
A Brief History of Islam 

Around A.D. 610, one man’s mystical experience in the Arabian Desert forever changed the world. In a 
cave outside Mecca, in what is now Saudi Arabia, a trader named Muhammad—a man known for his 
honesty and integrity—is said to have had a visit from the angel Gabriel. The angel told him he was to 
become a prophet and revealed the first few words of what would become the holy book of Islam, the 
Quran.  

Muslims believe Muhammad was a descendant of Ishmael—Abraham’s first son by his wife’s maid, 
Hagar—forever linking Islam with Judaism and Christianity as one of the three, great monotheistic faiths.  

Muhammad’s historical impact has been immense. His teachings, and the Islamic faith, have directly 
influenced social, political and religious institutions for 14 centuries. 

Over those centuries, Islam spread out of Arabia, sweeping in three great arcs—one across North Africa 
and eventually into Spain, another north through the Middle East across Europe to the gates of Vienna, 
and the third east across Asia to the Pacific.  

Islam’s theology of peace and submission to Allah produced civilizations of stunning beauty. But much of 
this expansion was the result of conquest, carried on swift horses by fierce warriors with the edge of the 
sword. 

Islamic religious texts contain verses that supported this conquest and have a militancy that to this day 
extremists use to justify conquest, violence and acts of unspeakable terror—all in the name of Allah. 

Today, Islam—little understood by most non-Muslims—is the faith of 1 billion people across the globe 
and the fastest growing religion in the world. 

The “Five Pillars” of Islam 

Confession of faith: 
“There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is his prophet.” 

Ritual prayer:  
Observed five times a day; directed toward Mecca. 

Almsgiving: 
The Zakat or purification tax (approximately 2.5 percent of one’s wealth) for the poor. 

Fasting:  
Observed during the holy month of Ramadan. 

Pilgrimage:  
Every Muslim, if able, is expected to make at least one pilgrimage, or hajj, to Mecca during his or her 
lifetime.  



Basic Islamic Beliefs 

 
Evangelical Christians Muslims 

Elements of faith  One God, revealed and experienced as 
the Trinity: Father, Son, Holy Spirit 

Only one God, called Allah  

Key figure in 
history  

Jesus Christ —Muhammad (or Mohammed) 
—A.D. 570-632 
—The last in the line of prophets and the 
final authority 
—Like the other prophets, he was 
infallible and sinless 

Teachings on Christ The person: 
One divine, eternal person 
His work:  
Supreme example of God’s love for 
humans and His intended pattern of 
living. Jesus is God, reconciling the world 
to Himself.  

The person: 
A major prophet but not the Son of God 
His work:  
—Lived a sinless life 
—Taught people the Golden Rule 
—Didn’t die on cross but was taken to 
heaven by Allah 

Holy Spirit —Eternal member of the Trinity 
—Guide for churches, Christians 

Angels are divine messengers. Many 
Muslims call the angel Gabriel the Holy 
Spirit because he brought the text of the 
Quran. 

Holy writings —Bible (Old and New Testaments) 
—Authoritative, unique, inspired Word 
of God 
—Norm of faith and practice 

—Quran (Koran) 
—A later revelation, superseding and 
correcting errors in the Bible 
—The source of all certainty 

Doctrine of 
humanity 

—Created in God’s image 
—Since Adam’s fall, sin is inherent 
—All relationships damaged beyond 
human ability to repair  

—Created by God with ability to follow 
will of Allah 

Doctrine of sin Willful rebellion against God Sin caused by forgetfulness, human 
weakness and a spirit of rebellion 

Doctrine of 
salvation 

—God’s gift through Jesus Christ’s 
atonement 
—Received by grace through personal 
faith in Christ 

—Achieved by submitting to the will of 
Allah and living a good life 
—Works oriented 

Meeting site Church Mosque (masjid in Arabic) 

Life after death —Eternal communion with God (heaven) 
—Eternal separation from God (hell) 

—Final judgment with destination of 
paradise or hell 

 

Source: The Southern Baptist Convention – International Mission Board: “Beyond the Wall” 
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