
The  Rise  of  the  Nones  –
Reaching the Lost in Today’s
America
Steve Cable addresses James White’s book The Rise of the Nones
in view of Probe’s research about the church.

Probe Ministries is committed to updating
you  on  the  status  of  Christianity  in
America.  In  this  article,  we  consider
James White’s book, The Rise of the Nones,
Understanding and Reaching the Religiously
Unaffiliated.{1}  His  book  addresses  a
critical topic since the fastest-growing
religious group of our time is those who
check “none” or “none of the above” on
religious survey questions.

Let’s begin by reviewing some observations about
Christianity in America.

From the 1930’s{2} into the early 1990’s the percentage of
nones in America{3} was less than 8%. But by 2012, the number
had grown to 20% of all adults and appears to be increasing.
Even more alarming, among those between the ages of 18 and 30
the percentage grew by a factor of three, from 11% in 1990 to
nearly 32% in 2012.

Another study reported Protestantism is no longer the majority
in the U.S., dropping from 66% in the 1960’s down to 48% in
2012.
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The  nones  tend  to  consider  themselves  to  be  liberal  or
moderate  politically,  in  favor  of  abortion  and  same-sex
marriage being legal, and seldom if ever attend religious
services. For the most part, they are not atheists and are not
necessarily  hostile  toward  religious  institutions.  However,
among those who believe in “nothing in particular,” 88% are
not even looking for a specific faith or religion.

One report concludes, “The challenge to Christianity . . .
does not come from other religions, but from a rejection of
all forms of organized religions. They’re not thinking about
religion and rejecting it; they are not thinking about it at
all.”{4} In fact, the 2011 Baylor survey found that 44% of
Americans said they spend no time seeking “eternal wisdom,”
and a Lifeway survey found that nearly half of Americans said
they never wonder whether they will go to heaven.

As White notes, these changes in attitude come in the wake of
a second major attack on traditional Christian beliefs. The
first set of attacks consisted of:

1. Copernicus attacking the existence of God

2. Darwin attacking God’s involvement in creation, and

3. Freud attacking our very concept of a creator God.

The second storm of attacks focuses on perceptions of how
Christians think in three important areas.

1. An over entanglement with politics linked to anti-gay,
sexual conservatism, and abrasiveness

2. Hateful aggression that has the church talking in ways
that have stolen God’s reputation, and

3.  An  obsession  with  greed  seen  in  televangelist
transgressions and mega-pastor materialism, causing distrust
of the church.



These perceptions, whether true or not, create an environment
where  there  is  no  benefit  in  the  public  mind  to  self-
identifying  with  a  Christian  religious  denomination.

Living in a Post-Christian America
A 2013 Barna study{5} shows America rapidly moving into a
post-Christian status. Their survey-based study came to this
conclusion: over 48% of young adults are post-Christian, and
“The influence of post-Christian trends is likely to increase
and  is  a  significant  factor  among  today’s  youngest
Americans.”{6}

White suggests this trend is the result of “three deep and
fast-moving cultural currents: secularization, privatization,
and pluralization.”{7}

Secularization

Secularization teaches the secular world is reality and our
thoughts about the spiritual world are fantasy. White states:
“We seem quite content to accept the idea of faith being
privately engaging but culturally irrelevant.”{8} In a society
which is not affirming of public religious faith, it is much
more difficult to hold a vibrant, personal faith.

Privatization

Privatization creates a chasm between the public and private
spheres of life, trivializing Christian faith to the realm of
opinion. Nancy Pearcy saw this, saying, “The most pervasive
thought  pattern  of  our  times  is  the  two-realm  view  of
truth.”{9} In it, the first and public realm is secular truth
that states, “Humans are machines.” The second and private
realm of spirituality states, “Moral and humane ideals have no
basis in truth, as defined by scientific naturalism. But we
affirm them anyway.”{10}



Pluralization

Pluralization tells us all religions are equal in their lack
of  ultimate  truth  and  their  ability  to  deliver  eternity.
Rather speaking the truth of Christ, our post-modern ethic
tells us we can each have our own truth. As reported in our
book,  Cultural  Captives{11},  about  70%  of  evangelical,
emerging adults are pluralists. Pluralism results in making
your own suit out of patches of different fabrics and patterns
and expecting everyone else to act as if it were seamless.

White sums up today’s situation this way: “They forgot that
their God was . . . radically other than man . . . They
committed religion functionally to making the world better in
human terms and intellectually to modes of knowing God fitted
only for understanding this world.”{12}

This  combination  of  secularization,  privatization  and
pluralization  has  led  to  a  mishmash  of  “bad  religion”
overtaking  much  of  mainstream  Christianity.  The  underlying
basis of the belief systems of nones is that there is a lot of
truth  to  go  around.  In  this  post-modern  world,  it  is
considered futile to search for absolute truth. Instead, we
create our own truth from the facts at hand and as necessary
despite the facts. Of course, this creates the false (yet
seemingly desirable) attribute that neither we, nor anyone
else, have to recognize we are sinners anymore. With no wrong,
we feel no need for the ultimate source of truth, namely God.

If You Build It, They Won’t Come
We’ve been considering the beliefs and thinking of the nones.
Can we reach them with the gospel, causing them to genuinely
consider the case for Christ?

We are not going to reach them by doing more of the same.
Statistics  indicate  that  we  are  not  doing  a  good  job  of
reaching the nones.



As James White notes, “The very people who say they want
unchurched people to . . . find Jesus resist the most basic .
. . issues related to building a relationship with someone
apart  from  Christ,  .  .  .  and  inviting  them  to  an  open,
winsome,  and  compelling  front  door  so  they  can  come  and
see.”{13}

Paul had to change his approach when addressing Greeks in
Athens. In the same way, we need to understand how to speak to
the culture we want to penetrate.

In the 1960’s, a non-believer was likely to have a working
knowledge of Christianity. They needed to personally respond
to the offer of salvation, not just intellectually agree to
its validity. This situation made revivals and door-to-door
visitation excellent tools to reach lost people.

Today, we face a different dynamic among the nones. “The goal
is not simply knowing how to articulate the means of coming to
Christ; it is learning how to facilitate and enable the person
to progress from [little knowledge of Christ], to where he or
she is able to even consider accepting Christ.”{14}

The  rise  of  the  nones  calls  for  a  new  strategy  for
effectiveness. Today, cause should be the leading edge of our
connection with many of the nones, in terms of both arresting
their attention and enlisting their participation.

Up  through  the  1980s,  many  unchurched  would  respond  for
salvation and then be incorporated into the church and there
become drawn to Christian causes. From 1990 through the 2000s,
unchurched people most often needed to experience fellowship
in the body before they were ready to respond to the gospel.
Today, we have nones who are first attracted to the causes
addressed by Christians. Becoming involved in those causes,
they are attracted to the community of believers and gradually
they become ready to respond to the gospel.

We need to be aware of how these can be used to offer the good



news in a way that can penetrate through the cultural fog.
White puts it this way, “Even if it takes a while to get to
talking about Christ, (our church members) get there. And they
do it with integrity and . . . credibility. . . Later I’ve
seen those nones enfolded into our community and before long .
. .  the waters of baptism.”{15}

Relating to nones may be outside your comfort zone, but God
has called us to step out to share His love.

Combining Grace and Truth in a Christian
Mind
Every day we are on mission to the unchurched around us. James
White suggests ways we can communicate in a way that the nones
can understand.

We need to take to heart the three primary tasks of any
missionary  to  an  unfamiliar  culture.  First,  learn  how  to
communicate with the people we are trying to reach. Second,
become sensitized to the new culture to operate effectively
within it. Third, “translate the gospel into its own cultural
context  so  that  it  can  be  heard,  understood,  and
appropriated.”{16}

The  growth  of  the  nones  comes  largely  from  Mainline
Protestants and Catholics, right in the squishy middle where
there is little emphasis on the truth of God’s word. How can
we confront them with truth in a loving way?

The gospel of John tells us, “Grace and truth came through
Jesus  Christ.”{17}  Jesus  brought  the  free  gift  of  grace
grounded  in  eternal  truth.  As  we  translate  the  gospel  in
today’s cultural context for the nones, this combination needs
to  shine  through  our  message.  What  does  it  look  like  to
balance grace and truth?

• If we are communicating no grace and no truth, we are



following the example of Hinduism.

• If we are high on grace – but lacking in truth, we give
license to virtually any lifestyle and
perspective, affirming today’s new definition of tolerance.

• On the other hand, “truth without grace: this is the worst
of legalism . . . – what many nones
believe to be the hallmark of the Christian faith.” The real
representative of dogma without grace is Islam.” In a survey
among 750 Muslims who had converted to Christianity, they said
that  as  Muslims,  they  could  never  be  certain  of  their
forgiveness  and  salvation  as  Christians  can.

• Grace is the distinctive message of Christianity but never
remove it from the truth of the high cost Christ paid. Jesus
challenged the religious thought of the day with the truth of
God’s standard. Recognizing we cannot achieve that standard,
we are run to the grace of God by faith.

To  communicate  the  truth,  we  need  to  respond  to  the  new
questions nones are asking of any faith. As White points out,
“I do not encounter very many people who ask questions that
classical apologetics trained us to answer . . . Instead, the
new  questions  have  to  do  with  significance  and  meaning.”
Questions such as, “So, what?” and “Is this God of yours
really that good?”

We need to be prepared to “give a defense for the hope that is
within us” in ways that the nones around us can resonate with,
such as described in our article The Apologetics of Peter on
our website.

Opening the Front Door to Nones
The nones desperately need the truth of Jesus, yet it is a
challenge to effectively reach them. “Reaching out to a group
of people who have given up on the church, . . .  we must



renew our own commitment to the very thing they have rejected
– the church.”{18} The fact that some in today’s culture have
problems with today’s church does not mean that God intends to
abandon it.

The  church  needs  to  grasp  its  mandate  “to  engage  in  the
process  of  ‘counter-secularization’.  .  .  There  are  often
disparaging quips made about organized religion, but there was
nothing disorganized about the biblical model.”{19} We all
have a role to play in making our church a force for the
gospel in our community.

It must be clear to those outside that we approach our task
with  civility  and  unity.  Our  individual  actions  are  not
sufficient to bring down the domain of darkness. Jesus told us
that if those who encounter the church can sense the unity
holding us together they will be drawn to its message.

How will the nones come into contact with the unity of Christ?
It  will  most  likely  be  through  interaction  with  a  church
acting as the church. As White points out, “If the church has
a “front door,” and it clearly does, why shouldn’t it be . . .
strategically developed for optimal impact for . . . all nones
who may venture inside?”{20} Surveys indicate that 82 percent
of unchurched people would come to church this weekend if they
were invited by a friend.

One way we have a chance to interact with nones is when they
expose  their  children  to  a  church  experience.  Children’s
ministry is not something to occupy our children while we have
church, but is instead a key part of our outreach to the lost
nones in our community. “What you do with their children could
be a deal breaker.”

In today’s culture, we cannot overemphasize the deep need for
visual communication. Almost everyone is attuned to visually
receiving  information  and  meaning.  By  incorporating  visual
arts in our church mainstream, “it has a way of sneaking past



the defenses of the heart. And nones need a lot snuck past
them.”{21}

We need to keep evangelism at the forefront. “This is no time
to wave the flag of social ministry and justice issues so
single-mindedly in the name of cultural acceptance and the hip
factor that it becomes our collective substitute for the clear
articulation of the gospel.”{22}

White clearly states our goal, “Our only hope and the heart of
the Great Commission, is to stem the tide by turning the nones
into wons.”{23}
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The Qur’an From a Christian
Perspective
Steve Cable provides a biblical understanding of Islam’s holy
book, drawing on James White’s book What Every Christian Needs
to Know About the Qur’an {1}. Christians interacting with
Muslims  will  benefit  from  a  basic  understanding  of  the
development and the teaching of the Qur’an.

Introduction and Background

Beginning  with  the  basics,  we  need  to  understand  how  the
Qur’an came into our possession and how it is viewed by most
Muslims. The founder of Islam, Muhammad, was born in Mecca
around AD 570 and began to receive instruction leading to the
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religion of Islam at the age of 40 in AD 610. “The classical
belief is that while [the Qur’an’s] entirety was “sent down”
in  one  night,  the  Night  of  Power,  but  Muhammad  himself
received it piecemeal over twenty-two years.”{2} Muhammad did
not receive a written version as Joseph Smith claimed to have
received for the Book of Mormon. Rather he memorized what was
told him by the Angel Gabriel and passed it on to certain
followers.

The popular Muslim belief is summarized in a recent guide to
Islam as follows: “The Qur’an is the literal word of God,
which He revealed to His Prophet Muhammad through the Angel
Gabriel. It was memorized by Muhammad, who then dictated it to
his Companions. They, in turn, memorized it, wrote it down,
and reviewed it with the Prophet Muhammad. . . . Not one
letter of the Qur’an has been changed over the centuries.”{3}

“From the position of Sunni Islamic orthodoxy, the Qur’an is
as eternal as Allah himself. It is the very Word of God,
without even the slightest imperfection. The finger of man has
no place in it, as the book held reverently in the hand today
is an exact copy of a tablet in heaven upon which the Qur’an
has been written from eternity past.”{4}

How this view holds up to a critical review of the history of
Muhammad and the early days of Islam following his death will
be addressed later in this document. For now it is important
to understand that to a devout Muslim, the Qur’an in its
original Arabic is above analysis and above question, for it
is a matter of faith that it has been perfectly transmitted
and maintained. Note the Qur’an exists only in Arabic. Even
though most Muslims depend upon a translation for their access
to the teachings of the Qur’an, Muslims still would say the
Qur’an itself is not translatable and the public prayers must
also be done in Arabic.

It  is  interesting  to  realize  that  the  Qur’an  in  multiple
places states that Allah “sent down the Torah and the Gospel”



as works that serve as guidance to mankind. One cannot help
but wonder, why God would send down the Torah and the Gospels
when the Qur’an existed from eternity past and according to
Muslim  thought  supersedes  and  corrects  misconceptions  men
developed from reading these earlier texts. Why didn’t God
protect the Gospels in the same way as the Qur’an?

In what follows, we will look at where teachings of the Qur’an
are counter to the truth of the Bible and to the historical
facts. We will also consider how the current Qur’an came into
existence, asking why the creator of the world would pass down
his truth in such an uncontrolled fashion.

The Qur’an and Biblical Beliefs
Most Muslims, if they know anything about Christianity, will
point to three primary problems with our faith:

1. the Trinity,
2. the resurrection of Jesus, and
3. the corruption of the Scriptures.

Is there anything taught in the Qur’an that causes them to
reject the Christian concept of trinity?

In his book, James White describes the key Islamic belief in
this way, “Ask any sincere follower what defines Islam, and
they will answer quickly tawhid, the oneness of Allah, as
expressed in Islam’s great confession, “I profess that there
is  only  one  God  worthy  of  worship  and  Muhammad  is  His
messenger.”  . . . Without tawhid, you have no Islam.”{5}

Interestingly, the word tawhid in that form does not appear in
the Qur’an just as the word trinity does not appear in the
Bible. They are words to describe a concept clearly taught in
those two books. The difference between these two words is a
major difference between these religions. The Islamic concept
of tawhid is that Allah has only and can only exist in one



form, the creator of the universe. The Christian understanding
is that the one God is expressed in three ways or persons, the
Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. All the persons of God
were involved in the creation of this universe and reflect the
full nature of God. The Bible is very clear that the Trinity
is one God as shown for example in 1 Corinthians 8:4, 6:

“There is no God but one . . . for us there is but one God,
the Father, from whom are all things and we exist for Him;
and one Lord, Jesus Christ, by whom are all things, and we
exist through Him.”

In  Islam,  the  most  feared  of  all  sins  is  called  shirk,
associating anyone, or anything with Allah. A person who dies
in  this  state  of  idolatry  cannot  be  forgiven.  In  Islamic
thought, Allah is free to forgive any other sin if he so
desires, but he will not forgive anyone who dies in idolatry.

This teaching causes the Trinity to become an unforgivable sin
for Christians. “Many Muslims believe that the doctrine of the
Trinity  and,  in  particular,  the  worship  of  Jesus  is  an
(unforgivable) act of shirk. This has led many of them to
conclude that Christians, as a group, are bound for hell.”{6}

The Qur’an attempts to address the Trinity but does it show
knowledge of the concept so that the criticisms offered are
accurate and meaningful? “The reason for the question is self-
evident: If the Qur’an is the very words of Allah without
admixture of man’s insights or thoughts, then it would follow
inevitably that its representations will be perfectly accurate
and its arguments compelling.”{7}

What does the Qur’an say about the Trinity? First, it holds up
monotheism as the correction for the false Christian claim of
the  “three.”  By  holding  to  this  concept  of  the  “three,”
Christians are actually polytheists, denying that God is one.
The author of the Qur’an does not understand that Christians
are saying there is one God who manifests in three distinct



forms or persons, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. But
the misunderstanding goes much further than this. The Qur’an
is very clear that the “three” are the Father, the Son, and
Mary. As stated in Surah 5:116,

And when Allah said: “O Jesus son of Mary! Did you say to
mankind: ‘Take me and my mother for two gods other than
Allah?’” He said: “Transcendent are you! It was not mine to
say that of which I had no right. . .”

And this view is reiterated in the Islamic commentaries, the
hadith. “Nothing in the Qur’anic text actually addresses the
essence of Christian faith, even though it is painfully clear
the author thought he was doing so.”{8}

White believes this distinction helps us respond to the oft-
asked question, “Is Allah the same god as Yahweh?” Although
Muslims make reference to the one God of Abraham, they deny
the witness of the incarnation and the resurrection. Thus
denying the entirety of the Christian faith. “If worship is an
act of truth, then Muslims and Christians are not worshiping
the same object. We do not worship the same God.”{9}

So, we see the Qur’an misrepresents the Christian doctrine of
the  Trinity  and  relegates  Allah  to  a  lower  status  than
omnipotent  God  by  declaring  that  Allah  is  not  capable  of
appearing in multiple forms.

The Qur’an, Jesus and Salvation
As we consider what Muslims are taught in the Qur’an, we next
look  at  the  second  stumbling  block  in  their  view  of
Christianity: the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus Christ
the Son of God.

The Qur’an has quite a bit to say about Jesus as a prophet of
God,  specifically  stating  He  was  not  God  and  was  not
crucified. The name of Jesus appears 25 times in the Qur’an,



almost always as Isa ibn Mariam, i.e. Jesus the son of Mary.
Jesus is presented as the result of a miraculous virgin birth.
In the Qur’an, Surah 3:47, it is written, “She said, My Lord!
How can I have a child, when no man has touched me? He
replied, “such is the will of Allah. He creates what He will.
When He decrees a thing He only says: ‘Be!’ and it is.”{10}

The question of how Jesus came to be is an important topic for
comparison. First, we see the Qur’an says that Allah created
Jesus by declaring His existence and having Him born of a
virgin. Second, we understand that the author of the Qur’an
believed Christians teach that Jesus came into being as the
child of a physical, sexual union between God and Mary. Third,
Christianity actually teaches that Jesus was the preexistent
creator  of  the  universe  (John  1:1-3,  Colossians  1:16-17),
always and fully God, who became fully man being born of a
virgin. Note that the primary difference between the Qur’an’s
view of Jesus’ birth and a biblical view of Jesus’ birth is
not the role of Mary, but rather the Qur’an says that Jesus
was created at His human conception and the Bible clearly
states that Jesus is eternal and was not created but rather
took on a new form at his birth:

Although He existed in the form of God, did not regard
equality  with  God  a  thing  to  be  grasped,  but  emptied
Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being made
in the likeness of men.  Being found in appearance as a man,
He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of
death, even death on a cross. (Philippians 2:6-8)

The words attributed to Jesus in the Qur’an, beginning with
words spoken from the crib, are not found in any source from

the 1st through 5th centuries. “But the Muslim understanding is
that  no  such  historical  foundation  is  needed  for  lengthy
portions of narrative for its words to be true. This is the
Qur’an. It has been preserved. For the large majority, that
ends the discussion, even when the same believers will then



embrace historical criticism to question the value of His
words in the Gospels.”{11}

When it comes to the cross, the Qur’an stands firmly and
inalterably against the mass of historical evidence and the
almost universal view of the populace of itsday. This Qur’anic
view is not sprinkled throughout the teaching, but rather
appears in only one verse, namely Surah 4:157—

“They slew him not, nor crucified him, but it appeared so to
them; and those who disagree concerning it are in doubt
thereof; they have no knowledge of it except the pursuit of
a conjecture; [but] certainly they slew him not. But Allah
raised him up to Himself.”

This verse stands alone in the Qur’an and surprisingly without
commentary  in  the  hadith  literature  as  well.  This  verse,
written six hundred years after the events, in a place far
removed from Jerusalem, takes a position counter to the gospel
texts from the first century and counter to six centuries of
Christian  teaching.  In  more  recent  times,  various  Muslim
apologists have surmised various tales to build upon this one
verse. For example, some Muslims believe that someone else
died on the cross and Jesus fled to India to continue his
ministry there.{12} Regardless of what unsubstantiated fairy
tales one conjures up to support its claim, this verse is
based on no historical knowledge of the events surrounding the
death and resurrection of Jesus.

“This suggests the author did not have even the slightest
knowledge of the centrality of God’s redeeming act in Christ
on the cross. . .  The Qur’an places itself, and all who would
believe in it, in direct opposition not only to the Gospels
but also everything history itself says on the subject. The
question  must  be  asked:  Who,  truly,  is  following  mere
conjecture here? Those who were eyewitnesses on the Hill of
the Skull outside Jerusalem? Or the author of the Qur’an, more
than half a millennium later?”{13}



Without the cross, salvation in the Qur’an comes through an
unknowable  mixture  of  predestination,  good  works,  and  the
capricious  will  of  Allah.  “In  Islam,  forgiveness  is  an
impersonal act of arbitrary divine power. In Christianity,
forgiveness is a personal act of purposeful and powerful yet
completely just divine grace.”{14}

One cannot attribute these differences between the Qur’an and
the New Testament to a minor corruption of the biblical text
as they reflect the core themes of these books.

Corrupting the Gospels
As discussed above, most Muslims have been taught there are
three  primary  problems  with  our  faith:  the  Trinity,  the
resurrection of Jesus, and the corruption of the scripture. We
have dealt with the Trinity and the resurrection of Jesus. Now
let us turn to the corruption of scripture.

Most Muslims will affirm to you that the Christian scriptures
cannot  be  relied  upon  because  they  have  been  changed  and
corrupted over the years and do not reflect the true message
of  Jesus.  But  is  this  affirmation  what  is  taught  by  the
Qur’an, and does it have any basis other than hearsay?

The  Qur’an  is  very  clear  that  the  messages  sent  to  the
prophets of the Bible are to be believed. For example, Surah
3:84 says, “We believe in Allah . . . and that which was sent
down  to  Abraham  and  Ishmael  and  Isaac  and  Jacob  and  the
tribes; and that which was given to Moses and Jesus and the
Prophets from their Lord. We make no distinction between any
of them, and to Him we have surrendered.” Or as stated in a
hadith, “Therefore, faithful Muslims believe in every Prophet
whom Allah has sent and in every Book He revealed, and never
disbelieve in any of them.”{15}

Very clearly, the Qur’an states that what was given to the Old
Testament prophets and to Jesus was the truth of God. It is



not just the prophets themselves who were from the Lord, for
the Qur’an states that Allah “sent down the Torah and the
Gospel” as works that serve as “guidance to mankind.” If this
is the case, why do Muslims not interpret the Qur’an in light
of the truth from the Gospels, assuming that Allah’s truth
never changes?

In contrast, it is a virtual pillar of Islamic orthodoxy to
hold that the Bible has undergone significant revisions so
much as to make them totally unreliable and thus, useless to a
modern day Muslim. As James White puts it, “Muslims around the
world are taught that the Jews and the Christians altered
their Scriptures, though there is no agreement as to when this
took place. If anything unites Islamic apologists, it is the
persistent assertion of Qur’anic perfection in contrast to the
corrupted  nature  of  the  Bible,  particularly  the  New
Testament.”{16}

This position certainly makes sense from a human perspective.
For if one takes the position presented by the Qur’an that we
are  to  believe  every  word  of  the  Bible,  then  the  huge
differences between the theology of the New Testament and the
theology of the Qur’an leave one little choice: either reject
the  Qur’an  as  not  from  God,  or  assume  that  all  of  the
differences are the result of some massive corruption of the
message of the Bible. The normal assumption taught to Muslims
today is this corruption happened early on, perhaps even with
the apostle Paul.

However,  the  preponderance  of  verses  in  the  Qur’an  which
address  this  issue  point  to  the  corruption  as  being  a
distortion of the meaning (not the words) of the text. One
example is found in Surah 3:78, “And there is a party of them
who distort the Book with their tongues, that you may think
that what they say is from the Book, when it is not from the
Book.”  As  White  observes,  “We  must  conclude  that  the  now
predominant claim of the biblical texts themselves, having
undergone  major  alteration  and  corruption,  is  a  later



polemical  and  theological  perspective  not  required  by  the
Qur’anic text itself. It comes not from the positive teachings
of Muhammad but through the unalterable fact of the Qur’anic
author’s unfamiliarity with the actual biblical text.”{17}

As noted by a Christian, Al-Kindi, writing to a Muslim around
AD 820, “The situation is plain enough; you witness to the
truth of our text—then again you contradict the witness you
bear and allege that we have corrupted it; this is the height
of folly.”{18}

In Surah 5:47, we are urged as Christians to judge by what
Allah has revealed in the Gospels. If this admonition has any
meaning at all, it must assume that Christians had access to a

valid gospel in the 7th century during the life of Muhammad.

What Christians had as the Gospels in the 7th century is what
we have as the Gospels today. In fact, “each canonical gospel
we read today we can document to have existed in that very
form three centuries before Muhammad’s ministry. A Christian
judging Muhammad’s claims by the New Testament and finding
that  he  was  ignorant  of  the  teachings  of  the  apostles,
ignorant of the cross, the resurrection . . . and meaning of
the gospel itself, is simply doing what the Qur’an commands us
to do in this text.”{19}

Thus, while modern Muslims claim the Bible is corrupt and
unreliable, the Qur’an appears to teach that the scriptures
available to Jews and Christians during Muhammad’s day were
correct  and  should  be  followed;  as  long  as  one  did  not
reinterpret the meaning into something that was not really
said. However, doing so would lead one to the conclusion that
the Qur’an was written by someone who was not knowledgeable
concerning Jewish and Christian scripture.



The Perfection of the Qur’an
As noted earlier, one of the primary objections Muslims voice
toward Christianity is their belief that our Scriptures have
been  changed  and  corrupted  while  the  Qur’an  in  Arabic  is
exactly the words given to Muhammad fourteen hundred years
ago. Does this belief stand up to impartial scrutiny?

The modern Muslim view of the Qur’an does not allow for the
critical examination of sources and variations as has been
done for the New Testament. Many bible scholars such as Dallas
Theological Seminary professor, Daniel Wallace{20}, point out
that the large number of ancient manuscripts from different
locations and times give us a richness of sources allowing us
to identify the original text of the Christian New Testament
with a high degree of confidence. Muslims on the other hand
are relying on a specific follower, Uthman the third Caliph,
who was purported to have assimilated the correct version and
to have ordered the destruction of all other versions.

If the Qur’an is a perfect representation of the message from
Allah, what accounts for the differences in multiple accounts
of the same story recorded in the Qur’an? For example, four
different  Surahs  contain  the  story  of  Lot  in  Sodom.  Each
recounting of the story is different from the others even when
quoting what Lot said to the Sodomites. Thus we have Muslims
pointing to differences in accounts among the Gospels but
ignoring accounts of the same events throughout the Qur’an
which differ in detail, order, and content.

When  we  find  this  type  of  variation  in  the  Gospels,  we
recognize that each gospel was written by a different author
with a different perspective inspired by the Holy Spirit. But
if the Qur’an was preexistent in heaven and given to one man
by one angel, one would not expect these types of variants.
But as James White notes, “We could provide numerous examples
of parallel passages all illustrating with clarity that the
serious Muslim exegete must face the reality that the Qur’anic



text requires exegesis and harmonization.”{21}

In addition to these troubling passages recounting different
versions of the same events, we also find legendary stories
about the life of Jesus which do not appear in any of the
known accounts from the first century. White points out, “The
Qur’an  fails  to  make  any  differentiation  between  what  is
clearly legendary in character and what is based on the Hebrew
or the Christian Scriptures. Stories that developed centuries
after the events they pretend to describe are coupled directly
with historically based accounts that carry serious weight and
truth content. . . . This kind of fantastic legendary material
is hardly the kind of source that can be trusted, and yet the
Qur’an’s author shows not the slightest understanding of its
nature and combines them with historical materials.”{22}

In addition to the inconsistencies in retelling stories and
the incorporation of legends generated centuries after the
actual events, we also should consider whether the current
Qur’an  is  the  perfectly  accurate  version  of  the  earliest
version supposedly shared verbally by Muhammad with certain
followers. The common Islamic claims are strong and clear:

“The Qur’an is the literal word of God, which He revealed to
His  Prophet  Muhammad  through  the  Angel  Gabriel.  It  was
memorized by Muhammad, who then dictated it to his Companions.
They, in turn memorized it, wrote it down, and reviewed it
with the Prophet Muhammad  . . . Not one letter of the Qur’an
has been changed over the centuries.”{23}

“It is a miracle of the Qur’an that no change has occurred in
a single word, a single [letter of the] alphabet, a single
punctuation mark, or a single diacritical mark in the text of
the Qur’an during the last fourteen centuries.”{24}

Interestingly, the hadiths give us early insight into one view
of how the written Qur’an was collected and who was involved.
At the time Muhammad died, there was no written version of the



Qur’an. It was carried about in the minds of a set of men
called  the  Qurra,  each  of  whom  had  memorized  at  least  a
portion of the Qur’an. However, a number of these Qurra were
being  killed  in  battles,  raising  the  prospect  that  a
significant portion of the Qur’an might be lost. According to
one hadith, Zaid bin Thabit undertook the task of collecting a
written version.

“To many outside the Muslim faith, the Qur’an’s organization
looks tremendously haphazard and even Islamic literature notes
how one surah can contain materials Muhammad gave at very
different times in his life. Many Muslims assume Muhammad was
behind  this  organization,  but  there  is  little  reason  to
believe it. Zaid and his committee are far more likely to have
been responsible.”{25}

Eighteen years later the third Caliph, Uthman, charged Zaid
and others with rewriting the manuscripts in perfect copies.
In the process of doing this, Zaid reportedly found at least
two  more  passages  that  he  had  missed  in  his  earlier
compilation. Once this was accomplished, “Uthman sent to every
Muslim province one copy of what they had copied, and ordered
that all the other Qur’anic materials, whether written in
fragmentary manuscripts or whole copies, be burnt.”{26}

Not every scholar agrees that this story from a hadith is
accurate and many suggest a much later date after AD 705 for
the compilation of the Qur’an we find today. Whether it was
Uthman or some later compilation effort, since the eighth
century, we have had a fairly stable text for the Qur’an with
few variants. “Muslims see this as a great advantage, even an
example of divine inspiration and preservation. In reality,
just  the  opposite  is  the  case.  When  a  text  has  a  major
interruption in transmission, one’s certainty of being able to
obtain the original text becomes limited to the materials that
escape the revisionist pen. For the Muslim, Uthman had to get
it right, because if he was wrong, there is little hope of
ever undoing his work.”{27}



Al-Kindi, the Christian apologist writing around AD 820, had
much to say on the formation of the Qur’an. He records that
multiple versions were collated during the time of Uthman
stating, “One man, then, read one version of the Qur’an, his
neighbor another, and differed. One man said to his neighbor:
“My text is better than yours,” while his neighbor defended
his own. So additions and losses came about and falsification
of the text.”{28} According to Al-Kindi, this situation caused
Uthman  to  take  his  action  while  his  rivals,  such  as  Ali

(Muhammad’s cousin and the 4th Caliph), created and kept their
own manuscripts. Al-Kindi listed alterations and changes made
to the earlier documents in creating Uthman’s version. One of
the reasons Al-Kindi had access to this type of information
was the open warfare between the Sunnis and the Shiites, led
to charges and countercharges of corruption.

Al-Kindi  concludes  his  discussion  stating,  “You  know  what
happened between Ali, Abu Bakr, Umar and Uthman, how they
hated each other and quarreled and corrupted the text; how
each one tried to oppose his neighbor and to refute what he
(had) said. Pray, how are we to know which is the true text,
and how shall we distinguish it from the false?”{29}

As White states, “It is self-evident that no matter how stable
or even primitive the Uhtmanic tradition is, it is not the
only stream that can claim direct connection to Muhammad and
the primitive period of Qur’anic compilation. The greatest
concern for any follower of Muhammad should be what he said
(or what he received from the Angel Gabriel), not what an
uninspired Caliph later thought he should have said.”{30}

The study of manuscripts shows beyond all possible question
that the Qur’an was neither written down in perfection in the
days of Muhammad, nor was it never altered or changed in its
transmission.

White concludes his study with this thought, “When we obey the
command of Surah 5:4 and test Muhammad’s claims in the light



of  the  gospel,  of  history,  and  of  consistency  and
truthfulness, we find him, and the Qur’an to fail these tests.
The Qur’an is not a further revelation of the God who revealed
Himself in Jesus Christ. The author of the Qur’an did not
understand the gospel, did not understand the Christian faith,
and as such cannot stand in the line of Moses to Jesus to
Muhammad that he claimed.”{31}
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