20. If it is so, it is clear that the speaker is the infant Jesus, and the 
suffix tahtihā (means ‘under the palm tree’) refers to Mary who was, 
according to the story, sitting and leaning her body on the palm tree.520  

Verse 26

(26) “So eat and drink and cool (thine) eye. And if thou dost see any man, say, ‘I have 
vowed a fast to (God) Most Gracious, and this day will I enter into no talk with any 
human being.’”

After Mary delivered her baby, the angel Gabriel asked her to eat and drink 
and to be happy because of Jesus’ birth. Shihab says that the Arabic word 
qarrī comes from qarira that means fresh and cool, whereas ‘ain literally means 
eye. When those two words are joined together, the phrase qarrī ‘ainan means 
happy and glad. According to Yusuf ‘Ali, the phrase ‘cool thine eye’ is an 
idiom for ‘comfort thyself and be glad,’ but the literal meaning should not be 
lost sight of. She wiped her tears, cooled her eyes with fresh water, and took 
comfort that a remarkable baby had been born to her.521

Mary was also commanded not to speak a word but to give a sign to 
anyone who came near. She had to instruct them that she had a vow unto 
God to fast and not to say a word. In this way, Mary did not necessarily 
explain Jesus’ birth in detail that could arouse the suspicion and prejudice of 
her people. The Arabic word for fast in this verse is saum, not siyām as used 
for the fast during the month Ramadan. Saum is here understood by the 
interpreters as, to keep silent, not to say a word before God, in honour of Him. 
Mary was commanded not to speak a word, because God Himself would 
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reveal His omnipotence in order to show the truth to the people who had a 
prejudice against her.  

Verses 27-28

(27) At length she brought the (babe) to her people, carrying him (in her arms). They said: 
“O, Mary! Truly an amazing thing hast thou brought! (28) O, sister of Aaron! Thy 
father was not a man of evil, nor thy mother a woman unchaste!”

Having heard what Gabriel said, Mary’s sadness and worry were resolved. 
She was composed and tough in facing what happened to her. Doubtlessly 
and confidently, she brought her baby to her people, carrying him openly. 
Upon Mary’s return from the distance place with Jesus, her people did not let 
her make an explanation. They assumed that Mary had done an indecent and 
shocking deed, and slandered her in an ugly manner, although they knew 
her almost from the day she was born and were aware of her purity and 
piety, like the other members of the family of ‘Imrān. Seeing the baby she 
carried, her people censured her, “O, Mary! With your baby’s birth, truly, 
you have done an evil thing. While you know, your father was not an 
evildoer and your mother was not a whore. How could you commit sin your 
father and mother never did?” Her people had a prejudice against Mary that 
she had committed adultery. According to Shihab, the Arabic word fariyā (v. 
27, here translated as ‘amazing thing’), which comes from the word fira, 
literally means something cut and certain. What is intended is a sinful deed 
whose wickedness is undoubted, namely adultery. However, the word fariyā
can also refer to ‘a mighty thing Mary had brought.’ 

The appellation of Mary as ukhta Hārūna (v. 28, ‘sister of Aaron’) is in 
question. It seems to be confusing Maryam, the Virgin Mary, with Maryam, 
the sister of Moses and Aaron, which of course Muslim commentators do not 
admit.522 Christians see it as an error of the Qur’ān, because the day of Mary 
is far away from that of Aaron, Moses’ older brother. There are two answers 
of Muslims to this argument. Some Muslims hold a hadīth, which narrates 
that the Prophet Muhammad himself has contradicted the Christians’ 
objection by explaining that the Aaron of this verse was not Moses’ brother, 
but Mary’s brother who was also named Aaron. The 20th century Egyptian 
intellectual ‘Abdurrahman Badawi (d. 2002), however, states that that is an 
illegitimate hadīth, and the dispute about the name Aaron did not occur in the 
time of the Prophet. According to him, Christians and Jews of that time did 
not make a problem out of Mary’s appellation as ukhta Hārūna, because they 
understood its meaning as “a woman of Aaron’s genealogies.”523 The name 
‘Aaron’ here is referring to the brother of Moses, because Mary was of his 
descendants. Mary was designated as such in order to express what evil she 
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had done. As one of Aaron’s descendants, it was unworthy of Mary to do 
that.524 The statement “Thy father was not a man of evil, nor thy mother a 
woman unchaste” (v. 28) is intended to insult Mary, “You are from a good, a 
wholesome family, well-known for its righteousness, worship and abstinence 
from worldly indulgence. How could you do such a deed?” 

Verses 29-33

(29) But she pointed to the babe. They said: “How can we talk to one who is a child in the 
cradle?” (30) He said: “I am indeed a servant of God. He hath given me revelation and 
made me a prophet. (31) And He hath made me blessed wherever I be, and hath enjoined 
on me prayer and charity as long as I live.” (32) (He) hath made me kind to my mother, 
and not overbearing or miserable. (33) “So peace is on me the day I was born, the day that 
I die, and the day that I shall be raised up to life (again).”

They scoffed at her because they thought she was mocking them and playing 
with them. Therefore, they asked her, “How can we talk to one who is a child 
in the cradle?” Seemingly, they wanted to say, “After she has come to us with 
this calamity, she now commands us to speak to one who is a child in the 
cradle!” Surprisingly, however, the infant Jesus said to them that he was a 
servant of God. Through the words of Jesus God made things easier for Mary 
and provided the true explanation to the people. No doubt, a baby speaking 
fluently in his cradle is a great miracle. With such a miracle, the people had 
no more reason to accuse her as having committed adultery. They were 
astonished on hearing these words of wisdom from a baby in the cradle. This 
occasion proved to them that Jesus’ birth was a miracle. All these miraculous 
incidents showed that the baby in the cradle was really a messenger of God. 
Jesus declared at the very outset that he was a servant of God. This, 
according to Yusuf ‘Ali, negated the false notion that he was God or the son 
of God.525

Although with some differences, there is parallelism throughout the 
accounts of Jesus and John the Baptist. As did John, Jesus declared himself a 
servant of God. Terms which are used in verses 12-13 to describe the 
greatness of John are not applied to Jesus, but those of verses 14-15 applied to 
John are almost identical with those used by Jesus in verses 32-33, as already 
stated above, as if these two passages are refrains of a song or a hymn. Jesus 
said that God has made him blessed wherever he be, and commanded him to 
pray and to be charitable as long as he lived (v. 31), and had given him the 
ability to honour his mother and to be not overbearing or miserable (v. 32). 
Yusuf ‘Ali says that overbearing violence is not only unjust and harmful to 
those on whom it is practiced; but it is more harmful to the person who 
practices it, for his soul will suffer severely and be totally unhappy.526      
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Most Muslim commentators lay emphasis on Jesus’ statement that he 
was indeed a servant of God and that God himself had made him a prophet 
(v. 30). With his confession, Jesus firmly stated his human nature. This has to 
be stressed, because, even though he was born miraculously without the 
intervention of a father, he was only human, not God or a Son of God as 
supposed by some. Indeed, Jesus confessed himself to be a blessed man; 
nevertheless, he was just a servant of God. God’s blessing is a gift of God to 
someone on whom His favour rests. God’s blessing for His servants varies 
according to its respective function and purpose. Jesus was a blessed man, 
because wherever he was, he became a blessing for others through the 
miracles he performed and the teachings he brought.527

Jesus closed his saying with the words wa salāmu ‘alayyā, “shalom (salām) 
is on me” (v. 33). He pleaded with God that peace (salām), perfect salvation 
and well-being, is on him the day he was born, the day he dies, and the day 
he will be raised up to life. Referring to v. 15, salām in this verse (in indefinite 
form salāmun ‘alaihi) bestowed upon Yahyā is stated from Allah, whereas in 
v. 33, the salām (in definite form salāmu ‘alayyā) which constitutes perfect 
peace and well-being, is said by Jesus himself. Thus, Jesus pleaded with God 
that peace and blessing would be perfectly upon him throughout the three 
phases of his life.528 In the inscriptions of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, 
built about 690 and the oldest known text of the Qur’an, this verse 19:33 of 
Sura Maryam is rendered in the same style as the text about John in 19:15. 
There it is followed by 19:34-36.

[Oh, God, bless Your messenger and Your servant Jesus son of Mary]
19:33  and peace is on him, the day he was born,

the day he dies and the day that he shall be raised up to life. 
 34  Such was Jesus the son of Mary: a statement of truth about which they 

dispute. 
 35 It is not befitting to God that he should beget as son. Glory be to him! 

When He determines a matter, He only says to it. ‘be’ and it is. 
 36 Verily God is my Lord and your Lord: Him therefore serve ye: this is a way 

that is straight.

There is a lively academic debate about this inscription in the Dome of the 
Rock. What is the meaning of this variant reading of the text? Does the 
combination of 19:33 with the following verses suggest that we should not 
make a strong division between the two parts on basis of change of rhyme? 
What is the meaning of this architecture in Jerusalem, so close to the other 
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round building, the rotunda of the Church of the Holy Sepulcher? We cannot 
deal with these questions here.529

In Indonesia, this verse 33 generates some different opinions among 
Muslims. Firstly, there is disagreement over the congratulatory saying Salām
or Selamat Natal with regard to Jesus’ birth. Some think that this verse 
perpetuates the congratulatory saying on Jesus’ birth, which in the first time 
was said by Jesus himself. These days, there is a controversy in Indonesia 
over the problem of whether or not Muslims are allowed to say Selamat Natal
(Merry Christmas) to their Christian neighbours. Those who forbid Muslims 
to say it hold on to the reason that congratulating on Christmas Day means to 
acknowledge the Christian confession of the divinity of Jesus. That is in 
contradiction to the Islamic understanding of Jesus. There is indeed in the 
Qur’ān a congratulatory expression on Jesus’ birth, but Christmas 
celebration, which is associated with the Christian belief in the divinity of 
Jesus, can be really in contradiction to Islamic teaching about him. To say 
Selamat Natal (Merry Christmas) can blur Islamic belief in the tawhīd (the 
oneness of God). Therefore, according to a 1981 fatwa, issued by the MUI, 
Majelis Ulama Indonesia, the supreme council of Muslim scholars of Indonesia, 
not only is it prohibited to say Selamat Natal but to do anything at all to 
support any Christian celebration on Christmas Day is also prohibited (see 
Chapter 2). 

Those who allow Muslims to say Selamat Natal on Christmas Day based 
their argument on the fact that the Qur’ān itself perpetuates the 
congratulatory word, salām, on Jesus’ birth. Every Muslim is obligated to 
believe in all prophets as God’s messengers, so that he must deliver salawāt
(invocation) for Jesus; and to say salām (greetings) to him is also not wrong. 
All prophets, as Muhammad said, were brothers, only born from different 
mothers. Thus, it is not a mistake for Muslims to participate in the happiness 
of their Christian neighbours in celebrating Christmas Day. What is wrong 
for Muslims to say Merry Christmas to their Christian brothers?530 ‘Wa salāmu 
‘alayyā’ (v. 33 cf. v. 15), which is translated ‘So peace is on me’ by Yusuf ‘Ali, 
can also be translated ‘And send salām on me.’ If God the Almighty is 
ordering humankind to convey salām on John’s birthday, how can one say it 
is prohibited to do the same for Jesus on his birthday?531

The second controversy related to QS Maryam 19:33 is concerning Jesus’ 
death. Most Muslims, based on QS Al-Nisā 4:157-158, believe that Jesus was 
not crucified, or at least, he did not die on the cross. The most common 
explanation of these verses is that God put someone else on the cross and 
took Jesus to heaven. Judas is probably the most often suggested person who 
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died in Jesus’ place. However, upon the verse 33 of Sura Maryam, ‘Abdullah 
Yusuf ‘Ali gives notes: ‘Those who believe that he (Jesus) never died should 
ponder over this verse,’ although he quickly expunges and replaces his 
revealing remarks with the explanatory words ‘Jesus was not crucified’ (QS 
Al-Nisā 4:155-157).532 This means for Yusuf ‘Ali that Jesus perhaps once died, 
but he has never been crucified. 

Some verses of the Qur’ān that support the assumption that Jesus once 
died are among other things: QS Maryam 19:15, in which identical words are 
used to describe the life of the Prophet Yahyā; QS Al-Nisā 4:159, which 
mentions the death of Jesus; and QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:55, which writes “Behold! 
Allah said, ‘O Jesus! I will take thee (Arabic: mutawaffika) and raise thee to 
Myself’” (cf. QS Al-Mā’idah 5:117). Thus, apparently when Sura Maryam was 
entered into the Qur’ān, the death of Jesus was accepted parallel to that of 
John the Baptist, and not yet under dispute.

Some further remarks on verses 16-33 

Next to our exegetical analysis of Sura Maryam 19:16-33, we have some 
remarks. Firstly, the story of Mary and her son, Jesus, in this section has a 
positive tone. There is no polemical nuance within it. Mary and Jesus are 
placed at a high position. QS Maryam reveres them as such, and tells about 
them in a story longer than that of other prophets. Both are placed among the 
honoured servants of God; therefore, God commanded the Prophet 
Muhammad to recite (zikr) the story about them. Unlike QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:42, 
QS Maryam does not state explicitly Mary’s prominence. Nevertheless, it is 
clear from the story that Mary was a chosen woman above the women of all 
nations. The same goes for her son. Although QS Maryam, unlike QS Āl 
‘Imrān 3:45, does not explicitly called him ‘Isa al-Masīh’ (translated as the 
Messiah, the anointed or the Christ), it is clear from the story that he has a 
special position among the messengers of God.

Secondly, in line with the Gospels of Luke and Matthew, this Sura also 
acknowledges the ‘virgin birth’ of Jesus. There is no objection in this section 
to the miraculous birth of Jesus. Even this section acknowledges that all of 
those happenings are both signs of the omnipotence of God and the mercy 
from God unto men. In fact, what is called a sign of God was not the event, 
but Jesus himself. He became a sign of God both in his obedience and in his 
word which he delivered. God has given him revelation and made him a 
messenger and prophet. Therefore, what he delivered became guidance for 
the people of Israel.

Thirdly, although this section reveres Jesus very much, and there is no 
polemical nuance within it, some verses of it state firmly Jesus’ position 
before God and men as a servant of God, whom God made a prophet, in 
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order to deliver His revelation (v. 30). Explicitly or implicitly, this hymn does 
not allude to the divinity of Jesus, but to his humanity. We can compare it to 
the other inscriptions (also in QS Al-Nisā 4:171) written on the inner 
octagonal arcade of the dome of the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, lines 6-
12, which are translated into English as follows: 

6. O People of the Book! Do not exaggerate in your religion,
7. nor utter aught concerning God save the truth. The Messiah, Jesus son of 

Mary, was only a Messenger of God,
8. and His Word, which He conveyed unto Mary, and a Spirit from Him.
9. So believe in God and His messengers, and say not ‘Three’ – Cease! (it is 

better for you!).
10. God is only One God. Far be it removed from His transcendent majesty that 

He should have a son.
11. He is all that is in the heavens and all that is in the earth.
12. And God is sufficient as Defender.533

  
Fourthly, this section also states Jesus’ pre-eminence clearly. God made 

him bless and he will be a blessing for others wherever he was (v. 31). 
Indeed, QS Maryam does not give any further explanation concerning Jesus’ 
role of becoming a blessing, and unfortunately, later Muslim commentators 
give no attention to this matter.

Fifthly, with verse 33, in similar words to the ending verses of the passage 
concerning John, it seems that the story of Mary and the birth of Jesus, which 
was completed with a brief reference to the whole life of Jesus, including his 
birth, death, and rise on a later day, are ended. This verse parallels the lines 
15 and 16 of the inscription on the inner octagonal arcade of the Dome of the 
Rock in Jerusalem: 

15. “Oh God, bless Your messenger and Your servant Jesus son of Mary.
16. Peace be on him the day he was born, and the day he dies, and the day he 

shall be raised alive.”

Implicitly, this closing verse of QS Maryam (v. 33) indicates that Jesus was 
once dead, although it does not say if he was dead on the cross.

Polemical verses, vv. 34-40

After the section of the hymn of Jesus (vv. 16-33), the theme and rhyme of the 
following section (vv. 34-40) change. The theme is no longer Jesus, but the 
denial of the physical fatherhood of God. The rhyme is no more ā, but 
changes into ūn and īm and īn. We may agree with Bell in saying that as 
shown by the different rhyme this passage does not belong to the original 
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Sura. It evidently counters the Christian doctrine of Jesus’ divine sonship, 
which the story of Jesus’ birth might seem to support.534

The positive narrative of Mary and Jesus is followed by a polemical 
passage, which denies that God begot a son, and calls people to be devout to 
God rightly, with regard to the Judgment Day. We often find in the Qur’ān 
the denial of the physical fatherhood of the divine. At first, the denial of the 
physical fatherhood of God is concerned with Arab polytheism, which 
believes in the three daughters of Allah: al-Manāt, al-Lāt, and al-Uzza. QS Al-
Najm 53:19-22 speaks of this matter clearly. Verses 21 and 22 of this Sura 
imply that if God had wished for a child, certainly He would have taken one 
or more sons, not daughters. We should understand these verses in the 
context of an intense debate between Muhammad and the traditional citizens 
of Mecca. With regard to that, QS Al-Ikhlās 112, which is often treated as a 
short prayer, and is now read as opposing the Christian doctrine of the 
Trinity, must be seen from the perspective of opposition to the worship of 
divine entities besides God the One. 

Say: He is God, the one and only
God the eternal, absolute
He begetteth not, nor is He begotten.
And there is none like unto Him.

In order to understand what the polemical section says, it is better for us to 
scrutinize its verses analytically. 

Verses 34-36: dispute about Jesus and refutation of God’s fatherhood

(34) Such (was) Jesus the son of Mary, (it is) a statement of truth, about which they 
(vainly) dispute. (35) It is not befitting to (the majesty of) God that He should beget a 
son. Glory be to Him! When He determines a matter, He only says to it, “Be”, and it is. 
(36) Verily God is my Lord and your Lord. Him therefore serves ye. It is a Way that is 
straight.

According to Ash-Shiddieqy, the phrase qaul al-haq (v. 34) does not only 
mean a statement of truth, but the word of the Most Righteous, because al-haqq
(the Most Righteous) is one of Allah’s names. The word qaul has the same 
meaning as kalimah, as mentioned in QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:45 and QS Al-Nisā 4:171, 
where Jesus is called kalimatuhū (the Word of God), because his birth 
happened by God’s word, kun fa yakun.535

The word yamtarūn (v. 34) comes from the word miryah meaning doubt. In 
this verse, yamtarūn implies a protracted dispute and doubt among 
Christians concerning the nature of Jesus (divine or human, or divine and 
human at once) during the reign of the Emperor Constantine (280-337 CE) 
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and later. This dispute was ended from the decree of the Nicaean Council, 
which was accepted by the Emperor Constantine, that Jesus was one of the 
three persons of the Trinity, onward to the Council of Chalcedon.536

The term mā kāna (v. 35), which literally means never exist, is often 
translated as not befitting. Shibab, however, thinks that the clause mā kāna 
lillāhi anyattakhidza min waladin subhānahū is better translated “There is no 
possibility, and it is, in fact, absolutely impossible for everyone who keeps 
his head that God begot a son.” Begetting a son is a physical act depending 
on the need of man’s animal nature. God Most High is independent of all 
needs, and it is derogatory to Him to attribute such an act to Him.537 The 
phrase mā kāna lillāhi anyattakhidza min waladin subhānahū with some 
variations occurs 13 times in the Qur’ān, all of them are of the early period of 
Muhammad’s prophethood in Mecca.538 Thus, it is clear that at first the 
expression was directed against the worship of the traditional deities of the 
Arabs, although later it was also addressed against the Christian teaching of 
the Trinity. When the term ‘son of God’ was not allowed to be used, for the 
sake of the oneness of God, then Muhammad also did not use that title for 
Jesus. Indeed, other high titles such as Sprit of God, Word of God, prophet of 
God, messenger of God, and Messiah are still in applied to Jesus in the 
Qur’ān, but the term ‘son of God’ never occurs there. 

The phrase kun fa yakun, “Be! And it is” shows how easy it is for God to 
create anything He wants, although in reality God needs no word for 
creating something. That phrase has also no intention to show that Jesus’ 
birth occurs without any process of pregnancy, but it needs to show that 
there is nothing impossible for God the Almighty.

Verses 37-38: agonies of the Judgment Day for the unbelievers

(37) But the sects differ among themselves; and woe to the unbelievers because of the 
(coming) Judgment of a momentous Day! (38) How plainly will they see and hear, the 
Day that they will appear before Us! But the unjust today are in error manifest!

According to some commentators, these verses speak of the mistake of the 
Jews who accused Mary of having committed adultery, and the blunder of 
the Christians who regarded Jesus as the Son of God. Although the accounts 
of Jesus and Mary were so clear, and Jesus himself stated emphatically that 
there is no God but Allah and that he was just a servant of God, however, 
because of the depravity of the Jews and the digression of the Christians, the 
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nature of Jesus remained a controversy among them.539 Therefore, God warns 
them that a very bad destiny will fall on the unbelievers, the infidels, and 
those who deified Jesus and accused Mary of being an adulterer.540 God 
poses a threat to those who went astray, that they will see by their own eyes 
how terrible the Doomsday will be and how bad the agonies prepared for 
them are. Nevertheless, because of nothing other than God’s magnanimity, 
He does not speed up the coming of the agonies, but postpones it until the 
coming of the Judgment Day.541 According to Yusuf ‘Ali, the Arabic word for 
Judgment (v. 37) in the original is Mash-had. This word implies three things: 
(1) the time or place where evidence is taken, as in a Court of Judgment; (2) 
the time or place where people are produced (to be judged); (3) the occasion 
for such production for the taking of evidence.542

It is said in verse 38 that on the Judgment Day the unbelievers will have 
an acute hearing and an incisive sight to experience and suffer from their 
calamities. In the event that they used their ears and eyes to hear and see the 
righteousness of God, certainly they would not stay in their infidelity all their 
life in the world, but at that time, however, they were stubborn. They did not 
use their ears and eyes to observe God’s words and will. Now, on the 
Judgment Day, even though they regret their sins, and dream to be returned 
to the world in order to change their behaviour, it is a useless wish. Their 
remorse has been late.543 The audio and visual acuity of the unjust are indeed 
very amazing, but at the end of the world all these will not able to bring them 
into the way to happiness.544

Verses 39-40: warning for the mushrikun (unbelievers)

(39) But warn them of the Day of Distress, when the matter will be determined, for 
(behold) they are negligent and they do not believe! (40) It is We Who will inherit the 
earth, and all beings thereon to Us will they all be returned.

According to Dazuki, in verse 39 God commanded Muhammad to warn the 
people of Arabia, especially the mushrikūn (the polytheists or pagans) in 
Mecca, of the coming of the Doomsday that will be the Day of Distress. That 
Day will really be a terrifying event. On the Doomsday, when the unbelievers 
bemoan their fate because of their disbelief and evil, one must not be an 
infidel. On the Judgment Day, the mu’minin (the believers) will be taken into 
heaven, but the unbelievers will be put into hell. An angel will let them know 
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that they cannot get out of the place destined for them, and there they will 
never die. The unbelievers will suffer severe tortures of the hell, which are 
depicted as fire that flares up violently and a twist of chain seventy cubits 
long that winds around their body.545

The previous verses have clearly pictured the terrifying Judgment Day. 
Therefore, Muhammad was instructed to warn the people of Mecca about the 
coming of the Day of Distress, so that they would turn their minds from their 
negligence and not waste their time in any meaningless thing. On the 
Judgment Day when the matter is determined, remorse is useless. The Arabic 
word al-hasrah (v. 39) depicts a futile remorse. Rebels, traitors, and those who 
in the past wasted their time for evil things will suffer such remorse. Yaum al-
hasrah, the Day of Distress, will also be the Day of Eternity, the time of eternal 
punishment.546

In verse 40, God comforted Muhammad for not being sad because of the 
disbelief of the mushrikūn (polytheists or pagans) in God and their suspicion 
of Muhammad as a liar; for on the Doomsday they will come back to God, 
and God will avenge their infidelity with a deserved punishment. God is the 
Almighty; therefore, He himself has the right, on the Judgment Day, to 
inherit the earth and all beings thereon. Finally, after the Doomsday, all 
things will return to God.547  

A brief note

Comparing this section (vv. 34-40) to another polemical section of Sura 
Maryam (vv. 88-94), we find an interesting thing. Verses 88-94 consistently 
use al-Rahmān (the Most Merciful or the All-Loving) as the name of God, 
whereas verses 34-40 use Allah. The use of the name al-Rahmān in verses 88-94 
for God indicates that this section came from the early period of 
Muhammad’s prophethood. Seemingly, verses 88-94 were at first directed to 
the Arab polytheism in particular, not to Christianity. Starting from the 
assumption that the relation of the Qur’ān’s texts with its audience 
determines the meaning of the texts, it seems that the polemical passage of 
verses 34-40 was also at first addressed to the Arab polytheism. Nevertheless, 
the placement of these two polemical passages within Sura Maryam is of 
course not separate from the later interpretations (that appear from the use of 
the name ‘Allah’ for God). These are by now part of the final redaction, 
whether we should take this as coming from the historical Muhammad or 
from a committee working in the first decades after his death or somewhat 
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later. Therefore, it is quite possible that these verses are also polemics 
addressed against the Christian doctrine of the Trinity and Christology.

This polemical section (vv. 34-40) lays stress heavily on the Qur’ānic 
conception of tawhīd, the absolute oneness of God. In the framework of 
monotheistic belief, any deification of Jesus is considered as a shirk, and the 
Christians, who believe in the triune God, are mushrikūn (polytheists) or 
kāfirūn (infidels or unbelievers). Even though at first Muhammad addressed 
this polemic against the Arabian polytheism, it seems that later he also
directed it against Christianity with regard to its doctrine of the Trinity. This 
means that he equalized the Christian faith with polytheism. This polemical 
section also reflects the strictness of the Qur’ān’s conviction concerning the 
oneness of God. 

3. General remarks

3.1. Parallelism with the Gospels and apocryphal writings

If we take notice carefully, it is obvious that the Qur’ānic stories of Zechariah 
and his son, and of Mary, and of Jesus’ birth, have some parallelism with 
those of the gospels and of the Apocryphal New Testament. The story of 
Zechariah and the birth of his son, John the Baptist, in the first part of the 
passage of Sura Maryam has many elements of the Biblical accounts, and 
especially of Luke, of the same matter (see Lk. 1:5-24). Zechariah was a senior 
priest of the Temple in Jerusalem, who thoroughly observed the stipulated 
laws of time and rhythm of prayer, but doubted God’s promise that he 
would have offspring, and because of that, he could not speak for three days. 
An exhortation was given to John: he should hold on to the Book (maybe the 
Law/Torah, the Prophets/Nabiim, or Writings/Ketubim) so that he had 
wisdom. However afterward, we do not find in this Sura any account of 
John’s preaching, his relationship with Jesus, and his dramatic death as a gift 
of Herod for Salome. It is even said in verse 15, “Peace on him the day he was 
born, the day that he dies, and the day that he will be raised up to life 
(again).” However, there is a question, as Steenbrink asks, had not 
Muhammad known at the time of this early revelation about the death of 
John the Baptist and Jesus, which was a result of violence?548 We only find a 
little explanation of the tragic death of John the Baptist in Yusuf ‘Ali’s 
commentary on verse 13 of this Sura.549 Indeed, the story of the effort of the 
Jews to kill Jesus is told in a later Sura, although they failed to do it. The 
Qur’ān clearly states:

“And (for) their saying, ‘Indeed, we have killed the Messiah, Jesus, the Son Mary, 
the Messenger of Allah.’ And they did not kill him, nor did they crucify him; but 

                                                
548 Steenbrink, “Een Correctief Evangelie,” p. 15.
549 Yusuf ‘Ali, The Holy Qur’an: Translation and Commentary, p. 770, footnote number 2468.



(another) was made to resemble him to them. And indeed those who differ over 
it are in doubt about it. They have no knowledge of it except the following of 
assumption. And they did not kill him, for certain. Rather, Allah raised him to 
himself. And ever is Allah Exalted in Might and Wise” (QS Al-Nisa 4: 157-158).

After narrating the passage about Zechariah and John the Baptist, his 
son, Sura Maryam then proceeds with an account of the birth of Jesus. This 
account begins with a brief story of Mary. Parts of the story of Mary in this 
Sura parallels some fragments of the same story that we find in the New 
Testament Gospels and the apocrypha.550 Mary was ‘chosen’ by God. The 
notion of choice occurs several times in the Qur’ān; it goes with the notions of 
God’s omnipotence, His mercy and the gratuitousness of His gifts. The grace 
bestowed on Mary appeared at her birth: her mother placed her (with Jesus) 
under God’s protection against Satan. A tradition even maintains that Satan, 
who touches all human beings and so makes new born babies cry, touched 
neither Jesus nor Mary.551 The grace appeared in the account of Mary’s 
childhood in the temple in Jerusalem (cf. QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:35-41, which is very 
similar to the texts of Protevangelium of James chapter 8; also compare to the 
Gospel of Pseudo Matthew chapter 6).552

We find a dictum in the Qur’ān, which is addressed to Muhammad about 
a well-known incident in the Infancy Gospels. Lots are drawn to ascertain 
who will take charge of Mary: 

“This is of the tidings of things unseen, that We reveal to thee; for thou wast not 
with them, when they cast lots with reeds (pens) which of them should have 
charge of Mary; nor wast thou with them when they were disputing” (QS Āl
‘Imrān 3:44). 

Pseudo-Matthew chapter 8 tells that when Mary was fourteen, a council was 
held and Israel was summoned to the temple on the third day. The high 
priest addressed them and said that since Solomon’s time there had always 
been noble virgins brought up in the temple and married when they were of 
age. However, Mary had vowed virginity and it must be ascertained who 
should take charge of her. Those who had no wives were to bring rods. There 
was no sign, so Abiathar went in and prayed, and an angel pointed out that 
one very small rod had not been returned to its owner. This was Joseph’s. 
The dove appeared.553 We also find a similar story in the Protevangelium of 
James chapter 9. There is told that the high priest summoned all the 
widowers of Judaea so that one of them could take care of Mary. Mary was 
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grown up and could no longer stay in the temple where she had been living. 
Each brought a rod: the one from whose rod a dove emerged would be 
chosen. The miracle took place with Joseph’s rod.554 In the Qur’ān, indeed, 
none of this is explicit.555

Concerning Gabriel’s annunciation of Jesus’ birth to the Virgin Mary, we 
can compare it with the account of the Gospel of Luke. In Luke 1:35 we read 
that the angel Gabriel came to Mary and said to her, “The Holy Spirit will 
come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.” In 
the Qur’ān, the Spirit refers to the angel Gabriel, who was a mediator of 
God’s revelations to Muhammad (QS Al-Baqarah 2:97-8) and a back up for 
the believers (QS Al-Tahrim 66:4).

The story of a miraculous palm tree in QS Maryam 19:23-26 bears a 
strong resemblance to the same story in Pseudo-Matthew chapter 20.556

However, in Pseudo Matthew this story is not concerned with the birth of 
Jesus, but with the evacuation of Mary and her son to Egypt. There it is told 
that a tired Mary rests in the desert in the shade of a palm tree. She desires 
some of its fruit; the child Jesus, who is two years old, orders the tree to bend 
down and then to rise up and open its roots. A hidden spring appears and 
water gushes forth for Mary and Joseph to drink.557

Whether the Qur’ānic stories had been previously known, either in the 
canonical books or in apocryphal texts, it has no importance in the face of 
Islamic official doctrine, because Muslims believe that God, Who is All-
Powerful, is free to repeat anything He pleases.558 Nevertheless, there are 
well-known passages, which read, “To thee We sent the Scripture in truth, 
confirming the Scripture that came before it, and guarding it in safety” (QS 
Al-Mā’idah 5:48),559 or “This Qur’ān … is a confirmation of (revelation) that 
went before it, and a fuller explanation of the Book…” (QS Yunus 10:37).560  

3.2. A new branch of Jewish-Christian tradition?

The historical controversy between Islam and Christianity is theologically 
centred on the concept of God, and directly or indirectly also of Christology. 
The question is then: is Islam an independent tradition coming out of the 
Christian tradition, or is it a branch of that tradition? Quoting Rizzardi, 
Adolfo Gonzáles Montes mentions that from the Christian point of view, 
there are three stages of controversy: (1) Islam is regarded as a Christological 
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and Trinitarian heresy; (2) Islam is treated as a separate religion; and (3) 
Islam is included in the universal economy of salvation.561

Taking note of the parallelism between QS Maryam and some passages 
from the texts of previous Scriptures, Steenbrink calls this sura a corrective 
Gospel, so that Islam may be reckoned as part of a bigger hermeneutics, 
which wants to lift up and to interpret Jewish and Christian legacies, 
although with a different way to understand them.562 If that is so, then Islam 
does not substitute for Jewish and Christian religions -just as Christianity 
does not replace Jewish religion, but is the continuer of both traditions with a 
new valuation and way of understanding.

It is possible, as Steenbrink says, that the explanation of the Qur’ān 
concerning Jesus and Mary is a correction for Christian tradition, at least for 
the Christian tradition, which at that time spread throughout the Arabian 
peninsula and was known by Muhammad. The Christian tradition developed 
in various smaller circles and they were still in debate about basic definitions 
of their faith at the time of the rise of Islam. Therefore, we may agree with 
Steenbrink’s critical commentary that we must not be stuck in an inherited 
Christian tradition we have followed for centuries, but should be more open 
to read New Testament themes in dialogue with variations of Islam and their 
commentaries on those themes.563

Taking such an attitude does not mean that we must keep pace with 
Islam’s interpretation of New Testament themes and accept this uncritically. 
Just the reverse, our openness to hear and hold a dialogue with Islam’s 
commentaries on these themes must be accompanied by critical analysis and 
consideration, so that we may gain the opportunity to find new truths, 
although those truths may not always be in line with, or may even be 
contrary to, the doctrinal legacy we have inherited up till now. Our effort to 
reconstruct the primitive church’s understanding of Jesus which we 
attempted in the third chapter is not intended to find any justification for our 
doctrinal legacy, but to discover the fundamental root of the biblical 
understanding of Jesus, which now perhaps has experienced a deviation, as 
the Qur’ān makes the Christianity of today an object of criticism. 

On the other side, however, the possibility is not precluded that at the 
same time such an effort also corrects the Qur’ān’s or Islam’s 
misunderstanding of the Christian concept of God and Christology, which is 
growing out of the very monotheistic belief of the primitive church. If in fact 
the monotheistic faith of Islam, as well as that of Christianity, is a 
continuation of the Abrahamic monotheism tradition, we may then consider 
Islam as a branch of the Jewish and Christian traditions. With such a view, 
there will be more chance to hold a dialogue with Islam. More than that, we 
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may even consider Islam’s commentaries on New Testament themes, 
particularly with regard to the person of Jesus, as a critical study on the 
formulation of the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, which, honestly, is often 
confusing and difficult to explain.   

3.3. Miracle of the virgin birth and the names for Jesus

In the annunciation in verses 16-21 of Sura Maryam, neither date nor place is 
specified. The east, the desert, a palm tree, a stream, is all. Everything centres 
on the miracle of the virgin birth and the divine protection against hunger, 
thirst, and the calumnies of those around. Muslim exegesis gives particular 
emphasis to the miracle of Jesus’ birth without a father, analogous to the 
creation of Adam without a father and a proof of divine omnipotence. The 
miracle of the virgin birth is compared in the Qur’ān to an act of creation. 
When God commands something to be, it is. This is the creative fiat (cf. QS Āl 
‘Imrān 3:47, 49). Hence, Muslims’ explanation of Jesus’ title ‘The Word of 
God’ or ‘Speech of God’ is by the idea that he was created by a word of 
God.564

We find in verses 21 and 30 of Sura Maryam four important designations 
applied to Jesus, namely ‘Āyat’ and ‘Rahmat’ (‘Sign’ and ‘Mercy’, v. 19), and 
‘Abd’ and ‘Nabī’ (‘Servant’ and ‘Prophet’, v. 30). Indeed, the Qur’ān does not 
elaborate or explain the meaning of these titles. However, from the whole 
hymn of this Sura, we can conclude that God is witnessed to as a guiding 
God. God has given and always gives His guidance to humankind in various 
ways, through His instructions and revelations. It is mentioned clearly in this 
hymn that Jesus is a ‘sign’ and ‘mercy’ of God. It means that God made Jesus 
and his very life a ‘sign’ and ‘mercy’ unto men. Here ‘āyat’ could well be 
translated for modern people as ‘model’ or ‘icon’ or ‘example’ for the ideal 
human being. Unfortunately, the hymn of Sura Maryam does not specify the 
real details of Jesus’ life and work. We can compare it with the New 
Testament, which also does not specify the details of Moses’ and Elijah’s lives 
and works. The assumption is that the readers have known their lives in 
detail, so that the author need not explain them further. When the New 
Testament places Jesus higher than Moses and Elijah, the readers have 
known well how great the prophethoods of Moses and Elijah were.

We can be sure that the same goes for the Qur’ān. It is not meaningless if 
Sura Maryam applies the titles ‘sign’ and ‘mercy’ to Jesus. We may suppose 
that the first hearers of the Qur’ān had understood the basic notion behind 
those titles. As a ‘sign’ of God, Jesus does not only bring the guidance of God, 
but he himself is a guidance of God. Therefore, he becomes a rahmat (mercy) 
of God unto men. The same is true for the other two titles, ‘abd’ (servant) and 
‘nabī’ (prophet). As in the Old Testament, a servant of God was one God 
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chose to carry out a special task, and a prophet was one God sent to deliver 
His Word to humankind. They, therefore, received God’s revelations. Of 
course, the hymn of Jesus in Sura Maryam does not arbitrarily apply the titles 
abd and nabī to Jesus. Although the Qur’ān does not elaborate these titles 
clearly, we can infer that its first hearers had understood Jesus as God’s 
messenger, who had received God’s revelation. In this regard, we should 
understand God’s revelation through Jesus as the manifestation of God’s 
guidance for humankind.

For our modern time, the important thing we have to examine is ‘What is 
the significant of Jesus’ titles (implicitly also of Jesus himself) for the benefit 
of humanity today?’ The second question is ‘How should we understand 
Jesus from the angle of our modern thought that tends to be more 
functional?’ Making every endeavour to answer the two questions is of 
course more useful for humanity than arguing our doctrinal formulation 
about the person of Jesus. This is the common task of the adherents of both 
religions, Islam and Christianity.  

It is interesting that Jesus’ name or other appellations for him besides 
‘āyat’ (sign) and ‘rahmat’ (mercy) does not appear at all in the annunciation of 
verses 16-21 of Sura Maryam. The designation ‘Jesus the son of Mary’ only 
appears in the polemical passage, especially in v. 34. Seemingly, various 
appellations for Jesus had been known publicly, so that they need not be 
mentioned explicitly. Therefore, in order to get the Qur’ānic image of the 
person of Jesus, the annunciation of Sura Maryam 19:16-21 should be 
compared with that of QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:45, “Behold! The angels said, ‘O, Mary! 
God giveth thee glad tidings of a Word from Him: his name will be Christ 
Jesus, the son of Mary, held in honour in this world and the Hereafter and of 
(the company) of those nearest to God’.”

From the annunciation of Sura Maryam, we have a little note. In this 
Sura, ‘Our Spirit’ refers to Gabriel, since for Muslims the term ‘spirit’ always 
denotes a spiritual being. This is different from the Spirit that is intended in 
the annunciation of the gospel of Luke. It is said in Luke 1:35, “The angel 
(Gabriel) answered: ‘The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of 
the Most High will overshadow you. So, the holy one to be born will be 
called the Son of God’” (cf. Mt. 1:20). According to the Gospels, the Spirit is 
the Holy Spirit, i.e. the Spirit of God, even God Himself who is the Spirit. 
Thus, Mary’s pregnancy is a result of the miraculous act of God. This 
understanding is rather parallel to the appellation of Christ in QS Al-Nisā 
4:171. In this verse, Jesus is called ‘a spirit proceeding from God,’ not ‘the 
spirit of God.’ According to Shihab, this appellation is intended to show that 
Jesus’ existence and life were from God, and, therefore, he had a holy soul 
that was free from worldly desires. As a human being Jesus had indeed both 
material and spiritual elements, nevertheless, he always put spiritual things 
before anything else, so it is proper to call him the spirit (proceeding) from 
God. Thus, the title ‘a spirit from God’ for Jesus in QS Al-Nisā does not 



intend to say anything about Jesus’ divinity. There is no God but Him, 
because He is wāhid (one). God’s being has no elements, because He has only 
one substance.565 However, there is a question: Is the understanding of the 
Qur’ān about the Spirit of God an independent tradition of Islam, or is it 
taken over from Christian tradition with some alteration?

3.4. Controversy over Christmas greetings

As we have discussed before, there are different opinions among both 
Muslims and Christians, especially in Indonesia, around the celebration of 
Jesus’ birth. The Indonesian Council of Muslim Leaders, the MUI, forbids 
Muslims not only from attending Christmas celebrations, but also from
saying the greetings ‘Selamat Natal’ (Merry Christmas) to their Christian 
neighbours. Traditionally, they regard such a practice as mushrik or shirk
(ascribing plurality to Deity), because to do so is implicitly to agree with the 
Christian faith that believes in the divinity of Jesus (on this Christians are 
called mushrikūn). This is in contradiction to the teaching of the tawhīd (the 
oneness of God).566 Above all, Muslim fundamentalists or Muslim radical 
splinter groups regard other religions or faiths as pagan.567 To perform 
ceremonies of other religions or to follow superstitions indicates a reliance or 
trust on anything or any one save God, thus, it means agreeing with 
paganism. That is a shirk-ul-Adat.568

Of course, such a belief will give no chance for any interfaith dialogue. 
However, considering the fact that we live in a pluralistic modern society, 
such an exclusive attitude should be pondered. Some contemplative 
questions arise. While we still live on earth, can we deny the fact that there 
are pluralities in many aspects of the humanities? Can we live without 
others? Do we not need to reinterpret our religious understandings in order 
that our faiths can play significant roles for increasing human values and 
dignity? Supposing that different faiths cannot be compromised, do we not 
need to cultivate our tolerance towards others in the interest of our 
togetherness and our more dignified communal life? Indeed, we may not 
think utopian that Islam and Christianity will be the same in all aspects of 
their beliefs. Nevertheless, some existing differences between the two faiths 
need not be a divider that separates the two communities living peacefully 
side by side.   
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4. Concluding Remarks

From our analytical exegesis of Sura Maryam 19:1-40, especially verses 16-40, 
we learn some noteworthy theological thoughts of the Qur’ān concerning
God and Christ:

Firstly, Sura Maryam teaches the readers of the magnanimity of God to 
everyone who leans his or her life on Him alone. The annunciation of the 
birth of John the Baptist and Jesus, God’s answer to Zechariah’s prayer and 
God’s providence upon Mary when she withdrew from her family to a 
remote place in the East all together show God as the Most Merciful. Besides 
the abundant mercy of God, there are also requirements for Zechariah and 
Mary to trust in, be obedient to, and lean their life on Him. This Sura heavily 
emphasizes the greatness of God. All the stories of the life of Zechariah and 
Mary, and of the birth of John the Baptist and Jesus tell us about the 
omnipotence and magnanimity of God, and the miracles He did. God can do 
whatever impossible for man. To create anything He wants, God only says 
‘Be’ (kun fa yakun) and it is. God has the power to give Zechariah a son, 
although he was aged and his wife was barren. God has the power to bring 
about Jesus’ birth without a father; He even has the power to create Adam 
without a father or a mother. He performed various miracles around Jesus’ 
birth. The Qur’ān, as well as the Gospels, acknowledges the miraculous way 
God used to bring about Jesus’ birth. QS Al-Mā’idah 3:45 even states that 
Jesus was not only born miraculously, but he was also held in honour in this 
world and the hereafter. Unfortunately, few Muslim commentators give a 
clear explanation of Jesus’ prominence, which is in this verse expressed by 
the phrase ‘to be held in honour in this world and the hereafter.’

Secondly, this Sura also wants to demonstrate the oneness of God. Jesus’ 
confirmation of himself (v. 30) that he was a messenger and prophet of God 
designates that he was only human (cf. QS Al-Zukhrūf 43:59; QS Fussilat 
41:6). By emphasizing the humanity of Jesus, the Qur’ān wants to assert the 
oneness of God. Therefore, it is declared explicitly in the first part of the 
Muslim shahāda (Islamic profession): lā ilaha illallāh, there is no god but Allah. 
We get the impression that verses 34, 35, 37 are seemingly addressed against 
the Trinitarian doctrine of some Christian sects in Arabia at that time, which 
believed in the divinity of Christ. Most Muslim commentators use those 
verses for taking a stand against the Christian doctrine of the Trinity. Based 
on our analytical exegesis on this case, however, these polemical verses were 
at first addressed against Arabian polytheism, which believed in the three 
daughters of Allah.

Thirdly, this Sura stresses that Jesus is one in a longer list of messengers 
of God. God had given him revelation and made him a prophet (v. 30). The 
Virgin Mary and her son Jesus are mentioned often in the Qur’ān. To speak 
of Jesus in the Qur’ān is, first of all, to speak of a prophet. Jesus, referred to in 
the Qur’ān as Isa ibn Maryam (Jesus the son of Mary), is one of the greatest of 



the prophets of God whom Muslims hold in very deep love and respect. He 
was sent by God to be a sign for men. That is why the Qur’ān gives a greater 
number of honourable titles to Jesus than to any other figure of the past. The 
Qur’ān said, “And We sent, following in their footsteps, Jesus, the son of 
Mary, confirming that which came before him in the Torah, and We gave him 
the Gospel, in which was guidance and light and confirming that which 
preceded it of the Torah as guidance and instruction for the righteous” (QS 
Al-Mā’idah 5:46). Although he is designated by titles that are conferred on 
him alone and he is considered to be one of the greatest prophets sent to 
humankind, the equal of Abraham, Moses or even Muhammad, nevertheless 
he remains one of the prophets, all of whom are equally respected by the 
Muslims.569 Muhammad said that Jesus was one of thousands of prophets; 
between them is no cause for conflict or argument. God tells His messenger, 
“Say: We have believed in Allah and in what was revealed to us and what 
was revealed to Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and the Descendants (al-
asbāt), and in what was given to Moses and Jesus and to the prophets from 
their Lord. We make no distinction between any of them, and we are 
Muslims (submitting) to Him” (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:84).

The last, but not least, Sura Maryam puts forward two important roles of 
Jesus as ‘a sign’ of God unto men, and as ‘a mercy’ from Him (v. 21). 
Unfortunately, neither Muslim commentators on the Qur’ān nor the Qur’ān 
itself elaborates these two significant roles of Jesus adequately. We know that 
a ‘sign’ does not only function as a ’token’ or a ‘hint,’ but also gives guidance 
or a guide-line for men. In line with that, Jesus is also called ‘a messenger’ of 
God. God has made him a prophet, and given him revelation to be delivered 
to humankind (v. 30). He was a person God had chosen to be His arm in 
order to give guidance for humankind. Therefore, rather than to debate the 
person of Jesus, it would be better for Muslims and Christians to focus their 
concern on Jesus’ guidance, examples, and teachings.
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Chapter 5

PROPOSAL OF A NEW UNDERSTANDING OF JESUS:
AN EXPERIMENT IN INCLUSIVE THEOLOGY

In the first and second chapter we tried to explore the principal perceptions 
of Indonesian Christians and Muslims about Jesus. Then, in the third and 
fourth chapter, we also tried to understand the Biblical and Qur’ānic 
perspectives about him. As the last step, before coming to some conclusions 
of this study, in this closing chapter, we try to make an overall review of the 
discussions in order to find a common understanding for Christians and 
Muslims about the person of Jesus. 

General review

From our study in the first chapter we find that the doctrine of God and 
Christology of the Communion of Churches in Indonesia and its member 
churches are still consistent with those of the Reformed Creeds and 
Ecumenical Symbols. Officially, most, even all of Indonesian Reformed 
Churches still maintain the doctrine of the Trinitarian God. They hold on to 
the teaching that the Godhead consists of three persons, Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit, Who are one, and the same essence. Of the person of Jesus, they 
confess that he was the eternal sole Son of God, who was at once complete in 
Godhead and complete in manhood, truly God and truly man, of one 
substance with the Father and the Holy Spirit. 

On the other hand, from our study in the second chapter we find that 
most of Indonesian Muslims, both classical and modern, have similar 
conceptions and perspectives of God. This is because their doctrine of God 
originated in the same source, the Qur’ān. Based on its teaching, they hold on 
to the doctrine of tawhīd firmly. Of the person of Jesus they believe that he 
was not the Son of God, was not crucified, and did not die on the cross. For 
them Jesus was just a man, a messenger like other messengers, a prophet God 
sent especially to the people of Israel. Although they revere Jesus and 
acknowledge that he was born miraculously, was strengthened by the spirit 
of God to perform many signs miracles, they deny that Jesus was the divine 
Son of God. 

It is as if we find no way to bridge the gap between Muslim and 
Christian doctrines of God and Christology. That is the situation when we 
make our own truth absolute, as if as human beings we can grasp the being 
of God completely. However, if we hold on to the principle finitum non capax 
infiniti or infinitum capax finiti perhaps we still have the possibility to find a 
point of encounter of our understanding of God and Jesus. We have to realize 
that the different doctrine of Christ is just a different interpretation of the 



same fact, i.e. the person of Jesus, through whom God revealed His will and 
did His work. Therefore, instead of debating the being of God, it would be 
better for us to observe His will. Instead of arguing the ontological nature of 
the person of Jesus, it would be better for us to pay attention to his 
significance for humanity and examples he gave.

Muslims and Christians acknowledge that both the Qur’ān and the Bible 
(especially the New Testament) apply to Jesus some special titles. Except the 
title ‘Son of God’ which is still under dispute between Muslims and 
Christians, there is almost no objection of the two communities to other titles 
applied to Jesus by both Scriptures. We may assume that they acknowledge 
and accept that those titles reflect Jesus’ specialties among the prophets and 
messengers of God. Therefore, under the illumination of our study in the 
third and fourth chapter, we will try to make a reflection on those titles. We 
hope that in doing so, we may find the possibility of a new understanding of 
the person of Jesus for both Muslims and Christians.

Reflection

As we know, Christology as a science or sub-discipline of theology, of which 
the object is the person and work of Jesus Christ570 can present itself through 
various concepts. From our study in the previous four chapters, we see that 
even within a single church, there is not only one single Christology.571 This 
reflects the fact that there is no single interpretation of the person of Jesus. 
Conversely, Jesus is understood in various ways. These diverse 
understandings of Jesus are, in fact, not new, but have already been 
formulated since the beginning of Jesus’ ministry. As Wessels says, while 
reading New Testament texts we find various portrayals of who Jesus is. The 
very first thing to say is that there is no single, homogeneous image of Jesus 
in the New Testament. There are various Christologies, such as a Logos
Christology, or a Christology centred upon the Kurios, a prophet, or a high 
priest Christology, a discipleship, Servant-of-the-Lord, or Son of God 
Christology. Wessels states further that one can derive from the New 
Testament a variety of Christological formulations, which correspond with
the interpretations of Christ held by Palestinian Jewish Christians, Jewish 
Christians of the diaspora, and Hellenistic Christians.572

Next to Wessels, Jaroslav Pelikan states in the Introduction of his book 
Jesus through the Centuries that images of Jesus through the centuries vary, 
because such images have been characterized by each age of their history. 
Thus, in order to see what each age brings to its portrayal of Jesus we must 
set those images into their historical contexts. For each age, still according to 
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Pelikan, the life and teachings of Jesus represent an answer to the most 
fundamental questions of human existence and human destiny.573 This means 
that every Christology must be interpreted historically and contextually.       

Denise Lardner Carmody and John Tully Carmody have summarized 
their study of New Testament views of Jesus. In sum, in their view, Mark 
stresses the title ‘Son of Man,’ which names both the heavenly figure of 
Daniel 7:13-14 and the lowly humanity of an ordinary earthly person. Q, 
which is hypothesized by most New Testament scholars as one of the sources 
used by Mathew and Luke, sees Jesus as a powerful prophet whose rejection 
by his people fits the tradition of the sufferings of the classical prophets. 
Mathew shows Jesus as a great teacher in the footsteps of Moses, who fulfils 
Jewish prophecy and perfects the Torah. Jesus is also portrayed as the bringer 
of the Kingdom of God that God acted through him. In Jesus God fulfilled all 
His covenantal promises. Luke and Acts see Jesus as the key figure in a 
drama of salvation-history that will reach out to the end of the known world. 
Using the Gnostic language, the Johannine writings present Jesus as the 
bringer of the life of God to human beings. Jesus’ coming to bring divine life 
is also meant to bring forgiveness of man’s sins. Paul’s letters lay stress on the 
presence of the risen Christ in the churches, so that they pay virtually no 
heed to the historical Jesus. The writings of Paul’s disciples show Christ as 
the plērōma or the fullness of God that brought reconciliation of human 
beings to their loving Maker. The background of such a speculation seems to 
be the Wisdom theology of contemporary Jewish reflection. The letter to the 
Hebrews is concerned to display Jesus as the great high priest – superior to 
all Jewish priests – whose sacrifice has opened the holy of holies: atoned for 
sin and made possible great intimacy with God. Revelation presents Jesus as 
the possessor of all powers requisite for salvation, the one able to reward 
with heaven or punish with remission back to the realm of Satan. The 
Pastoral letters stress that Jesus is the Saviour who appeared to manifest 
God’s goodness and who will return to manifest it more fully still. First Peter 
presents Jesus as the suffering Christ as the example for beleaguered 
Christians.574 These various delineations of Jesus above show how diverse 
people’s understandings of him are, even in the era of New Testament itself.

Besides the various viewpoints of Jesus, which we see either within the 
churches of today or within the New Testament, we also find different 
viewpoints of Jesus outside Christianity and the Bible. In the Islamic context,
Christ is not an unknown figure. Through their Scripture – the Qur’ān, which 
in different verses mentions the name ‘Isa’ 25 times – the Muslims know 
him.575 The Qur’ān treats Jesus as a very important figure. It gives a greater 
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number of honourable titles to him than to any other figure in the past. Jesus 
is called a ‘sign’, a ‘mercy,’ a ‘witness,’ an ‘example,’ one who is upright, one 
who is eminent, and ‘one brought nigh unto God.’ It gives beautiful names 
and titles to Jesus, which have never been given to any other prophet. For 
instance, he has been called ‘Ibn-Maryam’ (Son of Mary), ‘Al-Masīh’ (the 
Messiah), ‘Abd’ (Servant), ‘Nabī’ (Prophet), ‘Rasūl’ (Apostle), ‘Kalimat Allah’ 
(Word of God), and ‘Rūh Allah’ (Spirit from God), Āyat (sign) and Rahmat 
(Mercy).576 Some Suras of the Qur’ān tell about Jesus’ teaching, works, and 
his ascension to heaven without having died on the cross.577  

Based on the witness of the Qur’ān, Muslims understand Jesus through 
their own way of thought. Their perspectives about Jesus are not separate 
from the Islamic teachings’ principles.578 According to its adherents, Islam 
teaches the oneness of God clearly and uncomplicatedly, free from 
anthropomorphism and mythology. God is unique. He has in His godhead 
no partner at all. He is one, both in His self and in His essence. Everything 
depends on no other reality but Him, for He is the Creator and Providence. 
He is the Almighty, omniscient, all-loving, most gracious, eternal, and most 
unlimited. ‘He begetteth not, nor is He begotten’ (QS Al-Ikhlās 112:1-4; QS 
Al-Nahl 16:36).

With their doctrine of tawhīd, it is hard for Muslims to understand the 
divinity of Jesus. They indeed acknowledge that Isa (Jesus) was born from 
the devout family of Imrān. His mother always kept her honour and chastity. 
God then breathed His Spirit into her body. QS Al-Tahrīm 66:12 reads, “And 
Mary the daughter of ‘Imrān, who guarded her chastity; and We breathed 
into (her body) of Our spirit; and she testified to the truth of the words of her 
Lord and of His revelations, and was one of the devout (servants).” Jesus 
indeed came from the Spirit of God; nevertheless, he was just a human being. 
Jesus the son of Mary was no more than an apostle, a messenger of God the 
Ruler of heavens and earth.579

In Muslim viewpoint, Isa had been determined by God to be a prophet 
for the Jews or the children of Israel, in order to teach them ‘the Scripture and 
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wisdom, and the Torah and the Gospel’ (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:48-49). He opposed 
all forms of religious formalism as practiced by the Pharisees and Sadducees. 
The heart of the religion he established is love of God and neighbour.580

However, Isa Al-Masīh was no more than a messenger of God, like other 
messengers before him, although he had special qualities. His mother was a 
woman of truth; nevertheless, they both were just human beings.581 Islam 
considers one who deifies Jesus an infidel, therefore, to call him ‘Lord’ is 
prohibited, because it is the sin of shirk.582

Apart from the existing difference in the interpretation of Jesus, in fact 
Islam and Christianity, as well as both the Qur’ān and the New Testament, 
revere him. Revering Jesus together and at the same time differing in opinion 
about him is really a paradox. In order to minimize the paradox, we try to 
propose a new understanding of Jesus as an experiment in inclusive 
theology. During the long common history of Islam and Christianity, many 
theologians and religious leaders have mentioned the close connections 
between the two religions, resulting in many similarities, as well as several 
differences. Most responsible figures on both sides have tended to emphasize 
the divergence rather than the overlapping and sharing between the two. 
This experiment in inclusive theological thinking wants to look for the other 
side: how far we can reach with a systematic effort to emphasize the common 
origin of Islam and Christianity. One specific method for inclusive thinking is 
the emphasis on internal differences within both great traditions, and thus a 
selective reading of both. We should also emphasize that we do no longer 
live in the time and the worldview of the early centuries of Christianity and 
Islam, no longer in the fourth to seventh centuries. Worldviews have 
changed and therefore perceptions of Jesus, which are closely linked to 
concepts that are derived from those worldviews, need reinterpretation.

The question is, ‘Is there no possibility of finding a common way of 
understanding him?’ We here try to find the answer by scrutinizing some 
titles applied to Jesus by both the Qur’ān and the New Testament, in the light 
of our analytical exegeses of the hymn of Christ in Colossians 1:15-20 and 
that of QS Maryam 19:16-40, and some related passages of the Bible and the 
Qur’ān.

Culmann, based on the field or domain of Jesus’ work, has in his book 
The Christology of the New Testament four categories for the Christological titles 
of Jesus used in the New Testament. The first are Jesus’ titles which refer to 
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his earthly work such as ‘Prophet,’ ‘Suffering Servant of God,’ and ‘High 
Priest.’583 The second are Jesus’ titles, which refer to his future work such as 
‘Messiah’ and ‘Son of Man.’584 The third are Jesus’ titles, which refer to his 
present work, namely ‘Lord’ and ‘Saviour,’585 and the last are Jesus’ titles, 
which refer to his pre-existence: ‘Word of God’ and ‘Son of God.’586

In my mind, those various titles of Jesus cannot be separated and cannot 
be fully used apart from one another, because they all are concerned with 
Jesus’ role or function before God and men. As part of the effort to develop 
doctrinal dialogue between Muslims and Christians in Indonesia, here we 
want to focus our attention especially on those of Jesus’ titles that are used 
both in the New Testament and in the Qur’ān, and Jesus’ title ‘Son of God’ in 
the New Testament, which becomes an obstacle for Muslims. Unlike 
Cullmann, in this regard - based on Jesus’ role or function, not based on the 
field of his work - we can group those titles into two categories: the honorific 
titles, such as ‘Word of God,’ ‘Spirit of God,’ and ’Son of God;’ and the 
ministerial titles, such as ‘Messiah,’ ‘Servant,’ ‘Prophet,’ and ‘Sign (āyat or 
eikōn) of God.’

Jesus’ ‘honorific titles’ are titles that are applied to him, especially with 
regard to his honoured position before God and men, although they are also 
concerned with his function and role, while his ‘ministerial titles’ are titles 
which are related particularly to his ministry, although they cannot be 
understood apart from his special position before God and men. Indeed, we 
cannot draw a strict dividing line between the two categories. This grouping 
is only intended to make the conversations easier, with a hope that it will 
lead us to a better understanding of Jesus. In fact, all of those titles are 
applied to him with regard to his role before God and men.  

1. Jesus’ honorific titles: Word, Spirit, and Son of God

Besides the great differences of interpretation between the Qur’ān and the 
New Testament about the person of Jesus, it is interesting that there are two 
beautiful names or designations that are never applied to other prophets but 
Jesus, namely ‘Word of God,’ and ‘Spirit of (from) God.’ Moreover, the New 
Testament also applies to Jesus the title ‘Son of God,’ which is not found in 
the Qur’ān. Indeed, the titles ‘Word of God’ and ‘Spirit of (from) God’ for 
Jesus are found in neither the hymn of Jesus in the epistle to the Colossians 
nor that of Sura Maryam, but eikōn (Col. 1:15) or āyat (QS Maryam 29:21). 
Nevertheless, it seems that their meanings are implicitly reflected in both 
hymns. We seek to know how the New Testament (especially in the light of 
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the hymn of Christ of Colossians) and the Qur’ān (particularly in the light of 
the hymn of Jesus in Sura Maryam) understand Jesus with those three titles.   

1.1. The Word of God

It can be assumed that the application of the title ‘Word of God’ to Jesus by 
both the New Testament and the Qur’ān is not separate from various 
concepts of the Logos that already existed. We see that the Logos (Word) 
concept with many different lines of interpretations was so widespread in 
ancient religious life. Cullmann notes:

This philosophical concept does have a vital place in the long and complicated 
history of Logos inasmuch as it did at least formally influence Jewish and pagan 
conceptions of a more or less personified Logos. Mythological motifs may indeed 
have had a stronger influence, but the philosophical Logos doctrine does remain 
one root of these later conceptions. This is especially true of Philo of Alexandria, 
whose discussions of the Logos occupy so much space in the commentaries on 
John.587

How far does the Logos concept have an effect on the development of 
Christological thought within history of Christianity, and how far does this 
concept implicate the application of the title ‘Word of God’ to Jesus in the 
Qur’ān? This question urges us to look at the development of that concept 
although just on the surface.

Root of Christian concept of incarnation

Christian faith is usually understood as the conviction that Jesus of Nazareth 
was the Son of God or God incarnate. People, therefore, sometimes consider 
Christianity as the ‘incarnation faith’; even regard both as synonymous.588

The word ‘incarnation’ is a technical term used by the early church to express 
its new understanding of Jesus as the ‘the Word, who became flesh and made 
his dwelling among us’ (Jn. 1:14) or ‘he, who appeared in a body’ (1 Tim. 
3:16).589 The central claim is that the true Logos of God became the true man in 
Jesus Christ. In the prologue to the gospel of John, Jesus Christ is presented 
as the Logos of God incarnate. Roger Haight states, compared with the hymn 
of Christ in Colossians we find analogous patterns of development from 
being with God, descent into the world, and ascent to God’s sphere.590

Considering some striking parallels between the Johannine Logos and the 
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thought of Philo, we may assume that such a Christology has a Jewish-
Hellenistic religious-philosophical concept as its background.

In John 1:1 we read, “In the beginning was the Word (Logos).” This is 
evidently meant to be a paraphrase of the opening words of the Book of 
Genesis, “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (NIV). 
That was, at any rate, how these two verses were read side by side by early 
the Christians. Verse 2 of the first chapter of the Gospel of John reads, “… 
and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was with God in 
the beginning” (NIV). Literally, here we see that at the dawn of creation the 
Word was. This Word appears to be distinct from God, because it was with 
God, but shares in character with God, because it was ‘God.’ The following 
verse (Jn. 1:3,) reads, “Through him all things were made; without him 
nothing was made that has been made” (NIV). This verse shows the function 
of the Word as the agent of creation (cf. Gen. 1:3; Ps. 33:6). He assumed the 
character of an independent subject and actor on earth.591

The Word of God made the world possible and intelligible. Jesus as the 
Word of God, Pelikan says, was revealing the way and will of God to the 
world. He was the agent of divine revelation, especially of revelation about 
the cosmos and its creation. 592 Dunn thinks that the Word is not a person 
distinct from God, but a metaphor for God’s reaching out to the world, which 
then such a personification was individualized or hypostatized.593 Haight 
sees that in many respects, the Logos performs the same functions as Sophia
(Wisdom). Even all the attributes of Wisdom were now applied to him. He is 
given a pre-existence as a cosmic figure, who mediated between God and 
creation, God and human existence. Therefore, Haight concludes that the 
Logos-Christology of John’s prologue is closely related to the Wisdom-
Christology. However, although the Logos-Christology in many respects 
continues with the Wisdom language, now it breaks out of the logic of the 
Wisdom language. If Wisdom language points to the presence and the power 
of God within Jesus, then the personified Wisdom is now hypostatized as 
Logos and assigned its own distinctive existence.594  

It cannot be denied that by the fourth century it had become evident that 
of all the various titles for Jesus adopted during the first generations after 
Jesus, none was to have more consequences for the development of the 
doctrine of the Holy Trinity than the title Logos (Word). By applying this title 
to Jesus, Pelikan says, “Christian philosophers of the fourth and fifth 
centuries were enabled to interpret him as the divine clue to the structure of 
reality (metaphysics) and, within metaphysics, to the riddle of being 
(ontology) – in a word – the Cosmic Christ.”595 Now the question is who ‘the 
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Logos’ or ‘the Word’ or ‘the Word of God’ really is? Is he really the pre-
existent Sophia-Logos? Does he function as the agent or instrument by which 
God acts? Seeking the answer to those questions, we have to try to trace some 
ideas of Logos or Word, which spread throughout the New Testament world.   

Hellenistic Logos

In the course of the Hellenistic period, the Greek word ‘logos’ was used in 
daily speaking with the sense of mere ‘word.’ However, the meaning then 
developed into ‘complete sentence’ or ‘logic for interpreting reality.’ 
Rhetorically, logos can also mean ‘well prepared speech.’ Stoic philosophy 
distinguishes three kinds of logos: logos spermatikos (seminal or germinal 
word), logos endiathetos (immanent word), and logos prophorikos (expressed 
word). Logos spermatikos is the ‘divine power’ or ‘divine reason’ that gives all 
things in the universe unity, relationship, order, and meaning. The sun and 
the moon rise and set with regularity; the planets move in their orbits; the 
seasons follow each other in regular sequence; those all happen because the 
logos runs right through the universe. The logos spermatikos is something like a 
‘world’s soul.’ Man’s highest good is to live in accordance with and by assent 
to this divine reason.596 Logos endiathetos is the ‘mind’ or ‘reason’ or the word 
remaining within a person that pointed to the thinking. It can also be said 
that logos endiathetos is the unexpressed thought, the thought within the 
mind. While logos prophorikos is the word going forth from a person, the 
thought expressed in speech, or the uttered thought.597  

Cullmann states that Heraclitus and Stoicism in the earliest period of 
Greek philosophy understood the Logos as the cosmic law that rules the 
universe and at the same time is present in the human intellect. It is thus an 
abstraction, something impersonal, not a hypostasis. Therefore, although 
they spoke of the Logos and could say that the Logos was ‘in the beginning,’ 
they meant something quite different from the Johannine Logos.598 Plato also 
used this concept, so that for Platonist, the idea of ‘Logos becoming flesh’ was 
quite unthinkable. This is, of course, not analogous to the late Jewish and 
Johannine understanding of the Logos. Nevertheless, the influence of this 
philosophical Logos concept (which is called Gnostic) on the Jewish 
conception of a more or less personified Logos cannot be ignored.599 For 
instance, this is evident from the fact that Philo’s use of the Logos concept is 
reminiscent of the gospel of John, and there may be affinities between Philo’s 
thought and ideas in the epistle to the Hebrew.600
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According to Browning, Philo was a contemporary of Jesus and Paul (20 
BCE - 50 CE), and he states further:

Though a prolific author in Alexandria, Philo shows no knowledge of 
Christianity. He was an apologist for Judaism in a rich Hellenistic culture and his 
aim was to combine a non-rabbinic Judaism, often using allegory, with Platonic 
philosophy.601

As one of the Jewish Hellenistic philosophers, he knew that the Stoics called 
Logos a god, and accordingly, he calls the Logos a ‘second god,’ but he 
sometimes uses the term of the one God in action. Of greater importance is 
the fact that the Stoic Logos was always tied to parts of creation, also called 
powers. Nevertheless, Philo does not introduce any angel in his writings. 
Forced by the biblical account of the ‘word,’ he translates it into ‘un-bodily 
soul’ and the like, and introduces the divine powers as among other things 
the creating and punishing powers, which are attributed to the ‘Being 
One.’602 Dunn notes that, when Philo speaks of the Logos as an intermediary 
between God and creation, between God and man, he simply means that it is 
through and in the Logos that God reaches out to His creation, and it is by 
responding to the Logos that man comes as near as he can to God. In using 
this metaphor, Philo has no thought of the Logos as a real being with 
particular functions distinct from God, so that his monotheism is 
unchallenged.603

In Gnosticism the Logos, which was also called nous, was a mythological 
intermediary being between God and man. He was not only creator of the 
world, but above all revealer of God’s will, and also redeemer of the world. 
Redemption comes from the heavenly world. The Logos is a figure, who was 
able to bridge the gap between the divine and the human realm, to bring the 
saving gnōsis (knowledge) to humanity that makes them able to free their 
souls from the worldly prison and to return to God the Pantokratōr, the 
Almighty. Therefore, he was not entirely a-historical, because he was a 
connection between the supernatural and the human world in history. 
Bultmann explains that the definite ‘knowledge’, the gnōsis, is to know of the 
heavenly origin of man’s self and to know of man’s world-foreignness, and 
the way of redemption out of this world. This knowledge gives the Gnostic, 
one in whom the spark of heavenly light is alive, consciousness of superiority 
to the world.

The Gnostic is the ‘spiritual man,’ the ‘pneumatikos.’ Once, the Highest 
God sent an enlightened person, the son, the image of the Most High, the 
Logos, to come down from the world of light to bring the gnōsis. He wakes the 
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sparks of light who have sunk into sleep or darkness, and reminds them of 
their heavenly home.604 As Bultmann says, the Gnostic Redeemer releases the 
pre-existent human selves out of the matter that trammels them, and then 
leads them to the world of light above.605 In the course of his saving act, the 
Redeemer, the Logos, temporarily became man, although not in the historical 
sense of a real incarnation, but only in a mythical and docetic sense.606 It is 
necessary to note that this pagan Logos conception more or less coloured, 
even was more characteristic of, later Judaism and early Christianity. 
Nevertheless, we cannot immediately say that the New Testament Logos
conception, especially that of the gospel of John, derived from the widely 
spread Logos idea of that time. Perhaps, it is more precise to say that the 
author of the Gospel of John has made use of some terminologies of Logos 
language for expressing his own understanding of Jesus. 

Jewish ‘Word of God’

Although the thought of ‘Word’ in later Judaism was influenced by the 
Hellenistic concept(s) of Logos that was so widespread in ancient religious 
life, basically the Jews did not have the usage of the term ‘Logos’ like that of 
the Hellenistic thought. As Cullman suggests, we must distinguish between 
the expression of Logos in the genuine Old Testament form and that of the 
later Judaism form. In the Old Testament the term ‘Word’ was conceived in 
its original sense as the ‘Word of God’ (dabar Yahweh), which then developed 
into the conception of a divine hypostasis. In later Judaism the concept of 
Logos, on the other hand, was influenced by pagan conceptions. However, 
both have a common denominator in the concept of revelation, i.e. the ‘Word 
of God’ through which God revealed His presence and will.607

There are important Jewish usages of the designation ‘Word of God’ that 
form part of the background to the way the New Testament uses the term. 
Some passages of the Old Testament describe the ‘Word of God’ as having 
powerful effects, even though it may not yet be personified. With regard to 
the creation story, it is said that everything happens because of the ‘Word’, 
which God speaks. Psalms 33:6 reads, “By the word of the Lord were the 
heavens made” (NIV). This verse is reminiscent of the creation story of the 
heavens and the earth in the first chapter of Genesis, in which we find that 
every creative self-revelation of God to the world happens through His word. 
Thus, it is as if the ‘Word’ functions as the mediator of God’s self-
revelation.608  
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With regard to the salvation work of God, Isaiah 55:11 reads “So is my 
word that goes out from my mouth: It will not return to me empty, but will 
accomplish what I desire and achieve the purpose to which I sent it” (NIV). It 
is clear that in this instance the personified ‘Word of God’ is made use of a 
metaphor for depicting God’s working or God’s reaching out the world in 
order to save it in its entirety. Thus, we find in this verse the ‘Word of God’ is 
none other than God Himself.

Logos Christology

In the prologue of the gospel of John, the term ‘Word,’ a designation of a 
divine figure, which the author does not use again in the entire gospel, is 
mentioned four times (three times in 1:1, and once in 1:14). Pannenberg 
suggests that the concept of divine Logos in the Johannine prologue is 
probably to be understood within the context of the hypostatized wisdom 
and the anthropos speculation of Judaism, as they are found similarly 
combined with the Logos concept of Philo, rather than from the perspective of 
a pre-Christian Gnostic redeemer myth that is entirely too hypothetical.609

Pannenberg’s opinion is parallel to that of Leon Morris who states that many 
find in Philo an important part of the background of John’s use of the term 
‘Logos.’ Philo made extensive use of the term Logos in his combination of Old 
Testament thought and Greek philosophy.610 He synthesized the Platonic and 
Stoic worldviews with Jewish monotheism.611 Dunn, on the other side, thinks 
that the strongest influence on the Johannine concept of Logos comes from the 
previous sixty years of Christian thought on that subject. He explains that 
from the earliest New Testament writings the ‘word’ is thought of as the 
gospel, the message about Christ. In the next stage, early Christianity 
understands Jesus as the one in whom God’s predetermined plan of salvation 
came to fulfilment. Eventually, Jesus himself is identified as the ‘Word of 
God’ or ‘God incarnate.’612

Who is the ‘Word’ of the gospel of John? John 1:1 reads, “In the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 
God.” Unlike the Logos concept of Philo, the Johannine Logos is not an 
intermediary thing between God and the world, but he himself is God (Jn. 
1:1c); but just like the Logos of Philo, the Johannine Logos also has 
cosmological and soteriological functions. “All things were made by him; 
and without him was not any thing made that was made. In him was life; 
and the life was the light of men” (Jn. 1:3-4, KJV). The Logos functions as a 
mediator of the creation of the world and as a redeemer of human beings 
through revelation. However, it is also said that the Logos is with God. Thus, 
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even though he was God, at the first glance the prologue of the gospel of 
John also gives the impression that the Logos is another being next to God. 

Most Christians tend to conclude thoughtlessly that ‘the Word’ of John 
1:1 is directly pointing to Jesus. Such an opinion results in some forcefully 
important aspects of later Christology: the divinity of Jesus, his pre-existence, 
his role in creation, his function as redeemer, and his position in the Trinity. 
Among those items, two basic thoughts that are almost beyond dispute are 
about the pre-existence of the Logos and his becoming flesh. The first shows 
that the Logos was not a created being, it is even said with emphasis that 
everything that came to be, came to be through the Logos (Jn. 1:3). The second 
demonstrates that the Logos became flesh (Jn. 1:14), not merely entered into or 
appeared as, but really became flesh, really incarnated.613 Morris gives his 
comment on this verse:

This is a strong statement of the Incarnation. ‘The Word’ is that being who has 
been described as ‘God’ (v.1). ‘Became’ means more than ‘showed himself in’ or 
‘appeared as’; the aorist tense means action at a point of time. Thus, John is not 
referring to some timeless manifestation but to a definite happening at a definite 
time.614

Such a conclusion leads to the thought of the twofold nature of Jesus: 
divine and human, which constitutes ‘the foundation datum of all later 
Christological development.’615 This issue dominated Christological struggle 
among theologians during the patristic period until the council of Chalcedon 
(431), and eventually formed the principle of the establishment of the 
church’s teaching of orthodoxy. It can be said that later the orthodox 
Christology of the church does not shift too far from the mainstream 
Christology of the Church Fathers. It conceived the ‘Word’ as a ‘person’ or 
‘nature’ distinguishable from the Father; that the ‘Word’ is the unique nature, 
which mediates between God and creation; but he is not himself a creature, 
being derived from the Father’s being. As the Father is unoriginate or self-
existent, the Son is unoriginate too. The Son is co-eternal with the Father, 
since God can never have been without His Word, His Wisdom, His Power, 
and His Image.616

However, if we consider the designations ‘Word’ of John’s prologue 
carefully, it seems that only one of those titles really and directly points to 
Jesus, i.e. ‘the Word became flesh’ (Jn. 1:14). It is only with the fourteenth 
verse that the Gospel of John begins to speak of the personal Logos. Prior to v. 
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14, John is in the same realm as pre-Christian talk of Wisdom and Logos, the 
same language of the Wisdom tradition and Philo, where they are dealing 
with personifications rather than persons, personified actions of God rather 
than an individual divine being as such.617 I go with Dunn in saying that the 
term ‘Word’ is a metaphor for God’s reaching out to the world, which is then 
individualized as a divine being next to God (the Father).618 In other words, 
the ‘Word’ points to God Himself, Who is in action. This God reveals His will 
and actualizes His work through the person Christ, who is called ‘the Word 
became flesh.’ Bultmann states that for the author of the gospel of John, 
unlike in Gnosticism, the incarnation of the Son of God or the Word’s 
becoming flesh is not a cosmic event, but appears in history as a definite 
human being: Jesus of Nazareth.619 Thus, the title ‘the Word became flesh’ 
has no intention to explain an actual fact that God really changed into man in 
the person of Jesus, but it is just a ‘language,’ a manner to express faith 
instilling that God was acting, and revealing Himself and His will through 
the real man Jesus. It can be said that the phrasal title ‘the Word became 
flesh’ is a metaphorical expression intended to show the role of the man Jesus 
as the Revealer of God and His will, and, with regard to God’s plan to save 
the world, the Saviour and Redeemer, who performed God’s saving work. 

Colossians’ Wisdom-Logos

It is indeed true, in the hymn of Christ in Colossians 1:15-20 we find no title 
Logos or ‘Word of God’ applied to Jesus. Nevertheless, there is in early 
Christianity parallel usage of the designations ‘Word’ and ‘Wisdom’ for 
Jesus. This Colossians hymn can be explained against the background of 
Wisdom speculation. The cosmic implications of Christ’s work as Saviour 
and Redeemer, find support in the statement that ‘in him all things were 
created, in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or 
dominations or principalities or authorities’ (Col. 1:16).620 Colossians 1:15 
calls Jesus the ‘image of the invisible God.’ This recalls Wisdom of Solomon 
7:26, which speaks of Wisdom as ‘a reflection of eternal light, a spotless 
mirror of the working of God, and an image of His goodness.’ The expression 
used in this hymn appealed to the earliest Christians because it had been so 
much used of the figure of heavenly Wisdom. It is almost undoubted that the 
author of the hymn of Colossians 1:15-20 made use of a pre-Christian hymn 
that had received a Christian editing before him.621

Dunn has summed up the point of the hymn briefly. As Philo speaks of 
the divine Logos, his favourite image,622 this hymn depicts Jesus as the image 
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of God. Through him, the invisible God has made Himself visible. Although 
we find in this hymn no word ‘Wisdom’, it is obvious that the writer of the 
epistle to the Colossians applied the attributes of Wisdom to Jesus. Like 
Wisdom, Jesus is called ‘the first born of all creation’ (v. 15). God created all 
things by him, through whom the universe was brought to completion. He is 
before all things, and holds all things together.623 Dunn then concludes that 
this hymn comes from Philo’s idea of creation, in which Philo speaks of the 
originating role of Logos (‘by whom’) and his instrumental role (‘through 
whom’) in the creating activity of God. Thus, it is clear that Paul was 
attributing to Christ the role previously attributed to divine Wisdom. In other 
words, Paul was identifying Christ with Wisdom, even as Wisdom.624

Furthermore, we read in the Wisdom-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20, that 
‘For God was pleased to have all His fullness dwell in him.’ The English 
word ‘fullness’ translates the Greek word plērōma. Although in Hermetic 
writings plērōma is used of God in the context of pantheistic immanence,625

undoubtedly, in this verse it is intended to express the Wisdom idea of God’s 
completeness. In the light of the Wisdom idea, it seems that ‘fullness’ is 
reminiscent of God’s spirit, which in creation covered the earth (Wd. 1:6-7). 
This verse also calls to our mind God’s choice of His dwelling place told in 
the Hebrew Scriptures. Psalm 67:17, for instance, identifies Zion as the 
mountain on which God is pleased to dwell, symbolizing the presence of 
God amidst His people. Now the fullness of God was pleased to dwell in 
Christ. It means that God in His completeness manifested Himself in (or 
through) Christ. In Christ God was made known to us. Jesus, therefore, said, 
‘Anyone who has seen me has seen the Father’ (Jn. 14:9).

To speak of the ‘Word’ in any way is analogous to the use of the term 
‘Wisdom’ in early Christian texts.626 Comparing Psalm 33:6 with Proverb 3:19 
we find an almost similar function between the ‘Word’ and the ‘Wisdom’ in 
creation. The first reads, ‘By the Word of the Lord were the heavens made’ 
(KJV), while the latter reads, ‘The Lord by Wisdom hath founded the earth’ 
(KJV). In Colossians 1:16 (where in the previous verse Jesus is called the 
‘eikōn’ of God), both functions are combined and applied to the person of 
Jesus, ‘By him were all things created, that are in heaven, and that are in 
earth… all things were created by him.’ Thus, we could think that although 
in this hymn we find no title ‘Word’ for Jesus, it actually speaks of the same 
role as that of the ‘Word.’ 

Indeed, in our modern world the terms Logos (Word), Sophia (Wisdom), 
and eikōn (image) are not used any more as philosophical and cultural 
explanations. To comprehend those terms properly, we should remember 
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that the main principle of interpretation is to know the complex tradition to 
which their use actually belongs.627 Every period has its own way of 
representing Jesus; therefore, without knowing the contextual background of 
the usage of those terms in the Bible, perhaps they do not make sense for our 
today’s world. However, from our contextual analysis on those terms, we 
have found the essential intention of the hymns of Jesus in the New 
Testament. Through the hymns, the authors intend to demonstrate Jesus’ role 
as the revealer of God Allah. Through his very life, his words, and his 
ministry, Jesus revealed God’s reality and will, so that men can know Him. 
Therefore, the praises for Jesus are actually the praises and adorations for 
God Himself. God, Who has revealed Himself through Jesus, is praised as the 
Creator, Providence, and Sustainer of the universe, and the Saviour of 
humankind and of the entire world.

Qur’ānic ‘Word from God’

There are two Qur’ānic terms for ‘word’: kalimat and kalām, but there is no 
clear difference of meaning between the two. To begin our tracking to know 
the intention of Jesus’ title as ‘a Word from God’ in the Qur’ān, it is 
interesting to take note of what Austin states:

The equivalent of the Qur’ān in Christianity is Christ himself as the Living Word 
of God. If Christ is the Word made flesh, the Qur’ān is the Word made book. 
Accordingly, the medium through whom the Word is given to men is, in the case 
of Islam, Muhammad, and in the case of Christianity, Mary. Both receive the 
Word from Gabriel, to whose command both submit as servants of God, and 
from both the Word is uttered in human form, from the mouth of the Prophet as 
human sounds, and from the womb of Mary as human substance.628

For Muslims, as for Christians, the Word of God is eternal, even as God is 
eternal. The Word is an eternal attribute of God, which had no beginning and 
never ceases to be. God’s revelation as the activity of the speaking God had 
no beginning but has existed from all eternity. Literally, ‘Word of God’ is 
divine verbal utterance that bridges the gap between God’s transcendence 
and the created world.629 It is through His word that God acts, creating and 
sustaining the universe and revealing His will.

However, if one should refer to the Word of God among Muslims, they 
would naturally think of the Qur’ān630 as direct revelation from God.631 The 
Qur’ān is declared to be the eternal and uncreated word of God.632 It is said 

                                                
627 Edward Schillebeeckx, Jesus: An Experiment of Christology (New York: Fount Paperbacks, 1983), p. 
487.
628 Austin, “The Prophet of Islam,” in Gauhar (ed.), The Challenge of Islam, p. 73.
629 Matthias Radscheit, “Word of God,” in McAuliffe (ed.), Encyclopaedia of the Qur’an, Vol. V, p. 541. 
630 Harahap and Nasution (eds.), Ensiklopedi Aqidah Islam, p. 212.
631 Steenbrink, De Jezusversen in de Koran, p. 174.
632 Sweetman, Islam and Christian Theology, Vol. II, Part I, pp. 117, 130.



in Islamic doctrine that the Qur’ān revealed to Muhammad was dictated 
from the eternal hypostasis of the Word of God preserved in lauh al-mahfūz
(Preserved Tablet) that is in heaven.633 ‘Bal huwa Qur’ān majīdun fi lauh 
mahfūzh,’ ‘Assuredly this is a Majestic Qur’ān (inscribed) in a Preserved 
Tablet’ (QS Al-Burūj 85:21-22). This transcendent Word is mysteriously one 
and manifested in words and letters. The Qur’ān is an embodiment of eternal 
decrees. Muslims believe that the Word of God, which reached men through 
Muhammad, is pure divine language, free of human admixtures, and 
preserved in its original form.634 The main point here is the principle that the 
word is the vehicle of revelation.635

Besides the Qur’ān, generally Muslims know that Jesus is also called ‘a 
(the) Word of God’ (kalam Allāh) in the Qur’ān (e.g. QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:45; QS Al-
Nisā 4:171). However, what Islam knows about Jesus is not in fact 
Christology but theology. Muslims understand Jesus as a (the) Word of 
(from) God. He ‘was given the Spirit, not to be a manifestation of God and 
His mystery, but to be at His service and declare His unalterable will, the 
goal of which is the total submission of human beings to the divine will, the 
object of the prophecy that culminates in the Qur’ān.’636

The principal text on Jesus and Mary is Sura Maryam 19:16-40, which 
contains the accounts of the annunciation, Christmas, the return of Mary and 
her child to their people, and the response of the child Jesus to criticisms 
addressed to his mother.637 We, however, do not find in this Sura any 
application of Jesus’ title as ‘a Word of (from) God.’ However, as we have 
discussed in the fourth chapter, Shihab explains that the phrase qaul al-haq in 
QS Maryam 19:34 does not only mean a statement of truth, but also the word of 
the Most Righteous, because al-haq (the Most Righteous) is one of Allah’s 
names. The word qaul has the same meaning with kalimat, as mentioned in 
QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:45 and QS An-Nisā 4:171, where Jesus is called kalimatuhū
(‘His Word,’ meaning ‘the Word of God’).638

In order to get a rather complete image of the Qur’ān’s account of the 
person of Jesus, we should compare this passage to QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:42-55 and 
QS Al-Nisā 4:171. In the Sura Āl ‘Imrān, Jesus is called ‘a Word from 
God/Him’ (kalimatin minallah/kalimatin minhu, QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:39, 45), which 
means ‘a word of God’, but in Sura Al-Nisā he is called ‘His Word’ or ‘His 
speech’ (kalimatuhu, QS Al-Nisā 4:171), meaning ‘the/a Word (speech) of 
God’ (QS Al-Nisā 4:171).639 Although the designation ‘a Word from 
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God/Him’ or ‘His Word’ is used several times, unfortunately, we find no 
adequate explanation of it in the Qur’ān. The miracle of the virgin birth itself
(QS Maryam 19:16-26, and QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:42-47) is compared to an act of 
creation. The Qur’ān explains the miracle of Jesus’ birth as being analogous 
to the creation of Adam.640 Both were created by God’s command ‘Be.’ When 
God commands something to be, it is (cf. QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:47, 59). Hence, 
Muslims’ standard explanation of Jesus’ title ‘a Word of God’ or ‘a Speech of 
God’ is by the idea that he was created by a word of God. Jesus was called 
kalimatuhu, for he came into being by God’s word, kun fa yakun, ‘Be,’ and he 
was. There are eight verses of the Qur’ān, which unambiguously state that 
God creates by means of the imperative ‘Kun’, ‘Be’ (QS Al-Baqarah 2:117; QS 
Āl ‘Imrān 3:47, 59; QS Al-An’ām 6:73; QS Maryam 19:35, 40; QS Yā Sīn 36:82; 
QS Ghāfir 40:68). This expression emphasizes God’s omnipotence, and 
suggests that God’s decree is certainly realized.641

The designation ‘a Word from God’ or ‘the Word of God’ has often been 
explained as a reference to the creative imperative ‘Be.’ Nevertheless, upon 
thinking about the fact that this attribute applied to both the Qur’ān and 
Jesus, it can be supposed that there should be a certain role or function of the 
Qur’ān, which can also be applied to Jesus. If the Qur’ān as ‘the word of God’ 
functions as the vehicle of the revelation of God’s will, then Jesus as ‘Word of 
(from) God’ should function likewise. Even more, Jesus was not only a 
vehicle of God’s revelation, but more than that, he was himself the revealer of 
God. It is consistent with the idea that God speaks to humankind, which is 
central to the Qur’ān. Radscheit thinks that in respect to Jesus, ‘Word of God’ 
(kalimat) in the Qur’ān has simply the connotation of a ‘promise’ made by 
God.642 Again, whatever meaning is given to this designation, it cannot be 
denied that ‘Word of God’ connotes a revelatory function of the addressee.          

1.2. The Spirit of God

Spirit-Christology

In the annunciation in the Gospel of Luke, we read, “The Holy Spirit will 
come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you. So 
the holy one to be born will be called the Son of God” (NIV, Lk. 1:35). It is 
said that Mary’s pregnancy was caused by the power of the Holy Spirit. 
Exegetical tradition on Luke 1:35 equates ‘the Holy Spirit’ and ‘the power of 
the Most High,’ which was to come upon Mary, not with the third person of 
the Trinity, but with Jesus. Jesus is understood as the pre-existing Spirit of 
God or the Word, who incarnated Himself in Mary’s womb.643 Combined 
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with John’s theological statement of Jesus that he is the ‘Word became flesh’ 
(Jn. 1:14), the classical Christological scheme of the church is then: Jesus, the 
Son of God is pre-existent, and the one Christ is at once human and divine, 
flesh and spirit. This is in line with Ignatian Christology, which emphasizes 
both the oneness of Christ and the reality of His twofold mode of existence, 
that Jesus is composed of flesh and of spirit, generate and ingenerate, from 
Mary and from God.644 In other words, in the historical Christ, the pre-
existent Son of God, who is divine Spirit, united himself with human nature.

In Matthew, we do not find the annunciation as in the gospel of Luke. 
There it is only said that Mary was pregnant because of the Holy Spirit before 
she was married to Joseph. To Joseph the Lord’s angel said, “Joseph son of 
David, do not be afraid to take Mary home as your wife, because what is 
conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit” (Mt. 1:20). Although with a different 
way of telling, we find the same story as that of Luke, that Mary conceived 
Jesus through an act of the Holy Spirit. Indeed, we find in the New 
Testament no explicit statement of Jesus as the Spirit of God. However, it 
cannot be denied that his miraculous conception and birth involves God, 
Who presents and reveals Himself in the form of Holy Spirit, Who is called 
by Luke ‘the power of the Most High.’ From this witness, we can at least 
conclude that Jesus’ birth, even Jesus himself, is one of God’s manifestations 
or revelations.

All four Gospels consistently portray Jesus as one who only began his 
ministry after the Spirit descended upon him, when he was baptized (Mk. 
1:10; Mt. 3:16; Lk. 3:22; Jn. 1:32f.). His ministry was empowered by the Holy 
Spirit, so that his contemporaries experienced his words and deeds as 
manifestations of divine power.645 Jesus was also resurrected by the power of 
the Spirit. Pre-Christian Judaism understood the Holy Spirit as one way of 
describing God’s self-manifestation in power.646 In his analysis of the ‘Spirit,’ 
Bultmann comes to a conclusion that the variation in terminology, whether 
‘Holy Spirit,’ or simply ‘Spirit,’ or ‘Spirit of God,’ does not imply variation in 
the content of meaning. ‘Spirit’ does not mean mind in contrast to body or in 
contrast to nature as in the Greek-Platonic and the idealistic sense, but the 
miraculous divine power that stands in absolute contrast to all that is 
human.647 A.M. Hunter calls the Holy Spirit the ‘Divine Dynamic’. It is God’s 
gracious power operating on and in humanity.648

It seems that Jesus himself had self-consciousness of divine 
commissioning behind his preaching and of divine power in his ministry of 
healing. Therefore he said, ‘But if I cast out devils by the Spirit of God, then 
the Kingdom of God is come unto you’ (KJV, Mt. 12:28; cf. Lk. 11:20). This 
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means that Jesus realized that he was empowered by the Spirit of God. Dunn 
thinks that Jesus thought of himself as one in whom the prophecy ‘The Spirit 
of the Lord God is upon me; because the Lord hath anointed me to preach 
good things unto the meek; he hath sent me to bind up the broken-hearted; to 
proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to them that 
are bound’ (KJV, Isa. 61:1-2) was being fulfilled.649

Although it is said in the hymn of Jesus in Colossians 1:15-20 that Jesus 
was ‘the first born over all creation,’ this hymn does not tell the process of 
Jesus’ birth at all, and we also find in this hymn no expression about the 
Spirit of God that is connected to the story of Jesus’ birth. The essence of the 
hymn is to praise Jesus’ role within the series of God’s salvation work. Of 
course, it is difficult to find a direct link between the hymn and the idea of 
the Spirit of God as one of the persons of the Trinity such as in the Trinitarian 
doctrine, or as the power of the Most High, which has been the cause of Jesus 
birth. Even if there is any linkage between them, it is only the background 
idea that Jesus is God’s revealer; that the whole life of Jesus, since his birth 
and until his resurrection, is revealing God’s will and work; and that through 
him God has made Himself known to humankind.

Repeatedly Christ exhibited an extraordinary knowledge, which Calvin 
thinks was due to his divinity. Nevertheless, Calvin attributes this special 
knowledge not only to Christ’s divinity, but also to his divine spirit, or to the 
Holy Spirit (1 Co. 2:11). The source of Christ’s extraordinary knowledge is the 
divine Spirit, or his Spirit, by which, he was able to penetrate and discern the 
bottom of the human heart.650 Calvin’s view is not apart from his ‘Spirit-
Christology’ that lays stress on the role of the Holy Spirit in the incarnation. 
He even thinks that the Son is never effectively active in creation and 
redemption without the Spirit.651

How should we understand Christ’s relation to Holy Spirit? I think, in 
order to find an adequate answer of this question, it had better for us to 
depart from our understanding of Holy Spirit. In my mind, the view of pre-
Christian Judaism of Holy Spirit and that of Bultmann and that of Hunter are 
not in contradiction to one another. On one side, we can understand the Holy 
Spirit as God’s self-manifestation in power. On the other side, therefore, we 
can also understand Him as ‘Divine Power’ or ‘Divine Dynamic.’ In such a 
sense, we may understand Jesus’ extraordinary knowledge as resulting from 
the Divine Dynamic or Divine Power, who empowered him.

We can compare it to the saying of the Gospel of John 4:24, ‘God is Spirit, 
and His worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth.’ This may mean that 
God the Father is the same as God the Holy Spirit, or that God’s being is 
Spirit, in the sense that His being is in contrast to the physical and material 
being. Considering its context, however, the latter seems to fit best. Jesus told 
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the woman, ‘Yet a time is coming and has now come when the true 
worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth’ (Jn. 4:23). God is 
Spirit; therefore, we must worship Him in spirit and in truth, with all our 
soul and heart, not by physical sacrifices or formalistic rites (cf. Ro. 12:1).

However, there is still a problem. How should we understand the 
Filioque that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father ‘and from the Son’? 
Usually, the idea of Filioque is based on John 16:7 and 13 that read:

7. But I tell you the truth: It is for your good that I am going away. Unless I go 
away, the Counsellor (paraklētos) will not come to you; but if I go, I will send 
him to you.

13. But when He, the Spirit of truth, comes, He will guide you into all truth. He 
will not speak of His own; He will speak only what He hears, and He will 
tell you what is yet to come.

It is not too much to say that descriptions of the Spirit-Paraclete in John 
have raised the question of the nature or reality of the Spirit itself.652 Calvin 
thought that Filioque does not mean a subordination or devaluation of the 
Spirit to the Son, but we have to understand it from the viewpoint that the 
Son is never effectively active without the Spirit.653 Observing closely the 
Spirit of the fourth Gospel, we may see two different spectrums of opinions. 
On the one hand, if we understand the Spirit along with ‘wisdom’ and ’word’ 
of God, we can conclude that the ‘Spirit’ is a way of speaking of God’s 
activity or the manifestation of divine activity and power. Ruach in Hebrew 
or pneuma in Greek is analogous with God’s power, wisdom or breath. To 
speak of the Spirit means to speak of the presence of God, because the ‘Spirit’ 
connotes the manifestation of God’s activity.

On the other hand, however, the Spirit is often conceived as a personal 
divine being distinct from God the Father.654 Reading John 14:16-17, 26; 15:26; 
and 16:7, 13, in which the Gospel calls the Spirit Paraclete, we have the 
impression that the Spirit is something like an angel summoned by God to 
carry out particular divine purposes in the world.655 According to John 4:26, 
the Paraclete has a task to facilitate and determine the memory of 
‘everything’, that Jesus taught his disciples.656 From the viewpoint of 
Trinitarian-Christological interpretation, the Spirit is understood as ‘the 
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presence of Jesus when Jesus is absent’657 or ‘Jesus replacement and substitute 
for his presence.’658

Muslims interpret those verses as Jesus’ prophecy of the coming of 
Muhammad. They assume that the ‘Counsellor’ or ‘Comforter’ or ‘Advocate’ 
was Muhammad. The Greek word translated ‘Comforter’ or ’Advocate’ is 
Paraclete or Parakletos. It is used in the Gospel for the Holy Spirit and for Jesus 
himself once in the epistles (1 Jn. 2:1). This word, however, is sometimes 
replaced with periklutos, meaning ‘celebrated’ or ‘praised’ that is also the 
meaning of the Arabic word Ahmad or Muhammad. Muslim commentators, 
therefore, usually assume that Jesus has prophesied the coming of 
Muhammad by name in the gospel (see QS Al-Saff 61:6). Tradition (hadīth) 
recorded that Muhammad had several names such as Ahmad and al-Amīn. 
However, it is not sure that Ahmad was the Prophet’s name.659

In my mind, John 14:26, 15:26, and 16:7 speak neither about the Trinity of 
God, nor about the coming of Muhammad. We may agree with Günter 
Bornkamm’s observation that all the Evangelists wish consciously to place 
their readers back in the time of Jesus. They appeal to the readers that the 
deeds of God must be not only remembered and handed on, but also be 
commemorated.660 By the teaching of the Paraclete, which represents and 
corresponds to the teaching of Jesus himself, the readers are bound up with 
Jesus as their Lord and Teacher.  These verses should be understood simply 
as an encouragement by the Evangelist (which is put on the lips of Jesus) for 
the disciples (believers) after Jesus left them. Even though Jesus was not with 
them after the Easter, the Evangelist ensured that God, Who Himself is Spirit, 
will always be with them.661 Jesus’ saying ‘I will send him to you’ does not 
indicate the subordination of the Spirit to Jesus, so that Jesus has the right to 
summon him, but it is better understood as a guarantee that God, through 
His Spirit will accompany Jesus’ disciples (the believers), and never leave 
them as orphans (Jn. 14:18).  

Qur’ānic account

The Qur’ān also speaks of the Spirit of God or the Holy Spirit. This occurs 
frequently in connection with Jesus. Sometimes Jesus himself is called ‘a
Spirit of God’ or ‘a Spirit proceeding from God.’ Christians must not confuse 
it and speak of Jesus as ‘the spirit of God.’
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“O People of the Book! Commit no excesses in your religion: Nor say of God 
aught but the truth. Christ Jesus the son of Mary was (no more than) an apostle of 
God, and His Word, which He bestowed on Mary, and a Spirit proceeding from 
Him: so believe in God and His apostle.” (QS Al-Nisā 4:171).

We see that in this verse Jesus is not only called ‘an apostle of God’ and ‘His 
word,’ but also ‘a Spirit proceeding from Him.’ Although without the definite 
article ‘the,’ this designation is clearly attributed to the person of Jesus. ‘A 
Spirit proceeding from God’ may point to the miraculous birth of Jesus that 
happened by the power of God, without the intervention of a father. 
However, that designation can also refer to the divine will assigned to him 
that must be conveyed to the people of God. Therefore, by addressing Jesus 
as ‘a Spirit proceeding from God,’ we can suppose that the Qur’ān wants to 
tell us that Jesus was a messenger of God sent to reveal His will. It also tells 
that he himself was the performer of God’s will. In this regard, the focus was 
the will and thought of God, while Jesus was the realizer of the will of God. 
The people of God, therefore, were called to believe in him. 

Elsewhere in the Qur’ān, however, the ‘Spirit’ or ‘Holy Spirit’ does not 
point to Jesus. He is described as a separate mode, a divine mode or entity, 
also understood as an angel, with whom Jesus was strengthened. In this case, 
the Spirit is bestowed upon Jesus in connection with his role to reveal God’s 
signs given to the people of Israel. In QS Al-Baqarah 2:87 we read, ‘We gave 
Moses the Book, and we have followed him with later messengers and we 
gave Jesus, the son of Mary, clear signs, and strengthened him with the Holy 
Spirit’ [cf. v. 253, ‘Those apostles We endowed with gifts, some above others. 
To one of them God spoke, others He raised to degrees (of honour); to Jesus 
the Son of Mary We gave clear (Signs), and strengthened him with the holy 
spirit’].

By the Holy Spirit, it seems that what is meant here is the power of God 
Almighty. In order to perform the task as God’s revealer and messenger, 
Jesus was prepared with divine help and power. In that way, it is natural if 
his acts and words reflect the presence of God Himself among His people. He 
acted with the power of God and in the name of God. He, therefore, could 
perform various miracles (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:49). What he performed were signs 
of God Who was working through him. That Jesus is the only messenger 
mentioned explicitly in the Qur’ān as one who was strengthened with the 
Holy Spirit; it shows that through him God revealed Himself and His will in 
its fullness. Nevertheless, it does not necessarily mean that he was a Divine 
Being next to God, but he was a revealer of God,662 through whom God was 
pleased to make Himself known to humankind. In the limited sense, as a 
messenger of God Jesus was indeed sent primarily to the people of Israel (QS 
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Āl ‘Imrān 3:48-51),663 but in the broader sense, the words of God he conveyed 
are also applicable for all humankind.

In the Qur’ān, Gabriel is also signified as ‘the Spirit.’ In QS Maryam 
19:17, he is designated as ‘Our Spirit’ who was sent to Maryam, and 
identified in QS Al-Nahl 16:102 with the Holy Spirit.664 QS Al-Shu’arā 26:193-
195 declares that Gabriel is the ‘faithful Spirit.’ Those expressions have no 
intention to say that Gabriel is a Divine Being, or that he is a power 
proceeding from God, but that the Spirit of God works through Gabriel with 
regard to God’s word or the revelation he has to deliver to humankind. In 
other words, what is emphasized here is the role of Gabriel as God’s angel or 
God’s revealer who was sent to convey His word. 

From those applications, the important thing is the function of the Spirit. 
The Spirit of God is often classified in reference to inspiration, where it is 
related to the function of the prophet (e.g. QS Al-Nahl 16:2; QS Ghāfir 40:15; 
and especially QS Al-Shūrā 42:52, “And thus We have inspired thee with a 
spirit, from Our command; thou didst not know what the Book was nor the 
faith: but We made it a light whereby We guide whom We will of Our 
servants”).665 Spirit of God is an agent of revelation, who brings divine 
communications to human beings, especially to the prophets, and supports 
them in carrying out their prophetic task.666 There are indeed diverse 
interpretations among Muslims concerning the Spirit,667 but the most 
conceivable is the idea that Spirit is ‘the power of God’ or ‘God’s self 
revelation’ manifested in many ways to humankind, especially through His 
angels, prophets, and messengers.

The power of the Most High

We see both in the New Testament and in the Qur’ān, the Spirit, the Holy 
Spirit, or the Spirit of God is not another Divine Being next to God, but 
simply one way of describing divine power as God’s self-manifestation, as if, 
the Holy Spirit is a representation of the presence of God, Who speaks and 
acts through His prophets and messengers. Therefore, conversation about 
Holy Spirit is usually concerned with the revelation of God’s self and will 
that are given to humankind. Therefore, it is not wrong if in this sense the 
Holy Spirit is also called ‘the power of the Most High.’ Seemingly, in this 
instance, both the New Testament and the Qur’ān are not in contradiction to 
one another.668
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1.3. The Son of God

Many theologians only consider Jesus’ title as the ‘Son of God’ as relating 
solely to the problem of the two natures of Christ. ‘Son of God’ is regarded as 
referring to his divine nature, while ‘Son of Man’ refers to his human nature. 
For Christianity, ‘the Son of God’ had only one referent – Jesus Christ.669 Up 
to the present, mainstream Christianity maintains the doctrine of the Trinity, 
which holds that Christ is the unchangeable Son of God, who assumed 
human nature in his incarnation, so that he became the God-man, possessing 
all the essential qualities of both the human and the divine natures.670 He 
really became one of the members of human race by being born of Mary.671

Louis Berkhof states that Christ is called ‘the Son of God’672 because he is the 
second person of the Trinity, and therefore himself God (Mt. 11:27), but also 
because he is appointed as Messiah (Mt. 24:36), and because he owes his birth 
to the supernatural activity of the Holy Spirit (Lk. 1:35).673 In his incarnation, 
the Son of God became flesh by assuming human nature. His wonderful birth 
was due to the supernatural influence of the Holy Spirit, who also kept the 
human nature of Christ free from the pollution of sin from its very inception. 
He had not brought his humanity from heaven.674

For Christian tradition, following the Nicene Creed (325), Jesus is ‘the 
Son of God, begotten from the Father, only-begotten, that is, from the 
substance of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true 
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God, begotten not made, of one substance with the Father…’675 The Son is 
eternally begotten of the Father. Kelly notes that this creed supplies two 
important statements that Jesus as the begotten is ‘out of the Father’s 
substance’ (ek tēs ousias tou patros), and that he is ‘of the same substance as the 
Father’ (homoousion tōi patri).676 The Father generated the essence of the Son, 
so that the essence of both the Father and the Son is the same.677 That is why 
the church claims that its Christ is Jesus, who is really the Son of God, man 
and God at once. The official statement of the early church (Nicaea 325) 
mentioned that the Second Person of the divine Trinity had assumed human 
nature, but it does not mean that God turned into a man or a man turned into 
God. In order to clarify this conviction, the early church then developed a 
doctrine of the two natures of Jesus, divine and human, which were 
combined unmixedly and inseparably in one person (Chalcedon 451).678 It is 
even said that in the one Divine Being there are three subsistences or persons, 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit.679

With regard to the problem of Christology, Abraham van de Beek states 
that he favours an Alexandrian anhypostatic Christology: the Christology of 
Athanasius and Cyril, which centres on the idea that God himself has the face 
of the crucified. God himself participates in our suffering.680 He asserts that 
true Christians acknowledge Jesus Christ as coming in the flesh. Jesus is 
really God incarnate; he is not the ideal of the true human who far exceeds 
concrete fleshly reality, but God himself who came in the flesh.681 God reveals 
Himself as a person who appears in our life.682 When we speak of God, we 
speak of the One who came into our life.683 We know no other God that is 
revealed to us through the Son. Thus, ‘God’ is only known through Jesus 
Christ, whom the Scripture proclaimed. According to Van de Beek, 
Christianity has confessed from the very beginning that God encounters us in 
Jesus, in such a way that we see in Jesus who God actually is. After having 
spoken in many ways and at many times through the prophets, in these last 
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days God has spoken to us by the Son, who is the imprint, the character of his 
being (Heb. 1:1-2). The earliest Christology is high Christology, which 
stresses the divinity of Christ. High Christology is also called Christology 
from above that is developed in the perspective of God’s coming to the 
world. A pre-existent person comes from heaven and becomes a human 
among the humans.684 Thus, for Van de Beek, Jesus, the Son of God, is the 
Divine Being, is God himself who assumed human flesh. 

Van de Beek cites what Cyril stated, ‘True redemption is only achieved if 
Godself becomes human, not by accepting one individual human person, but 
by truly taking on humanity itself.’685 Cyril’s main point is that God himself 
presents in Christ and that he is completely one with human existence.686 He 
maintains the unimpaired divine person of Jesus, who assumed human flesh. 
The flesh of Jesus Christ is the flesh of the Logos, who is able to suffer. God 
himself was born from Mary. Jesus is, therefore, the personal presence of 
God. In speaking about God, Cyril does not begin by defining the concept of 
‘nature’ as thoroughly, but by speaking of the specific and concrete Jesus 
Christ of the Scripture. He does not divide the Words of Lord into two 
hypostases or persons, because Christ is the one and only, not binary. Christ 
is one nature, who carries the divine and the human in one being. Christ is 
‘the one incarnate nature of the Word itself.’687

Besides some ‘high Christology’ theologians, there is also Hendrikus 
Berkhof, who has a different concept of Christology. He proposes an idea of 
Christology for modern people’s way of thinking. He grounds his 
Christology on his understanding of God. He explains that God has entered 
into a relationship with humankind, so that there is an encounter between 
God and man, in which God takes the initiative; but it unfolds itself into a 
real, two-sided covenant.688

He says further that the early church had a Greek way of thinking, that 
is, a static way of thinking, while today our way of thinking is primarily 
‘functional.’ The early church transformed the covenantal language of the 
Bible as ‘Messiah,’ ‘Servant of God,’ ‘Son of God,’ and ‘Son of Man,’ into the 
ontological language of Hellenism, ‘two natures in one person.’ When the 
Biblical encounter thinking was transformed into an ontological way of 
thinking, two natures came to oppose one another in Jesus. Much was lost, 
and this ontological language of the Councils of Nicaea and Chalcedon is no 
instrument anymore for the personal faith of modern functionally-thinking 
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man. Biblical language is closer to modern thought, for the centre of the 
Biblical and modern thinking is relation rather than substance.

Berkhof’s Christology begins from below, from the historical Jesus. He 
stresses that the title ‘Son of God’ was not exclusive. Sonship was a concept 
from the history of salvation. Jesus as the ‘Son of God’ is not merely a vertical 
incident in the history of Israel and of humankind. The King of Israel was the 
‘Son of God.’ This title is taken from the covenantal relationship of mutual 
love and obedience. Jesus’ sonship is also situated in this covenant tradition. 
Jesus is the obedient, and therefore, beloved covenant partner.689 God 
Himself had to provide the true man, the faithful covenant partner. Jesus is 
the ‘from above new beginning.’ He fulfils the sonship. Between Father and 
Son, there is not only a covenantal relation, but also a relation of origin. There 
is a new covenantal relationship based on a unique relationship of origin. In 
this sense, Jesus is the Son, the ‘only begotten Son.’690    

What does the New Testament say of him? Does the New Testament, by 
applying the title ‘Son of God’ to Jesus, think of him as God? It cannot be 
denied that the title ‘Son of God’ in the New Testament points to the majesty 
of Jesus. We, however, should keep in mind that ‘Son of God’ was not such 
an exclusive title in the thinking of the time.691 Jesus himself did not claim 
overtly to be ‘Son of God’ in any unique sense, but he called God ‘Abba’ in an 
unusual way, which pointed to God’s call to which he had responded in full 
obedience, and therefore we may speak of his unique sense of sonship.692 We 
must not conclude recklessly that the first Christians or Jesus himself 
intended to use the ‘Son of God’ designation to say something about the 
divine substance of the Son as that of the Father. The more important 
meaning of that title is to refer to Jesus’ obedience to God and to his special 
and unique relationship with the Father.

Pannenberg states, “This title was originally used after Jesus’ resurrection 
for the one who was to come again in Messianic Lordship. It was then used 
also for the present, hidden Lordship in heaven, and finally also for the 
earthly activity of Jesus in connection with the baptismal tradition, and even 
for the entirety of his earthly life from birth onward.”693 The ‘Son of God’ of 
the voice at Jesus’ transfiguration (Mk. 9:7) was applied by the primitive 
church to the risen Christ. Bultmann explains that the meaning of the title 
‘Son of God’ can be traced back neither to Jesus himself, nor to the first 
Palestinian church, but to Hellenistic Christianity, which accepted the general 
meaning of this concept in a Hellenistic environment.694

Nevertheless, we cannot ignore the fact that the New Testament has a 
Hellenistic-Judaic world as its background. Therefore, it would be better for 
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us to review the concept of ‘Son of God’ for an instant, both in Hellenism and 
in Judaism. In Hellenism, anyone believed to possess some kind of divine 
power, for instance a miracle worker, was called ‘Son of God.’ In the mystery 
religions, the initiate can become a ‘Son of God.’695 Besides those usages, this 
title was used also of legendary heroes, rulers, and famous philosophers.696

Used in this sense, the title ‘Son of God’ was quite common. It seems that this 
Hellenistic concept, which rooted deeply in polytheistic thought, is hard to 
transfer into a monotheistic framework.697 Thus the question arises, in what 
sense does the New Testament apply the title ‘Son of God’ to Jesus?  

Indeed, we find this expression in the Old Testament. Nevertheless, its 
usage is not reference to any divine being next to Yahweh, the God of Israel. 
As Cullmann states, in the Old Testament the title ‘Son of God’ is used in 
three ways: applied to the whole people of Israel (e.g. Ex. 4:22; Isa. 1:2; 30:1; 
Jer. 3:22; Hos. 11:1), to their kings (e.g. 2 Sa. 7:14; Ps. 2:7; 89:26), and to 
persons with a special commission from God (e.g. Gen. 6:2; Job 1:6; 2:1; 
38:7).698 There is no evidence that this title is applied to the Messiah. 
Nevertheless, in Cullmann’s words, ‘it is difficult to assume that this royal 
attribute should not occasionally have been transferred also to the Messiah,’ 
because Jewish expectation of the Messiah was closely related to the idea of 
the king. Cullmann says further, ‘a clear indication of this is the fact that the 
royal psalms were related to the Messiah. The New Testament identification 
of Messiah with Son of God could also point in this direction.’ He concludes 
that the Old Testament and Jewish concept of the Son of God is especially 
characterized by the idea of election to participation in divine work and by 
the idea of strict obedience to the God who elects.699

However, we must bear in mind that in the Palestinian milieu sonship 
denotes not a metaphysical quality but rather a historical call and 
obedience.700 We may follow Burridge and Gould in saying that the four 
gospels and the letters of Paul (who wrote a large part of the rest of the New 
Testament) put Jesus at their centre.701 That, however, does not mean that 
those writings equate Jesus with God. Paul is reticent to use, and almost 
never uses the word ‘God’ in relation to Jesus, but his favourite word is
‘Lord’ (he uses it about 250 times in his letters, while the phrase ‘the Son of 
God’ he uses about seventeen times). We only have two passages where Paul 
describes Christ as God, namely 2 Thessalonians 1:12 and Colossians 2:2. 
However, generally, he seems to talk about God as Father and Jesus as Lord. 
Paul clearly exalts Jesus to a high status, but somehow still seems to 
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distinguish God as being separate from Jesus.702 He sees Jesus as the Son of 
God, whom God sends, as all prophecies foretold in Hebrew Scriptures about 
God sending Wisdom. However, Burridge and Gould state further that 
unlike the Greeks’ philosophical thought that is very ontological, very 
interested in being and wanting to know what something is, Paul thinks of 
Jesus in a much more functional way, focusing on Jesus’ function as God’s 
revelation and the performer of God’s will.703

Indeed, in Colossians 1:15-20 we find no explicit expression of the ‘Son of 
God’ designation for Jesus, but ‘the image of the invisible God.’ Considering 
his roles mentioned in verses 16-20, we see the same function as that of the 
‘Wisdom,’ who reveals God’s presence, performs God’s will, and does God’s 
work. If, as Paul sees it, Jesus as the ‘Son of God’ fulfilled all prophecies 
foretold in Hebrew Scriptures about God sending Wisdom, then he was none 
other than Wisdom itself. Thus, even though this passage does not directly 
speak of Jesus’ sonship, there is no different understanding of him between 
Colossians and the other epistles of Paul that Jesus is the Son of God.      

In his brief survey of Qur’ānic texts concerning Jesus, Anton Wessels 
concludes that in some respects the Qur’ān’s criticism of Christian ideas 
coincides with Jewish objections. Jews, too, opposed the identification of 
Jesus with God, the practice of calling him ‘Son of God’ and speaking of the 
‘Trinity.’ In rejecting the idea of Jesus as ‘Son of God,’ the Qur’ān rejects the 
idea of ‘carnal’ descent. God cannot have children – neither son nor daughter 
– because he could not have taken a wife (QS Al-An’ām 6:101; QS Al-Jinn 
72:2-3). From the beginning of Muhammad’s public actions in Mecca, such a 
polytheistic idea was rejected, “God has not begotten, and has not been 
begotten” (QS Al-Ikhlās 112:3).704 Indeed, Jesus is held in high regard by the 
Muslim tradition, and is seen as a great prophet second in importance only to 
Muhammad himself. Nevertheless, he is never called Son of God, but 
designated as Isa ibn Maryam (Jesus the son of Mary). Contrary to Christian 
orthodoxy, Muslims believe that Jesus was not the Son of God, and was not 
part of the Trinity, which is seen as a contradiction of the oneness of God.705

In this instance, there are two things denied by Muslims: Jesus’ divinity 
and his sonship of God. Of the first, the Qur’ān acknowledges that Jesus was 
born from Mary without the intervention of a father, in order to become a 
sign (āyat) for the omnipotence of God.706 Mary was indeed chosen by God 
for that purpose (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:42). She always kept her chastity, and her 
pregnancy was not a result of man’s intervention, but because God breathed 
His Spirit into her body. Nevertheless, it does not mean that Jesus was the 
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Son of God, that he was of the same essence of God as the Father, and that 
Mary was the mother of God. Hasbullah Bakry states that the doctrine of the 
Trinity is the result of the recklessness of Christians in interpreting the Law 
(Torah) and the gospel at will. They, therefore, fall into the category of 
infidels who commit the sin of shirk, the greatest sin of associating that which 
is not God in the worship and honour due to God alone,707 that is 
unforgivable.708 Based on the witness of the Qur’ān to Jesus, Muslims 
conclude that: (1) Jesus confesses that there is only one God, and that he 
himself knows nothing about the Trinity (QS Al-Mā’idah 5:72); (2) Jesus 
never claims himself to be God or Son of God, on the contrary he shows that 
God is the only one (QS Al-Mā’idah 5:72; 116); (3) Jesus states of himself that 
he is a mere messenger of God, and it is God Who made him a prophet (QS 
Maryam 19:30).709

With regard to the Muslim denial of the divinity of Jesus, we may look 
into the contradictory statements of Jesus about himself, such as we read in 
John 14:9-11; 17:21 and John 12:49-50. The former states that Jesus and His
Father are one, whereas the latter asserts that Jesus is only a messenger of the 
Father. He has not spoken of himself, but the Father, Who sent him, gave him 
a commandment about what he should say and speak. How should we 
understand these contradictory statements? In my mind, these passages are 
not contradicting each other. When Jesus said that he and God the Father are 
one, he had no intention to speak of the persons of the Trinity, but to say that 
what he said and did were not different from the word and work of the 
Father. This is in line with his function as God’s revealer, who did not speak 
something of himself, but speak of what God commanded him to say.710   

The second is about Jesus’ sonship. For Muslims, it is odd and quite 
impossible that God should have a son. To think of God’s having a son is to 
deny His perfection. The Qur’ān flatly refuses the thought that Jesus was the 
Son of God in any literal sense (read, for instance, QS Al-Baqarah 2:116; QS 
Maryam 19:35). According to the usage of the title ‘Son of God’ in the Old 
Testament, it is obvious that any devout man has the right to be called a Son 
of God, and this designation does not connote one’s divine nature. Muslims 
are, therefore, of the opinion that there is no reason to confer the title ‘Son of 
God’ exclusively upon Jesus. Even if Jesus was called the Son of God, it 
should be understood metaphorically.711 Muslims would not regard that 
designation as infidelity if it were positioned culturally and historically, not 
genealogically. Even the term of address ‘Father’ for God, should not be 
understood literally, but figuratively, as a metaphor of the close relationship 
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between Jesus and God. Nevertheless, some Muslim Sufis such as Ibn ‘Arabi 
and Al-Hallaj are of the opinion that there is divine essence (lāhūt) within the 
human self. In the person of Jesus, the divine character (lāhūt) has been active 
since he was still in the womb, and it was guarded by God until his death.712

After all, we see that there is still a different understanding between Muslims 
and Christians about Jesus’ title ‘Son of God’, which is hard to be bridged. If 
Christians continue to maintain that Jesus is the ‘Son of God’ in a physical, 
non-metaphorical way, then Muslims will certainly not make sense out of 
that title. However, the chance will be open if the title is understood 
metaphorically as a manner to delineate Jesus’ devoutness and his special 
relationship with God. Besides, the more important thing to be stressed is 
Jesus’ role or function within the whole plan and work of God for 
humankind and the entire world. 

In spite of the remaining differences, it will be clear that Hendrikus 
Berkhof’s Christology comes closer to the views shared by some Muslim 
scholars than the Christology of Louis Berkhof or Abraham van de Beek. 
Their Christological thoughts are based on the conviction that Jesus is called 
the ‘Son of God’ because he is the second person of the Trinity, and therefore 
himself God (Mt. 11:27), because he is appointed Messiah (Mt. 24:36), and 
because he owes his birth to the supernatural activity of the Holy Spirit (Lk. 
1:35).713

1.4. Critical notes

Of the titles of Jesus that we call honorific titles, there are some critical notes. 
The first is about Jesus’ title as the ‘Word’ of God. As we have said, based on 
the prologue of the fourth Gospel, Christians generally relate the ‘Word’ or 
‘Logos’ directly with Jesus, as if this prologue justifies the idea that Jesus is 
divine, that he is the second person of the Trinity. However, if we observe 
carefully, the only expression that directly points to Jesus is, ‘the Word 
became flesh,’ as said in John 1:14. Seemingly, it would have been better to 
understand the Logos or Word as a metaphor of God Who always works 
actively from the very beginning. Now the same God has revealed His word, 
His will and salvation work through the person of Jesus, so that Jesus is 
called the ‘Word became flesh.’ Therefore, it is sensible to speak about his 
function as God’s revealer or a performer of the will and work, especially the 
salvation work of God.

While for Muslims, the ‘Word’ of (from) God is naturally thought of as 
the Qur’ān, which is ascribed to the heavenly Qur’ān inscribed in lauh al-
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mahfūz (Preserved Tablet)714 that is an embodiment of God’s eternal decrees.
In some verses of the Qur’ān, Jesus is also called a ‘Word of God,’ but 
without explanation of its meaning. We, however, can suppose that as well as 
the Qur’ān functions as a vehicle of God’s revelation, Jesus as a ‘Word of 
(from) God’ should function likewise. Of various titles applied to Jesus in the 
Qur’ān, we see that basically they have the same function, that Jesus’ title 
‘Word’ of God in the Qur’ān connotes a revelatory role, in the sense that 
Jesus was a revealer of the word of God. Actually, in this regard there is no 
principle difference of view between Muslims and Christians concerning 
Jesus’ role.

The second is about Jesus’ designation as ‘Spirit of God.’ The New 
Testament never calls Jesus the ‘Spirit of God.’ It is only said in the story of 
Jesus’ birth that the Holy Spirit will come upon Mary, so that she will bear a 
son who will be called the Son of God (Lk. 1:35). When Jesus was baptized, 
God also poured the Holy Spirit upon him. It is the same Spirit, Who 
empowered and strengthened Jesus when he began his ministry (Mk. 1:10; 
Mt. 3:16; Lk. 3:22; Jn. 1:32f.), Who resurrected Jesus from the dead (Ro. 8:11), 
Whom Jesus promised to his disciples as the Counsellor who would guide 
them into all truth (Jn. 16:7, 13). As we have seen, in the Qur’ān there are 
various usages of the term ‘Spirit’ or ‘Holy Spirit.’ Jesus is called ‘a Spirit 
proceeding from God.’ Elsewhere in the Qur’ān, the Holy Spirit is used to 
describe the divine mode with which Jesus and his mother and other 
prophets are strengthened. In addition, elsewhere the angel Gabriel is also 
called the ‘Spirit’ God sent to Mary. From these various usages, we can 
conclude that the ‘Spirit’ or the ‘Holy Spirit’ or the ‘Spirit of God’ is the agent 
of revelation or ‘the power of God’ or ‘God’s self revelation’ manifested in 
many ways to mankind, who brings divine communications, especially to the 
prophets, and supports them in carrying out their prophetic task.715 We see 
that there is diversity among Christians about the meaning of Spirit and so 
among Muslims, some considering it as a single entity or even person – an 
angel, or other being – or as a divine power that is not really separated from 
God. Both ideas occur both in the Christian and in the Muslim traditions.  

Third, if the title Son of God is placed within the context of its usage with 
regard to Jesus’ unique relationship with God, some Muslim scholars 
theoretically may not have objections to the use of that title, provided it is 
given the metaphorical, non-physical meaning, not denoting a twofold God 
but a monotheistic Christology. Practically, however, it is still difficult for 
most Muslims to use that title for Jesus. Moreover, Muslims will have 
problems with Dunn’s interpretation of Jesus’ own awareness of sonship. 
Dunn concludes among other things that Jesus’ abba prayer was a 
characteristic and distinctive feature of his praying for it expresses a 
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profound sense of and a confidence in his relationship with God as his 
Father. This sense of sonship must have been crucial, even central to Jesus’ 
own self-understanding, and the source of the immediacy of authority with 
which he proclaimed the kingdom of God.716 We have to realize that the text 
of the Qur’ān is so outspoken in its verdict about Jesus (or any human being) 
being seen as a son of God. Some verses of the Qur’ān plainly state that Jesus 
was only human, and that regarding him as a divine Son of God is really a 
shirk (e.g. QS Al-Nisā 4:171; Al-Mā’idah 5:17, 72). Therefore, to start 
Christian-Muslim conversation about this term too soon perhaps will not be 
fruitful. 

2. Jesus’ ministerial titles: Messiah, Servant, Prophet, and Sign of God

In order to understand Jesus better, which approach should we take up? 
Without falling into the pitfall of the opposition of an ontological and a 
functional approach, in my opinion it will be profitable if we focus our 
attention to Jesus’ significance and importance for humanity of today. This 
may be in harmony with Oscar Cullmann’s statement that the New 
Testament hardly ever speaks of the person of Christ without at the same 
time speaking of his work. When it is asked in the New Testament, ‘Who is 
Christ?,’ this question never means exclusively or even primarily ‘What is his 
nature?,’ but first of all, ‘What is his function?’. Therefore, the various titles 
(such as Logos, Son of God, image of God, etc.) given in the New Testament 
as the answers to that question visualize both Christ’s person and his work.717

Here Cullmann lays his stress on the functional character of the New 
Testament Christology, and of both Testaments of the Bible, as telling about 
the action of God in the world.

Such a simple question as ‘Who was Jesus’ often entangles one in abstract 
definitions of identity, in confusion between being and doing, role and 
relationship.718 However, keeping in mind that speaking of Jesus is hardly 
possible without at the same time speaking of his work, we may understand 
the question in connection with the role or function and work of Jesus for the 
benefit of humanity. It means that we have to discover Jesus’ significance for 
human life. In exploring ways to hold dialogues with other faiths, especially 
with Islam, speaking of Jesus’ roles or functions is more useful and fruitful 
than arguing about his divinity, which constitutes an obstacle for the Islamic 
doctrine of the tawhīd (the oneness of God). Considering the Muslim 
environment as the context of the Indonesian churches, it would be better for 
us to highlight Jesus’ significance for human beings than to insist upon his 
divinity. By focusing our attention on Jesus’ roles or functions (from the 
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Christian viewpoint: in the whole plan and work of God), there is a hope that 
we will be able to understand the deepest meaning of Jesus’ presence. 

In the third chapter, we have taken up the question how the Christ-hymn 
of Colossians 1:15-20 identifies Jesus as Wisdom or Wisdom of God, and how 
all the attributes of Wisdom are applied to him. In the same manner as 
Wisdom, Jesus is understood as God’s communication to human beings, 
especially to the people of Israel. As the manifestation of the Wisdom of God, 
Jesus is also known as God’s revelation, who communicated God’s will to 
humankind. He also performed God’s salvific work for the world. Of course, 
the faith in God’s saving act through Jesus Christ is not grounded on the 
historical Jesus according to the scientific studies of historians, but on the 
proclaimed Christ of the apostolic witnesses. That faith is awakened by the 
proclamation of the New Testament witnesses.719 In this regard, the emphasis 
is on neither the history of Jesus nor his divinity, but his role as the presenter 
of God’s communication to human beings. In understanding the person of 
Jesus, the earliest community did not lay stress on his divinity, but on their 
belief in his role as the fullest and the most perfect revelation of God for 
humankind.

In the fourth chapter, we have studied how Sura Maryam tells about 
Jesus. Among other things, this Sura states explicitly that Jesus the son of 
Mary was a messenger and prophet of God sent to confirm the Torah as 
guidance and instruction for the righteous, and to proclaim the Gospel God 
gave to him as guidance and light. Jesus himself confirmed his function and 
position. Besides, he was also determined by God to be a sign (Arabic: āyat) 
for humankind. Here we see, as in the New Testament, some titles that were 
given to Jesus in connection with his roles or functions, and implicitly his 
position before God and humanity. Although Jesus’ confirmation of himself 
can also be interpreted as a self-acknowledgment that he was only, and 
basically, human (in opposition to both Arabian polytheism of that time and 
the belief in the divinity of Jesus), at first the intention was not explaining his 
nature, but telling his roles and functions.     

What did Jesus do? Learning from the New Testament’s account about 
Jesus, it is no exaggeration to say, as Dunn does, that the early Christians 
expressed their interpretation of Jesus’ roles or functions and works in 
various titles applied to him. Moreover, as we have already said, such a way 
to understand Jesus also occurs in the Qur’ān. Besides some explicit 
statements of the Qur’ān about the person of Jesus, titles that are attributed to 
him also reflect more or less its comprehension of his roles or functions and 
works. Therefore, in order to understand who Jesus was, in the sense of his 
ministerial significance, it is better for us to pay special attention to the titles 
attributed to him that we find either in the New Testament or in the Qur’ān. 
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We shall try to understand them under the illumination of the Christ-hymn 
of the epistle to the Colossians and the Jesus-hymn of Sura Maryam. In this 
section, we may focus our attention on some ministerial names or titles given 
to Jesus either by the New Testament or by the Qur’ān, i.e. Messiah (Masīh), 
Servant (‘Abd), Prophet (Nabī), and Sign (āyat) of God.         

2.1. Messiah

Neither the Christ-hymn of Colossians nor that of Sura Maryam mentions 
Jesus’ title ‘Messiah’ explicitly. Nevertheless, we find that both the New 
Testament and the Qur’ān apply this title to Jesus. The Gospels portray Jesus 
as the Christ. Originally, ‘Jesus’ had been his given name, meaning ‘Yahweh 
saves’ or ‘Yahweh will save’ (Mt. 1:21), while ‘Christ’ was the Greek 
translation of the title ‘Messiah.’720 Some passages of the New Testament still 
use ‘Christ’ as a title (e.g. Lk. 24:26; 2 Jn. 7), but it is evident from Paul’s 
usages that the title became simply a proper name very early.721 According to 
Dunn no longer was it necessary for Paul to argue the case that Jesus was 
indeed Israel’s long-awaited Davidic Messiah.722 Even among the first 
Christians, the title ‘Messiah’ no longer functioned as a claim to be argued 
but simply as a fact to be assumed.723 Within a few years after the beginning 
of the Christian movement, Jesus, Christ, Jesus Christ, or Christ Jesus could 
be used almost interchangeably, as the textual variants in the New Testament 
indicate. Some modern theologians often distinguish them for the sake of 
drawing a line between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith, but some 
others still use ‘Christ’ as a proper name of Jesus.

The Greek word ‘Christ’ translates the Hebrew term ‘Mashiach’ and its 
anglicized form is ‘Messiah’, with the root meaning of ‘one who has been 
anointed.’ The Hebrew term ‘Mashiach’ derives from the verb ‘mashah’ that 
means ‘to anoint’ or ‘to smear with oil.’ Although ancient Israel anointed 
both prophets and priests, the term is primarily reserved for the anointing of 
a king. Within the context of ancient Israel’s strongly theocentric worldview, 
the king was regarded as someone who was appointed by God. Anointing 
was thus, as McGrath says, a public sign of having been chosen by God for 
the task of kingship.724

                                                
720Jesus has also been called “Masih” in the Qur’ān and the Hadiths (sayings) of the prophet Muhammad. 

The following Qur’ānic verse uses this name, whilst giving Mary the glad tidings of Jesus’ pending 
immaculate conception: “Behold! The angels said, ‘O Mary! Allah gives you glad tidings of a WORD 
from Him, his name will be Masih Isa, son of Mary given honour in this world and in the hereafter and 
will be amongst those who are close to Allah (QS Āli ‘Imrān 3:45). This verse mentions both the names 
Isa and Masih as well as Jesus’ filial appelation  which is Ibn-Maryam. 

721“Jesus Christ,” in Philip W. Goetz (Editor-in-Chief), The New Encyclopaedia Britannica, Vol. 22,
Macropaedia, Knowledge in Depth (Chicago: Encyclopaedia Britannica, 15th Edition, 1985), p. 370.

722 James D.G. Dunn, The Theology of Paul the Apostle (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Company, 1998), p. 197.

723 Dunn, Jesus Remembered, p. 617.
724Alister E. McGrath, Christian Theology: An Introduction, 2nd Edition (Cambridge: Blackwell Publishers 



In ancient Israel, priests (Ex. 28:41; 40:15; Nu. 3:3), prophets (1 Ki. 19:16), 
and kings (1 Sa. 9:16; 16:3; 2 Sa. 12:7) were anointed with oil, and so 
consecrated to their respective offices. The title ‘anointed one’ was also used 
sometimes of non-Israelite figures, e.g. Cyrus (Isa. 45:1), sometimes of the 
altar as in Exodus 29:26. However, most frequently it refers to the king of 
Israel as the anointed man of God. It also suggests election, that the king was 
chosen, elected by God, and therefore honoured. It could scarcely be 
otherwise given that it referred to a political leader, for in its early stages, 
Israel sought only a visible and powerful ruler, who would reign here and 
now. However, the entire evidence of the later Judaism points to a Messiah 
not only as a king, but also as an eschatological king, a ruler who will spring 
up from the branch of David and appear at the end of time.725 We may agree 
with Dunn in saying that the royal Messiah would be a powerful ruler 
executing justice for all, restoring the Davidic line and destroying the 
enemies of Israel.726

Sawyer states that at the heart of the biblical messianism is the idea that 
God intervenes in history by sending a saviour to deliver His people from 
suffering and injustice. This messianic hope crystallized into several models. 
The first is a king like David who will conquer the powers of evil by force of 
arms, establish a reign of justice and peace, and rule over a renewed people 
of God. The second is a priestly Messiah, son of Aaron, who would arise 
alongside the Davidic Messiah to save Israel. The third model is a prophet, 
anointed to ‘bring good news to the oppressed.’ The fourth is a divinely 
appointed saviour who should suffer. It has its roots in numerous Psalms 
attributed to David (e.g. Ps. 22; 55; 88) and the traditional picture of the Book 
of Moses and the Prophets as one who was rejected and persecuted by the 
people (Ex. 16:2; 17:2-4; Jer. 11:18-19; 20:7-10; Mt. 23:37). The idea that his 
suffering or self-sacrifice is in itself saving (cf. Ex. 32:32; Isa. 53:5, 10, 12) is 
given unique emphasis in the Christian messianism (e.g. Ro. 5:6-8; Ga. 3:13; 
Ac. 8:32; 1 Pe. 2:24-25).727   

The first Christians understood the cross and Jesus’ resurrection as the 
saving act of God. They expressed their conviction by ascribing to Jesus titles 
of majesty, such as ‘Messiah,’ ‘Lord,’ and ‘Son of God.’728 From the very 
beginning, the primitive community explicitly regarded Jesus, the 
resurrected one, as the ‘anointed one’, the Messiah, the fulfilment of Jewish 
Messianic expectation. We read an ancient-sounding formulation at the end 
of Peter’s address on the day of Pentecost, “Therefore let all Israel be assured 
of this: God has made this Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ” 
(Ac. 2:36). Appropriating the confession of the primitive community, Paul 
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states, “Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures” (1 Co. 15:3). The 
fourth Gospel pictures Jesus dramatically. It clearly recognizes Jesus as the 
Messiah and openly admits his role from the earliest part of his public 
ministry. When Jesus talked with a Samaritan woman outside the city of 
Sychar, the woman said to him, “I know that Messiah is coming. When he 
comes, he will explain everything to us.” Then Jesus declared, “I who speak 
to you am he” (Jn. 4:25-26). The author of the letter to the Colossians clearly 
acknowledges that Jesus is the Christ. That is evident from the fact that 
almost throughout the letter Jesus is called by the name ‘Christ.’

In Acts 2:36 we read that God has made the crucified one the Messiah. It 
is clear that for the early believers, the already present Messiah, who was 
active in the presence of God, was none other than the man Jesus who died 
on the cross in accordance with the Scriptures (e.g. Lk. 24:26; Ac. 4:27-28; 
10:38-39), but whom God appointed Messiah, especially by means of the 
resurrection.729 Acts 4:27 describes Jesus, the anointed one, as God’s holy 
servant (cf. Ac. 3:13, 26; 4:30). This can be understood, because the nascent 
community used the title Messiah in its primary meaning to denote Jesus’ 
commission by God. The designation ‘Messiah’ identifies primarily the 
sending of the earthly man Jesus as the obedient servant of God, and not so 
much the office of the resurrected one. Jesus’ servanthood is reminiscent of 
‘the suffering servant’ in the later Isaiah (Isa. 42, 50, 52, and 53). Borrowing 
Cragg’s words we may say that Jesus’ suffering love commends and transacts 
the very love of God, so that, the whole ministry, teaching and travail of 
Jesus can be identified as Messiah.730  

These fragmentary expressions show clearly that the early Christian 
community confessed the resurrected Jesus as the present Messiah, whose 
appearance in glory they awaited. Of course, it was not in the politicized 
form that was associated with Zealot or other strongly nationalist circles. 
From all the New Testament evidence we will have a sound conclusion that 
Jesus saw in his ministry the fulfilment of the deepest expectations of the 
people Israel, and that he agreed that this was so when his disciples finally 
voiced this conclusion.731 However, while Jesus’ career evoked messianic 
hopes among his followers and fears among his enemies, he was reluctant to 
assert any overt messianic claim. The self-designation he uses is ‘Son of Man,’ 
a title of sovereignty which stems from Jewish apocalypticism and means not 
a normal human being but, rather, the mythical figure of the Judge of all the 
world, who will come on the clouds of heaven at the end of the days (Dan. 
7:13 ff.).732 It occurs only on the lips of Jesus himself in the context where 
Jesus spoke of his ministry, fate, and final vindication.733
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The hymn of Christ in Colossians 1:15-20 which we have studied does 
not mention explicitly Jesus’ title ‘Messiah.’ However, it can be supposed that 
the glorification of Jesus’ pre-eminence over all creation in this hymn cannot 
be set apart from the faith in him as the expected Messiah. When early 
Christianity as a Christ-centred new movement was still in process of 
defining itself, developing, and establishing its identity, Christology might 
have been a uniting factor for it. The author of the epistle tried to 
demonstrate the pre-eminence of Jesus by giving some interpretative 
additions to the hymn. He identified Christ as the head of the body, the 
church (Col. 1:18). Christ’s headship of the church was associated with God’s 
reign over all His creation. Besides that, the author also affirmed that the 
reconciliation of the whole cosmos to God was obtained through the death of 
Christ (Col. 1:20). Not only the death of Christ, but also the whole Christ 
event as God’s act of salvation was seen as the saving significance of Jesus. In 
Jesus’ teaching and actions, the author of the epistle to the Colossians saw 
that God’s eschatological redemptive activity was realized.734

What does the Qur’ān say about the Christ? Throughout the Qur’ān, we 
find that Jesus is always referred to as a prophet, much like all the other 
prophets. In one passage, he is joined with Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob 
and Moses as simply one of the prophets between whom no distinction of 
any kind is made (QS Al-Baqarah 2:136). In another verse he is said to have 
been no more than a servant (QS Al-Zukhruf 43:59), and in yet another as 
nothing more than a messenger (QS Al-Mā’idah 5:78). It comes as a surprise, 
therefore, to find that the Qur’ān openly admits that Jesus was the Messiah,735

while no other prophet is given this title. Indeed, in the Jesus-hymn of Sura 
Maryam, there is no title ‘Messiah’ for Jesus, but ‘Sign unto men,’ ‘Mercy 
from God,’ and ‘the son of Mary.’ Nevertheless, considering the fact that this 
title is used eleven times in various verses of the Qur’ān, it is impossible that 
this Sura does not know and acknowledge Jesus as the Messiah. 

Unfortunately, nowhere in the Qur’ān does it say who or what the 
Messiah is. It gives no explanation about the Messiah. There are two major 
interpretations in the exegetical tradition. One comes close to the basic 
meaning of the Hebrew word and explains the anointed one as the heirs to 
David’s rule. Another explanation refers to an Arab verb masiha for 
travelling, and refers to the frequent wandering of Jesus with his disciples. 
There is usually, however, no deep theological or religious meaning attached 
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to this word. Although the Qur’ān calls Jesus al-Masīh, ‘the anointed one,’ yet 
since it gives no inclination as to the significance of that name, or what it was 
he was anointed for, it minimizes his glory. Muslims generally understand 
Masih or Messiah as a kind of name, without further interpretation. Just as 
today name, Christ often functions without further explanation as a personal 
name.736 The Qur’ān maintains that he was a messenger, who will return as a 
servant. We read in QS Al-Mā’idah 5:75, ‘Mā-al-Masīhu-bnu Maryama illā 
rasūl’ (the Messiah, son of Mary, was no more than an apostle) like the other 
apostles who had passed away before him. Wessels is right when saying that 
the Qur’ānic image of Jesus has continued to be authoritative for and to exert 
influence over all later discourse on Jesus by Muslims, right up to the present 
time.737

In this instance, there is an unbridgeable gap between the two faiths. 
Based on its usage in the Bible, Christians notice that Jesus’ title ‘Messiah’ 
reflects Jesus’ role or function as the realization of the saving act of God. 
Jesus was sent not only to proclaim good news of salvation, but also to 
perform God’s salvific work. Because of the lack of information about 
‘Messiah’ in the Qur’ān, Muslims do not possess a complete understanding 
of this title. Seemingly, however, it does not mean that the Qur’ān does not 
know Jesus’ messiahship and acknowledge his particularity among God’s 
prophets. This is clear from the fact that no other prophet but him is given 
the title ‘Messiah.’ We, therefore, can make the issue of Jesus’ messiahship, 
which is acknowledged by either Muslims or Christians, a point of departure 
for holding an authentic doctrinal dialogue between the two faiths. Of 
course, there is no pretension that such a dialogue will give some assurance 
for the attainment of a common view or common understanding of the 
person of Jesus. However, no matter how much is accomplished, it is hoped 
that such a doctrinal dialogue could be a positive contribution for the effort 
to bring Muslim-Christian relation in Indonesia closer.   

2.2. Servant of God

Both the New Testament and the Qur’ān apply to Jesus the title ‘servant of 
God.’ In the Old Testament, the Hebrew noun ebed (servant) is used both 
profanely and religiously. Profanely, ebed can mean ‘slave,’ ‘servant of the 
king,’ ‘one who is subject and belongs to a master,’ ‘the sanctuary servant,’ or 
just as an expression of humility in everyday polite speech. Religiously, this 
term has several meanings: (1) as the humble self-description of a pious man 
in the presence of God (Ex. 4:10; Num. 11:11; Dt. 3:24); (2) in the plural form 
‘servants of Yahweh’ that denotes the pious (Ps. 34:22; 105:25; 135:14; Isa. 
56:6; 65:9); (3) in the singular it describes the people of Israel (Isa. 44:2, 21; 
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41:8-9; 44:1; 45:4); (4) as a title for specially distinguished figures such as the 
kings of Israel (Num. 12:7-8; Ex. 14:31; 2 Sam. 3:18; 1 Ki. 11:34, 36, 38; 18:36; 
etc.); (5) the suffering servant of Deutero-Isaiah (Isa. 42:1-4; 49:1-6; 50:4-9 and 
52:13-53:12).738

It can be said that among those meanings, the suffering servant of 
Deutero-Isaiah is the fulfilment of the Old Testament usage of ebed Yahweh. 
This figure is described as one who has been fashioned by Yahweh (Isa. 42:6; 
49:5, 8) from the womb of his mother (Isa. 49:5). He is the chosen one on 
whom Yahweh’s favour has been focused (Isa. 42:1), whom the hand of 
Yahweh has seized (Isa. 42:1). Yahweh has called him (Isa. 42:6; 49:1) in truth 
(Isa. 42:6), and grants him equipment for service by endowing His Spirit. 
Yahweh also makes ready for His use the organs that are important for the 
fulfilment of the prophet’s mission: the ear (Isa. 50:4-5), and the mouth (Isa. 
49:2; 50:4).739

The task of the servant of God was to spread abroad the truth: the only 
valid religion which believe that Yahweh is the only God, the true law in 
which Yahweh’s Spirit has found perfect expression, and to convert men to 
this true and timeless insight. In connexion with his task, the servant had to 
pass through a vale of suffering (Isa. 49:7; 50:4-9; and 52:13-53:12). Because of 
his obedience, he bore his pain with a passive readiness (Isa. 53:7). He, 
therefore, will reach the triumphant recognition that Yahweh will vindicate 
him beyond death and the grave. He will receive from Yahweh his right and 
reward (Isa. 52:13).740

Indeed, the expression ‘servant’ (of God) occurs only rarely in the New 
Testament. One refers to Israel (Lk. 1:54); two to David (Lk. 1:69; Ac. 4:25), 
and five to Jesus (Mt. 12:18; Ac. 3:13, 26; 4:27, 30). Nevertheless, we can 
consider the book of the Acts of the Apostles, which details the activity of the 
disciples over a period of thirty years after Jesus was raised up, as an 
important piece of evidence on what the disciples were saying about Jesus, 
and what titles they used in referring to him.

It is obvious that they often referred to him as a servant of God, and 
never as Son of God. Peter, for example, said, “The God of Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob, the God of our fathers, has glorified His servant Jesus” (Ac. 3:13), 
and “God rose up His servant” (Ac. 3:26), where the title servant refers to 
Jesus. It seems that not only Peter, but also the entire group of believers 
viewed Jesus as the servant of God (pais theou). They called Jesus ‘your holy 
servant Jesus whom you anointed’ (Ac. 4:27). They repeated this title also in 
verse 30. For the disciples, Jesus was not an ordinary servant, but God’s 
righteous servant, who never once made a mistake. He was God’s holy 
servant, who was set apart for a special purpose. 
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The two terms, ‘servant’ and ‘anointed,’ were used to refer to the Messiah 
as the prophet Isaiah prophesied, “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my 
chosen one in whom I delight. I will put My Spirit on him and he will bring 
justice to the nation” (Isa. 42:1). This verse contains the same message about 
Jesus that was given by the voice that spoke at his baptism (Mk. 1:9-11; Mt. 
3:13-17; Lk. 3:21-22) and transfiguration (Mk. 9:7; Mt. 17:5; Lk. 9:35). As the 
anointed servant, he was of a higher rank than the other servants were. Jesus 
proved to be the holy servant by his life, teaching and miracles.  

It seems that the ebed Yahweh conception of Deutero-Isaiah influenced 
very strongly the development of the Christology of early Christianity. 
Consistently the original followers of Jesus called him servant of God. 
Matthew, referring back to Isaiah 42:1, identified Jesus as the servant of 
Yahweh, the one true God (Mt. 12:18). Luke 11:29-32 (cf. Isa. 49:6) has the 
Songs of the Servant in mind and interprets them in terms of the coming 
Messiah.741 In general, the title servant is employed as a mark of honour for 
the eminent men of God. However, the application of this title to Jesus is not 
merely a name of honour as for other men of God, because the early believers 
from the very first regarded Jesus as the Messiah. They viewed Jesus as the 
Servant-Messiah.742 The predication of Jesus as the servant of God is meant 
from the beginning to characterize him as the servant of the Lord prophesied 
by Isaiah 42 and 53. The transition from the general use of the title as a mark 
of honour to the special connexion with Deutero-Isaiah must have taken 
place very early.743

In the light of Deutero-Isaiah’s suffering Servant-Messiah, the early 
believers viewed Jesus as the suffering righteous one and the martyr. They 
understood the cross as the climax of the ‘messianic woes.’ Through the 
cross, God’s purpose for Israel, and hence for the world, would be effected, 
and Israel and the world would pass to God’s new age. The early believers 
correlated the cross closely with Jesus’ announcement of the Kingdom of 
God. Jesus’ death on the cross is the final means by which his Kingdom 
announcement is validated. The cross is the defeat of evil and the means by 
which God will judge and save His people Israel and accomplish His 
purpose for the whole world.744  

What does the Qur’ān say? As we said before, besides some other titles 
applied to Jesus, the Qur’ān also uses the title ‘servant of God’ for him. The 
question is, “In what sense does the Qur’ān apply the title to him?” The 
Arabic word ‘abd is an ordinary word, which literally means ‘slave,’ 
particularly for ‘male slave.’ The term used for ‘female slave’ is ama. Biblical
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Hebrew uses them with the same meaning.745 The verb ‘abada means ‘to 
serve,’ ‘to worship,’ ‘to adore,’ or ‘to venerate.’746 Therefore, ‘ibādah can mean 
‘adoration’ or ‘devotion’ toward God.747

In the Qur’ān, those regarded as prophets and other godly men are called 
servants of God. A servant was someone who was chosen and appointed to 
work for his master, therefore, a ‘servant of God’ was one who was chosen 
and appointed by God to work for Him, with God as his Master. Everything 
he did was to be in submission to the Lord. Besides, unlike the Bible, in the 
Qur’ān the angels are also called ‘abd Allah, and there we find the basic 
meaning of adoration with various nuances. The word ‘servant’ in the 
Qur’ān, according to Steenbrink, must be read more as a dedicated servant 
without further elaboration, and does not need to be taken as a humiliating 
state of slavery.748

In QS Maryam 19:30, Jesus declares himself as a ‘servant of God.’ As with 
other titles given to Jesus, there is no specific meaning given by the Qur’ān to 
this title. However, pointing out that the Qur’ān insists that the status of 
Jesus was no more than that of a created being; Muslims usually argue that 
‘abd Allah, the first word uttered by Jesus, should have meant to emphasize 
his non-deity, and everywhere in the Qur’ān the term means a being created 
by God and subject to Him. The Qur’ān tells that as a servant of God Jesus 
came to teach the same basic message which was taught by previous 
prophets of God that men must shun every false god and worship only the 
one true God. Jesus taught that he is the servant and messenger of that one 
true God, the God of Abraham.

Although in the Qur’ān, unlike in the Bible, we find no explanation or 
description about Jesus’ title ‘servant of God,’ we see that both the Bible and 
the Qur’ān see him as one who was appointed and set apart by God for a 
special purpose: to teach humankind to worship only the one true God, to 
show God’s power and sovereignty over them, and to guide them to the 
righteousness of God. He even realized his teaching through his very life and 
miracles. The same perception about Jesus as a special servant of God may be 
a doctrinal point of encounter between the two faiths in dialogue about him.

2.3. Prophet of God
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From the two hymns of Jesus we have discussed, it is evident that we find in 
the Christ-hymn of the epistle to the Colossians no title ‘prophet’ for Jesus, 
but in Sura Maryam, in which Jesus said of himself, “I am indeed a servant of 
God. He hath given me revelation and made me a prophet” (QS Maryam 
19:30). Titles for Jesus that we find in the epistle to the Colossians are the 
‘image of the invisible God,’ the ‘head of the body,’ and the ‘beginning’ and 
the ‘firstborn from among the dead’ (Col. 1:15, 18). If that is the case, is there 
not in the Christ-hymn of Colossians any idea of Jesus as a prophet?

Indeed, none of the New Testament evangelists uses the title ‘prophet’ 
for Jesus in the narrative passages of his writings, nor does Jesus plainly call 
himself a prophet749 except perhaps in Luke 13:33, “In any case, I must keep 
going today and tomorrow and the next day – for surely no prophet can die 
outside Jerusalem.” Nevertheless, Jesus’ speaking with authority indicates 
his prophetic character (Mk. 1:22, cf. 1:27). Moreover, although Jesus does not 
directly call himself ‘prophet’, he employs a version of common proverbial 
saying to compare his fate with that of a prophet: “Prophets are not without 
honour, except in their hometown, and among their own kin, and in their 
own house,” (Mk. 6:4; cf. Mt. 13:57; Lk. 4:24; Jn. 4:44).  

Who did people think Jesus was? When Jesus came to Caesarea Philippi, 
he asked his disciples, “Who do people say the Son of Man is?” They replied, 
“Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, Jeremiah or one 
of the prophets” (Mt. 16:13-14). This answer reflects one of three prophetic 
figures in Jewish eschatological expectation: the return of Elijah (cf. Mal. 4:5-
6), a prophet like Moses (Dt. 18:15, 18; cf. Acts 3:22-23; 7:37), and an unnamed 
eschatological prophet (Isa. 61:1-3; cf. Mk. 6:15; 8:28; Lk. 9:8, 19; Mt. 16:14).750

When Jesus asked his disciples on the road to Emmaus, “What things?” they 
replied, “About Jesus of Nazareth. He was a prophet, powerful in word and 
deed before God and all the people” (Lk. 24:19). It was evident that people 
perceived Jesus to be a prophet. However, in what sense was Jesus called 
‘prophet,’ because, as Cullmann states, prophecy as a profession no longer 
existed in New Testament times, and it had died out more and more?751

For the early Jewish Christians, Jesus’ bursting on the scene with a 
powerful message about the Kingdom of God was a renewal of prophecy. 
His authority was immediate and personal, as though God had directly 
commissioned him.752 Therefore, to call Jesus ‘prophet’ was not simply to 
place him in a human professional category, but to identify him as the final 
prophet who should fulfil all prophecy at the end of time.753 Eventually the 
idea grew that he was the eschatological prophet, the bringer of salvation 
who fulfilled the end of time.754 For Judaism, the function of the 
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eschatological prophet is primarily to prepare the people of Israel and the 
world by his preaching for the coming of the Kingdom of God.755 Early 
Jewish Christians saw that Jesus fulfilled this function, even in a much more 
direct way, because he himself caused the Kingdom of God to be present. He 
was not only a Preparer of the way for the Kingdom of God, but also the 
Presenter of the Kingdom of God. In him the end of time has come. 
Therefore, the idea of Jesus as an ‘eschatological prophet’ does not reckon 
with the idea that he has a further task to perform after the fulfilment of his 
eschatological work.756

After Jesus being baptized by John the Baptist, the Spirit drove him into 
the wilderness. There he intensely prayed to God the Father. Before 
performing the prophetic mission with which he was charged, he needed to 
commune with God in order to enable him to work as a prophet. That, too, 
fits the prophetic model. The prophets of Israel also communed with God in 
order to obtain the strength to deliver the message with which God charged 
them.757 Some consider that the New Testament provides a clear correlation 
between ‘the prophet’ predicted by Moses (Dt. 18:15, 18), and Jesus. The two 
primary New Testament statements connecting Jesus with that prophecy are 
Acts 3:22 and 7:37. These texts give confirmation that Jesus was perceived by 
his disciples to be the one who fulfilled Deuteronomy 18:15, 18. At that time, 
Jesus will fulfil the role in a direct and personal manner. Probably the most 
evident text that shows Jesus as having fulfilled the role of such a prophet is 
the transfiguration episode (Mt. 17:1-9; cf. Mk. 9:7; Lk. 9:35). This 
extraordinary event portrays Jesus in the context of his power and glory. 
From the declaration of the heavenly voice “This is my beloved Son, in whom 
I am well pleased; hear ye him!” (Mt. 17:5), there is an obvious reference to 
the clause ‘you must listen to him’ in Deuteronomy 18:15.758

John 6:14-15 shows the superiority of ‘the prophet’ Jesus. After Jesus fed 
the 5000 people miraculously (Jn. 6:10), the crowd perceived that he was ‘the 
prophet’ (v. 14). They, therefore, intended to take him by force, to make him a 
king (v. 15). The people saw the miracles and perceived that Jesus was 
fulfilling the role of the special prophet predicted by Moses. In John 6:30-31 
the people asked Jesus to repeat the manna-miracle as their fathers did in the 
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desert. Seemingly, the people saw him as a ‘latter-day Moses,’ based upon 
the popular expectation that in ‘the last day’ the masses would see a 
repetition of the miracle of the manna. John 6:30-34 thus confirms the 
association of the expected Messiah with a Moses-figure. 

Indeed, in the hymn of Christ of Colossians 1:15-20 we find no explicit 
designation ‘prophet’ for Jesus. Nevertheless, considering the role depicted 
for him and other titles applied to him in this hymn, we see some parallelism 
between the functions of Jesus’ prophethood and that of those titles. In the 
Christ-hymn of Colossians 1:15-20 we find that by applying to Jesus the titles 
‘image of the invisible God,’ ‘head of the body,’ ‘the beginning’ and ‘the first 
born from among the dead’ the hymnist sang of Jesus’ pre-eminence over all 
creation. Using Wisdom language, Jesus is praised as the fullest 
manifestation of God, who has created the universe and always works upon 
it. In all Jesus’ life and works, and in all his ways of acting, the infinite 
Wisdom of the great and glorious Sovereign of heaven and earth shines forth 
with conspicuous lustre. However, as we have discussed, the hymn does not 
intend to speak of Jesus’ pre-existence or of his involvement in creation, but 
of the revelation of God’s will and works in history, especially His saving act 
through the person of Jesus. In this case, Jesus played the role of the revealer 
of God’s opera ad intra, so that it became opera ad extra. Jesus performed God’s 
eternal plan and will (cf. Eph. 3:10-11: “His intent was that now, through the 
church, the manifold Wisdom of God should be made known to the rulers 
and authorities in the heavenly realms, according to His eternal purpose which 
He accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord”).

Although it is not precisely identical, Jesus’ role depicted in this hymn 
parallels his role or function as a prophet of God. As a prophet, Jesus was a 
religious figure who mediated God, God’s word, and God’s will. The centre 
of his preaching was the Kingdom of God, in which the life of the people of 
Israel would be renewed, and their social and political order would be 
restored in accordance with the will of God. This would occur not by human 
action but by God’s intervening power. Borrowing Sanders’ words, God’s 
time has arrived.759 In the name of God, he confronted the ideas and practices 
that were in place, criticized religious institutions, and confronted people 
with a message from God.760 The Kingdom of God occurred not by human 
activity but by God’s intervening power. As God’s revealer, who acted in 
history, especially in the salvation history, Jesus also conveyed the word of 
God. Jesus himself said that the word he had spoken was not his own but the 
word of God the Father who sent him. God himself gave him a 
commandment about what he should say and how he should speak (cf. Jn. 
12:49). In this regard, Jesus carried out the prophetic task as a spokesman of 
God. Apart from that, Jesus insisted that he was a messenger of God. He was 
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sent by God the Father to perform God’s will, not his own, so that whoever 
believed in him, believed not in him, but in God who sent him (see Jn. 12:44). 
Conversely, whoever did not believe in him rejected not him, but God who 
sent him. 

How do Muslims understand Jesus? Based on some verses of the Qur’ān, 
Muslims acknowledge and revere Jesus as a prophet and messenger of God. 
They accept that he was the son of Mary by virgin birth (QS Maryam 19:16-
25), and have no problems with his teaching and healing ministry.761 In Sura 
Al-Nisā 4:163-164, the Qur’ān equates Jesus with the prophets Noah, 
Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, Job, Jonah, Aaron, Solomon, David, and 
Moses. His explicit purpose, according to Sura Al-Zukhrūf 43:59, was to be a 
pattern for the Children of Israel. Thus, in Islam, Jesus is not the means for 
salvation. According to the Qur’ān, Jesus regarded himself a messenger of 
God (QS Al-Saff 61:6). However, he was nothing other than a messenger 
who, like Mary his mother, ate food (QS Al-Mā’idah 5:79). Jesus also 
identified himself as a prophet (QS Maryam 19:30). Next to Noah, Abraham, 
and Moses he was among the prophets with whom God had made a 
covenant (QS Al-Ahzāb 33:7), and along with them, he was one of the 
greatest of the prophets (QS Al-Rūm 30:7; QS Al-Baqarah 2:254). However, he 
was a prophet exclusively for the children of Israel (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:48-49).762

Muslims acknowledge Jesus as one of the mightiest messengers of God; 
that he was the Christ; that he was born miraculously without any male 
intervention; that he gave life to the dead by God’s permission; and that he 
healed those born blind and the lepers by God’s permission. It is not an 
exaggeration to say that in fact no Muslim is a Muslim if he does not believe 
in Jesus as the messenger of God. Nevertheless, for Muslims, Jesus is only a 
messenger, a message bearer, who brought the Injīl (Gospel), which later has 
been corrupted by his followers.763

The Qur’ān’s conception of the role of the prophet cannot be separated 
from its conception of the relationship between God and man, while 
according to Richard W.J. Austin, the concept of the God-man relationship in 
the Qur’ān constitutes a combination of the concepts of that relationship in 
Judaism and early Christianity. The Judaic conception of the God-man 
relationship, on the one hand, lays emphasis upon God as the Divine 
Lawgiver and Judge of His people, while man is regarded primarily as a 
collectivity and community, rather than as man the individual. God reveals 
His divine will to His chosen people through the tongue of His appointed 
spokesman, the Prophet, who faithfully transmits God’s word to His people. 
Christianity, on the other hand, regards God primarily not as the Lawgiver to 
the community, but as the Loving Lord and Father of His servant and child 
individually. Islam synthesizes the two strands into a single conception that 
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God speaks to both communal and individual man, and man relates both to 
God as Ruler of men and as personal Lord.764   

In QS Maryam 19:30, Jesus said of himself, “I am indeed a servant of 
God. He hath given me revelation and made me a prophet.” Next to rasūl
(messenger, apostle or ‘one sent’), nabī (prophet) is a central figure in the 
Qur’ān. Both terms often refer to the same figure. The understanding of 
prophet that has developed in Islam is the emphasis on a mechanical 
revelation that the prophet receives from God. The prophet is passive and 
simply passes on God’s revelation, although theologians may emphasize that 
the prophet received the general meaning of the revelation but chooses his 
own words for the concrete announcement. If Jesus’ statement about himself 
is observed carefully, this verse speaks at the same time about Jesus’ position 
and role. His position as a servant and prophet of God is closely related to his 
role as a conveyer or transmitter of God’s revelation to men, in this case, 
according to the Qur’ān, to the people of Israel. As a prophet of God, Jesus 
functioned as God’s representative to transmit God’s word to both the people 
of Israel and to every Israelite. He was a servant of God, because God has 
determined and appointed him to serve His will. What the Qur’ān means by 
‘God’s revelation’ is the Gospel.  

2.4. Sign of God

Both the New Testament and the Qur’ān regard Christ as a ‘sign.’ In the 
Qur’ān, he may be seen as one of many signs of God in history and nature. In 
the New Testament, semeion (Greek for ‘sign’) is a key word when referring to 
Jesus’ actions, especially his miracles, and eikōn (Greek for ‘image’) when 
referring to Jesus’ person.765

Referring to Jesus or his miracles?

In about 750 BC, Isaiah the prophet prophesied that God would give a sign as 
we read in Isaiah 7:14, “Therefore the Lord Himself will give you a sign: 
Behold, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, and shall call His name 
Immanuel.” Isaiah 9:6 explains to us what type of sign God will give to men, 
“For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given; and the government will 
be upon his shoulder. And his name will be called Wonderful, Counselor, 
Mighty God, Everlasting Father, and Prince of Peace.” Furthermore, his 
government is characterized in v. 7, “Of the increase of his government and 
peace there will be no end, upon the throne of David and over his kingdom, 
to order it and establish it with judgment and justice from that time forward, 
even forever. The zeal of the Lord of hosts will perform this.” These are, of 
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course, the qualities of God. Generally, Christian commentators relate this 
prophecy to the person of Jesus. Even the ‘sign’ is directly meant as referring 
to Jesus himself. Those qualities of God and His kingdom prophesied by the 
prophet Isaiah were now manifested in Jesus.

In the New Testament, the word ‘signs’ is sometimes related to the 
miracles Jesus performed (the Qur’ān does so; see QS Al-Mā’idah 5:109-110), 
and sometimes to the mystery of the cross and resurrection (cf. ‘sign of Jonah’ 
in Mt. 12:39-41). The plural form of the Greek term used for miracles is sēmeia
meaning ‘signs,’ which in the Johannine writings, according to Bultmann, 
retains its true meaning of ‘sign.’766 The ‘signs’ that reveal God’s glory (Jn. 
2:11; 9:3; 11:4) are given to humankind, so that the disbelievers who refuse to 
acknowledge Jesus as God’s revealer may be convinced by the many miracles 
he performed (Jn. 12:37). Nevertheless, Jesus’ miracles, as well as his words, 
are often misunderstood. The bread-miracle (Jn. 6:1-13; cf. QS Al-Mā’idah 
5:116) for instance, raises the question whether he is ‘the prophet who is to 
come into the world’ (Jn. 6:14). In addition, after that, the crowd wants to 
make him king (Jn. 6:15) because it expects material benefits of him (Jn. 
6:26).767

Image of the invisible God

Another title of Jesus that we find elsewhere in the New Testament, which 
has the same role or function as ‘sign’ is the ‘image (eikōn) of God.’ ‘Image’ 
means ‘picture’, but it can also mean ‘symbol’ or ‘sign.’ Pelikan distinguishes 
three kinds of usage of the word ‘image’ in the Bible. Firstly, the most 
fundamental sense of the word image is in reference to the Son of God as the 
unique Image of God. He is ‘the living Image,’ who is His image in his very 
nature, who is the image of the invisible Father differing in no way from him, 
except by being the Son rather than the Father. Secondly, image can be taken 
to refer to the ‘images and paradigms in God of the things that are to be 
produced by him.’ Thirdly, besides the two metaphysical senses, image can 
also be understood in historical usages. The human mind cannot perceive 
spiritual reality except by using physical images. It could not describe even 
‘creatures’ that were nonphysical, such as angels, except by employing 
‘physical’ language. Therefore, Pelikan says further, “in these visible realities 
of the empirical and historical world, there were images of the transcendent 
being of God, and it was unavoidable to use these temporal realities as 
metaphors for the eternal reality.”768   

In Colossians 1:15, Jesus is called ‘the image of the invisible God.’ The 
description of the first clause is that of Wisdom as the immanence of God, the 
reaching out of God, which the sages experience here on the earth, so that 
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they may know God and His will.769 Illuminated by the following phrase that 
Jesus is ‘the firstborn of all creation’, some theologians then relate it 
immediately to Jesus’ pre-existence. Because man bore God’s image, so it was 
possible for God to become a man. In this way, the invisible becomes visible 
to man.770 However, it seems better that the word ‘image’ (eikōn, sign) is 
understood in the sense of personal relationship. The more precise meaning 
of this word may be found in connection with the account of Genesis 1:26f, in 
which it is said that man was created in God’s own image, after His likeness. 
This statement is not meant in a physical sense, but is related to man’s moral 
nature. Morally, in true relationship with God man is able to reflect the 
glorious character of God. In this regard, the key word is ‘relationship,’ or the 
more specific ‘personal relationship.’ It is only within a true personal 
relationship with God that man can be called the image of God. When Jesus 
is called the image of God, what is emphasized is not only his personal 
relationship with God, but also his role or function in making the invisible 
God visible to humankind. Therefore, he is called ‘the image of the invisible 
God.’

In the third chapter, we have discussed this subject. We saw that the 
writer of the letter to the Colossians took over the divine Wisdom language 
for expressing his understanding of Christ’s role (including his function and 
position) in God’s economy. Christ is identified with the divine Wisdom. The 
intention is to affirm that Christ is the manifestation of the pre-existent divine 
Wisdom (a metaphor of God Himself), through whom God created the 
world. The subject glorified in the hymn is Christ as a divine revelation. He is 
one who revealed God’s presence. God, who has revealed Himself in 
creation, now reveals Himself in Christ. So, in short, Jesus is understood in 
the framework of Jewish monotheism and the Jewish theological axiom that 
God the One has revealed Himself in and through His creative power.771

Now, God, Who in Jewish belief cannot be seen, has revealed Himself in the 
person of Jesus through his ministry and entire life, so that the invisible God 
becomes visible. Haight describes Jesus as the symbol of God through which 
men find God. Men cannot know God directly, but only through the objects 
of their experience which function as symbols. Through the aspects of the 
person of Jesus, which we experience, we can know God.772

Qur’ānic signs

The word āyat (sign, symbol) has no root in Arabic and is probably a loan 
word from Syriac or Aramaic, where it indicates not only the idea of sign and 
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miracle as in biblical and Rabbinic Hebrew (ōth), but also the notions of 
argument and proof.773 The Qur’ān teaches that God has placed signs in this 
life in numerous and diverse expressions to teach men about Him and His 
will for them. God placed signs in the earth (QS Al-Dhāriyāt 51:20-21), which 
can be detected in all spheres of life. God gives sustenance and dress to 
humankind as a sign of His providence (QS Al-A’rāf 7:26; QS Al-Rūm 30:37). 
God’s guidance of His prophets is also His sign for men. Mary, Jesus’ mother, 
became God’s sign because of her chastity (QS Al-Anbiya 21:91).774 There are 
also various functions of signs. Most of the signs in the Qur’ān have the 
purpose of calling on humankind to thank God and worship Him (QS Al-
Nāhl 16:14; QS Al-Rūm 30:46; QS Yā Sīn 36:73; QS Yūnus 10:3). Āyat is also a 
lesson from God (QS Āl ‘Imrān 3:13, 49; QS Al-Baqarah 2:259; etc.). It is also 
used as a metaphor (e.g. QS Al-A’rāf 7:58; QS Yunus 10:24).775

Considering the frequent occurrence of the word sign in the Qur’ān, 
Abrahamov states:

Muhammad regarded sign (or signs) as the best means to call people to believe in 
God and His messenger, as a means preferable to frightening them with the 
horrors of the Day of Judgment. Āyats are miracles done by God for the sake of 
people.776

Furthermore, Abrahamov notes that the exegetes of the Qur’ān naturally 
placed much importance on God’s signs and the conclusions derived from 
them concerning God’s power and His rule of the world. Generally, however, 
traditional exegetes did not investigate a sign-passage as a whole, nor did 
they analyze the inter-connections between signs.777

According to QS Al-Mu’minūn 23:50, Jesus and his mother, Mary, is a 
sign from God: “And We made the son of Mary and his mother as a sign. We 
gave them both a shelter on high ground, affording rest and security and 
furnished with springs”. How can both Mary and Jesus be one sign, since the 
Qur’ān only mentions one sign? Some think that Mary and Jesus are to be 
one sign because they shared one intimate experience which is unique in 
history: when Jesus was born, Mary was a virgin. Some others say that the 
sign is used to prove that Jesus’ teachings were from God. Some others again 
may think the sign a proof that Jesus’ miracles are truly from God. The sign, 
however, points to Jesus himself rather than his teaching or his miracles. We 
find elsewhere in the Qur’ān, Jesus is himself called ‘a Sign of God.’

We read in QS Maryam 19:21 that Jesus was himself appointed by God to 
be a Sign unto men and a Mercy from God. This cannot be separated from 
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Jesus’ declaration about himself that he was a servant of God and that God 
gave him revelation and made him a prophet (QS Maryam 19:30). Muslims 
believe that Jesus was an apostle of God, that was, one charged by God to 
provide guidance for humankind, to bring man towards the path of 
perfection and salvation, and to be a sign, which hints at the heights to which 
man is capable of rising. It is a fundamental principle in Islam that one who is 
not guided cannot guide. Jesus, who is realized as fully man and an apostle 
of God, becomes, in Islam, an āyat (symbol or sign) of the immense potential 
that exists within man’s fitrah (fundamental nature). But more than that, as 
God’s sign Jesus actually revealed God’s power, His will and His rule over 
the world to humankind, so that they may believe in God and His 
messengers. Thus, when the Qur’ān gives Jesus the title ‘a sign of God,’ it 
wants to show that through Jesus God expressed His guidance, and through 
the miracles Jesus performed, God demonstrated His powerful presence.
  
2.4. Critical review

On the four titles of Jesus that we group as ministerial titles, there are some 
critical comments. First, Jesus’ title ‘Messiah,’ which is used by both the New 
Testament and the Qur’ān, does not evoke any dispute between Christians 
and Muslims. Both accept and acknowledge that Jesus is the Messiah sent by 
God. This title depicts Jesus as a figure of the obedient servant of God. In the 
New Testament, as implied in the hymn of Jesus in Colossians, it is believed 
that the Messiah is a figure who has reconciled the whole cosmos to God. 
Although the Qur’ān understands the title ‘Messiah’ as a kind of name 
without further explanation, but implicitly, by applying this title – that is 
never given to other prophets – to Jesus, it also acknowledges Jesus’ 
particularity among God’s messengers. It seems impossible that the Qur’ān 
applies that title to Jesus without knowing its meaning, no matter how little. 
The Qur’ān also states evidently that the Messiah Jesus was an obedient 
servant of God, although it says that Jesus brought guidance only to the 
children of Israel.

Secondly, Jesus’ title ‘servant of God’ that we find both in the Bible and 
the Qur’ān cannot be understood apart from his title Messiah. It is even 
appropriate to call him the Servant-Messiah. Because Jesus was the Messiah, 
therefore he must be preeminently God’s servant. In the New Testament, 
Jesus is portrayed as a faithful and obedient servant of God, living in close 
communion with God, whom he addressed as Father (Lk. 10:21-23; Mt. 11:25-
27). As a faithful servant of God, Jesus was prepared to give his life for the 
sake of God. Although in distress, poverty, and oppression, he continued to 
place his trust in God (the Father).778 The same goes with the Qur’ān. When it 
applies to Jesus the title ‘servant of God,’ it understands him as one who was 
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appointed by God to work for Him, and subject to Him. Apart from the 
different perceptions about the person of Jesus, both the Bible and the Qur’ān 
have the same view of Jesus as an obedient and righteous servant of God. 

Thirdly, both the Qur’ān and the New Testament acknowledge that Jesus 
was a prophet of God. Both acknowledge Jesus’ functional role as an 
intermediary figure who mediated God, His word and His will, so that 
humankind knows Him and His will. In his role as revealer or deliverer of 
God’s word and will, at the same time Jesus revised the existing order of life, 
either individual or social life. However, those all happened because of God’s 
intervening power that was manifested through the person of Jesus as His 
prophet. Seen from this point of view, both Muslims and Christians can 
accept the teachings and ethics the prophet Jesus taught. Even if there is a 
different view between Muslims and Christians, that is the Muslims’ 
assumption that Jesus was a prophet especially for the children of Israel, 
whereas Christians believe that Jesus reformed the life of human beings 
universally. This different of opinion should not be regarded as a principle 
problem between the two faith communities, because both acknowledge that 
the order of life delivered by whoever God’s prophet is very likely operative 
for all mankind universally, not only for a certain tribe or race or nation.

The fourth is about Jesus’ title ‘āyat’ (sign) or ‘eikōn’ (image, symbol) of 
God. In some verses of the Bible, ‘signs’ point to miracles God or Jesus did. 
However, in the hymn of Christ in the epistle to the Colossians, the Greek 
term eikōn, meaning ‘sign’ or ‘image,’ does not refer to miracles Jesus did, but 
to Jesus himself. In the epistle to the Colossians, Jesus is in full called the 
‘image of the invisible God’ (v. 15). What is emphasized here is Jesus’ 
personal relationship with God, which is characterized by Wisdom attributes, 
and his mediatorial role between God and human beings that is to make the 
invisible God, through his ministry and life, visible to humankind. This is 
similar to the function of ‘sign’ or ‘signs’ in the Qur’ān. From various usages 
of this term in the Qur’ān, either related to all kinds of revelations of God’s 
power, will, rule, and providence, or related to Jesus himself, we see that the 
heart of the ‘sign’ is that through it God reveals His guidance and powerful 
presence to humankind. Thus, in this regard, whether he is called either the 
eikōn or āyat of God, Jesus has a role as a revealer of God’s guidance and 
powerful presence, not only to the children of Israel, but also to the world. As 
far as the conversation about Jesus’ title as ‘a (the) sign’ of God does not slip 
and fall into an ontological conception of his nature, we suppose that the 
difference of opinion between Muslims and Christians about it is 
unimportant.   

3. Some notes on Jesus’ titles

From our discussion about Jesus’ titles so far, we have some notes. Firstly, 
with their respective way of understanding Jesus, in fact both the Qur’ān and 



the New Testament revere him. Both acknowledge Jesus’ prominence among 
Gods’ prophets and messengers. This among other things is seen from the 
titles applied to no other prophets but Jesus. For Christians, Jesus is the final 
and fullest revelation of God, whereas for Muslims, Jesus was only secondary 
to Muhammad. Those titles reflect Jesus’ role and function in God’s 
revelation, even within the whole of God’s economy. Indeed, it must also be 
acknowledged that later there are differences of opinion, or perhaps more 
precisely different terminologies and interpretations between Muslims and 
Christians about Jesus, which are unbridgeable. For instance, for Christians 
the title ‘Son of God’ alludes to Jesus’ unique relation to God, while for 
Muslims, such an understanding falls into the sin of shirk, because of 
associating and equating that which is not God with God.779

Secondly, the titles applied to Jesus, either by the New Testament or by 
the Qur’ān, cannot be separated from the ideas that constitute a background 
for the use of those terms. It is impossible for us to understand them 
accurately based only on today’s conceptions and ways of thinking. It seems 
that almost all of Jesus’ titles that we find, either in the Qur’ān or in the New 
Testament, would be better understood metaphorically rather than literally. 

Thirdly, to speak of Jesus’ role within God’s economy means to speak of 
God’s communication to humankind. All titles applied to him reflect God’s 
communication of Himself to the world. As we have discussed, we find in 
the New Testament that God communicates His presence, His Will and His 
salvific work through the person of Jesus, through his sayings and his 
ministry. The same applies in the Qur’ān. By applying various titles to Jesus, 
implicitly the Qur’ān also lays more stress on Jesus’ role before God and man 
than on his unique relation to God. Indeed, backgrounded by Arabian 
paganism, some verses of the Qur’ān are later also addressed against the 
Christian teaching of the Trinity, which they regard as a kind of polytheism.

Fourthly, speaking of Jesus’ role means speaking of the teachings he has 
delivered, which are no other than the word of God. More than that, as 
reflected in the titles applied to him, those teachings are actually realized or 
manifested in his life and ministry. Therefore, to understand Jesus means to 
understand his teachings and examples, to understand God’s word and will 
that were revealed through him. More than that, to understand him means to 
follow his pathway. These apply to both Muslims and Christians, if they both 
really revere him as a prophet and messenger of God.

Fifthly, in sum we can say that in spite of all the differences there is much 
in common between Muslims and Christians about the meaning of the titles 
applied to Jesus. Either Muslims or Christians will understand Jesus better, if 
they see Jesus in the framework of God’s revelation for humankind. Jesus 
played the role of the revealer and presenter of God to communicate God’s 

                                                
779Mark N. Swanson, “The Trinity in Christian-Muslim Conversation,” Dialog: A Journal of Theology, 

Vol. 44, Number 3, Fall 2005, p. 261.



self and will to humankind through his very life. Only by taking such an 
attitude, would we be able to grasp Jesus’ significance for our collective life 
in Indonesia, even in the world today.



Chapter 6

E P I L O G U E

At the end of the whole discussion, we finally come to some conclusions. 
Firstly, it is obvious that this study is addressed to the Christian community. 
In order to understand Muslims’ refutation of the Christian doctrine of the 
Trinity and Christology, we, Christians in Indonesia, should be prepared for 
taking their scripture as the main source of their teachings. It is only by 
knowing its opinion of Jesus accurately we can clear up Muslims’ 
misunderstanding of him. It is hoped that this will simultaneously improve 
the less harmonious relation between Muslims and Christians in Indonesia, 
which is especially caused by some doctrinal obstacles with regard to the 
person of Jesus. Besides, we should be ready to reconsider our Christian 
doctrine of the Trinity and Christology under the light of the biblical 
teaching. This means that we should make a close study of the account of the 
Bible concerning the person of Jesus. In that way, we hope that we will see 
Jesus’ significance for both communities (even for all humankind) clearer.  

Secondly, from our study of the first and second chapter, we should
realize that doctrinally, besides some similarities, there are between 
Christians and Muslims in Indonesia also different perspectives about God 
and Jesus. Although they both believe in the one God, their perspectives on 
the oneness of God differ from each other. The Muslims understand God as 
the absolute one and unique, either in His essence, person, or character. They 
view Allah as the sole God – Creator, Sustainer, and Restorer of the world. 
The Christians, on the other hand, understand God as the Triune God, Who 
is one in essence, but consists of three persons, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. 
Although they both revere Jesus, their perspectives about Jesus are also 
different from each other. The Muslims firmly state that Jesus was a 
messenger and prophet of God for the people of Israel. He is not the saviour 
of the world, but a human being like other prophets. On the other side, the 
Christians maintain that Jesus is one of the persons of the Trinity. He was the 
incarnation of the eternal Son of God, who came into the world in order to 
save it. 

Many New Testament scholars interpret Jesus’ Sonship in a metaphorical 
way against the background of Jewish monotheism (chapter 3 and 5). His 
Sonship points to his unique relation to God, called Father. Especially the 
Christian talk about the three ‘persons’ of the Trinity refers to the importance 
of the relations of the Son and the Spirit to God. Again, this is a metaphorical 
speaking. The Christian tradition never speaks about the three ‘persons’ of 
the Trinity as individuals. Earlier they are referred to as centres of divine 
activity. 



How do Muslims and Christians in Indonesia have to deal with these 
divergences amidst many convergences? It is a common error in searching 
for an inter-faith point of encounter, especially between Islam and 
Christianity, that dialogue on each doctrine tends to be avoided. We, 
however, should keep in mind that faith is part of human identity, which is 
commonly formulated in the shape of doctrine. Thus, to deny a doctrine as a 
statement of faith means to deny the faith itself as part of human identity. 
Doctrine is a formulation of the belief of a community of faith in a certain or 
particular Reality.780 The community of faith is usually apt to regard it as the 
real and only statement of truth, so that there is no space for another 
possibility of truth. Each community of faith claims that its doctrine tells the 
truth of the Reality, while those of others bear false witness of it. Therefore, 
although connected to a single matter, two different doctrines seem to be two 
kinds of formulation of belief in different Realities.781

That is why official dialogues on any doctrinal issue between parties or 
churches, denominations or even religions may be boring and useless. All 
efforts to find a doctrinal point of encounter between two different faiths are 
regarded as futile works, as though in the field of doctrine, there is no way to 
reach a common comprehension of a subject of faith. Indeed, 
individualistically there could be religious dialogues between individuals of 
different faiths. Usually, individual dialogue happens naturally, and 
represents an authentic inter-human dialogue that shows respect for different 
opinion, it could even be a mutual giving and taking between the 
participants.

In fact, in Europe, but probably also in other regions of the world, there 
are quite a variety of Christian denominations, but also many individuals 
who do not follow the official doctrine of their church. The great religions are 
internally dynamic, which means they are divided. Thank God for that! 
There is also a very sound Islamic doctrine, which says that divergence of 
opinion is a grace of God! If God would have wanted He would have made 
all religious communities one, but He did not like it! It is too boring, and 
difference is more exciting. In the end, God is unknowable, so let people 
guess and know just several aspects alone.

With regard to the doctrinal differences between Muslims and Christians, 
whether or not we agree with it, the thought of Seyyed Hossein Nasr782 is 

                                                
780‘Reality’ is a term preferred by John Hick and used to express a Subject of faith and worship, which is 

often called by religions ‘Lord,’ the ‘Transcendent,’ the ‘Supreme or Highest Reality,’ the ‘Supreme 
Principle,’ the ‘Divine Being,’ the ‘One,’ the ‘Real,’ the ‘Eternal,’ and so on. This ‘Reality’ is called 
Lord or God by Christians; Allah and the al-Haqq (the ‘Real’) by Muslims; the ‘Supreme Reality’ by 
Hinduism; Dharmakaya or Sunyata by Buddhism; and Zhen by Confucianism. See Adnan Aslan, 
Menyingkap Kebenaran, Pluralisme Agama dalam Filsafat Islam dan Kristen Seyyed Hossein Nasr dan 
John Hick (Bandung: Alifya, 2004; translated from Religious Pluralism in Christian and Islamic 
Philosophy: The Thought of John Hick and Seyyed Hossein Nasr, London: Curzon Press, 1998), p. 193.     

781See Adnan Aslan’s analysis on Seyyed Hossein Nasr’s thought concerning the manifestation of the 
Highest Reality. Aslan, Menyingkap Kebenaran, p. 295.

782 Seyyed Hossein Nasr was born in April 7, 1933, in Teheran, from a traditional ulamā and physician 



worthy to be considered. He states that the way to solve the problems 
contested by Christians and Muslims, for instance about the Trinity, the 
incarnation and the divinity of Christ, is not by accepting one version and 
refusing the other. According to Nasr, the real solution of the problems 
between Christians and Muslims must be found in the form of 
epistemology,783 which offers the possibility for a single Reality to be seen 
from different points of view. 

He says further that we have lost our sense of reality because of 
modernity and its philosophical viewpoint that has reduced reality to nature, 
which is subject to sensory perception and scholarly observation, by 
separating the nature from the ultimate Reality. We need to revive or 
revitalize the traditional view, which sees God also as Reality, not only to be 
restricted to the concept of reality as held by sensualistic and empirical 
epistemology.784

According to Nasr, a true Muslim-Christian dialogue concerning the 
problem of Christology must discuss it seriously in order to find the 
possibility for seeing a single reality in two different points of view without 
bringing about what is seen by modern thought as logical contradiction. He 
says that the traditional philosophy was able to see a single reality from two 
different angles through different ways, or from two different religious 
perspectives, without any inner contradiction. Some modern Western 
philosophers do not offer the possibility for that. By placing vis-à-vis a reality 
and an understanding about it while affirming the variety of the level or 
hierarchy of the reality, this philosophy denies any possibility that God, with 
His infinite power and wisdom, can create two large communities, which 
profess two different worldviews concerning the objective of the earthly 
Christ. When reaching the problem of the historical Christ, in the level of fact 
it is quite likely that the Christian version or the Islamic version can be 
caught hold of. In the empirical level, however, we cannot catch hold of the 
two perspectives at the same time, primarily within the framework of 
modern epistemology.785 Some other Western philosophers have stressed the 
ever-changing perspectives or the hermeneutic circle: every reader of a Holy 
Text will have a different perspective and therefore a different reading is 
created. 
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Thirdly, the different perspective between Muslims and Christians about 
Jesus can only be bridged by their openness to reinterpret their respective 
doctrines, and to study seriously their Scriptures, on which up to now they 
ground their doctrinal understandings. From our study of the Colossian 
hymn of Christ in the third chapter, we have drawn the conclusion that the 
hymn praises Jesus’ role as the revealer of God, who has revealed the opera ad 
intra of God to have become the opera ad extra. He revealed God trough his 
very life, so that God is made known to humanity. Therefore, the hymn for 
Christ is in fact also the hymn for God Himself. To speak of the person of 
Jesus means to speak of his role and work within the whole series of God’s 
economy. In fact, the same tone goes for the whole of the New Testament’s 
account about Jesus. From our study of the hymn of Jesus in Sura Maryam, 
we find the same tone as that of the hymn of the Colossian epistle. God is 
praised because of His omnipotence, and Jesus is revered and sung about 
because he was a servant of God, whom God made a prophet in order to 
convey divine guidance for humanity. This Sura also acknowledges that 
Jesus was determined to be a blessing for others wherever and whenever he 
is, even if in this Sura there are two polemical sections, which assert that 
Jesus was just a human being. These texts can also, even must, be viewed as a 
correction for the Christian doctrine of the divinity of Jesus. 

Fourthly, besides all the titles applied to Jesus by the two Scriptures, the 
Qur’ān and the New Testament, we have the impression that there is a 
similarity of opinion on the significance of Jesus for the benefit of humanity. 
Considering his exemplary life, we can call him a model or an example for the 
believers. From the ministerial titles of Jesus such as ‘Messiah’, ‘Prophet’, 
‘Servant of God,’ and ‘Sign’ of (from) God, we can conclude that Jesus carried 
out a certain task or mandate from God. Messiah is a figure, to whom God 
entrusts a task to reveal His sovereignty over humankind, even over the 
entire universe. Through Jesus, all humankind is called to show respect for 
the sovereignty of God over the entire universe. The title ‘prophet’ reflects 
Jesus’ role as a deliverer of the word of God. The Christians believe that Jesus 
and his entire life are an embodiment of the Word of God, in the sense that 
through him man can know the will and truth of God. The Muslims believe 
that God has given him a revelation, i.e. the Gospel. As a (the) ‘sign’ of (from) 
God, he demonstrated the omnipotence of God and at the same time revealed 
God’s guidance for humankind. Thus, it is clear that from his ministerial 
titles, Jesus carried out a mediatorial role within the whole plan and work of 
God.

His honorific titles, i.e. the ‘Word’, ‘Spirit’, and ‘Son of God’, demonstrate 
his status or position before God and men. As the (a) ‘Word’ of (from) God, 
Jesus conveyed, or even revealed the word of God. He embodied the word 
and the will of God through his very life. His title as the (a) ‘Spirit’ of (from) 
God shows that he acted with the power of God, or in other words, all his 
deeds were empowered by the Spirit of God (divine power or dynamic). The 



title ‘Son of God’ shows us Jesus’ special relationship with God. God has 
revealed Himself to Jesus, so that Jesus could reveal God to humankind. 
Although there is in the Qur’ān no title ‘Son of God,’ but only ‘son of Mary’, 
perhaps Muslims have no objection to its usage, as far as it is understood 
metaphorically as a designation for a devout man who has a unique 
relationship with God.    

For the context of Indonesia, especially in making every endeavour to 
communicate Jesus to people of a different background, and to understand 
him in a modern and Muslim-dominated culture, his titles such as ‘prophet’, 
‘sign’, and ‘servant’ (abd, QS Maryam 19:30) of God, are of course still 
relevant to be used for him, and acceptable by both sides. Besides, based on 
Jesus’ role as a (the) witness to the truth of God, perhaps we may confer on 
him the title ‘unique witness of God’ (QS Al-Mā’idah 5:117). 

In the modern world, there is a very new use of the word icon, a 
translation of both eikōn and āyat, as a model or sign for an unseen world. 
Icons in new media programmes are the ideal singers or dancers, the great 
examples for people in the modern world. Should Jesus in a more consistent 
way, not related to the hype or fashion of a short period, be seen as such: the 
example of the ideal human being, and such as the image of the invisible 
God? Both Bible and Qur’ān also compare Jesus with Adam, where only 
Jesus comes out as the real icon, the real champion, the ultimate example for 
humankind.



SUMMARY

The people of Indonesia consist of various ethnicities, traditions, cultures, 
and religiosities. On the one hand, this multi-heterogeneity is a grace and a 
blessing of God for the people of Indonesia. On the other hand, however, the 
existing differences, including the difference of belief, often lead to a tense 
relationship between religious communities. The strained relationship 
between Muslims and Christians in Indonesia is indeed caused by several 
factors, such as the historical setting right from the beginning, the missionary 
character of the two faiths, their theological exclusivism, and various political 
interests of certain individuals or groups, which sometimes treat religion as 
an instrument for achieving their objectives. Besides all those, the differences 
of doctrine or teaching also contribute to the worsening of the relationship 
between the two faiths that is not so harmonious. One doctrinal issue that 
often arouses disputes between them is the doctrine of God and Christology. 
Generally, any doctrinal dialogue is regarded as taboo, and therefore, usually 
avoided.

This study is an experiment of doctrinal conversation in searching for a 
new understanding of Jesus’ person based on exegetical analyses of two 
passages of the New Testament and the Qur’ān, namely the hymn of Christ 
in the letter to the Colossians 1:15-20, and the hymn of Jesus in Sura Maryam 
19:16-40. From the Christ-hymn of the letter to the Colossians, we try to 
acquire a clear picture of the understanding of the early Christian community 
about Jesus, and from the hymn of Jesus of Sura Maryam, we try to 
understand the Qur’ān’s perception about him. By digging out the accounts 
of Jesus of both scriptures, we hope to understand the Christian and Muslim 
basic scriptural perceptions about him, and perhaps find some 
misunderstanding of the two communities about Jesus, which deviates from 
the perceptions of their scriptures. Starting from our scriptural-exegetical 
analyses, we can explore the possibilities for developing a common 
perception for the two communities of today about Jesus, or, at least, we may 
have the possibility of reducing the acuteness of the differences in their 
perspective on him.

We realize the fact that, on the one hand, the Christians and the churches 
in Indonesia are generally very strict in maintaining the doctrinal legacies of 
their ‘mother’ churches, i.e. the reformed churches in Europe that are closely 
related to the reformed symbols, which doctrinally do not move too far from 
the ecumenical symbols of the churches. They maintain the doctrine of the 
Trinity, which teaches that God the One consists of three persons: the Father, 
the Son, and the Holy Spirit. These three are one and have the same essence. 
Their Christology, which constitutes a derivation of the teaching of the 
Trinity, explains that Christ was one of the persons of the Trinity, who had in 



himself two natures: divine and human. He was a God-man, the God who 
assumed a human form.

On the other hand, although there are in Indonesia several Islamic 
traditions and schools (madhhabs), basically all Muslims have the same 
doctrine of the tawhīd (the oneness of God). This is obvious from several 
Islamic writings that are still extant, both those of international and those of 
national (Indonesian) Muslim writers, or those of traditional and those of 
modern times. For Muslims, God is the absolute one; nothing can be 
considered equal to Him. He entirely differs from any other being, and 
cannot be identified with any human being or other creation. God did not 
beget, nor was He begotten. Based on their strict teaching of the oneness of 
God, Muslims find it hard to understand the Christian doctrine, which 
teaches that Jesus is a divine Son of God. For them Jesus is a prophet, a 
human being like other prophets. The Qur’ān even strongly emphasizes that 
he is a prophet sent specially for the children of Israel. Indeed, Jesus’ 
specialty among the prophets is also acknowledged – that is clear from the 
titles applied to no other prophets but him. Nevertheless, he is only human, 
not a divine being.

Starting from our exegetical analysis of the Christ-hymn in the epistle to 
the Colossians, we find and see that the Christological conception of the early 
Christian community cannot be set apart from the monotheistic idea of the 
Old Testament. The early Christian interpretation of Jesus was developed 
based on the Judaic understanding of God, Who always intervened and acted
within history. The early believers’ acquaintance with God did not result 
from their intellectual effort to conceptualize the being of God, but rather 
from their experiences and full comprehension of the acts of God Who 
always worked actively throughout history. They knew God not only 
through His prophets, messengers, and servants, but also through various 
forms of His revelations. The presence of God that they experienced was 
sometimes personified as the presence of an angel, the Spirit of God, the 
power of God, or the Wisdom of God. All these expressions were used to 
convey their comprehension of God’s manifestations or revelations of 
Himself to humankind. 

Therefore, in order to understand the personifying expressions they 
used, we must locate them in the framework of the Judaic-monotheistic idea 
of God. The attributes applied to Jesus in the hymn of Christ should not be 
understood literally, but metaphorically, in the framework of the Judaic-
monotheistic way of thought. The early Christian community saw that God 
the One, Who acts through all history, was now acting and revealing Himself 
through the person of Jesus. In this regard, what needs to be emphasized is 
the revelation of the will of God and the manifestation or realization of His 
work through Jesus, not a doctrinal conceptualization of the nature of Jesus. 
Through him men can know the invisible God and His will. In this role and 



position Jesus is therefore called the ‘image (eikōn) of the invisible God’ (Col. 
1:15). 

Actually, the Qur’ān’s account of Jesus comes close to such an 
understanding. QS Maryam 19:16-40 insists that even though Jesus is revered 
and praised, he is only human. In vv. 16-33 of this Sura, we find that the 
extraordinariness of Jesus is told flowingly in a positive tone. Afterwards, 
however, in order to preserve the absolute oneness of God, the account is 
then followed by a polemical passage (vv. 34-40) that heavily emphasizes the 
humanity of Jesus. It is quite possible that at first this passage was addressed 
to the contemporary Arabian polytheism, but it was later also directed 
towards the Christian faith, which believed in Jesus as one of the persons of 
the Trinity. According to this Sura, Jesus confirmed himself that he was a 
messenger of God. God made him His prophet in order to convey His word, 
and reveal His will to humankind.

Indeed, Jesus’ pre-eminence among the prophets is also mentioned in 
this Sura. There we are told that he was born from the Virgin Mary by the 
power of God without the intervention of a father. As had happened also to 
Adam, Jesus came into being because of the word of God, ‘Be’, and he was. 
Moreover, with God’s permission, Jesus performed a miracle when he was 
still an infant. He was able to speak since he was in the cradle. Besides, 
although without description, he was called in the Qur’ān a ‘sign’ and a 
‘mercy’ from God unto men (QS Maryam 19:21). In this instance, what needs 
to be put forward by the designation ‘sign’ (āyat) is Jesus’ role as a deliverer 
of the guidance from God to humankind. He was not only a ‘sign’ from God, 
but also a ‘mercy’ from God unto men. Unfortunately, in what sense Jesus 
was to be a ‘mercy’ for humankind and how he performed this role, the 
Qur’ān gives no further explanation. The only expression that may have a 
parallel meaning to this title is his saying that God made him blessed 
wherever he might be (QS Maryam 19:31), and that salvation (salām) would 
be on him wherever and whenever he was, “So peace is on me the day I was 
born, the day that I die, and the day that I shall be raised up to life (again)” 
(QS Maryam 19:33). The other characteristic of Jesus that is mentioned in 
Sura Maryam is his kindness and piety. It is said in v. 34 that God had made 
him kind to his mother, and not overbearing or miserable. In this instance, 
his piousness was also to be a ‘sign’ from God unto men, in the sense that all 
men are called to imitate him. They are called to observe his guidance, 
teachings, and examples.

Observing closely the titles applied to Jesus by the New Testament and 
the Qur’ān in the light of the hymn of Christ of Colossians and the hymn of 
Jesus of Sura Maryam, we have three concluding notes. Firstly, both the New 
Testament and the Qur’ān revere Jesus. Both acknowledge Jesus’ pre-
eminence among the prophets and messengers of God. This is clear from the 
fact that there are titles, which are applied to him but not to other prophets, 
such as ‘eikōn’ (image) or ‘āyat’ (sign) of (from) God, ‘word’ of (from) God, 



‘spirit’ of (proceeding from) God, and ‘Messiah’. Secondly, we find that all of 
Jesus’ titles are closely related to his role and function before God and men. 
We may say that what both the New Testament and the Qur’ān want to 
express by those titles is Jesus’ functional role before God and men. Although 
all Jesus’ titles are concerned with his role, and cannot be used apart from 
one another, functionally we can group them into two categories, namely his 
‘honorific titles’ (such as ‘Word of God’, ‘Spirit of God’, and ‘Son of God’), and 
his ‘ministerial titles’ (such as ‘Messiah’, ‘Servant’, ‘Prophet’, and ‘Sign’ of 
God). His honorific titles are the titles that are applied to him especially with 
regard to his honoured position before God and men, while his ministerial 
titles are the titles that are applied to him especially with regard to his 
ministry. Thirdly, to speak of Jesus’ role, which is reflected in his titles, means 
to speak of God’s communication to humankind. Through Jesus God 
communicates Himself and His will to humankind. Therefore, to speak of 
Jesus’ role also means to speak of God’s guidance which Jesus revealed 
through his teachings and examples. Thus, instead of debating his person, it 
would be better to follow his guidance, to imitate his life, to observe his 
examples, and to set foot on his pathway.

Apart from the common perception that Christians and Muslims may 
develop together, it should also be acknowledged that there are still between 
them different doctrinal perspectives concerning God and Christology. 
Therefore, in order to bridge the gap, they need to develop dialogical 
encounters, wherein they can sit together equally with readiness and 
openness to understand each other, and even to give and take from one 
another. They should be realistic and accept that a single reality can be seen 
from different points of view. In consequence of that, they must have the 
courage to carry out doctrinal dialogues, instead of avoiding them. Without 
such courage, they can never reach an authentic dialogue. Furthermore, it 
would be better for them to put more emphasis on the many possible 
similarities rather than on some acute differences. In connection with Jesus, 
apart from their different interpretation of him, both faiths acknowledge that 
all the titles, which their Scriptures apply to him, reflect his unique 
relationship with God. In his unique relationship with God, Jesus bears 
witness to the truth of God, so that there is nothing wrong in calling him the 
‘unique witness of God.’ Since Jesus is the witness of the truth of God, he is, 
therefore, properly called the ‘eikōn’ or ‘āyat’ of God. He is the real icon and 
as such he can frankly be adored. 



SAMENVATTING

Het Indonesische volk bestaat uit vele, verschillende volken, tradities, 
culturen en godsdienstige overtuigingen. Deze heterogeniteit is aan de ene 
kant een genade en zegen van God voor het Indonesische volk. Aan de 
andere kant echter leiden de bestaande verschillen, inclusief het verschil in 
geloof, tot een gespannen verhouding tussen de religieuze gemeenschappen. 
Uiteraard werd de gespannen verhouding tussen Moslims en Christenen in 
Indonesië veroorzaakt door tal van uiteenlopende factoren, zoals de 
historische achtergrond, het missionaire karakter van de twee grote 
godsdiensten, hun theologisch exclusivisme en verschillende politieke 
belangen van zekere individuen of groepen, die soms de religie als een 
instrument gebruik(t)en om hun doel te bereiken. Naast dat al, dragen echter 
ook de verschillen in de geloofsleer bij tot het verslechteren van de 
verhouding tussen de twee religies. Een van de leerkwesties, die vaak tot 
dispuut leidt, is het leerstuk over God en in het verlengde daarvan de 
Christologie. Over het algemeen wordt elke dialoog over de leer vaak als 
taboe beschouwd  en daarom gewoonlijk vermeden. 

Deze studie is een experimenteel doctrinair gesprek op zoek naar een 
nieuw verstaan van Jezus’ persoon op basis van exegetische analyses van een 
passage uit het Nieuwe Testament en uit de Qur’ān, namelijk de 
Christushymne in Colossenzen 1:15-20, en de hymne over Jezus in Sura 
Maryam 19:16-40. Van de Christushymne in de brief aan Colosse proberen 
we een duidelijk beeld van het verstaan van Jezus in de vroege Christelijke 
gemeenschap te verkrijgen en van de hymne over Jezus in Sura Maryam 
proberen we de perceptie van de Qur’ān over hem te begrijpen. Zo proberen
we zowel de Christelijke als ook de Moslimse perceptie van Jezus, op basis 
van hun eigen geschriften te begrijpen en misschien ook bestaande 
misverstanden uit de weg te ruimen. Beginnend vanuit onze exegetische 
analyses kunnen we dan de mogelijkheden onderzoeken om een 
gezamenlijke perceptie van Jezus te ontwikkelen. Op zijn minst beschikken 
we dan over de mogelijkheid de scherpte van het verschil tussen de 
percepties te verzachten.

Aan de ene kant houden de Christenen en de kerken in Indonesië over 
het algemeen vast aan de leer die ze geërfd hebben van hun ‘moeder-kerken’, 
de gereformeerde/hervormde kerken in Europa. In hun leer over God en 
Christus hebben die zich niet ver verwijderd van de oecumenische symbolen 
van de vroege kerk. In hun leer van de Triniteit leren ze dat de ene God uit 
drie personen bestaat: de Vader, de Zoon, en de Heilige Geest. Deze drie 
hebben dezelfde essentie. Hun Christologie, die afgeleid is van de leer van de 
Triniteit, legt uit dat Christus een van de personen van de Triniteit is en dat 
die persoon twee naturen heeft: een goddelijke en een menselijke. Hij is een 
God-mens, een God die ‘vlees’ (mens) geworden is. 



Aan de andere kant hebben alle Moslims dezelfde leer over de eenheid 
van God, ofschoon er in Indonesië verschillende tradities en scholen 
(madhabs) zijn. Dit blijkt duidelijk uit de geschriften van zowel internationale 
alsook nationale (Indonesische) Moslimschrijvers uit heden en verleden.  
Voor Moslims is God absoluut een; niets kan met Hem gelijk gesteld worden. 
Hij verschilt van  elk ander wezen en Hij kan niet vereenzelvigd worden met 
enig ander menselijk wezen of schepsel. God brengt niet voort, noch wordt 
Hij voortgebracht. Op basis van hun strikte leer van de eenheid van God 
vinden Moslims het moeilijk de Christelijke leer te begrijpen, die leert dat 
Jezus de zoon van God is. Voor hen is Jezus een profeet, een menselijk wezen 
zoals de andere profeten. De Qur’an legt er sterk de nadruk op dat hij profeet 
was die in het bijzonder gezonden was tot de kinderen van Israël. De 
bijzonderheid van Jezus onder de profeten wordt erkend – dat is duidelijk uit 
de exclusief op hem en niet op de andere profeten toegepaste titels – , maar 
desondanks wordt hij beschouwd als een gewoon mens, geen goddelijk 
wezen.

Vanuit onze exegetische analyse van de Christushymne in de brief aan 
Colosse zien we dat de Christologische conceptie van de vroege 
Christengemeenschap niet los gedacht kan worden van het monotheïsme van 
het Oude Testament. De vroege Christelijke interpretatie van de persoon van 
Christus was ontwikkeld op basis van het Judaïstisch begrip van God, die 
handelt en intervenieert in de geschiedenis. Hun kennis van God was niet 
voortgekomen uit hun poging met het verstand God te conceptualiseren, 
maar meer uit hun ervaringen met de daden van God, die altijd actief werkt 
in de geschiedenis. Ze kennen God niet alleen door Zijn profeten, boden, en 
dienstknechten, maar ook door meer directe openbaringen. De presentie van 
God die zij ervoeren, was vaak gepersonifieerd, ook al spraken ze van de 
Geest van God, de kracht van God, of de wijsheid van God. Al deze woorden 
werden gebruikt om hun perceptie van Gods zelfmanifestatie aan de 
mensheid tot uitdrukking te brengen.

Om deze personifiërende uitdrukkingen te begrijpen moeten we hen 
plaatsen tegen de achtergrond van het Judaïstische monotheïsme. De 
attributen, die in de Christushymne op Jezus worden toegepast, moeten niet 
letterlijk verstaan worden, maar metaforisch binnen het kader van het 
monotheïsme. De vroege Christelijke gemeenschap zag dat God, de Enige, 
die al de tijd  werkt in de geschiedenis, nu werkt en Zich zelf openbaart  door 
de persoon van Jezus. Wat alle nadruk krijgt in dit opzicht, is de openbaring 
van Gods wil en de manifestatie of realisatie van Zijn  werk door Jezus. Het 
gaat niet om een leerstellige conceptualisatie van de natuur van Jezus. Door 
hem kan men de onzienlijke God en Zijn wil kennen. In zijn rol en positie als 
zodanig wordt Jezus daarom genoemd “het beeld (eikōn) van de onzienlijke 
God” (Kol. 1:15).

In een aantal opzichten komt de Qur’anische berichtgeving over Jezus 
dicht bij zulk een verstaan. QS Maryam 19:16-40 blijft er bij dat ofschoon 



Jezus vereerd en geprezen wordt als profeet van God, hij toch een gewoon 
mens bleef. In vv. 16-33 wordt gewezen op Jezus’ bijzondere positie. Later 
echter, om de absolute enigheid van God te bewaren, volgt dan meteen weer 
een polemische passage (vv. 34-40) die nadruk legt op de menselijkheid van 
Jezus. Het is heel goed mogelijk dat deze passage eerst gericht was tegen het 
Arabische polytheïsme van die tijden en pas later gericht werd tegen de 
Christelijke overtuiging dat Jezus een van de personen van de Triniteit was. 
Volgens deze Sura, bevestigde Jezus van zichzelf dat hij een bode van God 
was. God maakte hem Zijn profeet om Zijn woord  te brengen en Zijn wil aan 
de mensheid te openbaren.

Inderdaad, de bijzondere positie van Jezus onder de profeten is ook 
genoemd in deze Sura. Er wordt verteld dat hij geboren is uit de Maagd 
Maria door de kracht van God zonder interventie van een vader. Zoals dat 
ook met Adam gebeurde, kwam Jezus tot aanzijn vanwege het woord van 
God, ‘zij daar,’ en hij was er. Bovendien, met Gods toelating, had Jezus al een 
wonder verricht toen hij nog een kind was. Hij kon al spreken toen hij nog in 
de wieg lag. Ofschoon zonder nadere toelichting wordt hij bovendien in de 
Qur’ān een ‘teken’ en een ‘genade’ van God voor de mensen genoemd (QS 
Maryam 19:21). Wat in dit voorbeeld de aandacht moet krijgen is de 
aanduiding ‘teken’ (āyat), de rol van Jezus als de brenger van Gods woord 
voor de mensheid. Toch was hij niet alleen een ‘teken’ van God, maar tegelijk 
ook een ‘genade’ van God voor de mensen. Helaas geeft de Qur’ān geen 
verdere uitleg over de vraag in welke zin Jezus een genade voor de mensheid 
was en hoe hij dat volbracht. De enige uitdrukking die enigszins die 
betekenis kan verklaren, is de zinsnede dat God hem zegent waar hij ook 
mag zijn (QS Maryam 19:31), en dat de vrede (salām) over hem zal zijn , waar 
hij ook maar zal zijn  en te allen tijde. “Aldus was vrede over mij de dag dat 
ik geboren was, de dag dat ik sterf en de dag dat ik (weer) tot leven 
opgewekt word” (QS Maryam 19:33). De andere bijzonderheid van Jezus, 
genoemd in Sura Maryam, is zijn vriendelijkheid en vroomheid. In v. 34 
wordt gezegd dat God hem vriendelijk heeft gemaakt voor zijn moeder, niet 
aanmatigend of lastig. In dit voorbeeld is zijn vroomheid ook een ‘teken’ van 
God voor de mensen, in de zin dat alle mensen geroepen zijn om hem na te 
volgen. Zij worden opgeroepen om zijn leiding, zijn leer en zijn voorbeeld te 
volgen.

Als wij de titels, door het Nieuwe Testament en de Qur’ān toegepast op 
Jezus in het licht van de Christushymne in de brief aan Colosse en de hymne 
op Jezus in Sura Maryam, nader bekijken, komen we tot drie conclusies. Ten 
eerste, zowel het Nieuwe Testament als de Qur’ān vereren Jezus. Beide 
erkennen de bijzondere positie van Jezus onder de profeten en boden van 
God. Dat blijkt uit het feit dat bepaalde titels zoals ‘eikōn’ (‘beeld’), of ‘āyat’ 
(‘teken’) van God, ‘woord’ van God, ‘geest’ van of (uitgegaan) van God, en 
‘Messias’ alleen op hem worden toegepast en niet op andere profeten. Ten 
tweede, wij hebben ontdekt dat alle titels van Jezus nauw gebonden worden 



aan zijn rol en functie voor God en de mensen. Wij kunnen vaststellen dat 
wat beide, het Nieuwe Testament en de Qur’ān, willen uitdrukken door die 
titels, de functionele rol van Jezus is voor God en de mensen. Ofschoon alle 
titels van Jezus zijn rol betreffen en de titels ook niet los van elkaar gebruikt 
kunnen worden, kunnen wij ze in twee categorieën groeperen, namelijk zijn 
‘eretitels’ (zoals ‘Woord van God’, ‘Geest van God’, en ‘Zoon van God’), en 
zijn ‘dienende titels’ (ministerial), zoals (‘Messias’, ‘Knecht’, ‘Profeet’, en 
‘Teken’ van God). Zijn ‘eretitels’ zijn de titels die op hem speciaal toegepast 
zijn met het oog op zijn erepositie voor God en de mensen, terwijl zijn 
‘dienende’ titels de titels zijn, die op hem special toegepast zijn met het oog 
op zijn dienst. Ten derde, spreken over Jezus’ rol, die in zijn titels 
gereflecteerd wordt, betekent spreken over Gods communicatie met de 
mensheid. Door Jezus communiceerde God Zichzelf en Zijn wil aan de 
mensheid. Daarom, spreken over Jezus’ rol betekent ook spreken over Gods 
leiding die Jezus openbaarde door zijn leer en voorbeeld. In plaats van te 
debatteren over zijn persoon zou het beter zijn om zijn leiding te volgen, zijn 
leven na te volgen en zijn voorbeelden te praktiseren.

Naast de gezamenlijke perceptie van Jezus die Christenen en Moslims 
zouden kunnen ontwikkelen, dient niet uit het oog verloren te worden dat er 
toch ook nog altijd verschillende dogmatische percepties over God en de 
Christologie blijven bestaan. Om die blijvende kloof te overbruggen zou men 
dialogische ontmoetingen kunnen ontwikkelen waar men op gelijke voet 
bijeenkomt in de bereidheid en openheid om elkaars intenties te verstaan, en 
zo onderling te geven en te ontvangen. Men zal zo realistisch moeten zijn om 
te erkennen dat een en dezelfde realiteit van verschillende gezichtspunten 
bezien kan worden. Dan zal men ook de moed moeten opbrengen een 
dialoog met elkaar te voeren die de kern van elkaars leer raakt en het huidige 
ontwijkgedrag moeten staken. Zonder die moed zal men nooit een 
authentieke dialoog kunnen voeren. Het zal dan niet alleen om divergenties 
moeten gaan maar ook om convergenties. Beide religies erkennen immers in 
verband met Jezus, dat de titels die de wederzijdse Heilige Schriften op hem 
toepassen, de unieke relatie met God reflecteren. In zijn unieke verhouding 
getuigt Jezus van de waarheid van God, zodat er niets verkeerds in zit om 
hem ‘de unieke getuige van God’ te noemen. Omdat Jezus de getuige van de 
waarheid van God was, is het gepast om hem de ‘eikōn’ of ‘āyat’ van God te 
noemen. Hij is werkelijk waardig aanbeden te worden.   



Appendices

PEMAHAMAN BERSAMA
IMAN KRISTEN DI INDONESIA (PBIK) 1994

BAB I

TUHAN ALLAH

Kami percaya bahwa:

1.     Sesungguhnya “TUHAN itu Allah kita, TUHAN itu Esa” 
(Ul. 6:4). Tidak Ada Allah selain Dia (Kel. 20:3; Ul. 5:7). Dialah 
Allah yang telah menciptakan langit dan bumi seluruh isinya, 
dan yang tetap memeliharanya hingga kesudahan alam (Kej. 
1:2; Mzm. 24:1-2; 89:12; 104:1 dst; Kol. 1:16).
Allah menyatakan diri dalam karya penciptaan-Nya dan 
dalam sejarah umat manusia (Mzm. 19:2-3; Rm. 1:19-20) dan 
secara khusus dan sempurna dalam Yesus Kristus Anak-Nya 
yang Tunggal (Yoh. 1:18). Oleh pimpinan Roh Kudus kami 
mengenal dan menyembah Dia sebagai Bapa dalam Yesus 
Kristus, sebab semua orang yang dipimpin oleh Roh Allah 
adalah anak-anak Allah (Rm. 8:14-15).

2.     Allah berbicara kepada manusia, berulangkali dan dalam 
pelbagai cara dengan perantaraan nabi-nabi, dan pada akhir 
zaman ini dengan perantaraan Yesus Kristus Anak-Nya yang 
Tunggal (Ibr. 1:1-2). Dalam Yesus Kristus Allah menyatakan 
diri sebagai Allah yang mengampuni dan menyelamatkan 
manusia dari penghukuman karena dosa, yaitu dengan jalan 
“mengosongkan diri-Nya sendiri, dan mengambil rupa 
seorang hamba, dan menjadi sama dengan manusia. Dan 
dalam keadaan sebagai manusia, Ia telah merendahkan diri-
Nya dan taat sampai mati, bahkan sampai mati di kayu salib. 
Itulah sebabnya Allah sangat meninggikan Dia dan 
mengaruniakan kepada-Nya nama di atas segala nama, 
supaya dalam nama Yesus bertekuk lutut segala yang ada di 
langit dan yang ada di atas bumi dan yang ada di bawah 
bumi, dan segala lidah mengaku, ‘Yesus Kristus adalah 



Tuhan’ bagi kemuliaan Allah, Bapa” (Flp. 2:7-11).
3.    Allah hadir dan bekerja di dalam dunia dan dalam gereja 

melalui Roh Kudus yang memerdekakan manusia dari hukum 
dosa dan hukum maut (Rm. 8:2; 2Kor. 3:17). Roh Kudus itu 
menghidupkan, membarui, membangun, mempersatukan, 
menguatkan, menertibkan dan meneguhkan serta memberi 
kuasa pada gereja untuk menjadi saksi, menginsyafkan dunia 
akan dosa, kebenaran dan penghakiman, dan memimpin 
orang-orang percaya kepada seluruh kebenaran Allah (Yeh. 
37; Kis. 1:8; Ef. 3:16-17; 4:3-4; Rm. 8:1; 1Kor. 12:7, 12; 14:26, 33; 
2Tim. 1:7; Yoh. 16:8-11, 13).
Karena itu kami mengaku dan memuliakan serta menyaksikan 
Allah yang Maha Esa dan kekal, yaitu Allah Bapa, Anak 
danRoh Kudus (Yes. 43:10; 44:6; Mat. 28:19; 2Kor. 13:13; Flp. 
4:20; Ibr. 13:8; Why. 4:8).



English translation:

COMMON COMPREHENSION OF CHRISTIAN FAITH
OF THE PGI 1994

Chapter I

THE LORD GOD

We believe that:   

1) Actually “The Lord our God, the Lord is one” (Dt. 6:4). There 
is no God but Him (Ex. 20:3; Dt. 5:7). It is He Who created the 
heavens and earth, and everything on it, and always cares 
for them until the end of the ages (Ge. 1:2; Ps. 24:1; 89:12; 104: 
1ff; Col. 1:16).
God reveals himself in His creation and along human history 
(Ps. 19:2-3; Ro. 1: 1:19-20) and specially and perfectly in Jesus 
Christ, His only Son (Jn. 1:18). Through the guidance of the 
Holy Spirit we know and worship Him as Father in Jesus 
Christ, because those who are led by the Spirit of God are 
sons (children) of God (Ro. 8:14-15).

2) In the past God spoke to men through the prophets at many 
times and in various ways, but in the last days, he has 
spoken to us through Jesus Christ, His only Son (Heb. 1:1-2). 
In Jesus Christ God revealed Himself as the forgiving God 
Who saves humankind from the curse of sin by “emptying 
Himself, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in 
human likeness. Being found in appearance as a man, He 
humbled Himself and became obedient to death –even death 
on the cross. Therefore God exalted Him to the highest place 
and gave Him the name that is above every name, that at the 
name of Jesus Christ every knee should bow, in heaven and 
on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that 
Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father” (Phil. 
2:7-11).



3) God is present and works in the world and in the church 
through the Holy Spirit Who sets humans free from the law 
of sin and death (Ro. 8:2; 2Co. 3:17). The Holy Spirit brings to 
life, renews, develops, unites, strengthens, puts the church in 
order and gives it power to become witness, makes the 
world aware of sin, righteousness and judgement, and leads 
believers to all of the righteousness of God (Eze. 37; Ac. 1:8; 
Eph. 3:16-17; 4:3-4; Ro. 8:1; 1Co. 12:7,12; 14:26,33; 2Ti. 1:7; Jn. 
16:8-11,13).
We, therefore, confess and glorify and witness to God the 
One and Eternal, Who is God the Father, the Son, and the 
Holy Spirit (Isa. 43:10; 44:6; Mt. 28:19; 2Co. 13:13; Phil. 4:20; 
Heb. 13:8; Rev. 4:8).



                        PENGAKUAN DASAR GBKP 1979

Fasal 2: Allah
1. Allah adalah yang menjadikan langit dan bumi dan segala 

isinya (Kej. 1:1-31). Kita mengenal Allah melalui 
pemeliharaan-Nya terhadap dunia dan melalui kasih-Nya 
yang telah nyata dalam Tuhan Yesus Kristus (Yoh. 3:16).

2. Yesus Kristus adalah Anak Allah yang tunggal yang telah 
menyatakan pekerjaan Allahdan kehendak-Nya di dalam 
dunia. Dialah yang menjadi penebus terhadap dosa kita 
melalui kematian-Nya, kebangkitan-Nya dan kenaikan-Nya 
ke surga.

3. Rohulkudus adalah Allah yang bekerja memimpin Gereja 
dan orang-orang Kristen agar mereka tetap dalam 
pengajaran Yesus sampai kedatangan-Nya kembali.

4. Allah berkuasa memberikan anugerah kepada orang yang 
beriman dan menghukum orang-orang jahat yang 
menentang Dia.

English translation:

BASIC CONFESSION OF THE GBKP 1979 

Article 2 – God
1. God is He Who created heaven and earth and all in them 

(Gen. 1:31). We know God through His care for the world 
and through His love which has been disclosed in the Lord 
Jesus Christ (Jn. 3:16).

2. Jesus Christ is the sole Son of God, Who has disclosed God’s 
work and His will in the world. He it is Who became the 
expiator of our sins through His death, His resurrection and 
His ascension to heaven.

3. The Holy Spirit is God Who works in leading the Church 
and Christians, so that they may remain constant in the 
teaching of Jesus until He comes again.

4. God has the power to bestow grace upon those who have 
faith and to punish evil persons who resist Him.



                            PENGAKUAN GEREJA TORAJA (PGT) 1981

Mukadimah

Di bawah pimpinan Roh Kudus dan berdasarkan Firman Allah 
kita percaya, bahwa Tuhan Allah berkenan menyatakan diri-
Nya, yaitu: kehendak-Nya, kasih-Nya dan kuasa-Nya kepada 
kita di dalam Yesus Kristus, sehingga kita tiba pada pengakuan:

“Yesus Kristus Itulah Tuhan Dan Juruselamat”

Ia menebus kita dan menyelamatkan kita dari kebinasaan 
sehingga kita menjadi milik-Nya dan menerima hidup yang 
kekal.
Di bawah pimpinan Roh Kudus kita memberlakukan 
kedaulatan Yesus Kristus atas kehidupan kita.
Dalam hubungan dengan pengakuan oikumenis dan 
reformatoris, kita bersama-sama dengan semua orang kudus 
pada segala abad dan di segala tempat mengaku, bahwa:

I. TUHAN ALLAH

1. Allah hanya satu. Hakikat Allah yang satu-satunya itu ialah 
kasih, yang telah dinyatakan-Nya dalam sejarah karya 
penyelamatan-Nya dalam tiga oknum, yaitu: Allah Bapa, 
Allah Anak dan Allah Roh Kudus.

2. Allah itu adalah satu-satunya sumber kehidupan, berkat, 
dan kebaikan. Hanya Dialah yang boleh disembah.

3. Allah, Bapa yang kekal, telah menciptakan segala sesuatu 
yang kelihatan dan yang tidak kelihatan. Allah yang kekal 
itu memelihara dan menyelamatkan ciptaan-Nya di dalam 
keadilan dan kebenaran, karena kebaikan dan kasih-Nya.

4. Allah Anak yang kekal lahir menjadi manusia untuk 
mengerjakan penyelamataan dunia.

5. Allah Roh yang kekal menyaksikan keselamatan kepada 
dunia. Ia meyakinkan kita dan memeteraikan keselamatan 
itu di dalam hati dan kehidupan manusia.



6. Ketritunggalan tidak dapat dijangkau dengan akal manusia, 
tetapi Firman Allah menyatakan-Nya kepada manusia 
supaya diterima dan dipercayai berdasarkan kasih-setia 
Allah yang kekal terhadap ciptaan-Nya. 

IV. PENEBUSAN

1. Yesus Kristus, Allah Anak, meninggalkan kemuliaan-Nya 
dan mengosongkan diri-Nya dengan jalan menjadi manusia 
sejati.

2. Manusia sejati ialah manusia yang sama seperti kita, kecuali 
dalam hal dosa.
Ia tidak berdosa, tetapi Ia telah menanggung kutuk dosa 
kita, supaya di dalam Dia kita dibenarkan di hadapan Allah.

3. Di dalam kehidupan dan pekerjaan Yesus Kristus, Kerajaan 
Allah telah hadir di antara manusia, yang tanda-tandanya 
ialah: antara lain penyembuhan orang sakit, pembangkitan 
orang mati, pengusiran setan-setan, dan pemberitaan kabar 
baik.

4. Di dalam pekerjaan penyelamatan-Nya, Yesus Kristus telah 
mengalami kehidupan manusia dengan segala kehinaannya, 
kelemahannya, dan sengsaranya, bahkan Ia dicobai dalam 
segala hal, tetapi tidak berbuat dosa.

5. Yesus Kristus telah menanggung kutuk murka Allah atas 
dosa kita melalui penderitaan-Nya sampai mati di kayu salib 
dan bahkan turun ke dalam kerajaan maut. Semuanya itu 
dibuat-Nya untuk menggantikan kita dan dengan itu Ia 
menebus kita dari kuasa maut, menjadi milik-Nya.

6. Yesus Kristus telah bangkit dari antara orang mati. 
Kemenangan dan kebangkitan-Nya adalah jaminan 
pembenaran kita di hadapan Allah dan jaminan kebangkitan 
kita pada akhir zaman. Dengan demikian kita ikut menang 
dan bangkit bersama Kristus kepada kehidupan yang baru, 
kini dan nanti.

7. Keselamatan dan kesejahteraan kita kini dan nanti tidak 
tergantung pada persembahan-persembahan, seperti: korban 
binatang, amal, dan kebajikan serta kesalehan kita. 



Orang berdosa dibenarkan di hadapan Allah hanya oleh 
korban Yesus Kristus.

8. Yesus Kristus yang bangkit, telah naik ke sorga menjadi 
Pengantara dan dilantik menjadi Raja. Kepada-Nya telah 
diserahkan segala kuasa, baik di sorga maupun di bumi. 
Sebagai Pengantara Ia menjadi Juru Syafaat kita, 
menyediakan tempat bagi kita, dan merupakan jaminan 
kebangkitan manusia seutuhnya.
Dari sana Ia akan datang kembali sebagai hakim.

9. Dengan perantaraan Roh Kudus Yesus Kristus menyertai 
kita senantiasa sampai pada akhir zaman.



English translation:

CONFESSION OF THE TORAJA CHURCH 1981

Preamble

Under the guidance of the Holy Spirit and on the basis of the 
word of God, we believe that the Lord God was pleased to 
reveal Himself, that is His will, His love and His power to us in 
Jesus Christ, so that we reach the confession:

“Jesus Christ is Lord and Saviour”

He redeems and saves us from destruction, so that we become 
His possession and receive eternal life. Under the leadership of 
the Holy Spirit, we bring the sovereignty of Jesus Christ to bear 
upon our lives.

In connection with the Ecumenical Confessions (the Apostles’ 
Creed, the Nicene Creed and the Athanasian Creed) and the 
Reformed Confessions (the Three Documents of Unity, the 
Geneva Confession, the Westminster Confession, etc.), we, 
together with all the saints of all ages and in all places, confess 
that:

Chapter I – THE LORD GOD

(7) God is one. The essence of the one and only God is love, 
which has been revealed by Him in the history of His work 
of salvation in three persons, that is: God the Father, God the 
Son and God the Holy Spirit.

(8) God is the one and only source of life, blessing and 
goodness. It is only He who may be worshipped.

(9) The eternal God the Father created everything, both that 
which is visible and that which is invisible.



The eternal God cares for and saves His creation in justice 
and truth, because of His goodness and love.

(10) The eternal God the Son was born and He became man so 
as to carry out the salvation of the world.

(11) The eternal God the Spirit bears witness to the salvation 
of the world. He convinces us and seals this salvation in the 
hearts and lives of humankind.

(12) The Trinity cannot be understood by the mind of 
humankind, but the Word of God declares Him to 
humankind so that thus He can be accepted and trusted in, 
because of the faithful love of the eternal God towards His 
creation.

Chapter IV – REDEMPTION

(9) Jesus Christ, God the Son, left His glory and emptied 
Himself be becoming genuine man.

(10) Genuine man is man who is the same as us, except in the 
matter of sin. He was not sinful, but He bore the curse of our 
sin, so that in Him we might be justified before God.

(11) In the life and work of Jesus Christ, the Kingdom of God 
became present among humankind. Its signs were, among 
other things, the healing of the sick, the raising of the dead, 
the driving out of devils and the proclamation of the Good 
News.

(12) In His work of salvation Jesus Christ experienced the life 
of humankind with all its humiliations, weakness and 
sorrows, and moreover He was tempted in all things, but He 
did not commit sin.

(13) Jesus Christ because of the curse of the anger of God 
towards our sin through His sufferings even as far as death 
on the cross, and He descended to the Kingdom of death.
He so as a substitute for us did all of this, and thus He 
redeemed us from the power of death to become His 
possession. 

(14) Jesus Christ rose from among the dead. His victory and 
resurrection are the guarantee of our being justified before 



God and the guarantee of our resurrection at the end of time. 
Thus, we participate in the victory and resurrection together 
with Christ, leading to new life now and in the future.

(15) Our salvation and security now and in the future do not 
depend upon offerings, like the sacrifice of animals, 
charitable works and our virtue and piety.
Sinners are justified before God only through the sacrifice of 
Jesus Christ.

(16) Jesus Christ, who rose, ascended to heaven to become the 
Intermediary and He has been installed as King. To Him has 
been granted all power, both in heaven and on earth.
As Intermediary He has become our Intercessor, He has 
prepared a place for us, and He is the guarantee of the 
resurrection of humankind completely.
From there He shall come back as Judge.

(19) Through the mediation of the Holy Spirit, Jesus Christ is 
continually with us, until the end of time.



POKOK-POKOK AJARAN GEREJA KRISTEN JAWA 1997

MINGGU ke 5: KETRITUNGGALAN ALLAH

48. Pert. : Adakah hubungan antara penyelamatan Allah yang 
dilaksanakan-Nya di dalam dan dengan peristiwa 
bangsa Israel, peristiwa manusiawi Yesus, dan 
peristiwa Roh Kudus dengan iman gereja tentang 
ketritunggalan Allah?

 Jwb.: Ada. Gereja awal mempunyai keistimewaan, yaitu 
masih sangat dekat dengan atau bahkan mengalami 
sendiri penyelamatan Allah melalui peristiwa-
peristiwa tersebut; lalu, gereja merumuskan 
pemahamannya mengenai Allah, yang kemudian 
berkembang menjadi iman dan ajaran tentang 
ketritunggalan Allah. Bahwa Allah itu: Bapa, Anak, 
dan Roh Kudus.
[Rumusan trinitas Allah hanya di dalam Mat. 28:19; 
bnd. rumusan baptis dll. Kis. 2:38, dan hubungan Bapa 
dan Anak dalam Pentakosta dalam Kis. 2:33].

49. Pert. : Apa sebenarnya yang dimaksudkan oleh gereja 
awal dengan rumusan tentang ketritunggalan Allah 
itu?

      Jwb. : Dengan rumusan demikian itu, gereja mempunyai 
maksud:
1. Memberi penalaran dengan bahasa dunianya 

pada jaman itu tentang keyakinannya mengenai 
penyelematan Allah dan Allah yang 
menyelamatkan.

2. Memberi pegangan imaniah bagi orang-orang 
percaya untuk menjalani kehidupan di dunianya 
pada jaman itu.

3. Bersaksi kepada dunianya pada jaman itu 
tentang penyelamatan Allah yang telah 
dialaminya dan tentang Allah yang 
menyelamatkan.



[Suatu interpretasi historis dengan presuposisi 
pertanyaan-pertanyaan dan jawaban sebelumnya].

50. Pert. : Apakah ajaran tentang Allah tritunggal itu harus 
dipertahankan juga pada masa sekarang meskipun 
dunia dan jaman kita sudah berbeda dengan dunia 
dan jaman gereja awal dulu?

      Jwb. : Pemahaman gereja awal itu menjadi tradisi gereja 
dan tercantum di dalam Alkitab. Itu berarti 
difungsikan oleh Allah dalam pekerjaan 
penyelamatan-Nya, baik sebagai alat kesaksian 
maupun sebagai alat pemeliharaan iman. Oleh 
karena itu kita perlu mempertahankannya. 
[Konsekuensi logis dari ajaran tentang Alkitab].

51. Pert. : Bagaimana kita mempertahankan pemahaman 
gereja asal itu, sebab di dalam sejarah gereja 
ternyata pemahaman gereja awal itu oleh pemikir-
pemikir Kristen dijelaskan dengan cara dan isi yang 
berbeda-beda?

      Jwb. : Yang kita pertahankan adalah latar belakang 
pengertiannya, yaitu cara Allah melaksanakan
penyelamatan itu dalam sejarah.
[lihat pertanyaan dan jawaban No. 40-47].

52. Pert. : Dengan cara demikian itu, bagaimana rumusan 
Bapa, Anak, dan Roh Kudus dapat dijelaskan?

      Jwb. : Berdasarkan cara pelaksanaan penyelamatan Allah 
di dalam sejarah, ketritunggalan Allah dapat 
dijelaskan demikian:
1. Dalam hubungannya dengan masa 

penyelamatan yang pertama, sebagaimana 
direkam di dalam kitab Perjanjian Lama, Allah 
disebut dan disembah sebagai Allah Bapa.

2. Dalam hubungan dengan masa 
penyelamatan yang kedua, sebagaimana direkam 
di dalam kitab Perjanjian Baru, Allah disebut dan 
disembah sebagai Anak Allah.



3. Dalam hubungan dengan masa 
penyelamatan yang ketiga, sebagaimana direkam 
di dalam kitab Perjanjian Baru dan di dalam 
sejarah gereja hingga hari ini, Allah disebut dan 
disembah sebagai Allah Roh Kudus.

[Konsekuensi konklusif].

53. Pert. : Bagaimana hubungan antara sebutan Bapa dan 
sebutan Anak?

      Jwb. : Sebagai suatu cara yang manusiawi untuk 
memahami Allah di dalam pekerjaan penyelamatan-
Nya, maka sebutan Bapa dan sebutan Anak itu tidak 
menyatakan hubungan biologis, melainkan 
menyatakan hubungan langkah-langkah Allah di 
dalam keseluruhan pekerjaan penyelamatan-Nya.
[Mat. 3:17 (baca ayat 13-17); Yoh. 1:1-3].

54. Pert. : Apakah Bapa, Anak, dan Roh Kudus itu masing-
masing oknum?

      Jwb. : Bapa, Anak, dan Roh Kudus itu Allah yang satu dan 
sama. Jadi, oknumnya hanya satu, yaitu Allah.
[Yoh. 10:30; 14:9; 1Yoh. 5:7].

55. Pert. : Bapa, Anak, dan Roh Kudus itu satu oknum. Kalau 
demikian, bagaimana penjelasan tentang Yesus yang 
berdoa kepada Bapa, tentang Bapa memberikan Roh 
Kudus kepada murid-murid yesus?

      Jwb. : Yesus yang berdoa kepada Bapa itu kita pahami, 
bahwa Yesus, Allah yang masuk melibatkan diri di 
dalam kehidupan manusia dengan cara yang begitu 
manusiawi menjalani kehidupan dengan cara yang 
seperti manusia itu, menempatkan diri di tempat 
manusia. Dia menggantikan manusia. Bahwa Allah 
memberikan Roh Kudus kepada murid-murid yesys 
dan orang-orang percaya, itu berarti bahwa Allah 
sendiri yang datang dan bekerja sebagai Kuasa di 
dalam hati mereka, untuk menolong mereka 



sehingga mampu mempertahankan keselamatan 
mereka.
[Flp. 2:7-8; Ibr. 2:14-18; 4:14-15].

56. Pert. : Apakah sebutan Bapa di dalam ketritunggalan Allah 
itu sama dengan sebutan Bapa dalam doa atau 
pujian kita?

      Jwb. : Kedua sebutan itu memang menunjuk kepada Allah 
yang satu dan sama. Tetapi ada perbedaan 
pengertian di antara keduanya. Perbedaan itu 
adalah:
1. Bapa di dalam ketritunggalan Allah adalah 

sebutan dalam hubungan dengan pelaksanaan 
penyelamatan Allah di dalam sejarah manusia.

2. Bapa di dalam doa atau pujian adalah 
sapaan dalam hubungan dengan keselamatan 
yang telah diterima atau dimiliki oleh orang 
percaya. Di dalam Alkitab, salah satu cara 
menjelaskan penyelamatan Allah ke atas manusia 
itu dengan lukisan dari dunia keluarga. Manusia 
berdosa itu dilukiskan sebagai anak durhaka yang 
memberontak kepada bapaknya. Penyelamatan 
Allah dilukiskan sebagai tindakan bapak yang 
mendamaikan dirinya dengan anak durhaka tadi. 
Keselamatan dilukiskan sebagai kondisi damai 
antara bapak dan anak tadi. Darilukisan itu lahir 
sebutan anak-anak Allah bagi orang percaya, yang 
menyeru atau menyapa Allah dengan sebutan 
Bapa.

[Mat. 28:19; bnd. Yes. 9:5; Yes. 63:16; Yer. 3:4; Mal. 
2:10; Rm. 8:14-17; Gal. 4:4-7; Yoh. 1:12; Luk. 15:11-32; 
Mat. 5:16; 5:45, 48; 6:6, 9, dll].

57. Pert. : Apakah Roh Kudus bekerja hanya di dalam masa 
penyelamatan yang ketiga?  

      Jwb. : Karena Ia Allah sendiri, Ia bekerja di segala masa; 
baik di dalam penciptaan maupun tata reksa, di 



dalam peristiwa bangsa Israel maupunperistiwa 
manusiawi Yesus. Tetapi di dalam peristiwa Roh 
Kudus sebagai salah satu masa penyelamatan 
dengan wataknya yang khas, Roh Kudus bekerja 
secara khas, yaitu menolong manusia sehingga 
percaya kepada Yesus.
[Kej. 1:1; Yes. 63:10; Mrk. 12:36; Luk. 1:15; Kis. 11:15-
16; Kis. 9:31, dll.].



English translation:

PRINCIPLES OF THE DOCTRINE
OF THE JAVANESE CHRISTIAN CHURCH 1997

WEEK NO. 5 – THE TRINITY OF GOD

Question 48: Is there any relation between the salvific act of God, which 
He did in and through the life of Israel, the life of Jesus 
Christ and the work of the Holy Spirit, and the church’s faith 
in the Trinity?

Answer: Yes there is. The primitive church had peculiar experience. 
She was still near, even experienced the salvation God 
accomplished through all those events, and then formulated 
her comprehension about God, which latter developed into 
the faith and doctrine of the Trinity that God is the Father, 
the Son, and the Holy Spirit.
[The Trinitarian formula of God is only found in Mt. 
28:19; cf. the baptismal formula in Ac. 2:38, and the 
relationship between the Father and the Son at the 
Pentecost in Ac. 2:33].
  

Question 49: What did the primitive church intend to express with her 
Trinitarian formula?

Answer: She intended: (1) to express her faith in the salvific act of 
God, and in God Who saved; (2) to give a religious guidance 
to the believers for undergoing their earthly life; (3) to bear 
witness to the salvific act of God she experienced for her (the 
primitive church’s) contemporary world.
[A historical interpretation based on the presupposition 
of the previous questions and answers].

Question 50: Must the Trinitarian doctrine be maintained, although the 
ages have changed? 

Answer: Yes it must, because the comprehension of the primitive 
church concerning the Trinity has become the church’s 
tradition and been written down in the Bible. It means that 
God put it into function within His salvific act, as a means of 
witness and care of faith. 
[A logical consequence of the teaching about the Bible].

Question 51: How do we maintain that comprehension, when Christian 



thinkers along the church history have explained it in 
various ways?

Answer: What we should maintain is the background of that 
comprehension, namely the ways God used to save the 
world throughout the history.
[See question and answer No. 40-47].

Question 52: How can we explain the Trinitarian formula of God the 
Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit?

Answer: In connection with the first phase of salvation, which 
happened to the people of God, Israel, as recorded in the Old 
Testament; believers call and worship God as God the 
Father.
In connection with the second phase of salvation God 
accomplished in and through Jesus Christ, as recorded in the 
New Testament, believers call and worship God as God the 
Son.
In connection with the third phase of salvation, as recorded 
in the New Testament and continuing the church history up 
until now, God is called and worshipped as God the Holy 
Spirit.
[A conclusive consequence].

Question 53: What is the relation between the designation ‘Father’ and 
‘Son’?

Answer: The designation ‘Father’ and ‘Son’ is only a human manner 
of understanding God connected to His salvific act. That 
does not explain a biological relationship at all, but God’s 
steps in performing His salvific work throughout history.
[Mt. 3:17 (see verses 13-17); Jn. 1:1-3].

Question 54: Are the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit different divine 
essences?

Answer: No, they are not! The Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are 
the same God. There is only one God.
[Jn. 10:30; 14:9; 1Jn. 5:7].

Question 55: If the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit are one and the 
same being, how then do we have to explain Jesus’ praying 
to the Father, and the Father’s giving the Holy Spirit to Jesus’ 
disciples?

Answer: When Jesus was praying to the Father, He positioned himself 
as one fully human in the place of all human beings. He 
involved himself humanly within the life of humankind. He 



substituted himself for the human being. The Father gives 
the Holy Spirit to Jesus’ disciples and all believers, it means 
that God himself is coming and working in their hearts 
through His power, for helping them in order that they can 
keep their salvation.
[Phil. 2:7-8; He. 2:14-18; 4:14-15].

Question 56: Does the appellation ‘Father’ for God in the Trinity have the 
same meaning as the appellation ‘Father’ for Him in our 
prayers and worship?

Answer: Both appellations, indeed, address the one, and the same 
God. However, there is a slight difference between them. (1) 
The appellation ‘Father’ in the Trinity is a designation for 
God related to His carrying out of the salvific work in human 
history. (2) The appellation ‘Father’ in our prayers and 
worships is a designation for God related to the salvation 
believers have received. The Bible uses a metaphor, which 
comes from a family situation, for explaining the salvation 
God has made for humankind. It describes the sinner as a 
prodigal son who rebelled against his father, and the salvific 
act of God as the action of the father who has reconciled 
himself with his prodigal son. Moreover, it describes 
salvation as a peaceful relationship between the father and 
the son. The title ‘sons of God’ or ‘children of God’ for the 
believers derived from that metaphor, and they, therefore, 
address God as ‘Father.’
[Mt. 28:19; cf. Isa. 9:5; 63:16; Jer. 3:4; Mal. 2:10; Ro. 
8:14-17; Ga. 4:4-7; Jn. 1:12; Lk. 15:11-32; Mt. 5:16; 
5:45, 48; 6:6, 9, etc.].

Question 57: Does the Holy Spirit work only within the third phase of the 
salvific act of God?

Answer: No, He does not! The Holy Spirit is God; therefore, He works 
through the ages, in creation as well as in His providence, in 
the life of the people of Israel as well as in the life of Jesus. 
However, in the third phase of the salvific act of God, the 
Holy Spirit works in a special way for helping humankind, 
so that they are able to believe in Jesus.
[Ge. 1:1; Isa. 63:10; Mk. 12:36; Lk. 1:15; Ac. 11:15-16; 
Ac. 9:31, etc.].



PEMAHAMAN IMAN GEREJA PROTESTAN 
                  di INDONESIA BAGIAN BARAT (GPIB) 2000

I. Keselamatan

Kami percaya,

Bahwa dengan kasih yang besar dan kuasa yang tak ada 
tara, Allah Bapa telah membebaskan umat-Nya dari 
perhambaan dan menyelamatkannya dari kepunahan.

Bahwa Allah itu pula akan menyelamatkan dan 
menghimpun kembali umat-Nya yang terserak di tanah 
pembuangan.

Bahwa dari karya-Nya yang nyata itu, Ia dikenal sebagai 
Allah yang menyelamatkan manusia. Keselamatan itu Ia 
wujudkan sepenuhnya melalui pengurbanan, kematian 
dan kebangkitan Yesus Kristus, supaya setiap orang yang 
percaya kepada Yesus Kristus memperoleh hidup yang 
kekal.

Bahwa Yesus Kristus telah mati dan bangkit untuk 
menjamin keselamatan bagi umat manusia, 
membebaskannya dari dosa dan maut, dan yang 
senantiasa kami peringati dalam pelayanan Firman, 
pelayanan Perjamuan dan pelayanan Baptisan.

Bahwa tak ada kuasa, juga maut sekalipun yang dapat 
membatasi dan menghalangi Yesus Kristus. Kuasa itu Ia 
nyatakan melalui Roh Kudus setelah Ia bangkit. Ia Raja 
di atas segala raja dan Tuan di atas segala tuan.

Bahwa kuasa-Nya akan Ia nyatakan sepenuhnya pada saat Ia 
menampakkan diri kelak sebagai Hakim dan Raja dengan 
duduk di sebelah kanan Allah Bapa yang mahakuasa. 



English translation:

COMPREHENSION OF FAITH
OF THE PROTESTANT CHURC IN WESTERN INDONESIA 

2000

1. Salvation

We believe that:

 With His great love and matchless power, God the Father 
has set His people free from slavery, and saved them 
from extinction. 

 It was that God Who would save and re-gather His 
people that were scattered in the land of exile. From His 
concrete acts, He was known as God Who saved and 
gathered a people that referred to His acts. 

 Out of His great love, He promised to save humankind. 
He brought that salvation into reality through the 
sacrifice, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ, so that 
those who believe in Jesus Christ shall receive eternal life. 

 Jesus Christ died and rose in order to guarantee the 
salvation of humankind, to set them free from sins and 
death, which we always celebrate in the services of the 
word of God, Holy Communion, and baptism.

 There is no power, even death, able to restrict and 
obscure the power of Jesus Christ. After His resurrection, 
He reveals His power through the Holy Spirit. He is the 
King of kings and Lord over all lords. 

 He shall reveal His power fully when in the last day, He 
shows himself as Judge and King Who is sitting at the 
right hand of God the Father Almighty.
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