




WELCOME
to the 2016 RZIM 

UNDERSTANDING & ANSWERING 
ISLAM CONFERENCE

What are the foundational differences between Christianity and Islam?
• • • • • • • • •

Which is the real Word of God? The Bible or the Qur’an?
• • • • • • • • •

Do you know what it costs a Muslim to consider Christ?

Islam is no longer distant. In the United States today, as in all Western countries, there are 
growing Muslim communities. Increasingly many of us have Muslim neighbors and coworkers. 
Moreover, radical Islam is on the move around the globe in ways we were woken up to on 9/11, 
and are constantly reminded of in the news. These developments provide the church with many 
evangelistic, apologetic, social and political challenges. We are so glad that you are joining with 
RZIM in recognizing and seeking to respond to these challenges biblically and thoughtfully.

Our hope and prayer is that your involvement in these conferences will stretch your mind to 
understand the nature of the challenge of Islam. We long, too, for the Lord to enlarge your 
gospel heart for your Muslim neighbors and workmates as we provide you with practical tools 
for lovingly speaking, and defending, the Gospel of Christ.
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C O N F E R E N C E  S C H E D U L E

FRIDAY EVENING

7:00pm Introduction to the 2016 Understanding and Answering Islam Conference

7:10pm Opening Bible Study:  Compassionate Witness – Dr. Stuart McAllister

7:40pm  What is the Best Religion?  What is the Muslim concept of Islam and how do they 
view themselves? – Dr. Nabeel Qureshi

8:10pm Q & A:  Understanding, Answering, and Sharing – Dr. Richard Shumack, Moderator
 
9:00pm End of Session

SATURDAY
 
9:00am Introductory Remarks

9:05am  What do Muslims believe about Jesus?  Muhammad and Jesus are respected and 
revered in Islam – what are their differences? – Dr. Jay Smith

9:50am Wellspring International Project – Naomi Zacharias

10:00am Break 

10:15am Islam and Power:  Islamist and Jihadist ideas of power and how they relate to Christianity.
 Dr. Daniel Janosik

11:00am Break and Transition

11:10am  God’s Presence:  Islam’s view of God’s presence and how to communicate the Holy 
Spirit with Muslims. – Dr. Sasan Tavassoli

12:00pm Break for Lunch

1:15pm What is God’s Law?  Does Sharia establish peace, justice and reward?  Does it share grace?
 Dr. Abdu Murray

2:00pm RZIM Academy Introduction – Drew McNeil

2:05pm Break 

2:15pm Open Q & A – Dr. Richard Shumack, Moderator

3:00pm Break 

3:15pm Closing Challenge – Dr. Stuart McAllister

3:30pm  End of Conference



6

S P E A K E R S
Dr. Stuart McAllister serves as Regional Director, Americas at RZIM’s 
international headquarters in Atlanta. Born in Scotland, Stuart saw his life 
changed by Christ at the age of twenty. His desire to serve the Lord led him 
to join Operation Mobilization in 1978. Stuart has since served as general 
secretary of the European Evangelical Alliance, and has been involved with 
the European Lausanne Committee. He joined RZIM in 1998 as the International 
Director. Stuart travels all over the globe and speaks in churches and other 

forums with the same passion for the Gospel that he found when he first became a believer.

Abdu Murray is North American Director with Ravi Zacharias International 
Ministries and is the author of two books, including his latest, Grand Central 
Question: Answering the Critical Concerns of the Major Worldviews. For 
most of his life, Abdu was a proud Muslim who studied the Qur’an and 
Islam. After a nine year investigation into the historical, philosophical, and 
scientific underpinnings of the major world religions and views, Abdu 
discovered that the historic Christian faith alone can answer the questions of 

the mind and the longings of the heart. Abdu has spoken to diverse international audiences 
and has participated in debates and dialogues across the globe. As an attorney, Abdu was 
named several times in Best Lawyers in America and Michigan Super Lawyer. Abdu lives in the 
Detroit area with his wife and their three children.

Rev. Dr. Richard Shumack gained his PhD from the University of Melbourne, 
Australia, where he examined contemporary Muslim philosophy and 
discovered Muslim thinking to be especially weak in their bold claims to 
certainty. Richard is now based at Centre for Public Christianity, in Sydney, 
Australia, out of which he teaches regularly on ministry in Muslim contexts in 
Australian seminaries, universities, churches and mission organizations. His 
publications include a training book Witnessing to Western Muslims, and an 

upcoming philosophical apologetic entitled The Wisdom of Islam and the Foolishness of 
Christianity (in association with RZIM).

Daniel Janosik is an adjunct professor of Apologetics, Historical Theology and 
Islamic Studies at Southern Evangelical Seminary, and an adjunct professor of 
Apologetics at Columbia International University. In the past he also taught 
Biology and Physical Science and has done extensive research and teaching 
in the area of the major world religions and cults, as well as in the creation/
evolution controversy. He has written a number of articles in these areas and 
has spoken on college campuses and churches on the East and West coasts 

as well as in England, Mexico, China, and Japan, where he also served as a missionary. Daniel 
received his PhD from the London School of Theology in Historical Theology in Muslim Apologetics. 
His undergraduate degree is from the College of William and Mary. He received an MDiv in 
cross-cultural studies as well as an MA in Muslim Studies from Columbia International University. 
Dr. Janosik is now working on a book titled, A Christian’s Guide to Islam, which will be released soon.
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Dr. Nabeel Qureshi is a New York Times best-selling author and an itinerant 
speaker with Ravi Zacharias International Ministries. Since completing his 
medical degree in 2009, he has dedicated his life to spreading the Gospel 
through teaching, preaching, writing, and debating. Qureshi has lectured to 
students at over 100 universities, including Oxford, Columbia, Dartmouth, 
Cornell, Johns Hopkins, and the University of Hong Kong. He has 
participated in 18 public debates around North America, Europe, and Asia. 

Following the release of his first book, Seeking Allah, Finding Jesus, he received the Christian 
Book Award for the categories of both ‘Best New Author’ and ‘Best Non-Fiction’ of 2015. 
Nabeel focuses on the foundations of the Christian faith, ancient Judaism, early Islam, and the 
interface of science and religion. He holds an MD from Eastern Virginia Medical School, an MA 
in Christian apologetics from Biola University, and an MA in Religion from Duke University. He 
is currently pursuing a doctorate in New Testament studies at Oxford University where he lives 
with his wife, Michelle.

Dr. Sasan Tavassoli is a former Shi’ite Muslim from Iran. In 1985, Sasan came 
to faith in Christ as the result of the ministry of a group of American 
missionaries while he was living in Portugal. He is an ordained minister and 
has been involved in ministry within the Iranian communities in the Diaspora 
as a teacher and later as a pastor for the past two decades. Dr. Tavassoli 
graduated from Reformed Theological Seminary (MA), Columbia 
Theological Seminary (ThM) and earned his PhD in Islamic Studies from the 

University of Birmingham, UK. Sasan and his family live in the USA.

The Reverend Jay Smith has been working with Muslims for over thirty 
years, the last twenty-three in London, England. Most of his time he spends 
traveling to numerous countries to teach Christian/Muslim Apologetics and 
Polemics, much of which he has learned from weekly forays to the world 
famous Speaker’s Corner in Hyde Park, London. He has been invited on to 
many university campuses to teach classes, participate in panels, help out 
numerous Christian Unions with training, and has also participated in over 
eighty dialogues and debates with Muslim polemicists. Jay has two masters’ 

degrees in Divinity and Islamics, and is currently finishing his PhD dissertation at the 
Melbourne School of Theology, Australia, under the supervision of Dr. Peter Riddell and Dr. 
Gordon Nickel.

S P E A K E R S
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OPENING BIBLE STUDY: COMPASSIONATE WITNESS
Dr. Stuart McAllister

Romans 10:1-3
The Apostle Paul had an encounter that radically re-framed everything for him. His history as 
a committed Jew (see Philippians 3:2-7) provides ample understanding of the insider look 
and feel of his fellow Israelites and their struggle with the Gospel. A few things strike us, and 
they are informative on a broader level.

• They had a zeal for God but not in accordance with knowledge

• Not knowing about God’s righteousness they were seeking to establish their own.

• They did not submit to the righteousness of God.

Religion can be the greatest obstacle to truly knowing God. The Apostle Paul was so impacted 
by his attempts to win his fellow Jews, we hear his deep concern graphically in Romans 9:1-3.

A lot is at stake.

A.W. Tozer: “What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important thing 
about us.”

He elaborates: “The history of mankind will probably show that no people has ever risen above 
its religion, and man’s spiritual history will positively demonstrate that no religion has ever 
been greater than its idea of God. Worship is pure or base as the worshiper entertains high or 
low thoughts about God.”  1. 

NOTES: ______________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
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What is God like?  John 3:16 is a crucial text.

I.  THE GOD WHO SEEKS
The religious impulse and attraction, is a response to a sense of something, a feeling, a sense 
of wonder, a belief that there is more to life than meets the eye. Jesus subverts our 
expectations.

 A.  Amazing grace
 Ephesians 2:4-6
  The initiative is from God.  The provision is by God. The promises are rooted in His actions 

for us. The Gospel confounds the religious mind.

 B.  From performance based acceptance to acceptance based performance
 Ephesians 2:8-10
  It is not what we do, or don’t do, that justifies. It is our trust in His work for us that 

unleashes the new life as we are made right with God. (Romans 3:21-26)

 C.  A new kind of life
 Romans 6:4
  Several of us love what Michael Green once said, “Jesus did not come to make bad men 

good, but to make dead men live.”

 The life issue is central. James Edwards focuses in on the three words used in Greek for life.

  1.   “Bios - Refers to life in terms of years, accomplishments, wealth: it is life that can be 
counted and quantified

  2.  Psyche – Refers to life in terms of purpose, meaning and volition.”

  These first two words refer to the quantitative and qualitative aspects respectively, but the 
third is unique to God.  It is life that only comes from Him.

  3.   “Zoe – Is the life that characterizes God, and the life that God wills to impart to His 
people.” 2.  (1 John 5:11-12) 

NOTES: ______________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________________________ 



11

The Apostles understood this, and Peter’s transformation by the risen Christ is a major 
example. At the heart of the Christian message and way is costly, or sacrificial love.  It is a love, 
which by definition, is outward and service oriented.

II.  THE CALLED WHO FOLLOW
John 20:21-22
Many Muslims resist Christianity as they consider us guilty of idolatry.  A key text for them is 
found in the Qur'an, Chapter 2 Surah Baqarah vs 135.

“They say: “Become Jews or Christians if ye would be guided (to salvation).”  Say thou (O 
Muslims); “Nay! (I would rather follow) the religion of Abraham the true, and he joined not 
gods with Allah.”

They also believe Islam is the first religion, the best and truest one, and that all others are 
Idolatrous or departures from the one true way.  How should we then live?  What should we do?

 A.  The Incarnation is our model for mission
 1 Corinthians 9:19-23
  John Stott stressed this in many of his writings and roots it in the way of Christ. “The word 

became flesh and dwelt among us” and this is the challenge and call to the church. It 
means addressing emotional or prejudicial barriers in our hearts and minds. It means being 
willing to invest in serious effort, that others may know.

 B. Lead with compassion follow with clarity
 Romans 10:2-4
  In all communication there are barriers but also bridges, what are they? Stephen Covey 

wrote, “Seek first to understand, then to be understood.” One stumbling block for many 
Muslims is the belief that Christianity is irrational, defies reason and violates logic.  

  Their scholars produce arguments and evidences against Christianity which many (not all) 
are familiar with. We must respond graciously but clearly. Mere declaration or assertion (on 
our part) will not do. It demands time, patience, prayer, and serious effort.

 C. The Apologetic task
 Colossians 4:5-6
  Greg Pritchard defines apologetics as “the art and science of Christian persuasion”.  

Exploring answers, dealing with arguments, addressing evidence is vital if costly love is to 
be demonstrated.  

  Ravi puts this so well.  Apologetics is a tool we use to clear the clutter and open the way 
so the individual might have a clear view of Christ and His cross.

  Apologetics, arguments and ideas are crucial but only God by His Spirit convicts and 
saves.  Our part is to follow, obey, surrender, and serve.



12

III. THE PASSION THAT INSPIRES
Romans 10:1
The Apostle was moved by his fellow Jews and elsewhere (Acts 17) by the Gentiles need for 
the Gospel. His heart was stirred and it produced serious prayer. The Gospel is good news and 
must be proclaimed well.

James Edwards reminds us, “The Incarnation reverses the traffic pattern of all other religions; 
it is not we who, by morality or enlightenment or some other means, mount the ladder to 
heaven, but God who comes to us in our weakness and unworthiness.”

Now what?

“The test of every religious, political or education system is the man that it forms,” wrote 
Henri-Frederic Amiel. Rooted in Christ, renewed by the Spirit, the Apostle gives us three vital 
focal points.

 A. Our hearts must be stirred for others.
  What is your motivation, desire or intent towards Islam and Muslims? May Christ impart to 

us all something of His heart for others.

 B. Focused and serious prayer
  As the Psalmist says, “unless the Lord builds the house, they labor in vain who build.” Prayer 

opens doors, softens our heart and shows where our confidence and expectation lie. 
Father, teach us to pray!

 C. For salvation
  Our self-righteousness, pride, heritage and ignorance, blinds us to the real need and 

imperatives at the heart of the Gospel story. May the Gospel frame our intentions, our 
actions and our prayers and I close with Paul’s reminder to the Romans.

Romans 5:6-10

1. A.W. Tozer, The Knowledge of Holy (New York, NY: HarperCollins Publishers, 1961), 1.

2. James Edwards, Is Jesus the Only Savior? (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm B Eerdmans Publishing Co, 2005), 110.
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WHAT IS THE BEST RELIGION?
Dr. Nabeel Qureshi

I.  ISLAM, THE GREATEST RELIGION

 A.  How Muslims see Islam

 B.  How Muslims see themselves

II.  SHARIA, THE GREATEST LAW 

 A.  How the average Muslim understands Sharia

 B.  Sharia as a system of law

 C.  vs. the Gospel

III.  ALLAH THE GREATEST BEING

 A. How Muslims understand Allah

 B.  Difficulties in the conception of Allah

 C.  vs. the Trinity

IV.  QUR'AN THE GREATEST BOOK

 A.  How Muslims understand the Qur'an

 B.  Examining the Qur'an

 C.  vs. the Bible

V.  MUHAMMAD THE GREATEST PROPHET

 A.  How Muslims understand Muhammad

 B.  The truth about Muhammad

 C.  vs. Jesus

VI. THE CHRISTIAN VIEW OF MUSLIMS AND ISLAM
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Q & A:  UNDERSTANDING, ANSWERING, AND SHARING
Moderated by Dr. Richard Shumack
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WHAT DO MUSLIMS BELIEVE ABOUT JESUS?
Dr. Jay Smith

Introduction:
• Who is the Biblical Jesus?

• Who is the Qur’anic Muhammad?

I.  WHAT WOULD JESUS SAY TO MUHAMMAD?

 A.  He would commend Muhammad

 B.  He would question Muhammad
  1.  His Prophet-hood (He’s not in the Prophetic line)
  2.  His Authority (He did no Miracle or Prophecy)
  3.  His Credibility (He didn’t know God’s personal name)
  4.  His Consistency (His message controverted previous revelations)

II.  THE SPECIFIC PROBLEM OF THE CRUCIFIXION
 (This is the most important as it is central to everything we believe)

III.  COMPARISONS BETWEEN JESUS VS. MUHAMMAD

Jesus    Muhammad
Born of a virgin (Mt.1:18-25; S.19:20) Born normally (Ibn Hisham pp. 68-69)

Served God as a child (Lk.2:39-52; S.3:46) Was an idolater before a prophet (Bukhari 6:452)

Read the Bible early on (Lk.16-21) Was illiterate (S.7:157)

Poor, depended on donations (Lk.4:16-21; 8:1-3) Took 20% of booty from others (Ibn Hisham p.281)

Performed miracles (Mk.3:9-10; S.3:49) Never did miracles (S.29:50)

Made blind eyes see (S.18:35-43; 3:49) Made seeing eyes blind (Bukhari 8:520)

Made the lame to walk (Mt.9:2-8) Made the walking lame (Bukhari 8:520)

Healed withered hands (Mt.12:10-13) Cut off a hand for stealing an egg (Bukhari 8:last3)

Forgave the adulteress (Jn.8:7) Adulteresses whipped/stoned (S.24:2; verse on Rajam)

Raised the dead (Jn.11:1-45; S.3:49) Killed the living (Ibn Hisham p.308; Bukh.5:369)

Excused his opponents (Lk.23:34, 43) Had his opponents killed (Bukh.1:241; 5:248)

Sets the condemned free (Jn.8:1-11) Enslaved the free (Ibn Hisham p.466)

Was sinless (Jn.8:46; S.19:19) Was sinful (S.47:19; 48:1-2)

Died for sinners (Jn.1:29; 10:18) Sinners died for him (S.9:5; 47:4; Buh.1:241; 5:248)

Rose from the dead (Lk.23-24) Died & buried in Medina, & still there (al-Tabari 9:208)

IV.  JESUS OR MUHAMMAD – WHO IS THE MOST RELEVANT AND THE BEST MODEL 
 FOR TODAY?

Conclusion
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WELLSPRING INTERNATIONAL PROJECT
Naomi Zacharias
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ISLAM AND POWER
Dr. Daniel Janosik

Islamist leaders have called for a worldwide jihad until all people are subjugated to the Will of 
Allah through Islam. Is there a theological basis for this claim? Is violent jihad valid for today? 
How should Christians respond? What will resolve this growing societal cancer? Let’s explore 
the answers to these questions.

I.  INTRODUCTION: ISLAM AND POWER

 A.  Root of Power: Nature of Allah

 B.  Qur’anic Mandate

 C.  Logical Extreme

 D.  Function of Power in Islam

 E.  Is Islam a Religion of Peace?

II.  ISLAMIST AND JIHADIST IDEAS OF POWER

 A.  Nature of Man: Servant, or Slave, of Allah

 B.  The Qur’an and Jihad

 C.  Muhammad and Jihad

 D.  The Appeal of Jihad Today

 E.  Is ISIS Islamic?

III. HOW DOES THIS RELATE TO CHRISTIANITY?

 A.  God of Power vs God of Love
 
 B.  Understand, Defend, and Refute

 C.  Build Relationships

 D.  Build Bridges

 E.  What is the Final Solution?
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GOD’S PRESENCE
Dr. Sasan Tavassoli
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WHAT IS GOD’S LAW?
Dr. Abdu Murray

I.  OUR GOAL

  A. The Islamic law, called the Shariah (or the “Way”), is a subject that is of much public 
interest and, frankly, speculation. It is a vastly complex system of jurisprudence, derived 
from (a) the Qur’an; (b) the Suna (or Muhammad’s actions); and (c) the Hadith (reports of 
Muhammad’s sayings). Due to the complexity, attempts have been made to systematize 
Islamic law, resulting in 5 main schools of law (Fiqh) named after the men who 
promulgated them: 

  1.  Hanafi
  2.  Ja’afari (Shi’a specific school)
  3.  Maliki
  4.  Shafi’i
  5.  Hanbali

  B.  This presentation will NOT be addressing any particular school or aspect of the 
enormously complex Shariah. Rather we will focus on exploring this idea as a means to 
offer the credibility of the gospel to our Muslim friends. 

  C.  Islam and Christianity speak peace, justice, and reward. But Islam sees the Shariah as 
the means by which we attain them. By contrast, Christianity offers grace – the unmerited 
forgiveness of God by the sacrifice of his Son – as the means for payment and 
transformation by which we find true peace, justice, and reward.   

II.  RECOGNIZING HUMANITY’S PROBLEM

 A.  Thomas Hobbes:  The State of Nature vs. The State of Society
  1.  Without government or submission to a recognized authority, anarchy results.  

 B.  Islam:  Dar al-Islam (the House of Submission) v. Dar al-Harb (the House of War). 
  1.   The non-Muslim world needs to submit to the Sharia (law) of Islam. Otherwise it is in 

a state of chaos and unbelief.  

 C.  Implications:  Without an overriding authority, humanity is lost
  1.  Hobbes is reformulating what the Bible says about the nature of man

    Isaiah 53:6: “All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned–every one–to his 
own way.” 

    Matthew 15:19: “For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, sexual 
immorality, theft, false witness, slander.” 
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  2.  Islam seems to recognize the inherent moral failings of humanity: 

    Sura 35:45:  “If Allah were to punish men according to what they deserve, He would 
not leave on the back of the (earth) a single living creature: but He gives them 
respite for a stated term: when their term expires, verily Allah has in His sight all His 
servants” 

 D.  Solutions that have been offered: 

  1.   Hobbes (and others):  Social Contract – to come under agreed upon sovereign and 
subject ourselves to laws 

  2.  Islam:  Submission to the Sovereign (Allah) and his law (Sharia). 

   a.  The Original Need for Law: Adam & Eve Story

     “When We said to the angels, ‘Prostrate yourselves to Adam,’ they prostrated 
themselves, but not Iblis: he refused.  

     Then We said: ‘O Adam! Verily, this is an enemy to thee and thy wife: so let him 
not get you both out of the Garden, so that thou art landed in misery.

    ‘There is therein (enough provision) for thee not to go hungry nor to go naked,

    ‘Nor to suffer from thirst, nor from the sun’s heat.’

     But Satan whispered evil to him: he said, ‘O Adam! Shall I lead thee to the Tree of 
Eternity and to a kingdom that never decays?’
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     In the result, they both ate of the tree, and so their nakedness appeared to them: 
they began to sew together, for their covering, leaves from the Garden: thus did 
Adam disobey his Lord, and allow himself to be seduced.

     But his Lord chose him (for His Grace): He turned to him, and gave him Guidance.

     He said: ‘Get ye down, both of you—all together, from the Garden, with enmity 
one to another: but if, as is sure, there comes to you Guidance from Me, 
whosoever follows My Guidance, will not lose his way, nor fall into misery.

     ‘But whosoever turns away from My Message, verily for him is a life narrowed 
down, and We shall raise him up blind on the Day of Judgment.’

     He will say: ‘O my Lord! Why hast Thou raised me up blind, while I had sight (before)?’

     (Allah) will say: ‘Thus didst Thou, when Our Signs came unto thee, disregard 
them: so wilt thou, this day, be disregarded.’

     And thus do We recompense him who transgresses beyond bounds and believes 
not in the Signs of his Lord: and the Penalty of the Hereafter is far more grievous 
and more enduring.

     Is it not a warning to such men (to call to mind) how many generations before 
them We destroyed, in whose haunts they (now) move? Verily, in this are Signs 
for men endued with understanding.”  

    [Sura 20:116-128, emphasis added]. 1.

  3.  Christianity:  The Gospel of Grace – it doesn’t abolish the Law, but fulfills it. 
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III. ISLAM AND JUSTICE

 A.  Justice in society: 

  1.  General Principles: 

    “Allah commands justice, the doing of good, and liberality to kith and kin, and He 
forbids all shameful deeds, and injustice and rebellion: He instructs you, that ye may 
receive admonition.”  [Sura 16:90]

    “O ye who believe! Stand out firmly for Allah, as witnesses to fair dealing, and let not 
the hatred of others to you make you swerve to wrong and depart from justice. Be 
just: that is next to piety: and fear Allah. For Allah is well-acquainted with all that ye 
do.”  [Sura 5:8]

  2.  Justice is “an eye for an eye”, but forgiveness in encouraged: 

    “The recompense for an injury is an injury equal thereto (in degree): but if a person 
forgives and makes reconciliation, his reward is due from Allah: for (Allah) loveth not 
those who do wrong.   But indeed if any do help and defend themselves after a 
wrong (done) to them, against such there is no cause of blame.  The blame is only 
against those who oppress men and wrong-doing and insolently transgress beyond 
bounds through the land, defying right and justice: for such there will be a penalty 
grievous.

    But indeed if any show patience and forgive, that would truly be an exercise of 
courageous will and resolution in the conduct of affairs.”  [Sura 42:40-43]
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 B.  Islamic Justice and Other faiths

  1.  Verses that Seem to Treat Non-Muslims Equally

    “Those who believe (in the Qur’an), those who follow the Jewish (scriptures), and 
the Sabians and the Christians – any who believe in Allah and the Last Day, and work 
righteousness – on them shall be no fear, nor shall they grieve.”  [Sura 2:62]

    “Those who believe (in the Qur’an), those who follow the Jewish (scriptures), and 
the Sabians, Christians, Magians, and Polytheists – Allah will judge between them on 
the Day of Judgment: for Allah is witness of all things.”  [Sura 22:17]

  2.  Verses Not so Favorable to Non-Muslim Equality

    “Those who reject (Truth), among the People of the Book and among the 
Polytheists, will be in Hell-Fire, to dwell therein (for aye). They are the worst of 
creatures. Those who have faith and do righteous deeds – they are the best of 
creatures.” [Sura 98:6-7] 

  3. Dhimmitude

    “Fight those who believe not in Allah nor the Last Day, nor hold that forbidden 
which hath been forbidden by Allah and His Apostle, nor acknowledge the religion 
of Truth, (even if they are) of the People of the Book, until they pay the Jizya with 
willing submission, and feel themselves subdued.”  [Sura 9:29] 

  4.  The Issue of Women’s Rights and Standing.  E.g., Sura 4:34. 
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 C.  Justice Between God and Humanity.  

  1.  General Principles

    “These are the Signs of Allah: We rehearse them to thee in Truth: And Allah means 
no injustice to any of His creatures.”  [Sura 3:108]

    “Allah is never unjust in the least degree: If there is any good (done), He doubleth it, 
and giveth from His own presence a great reward.”  [Sura 4:40]

  2.  Application of Divine Justice:  The Heavenly Scales

    “The balance that day will be true (to nicety): those whose scale (of good) will be 
heavy, will prosper: Those whose scale will be light, will be their souls in perdition, for 
that they wrongfully treated Our signs.”  [Sura 7:8-9] 

 D.  Islam & Forgiveness

  1.   Two of the most common names for God in the Qur’an are “Al-Rahman” and “Al-
Raheem,” The Compassionate and Merciful.  

  2.  Forgiveness is Conditional:
    “We did indeed offer the Trust to the Heavens and the Earth and the Mountains; but 

they refused to undertake it, being afraid thereof: but man undertook it – He was 
indeed unjust and foolish.  (With the result) that Allah has to punish the Hypocrites, 
men and women, and the Unbelievers, men and women, and Allah turns in Mercy to 
the Believers, men and women: for Allah is Oft-Forgiving, Most Merciful.”   
[Sura 33:72-73]
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    “For those who reject Allah, is a terrible Penalty: but for those who believe and work 
righteous deeds, is Forgiveness, and a magnificent Reward.”  [Sura 35:7]

  3.  A Seeming Tension:  Is Forgiveness available just for belief in one God? 
    “Narrated Abu Dharr: The Prophet said, Gabriel came to me and gave me the glad 

tidings that anyone who died without worshipping anything besides Allah, would enter 
Paradise. I asked (Gabriel), ‘Even if he committed theft, and even if he committed illegal 
sexual intercourse?’ He said, ‘(Yes), even if he committed theft, and even if he committed 
illegal sexual intercourse.’”  (Sahih al-Bukhari, Volume 9, Book 93, Number 579)

IV. ISLAM AND PEACE: 

 A.  What is peace?  

  1.  Islamic:  lack of conflict.  

  2.  How peace is achieved:  

   a.  Submission to Allah in Islam; Paying the tax (otherwise, no peace).
     “It is reported on the authority of Abu Huraira that the Messenger of Allah said: I 

have been commanded to fight against people so long as they do not declare 
that there is no god but Allah, and he who professed it was guaranteed the 
protection of his property and life on my behalf except for the right affairs rest 
with Allah.”  (Sahih Muslim, Book 001, Number 30)

   b. Payment of Jizya:  Sura 9:29

   c. IMPORTANT NOTE:  Most Muslims do not think in these terms. 
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V. CHRISTIANITY: FINDING JUSTICE THROUGH GRACE

 A.  Woman at the Well (John 4:4-42). 
 
  1.  Justice:  Ethnic differences

  2.  Geographical Dispute:  

  3.   Jesus addresses her particular status before God first, not her status before people.   
There is no “Us vs. Them.” 

  4.  Present Day Example:  The Young Palestinian 

VI. CHRISTIANITY: FINDING PEACE THROUGH GRACE

 A.  The Oldest Cliché in the Book: World Peace

 B.  Cliché vs. Meaningful Jesus.  Matthew 10:34:
  “Think not that I am come to send peace on earth; I came not to send peace, but a sword.  

For I am come to set a man at variance against his father, and the daughter against her 
mother, and the daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law.”

 C.  True Peace: Jesus’ idea of true peace is a peace foreign to us that he gives to us: 
 “Peace I leave with you. My peace I give to you, not as the world gives.”  (John 14:27)

VII. THE CROSS AS THE CENTER OF GRACE 

 A.  The historical Cross – Where Justice and Peace converge. 

  B.  And it was this Paul, once Saul the enemy of Christ, who wrote these words in 
Ephesians 2:14-16:

  “For He Himself is our peace, who has made the two one (Jews and non-Jews) and has 
destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, by abolishing in his flesh the law with its 
commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in Himself one new man out of 
the to, thus making peace, and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through 
the cross, by which he put to death hostility”

VIII. CONCLUSION

 A.  The Questions of the Muslim Mind – the Longings of the Muslim Heart

  1.  The Law says we are the problem:  How can we be the solution? 

  2.  From the Imam Ali:   
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     “A group of people worshipped Allah out of desire for reward, surely this is the 
worship of traders. Another group worshipped Allah out of fear, this is the worship 
of slaves. Still another group worshipped Allah out of gratefulness, this is the 
worship of free men.”

    [Nahjul Balagha: Sermons, Letters, and Saying of Imam Ali Ibn Abi Talib [Elmhurst, 
N.Y: Tahrike Tarsile Qur’an, 1986), 619.] 

1. Unless otherwise noted, Qur’anic references are taken from Abdullah Yusuf Ali, The Meaning of the Holy Qur’an.
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OPEN Q & A
Moderated by Dr. Richard Shumack
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CLOSING CHALLENGE: NOW WHAT? THE MINISTRY OF RECONCILIATION
Dr. Stuart McAllister

Francis Schaeffer, in light of the Gospel message asked, how shall we then live? What does 
God ask of us as His people?

The Apostle Paul grasped the call implicit in the Gospel and its scope as he wrote to the 
Romans.  
Romans 1:14-17

•  He felt an obligation to those who did not know and who were resistant

•  He was eager to preach to those in Rome

•   His motivation, passion and drive came from his understanding and experience of the 
Gospel (1:16)

As we conclude, let me lay out three imperatives from what we have heard and in light of the 
mission mandate of scripture.

I. WE MUST OWN THE CHALLENGE AND TAKE THE INITIATIVE
Romans 10:14-15

  A.  Dealing with the fear factor or the many rationalizations as to why not (in taking 
action or pursuing a relationship).

 B.  We need to pray for Spirit-given opportunities

 C.  Trust and effort must go hand in hand
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II. ALL LOVE AND ACTION DEMANDS A COST
Romans 12:1

 A. Jim Elliot: “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.”

  B.  For God so loved He gave …, let us seek His love as a motivation and gift to share with 
others.  John 20:21

  C.  Standing in the gap. We are sent to mediate God’s grace. This means finding ways to 
be a channel of His love, a bridge to hope, a reconciling servant.

III.  WE MUST TRULY CONSIDER THE SCOPE OF THE CHALLENGE BOTH HERE AND ABROAD 
Romans 15:20-21

 A. Pioneers: who go into new places and begin with new relationships.

  B.  Prayer initiatives: that seek God and ask for Divine appointments and God’s gracious 
intervention.

  C.  Possibilities: as we step out and exercise faith and love to those God is bringing to us 
and those He sends us to.

John Piper wrote, “Mission exists because worship doesn’t”.  May we all help others to come 
home to the One who loves them by His grace that we may worship in Spirit and in truth.
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Each year we conduct a thorough assessment of Understanding and Answering Islam. 
Participant feedback is an essential component of our review process. Every year, we make 
improvements to the program based upon these comments. Your thoughtful reflections on 

Understanding and Answering Islam will be carefully evaluated by our team. 
To provide feedback, please visit this web address:

www.surveymonkey.com/s/UAI2015ATL

Thank you!

P A R T I C I P A N T
E VA L U A T I O N  S U R V E Y
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THE NATURE OF GOD: FOUNDATIONAL DIFFERENCES
IN CHRISTIANITY AND ISLAM

by Tanya Walker

“… the whole faith of Islam is not another way to God, but the way to another God”1

Despite the growing profile of Islam in the West and the increasing exposure of Western 
Christians to Muslims from around the world, I have been increasingly struck by the persistent 
belief of many Christians, that Muslims and Christians worship what is fundamentally the same 
God, although there may be superficial differences in character or nature. This, I think, is a 
belief that is very damaging to us. Not only is it false, in that it is built on a misunderstanding 
of the claims of Islam, but, more importantly, it can act as a buffer against us seeing the true 
uniqueness and brilliance of the God of the Bible, and keeps us from a compassionate zeal to 
reach our Muslim brothers and sisters.  

Os Guinness once wrote: “Contrast is the mother of clarity.  I always find that I understand and 
wonder at the Gospel when I see the contrast of the alternatives.”2 In comparing and 
contrasting the nature of God in Christianity and Islam, my hope is that it will bring a greater 
clarity and focus as we look afresh at the person of God in the Bible and find ourselves 
refreshed, amazed, humbled and grateful at His awe-inspiring magnificence. He truly is 
without equal. A second hope is that in seeing more clearly the God that the Qur’an outlines 
and that Muslims worship, we might be deeply moved with compassion for this vast gathering 
of people in our generation who live beholden to such a God, and that it would compel us to 
reach out in whatever way we are able.

The following discussion is far from comprehensive and is intended only as a starting point, 
but I will begin to trace out some thoughts as I look at five characteristics of the God revealed 
to us in the Bible, compare those characteristics with that outlined in the Muslim faith, and 
unpack some of the implications of the very deep differences that exist.

The God Who is Relational

“And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, ‘Now the dwelling of God is with men, and 
he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their 
God.’” (Rev 21.3).

The focus of the Gospel is relationship with God. Our God is a relational God who created us 
out of the overflow of loving relationship within the Trinity, and who intended us for perfect 
relationship with Him throughout eternity. The culmination of the Christian narrative is a 
wedding feast, a marriage. Christ the bridegroom and us His bride, the Church. When we look 
to heaven, as John 14 makes so beautifully clear, we are not looking for a where – a place, 
somewhere far away where we will be well. We are looking to a who – the person of God, and 
the wonder and joy and fulfilment of relationship with Him.  
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The Bible is full of the expression of God’s relational heart towards us – as a Father, a husband, 
a friend – and it carries through from Genesis to Revelation. When in the Garden of Eden 
Adam and Eve turn their backs on God and rebel against Him, we see immediately the tone is 
set for the rest of the ages, as God’s response is not “What have you done?” but “Where are 
you?” (Genesis 3:9). And the whole of the rest of the story is God winning us back, paying the 
price Himself, making a way for us to be with Him. It is a great love story, an epic adventure of 
a lover pursing His bride. God Himself wooing and pursing mankind.  It is a breath-taking 
reality that we are inundated, in the Word of God, by His call for us to live in relationship 
with Him.

For a Muslim, however, there is no relationship to be had. The God of the Qur’an is not a 
relational God either in himself (the concept of the Trinity is considered the utmost of 
blasphemies to the Muslim mind), or with his created beings. Intimacy with this God is not on 
the agenda, and would, in fact, in some circles be considered to be blasphemous in concept.3  
One of the primary characteristics of the God of Islam is his transcendence, and neither on 
this side of eternity or on the other are Muslims called to enter into relationship. Instead the 
dominant view is that of a master with his servants – a striking contrast to the person of Christ 
who tells His disciples “I no longer call you servants, but friends” (John 15:15). Shabbir Akhtar 
puts it like this: “Muslims do not see God as their father or, equivalently, themselves as the 
children of God. Men are servants of a just master; they cannot, in orthodox Islam, typically 
attain any greater degree of intimacy with their creator.”4 Meanwhile, speaking of the true 
God, 1 John 3:1 rings out with joy: “How great is the love the Father has lavished on us, that we 
should be called children of God! And that is what we are!”5

The God Who has Made Himself Known

Knowing and being known are vital components of a real and meaningful relationship, one 
based not on fantasy or wishful thinking, but on a right and appropriate judgment of each 
other – in other words, in truth. Whilst we may love somebody we do not know simply as a 
matter of will or as a result of an overarching theology or philosophy, the greater the 
knowledge of the other, the more intimate and fulfilling the love, and the more grounded in 
the reality of the other’s unique personhood. The Biblical emphasis is on a God who has 
revealed Himself: through nature, through the Scriptures, and ultimately through the living 
Word – the person of Jesus Christ. Jesus looks to His disciples and says to them that in 
knowing Him, they know the Father (John 14:7), and that knowing Him is to have eternal life 
(John 17:3). The self-revelation of God is a foundation point for Christian theology and the 
basis on which our security lies. It is one of the most profound truths of the Christian message, 
that whilst we may at times be in the dark about what God is doing, we are (praise God!) not 
in the dark about God.6  

What makes this even more wonderful, is that knowing Him is not simply a matter of abstract 
possibility, but of God’s own heart desire, as He speaks through Jeremiah: “I will give them a 
heart to know me, that I am the Lord. They will be my people, and I will be their God, for they 
will return to me with all their heart” (Jeremiah 24:7).
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For the Muslim, the situation is very different. Isma’il Al Furuqi is representative of orthodox 
Islamic thinking when he writes the following:

“He [God] does not reveal Himself to anyone in any way. God reveals only His will. Remember 
one of the prophets asked God to reveal Himself and God told him, “No, it is not possible for 
Me to reveal Myself to anyone.”  ...This is God’s will and that is all we have, and we have it in 
perfection in the Qur’an. But Islam does not equate the Qur’an with the nature or essence of 
God. It is the Word of God, the Commandment of God, the Will of God.  But God does not 
reveal Himself to anyone.  Christians talk about the revelation of God Himself – by God of God 
– but that is the great difference between Christianity and Islam.”7

Meanwhile, Shabbir Akhtar adds further insight: 
“The Koran, unlike the Gospel, never comments on the essence of Allah. ‘Allah is wise’ or ‘Allah 
is loving’ may be pieces of revealed information but, in contrast to Christianity, Muslims are not 
enticed to claim that ‘Allah is Love’ or ‘Allah is Wisdom’. Only adjectival descriptions are 
attributed to the divine being and these merely as they bear on the revelation of God’s will for 
man. The rest remains mysterious.”8

It is both a challenge to us, and a heartbreaking reality, that millions of Muslims around the 
world stake their entire lives in absolute submission to a God they do not know. The challenge 
is on two fronts. Firstly that we should be compelled to share the Good News that God has 
made Himself known! We need not worship unknown gods! It is a truth that should fill us with 
wonder and with evangelistic zeal. The second challenge is more devotional. He has revealed 
Himself to us, and longs for us to be in relationship with Him. Thus the pertinent question 
becomes “Are we taking time to get to know Him?” Are we availing ourselves of this incredible 
gift that God has given us: that we have been given the right, as children of God, to draw near, 
and to really get to know our Saviour. I wonder if we have grown complacent with this 
magnificent truth – that we can know God – and find that days can pass without us drawing 
close. Let us remind ourselves that it is the unique, and staggering, privilege of those who 
worship the God of the Bible, that they worship a God whom they can know.

The God Who is Love

Three separate aspects of the love of God concern us here, and they are brought into sharp 
relief by their comparison. Firstly, the Bible tells us that God is love (1 John 4:16), thus making 
clear that we are not to conceive of love as something God does, a particular way in which He 
behaves, but rather as relating to His very essence, His being. He is love, and all love flows 
from Him.  

Secondly, we read time and again that God loves everybody. Everybody! John 3:16 gives us 
the wonderful declaration: “For God so loved the world…” Not just the righteous, not just the 
gifted, the holy, the clean – He loves the sinner, the broken, the bruised, the lost, those who are 
far away. He loves the prodigal. He is the initiator of love to the unlovely, the ungodly. 1 John 4:19 
tells us that “we love because he first loved us” whilst Romans 5:8 gives us insight into the 
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overwhelming breadth and depth of this amazing love: “God demonstrates his love for us in 
this – whilst we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” What a wonderful truth!  

Finally, our God is a God who can be loved in return. I wonder if you have ever stopped to think 
for a moment, how great a gift it is that we get to love God – that we are invited to experience 
this love and to express our love for Him in worship. It is an expression of love that in its form 
and content is unique to the Christian faith. The nature of love is such that it is only genuine 
when it is freely given, and only true to the extent that it is knowing. We have already noted 
that the God of the Bible, in His love and grace and sovereign will, has made Himself known. But 
if we were beholden to God in any way, if we were unsure of our standing before Him, holding 
our breath for judgment day to see if we had been good enough, there would be too great a 
hold on us from Him, too great a self-interest involved, too large a “fear factor”, to make it 
possible for us to truly love Him. It is only in the Christian Gospel that we are really free to love, 
because we are fully free of the fear of the future, as God has placed “his seal of ownership on 
us, and put his Spirit in our hearts as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come” (1 Corinthians 
1:22). We do not live in fear of judgement day. Those of us who have bowed the knee at the 
cross, find that a most awesome exchange is ours – we share in the resurrection! Our ragged 
dirty lives, exchanged for His righteousness! So we find ourselves bursting out with worship: 

“Blessed assurance, Jesus is mine! 
Oh, what a foretaste of glory divine!
Heir of salvation, purchase of God, 
Born of His Spirit, washed in His blood.”9

The God who is love, the God who loves everybody, and the God who can be loved in return.  

Again, Islam’s message is very different. The Qur’an does not equate love with the essence or 
being of God, but at best as an adjectival description of his behaviour.10 Secondly, the God of 
the Qur’an does not love everybody. In fact the Qur’an includes numerous verses that spell 
out the limits of the love of God, and the characteristics of those who fall outside of his love.  
So surah 2:190 tells us that “God does not love those who over step the limits” whilst surah 
2:276 tells us he “does not love the ungrateful sinner.” Surah 3:32 tells us that God “does not 
love those who ignore His commands”, whilst 3:57 notes “God does not love evil-doers” and 
surah 4:36 tells us that “God does not like arrogant, boastful people”, leaving one 
commentator to conclude: “The Qur’an is littered with dozens of verses like this. It is a fact, 
nowhere in the Qur’an is God ever reported to love someone who does not love Him first, nor 
is God’s love ever used as the central motivating factor to draw someone close to Him.”11 So 
the love of God in Islam is a conditional love, not inherent in his being, and given only in 
response to righteousness and merit in a deserving party.

Finally, it is not possible, nor required, for a Muslim to love God. Not only is it “absolutely 
impossible for [human beings] to know God”12 (making a reasoned love difficult), but the 
salvation narrative of the Muslim faith makes impossible a relationship not based on fear of 
judgment. The Qur’an repeatedly tells Muslims that “none may feel wholly secure” from God’s 
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judgment (surah 70:28), even when they have been righteous. Whilst Muslims believe that on 
judgment day their good deeds will be weighed against their bad deeds, deciding their fate 
(see surah 101), they also stress the sovereignty of God to do whatever he pleases. Thus he is 
not bound by the outcome of the scales, and should there be even a huge weighting to the 
good, God may choose to send an individual to hell. Just as in his sovereignty he may choose 
to allow one whose works are weighted towards evil to enter paradise. Right at the heart of 
the Muslim faith then, is a fear of the future in the hands of a God whose version of 
sovereignty means that he can not be held to any promises, and the beholdness involved in 
such a fearful connection makes loving such a God impossible.

The God Who Experiences Suffering

The Word of God presents to us a God who suffers, who grieves for His people, who is grieved 
by their sin and their rebellion, by their unfaithfulness, and who feels their grief, bearing their 
pain and sorrow. Isaiah tells us that He not only “took up our infirmities” on the cross, as 
though that was not enough, but “carried our sorrows” (Isaiah 53:4), and we find on the cross 
a suffering savior.  In short we are introduced to the incredible reality of an all-powerful God 
who suffers. Our actions, we are told, have a heart impact on Him. He is not indifferent to our 
sin, He is not indifferent to our suffering. Both cause Him pain, and it was for the eternal 
resolution of both that He endured the suffering of the cross for our sakes.  

The narrative of the Qur’an is in sharp contrast to the suffering of God in the Bible. The God of 
the Qur’an experiences no suffering, whether as a result of our sin, or as a result of our 
sorrows. Orthodox Islamic theology looks on suffering as weakness, and thus points to a God 
whose power entails that he be detached. Where the Biblical narratives, even in the context of 
the wrath of God and the judgment of God, point to a God who is grieved by sin, the Qur’anic 
narratives talk of the anger and the wrath of God, his judgment against evildoers, but make no 
mention of a heart response on his part.13 Muhammed-al-Burkawi puts it like this: “Allah can 
annihilate the universe if it seems good to Him and recreate it in an instant. He receives neither 
profit nor loss from whatever happens. If all infidels became believers and all the wicked pious 
He would gain nothing. And if all believers became infidels it would not case Him loss.”14 How 
starkly different to the God who cries out and pleads with love to unfaithful Israel: “As surely 
as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather 
that they turn from their ways and live. Turn! Turn from your evil ways! Why will you die, 
people of Israel?” (Ezekiel 33:11) He longs for the wicked to live, and it grieves Him when they 
refuse to turn and accept His saving love. The love of God and the suffering of God are thus 
inextricably linked. It is not possible to fully love, if the actions of the other have no impact on 
you. The God of the Bible is moved by us, not by any need in Him, but by His overwhelming 
love for us even whilst we are lost. He suffers, because He loves.

The God Who is Holy

The God of the Bible is holy, and the pages of scripture, Genesis to Revelation continually resound 
with the cry of worship: “Holy, Holy, Holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come” 
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(Revelation 4:8). The Bible reveals to us the God who “is light” and in whom “there is not darkness 
at all” (1 John 1:5), and speaks to us of the devastating consequences of sin which violently rip us 
away from God, and would leave us forever banished from His presence were it not for the cross. 
God’s holiness means that He cannot tolerate sin, He cannot leave it unpunished, He cannot sweep 
it under some cosmic eternal carpet. And it is a grave command to us: “consecrate yourselves and 
be holy, because I am holy” (Leviticus 11:44). The Bible is clear: God does not tempt anyone with evil 
(James 1:13), and never allows us to be tempted beyond what we can endure (1 Corinthians 10:13).

The God of the Qur’an is an entirely different being. The word “Kuddus” (holy) is used only once in 
reference to God in the Qur’an (in surah 59:23)15 and is used in relation to him being set apart, as 
opposed to morally perfect. The God of the Qur’an is not bound by any moral consistency. He is 
not holy. Zwemer puts it like this: “Allah’s moral law changes, like His ceremonial law, according to 
times and circumstances… Moslem teachers have in my presence utterly denied that Allah is 
subject to an absolute standard of moral rectitude. He can do what He pleases. The Koran often 
asserts this. Not only physically, but morally, He is almighty, in the Moslem sense of the word.”16 
The Qur’an tells us that Allah is the “Best of Schemers” (surah 3:54), and a deceiver of men (surah 
4:142). Moreover, even a basic understanding of the salvation narrative in the Qur’an reaffirms that 
whatever the Muslim understanding of the holiness of God, the God of the Qur’an clearly has no 
difficultly being around sin. 51% good deeds weighed against 49% bad deeds would be good 
enough for him, and in fact, as I have mentioned, his sovereignty means that even a person full of 
evil might be permitted into paradise if God simply willed it. There would be no problem such as 
would be found with the fierce burning purity of the God of the Bible.17

As a result, and as might be expected as a logical outworking of his own character, there is no 
parallel command in the Qur’an telling Muslims to “be holy because I am holy”. Rather, 
unbelievably to the Christian mind, the Hadiths tell us that the God of Islam in fact apportions 
sins for human beings to commit, from which there would be no escape.18  

Concluding Thoughts

There are many other differences between the God revealed in the Bible, and the God of the 
Qur’an, but I have chosen here to focus on five. Their cultimative impact is profound:

In the Christian message, we have a relational God who longs for us to come into an intimate, 
knowledgeable relationship with Him. A God who reveals His very nature to us so that we are 
not in the dark about Him, and we know in whom we’ve place our trust. A God who is 
completely holy, but who loves the sinner, the broken, the ungodly, the unlovely. A God whose 
justice demands that sin be dealt with, and whose love means that He deals with it Himself. A 
God who, because of His amazing love for us, sacrifices Himself and takes on our sin and our 
suffering in order to reconcile us to Himself. The Christian God takes sin seriously, takes justice 
seriously, takes love seriously – and we see the culmination of it on the cross.

The Muslim God, however, is not relational.  He does not want or require our love and does 
not, cannot reveal himself. A God whom we are entirely in the dark about, and yet he 
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demands unquestioning submission. A God who is unable to share our suffering, and unwilling 
to suffer on our behalf. A God who does not take sin seriously – he himself is not holy and he 
can happily tolerate sin – yet he does not love the sinner, and makes no effort to bring man to 
salvation. A God who does not take justice seriously, as it is ultimately sacrificed to his 
capricious will. And a God whose love is completely conditional and open to change. 

My hope is that the contrast of this alternative would fuel a fire of worship in our lives as we 
see afresh how magnificent is our God, and how worthy of worship. There is no one like Him.  
Let it also move us with compassion for our Muslim friends. If they are willing to worship such 
a God as that portrayed in the Qur’an, how much more could they love the true God if we 
were only able to communicate His grace to them, and how different the impact on their lives. 
Let us not hold back from sharing what we have freely received!
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UNDERSTANDING AND REACHING MUSLIMS
© Dr. Andy Bannister / RZIM Canada 2012

I have Muslims to thank for my being an apologist! In the late 1990s, I was a youth worker 
working with young people in London, England. I’d never thought much about apologetics. I’d 
certainly never thought about Islam or Muslims. Then in 1997 I stumbled into a seminar on 
apologetics to Muslims at an event I was attending. The speaker led a ministry at a place 
called “Speakers’ Corner” in Hyde Park in London, where every Sunday he and several others 
stood on stepladders or boxes and preached to the hundreds of Muslims that were there. 
Fascinated, I tagged along a few weeks later to witness this ministry firsthand and was quickly 
drawn into conversations with Muslims. They asked questions – dozens of questions about my 
faith – for which I lacked answers. I went home that day with my head spinning and I began 
reading to find some answers. As I did so, I discovered some great writers: Ravi Zacharias, C. 
S. Lewis, Francis Schaeffer and Norman Geisler. And I discovered apologetics. I went back to 
Speakers’ Corner the next week with answers. But the Muslims had new questions! This 
pattern repeated itself and so, over the next three months, I learned apologetics and I learned 
about Islam.

What I discovered fascinated me so much that I eventually went to seminary and did a degree 
in theology and then a PhD in Islamic Studies, doing some detailed critical study of the Arabic 
text of the Qur’an. In 2010, I was hired by Ravi Zacharias International Ministries as their full-
time apologist in Canada. God used very surprising ways – Muslims and their questions – to 
lead me into full-time apologetic ministry. 

Looking back on the last fifteen years or so that I’ve been studying Islam and sharing my faith 
with Muslims, one thing that strikes me is how attitudes in the church have changed. Back in 
the late 1990s, when people discovered that Islam was an interest of mine and that I spent a 
lot of time talking with Muslims, the common reaction was apathy. The conversation quickly 
moved on to other topics. People were not especially interested. Then something happened. 
9/11 happened. And almost overnight, interest in Islam exploded, both in the church and in the 
wider culture. Since that fateful September morning, I have found that now when people 
discover I have a specialism in Islamic studies, the questions flow and fast and furious: “Is Islam 
a religion of peace or violence?” “Do Muslims and Christians worship the same God?” “How 
did Islam begin?” “What do Muslims actually believe?” 

Answering those questions takes time and patience. But it’s worth investing that time if we are 
going to effectively share Christ with our Muslim friends. You see, whatever we may think of 
Islam, one thing is clear: Muslims, as do all people, need Jesus. The more I have studied Islam 
the more my response to Islam has moved from fear, which to be honest was my initial 
reaction, to compassion. I began to understand how Islam, as a system, trapped people. Fear 
is the reaction of many Christians to Islam, and that’s understandable. But the problem is this: 
fear should not be the basis for evangelism. The basis for evangelism should be compassion. 
And the best way to generate compassion is to understand Islam itself – to understand the 
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lostness of Muslims and the power of Christ and the gospel to reach, rescue and restore them. 
God loves Muslims and our task is to share and communicate that love effectively. I hope this 
short introduction to Islam will help you in that wonderful and great commission.

Islam and Communicating Cross-Culturally

One reason that people are nervous, or even afraid of Islam, is that the religion is growing 
rapidly here in Canada. According to the Pew Survey, in 2010 the Canadian Muslim community 
numbered 940,000 – about 2.8% of the population. This is forecast to more than double, to 
over 2.5 million (or 6.6% of the population) by 2031.1 This raises all kinds of issues: from 
integration and community cohesion to politics and religion. For Christians, it means there will 
be an increasing need to understand Islam, the challenges that it raises to the Gospel, and to 
begin thinking about how best to share the Gospel with Muslims we will increasingly 
encounter at work, in our neighborhoods, schools and colleges. 

Communicating with someone of a different faith and/or from a different culture can 
sometimes be a challenge. There’s an old story that illustrates this nicely. Deep in the 
Prairies, two farmers were sitting on a gate, watching the world go by, when a large, 
hideously expensive Mercedes, clearly a rental car, pulled up. The window rolled down and 
the driver who, judging by the pile of maps, was extremely lost, called out: “Vous parlez 
Français?” The two farmers looked blank and shrugged. The driver paused before trying a 
second time: “Sprechen Sie Deutsch?” Again, the farmers looked blank. The driver made 
one final attempt: “Parli Italiano?” Once again, nothing. Furious, the driver floored the 
throttle and roared off, Gallic curses drifting through the window. One farmer turned to 
another: “Here, Bob, now there’s all this globalization and multiculturalism, don’t you 
think we should learn a foreign language, to help the tourists, eh?” His friend chewed a 
blade of grass thoughtfully. “Nah. That chap knew three foreign languages. Didn’t do him 
any good.”

Too often when Christians speak to those of another faith (or indeed, those who are simply 
unchurched) we can come across as if we’re speaking another language. The aim of this 
short introduction to Islam is to help avoid this. My goal is to briefly survey Islam and its 
origins, what Muslims believe and why and to touch on some of the issues facing Muslims 
today. My hope is that when you encounter a Muslim you may be better prepared to 
understand, to listen, to pray and to find ways to share Jesus in a way that engages them.

Mutual Misconceptions and the Importance of Understanding

As we begin our brief look at Islam, it’s worth observing that interactions between Christians 
and Muslims are often marked by some common misconceptions. For some readers, this 
booklet may be the first time you have thought theologically, evangelistically and 
apologetically about Islam. Thus a great place to begin is by highlighting some common 
Christian misconceptions about Islam and conversely, some common Muslim misconceptions 
about Christianity.
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The first misconception that many Christians have is the fear that all Muslims are extremists, or 
even potential terrorists. At worst, this fear can lead to hatred, but the more common response 
is that we simply ignore and try to avoid Muslims. As one lady just said to me: “I recently got 
onto a bus and found myself the only Christian – the other six passengers were Muslim women, 
wearing hijabs. I confess my initial reaction was to want to get off at the very next stop.”

Such reactions, unhelpful as they may be, are to some extent understandable, given the way 
that Islam is often reported in the media. There is a media bias in the way Islamic 
fundamentalism is reported. After all, when Islam makes the news, it is often because of some 
random act of Islamic terrorism or extremism, either here in Canada or elsewhere in the world. 
Rarely are the moderate voices in Islam reported. As Christians, we should at least recognise 
the issue of media bias. We know how frustrating it is that, so often, when Christianity is 
reported in the news, the story has a negative spin – a pastor who has fallen from grace, a 
televangelist embezzling funds, somebody whose views don’t reflect our own. It is equally 
frustrating for many ordinary Muslims. This is not to say there is not a serious problem with 
Islamic extremism – there is, and honesty is required. (More on this later) But we must also 
remember that most Muslims you will meet are likely to be warm, friendly people. They 
admittedly often manifest a degree of confidence in their faith that makes even the most 
ardent evangelical look limp by comparison. This can also make Christians nervous at first. 
However, over the years I have had hundreds of wonderful conversations with Muslims about 
Jesus and the gospel. We need to push through the barrier of fear. 

A second misunderstanding that Christians sometimes have about Islam is misunderstanding 
how in Islam, politics and religion are intertwined. Because these categories have long been 
separated in Western culture, we find it hard to realise that for Muslims, the two belong 
together. The Qur’an and Islamic law embrace personal piety, family law, civil law, criminal law, 
politics and international relations. This can cause no end of confusion. For example, I’ve found 
myself beginning a conversation about prayer and five minutes in the conversation has shifted 
to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. A category mistake? Not for my Muslim friend: for him, 
politics and religion are all one category. 

This issue can cause confusion for the Muslim as well. I have lost count of how many Muslims 
have said to me something like: “Christianity is a failed religion because of the corruption of 
the west.” “What do you mean?” I reply. My Muslim friend then points to violence, sexual 
immortality, drugs, teenage pregnancy – you name it. Why does he think those elements in 
western society are an argument against Christianity? Because, again, for a Muslim, religion, 
politics and culture are one category. Western society is “Christian”. These things occur. 
Therefore, Christianity must condone them. So goes the argument. The response is to gently 
help the Muslim raising this issue to see that countries cannot be Christian. Only people can 
be Christian and that Christians have as much concern with these things in our culture as 
Muslims do.

Hence, Christians do not have a monopoly on misconceptions. There are also some common 
misunderstandings that our Muslim friends have about Christianity. The two I encounter most 
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are theological. Talk to Muslims frequently and it won’t be long before you come across one of 
these misconceptions. The first is the common Muslim belief that the Bible has been 
corrupted, changed at some point in its history, and thus cannot be trusted. This polemic is 
not found in the Qur’an but evolved in Islamic theology as Muslim theologians in the centuries 
after Muhammad began to discover the profound differences between the Qur’an and the 
Bible. They concluded that since the Qur’an was believed to be God’s final revelation, where 
the Bible contradicted the Qur’an it must be the Bible that is in error. This misconception lies 
behind many Muslim objections to Christian claims and teachings. There are numerous ways 
to respond, but it is essential as you talk with Muslims that you are ready for the objection and 
are able to explain why the Bible can and should be trusted.2

But there is a second misconception that many Muslims have concerning Christianity that 
looms larger and that’s the question of who Jesus is: Merely a man, a prophet, or the Son of 
God? Muslims would answer, “a prophet, a forerunner to Muhammad.” The most common 
Muslim objection to Christianity is that they believe Christians have made Jesus – a man – into 
God. The worst sin in Islam is shirk – associating something with God. That is what Muslims 
believe Christians have done. Yet most Muslims have little idea about what the Bible teaches 
on this matter and do not realise that the Christian understanding is based upon what Jesus 
did and taught and what the New Testament bears witness to. It is safe to say that the issue of 
Jesus’ identity and role is by far the biggest dividing topic in Christian-Muslim discussions. 
Jesus’ provocative question, “Who do you say that I am?” (Mk 8:29) remains as potent today 
as it did in the first century.

These, then, are just a few of the areas that can cause confusion and misunderstanding when 
Christians and Muslims talk with one another. What is the best way to overcome such barriers? 
The best way to overcome misinformation is with true information, with understanding. For 
Muslims, I believe, that can only come through helping them see the importance of reading the 
gospels and wrestling with the Jesus they meet there, not the Jesus of Islamic theology. For 
Christians, the best way to overcome misunderstandings is to dig a bit deeper into Islam. If we 
know a little about how Islam began, about Muhammad’s career, about Muslim belief and 
practice, it will make communicating with them somewhat easier.

The Beginnings of Islam: Muhammad and Pre-Islamic Arabia

Islam emerged into a world of empires with the Arabian Peninsula of the seventh century lying 
sandwiched between the giant Byzantine and Persian empires, that had been at war for years. 
The Arabian Peninsula lay outside of the action – a multi-ethnic and multi-religious backwater. 
Religiously very diverse, pre-Islamic Arabia was also largely an oral culture: storytelling and 
poetry were the primary ways that religious and cultural material was circulated.

Into this world Muhammad was born, sometime around AD570.3 He was born in Mecca, a 
minor trading centre and pilgrimage site, centred around the Kaa‘ba, the cube-shaped 
building that is now the focal point of Muslim worship (which was then used to host idols for a 
wide range of pagan deities.) 
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Growing up, Muhammad worked first as a shepherd and then in the caravan trading business. 
At 25, he married his wealthy caravan-owning boss, Khadija, who bore him two sons and four 
daughters. Only the daughters survived, a pattern that would be repeated with his later wives: 
Muhammad’s failure to provide a male heir arguably led to a number of succession problems 
after his death.

Muhammad’s Prophetic Career

Muhammad had ascetic tendencies and as a young man would regularly retire to the desert 
for protracted periods of meditation. It was in AD610, on one such retreat that, according to 
Muslim tradition, the angel Gabriel appeared to him and revealed what is now chapter 96 of 
the Qur’an. Muhammad continued to receive revelations over the next twenty-three years and 
these were, according to Muslim belief, collected together as the Qur’an.

There were two distinct phases to Muhammad’s twenty-three year prophetic career. The first 
was in Mecca where, from 610-622, he began his ministry, claiming to be like the biblical 
prophets, sent only to the Arabs. His message was threefold: monotheism, social justice and 
warning of the punishments in hell for those who refused to listen. Although he gained a few 
converts, opposition quickly grew and outright persecution ensued. It became so bad that 
Muhammad and his followers had to flee for their lives. So, in AD622 those early Muslims 
migrated north to the city of Medina; a date that marks the start of the Muslim calendar.

The second phase to Muhammad’s career, the years 622-632 he spent at Medina, are 
extremely important if we are to understand why Islam today looks the way it does. It was at 
Medina that Muhammad made the transition from prophet to statesman. There, he gained 
control of the city and a shift in the character of his revelations occurred. Muhammad now 
claimed that God was revealing to him laws for a new nation with him at its head. This had a 
number of implications: For example, it is at Medina that we see the beginnings of jihad or 
holy war, as a number of verses in the Qur’an allowed for, at first the defensive and then later, 
the offensive use of battle to further the Muslim cause. Following a number of military 
interactions with the Meccans, Muhammad finally conquered his home city in 630AD. He 
spent the last two years bringing the remaining Arab clans in the region under his control 
before he died in AD632.

Lessons from History

This background is vitally important for several reasons. First, for Muslims, the Qur’an is deeply 
bound up with Muhammad’s life. For Sunni Muslims in particular,4 the Qur’an is to be read 
through the filter of Muhammad’s life. It is by knowing when a verse was revealed and what 
Muhammad was doing at that time that we can interpret it today. Second, for Muslims of all 
varieties, although Muhammad was only a man – a prophet – a “warner” – he is still the 
supreme example of humankind, whose example is to be studied and emulated. Furthermore, 
the origins of Islam set up a number of themes that resonate down the centuries to the Islam 
we see today, for example:
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 •  Although Muhammad claimed to be a prophet in the same line as those of the Jews and 
Christians, in the end he preached a supersessionism. Islam had not merely come to 
complement these former faiths, it had come to replace them.

 •  Muhammad demonstrably moved from a model of non-confrontation in his Meccan 
ministry to a willingness to use force to impose his ideas in the later part of his ministry. 
For example, in chapter 9 of the Qur’an, both pagan Arabs and Jews and Christians are 
explicitly mentioned as being objects of the sword if they do not accept the rule of Islam 
over them.

These are both live issues today: The question of how Islam relates to other faiths and the 
question of Islam and violence. The seeds for all these and other contemporary issues were 
sown in the Islam’s very origins.

Muslim Belief and Practice

From this brief survey of Islam’s origins and some of the ways that history has impacted Islam 
today, we turn now to explore and comment on Islam’s core beliefs and the differences 
between them and those of Christianity. According to the traditional understanding, Muslims 
must belief in five (or possibly six) things.

However, before we examine these, it is worth noting that for most Muslims, belief comes 
second (albeit a close second) to practice. You may have heard of the well-known “five pillars” 
of Islam: the creed, prayer, fasting, charitable giving and pilgrimage to Mecca. These define 
Islam and shape the lives of religiously active Muslims. Indeed, one can perhaps sum up the 
differences between Islam and Christianity by noting that Christianity consists of complex 
beliefs with simple practices while Islam reverses this – simple beliefs and complex practices. 
However, beliefs are still important. It is particularly through its beliefs that we can explore 
Islam’s relationship to Christianity. What we’ll find as we progress is a pattern: common 
terminology but different content. Islam uses the same words as Christians but means very 
different things by them.

Belief in God (Allah)

Like Christians, Muslims believe in one God. The best way to understand the Muslim concept 
of God is simply by turning to the Qur’ān. Sura (chapter) 112 of the Qur’ān reads as follows:

Say: He is Allah, the One and Only; 
Allah, the Eternal, Absolute; 
He begetteth not, nor is He begotten; 
And there is none like unto Him. 

You can immediately see the key idea repeated multiple times: Allah (the name the Qur’an uses 
for God) is absolutely, indivisibly one. Early Muslim theologians developed the term tawh. īd for 
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this doctrine – Allah’s absolute oneness. This emphasis on the absolute oneness of Allah leads 
Muslims to fundamentally misunderstand the Christian concept of the Trinity, leading Muslims 
to simply consider Christians as being polytheists. 

Along with being absolutely, indivisibly one, Muslims also believe that Allah is transcendent, 
all-powerful and all knowing. The Qur’an repeatedly emphasises Allah’s power and that 
arguably Allah’s key attribute is his Will. 

As we have seen, one of the common mistakes Christians can make in approaching Islam is to 
assume that because the same terminology is used – “god”, “scripture”, “prophet”, “revelation” 
– that Muslims mean the same thing by each term that we do. This is not the case. For 
example, “faith” itself functions quite differently in Islam. Faith in God for many Muslims is 
more like mental acceptance of the fact of His existence and lordship, and especially of a 
particular concept of His oneness. Allah is transcendent and non-personal, revealing only His 
will. Consequently, the emphasis of a Muslim’s relationship with God is one of obedience like 
that of a slave to a master rather than a personal, close relationship. 

Belief in Angels

Angels form a core part of the Islamic belief system – far more so than in Christianity. It is 
angels who brought revelation (e.g. the Qur’an) down from heaven to the prophets – angels 
who, according to Islamic tradition, watch over our every deed, with two “recording angels” 
perched, one on each shoulder, documenting everything you do. Thus, angels and the angelic 
realm are an important, everyday reality for the faithful Muslim. In one sense, this stress on the 
role of angels in Islam flows from beliefs about Allah: because Allah is so high, so 
transcendent, so remote, it is angels who interact with the earthly realm and, for the lowly 
Muslim believer, form his or her point of contact with the spiritual realm.5

Belief in Scripture

Muslims believe that Allah has revealed his will to human beings by sending books with his 
prophets and, indeed, that every prophet brought a book or written revelation. Not all have 
survived, however the Qur’an does speak of the Taurat (of Moses), the Zabur (Psalms, of 
David), the Injil (Gospel, with Jesus) and, of course, the Qur’an, Allah’s final revelation that was 
sent to Muhammad. Although the Qur’an mentions and speaks positively of the former 
scriptures, most Muslims believe that they have been corrupted and that only the Qur’an has 
been perfectly preserved.

There are further differences in the way that belief in Scripture operates for Islam than it does 
for us as Christians. First, Christians would affirm that the Bible contains multiple-genres: 
history, poetry, parable, song, psalm and prophecy. Muslims, on the other hand, believe that 
Scripture only consists of the first-person speech of Allah himself and exhibit great confusion 
when faced with the way the Bible looks. Second, Muslims understand that Scripture consists 
of Allah revealing his Will and his commands to his people whereas Christians would recognise 
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this as just one function: the Bible is also about God revealing something of himself and his 
character. Third, Muslims consider Scripture to be, quite literally, the very Word of Allah (at 
least the Qur’an in its Arabic form), thereby treating the physical book with such reverence. 
One Muslim author has helpfully pointed out that the equivalent of the Qur’an in Christianity is 
not the Bible, but is actually Jesus … 

  The Word of God in Islam is the Qur’an; in Christianity it is Christ … The form of the Qur’an 
is the Arabic language which religiously speaking is as inseparable from the Qur’an as the 
body of Christ is from Christ Himself.6

In Christianity, the Word of God became a man. In Islam, the Word of God became a book.

Belief in Prophets

Like Christians, Muslims also believe that God has sent messengers – prophets – to mankind. 
But there the similarity ends. For example, traditional Islamic belief is that prophets are sinless, 
protected by Allah from any wrongdoing. This is why Muslims have a very difficult time with 
the stories in the Bible such as David’s sin with Bathsheba. Furthermore, most Muslims believe 
that every people have been sent a prophet: one commonly accepted number for the total 
number of prophets sent is 124,000. There is a line of prophet-hood beginning with Adam, the 
first prophet, and ending with Muhammad, the last – and seal of the line of prophets. Among 
these – and mentioned in the Qur’an – are many biblical prophets, although often with 
Arabized names: e.g. Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, David and Jesus.

Belief in the Day of Judgement

Again, like Christians, Muslims believe that at the end of time, God will wrap up history, those 
who have died will be raised, and all will face judgement. It is important to understand the 
major role that the Day of Judgement plays in the Islamic worldview. For many Muslims, 
judgement is an ever looming reality and most are terrified about the prospect of being found 
wanting on that day. 

All Muslims would hold to these five beliefs. Some other Muslims add further beliefs as being 
central to Muslim identity: the most common additional belief is an extreme view of 
predestination – the belief that Allah has ordained and determined everything and that 
everything that happens does so by the will of God – inshallah. Muslims have traditionally had 
a very difficult time reconciling human freedom and God’s sovereignty because whereas the 
Bible tends to hold the two in tension the Qur’an tends to emphasize Allah’s will at the 
expense of human freedom – and many Muslim cultures are shot-through with fatalism.

Issues Facing Islam Today

We have looked at the origins of Islam and the career of Muhammad. We’ve also briefly 
dipped into Muslim theology and seen how the core beliefs of Islam differ in significant ways 
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from those of Christianity. Let’s bring our brief survey of Islam right up to date by highlighting 
some contemporary issues and challenges facing Islam today – especially Islam in the West 
and the Muslims that you will likely meet here in Canada.

The first is the issue of “moderation” versus “radicalism”. You can hardly open a newspaper or 
turn on a news bulletin today without seeing the words “Islam” and “terrorism” conjoined. This 
resurgent Islamic radicalism that is currently rearing its head challenges Muslim and non-Muslim 
alike with the question: Will the Islam of the twenty-first century be dominated by the voices of 
radicalism or the moderation? To discuss the roots and ideology of Islamic radicalism in detail 
would require a whole other book. Suffice to say that here in the West, if one was going to paint 
with broad brush strokes it would probably be fair to say that 15% of Muslims would be at the 
more radical end of the scale, 15% very moderate and, crucially, 70% in the middle who are 
swayed by whichever voices are the loudest and the issues that are currently effecting the 
broader Muslim community. Whilst the Qur’an contains verses that can be appealed to by both 
moderate and radical, the problem for the moderates is that more of the text (and the history of 
Islam) supports the radical position – meaning that moderate Islam still has much work to do.

Related to the issue of radicalism vs. moderation is a second question: the question of authority. 
Who speaks for Muslims and to whom should Muslims turn for advice and guidance? This question 
unpacks itself on a number of levels. On a national level, western governments have long struggled 
with the question of who to speak to in order to hear the voice of the Muslim community. At a 
local-community level, many mosques in Canada are traditionally run by the older generation, 
with elders – often first or second-generation immigrants – holding the reigns of power and 
resisting change and modernisation. However, an increasing number of young Muslims – and to 
an extent, women – are protesting that these mosque committees don’t represent them and 
their concerns nor are they helping Muslims with the challenge of living in the modern world.7

Which leads to our third issue facing Islam today: the challenge for Muslims reconciling their 
faith with the pressures of living in the modern world. Across Western Europe and North 
America, Muslims find themselves living as minority communities in pluralistic, usually largely 
secular societies. Yet the traditional sources of authority – the Qur’an, the Hadith, Islamic law 
(Shariah) – all assume that Muslims will be living in states that are run along Muslim lines. As 
Zaki Badawi puts it, classical Muslim theology is: 

  … a theology of the majority. Being a minority was not seriously considered or even 
contemplated…Muslim theology offers, up to the present, no systematic formulation of the 
status of being in a minority.8

Thus Muslims have a problem: where do you go as a Muslim for theological, legal and practical 
resources to help you decide how to live out your faith? For Muslims, however, aside from 
Muhammad’s beginnings in Mecca, Islam has always traditionally been in power. Look at the rapid 
spread of the Muslim Empire in its first 300 years. It’s hard to be a Muslim in contemporary secular 
Canada, with temptations and challenges around every corner. This is an area that opens up some 
very fruitful areas for conversation, because, of course, Christians also feel the challenges of the 
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modern world, especially as it pertains to living as a minority. Christians, however, can simply turn 
to the pages of the New Testament to find good resources and rich theological thinking on how 
to live as a minority. The early church began as a minority religious group and the first Christians 
had to think through what that meant for how they responded to culture. Perhaps we can reflect 
on their example and use it as a starting point for conversations with Muslims we may meet.

Engaging in Evangelism and Dialogue

All of which brings me to one final subject. Equipped with a basic understanding of Islam, with 
compassion for our Muslim friends, with a desire to reach Muslims for Christ, how do we do this? 
How do we engage the Muslim in evangelism and dialogue, in conversation and witness? There 
are seven principles that I have found to be very helpful over the years as I’ve tried to interact 
with Muslims, to answer their questions, and to demonstrate and proclaim Christ’s love to them.

The first principle is simply this: go where Muslims are. If you want to share Christ with Muslims, 
you need to talk to Muslims. Living and working as we do in a multi-cultural society like Canada, 
meeting Muslims is not difficult. So if you have Muslim neighbors, try to find an opportunity to 
introduce yourself. Make friends with Muslims at work. Take every opportunity you can.

Second, we must remember the importance of friendship. Evangelism works best while 
building authentic long-term relationships, not performing hit-and-run operations with the 
gospel. And this is especially important when it comes to Muslim colleagues or neighbors. For 
a whole range of reasons, Muslims can often be very suspicious of Christianity and long and 
ancient prejudices may need to be broken down. Hospitality is an important virtue in Muslim 
cultures and is a great way of building deep friendships. Try inviting a Muslim neighbor over 
for coffee, or offering to buy a Muslim colleague or classmate lunch. It is also in the context of 
longer-term friendships that Muslims can see the gospel lived out, seeing and hearing the 
difference that a relationship with Jesus makes. 

Third, we must break free of the fear factor. Many Christians don’t get involved in sharing their 
faith with Muslims quite simply because of fear. Either fear of Islam itself (perhaps because of 
all those terrible news reports about Islam being violent), or in countries like Canada, fear of 
causing offense – saying or doing the wrong thing. I have to say that this fear is often more in 
the mind of the Christian than of the Muslim. Whatever the cause, it is vital to overcome it. 
Fear is arguably the biggest obstacle holding Christians back from all evangelism! 

Next, we must be honest about the differences between Islam and Christianity. Whilst 
friendship is important, it is also vital to stress that Christians should not play down the many 
and major differences between Islam and Christianity. It may be tempting to not speak of 
those things or areas that separate us, but avoiding or dismissing them is actually far more 
likely to cause damage. Instead, why not use them as a rich area of conversation? As you 
befriend Muslims, ask questions about what they believe and don’t be afraid to say something 
like: “That’s really interesting. We believe something a little different as Christians.” You can 
then use that difference to highlight an aspect of the gospel.
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Fifth, as you learn more about Islam (which I hope this little book will inspire you to), you may 
read or discover things that raise profound questions for you. You may find that some of the 
violent passages in the Qur’an can be quite disturbing when you first encounter them. We 
should not be afraid of raising such issues with our Muslim friends, indeed avoiding them does 
our friend no favours. Such questions can be asked – indeed we have a duty to ask them, 
because many Muslims have never heard or faced tough questions about what they believe. 
This can be done without denigration. One does not need to deliberately insult Muhammad or 
the Qur’an in order to raise a question, especially if one asks in the context of a friendship and 
with an openness to also allowing our Muslim friends to ask the questions they may have about 
Jesus or the Bible. Learn to ask good questions; this was the heart of Jesus’ own apologetic 
methods (just read the gospels and see how many times Jesus asks somebody a question). 

I suspect that one of the reasons Christians are sometimes afraid to get to know Muslims or to 
ask difficult questions is that our culture tends to shy away from disagreement. So this leads 
to my sixth and penultimate point – don’t be afraid of disagreement. Westerners tend to see 
debate or even argument as a bad thing, whereas for a Middle Easterner, debate is seen as a 
good, healthy thing. Indeed, shying away from confrontation is not a Christian virtue, but is 
more a Western cultural artefact, especially in Canada where the mantra is “tolerance, 
tolerance, tolerance”. Ironically, of course, to tolerate something you first need to understand 
it. Pretending that all religions are the same and avoiding contentious points is not tolerance, 
but ignorance. If you read the New Testament carefully, especially the Gospels and Acts, you 
quickly discover that healthy debate and discussion was the way of the early church. For 
example, Jesus and Paul, to name but two, were not afraid of disagreements and even heated 
arguments. Perhaps we need to learn from their example.

Finally, one last, and critically important principle. Keep centred on Jesus. At the end of day, 
sharing your faith with a Muslim friend, neighbor or work colleague is not ultimately about 
winning an argument but about introducing them to Jesus. It is when they encounter Jesus 
for the first time and grasp who he really is – not the distorted picture the Qur’an paints of 
him – that they will take spiritual steps forward. Therefore, I would recommend when talking 
with a Muslim that one always brings the conversation back to Jesus. Whether it is a 
comparison of him and Muhammad on different points, or talking about what he has done in 
your life, or what he was like, or what the Bible says about him – keep it Jesus focussed. 

In Conclusion

We have only been able to give the briefest of overviews of Islam. But nevertheless, I hope 
that it has opened your mind, given you food for thought, and just a glimpse into the huge 
edifice that is Islam. It is important to understand where Islam has come from and the 
historical events and forces that still shape it today. It is vital to recognise that all Muslims are 
not the same, that Islam is not a monolith. It’s also exceedingly helpful to grasp that whilst 
Muslims and Christians may use the same words at times, they do not necessarily mean the 
same thing. Let us not forget as we reflect that Islam, as well as Christianity for that matter, 
both face challenges and questions in the twenty-first century to which thoughtful Muslims 
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seek to respond and find answers for. Recognising all of this helps overcoming 
misunderstanding and false assumptions and helps clear the ground for planting the seeds of 
the Gospel.

Muslims are growing in number here in Canada. Some Christians see that as something to be 
worried about and I certainly share some of that concern. But it also excites me, for two 
reasons. First, it’s an unprecedented opportunity to reach Muslims with the gospel. There was 
once a time when if you wanted to share Christ with a Muslim you had to go to the Muslim 
world. Now the Muslim world has come to us. What a tremendous opportunity! And, second, I 
believe the number of Muslims here in the west is God’s wake-up call to the church. 
Sometimes we have not been as diligent or as faithful in missions and evangelism as we might. 
Well, now we have one less excuse – Muslims are in our neighborhoods, our workplaces, our 
schools and universities. What more incentive do we need to reach them with the gospel? 
After all, the best response to radical Islam is radical Christianity.

I hope and pray that some of you reading this booklet will be inspired to get involved in 
reaching Muslims – that you will begin reading more deeply and that you will begin praying 
for God to give you opportunities to befriend, talk and discuss with Muslims.9 Get involved in 
sharing the love of Christ with them.10 God has a heart for the Muslim people. Jesus died for 
our Muslim friends. They need to hear that message, presented with credibility, clarity, 
conviction and passion. As Jesus said: “Go and make disciples of all nations” (Matt 28:19). In 
twenty-first century, multi-cultural Canada, the nations have come here. Let’s ensure that as 
well as welcoming them to our land, we introduce them to our Lord.
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