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Speaking of Christ’s Divinity 

within Muslim Cultures 
The Rev. Dr. David Teague 
 
In my past work, when our team was developing theological material for the Middle 

East, I wanted to include open statements about the divinity of Christ such as “Jesus is 

God.” After all, Western Christians freely talk about Jesus like this.   

 

My Lebanese colleagues, however, reacted negatively.  They were quite theologically 

astute and orthodox — that was not the problem.  Rather, they just politely told me that 

I, as a westerner, simply did not understand.  “Muslims always accuse Middle Eastern 

Christians of the heresy of shirk,” they explained.  “That is why we should use indirect 

expressions instead.”  

 

Shirk (Arabic: ك�� ) is the heresy of association.  It is defined in Sūrah 4 Āyah 48:  

 
�� ��ْ�ِ��	 َأن ��ْ���َك ��ِ� و���ْ�ِ��	 �� د	وَن َذِ�َ� ���ِ�#�"  إ�ن  ا�ّ

 ��َ��ُء و��" ��ْ���ْك ����ّ�ِ� َ+َ-ِ, اْ+َ*��ى إ�ْ)#$� '�ِ&%#$�

 
“Surely Allah does not forgive that anything should be associated with Him, 

and forgives what is besides that to whomsoever He pleases;  

and whoever associates anything with Allah,  

he devises indeed a great sin.” (Shakir translation) 

 
Muslims affirm that Allah is so totally beyond our comprehension that they consider it 

heretical to associate anything material or human with Allah.  The Muslim concept of 

shirk originally arose in response to polytheism.  But Muslims accuse Christians of 

shirk because of the teaching that Jesus is the Son of God (see Qur’an 4:171).   

 

Most Christians who live in non-Muslim lands simply are unaware of the seriousness of 

this charge.  In commenting on shirk in Qur’an 4:48, the Pooya/Ali Commentary states, 

“The most loathsome heresy is shirk, giving to Allah a partner.”  

 

“The most loathsome heresy!”  Such wording explains why our Middle Eastern 

colleagues are careful in how they teach the divinity of Christ.  So, just how should we 

speak of Christ within Muslim cultures?   
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Recently, a new emphasis in biblical scholarship has developed called Christological 

monotheism.  It is an attempt to understand how the early Church struggled to 

communicate the divinity of Christ within the monotheistic culture of first century 

Palestinian Judaism.  This paper explores Christological monotheism and highlights 

ways it may help us to speak of Christ’s divinity within Muslim cultures today. 

 

 

New Testament Circumspection 

Although the word shirk does not occur within first century Judaism, the concept 

certainly was there.  Every day a Jewish man was to recite the Shema: “Hear, O Israel: 

The LORD our God, the LORD is one” (Mark 12:28-31, Deut.  6:4).  So, when Jesus 

said in John 10:30, “I and the Father are one,” immediately everyone sought to stone 

him.  “We are stoning you for blasphemy,” they said, “because you, a mere man, claim 

to be God” (John 10:30-33, NIV).   

 

This explains why the New Testament seems restrained in how it describes the divinity 

of Christ.  There are few direct equivalency statements such as “Jesus is God!”  Instead, 

we find a series of indirect statements, such as when Hebrews 1:3 indicates how the Son 

“is the radiance of God’s glory” and “the exact representation of his being.” Colossians 

mentions him as being “the image of the invisible God” (Colossians 1:15), while 

Philippians 2:6 says of him, “who, being in the very form of God,” and 1 Corinthians 

8:6 asserts of Christ, “though whom all things came and through whom we live.” 

 

Ralph Martin, writing about Philippians, details Paul’s restraint in that letter:  

Jesus Christ was the central “fact” of Paul’s life, yet there are some interesting restraints 

here:  (1) Paul never addresses Jesus Christ directly, either in a prayer or in 

thanksgiving.  Only God the Father is the object of prayer and thanksgiving (1:3; 4:6).  

Only God is called on to bear witness (1:8).  Only God receives the doxology of praise 

(2:11; 4:20).  Only God is directly addressed.  (2) Paul is careful to distinguish between 

God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (1:2).  Jesus is never called “God” (θεός) in 

Philippians (but see 2:6 and cf.  Rom 9:5 and 2 Thess 1:12, both debated).  The “fruit of 

righteousness” is produced through Jesus Christ, but it is for the glory and praise of 

God (1:11; cf. 2:11).  Christians are called “children of God” (2:15), not of Christ.  

Righteousness comes from (έκ) God through (διά) faith in Christ or through the 

faithfulness of Christ (3:9).  God calls his people by Christ (3:14).  God is the God of 

peace (4:9) who brings peace to them in/by Christ (4:7).  Why this distinction?  Why 

this restraint in vocabulary on the part of an apostle so obviously committed to the 
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lordship of Jesus Christ?  Perhaps it was due to the influence of Jewish monotheism on 

Paul, the former Pharisee (cf. 1 Cor 8:5–6).1 

Perhaps the most direct statement is that of Thomas when he confesses: “My Lord and 

my God!” (John 21:28).  And then there is Paul’s, “Jesus is Lord!” statements in 

Romans 10:9 and 1 Corinthians 12:3.  But we have to recognize that these expressions 

are confessions.  They were conclusions uttered at the end of a long process of learning 

about the identity of Christ. 

 

Similarly, the Gospel of Mark contains two confessions: “You are the Christ!” (Mark 

8:29) and “Surely this man was the Son of God!” (Mark 15:39).  But these, again, come 

as conclusions to the question raised in the book, “Who is this man?” 

 

John’s Gospel begins with a very direct confession of the divinity of Christ (John 1:1-

18).  But a closer look reveals that John portrays Jesus as having a hidden identity of 

glory known only to those to whom the revelation has been given (John 1:10—13).   

 

This “hidden glory” becomes the central theme of John’s Gospel.  In John 1:19-12:50, 

the identity of Christ is openly displayed through a series of sign miracles, but not 

everyone can recognize his hidden glory.  Many reject him — increasingly so in 

chapters 5-12.  Then, in chapters 13-21, Christ’s truest identity becomes known in his 

crucifixion and resurrection.  To his enemies, Christ’s death is his uttermost moment of 

shame.  But to those who understand the revelation, they see his hidden glory and 

understand his truest identity. 

 

In the end, John urges us to examine the signs ourselves, “that you may believe that 

Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God” (John 20:31).  Will we recognize the “hidden glory” 

in the man Jesus? 

 

 

Christological Monotheism 

The way in which the New Testament presents the divinity of Christ caused liberal 

scholars to conclude that the early Church invented the doctrine after it entered a 

polytheistic Greek culture.  Wilhelm Bouset’s 1913 Kyrios Christos was most 

influential in this regard.   

 

But Christological monotheism affirms otherwise.  It says, “Yes, the New Testament is 

restrained, but this is because of the difficulty in speaking of the divinity of Christ 

within a monotheistic culture.”  

                                                 
1 Ralph Martin and Gerald F.  Hawthorne, Philippians: Revised (Word Biblical Commentary) (Nelson 

Reference, 2004), page lxiii. 
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An important book on this subject is Richard Bauckham’s God Crucified: Monotheism 

and Christology in the New Testament.
2
 Bauckham explains that the Hebrews 

understood God functionally — in terms of his acts and revealed name.   This is 

especially seen in the Creation and in the Exodus, as well as in God’s self-description 

given to Moses in Exodus 34:6 – “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding 

in steadfast love and faithfulness.”
3
 

 

Bauckham then says that the New Testament describes the divinity of Christ in the same 

way, functionally, and in relation to the same acts and name of the God of Israel: (a) 

like the God of Israel, Jesus has sovereignty over all things.  He calms the storm.  He 

forgives sins.  He raises the dead.  He is the judge of the world; (b) Jesus is involved in 

the creation of all things (John 1:1-3, Col 1:15-17); (c) Jesus receives divine worship 

(Philippians 2:10-11, Rev 5:9-14); (d) Jesus is spoken of in terms of the divine name (1 

Cor 8:6);
4
 and (e) Jesus completes the acts of God.

5
  

 

In presenting Christ this way, the New Testament portrays his divinity as the natural 

outgrowth of Hebrew monotheism, consistent with God’s prior self-revelation to the 

world through the chosen people.   

 

An examination of several Old Testament scriptures further illustrates this.   

 

a) Example One: The Sovereignty of God 

The early church identified the Messiah with the sovereignty of God in Psalm 110, 

especially verse one: “The LORD says to my Lord: ‘Sit at my right hand until I make 

your enemies a footstool for your feet.’ ”  Because of this, Psalm 110 became the most 

quoted OT messianic allusion in early Christian literature, even as it was also the most 

quoted OT passage in the NT.
6
   

                                                 
2 Richard Bauckham, God Crucified: Monotheism and Christology in the New Testament (Grand Rapids, 

1999).  Other important sources on Christological monotheism include Richard Bauckham, ‘The Worship of 

Jesus in Philippians 2:9-11,’ in Ralph P. Martin and Brian J. Dodd (eds), Where Christology Began: Essays on 

Philippians 2 (Louisville, 1998), pp. 128-139.  Also see Richard Bauckham, ‘The Throne of God and the 

Worship of Jesus,’ in Carey C. Newman, James R. Davila and Gladys S. Lewis (eds), The Jewish Roots of 

Christological Monotheism: Papers from the St.  Andrews Conference on the Historical Origins of the 

Worship of Jesus (Leiden, 1999), pp. 43-69.  Also noteworthy is Larry W. Hurtado, Lord Jesus Christ: 

Devotion to Jesus in Earliest Christianity (Grand Rapids, 2003).  And see N. T. Wright, The Climax of the 

Covenant: Christ and the Law in Pauline Theology (Minneapolis, 1991).   
3 Richard Bauckham, God Crucified, p. 70. 
4 Richard Bauckham, God Crucified, p. 26. 
5 Richard Bauckham, God Crucified, pp. 45-69.  Technically, some Muslims would regard even a functional 

identification as shirk.  Most Muslims, however, lack such a technical knowledge of shirk.   
6 Richard Bauckham, Throne of God, p. 61.  The New Testament references are: Mt 22:44; 26:64; Mark 

12:36; 14:62; 16:19; Lk 20:42-43; 22:69; Acts 2:33-35; 5:31; 7:55-56: Rom 8:34; 1 Cor 15:25; Eph 1:20; 2:6; 

Col 3:1; Heb 1:3, 13; 8:1; 10:12-13; 12:2; 1 Pet 3:22; Rev 3:21.   



St Francis Magazine Nr. 1 Vol. III (June 2007) 

 

St Francis Magazine is published by Interserve and Arab Vision 

www.stfrancismagazine.info  -  www.interserve.org  -  www.arabvision.org 

 

5 

 

b) Example Two: The Name of God 

The Shema is the most important monotheistic statement in Judaism — “Hear, O Israel, 

the LORD our God, the LORD is one” (Dt 6:4).  Yet, amazingly, in 1 Corinthians 8:6, 

Paul identifies the Shema in terms of both Yahweh (the Father) and Jesus.  1 

Corinthians 8:6 reads: 

 
Yet for us there is but one God, the Father, from whom all things came and for whom 

we live; and there is but one Lord, Jesus Christ, through whom all things came and 

through whom we live.  (NIV) 

 

Here, Paul links “God” with “the Father” and “Lord” with “Jesus Christ.” He then adds 

a functional phrase to each.  The Father is “from whom all things came and for whom 

we live,” while the Lord, Jesus Christ, is “through whom all things came and through 

whom we live.” In other words, Paul redefines the Shema christologically, producing 

“what we can only call a sort of Christological monotheism.”
7
 

 

c) Example Three: The Eschatological Fulfillment of God’s Acts 

In Isaiah 40-55, the God of Israel promises to bring about a final, eschatological rescue 

of his people, but he will do so in a servant whose death would be an atonement.  

Bauckham argues convincingly that this provides the background to three major 

scriptures about Christ’s divine identity — Philippians 2:6-11, Revelation and John.    

 

In summary, the New Testament writers taught Christ’s divinity by relating it to the 

revealed acts and name of God in the unfolding story of the God of Israel.   But not only 

does the New Testament identify Jesus in relation to this unfolding story, Jesus is 

intrinsic to it.  God becomes fully known only in Christ, especially in Christ’s death.  

As Baukham says, “… (Christ’s) humiliation belongs to the identity of God as truly as 

his exaltation does.”
8
  

 

 

The Implications for Communication 

This has a number of implications for how we speak about the divinity of Christ within 

Muslim cultures.   

 

                                                 
7 Richard Bauckham, God Crucified, pp. 36-39.  The quote is from N. T. Wright, ‘One God, One Lord, One 

People: Incarnational Christology for a Church in a Pagan Environment’ in Ex Auditu – Journal of the North 

Park Symposium on the Theological Interpretation of Scripture, (no date), found at 

http://www.northpark.edu/sem/ exauditu/papers/wright.html. 
8 Richard Bauckham, God Crucified, p. 61. 
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1) We have to understand that a direct equivalency statement, such as “Jesus is God,” is 

a confession reached after a process of understanding who Jesus is.  When it is used as a 

summary statement in proclamation, it can lead to misunderstanding.   

 

2) The New Testament teaches the divinity of Christ functionally, in terms of the acts 

and character of God.  We can adopt a similar approach by teaching the remarkable 

Gospel stories and asking the question, “Who is this man?”  

 

3) The New Testament also teaches the divinity of Christ in relation to the unfolding 

story of the God of Israel.  This suggests that it is more effective to draw functional 

equivalencies between God and Jesus in the context of teaching the biblical 

metanarrative.   

 

4) The “biblical metanarrative” is the story of the self-revelation of God to the world 

through a chosen people.  Muslims need to understand the biblical metanarrative before 

they can comprehend how it is completed in Christ.   

 

5) Not only can we describe Jesus in relation to the unfolding story of Yahweh, we can 

also teach that Jesus is intrinsic to the story, especially in the crucifixion.  Instead of his 

death being seen as utterly shameful, we can teach that it is the fullest revelation of the 

character of God.  To those who recognize the “hidden glory,” Christ’s death is nothing 

less than an Atonement.   

 

6) As we teach, we can and should pray for the Spirit to open hearts.  The Gospel of 

John reminds us that comprehension of the true nature of Christ depends on the 

illumination of God’s Spirit.  Through the Holy Spirit, a Muslim can understand the 

divine nature of Christ even apart from a knowledge of the biblical metanarrative. 

 

7) Christological monotheism reminds us to make a careful distinction between God the 

Father and God the Son.  Many evangelicals blur this distinction.  For instance, many 

prayers said by evangelicals are directed to Jesus.  But within Muslim cultures, prayers 

are better said to God in the name of Jesus, following the New Testament example. 

 

8) Although we should make a careful distinction between Father and Son, 

Christological monotheism does not imply that Christ is unequal or subordinate to God 

the Father.  When we read of Jesus submitting himself to God the Father, this is just an 

aspect of his human existence.  Trinitarian theology affirms an absolute equality within 

the Holy Trinity.  The Trinity is ‘God being One in relationship — Father, Son and 

Spirit.’  

 

9) When we respect the position of God in Heaven as the “fount of deity,” as the 

Cappadocian Fathers termed it, this better helps us to explain the Holy Trinity.  We 
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freely acknowledge, along with Muslims, that God in Heaven is totally beyond our 

comprehension.  And we confess that the only way we can know anything about the 

infinite, unknowable God (1 Timothy 1:17) is through the self-revelation of God to the 

world.  The claim of the New Testament is that this self-revelation did, indeed, happen 

and that it achieved its fullest expression in the Incarnation.  That is why we say that 

Jesus is the “image of the invisible God” (Colossians 1:15).   

 

 

Conclusion 

Christological monotheism can be useful as an approach for teaching the divinity of 

Christ in Muslim cultures.  But it is most effective when taught as part of the biblical 

metanarrative.  Within that context, the Incarnation is not shirk, but rather the 

fulfillment of the Story of Yahweh.   


