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Abstract

This paper presents a comprehensive analytical comparison between Islamic and Christian
conceptions of prophethood and revelation within the framework of the philosophy of
religion. It argues that while both traditions acknowledge the prophet as a divinely appointed
intermediary, their philosophical underpinnings, theological purposes, and the very nature of
revelation differ fundamentally. The analysis traces the evolution of prophecy in the Judeo-
Christian tradition, from moral exhortation and foretelling in the Old Testament to its
culmination in the person of Jesus Christ as the incarnate Word in the New Testament. This is
contrasted with the Islamic perspective, where prophethood is understood as the transmission
of a comprehensive divine law (Shari‘ah) and guidance, culminating in the finality of Prophet
Muhammad (pbuh) and the Quran. The study systematically delineates these differences
through a comparative analysis of the purpose of prophethood, the role and status of prophets,
the concept of revelation, and its finality. It concludes with a philosophical reflection on the
necessity of prophethood for imparting knowledge of the metaphysical, particularly the
Hereafter, which is inaccessible to human reason alone.
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The Philosophy of Religion and the Difference Between
Christian and Islamic Perspectives on Prophethood and the Message

Extended abstract

Introduction

The concept of prophethood constitutes a central pillar in both Islamic and Christian
theology, serving as the primary nexus for divine-human communication. Within the
philosophy of religion, prophecy engages critical issues of epistemology, authority,
and the means by which transcendent truth is conveyed to humanity. Although Islam
and Christianity share a common Abrahamic heritage and acknowledge a lineage of
prophets, their interpretations of the prophetic role, the content and nature of
revelation, and the finality of the prophetic mission diverge significantly. These
divergences reflect deep philosophical commitments concerning the nature of God,
His relationship with creation, and the path to human salvation or felicity. This paper
aims to elucidate these fundamental differences through a structured comparison.

1. Prophethood in the Christian Tradition

The Christian understanding of prophethood is deeply rooted in the Hebrew Bible
and undergoes a profound theological evolution in the New Testament, centering on
the person and work of Jesus Christ. However, in Western philosophy of religion, this
conception is not without its philosophical challenges. As Davison (2022) notes,
despite the prophet being an intermediary between God and the people in Christian
thought, various factors have constrained this relationship largely to God imparting
knowledge about future events through the prophet. Consequently, this understanding
of prophethood becomes entangled with complex philosophical issues such as divine
foreknowledge and human free will. Furthermore, the non-fulfillment of certain
prophecies, such as the promised resurrection of Christ as heralded by Christian
leaders, has historically posed a significant challenge to Christianity.

1-1 Prophethood in the Old Testament

A prophet primarily functioned as a spokesperson or messenger for God, calling the
covenant people back to faithfulness. Their mission was holistic, encompassing
social, moral, and spiritual dimensions. Therefore, the main functions of a prophet
are: preaching and exposition, encouragement and consolation, and the prediction of
the future, which can be categorized into two primary dimensions: messianic
prophecy and eschatological prophecy.
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1-2 Prophethood in the New Testament

The advent of Jesus Christ represents a paradigm shift in the concept of prophecy
and revelation in Jesus Christ as the ultimate prophet and revelation, the gift of
prophecy in the church and eschatological fulfillment.

2. The Islamic Perspective on Prophethood

The role and mission of prophets include calling to tawhid, delivering divine law,
providing a practical model, reminding of the fitrah, and conveying news of the
unseen, the most pivotal of which is the Resurrection. Islam holds distinct doctrines
regarding the closure of the prophetic cycle and the status of Jesus. First, Prophet
Muhammad (pbuh) is explicitly designated as the Seal of the Prophets, signifying
that he is the final prophet in a long and venerable chain. Second, Jesus is revered as
one of the greatest prophets, born of the Virgin Mary, performing miracles by God's
permission, and referred to as a "Word from God" and the "Messiah.” However, he
is unequivocally a human servant of God, not divine nor a literal son of God.

3. Comparative Analysis

The Purpose of Prophethood in Islam is to guide humanity to pure monotheism and
provide a comprehensive, abiding Shari‘ah for individual and collective life, with a
strong emphasis on law, justice, and righteous action as the path to felicity in this
world and the next. In Christianity, the purpose is to prepare humanity for salvation
through faith in Jesus Christ, with an emphasis on divine grace, redemptive sacrifice,
and a personal relationship with God.

The Role of the Prophet in Islam is primarily that of a law-bringer, a warner, a
teacher, and a practical model. He delivers a verbatim revelation in the form of a
book and establishes a complete way of life. In Christianity, the prophet serves as a
foreteller and an interpreter of God's will, primarily pointing towards the coming
Messiah. Jesus, as the Messiah, transcends the role of prophet; he is the savior
himself, the object of faith, and the mediator of the new covenant.

The Status of Prophets in Islam is that they are infallible (ma'sum) in receiving and
delivering revelation and are exemplary in character, but they are entirely human
servants of God. In Christianity, prophets are inspired holy individuals. Jesus,
however, occupies a unigque ontological status as the God-Man, the incarnate Son of
God, who is both the agent of creation and the object of worship.

Finality of Prophethood: In Islam it is institutionally and legislatively finalized with
Muhammad (pbuh). The Quran is the eternal, preserved, and final revelation. In
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Christianity, the revelation is consummated in the person and work of Jesus Christ.
The "gift of prophecy" may continue as a non-legislative, edificatory practice within
the Church.

4. Concept of Revelation

In Islam is the verbal and literal transmission of God's eternal speech to the prophet,
perfectly preserved in the Arabic text of the Quran. In Christianity, the revelation is
fundamentally understood as God's self-disclosure, which finds its supreme
expression in the person of Jesus Christ. The concept is more personal and
incarnational than verbal and legislative.

Philosophical Necessity of Prophethood: A profound philosophical justification for
prophethood, particularly emphasized in Islamic theology, lies in its unique
epistemological role. While human intellect and innate disposition can deduce the
existence of a Creator and grasp general ethical principles, they are incapable of
providing detailed, certain, and motivating knowledge of the metaphysical realm,
most notably the Resurrection. The nature of the afterlife—a future, certain, yet
entirely non-empirical event involving resurrection, judgment, paradise, and
hellfire—lies completely beyond the domain of inductive reasoning, scientific
inquiry, and pure philosophical demonstration. Only divine knowledge can
encompass it. Therefore, divine wisdom (hikmah) necessitates that God convey this
crucial knowledge to humanity. Prophets serve as the sole authoritative and reliable
channels for this information, delivering the "glad tidings" and "warnings"
concerning the Day of Judgment. This knowledge of the Ma'ad is not ancillary; it
fundamentally shapes human anthropology, provides the ultimate context and
accountability for worldly life, and makes the detailed guidance of the Shari'ah
existentially meaningful and purposeful.
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