God and Allah on war and peace
In Qur’an and Bible there are many passages on war and peace. Surprisingly the
Qur’an is more peace-loving than Muslim terrorists would have us believe. Even the
word Jihad, from which the so-called Jihadists take their name, has a totally different
meaning in the Qur’an, which condemns the murder of innocent persons, of
prisoners of war, and those of different faiths.
Now is the moment to read more:
Jihad - the Good Fight
In this context, a misunderstanding must be cleared up about the word Jihad. It is
often associated with aggressive war and criminal terrorism. Actually, it means quite
the opposite. In most instances, Jihad has nothing to do with violence. It is based on
the root j-h-d and means ‘making a great effort to achieve an objective’. Muhammad
is recorded in the Hadith (tradition) to have told his followers after battle:
“You have arrived with an excellent arrival, you have come from the Lesser Jihad to the
Greater Jihad - the striving of a servant (of Allah) against his desires."
Thus the peaceful struggle against evil, or the Satan in oneself, the striving for the
good against odds, can be considered as the Greater Jihad, a duty for every Muslim.
Hadith recorded by Imaam Khateeb al-Baghdaadi in Taareekh Baghdad, Hafiz al-Daylami (ra) in al-Firdaws and al-Bayhaqi in alZuhd. Faydhul Qadeer vol.4 pg.511

The well-known expression ‘al-jihad fi sabil’ or ‘Strive on the

way of Allah.’ is for most Muslims not a call for violence, but for effort directed
towards the virtues encouraged by God. In the same sense, the Bible calls for fighting
the good fight.
As for the use of violence, it is only allowed in carefully determined circumstances. A
particular war can be considered just only if it is waged according to the legal
principles stipulated in the Qur’an. This Lesser Jihad, Jihad bis Saif (striving with arms),
is a defensive, limited war.
Historical wars as a context in Bible and Qur’an
Many of the passages on war in Bible and Qur’an should be read in their historical
context. Jewish, Christian and Muslim traditions alike are haunted by the humiliating
experience of a people driven from home, of followers of a faith maltreated. For the
Jews, slavery in Egypt and the deportation to Babylon was the basic experience; for
the early Christians it was persecution by the Roman authorities; for Muslims, this
primal humiliating experience is the migration from Mecca. For all three religious
traditions these remained as deeply rooted memories evoking fear and bitterness.

In all three traditions, redress was sought by taking up arms against what was
perceived as the incarnation of Evil. Hope was drawn from military success. If the
Battle of Jericho for the Promised Land was for Jews a consoling memory, for early
Christians it was the promised recapture or resurrection of a (New) Jerusalem; for
Muslims it was the conquest of Mecca.
Historical wars in the Hebrew Bible
The Hebrew Bible relates the stories of wars involving the Children of Israel. The
heroic tales of Moses and his successor Joshua, who vanquished Jericho, are spun in
gruesome and sometimes genocidal detail. The idea that ‘all is fair in war’ was not a
Jewish invention, but a widely practiced way of expelling law from the sphere of
warfare. Most contemporary Jews and Christians are unable to relate to such
unrestrained violence, especially if the weak - women, children, and animals – are
victimized. The idea that God sanctions such mass murder runs counter to their
image of God the Creator, the God of Love and Righteousness. Christians and Jews
now perceive this image of a destructive God as highly antiquated.
The same sentiment holds true for the idea expressed in the Book of Deuteronomy
that religious differences legitimize total destruction. The notion that God could order
the massacre of the elderly, women and children for religious reasons is considered
totally outdated.
Other militant passages in the Hebrew Bible lament the downfall of Jerusalem and
rejoice at the subsequent downfall of the powers oppressing the Jews, such as
Babylon. The emphasis is on confrontation, on ‘us versus them’, with the enemy
defined as the ultimate evil. The identification of Babel, the historical enemy of Israel,
with evil as such is echoed in the Qur’an.
During the course of the writing of the Hebrew Bible over many centuries, the image
of God developed in a milder direction. War may no longer be as totally destructive
as it was at Jericho. After a victory, the defeated population is no longer
exterminated, but is forced to labor or deported. God favors the weaker party. He
protects David from the superior strength of the giant Goliath. However when David,
as anointed king, waged war too readily and too roughly, God punished him. He was
forced to cede to his wise son Solomon the honor of building God’s temple.
Humanitarian aid for the enemy… the Hebrew Bible and New Testament
This development in the direction of mildness is reflected in the humane passages on
aiding the enemy.
“If your enemies are hungry, give them something to eat. And if they are thirsty, give
them something to drink.” Proverbs 25:21

Romans, 12:20

The Revelation of a heavenly war in the name of Christ
However in the last book of the New Testament total warfare reappears on a scale
more vast than found in the Hebrew Bible. The war, encompassing the whole
universe, was predicted in the Revelation to a Christian named John. It is the only
extensive description of war in the New Testament. It is a war to be waged by the
heavenly hosts commanded by the war angel Michael against the icons of evil: the
Beast, the False Prophet, the Devil and the Whore of Babylon.
This book was written when the early Christians had much to fear from persecution
by the Romans. It is full of understandable bitterness and hatred, but it does
contradict the teaching of Jesus. It has inspired Christians over the ages to go to war
against whoever was at the time considered as ‘the Antichrist’, under the banner of
the very man who preached love towards the enemy. The heavenly wars of the Last
Day are now often understood in metaphorical terms.
The pacifism and tolerance of Christ
In the Gospels, the development towards a milder image of God which started in the
Hebrew Bible is continued, but, at the same time, a major leap is made. Jesus seeks to
break with confrontational thinking, with the notion of us-versus-them, by turning the
other cheek, and loving even the enemy. Jesus himself did not resist being arrested
and put to death. He warned that he who lived by the sword would die by it.
Muhammad versus the polytheists of Mecca
The Qur’an contains many verses about Muhammad’s historic struggle against the
so-called pagans, or unbelievers. The term ‘unbeliever’ refers to the Quraish, and their
allies the Bakr, the most important tribes in Mecca, the town of Muhammad’s birth.
They were champions of polytheism. They made life extremely difficult for the
prophet of monotheism. In the end, Muhammad and the followers of the new faith
migrated to Medina. From there, they engaged in armed struggle against the
polytheists of Mecca. The first decisive victory of the Muslims at the Battle of Badr in
March 624, or Ramadan 2AH, is mentioned in the Qur’an. The sometimes violent
conflict between Muhammad and the polytheists of Mecca offers a historical
explanation of the term ‘unbeliever’. It cannot simply be applied to the 21st century,
but must be understood in its historic context. The last also holds for the violent
conflict with Jews living in Medina, which was of a political rather than a religious
nature.
In the war between Muhammad and the inhabitants of Mecca, peaceful principles
also play an important role. In the historical context, this is understandable. After all,

Muhammad was fighting his own countrymen, with whom he hoped to settle down
peacefully after the war. As a result, refraining from all-out destruction was advisable.
Muhammad and his followers returned on two occasions to their hometown of
Mecca, carrying only light arms, as was the custom for pilgrims. At first, they held
what would today be called a peaceful sit-in. Muhammad simply demanded to be
allowed to pay his reverences to the Ka’aba, an unalienable right for all pilgrims. A
compromise was reached, allowing Muhammad to return to visit the sanctuary a year
later. Treaties were signed, and only after they had been violated did renewed
fighting break out. Muhammad was exhorted to intensify violence step by step. He
was urged to grant the opponent a cooling-off period, to try persuasion first, then
deterrence and to resort to armed conflict only if these principles had no effect. Once
hostilities were resumed, Muhammad was obliged to limit the means of warfare:
taking the enemy prisoner rather than totally destroying him, and keeping open
options for a peaceful settlement. In the end, Mecca was captured with relatively little
bloodshed; those who did not resist were spared. They were not forced to convert to
Islam. As it is stated in the Qur’an:
“Let there be no compulsion in religion.”

2 The Heifer, 256

Likewise the ‘People of the Book’, Christians and Jews living in areas conquered by
Islam, were not subject to forced conversion or expulsion, but were protected by
Muslim rulers in exchange for a special protection tax.
Thus, out of the historic situation, and what was known about the Bible, Divine
inspiration led to a Qur’anic approach to war was developed, which remains relevant
today. On the issue of war, one could say that the Qur’an represents a middle ground,
between the extremely destructive passages in the Hebrew Bible and Revelation on
the one hand, and the pacifism of Christ on the other. This becomes visible as
aggressive verses in the Qur’an are typically enveloped in milder statements about
repentance and forgiveness.
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