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Islam and Christianity: Points of Contact, Points of Conflict 
Sunday 9 May 2010 @ Minehead Baptist Church 

 
1. Introduction: The importance of this topic 

“Why Islam?” That was a question I was often asked when people found out I was doing doctoral 

studies in Islam and spending my time sharing my faith with Muslims. “Why Islam?” After 9/11 in 

the USA and 7/7 in the UK, nobody asks that question anymore. Instead, other questions come thick 

and fast. “Is Islam a religion of peace or violence?” “What do Muslims actually believe?” “How as 

Christians should we respond to our Muslim neighbours and colleagues?” 

You see, arguably two challenges face Christians in the 21st century. A resurgent and vocal atheism 

— but also a vibrant and growing Islam. Islam is growing rapidly in North America, Canada, and 

Europe, both through immigration and through birth. (Less so through conversion). As Christians 

we need to be equipped to engage with the Muslim as much as with atheism. Perhaps more so, for 

the simple reason that secularism doesn’t have staying power. Human beings are wired to ask 

religious questions, transcendental questions. Ravi Zacharias suggests that ultimately the choice is 

not religion or irreligion but which religion: Christianity or Islam. Human beings are, I’d suggest, 

wired for religion — as G. K. Chesterton once remarked: when men stop believing in God, they 

don’t believe in nothing, they believe in anything. So tonight, we’re going to explore some of the 

key beliefs of Islam — and how these form both points of contact and points of conflict between 

Christianity and Islam. I hope this will help better equip you: to be informed, to pray, and to engage 

in meaningful conversations with any Muslims you may meet. 
 
 
2. Points of Contact, Points of Conflict 

How, then, can we find ways to begin conversations with Muslim neighbours, colleagues, 

classmates? One way is to explore points of contact and points of conflict between Christianity and 

Islam. Interestingly, these are often the same thing. Take the figure of Jesus for example. A point 

of contact, in that Muslims revere him as a prophet and the Qur’an contains about 90 verses that 

speak of him; but also a point of conflict, in that what Muslims believe about Jesus only goes so far. 

For Islam, he did not die on the cross, therefore did not rise from the dead, and is certainly not in 

any way divine. 

The same is true of lots of other topics — the problem is this: Islam uses much of the same 

terminology as we do — God, prophets, scripture, revelation, sin, heaven etc. — but often means 

quite different things by those words. Thus as Christians we need to be careful when we talk with 

our Muslim neighbours, colleagues or friends that we don’t assume anything. I want to explore this 
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idea in more detail by looking at some key questions that Christianity and Islam both address — 

and showing how the answers provided reveal points of contact — places where we can begin a 

conversation — but also points of conflict. We’ll think about … who is God? … who are we? … 

what’s the problem? … and what’s the solution? I’m reminded of a story … 

 
Two  soldiers  were  wandering  back  to  their  barracks,  late  at  night,  after  a  heavy 

drinking session.  It was a  foggy night and they were somewhat  lost. Suddenly, out of 

the gloom, the figure of a man appeared. “’Scuse me, mate,” called the first soldier, “Do 

you know where we are?” The newcomer unbuttoned the top few buttons of his coat to 

reveal  the  braiding  on  his  jacket —  they’d  run  into  the  Base  Commander!  “Do  you 

know who I am!” he bellowed. The second soldier looked at his friend: “’Ere, Jim, now 

we’re really in trouble. We don’t know where we are. This fellow doesn’t know who he 

is!” 

 
We live in a time of massive change. The world is moving frighteningly fast. Technology changes 

so rapidly that we can’t keep up: every answer is just a google away, yet wisdom eludes us. We see 

3,000 adverts a day, yet beauty evades us. We have the web, email, Facebook, Twitter; we’re 

permanently wired. Yet for all the glitter of the new technologies, the old questions persist. Where 

are we going? And who am I? Just this last week I read the tragic story of 21 year old Vicky 

Harrison, who took her own life after two years of failure to find a job left her feeling her 

humiliated. Her suicide note read: “I don’t want to be me any more.” These questions matter. Who 

are we? And where are we going? 

 
I’d suggest that the beginnings of an answer to those questions — who am I and where are we going 

— lies in a story that occurs in both the Bible and the Qur’an — that of the Fall of Adam and Eve. 

It’s a story that tells us a lot about what God is like, what it means to be human, what’s gone wrong, 

what the solution is and where, ultimately, we might be going. But it’s a story that’s so profoundly 

different in important ways in the Qur’an that it ultimately results in the answers — or indeed the 

lack of answers — to these profound questions in the Islamic worldview. Arguably the heart of the 

radical differences between Islam and Christianity can be found in this very story — the story of 

Adam and Eve. 

 
One of the things that often surprises Christians about Islam is how many biblical stories and 

characters turn up in the Qur’an. From Abraham to Jonah, Joseph to Jesus — Muhammad drew 

heavily upon Jewish and Christian tradition during his career and the Qur’an reflects that. One of 
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the stories that turns up in the Qur’an in several forms, is that of Adam and Eve in the Garden. But 

the Qur’an doesn’t merely repeat the story — it adjusts and shapes it to fit Islamic thinking 

• Read Bible account 

As we read the story in the Qur’an, think about what strikes you as different from the biblical story. 

What elements have been altered or added? What parts of the biblical story have been dropped? 

• Read Qur’an account (Q. 7:19-25) 

Why is Genesis such an important book? Not simply because it comes first in the Bible but, I’d 

suggest, because Genesis sets up some vitally important biblical themes — ideas that the Bible 

returns to time and time again. In particular I want to focus on what Genesis has to say about God, 

about humankind, and about the natural world — and, as it unpacks those topics, what it has to say 

about sin and about redemption. As we go, we’ll compare how Genesis is profoundly different from 

the Qur’an and from the Islamic worldview. 

 
 
3.1 God 

We can know a biblical story too well. The Sunday-School-familiarity that many of us have with 

the story of Adam and Eve’s fall from grace means that we often skim read our way through the 

story, without pausing for thought. All this means that we can miss what I believe to be one of the 

most staggering, mind-blowing parts of the text. Look again at vv8-9 and think about the 

implications of this for a moment. The God who, in chapters 1 and 2, has just made the entire 

universe — flung stars into space, set planets spinning, moulded and shaped the earth, filled it with 

colour and noise and light and life, culminating in that most wondrous of all creation — humankind 

— that self-same God now steps into his creation, walking and talking in the garden with Adam 

and Eve. God, according to Genesis, is not distant and remote, lofty or aloof, but very, very present. 

Our familiarity with the story means we forget how stunning an idea that is. Yet if we look at the 

qur’anic story, that idea is entirely missing — Allah, the God of Islam, is certainly portrayed by the 

Qur’an as creator … but a creator who is distant, remote, and transcendent — stepping down into 

his creation, walking and talking would not befit his glory.  

I’m reminded of a conversation I had with a Muslim friend in London some years ago when we 

were exploring this very issue. “Do you mean to say,” he asked, “that God — entered creation? But 

… but … how? He’s the Creator and Lord of all — how could he do this? How!” My Muslim friend 

has grasped the wonder of this — yet sometimes we simply take it for granted. 
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But Genesis 3 doesn’t merely place God in his creation, walking and talking with Adam and Eve, it 

goes further. In verse 9, God calls out “Adam, where are you?” Adam and his wife were, of course, 

at this point hiding behind a bush — their eyes opened when they had sinned to their nakedness (a 

sure sign that Eden wasn’t in Alaska). Yet of course God knew which bush they hiding behind … 

yet he chose to limit himself, in so doing granting space for Adam and Eve to respond. Why? I’d 

suggest because a constant theme throughout scripture is that God seeks out a genuine relationship 

with his creation — unlike the Islamic scheme of things, whereby Allah is Lord and Master and we 

are his mere slaves, the biblical model is one of parent and child, God loving his human creatures 

with a deep and abiding love that longs to see them respond accordingly. Think of Adam and Eve, 

think of Abraham, think of the children of Israel, think of Jesus.  

We touch here, too, on something that makes Christianity utterly unique. You could remove any of 

the other founders of other religions and it could still stand. Take away Buddha, and somebody else 

could have taught the system of Buddhism. Take away Muhammad, and Allah could have sent the 

Qur’ān with somebody else. But take away Jesus, and Christianity collapses. Christianity is Christ. 

Jesus didn’t claim to be bringing a new idea, or a new religious experience, or some new set of 

religious practices — he claimed to be God himself. 

I’m reminded of the story of the new psychiatrist touring the mental hospital. He says 

to a patient  lying  in a bed:  “Good morning, who are you?” The patient  replies:  “I  am 

Napoleon”.  “Really,”  said  the  psychiatrist,  “who  told  you  that?”  “God  did.”  From  the 

next bed came the retort: “I did not!” 

 
Anybody can claim to be God. But in the case of Jesus, the resurrection vindicated all of his claims, 

demonstrating the truth of his claim to be God. This bold claim makes Jesus unique. 

And God’s willingness to step into his creation, to limit himself so that his human creatures have 

genuine freedom, the potential of a genuine relationship between us and our creator — these are all 

themes that Genesis sets up and that we can then trace through the whole of Old Testament and 

onwards into the new, where they culminate often in spectacular ways. The God who walks and 

talks with Adam and Eve in Genesis 3 is the God who takes on flesh in the person of Jesus and the 

God who, Revelation 21:3 tells us, will dwell with his people, wiping away every tear from their 

eye, come the New Creation. 
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3.2 Humankind 

Another of the important lessons of Genesis is that human beings are of profound significance. 

Take a look at Genesis 1:26-27 … human beings are created in the image of God. Again, it’s easy 

to simply read those words in a hurry, without reflecting on just how profound this is. You and I, 

each one of us, are made in the image of God. Again, there is nothing like this in the Qur’an, where 

it echoes the biblical stories. Rather human beings are Allah’s slaves, ruling the world on his behalf, 

yes, but not enjoying the incredible significance that humans are given in the biblical worldview. 

Only the biblical worldview pays you the complement of saying that you are made in God’s image. 

Yet this significance given to human beings is absolutely vital, for two reasons. First, if we are to 

have any foundation for ethics and morality, any grounds whatsoever for treating one another — 

friend or enemy — with respect and dignity, this needs a foundation. If human beings are divine 

image-bearers, then to hurt, insult, or grieve a fellow human being is to do more than simply to 

wrong them; it is to wrong the God whose image they bear. On the other hand, if there is no God, as 

the militant atheism currently attracting so much media attention would have it, then we are merely 

animals, lumbering around, slaves to our DNA. To quote Richard Dawkins:  

Our genes made us. We animals exist for their preservation and are nothing more than 

throwaway survival machines. The world of the selfish gene is one of savage competition, 

ruthless exploitation, and deceit. 

Ultimately, such a worldview is unliveable. As journalist Tanya Gold expressed it, reflecting on a 

recent study purporting to trace all of human sexuality to similar behaviour in chimps:  

The complex human race has been reduced in my mind to a group of little apes, running 

around, rutting and squeaking … I am not sure if I feel empowered or dismayed … [am I] 

really just a monkey trying to survive[?]1 

We lose human uniqueness at our peril. Once we can see other people as no more than animals, 

wherein lies the problem with treating them as such? What’s the problem with euthanizing the old 

or disabled, terminating the unwanted, sterilising the un-useful … 

But if, according to Genesis, we are not mere lumbering robots, not slaves of our DNA, then neither 

are we, as in Islam, mere slaves and playthings of an arbitrary God. We’re far more important than 

that, we’re image-bearers, designed for a relationship with our creator. This is why Adam and Eve’s 

disobedience in the Genesis story had such implications — did God simply lose his temper and 
                                                        
1  Tanya Gold, The Guardian, Mon 28 Sept 2009. (http://www.guardian.co.uk/lifeandstyle/2009/sep/28/sex-women-

relationships-tanya-gold) 
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banish them from Eden because they’d spoilt his apple tree? No, what was broken was a 

relationship of trust. Islam, on the other hand, denies there was a relationship in the first place; 

therefore what Adam and Eve did was merely break a command and there were no lasting 

consequences — this is why there is no plan of redemption as you read the Qur’an: for the Qur’an, 

there is no problem of sin, therefore no saviour, no saviour, therefore no redemption. No wonder 

that the Qur’an, in chapter 4, denies that Jesus was even crucified. No problem, requires no 

solution. Once again, the differences between the qur’anic account of creation and that in the Bible 

bring the vital aspects of the latter into sharp focus. 

Furthermore, in its understanding of humankind and in the plan of salvation it sets out — the 

Gospel is again utterly unique. Lots of other religions claim to offer personal transformation, to deal 

with the weakness and brokenness inherent in the human condition. But only after years of hard 

work — and then, maybe. If you work hard enough, strive long enough, if you can jump through 

enough hoops then maybe, just maybe, you’ll achieve wisdom, nirvana, a higher state of being. But 

maybe not. The pathway is littered with the broken lives of those who didn’t quite make the grade. 

But Christianity starts where ever other religion claims you might end — with personal 

transformation, with new creation. 

The story is told of a trial in a small town courtroom. The prosecution lawyer called his 

first witness  to  the  stand — an  elderly  grandmother. He  approached her  and  asked, 

“Mrs. Jones, do you know me?” She responded, “Why, yes, I do know you Mr. Williams. 

I've  known  you  since  you  were  a  young  boy.  And  frankly,  you've  been  a  big 

disappointment to me. You lie, you cheat on your wife, you manipulate people and talk 

about them behind their backs. You think you're a rising big shot when you haven't the 

brains to realize you never will amount to anything more than a two‐bit paper pusher. 

Yes, I know you.”  

The lawyer was stunned. Not knowing what else to do he pointed across the room and 

asked, “Mrs. Jones, do you know the defense attorney?” She again replied, “Why, yes I 

do. I've known Mr. Bradley since he was a youngster, too. I babysat him for his parents. 

And he, too, has been a real disappointment to me. He's lazy, bigoted, he has a drinking 

problem. The man can't build a normal relationship with anyone and has cheated on 

his wife with three different women, one of them your wife. Yes, I know him.”  

At this point, the judge summoned both lawyers to the bench. In a very quiet voice, he 

said with menace, “If either of you idiots asks her if she knows me, I’ll send you both to 

the electric chair!” 
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If we’re honest, the idea of the truth about who we are being revealed makes us very, very 

uncomfortable. Even the richest, most self-assured, most confident person you meet has things in 

their past, skeletons in the cupboard, things they’ve done, said, or thought that they would never 

want revealed in public. Imagine that a mad scientist were to patent a mind reading machine that, if 

plugged into your brain on one end and the internet on the other, could allow anybody to log into 

YouTube and see any thought, any deed, any idea, you’d ever had. Who’d be the first to be 

prepared to try it? Who would give the login details to their husband or wife? Their mother? Their 

colleagues? Everybody knows that deep down inside them, uncomfortable things lurk in the shady 

corners of the human heart or the forgotten alleyways of the imagination. 

 

The Gospel isn’t about some massive guilt trip. It’s not about pointing the finger and being holier 

than thou. It’s about a person, Jesus, who claimed to be truth itself, the one who reveals all secrets. 

The claim of Christianity is uniquely this: that the whole purpose of Jesus’ ministry and mission 

was not to provide a self-help programme but rather to transform our very hearts. Don’t ever make 

the mistake of presenting Christianity as just-another-set-of-ideas: Christianity is about 

transformation, new creation. Unless something radical is done to address the human heart, no 

amount of self improvement will ever work. Atheists are fond of raising the “problem of evil” as a 

challenge to faith. “How can you believe in a good God in a world with so much evil?” I sometimes 

respond: “Perhaps the problem is less the evil out there and more the evil in here.” The claim of the 

Gospel is that Jesus can, by his spirit, indwell our hearts and radically change us from the inside 

out. That’s a radical and entirely different understanding to the way that Islam understands the 

human condition. 

 
 

3.3  The natural world … 

Finally, we turn from God and from humankind to a few brief comments about the natural world 

itself. As you read the creation account in Genesis chapter 1 you’ll note a regular comment made 

after each day’s work of creating: “And God saw that it was good.” Creation, according to the 

Bible, is a good thing. Unlike some Eastern philosophies, which see the goal as the escape from this 

world of material stuff, the Bible affirms that the world is good, that nature is wonderful, that God 

designed it perfectly for his human creatures. And here again, a contrast with the Qur’an reveals 

some of the key insights of the Genesis account — for in chapter 7 of the Qur’an, Adam and Eve’s 

sin doesn’t simply result in their being cast out of Eden but cast down. They were created in 

Paradise itself and they are flung down to earth because of their disobedience. Earth has thus 

become a place of trial, testing and punishment — rather than a perfectly designed home for 
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humankind. A moment’s thought reveals this idea has some consequences — if earth is simply a 

place where one is to be tested and tried before final judgement, is there any motivation for looking 

after it? For care and love for the environment, for example.  

However, if we take Genesis seriously — especially when we compare it to the Islamic worldview — 

you suddenly see what an importance the biblical text places upon creation, how good and wonderful 

it is. And this theme repeats itself, too, throughout scripture. Time and time again, the Bible affirms 

the goodness of creation, speaks of how creation points to the glory of God … and in the New 

Testament, we find in Romans 8 that creation itself is longing for the full revealing of the Kingdom of 

God … like us, creation is looking forward to something better. Finally, in Rev 21, creation itself will 

be renewed and redeemed — our future existence will be an embodied existence too. Creation is good 

and wonderful and Genesis offers grounds for an authentic Christian ecology. 

 
 

3.4 Where you start from matters … 

Comparing the Qur’an’s account with that in Genesis has revealed a few points of contact. But it 

also reveals profound differences, differences that have implications. And those implications are 

profound — not least because Genesis is so foundational. If you go wrong at the beginning, you’ll 

end up very wrong at the end; as the country farmer said to the lost tourist who was asking for 

directions, “well, sir, if I were you, I wouldn’t start from here.” 

All of these ideas that we have explored — God, humankind, and the natural world — are major 

biblical themes that can be traced through the whole of scripture. And, of course, perhaps the most 

important of all is that of God and his involvement with the world that he has made. Muslims 

struggle with the idea that God could have become flesh in the person of Jesus — many 

conversations between Christians and Muslims ultimately come down to the person and identity of 

Christ. Yet the incarnation of Jesus was not the first time God stepped into creation: this theme 

starts in Genesis and occurs throughout the Bible. The God who walked and talked with Adam and 

Eve appeared to Abraham, to Moses, to Joshua, to many of the Old Testament prophets before 

ultimately revealing himself in Christ. And that same God, says Revelation, will walk and talk with 

his people in the new heavens and new earth. It’s profound to note that not only is God absent from 

the garden of Eden in the Qur’an, he is also, according to Islamic tradition, absent from Paradise. A 

popular tradition reports Muhammad saying that the most pious of the believers might, in heaven, if 

they’re fortunate — see God once, passing along the far horizon, before he is gone. 
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I’m reminded of something that the popular writer and theologian N. T. Wright pointed out. He 

noted how many secular people have trouble believing that Jesus was God made flesh — not so 

much because of problems about the idea of incarnation, but because of what they first believed 

about God. I’m going to paraphrase him slightly:  

If you start with a kind of absent landlord kind of God, or the God of Islam, or one of the 

New Age gods, or even one of the gods of ancient paganism and ask what would happen if 

such a god were to become human, you would end up with a figure very different from the 

one in the Gospels. But if you start with the God of Genesis, the God of the Exodus, of 

Isaiah, of creation and covenant, of the Psalms, and ask what that God might look like, were 

he to become human, you will find that he might look very like Jesus of Nazareth …2 

To help our Muslim friends understand Jesus, to help our secular friends understand Jesus — 

indeed, to understand Jesus better ourselves, we need to understand God, and what better place to 

begin doing that than with the first chapters of Genesis. 

 
 

4. Using this material in dialogue and evangelism 

But in order to introduce Muslims to Jesus, we need to first learn how to make friends with 

Muslims; too often, as Christians we can end up taking a “hit-and-run” approach to evangelism, 

hoping to charge in, lob a gospel-bomb, and run-out again. This scarcely works with the average 

secular American: but with Muslims, it is even more flawed. Because of the misconceptions and 

distrust that many Muslims have of Christianity, it is vital that we think long-term and aim to be 

building meaningful friendships and winning lasting respect — not only does this open up 

opportunities for us to talk about the Gospel but for the most powerful apologetic — for Muslims to 

see the difference Christ makes in our lives. 

Within a context of friendship, there are a number of other principles that can be helpful. Perhaps 

the most important is the importance of stories. Muslims love stories. After the Qur’an, perhaps the 

most popular literature in the Muslim world are the “Stories of the Prophets” — collections of 

narratives about the prophets mentioned in the Qur’an, often filling out details of their lives with 

material that has its roots in the Bible. This love of stories offers a way in for the Gospel, since in 

them we find a Jesus who also loved to tell stories. One approach is to say something like: “I notice 

that the Qur’an says that Jesus taught and preached people. Can I share with you, from the Gospel, 

                                                        
2  Slightly misquoted from N. T. Wright, ‘The Biblical Formation of a Doctrine of Christ’ in Donald Armstrong, ed., 

Who Do You Say That I Am? Christology and the Church (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999) 66. 
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one of the stories he taught?” And then start with something gentle like, say, the Good Samaritan 

(Muslims will be drawn to the theme of justice in this story) before moving on to more weighty 

material: the Prodigal Son is a good example. Indeed, there is much in that parable that can help us 

think more broadly ourselves about Muslims. The elder brother, who knew only of a legalistic 

response to his father and had never really appreciated the great love — founded on grace — that 

the father had for him, in some ways typifies the Muslim response to God. Timothy Keller remarks 

that there is actually something more profound here, too. In Middle Eastern culture, it should have 

been the elder brother’s responsibility to head out and search for his missing sibling: family honour 

— and responsibility — would have demanded it. The story, instead, points the way to our heavenly 

elder brother, who did not remain in glory by his father’s side, but set out to seek us out, draw us to 

him, and lead us home.3 Muslims need to encounter that brother in Jesus: it is our challenge, 

through friendship, dialogue, and evangelism, to reintroduce them to him, so they too can be called 

home. 

 

 

                                                        
3  Timothy Keller, The Prodigal God: Recovering the Heart of the Christian Faith, (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 

2009) 73-89. 


