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I n t e r c e d e

n mid-2014 ISIS was rampaging through parts of Syria and
Iraq, leaving in its wake beheadings, rapes and murders, all

under a black and white flag bearing the words in Arabic
script, “There is no deity except Allah and Muhammad is his
messenger.” A panicked Saudi Arabia reissued a call of des-
peration to the West for help in slaying the beast. It was too
little too late, and as the saying goes, “The rest is history.”
This article looks at the problem from the strategic sectarian
viewpoint of Sunni Islam versus Shia Islam.

FROMWHENCE THEMONSTER? For months dur-
ing 2014 the acronyms ISIS, ISIL and IS dominated media
headlines. Sunni Muslim opposition groups in Syria have
fought since 2011 to topple the Shia Alawite president,
Bashar al-Assad. An increasing number of foreign Islamic
mujahideen ('freedom' fighters), many with experience from
previous wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, infiltrated insurgent
ranks. In early 2014 a hybrid mix of insurgents took the
name Islamic State in Iraq and Syria, or ISIS. With growing
geographic ambitions, ISIS became ISIL — Islamic State of

I Iraq and the Levant. Finally, with rabid religious fervor and
stunning territorial gains, ISIL morphed simply to IS, [the]
Islamic State. In mid-2014 Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared
IS to be the new Islamic caliphate (line of succession) and
himself the new caliph (successor). At this writing, the full-
fledged ISIS monster has occupied large parts of Syria and
Iraq, murdering, confiscating property, displacing Christians
and others, even Muslims, while installing the severest form
of Sharia (Islamic law) in each conquered place.

THE REAL CONTEXT. The Islamic world of 1.6 bil-
lion is composed of two main branches: 90 percent Sunnis
and roughly 10 percent Shias. When Muhammad died in AD
632, at the age of 62, he had not designated a successor. Most
of his followers (later to be called Sunnis, people of the right
way), believed that a successor should be chosen by group
consensus; the minority (later to be called Shias, partisans or
those who broke away) felt that successors should be blood
relatives. This key dispute spurred Sunnis and Shias to
develop parallel lines of succession. After almost 1,300
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How then, can they call on the one they have
not believed in? And how can they believe in
the one of whom they have not heard? –

Romans 10:14
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The Stages of America's Response to Islam

Indifference. The general attitude of Americans
toward Islam before 9/11/2001 was one of indifference.
The Church itself was by and large uninterested in engag-
ing Muslims. While the U.S. was experiencing annual
increases of Muslim immigrants, still, the Church felt that
most Muslims were overseas — “out of sight, out of
mind.” After all, we were sending missionaries to reach
them with the gospel. During this phase of indifference the
number of Muslims in the United States grew from near
150,000 in 1965 to 4-6 million in 2015.

Shock, Confusion and Fear. Sept. 11, 2001 changed
our world forever; and especially changed our attitude
toward Muslims. Quickly it became clear that the 19 per-
petrators who commandeered airplanes and flew them into
the World Trade Towers, the Pentagon, and a field in
Pennsylvania were all Muslims. Americans and much of
the rest of the world plunged into a state of shock, confu-
sion and fear. Why would anyone do something like this?
Who are these people called Muslims? Should I fear them?   

Post 9/11: Two Wars Resulting in Anger. As a result
of 9/11 a collective anger gripped us and it seemed impor-
tant to react, to find the people responsible for the horror,
and to bring justice to the victims. Very quickly our mili-
tary entered Afghanistan to find the “mastermind” behind

9/11, Osama bin Laden. In 2003, the U.S. led a coalition of
nations to Iraq in order to rid them of weapons of mass
destruction. The blood of U.S. military and civilian per-
sonnel, and the treasure that was spent, left a cloud of
anger hanging over our heads…including the Church.  

Today: A Desire to Understand. One result of the
Afghan incursion and the Iraqi war was a genuine desire to
actually understand Islam and Muslim peoples. Books
were written and seminars and classes were developed —
all in an effort to understand and explain Islam. Every
detail of Islamic belief and theology was probed, parsed,
and mulled over. Today the Holy Spirit is leading the glob-
al body of Christ out of indifference, fear and anger to a
Kingdom of God perspective. The Church is now asking
“How does God see Muslim peoples?”

Tomorrow: Missional Engagement. Most of us can
relate to stages 1 through 4, and for sure we cannot deny
their reality. However, my desire is to see the Church
move to another stage — to become intentionally mis-
sional and more actively engaged in sharing Christ with
Muslims. I am encouraged because wherever I travel these
days I find more churches and people who are moving to
stage 5! God is indeed calling the body of Christ to be
equipped and mobilized to engage Muslims within their
own communities. Remember — mission is not
where…but whom! 
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years, the Sunni Caliphate, at the time in the hands of the
Ottoman Empire, was abolished in 1924 by Kamal Ataturk,
the father of modern Turkey. The Shia line of succession,
the Imamate, took a strange twist in AD 874 when the
young four-year-old “Imam in waiting” — who was to
become the 12th Shia Imam — disappeared and entered a
state of “occultation.” Shia Muslims refer to him as the
“Mahdi” (the guided one) and eagerly await his imminent
return when he will lead Islam to control the world.
Meanwhile, Shia Islam vests its power in its “Ayatollahs”
(reflections of Allah) who rule “in the spirit of the Mahdi.”
Conversely, Sunni Muslims do not believe their “Mahdi”
has yet appeared; they too await his imminent return.

MAIN PLAYERS IN THE SYRIAN DRAMA.
Many view the Syrian crisis as the latest Middle East
episode of two  angry rivals vying for supremacy: Saudi
Arabia, the main Sunni player, and Iran, the main Shia
player. Shia Iran envisions itself as the historical underdog
when compared to the larger Sunni world. At best, Sunni
Saudis view Shias as “aberrant believers” who have an ille-
gitimate line of succession, and at worst, Shias are not real
Muslims. Shia Iranians view Saudi as representing the
greatest blunder in Islamic history — allowing non-blood
relatives into the line of succession. Adding insult to injury,
Shia Iranians see Saudi as the modern-day regional Sunni
bully, who restricts Shia access to the two most holy sites
of Islam, and represses its own Shia population. In
February 2014, the Middle East Media Research Institute
published an article entitled “Iran Calls for Violent Shi'ite
Reaction Against Saudi Arabia” in which the authors high-
lighted the sectarian tension:

A DOUBLE THREAT. Saudi Arabia is 100 percent
Muslim — 85 percent Sunni — with Shias making up 15
percent of the total population of 29 million. Shias in Saudi
constantly express anger about marginalization and dis-
crimination, and regularly agitate for change. Thus, the
government feels a growing internal threat from its Shia
population. The larger threat, at least as perceived by the
Saudis, comes from ever-encroaching external pressure
from the main contiguous Shia axis or “crescent” entities in
the region — including Iran, the 60 percent Shia majority
of Iraq, the minority Shia Alawite leadership in Syria
(Bashar al-Assad), and the Iranian-backed Hezbollah (party
of Allah) in Lebanon. Iran, with the backing of Russia and
other states, assists all the axis entities with money,
weapons — and in some cases men — to gain greater
regional influence. Last, but not least, Saudis are convinced
that Iran nurtures dreams of controlling the two most holy
sites of Islam, which happen to be in Saudi Arabia.

WHAT DOES ALL THIS HAVE TO DO WITH
SYRIA AND ISIS? Syria's population of 18 million is 60
percent Sunni, with a 13 percent Shia Alawite minority.
Alawites are strict adherents of Ali, the first Shia Imam. A
military coup in 1970 gave the presidency to a Shia Alawite
— Hafez al-Assad, father of the present ruler, Bashar al-
Assad. Bashar assumed the presidency upon the death of
his father in 2000. More than three years ago Syrian Sunni
insurgency groups mounted a campaign to topple the
minority Shia Alawite president, someone Shia Iran con-
siders to be indispensable to their regional axis interests.

THE PLOT THICKENS. Early on, the Sunni Saudis,
accused by Iran of being complicit in initiating the insur-
gency, made a decision to provide all-out backing to the pri-
marily Sunni Syrian opposition. They poured in tens of mil-
lions of dollars, clandestinely sent advisors, and encour-
aged the entry of foreign mujahideen. What could be better
for Saudi than to see a Shia president toppled, a black eye
delivered to rival Shia Iran, a break in the Shia axis align-
ment, and a new Saudi-backed Sunni government installed?
All well and good for Saudi, except they got more than they
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Both Iranian Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei
and Iran president Hassan Rohani have indirect-
ly accused what they call Saudi Arabia's collab-
oration with the West against Islam of harming
Iran's interests across the Middle East, and have
warned that the Saudi protection of 'takfiri
[apostates] circles' so that they can carry out
operations against Iran in the region will ulti-
mately backfire on it.

Another aspect of the attack on Saudi Arabia
was religious in nature; senior Iranian ayatollahs
called for labelling the Wahhabis [Saudis, espe-
cially the royal family, who adhere to an
extreme view of Sunnism] enemies of the
Muslims, collaborators with the infidels, or off-

shoots of the forces that abandoned God after
the death of the Prophet Muhammad. They bol-
stered these claims by stating that these views
have their roots in the Koran. Some even called
for the issuing of a fatwa [religious ruling]
against the Wahhabis [Saudis], while others
called for Muslim forces to unite against them.
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are required to believe in “the last days.” Both Sunni and
Shia Islam have full-orbed eschatologies of the last days,
including expected prophetic and apocalyptic happenings.
Some Islamic prophecies come from the Quran itself, but
most come from the sayings and actions of Muhammad,
as contained in extensive volumes of Hadith (traditions);
Sunnis and Shias having different versions. Other prophe-
cies are drawn from the Sirah, a term referring to the com-
prehensive histories of Muhammad and Islam. 

Islamic prophecies that have motivated both Sunni
and Shia fighters in the Syrian conflict are highlighted in
a recent article by Mariam Karouny, working in Beirut for
the Reuters News Agency. Here are excerpts:

Understanding ISIS
bargained for when their insurgency dream in Syria turned
into a satanic nightmare called ISIS. 

On the other hand, Iran, not wishing to lose a key Shia
surrogate ally, sent their own fighters, advisors, money
and materials to Damascus to aid the Shia Alawite presi-
dent in his quest to hold to power.

SO WHO ARE THESE ISIS PEOPLE AND
WHAT MOTIVATES THEM? The short answer is that
they are primarily Sunni Muslims whose initial aim was
to help bring down a Shia “dictator” and free the state of
Syria to practice the “right” version of Islam. Many are
veteran jihadis (fighters) from previous holy wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq. Some appear to be “innocents from
abroad”; radicalized and recruited online. Others come
from repressive and/or poor Muslim countries; often
counseled by their clerics to go to the jihad in Syria and
Iraq and “decapitate themselves an infidel” (Quran 8:12).
And then, say the clerics, according to Quran 9:15, your
“act of war” will bring “healing to your hearts.”

Islam teaches that the only sure ticket to heaven is to
die in the cause of Allah. Radicalized jihadis who are
taught that their moment of death will be “like a pinch”
and “will guarantee Allah's blessing for the family”, sign
up to die. ISIS's savagery, especially their penchant for
decapitations, has precedence even in Islam's prophet
Muhammad, who once gave permission for 700 simulta-
neous beheadings. Jihadis are schooled in the Quranic
phrase “Strike terror in the hearts of unbelievers”; for
them the savagery is about creating terror. 

In turn, Shia radicals share counterpart Sunni jihadi
instincts. They are more than willing to resist to the point
of martyrdom. Ashura, a major Shia religious festival,
commemorates the martyrdom and beheading of Hussein,
son of Ali, the revered first Shia Imam, at the Battle of
Karbala in AD 680. The highpoint of Ashura is a self-flag-
ellation ceremony, whereby participants beat and bloody
themselves in order to identify with Hussein.

In any case, no Spirit-filled believer would doubt that
the main motivating force behind ISIS and their unspeak-
ably evil savagery is Satan and his demonic minions.
Satan's very nature is to kill, steal and destroy.

HAVE ISLAMIC APOCALYPTIC PROPHE-
CIES PLAYED A MOTIVATING ROLE?All Muslims

Conflict in Syria kills hundreds of thou-
sands of people and spreads unrest across the
Middle East. Iranian forces battle anti-Shi'ite
fighters in Damascus, and the region braces for
an ultimate showdown.

If the scenario sounds familiar to an anx-
ious world watching Syria's devastating civil
war; it resonates even more with Sunni and
Shi'ite fighters on the frontlines — who believe
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it was all foretold in 7th Century prophecies.
From the first outbreak of the crisis in the
southern city of Deraa to apocalyptic forecasts
of a Middle East soaked in blood, many com-
batants on both sides of the conflict say its path
was set 1,400 years ago in the sayings of the
prophet Muhammad and his followers.

Among those thousands of sayings, or
hadith, are accounts which refer to the con-
frontation of two huge Islamic armies in Syria,
a great battle near Damascus, and intervention
from the north and west of the country. The
power of those prophecies for many fighters on
the ground means that the three-year-old con-
flict is more deeply rooted — and far tougher
to resolve — than a simple power struggle
between President Bashar al-Assad and his
rebel foes. Syria's war has killed 140,000 peo-
ple, driven millions from their homes and left
many more dependent on aid. Diplomatic
efforts, focused on the political rather than reli-
gious factors driving the conflict, have made
no headway.

'If you think all these mujahideen came
from across the world to fight Assad, you're
mistaken,' said a Sunni Muslim jihadi who uses
the name Abu Omar and fights in one of the
many anti-Assad Islamist brigades in Aleppo.
'They are all here as promised by the prophet.
This is the war he promised — it is the Grand
Battle,' he told Reuters, using a word which can
also be translated as slaughter.

On the other side, many Shi'ites from
Lebanon, Iraq and Iran are drawn to the war
because they believe it paves the way for the
return of the Imam Mahdi — descendant of the
prophet who vanished 1,100 years ago and who
will re-emerge at a time of war to establish
global Islamic rule before the end of the world.

According to Shi'ite tradition, an early sign
of his return came with the 1979 Iranian revo-
lution, which set up an Islamic state to provide
fighters for an army led by the Mahdi to wage
war in Syria after sweeping through the Middle
East. 'This Islamic revolution, based on the nar-

ratives that we have received from the prophet
and imams, is the prelude to the appearance of
the Mahdi,' Iranian cleric and parliamentarian
Ruhollah Hosseinian said last year. He cited com-
ments by an eighth century Shi'ite imam who said
another sign of the Mahdi's return would be a bat-
tle involving warriors fighting under a yellow
banner — the color associated with Lebanon's
pro-Assad Shia Hezbollah militia. 'As Imam
Sadeq has stated, when the forces with yellow
flags fight anti-Shi'ites in Damascus and Iranian
forces join them, this is a prelude and a sign of
the coming of his holiness,' Hosseinian was quot-
ed as saying by a Fars news agency.

The Hadith, or sayings [and actions] of the
prophet and his companions, have been handed
down orally over the centuries and are the most
important sources of authority in Islam after the
Quran itself. Many date back to medieval battle-
fields in what are now Syria and Iraq, where the
two main Islamic sects took shape. The historical
texts have become a powerful tool, quoted across
the region from religious festivals in Iraq's shrine
in the city of Kerbala to videos released by Sunni
preachers in the Gulf, and beyond.

'We have here mujahideen from Russia,
America, the Philippines, China, Germany,
Belgium, Sudan, India and Yemen and other
places,' said Sami, a Sunni rebel fighter in
northern Syria. 'They are here because this is
what the prophet said and promised, the Grand
Battle is happening.'

Both sides emphasize the ultimate goal of
establishing an Islamic state which will rule the
world before total chaos. Although some Sunni
and Shi'ite clerics are privately skeptical of the
religious justifications for the war, few in the
region express such reservations in public for
fear of being misinterpreted as doubters of the
prophecies. 'Yes, some of the signs are similar but
these signs could apply at any time after the fall
of the Islamic state’ [Islamic state is undefined]
one Sunni Muslim scholar in Lebanon said, ask-
ing that he not be identified. 'There is no way to
confirm we are living in those times. We have to
wait and see.'



CONCLUSION. This article scratches the surface;
many angles have been left unmentioned. The issue is
incredibly convoluted — in some ways incredulous —
and the observations made here cannot be comprehensive;
the full story is much wider and bigger. Jesus said, “I will
build my Church and the gates of hell will not prevail
against it.” In the midst of the chaos, national churches are
assisting refugees, preaching the gospel, and faithfully
serving the Lord.

1. To access relevant materials on Quranic and Hadith
references to end-time events and prophecies, see:
www.one-islam.org, www.contenderministries.org, and
www.truthnet.org.
2. For Islamic eschatological writings, see the works of
Ibn Kathir.
3. The final official acronym for the Islamic State should
be “IS”. However, “ISIS” is used in this article, since it is
the acronym most people recognize and use.
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For the faithful, the Hadith chart the course
of Syria's conflict from its beginning in March
2011, when protests erupted over the alleged tor-
ture of students who wrote anti-Assad graffiti on
a school wall in Deraa, Syria. 'There will be strife
in Sham (Syria) that begins with children play-
ing, after which nothing can be fixed,' according
to one hadith. 'When it calms down from one
side, it ignites from the other.'

Hadith on both sides mention Syria as a main
battlefield, naming cities and towns where blood
will be spilled. Hundreds of thousands of people
will be killed. The whole region will be shaken
from the Arabian Peninsula, to Iraq, Iran and
Jerusalem, according to some texts. Saudi Arabia
will collapse. Almost every country in the Middle
East will face unrest. One statement says 'Blood
will reach knee-level.'

A widely circulated hadith attributed to
Muhammad says Sham, or Syria, is Allah's
favored land. Asked where the next jihad will be
Muhammad replied: 'Go for Sham, and if you
can't, go for Yemen…(though) Allah has guaran-
teed me Sham and its people.'

Another refers to Muslims gathering 'at the
time of war in Ghouta, near a city called
Damascus.' Ghouta, east of Syria's capital, has
been a rebel stronghold for the last two years.

A Sunni hadith speaks of a battle in a town
called Dabeq, in northern Syria near the Turkish
border, and intervention by a foreign army to split
the Muslim fighters, seen by some as a reference
to a possible Turkish incursion.

'These hadith are what the mujahideen are
guided by to come to Syria; we are fighting for
this. With every passing day we know that we are
living the days that the Prophet talked about,' said
Mussab, a fighter from the Nusra Front, a Sunni
hardline group.

Murtada, a 27-year-old Lebanese Shi'ite who
regularly goes to Syria to battle against the
rebels, says he is not fighting for Assad, but for
the Mahdi, also known as the Imam. 'Even if I am

martyred now, when he appears I will be reborn
to fight among his army. I will be his soldier,' he
told Reuters in Lebanon.

Murtada, who has fought in Damascus and in
the decisive battle last year for the border town of
Qusair, leaves his wife and two children when he
goes to fight in Syria: 'Nothing is more precious
than the Imam, even my family. It is our duty.'

Abbas, a 24-year-old Iraqi Shi'ite fighter,
said he knew he was living in the era of the
Mahdi's return when the United States and
Britain invaded Iraq in 2003. 'That was the first
sign and then everything else followed,' he told
Reuters from Baghdad, where he said he was
resting before heading back to Syria for a fourth
time. 'I was waiting for the day when I will fight
in Syria. Thank God he chose me to be one of the
Imam's soldiers.'

Abu Hassan, a 65-year-old pensioner from
south Lebanon, said he once thought the prophe-
cies of the end of days would take centuries to
come about. 'Things are moving fast. I never
thought I would be living the days of the Imam.
Now, with every passing day I am more and more
convinced that it is only a matter of a few years
before he appears.'



Friday, Jan. 2, 2015. Please pray
…for Global Initiative team members for the next three days as they equip college students in the Great Lakes
region to reach out to Muslims on their campuses.
…for Middle East Christians and churches to be salt and light in the midst of regional turmoil.
…for the safety and encouragement of Christian workers in Afghanistan. Of Afghanistan's 31 million people,
99 percent are Muslims.

Friday, Jan. 9, 2015. Please pray
…for a Global Initiative team member who will conduct a two-week Institute of Islamic Studies in India,
beginning Jan. 12. 
…for wisdom for Malaysia's Christians. Of Malaysia's 30 million people, 61.2 percent are Muslim. A new
law restricts the use of buildings for religious purposes other than those of Islam.
…for the country of Libya; 97 percent of Libya's 6.2 million people are Muslims. 

Friday, Jan. 16, 2015. Please pray
…for Christian workers in Oman.An Arab state located in the Arabian Gulf, Oman has a population of 4 mil-
lion; 75 percent are Muslims. 
…for the good news of the gospel as it is being shared in closed-access Muslim countries via texts, Facebook
and other creative ways.
…for Kyrgyz believers, that they will share their faith with the majority Muslim community. 86 percent of
Kyrgyzstan's population of 5.2 million is Muslim.

Friday, Jan. 23, 2015. Please pray
…for the protection of Christian workers in Zamboanga City in the Philippines, where Islamic insurgents
have caused enormous tension.
…for Live/Dead church planting team members who are studying Arabic and preparing for church planting
efforts in restricted-access Muslim countries. 
…for the Romanian Centre of Cross-Cultural Studies as they prepare missionaries to reach Muslim
unreached people groups.

Friday, Jan. 30, 2015. Please pray
…for wide distribution of the Sharif Bible, especially written for Muslim readers.
…for Say Hello, a ministry to equip Christian women to share Christ with Muslim women.
…for Ghada (a pseudonym), a Muslim nurse in the Middle East. She graciously received a strong witness of
Christ during her training time in the U.S. 
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Friday, Feb. 6, 2015. Please pray
…for a Global Initiative team member who is conducting an Institute of Islamic Studies in Ethiopia during the
dates of Feb. 2-12.
…for churches in Holland, France and Germany to provide a strong witness of Christ to Muslim immigrants.  
…for guidance from the Holy Spirit on a Church Planting Team Consultation in the Philippines during the dates
of Feb. 9-13. 

Friday, Feb. 13, 2015. Please pray
…for national church planters working in West Bengal, India. Of its 93 million people, one of every four persons
is Muslim.
…for the 146,000 Salars, a Muslim unreached people group in China. The Salar reside in the provinces of Qinghai
and Gansu.
...for churches in America to seek ways to share faith, hope and love with immigrating Muslims.

Friday, Feb. 20, 2015. Please pray
…for the 30 million Kurds, the majority of whom are Muslims. Kurds are found mostly in Turkey, Syria, Iran and
Iraq, and officially remain stateless. 
…for the 79 million people of Iran. 98 percent are Muslim, 85 percent are literate, and 54 percent are under 30
years of age.
…for ministry outreaches to Muslims in Skopje, Macedonia. Skopje, the capital, has a total population of 506,000.

Friday, Feb. 27, 2015. Please pray
…for a Global Initiative team member who is conducting an Institute of Islamic Studies at a midwestern Bible
College in the U.S. during the dates of February 27-28.
…for the country of Turkey, with a population of 76 million; more than 96 percent are Muslim.
…for national church planting efforts in Indonesia, with the largest Muslim population in the world. Of its 252
million people, approximately 219 million are Muslim.
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