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slam is and will continue to be one of Christianity’s 
greatest challenges.1 Certainly there are other pressing is-
sues. Regardless of how one prioritizes them, though, Islam 

should remain high on the list. The reasons for this are many. 
Demographics, economics, and geopolitics all play a significant 
part;2 but for all the problems they raise there is a deeper one 
that is only beginning to rear its ugly head: Islamic theology. 

This may sound extravagant or alarmist, but consider this: 
Islam is being marketed as a peaceful inclusive religion that is 
underpinned by a natural and rational theology. Moreover, it is 
increasingly asserting itself as a corrective to the excesses and 
innovations introduced into Christianity. Very recently Mus-
lim apologists have been citing Western scholarship  —  from 
Walter Bauer’s Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity 
to Bart Ehrman’s Misquoting Jesus  —  to back up these claims. 
Hence, as Abdul Saleeb puts it,

Muslims . . . feel a great sense of intellectual justification 
for their rejection of orthodox Christianity. They can point 
to the fact that the theological challenges that they have 
brought against Christianity for most of their history have 
been echoed by Western liberal tradition in biblical studies 
for at least the past two hundred years.3

It is imperative in preparing for inevitable encounters with 
Islam to be acquainted with its underlying theology. Failure 
to do so, wrote Robert W. Yarbrough, “is a strategic error,” for 
it will guarantee a wholly inadequate and, at best, flaccid re-
sponse on the part of Christians as they face a “religious fu-
ture to some extent already with us.” Yarbrough adds, writing 
nearly two decades ago, that this future may be “one which may 
see an attempt to reduplicate the Arab conquests of the seventh 
and eighth centuries.” 4 

Recent events suggest Yarbrough’s words were prescient. This 
is not to suggest that there is currently an organized attempt on 
the part of some sovereign Muslim state to overrun the United 
States. This is no re-creation of the burgeoning Arab empire of 
the four caliphs (632–661) and Umayyads (661–750).

There are, though, certainly violent non-state actors — Al-
Qaeda being the most notorious — who have this as a long-term 
goal.5 There are also others within the United States itself who 

seek, through nonviolent means, the gradual Islamization of 
America.6 But the point is this: Islam and its theology are with 
us to stay.

Demographic facts alone indicate this. Just twenty years ago 
when Yarbrough urged Christian awareness of Islamic theology, 
there were about 500 million Muslims in the world. Today, there 
are over 1.3 billion. In the United States, where there were thirty 
mosques fewer than twenty years ago, there are now over two 
thousand. In Canada there are now more Muslim teenagers than 
there are Protestant. In light of all this, the theology of Islam 
must be taken seriously as it has become extremely relevant.

So what is Islam? The term itself is derived from the Arabic 
root salam, and literally means submission to Allah the eter-
nal, uncreated, and singular (in essence and in person) creator 
(Qur’an 112:1–4). A person or entity in a state of submission or 
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Islam’s chief concern is the submission 
of human beings to Allah.

obedience to him is, according to the participle form of salam, 
a Muslim.

While these terms do not appear in the historical record un-
til the seventh century,7 Muslims do not see their religion as 
one born only then in Arabia. They do not consider their faith, 
as most encyclopedic descriptions put it, as the youngest of the 
monotheistic religions. Muslims believe that Islam, a religious 
disposition characterized by submission to the creator, has 
therefore existed from the beginning of creation. In fact, it is 
often described as a natural religion.8

For Muslims it is the natural religion (din al-fitra): the re-
ligion that was woven by Allah into creation. The influential 
Muslim ideologue Sayyid Abul Ala Maududi (1903–1979) boldly 
claimed that all of nature bore witness to this fact. He wrote:

Everyone can see that the universe we live in is an orderly 
universe. There is law and order among all the units that 
comprise this universe. Everything is assigned a place in 
a grand scheme which is working in a magnificent and su-
perb way. . . . 

This powerful, all-pervasive law, which governs all that 
comprises the universe, from the tiniest specks of dust to 
the magnificent galaxies in high heavens, is the law of God, 
the Creator and Ruler of the universe. As the entire cre-
ation obeys the law of God, the whole universe, therefore 
literally follows the religion of Islam — for Islam signifies 
nothing but obedience and submission to Allah, the Lord 
of the universe.9

This is precisely what the Qur’an claims. Allah reveals him-
self through evidences or signs (ayat), which, in addition to 
testifying to his existence, “manifest all we need to know about 

God and about our rightful place in relationship to God.”10 

Islam’s chief concern, then, is the submission of human beings 
to Allah.

The problem with human beings is that unlike the rest of cre-
ation men and women have a limited free will. Most of creation, 
perforce, submits to the laws of the universe and therefore sub-
mits to God. Humans, however, have “been given freedom of 
thought, choice, and action,”11 but for whatever reasons the 
signs of God have by themselves “mostly failed to elicit the ap-
propriate response from human beings.”12 This is not the result 
of a depraved moral state inherent in humanity, for there is no 
concept of original sin in Islam.13

There is a fall, but it is a literal fall from heaven to earth. The 
story goes as follows: During Allah’s act of creating the cosmos, 
which occurred over the course of six days (Qur’an 7:54), a row 
emerged after he informed the angels of his intention to create 
humankind as his representative authority — his khalifa (from 
which the term caliph is derived) — on earth. The angels ques-
tioned the wisdom of this and asked him why he would hand 
over his authority to humans knowing they would, by virtue of 
their free will coupled with their fallibility, be prone to corrup-
tion and the shedding of blood. But Allah’s mind was made up, 
and his response to the angels was curt: “I know that which you 
do not know” (2:30).

Allah vested humanity with more than just earthly authority. 
He also commanded that the angels bow down before Adam 
and Eve. They, having no free will, followed Allah’s decree, 
though they did not like it.

But a jinn (a bodiless creature with free will) who had been 
welcomed in the company of angels rebelled, arguing that he 
should be considered of higher stature than human beings 
(7:11–12). The jinn’s name was Iblis. After his fall from Allah’s 
favor, he was given the title of Satan, but not before Allah de-
scribed him as the one who would work to deceive humanity 
(17:61–65).

And deceive humanity he would. The Qur’an explains that, 
after the creation of Adam and Eve, Allah placed them in a gar-
den and forbade them from one thing: eating the fruit from a 
certain tree. But Satan began to entice them, telling them the 
only reason Allah forbade them from eating from it was be-
cause he wanted to keep them from becoming immortal like 
the angels. Trusting in the lies of Satan, they ate and “brought 
about their fall.”
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Afterwards, Allah confronted Adam and Eve, asking them 
why they fell to the temptation of Satan. The couple responded, 
“Our Lord, we have wronged ourselves. If you do not forgive 
us or grant us mercy, we will be lost.” Allah countered, say-
ing, “‘Get down from here. . . . You will dwell on earth and your 
means of subsistence, for a time. . . . There you will live, die, and 
be raised’” (17:19–25).

There is an implicit promise of eternal life here. Adam and 
Eve were told that, even though they had disobeyed Allah, they 
would be raised from the dead as would their descendants. 
How will this be accomplished? Allah explains: “restraint from 
evil” (17:26).

To enlighten human minds, help them from falling into evil, 
and dissuade them from infidelity, the Qur’an teaches that Al-
lah has sent prophets and messengers to warn humankind, to 
tell them of the consequences of such unfaithfulness, and to 
clarify the signs of Allah in nature. The first of these prophets 
was Adam. After being expelled from the garden, Allah ab-
solved him and revealed to him what the Qur’an calls “guid-
ance” (2:37–38). “This guidance,” explains Tariq Ramadan, “is 
the series of Revelations that came throughout human histo-
ry.”14 It provides the requisite information one needs to submit 
wholly to Allah and thereby overcome evil.

One of the key motifs of Islamic prophetology is the belief 
that the message of Islam has been transmitted from the time 
of Adam through Abraham, Moses, David, Jesus, and a whole 
host of other prophets up until the time of Muhammad. Each 
was called to confirm, complete and, if the message of the pre-
vious prophet had been tampered with, to correct and restore 
it to its pure state.

The Qur’an’s message, it must be stressed, is not that there are 
three successive monotheistic religions — Judaism, Christianity, 
and then Islam — but that every prophet preached the same re-
ligion throughout the history of humanity. Thus, according to 
Islam, Muhammad merely “renewed the teachings of Adam, 
Noah, Moses, Aaron, [and] Jesus” while, at the same time, giv-
ing “further detail to them.”15

Thus, one of the most influential classical Muslim scholars, 
Ibn Taymiyya, wrote in his polemic against Christianity, Al-
Jawab al-Sahih, “Muslims are those who follow the religion 
of Christ, Moses, Abraham, and the rest of the messengers.”16 
Christianity and Judaism are seen, in traditional Muslim theol-

ogy, not as legitimate theological predecessors but as theologi-
cal deviations of Islam.17

This theme of a continuous and perpetual theology is promi-
nent in the Qur’an. It even ascribes to some of these prophets 
books that are, at least in name, familiar to us. For example, 
Qur’an 3:3–4 reads: “It is he who has sent down the Book [the 
Qur’an] to you with truth, confirming what came before it. And 
he sent down the Torah and the Gospel, beforehand, as guid-
ance for mankind.”

This and other passages which address the relationship of 
the Qur’an to the Judeo-Christian Scriptures has forced Mus-
lim apologists to develop theories accounting for the differenc-
es between them. One view asserts that the Torah and Gospels 
are essentially lost books and are not identical to the Torah 
and Gospels of the Old and New Testaments. A second theory 
advances the position that the Qur’an confirms what is in the 
Torah and the Gospels, but alleges that Jews and Christians 
have derived unnatural meanings from the text. For example, 
Deuteronomy 18:18 has, they claim, been falsely attributed to 
Jesus when, in fact, it refers to Muhammad, as does the prom-
ise of the Paraclete in the Gospel of John. The third and most 
popular theory is that the Torah and Gospels have been textu-
ally altered.18

Had they not been altered they would have taught the core 
content of Muslim doctrine. A passage from the Qur’an reads: 
“He is Allah, the one necessary being. He begets not; nor was he 
begotten, and there is none equal or comparable to him” (112:1–
4). This unitarian doctrine of God — known as tawh��î�d — is more 
than just a general profession of monotheism. To understand 
Islam and its view of God one needs to understand not just 
what the doctrine of tawhîd asserts, but also what it rejects.

The Muslim doctrine of God asserts that Allah is one and 
that he revealed himself in the act of creation; but he is not asso-
ciated with creation in any way. We might call this transcendent 
monotheism, but the god of Islam is not like the watchmaker 

According to Islam, Muhammad merely 
renewed the teachings of Adam, Noah, 
Moses, Aaron, and Jesus. 
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of the Enlightenment deists. Rather, he reveals himself espe-
cially in the Qur’an not in temporal or mutable words, but in 
speech spoken from all eternity. It is in the inscripturation of 
his word — and only there — that Allah becomes immanent in 
the spatio-temporal world.

This explains the extreme reverence Muslims have for the 
Qur’an. It also explains Islam’s disdain for the doctrine of the 
incarnation. Not only does Allah “not beget,” but it is impos-
sible, according to Qur’an 6:100–101 and other similar passages 
(for example, 19:35, 92; 72:3) for him to have a son because he 
has no female consort. It concludes that such an assertion, that 
Christ was and is the Son of God or the Word of God incarnate, 
is irrational and “a terrible evil thing” (Qur’an 19:89) and, more-
over, damnable (9:30).

This blatant rejection of the cornerstone of Christian theol-
ogy originates in the Qur’an’s warning to avoid shirk. Shirk is 
the failure to maintain the absolute oneness, transcendence, 
and inimitability of Allah by attributing partners or associates 
to him. For example, polytheism, as shirk is often rendered in 
English, is perhaps the crassest form. However, included in the 
list of those guilty of ascribing partners to God (called mush-
rikun) are Christians who say that Jesus is the Son of God. The 
Qur’an thus warns Christians:

O people of the book do not exceed the limits in your reli-
gion, nor speak anything of Allah except what is true. Jesus 
the messiah, the son of Mary, was no more than a messenger 
of Allah. . . . Believe in Allah and his Messengers. Do not 
confess, “God is triune!” Cease! It will be better for you, for 
Allah is one God; he is far too exalted to have a son (4:171).

When Muhammad pronounced this in seventh-century 
Arabia, this warning had not just theological but also politi-
cal implications. The Muslim forces were (and perhaps are still) 
instructed to “kill the mushrikun wherever you find them, and 
capture them and besiege them, and lie in wait for them in an 
ambush” (9:5). The “final ruling” on how the Muslim commu-
nity was (and is) to relate to Christianity (and Judaism) is to 
struggle against them not until they convert to Islam — for as 
Qur’an 2:256 says there is no compulsion in religion — but until 
they submit to Islamic rule and law.19

This struggle (jihad) to advance the cause of Islam is found 
throughout the Qur’an. It is a religious and moral obligation. 
“Fighting has been prescribed for you,” reads Qur’an 2:216. It is 
not a temporal injunction either; Qur’an 8:39, 9:5 and 29 make 
it clear that Christians, Jews, and other non-Muslims are to 
be fought “until there is no more division and all religion is 
for Allah.”

This was, according to one of the earliest historical sources 
on the emergence of Islam, the mission of Muhammad. In 
the final sermon that he delivered to the first generation of 

Muslims, he announced that he had been commanded by Al-
lah to make war against all people until they acknowledged 
that there was no god but Allah.20 This is certainly how the 
growth of Islam was accomplished in the seventh and eighth 
centuries. It also provided the impetus for further imperial 
expansion later on,21 and it still remains a religious obligation 
today.

Still, it may not always take a physically aggressive appear-
ance. It can take the form of theological polemics and apolo-
getics, political activism, or cultural intrusions. Regardless, 
its goal is the advancement of Islam.22 There will be no end to 
this struggle. “The jihad,” Muhammad claimed (and Islamic 
jurisprudence affirms), “will remain perpetual until the day of 
judgment.”23

The blatant political agenda of Islam should make it clear 
that this is not simply a “religion” as conceived of in the post-
Enlightenment and postmodern West. It is an all-encompass-
ing worldview and political theology through which Muslims 
see the world as composed of two spheres: the sphere of Islam 
(dar al-Islam) and the sphere of war (dar al-harb).

The sphere of Islam is the geographical space in which gov-
ernments and legal systems are at least informed by, but, ac-
cording to most, based solely on the Qur’an and tradition.24 
The sphere of war comprises the non-Muslim territories, 
especially areas where Muslims “are neither protected nor 
able to live in peace.”25 Although there is, in classical Islamic 
thought, some grey area, for the majority of Muslims today 
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lamic Texts Society, 2003), 207.
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Muslim organizations dress up Islam 
in modern Western clothes; most are 
clear about its universal designs. 



and throughout history the world is and has been viewed 
through these lenses.26

Tariq Ramadan argues that this “does not necessarily mean 
that a state of war exists between the opposing ‘abodes.’”27 That 
may be true if one takes into account the wide array of clas-
sic Muslim texts on the subject. However, if Muslims are to 
bring about changes whether by physical force or political/legal 
changes, it does mean that there is and will be “permanent con-
flict.” At the very least it can be said that there will be ideologi-
cal and theological encounters of some sort between Islam and 
the world.28 This is what one would expect from a universal 
ideology designed to restore the world to its original order.29

The interesting thing in all this is that while Muslim orga-
nizations dress up Islam in modern Western clothes, most are 
clear about its universal designs. The Muslim Student Associ-
ation, for example, explains Islam as “the only true way of life 
revealed from the Creator. The scope of this way of life is vast 
enough that it transcends the traditional notion of ‘religion.’ 
Islam includes submitting to Allah in the realm of politics, 
economics, law, etc.”30 Even Ramadan, often heralded as the 
great Western Muslim innovator, asserts that the theological 
principles given in the Qur’an and other sacred traditions of 
Islam (such as the hadith) were “given for the universe . . . for 
all times and across all frontiers.”31 This means that they are 
applicable for Christians in America, too, and it is time that 
it be exposed and, in due time and with careful preparation, 
encountered.      LOGIA26.	 Ramadan has called for Muslims to rethink this tradition (Western 
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