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Preface

Comparing the Qur’an and the Bible will be beneficial to the person for whom 
the terrorist events of and following 9/11 have raised questions, and who has 
heard conflicting views regarding Islam.

What does Islam teach? Is Islam a religion of peace? How do the teachings 
of the Qur’an compare with the teachings of the Bible? To answer these and 
other questions, Comparing the Qur’an and the Bible goes to the primary 
source of Islam, the Qur’an, and the primary source of Christianity, the Bible. 
This guide will assist the inquiring person who wishes to discern for himself or 
herself what the Qur’an actually teaches and how it compares with the Bible.

Islam has increased dramatically, from approximately 460,000,000 adher-
ents in 1973 throughout the world to 1.6 billion people in 2009. (As of 2009, 
Christians numbered 2.2 billion worldwide.) Islam is a significant religious 
and political force in the world that cannot be ignored. It is important that we 
become knowledgeable about a religion that affects all our lives. And Chris-
tians need to be informed and fortified in their faith if they are to share the 
love of Christ in a compassionate and informed way.

Highlights of  This Book

Comparing the Qur’an and the Bible presents quotes from the Qur’an and the 
Bible, side by side, on topics such as Abraham, Allah/God, Jesus, the nature 
of humankind, sin, judgment, paradise, suicide, and so forth. You will have 
the satisfaction of personally comparing and learning what the teachings of 
the Qur’an and the Bible are from the primary texts themselves. 

Each section begins with a table comparing Qur’an and Bible passages in 
parallel columns. The commentary that follows the table reflects first on the 
Qur’an and then on the Bible. Qur’an and Bible texts from the table that are 
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10 Preface

referenced in the commentary are indicated by boldfaced type. A summary 
of each subject concludes the section. 

It is recommended that chapter 14, “The Ultimate Questions of Life,” 
which contrasts the questions of life and death in the Qur’an and the Bible, 
be read before and after the study.

The reader will also benefit from reading chapter 15, “Sharing the Good 
News with Muslims.” This chapter presents a practical approach to share the 
good news of Jesus Christ, based on my research and personal experience.

Since present-day Muslims pattern themselves after the life of Muhammad, 
and present-day radical fundamentalists use the methodology of Muham-
mad, “Background Information on the Life of Muhammad” is invaluable. 
Also, to understand the present tension between Shi’ites and Sunnis you need 
knowledge of their historic development, which is presented in “Background 
Information on Shi’ites and Sunnis.”

My personal appreciation to Rev. Hicham Chehab, a former Muslim, for 
his counsel with regard to the Muslim content. His personal testimony may 
be found in “Testimony of a Former Muslim.”

If you are a leader of a Bible study or small group, you may further discus-
sion by utilizing the study guides at the back of the book.

May you have the joy of discovery and the satisfaction of seeing the facts 
for yourself.

A Word about Primary Sources

The text used as the primary source of the Qur’an in Comparing the Qur’an 
and the Bible is The Glorious Qur’an: Arabic Text and English Rendering, 
translated by Mohammad M. Pickthall (10th rev. ed.; Des Plaines, IL: Library 
of Islam, 1994). This explanatory translation by Pickthall was “the first English 
translation of the Koran by an Englishman who is a Muslim.” His “render-
ing” seeks to avoid “a style of language which Muslims at once recognise as 
unworthy.” Pickthall states, “The Koran cannot be translated. . . . The Book 
is here rendered almost literally and every effort has been made to choose 
befitting language.”1

Two additional sources are used for supplementary translations. One is 
The Koran, translated by N. J. Dawood (New York: Penguin, 1999). “Dawood 
came to England as an Iraq State Scholar in 1945 and graduated from London 
University. . . . He is best known for his translation of the Koran, the first in 
contemporary English, which was published as a Penguin Classic in 1956. . . . 
In the present edition the translation has been completely revised, an index has 
been added and the arrangement of the surahs follows the traditional sequence.”2

The second additional source is The Koran, translated by J. M. Rodwell 
(Everyman’s Library; London: J. M. Dent, 1994). In his introduction, Alan 
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11

Jones, a noted Arabic scholar from Oxford University, points out the strength 
of Rodwell’s translation: “Where he [Rodwell] is much better than others is in 
his cross-referencing to biblical material, information that is crucial to one’s 
understanding of the Qur’an.” Jones numbers Rodwell among the non-Muslim 
translators but states clearly, “The best and most influential translation by a 
Muslim is undoubtedly that of  a British convert, Muhammad Marmaduke 
Pickthall.”3

The text used as a primary source for the Bible is the New International 
Version (NIV), 1984 edition.

Preface
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1

Abraham

A. The Significance of  Abraham

Muslims, Christians, and Jews all claim Abraham as their “father.” Why is 
Abraham so important to Muslims and Christians? Why, according to the 
Qur’an, does Islam trace its roots back to Abraham? How is the Christian 
view of  Abraham similar to yet different from that of  Islam?

The Qur’an The Bible
1. Abraham as spiritual father

Surah 2:135. And they say: Be Jews 
or Christians, then ye will be rightly 
guided. Say (unto them, O Muhammad): 
Nay, but (we follow) the religion of 
Abraham, the upright, and he was not of 
the idolaters.

136. Say (O Muslims): We believe in 
Allah and that which is revealed unto 
us and that which was revealed unto 
Abraham and Ishmael, and Isaac, and 
Jacob, and the tribes, and that which 
Moses and Jesus received, and that 
which the Prophets received from their 
Lord. We make no distinction between 
any of them, and unto Him we have 
surrendered.

2. Abraham as means of  blessing to the 
nations

Genesis 12:1–3. The Lord [Heb. Yahweh] 
had said to Abram, “Leave your country, 
your people and your father’s household and 
go to the land I will show you. I will make 
you into a great nation and I will bless you; 
I will make your name great, and you will be 
a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, 
and whoever curses you I will curse; and all 
peoples on earth will be blessed through you 
[Abraham].”

Genesis 22:18. And through your offspring 
[seed] all nations on earth will be blessed.

Matthew 1:1. Jesus Christ the son of 
David, the son of Abraham.
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1. The Qur’an: Abraham as spiritual father

According to the Qur’an, what is the significance of  Abraham?

Abraham is the spiritual father of Muslims as he is the spiritual father of 
Jews and Christians.

In Surah 2:135 of the Qur’an, the call of Allah and the call through Mu-
hammad is to return to “the religion of Abraham.” Abraham “was not of the 
idolaters.” He did not worship idols. (Idol worship was common in Muham-
mad’s day in the city of Mecca and among the desert tribes of Arabia.) Each of 
the five daily prayers in Islam ends with a reference to Abraham. The Qur’an 
depicts Abraham as a child chiding his father for believing in idols (Surah 6:74).

What is the origin of  Islam?

Islam, according to the Qur’an (Surah 2:136), is the religion “which is revealed 
unto us,” that is, to Muslims through the revelation given to Muhammad, and 
it is the religion “which was revealed unto Abraham.” Its origin is the belief 
of Abraham in the unity and oneness of the one God. This belief in the God 
of Abraham was handed down from Abraham through Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, 
and the tribes. It is also the religion that Moses and all the prophets “received 
from their Lord” (Surah 2:136). Islam is a call to monotheism, the worship 
of one God, and the return to belief in Allah. Muslims have “surrendered” 
“unto Him” (Surah 2:136).

Is Islam a form of  Judaism or Christianity?

Since, according to the Qur’an, Islam is a return to the religion of Abraham, 
Islam has its own origin and is not an offshoot of Judaism or Christianity. 
According to Surah 2:135, when Muslims are urged by Jews or Christians to 
“be Jews or Christians” so that they might be “rightly guided,” Muslims are 
to say, “Nay, but (we follow) the religion of Abraham” (Surah 2:135), and “we 
believe in Allah,” and “unto Him we have surrendered” (Surah 2:136). Allah 
is “Lord of the Worlds: The Beneficent, the Merciful” (Surah 1:2–3). Since 
Abraham “surrendered” to Allah, it is unequivocally stated in Surah 3:67, 
“Abraham was not a Jew, nor yet a Christian.” In the Qur’an, Islam is not 
dependent on any other religion but on the revelation given to Muhammad.

2. The Bible: Abraham as means of  blessing to the nations

How does the Bible view Abraham?

The Lord God makes himself known to Abram (later renamed Abraham; 
see Gen. 17:5). He calls him out of idolatry, the worship of the moon-god, to 
a new beginning, to a new land (Acts 7:2–3; Heb. 11:8). The Lord (Hebrew: 
Yahweh) calls Abram to “leave your country . . . and go to the land I will show 
you. . . . I will make you into a great nation. . . . All peoples on earth will be 

Comparing the Qur’an and the Bible
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blessed through you” (Gen. 12:1–3). Later, to reassure Abram that he has not 
forgotten his promise, the Lord (Yahweh) speaks to Abram in a vision and as-
sures Abram that his descendants will be as numerous as the stars (Gen. 15:5).

The true and living God later reveals himself to Moses as “I am” (Exod. 
3:14). This name is significant. The Lord (I am) is the fountain and foundation 
of all being and of all reality. He is the Lord (I am) who makes himself known 
to Abram in an act of unexpected love, while Abram’s family is still in idolatry. 
The covenant God, Yahweh, is the great I am. He is the Lord of Noah (Gen. 
6:7–8), of Abel (Gen. 4:4), and of Adam and Eve (Gen. 2:7).

The promise to Abram is a gracious and generous promise that “all peoples 
on earth will be blessed through you” (Gen. 12:3) and that he will have “a son 
coming from your own body” (Gen. 15:4). This blessing is repeated in Genesis 
22:18 by the Lord: “and through your offspring [seed] all nations on earth will 
be blessed.” The Lord (Yahweh / I am) is the God of promise to Abraham, 
Isaac, Jacob, and all people of “all nations.”

In keeping with the promise made to Abram, the Bible affirms that this 
promise was fulfilled in the offspring (or seed) of Abraham, the Messiah: “‘and 
to your seed,’ meaning one person, who is Christ” (Gal. 3:16). The Bible holds 
that Jesus, the Messiah, is by lineage and fulfillment the personification and 
embodiment of the promise to Abraham. The Bible states that the blessing 
to all nations (Gen. 22:18) is transmitted through the person of Jesus, who is 
“the son of Abraham” (Matt. 1:1).

3. Summary

The Qur’an teaches that Islam is a return to the belief of Abraham. Muslims 
trace their religion back to Abraham as the supreme example of belief in one 
God, Allah. Allah is the Lord of the worlds, the God of Abraham, Ishmael, 
Isaac, Jacob, the tribes, and the Prophets.

According to the Bible, the true and living Lord God is Yahweh, the great 
“I am.” The Lord graciously makes himself known to Abram, calls him out of 
idolatry, and promises that “all peoples on earth will be blessed through you” 
(Gen. 12:3). Christians believe in this one God, the God of Abraham, who 
is the Lord, the great I am. They cherish the promise of the Lord God given 
to Abraham that “through your offspring [seed] all nations on earth will be 
blessed” (Gen. 22:18). This promise is contained, centered, and culminated 

Abraham
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in Jesus, the “offspring” of Abraham. Jesus the Messiah, in the fullest sense, 
is the “son of Abraham.”

Since both Muslims and Christians believe they worship the God of Abra-
ham, is this God of Abraham the same for Muslims and for Christians, or 
does each offer a different character and description of God? Do Muslims 
and Christians worship the same God? These questions will be addressed in 
the course of this study.

For discussion questions, see study guide 1.

B. Abraham and Righteousness

What makes a person “righteous” before God? This question is basic to any 
religion.

The Qur’an The Bible
1. Abraham the upright

Surah 3:67. Abraham 
was not a Jew, nor yet a 
Christian; but he was an 
upright man who had 
surrendered (to Allah), 
and he was not of the 
idolaters.

Surah 2:124. And (re-
member) when his Lord 
tried Abraham with (His) 
commands, and he ful-
filled them, He said: Lo! 
I have appointed thee a 
leader for mankind.

2a. Abraham the righteous
Genesis 15:1, 5–6. After this, the word of the Lord came 

to Abram in a vision: “Do not be afraid, Abram. I am your 
shield, your very great reward.” . . . He took him outside 
and said, “Look up at the heavens and count the stars—if 
indeed you can count them.” Then he said to him, “So shall 
your offspring be.” Abram believed the Lord, and he cred-
ited it to him as righteousness.

2b. Abraham’s children “credited” as righteous
Matthew 3:9. [John the Baptizer’s words:] “And do not 

think you can say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our 
father.’ I tell you that out of these stones God can raise up 
children for Abraham.”

Galatians 3:28–29. There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave 
nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 
If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, and 
heirs according to the promise.

John 8:56–59. [Jesus’s words:] “Your father Abraham 
rejoiced at the thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was 
glad.” “You are not yet fifty years old,” the Jews said to him, 
“and you have seen Abraham!” “I tell you the truth,” Jesus 
answered, “before Abraham was born, I am!” At this, they 
picked up stones to stone him; but Jesus hid himself, slip-
ping away from the temple grounds.

1. The Qur’an: Abraham the upright

According to the Qur’an, how did Abraham become righteous?

The Qur’an states in Surah 3:67, “Abraham was not a Jew, nor yet a Chris-
tian.” He was “an upright man who had surrendered (to Allah).” Abraham 

Comparing the Qur’an and the Bible
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was “upright.” Having “surrendered to Allah,” he rejected idolatry and thus 
became the first Muslim.

The statement is made again and again in the Qur’an that unto Allah “we 
have surrendered.” Surrender conveys the basic meaning of the word Islam, 
“submission” (to Allah), and of the name Muslim, “one who surrenders.”

Abraham “fulfilled” Allah’s commands when he was tested. Because of 
this, Allah appointed him “leader for mankind” (Surah 2:124). Abraham’s 
obedience made him worthy of being the leader for all people.

In the Qur’an, what makes Abraham and others righteous and able to 
enter Paradise is their belief in Allah and their obedience in fulfilling Allah’s 
commands (Surah 2:25; 4:57).

2. The Bible

a. Abraham the righteous

According to the Bible, how did Abraham become righteous?

Abraham was told in Genesis 15:5, “Look up at the heavens and count the 
stars.” The Lord God promised, “So shall your offspring be.” And “Abram 
believed the Lord, and he [God] credited it to him as righteousness” (Gen. 
15:6). Abraham was upright and righteous before God because he believed the 
promise of the Lord. The Lord God’s promise was one of grace (undeserved 
love) and elicited Abraham’s response of faith, whereby he was “credited” as 
righteous before the Lord God. Abraham’s faith was great because the promise 
was great. He was declared righteous because of his faith in God’s promise: 
“The promise comes by faith, so that it may be by grace” (Rom. 4:16)—that 
is, by the Lord God’s undeserved, free favor.

b. Abraham’s children “credited” as righteous

How do Abraham’s offspring become righteous, according to the Bible?

In Jesus’s day the Pharisees took great pride in the fact that they were of “Abra-
ham’s seed,” or natural descendants of Abraham. John the Baptizer reminded 
them that “out of these stones God can raise up children for Abraham” (Matt. 
3:9). Their physical DNA did not make them spiritual children of Abraham.

Galatians 3:29 promises, “If you belong to Christ, then are you Abraham’s 
seed, and heirs according to the promise.” You become a spiritual child of 
Abraham only through the Christ, the Messiah. In him the promise to Abraham 
is fulfilled. With Abraham, Abraham’s children have their faith “credited [to 
them] as righteousness” (Rom. 4:5).

In John 8:56–59, Jesus dramatically states that Abraham “rejoiced at the 
thought of seeing my day; he saw it and was glad.” Even more strikingly, 
Jesus says, “Before Abraham was born, I am!” Jesus clearly identifies himself 
as the great “I am.”

Abraham
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Jesus’s listeners know that it was the Lord named I am who had revealed 
himself to Abram. He is the Lord who made himself known to Moses in the 
burning bush: “God said to Moses: ‘I am who I am. This is what you are to 
say to the Israelites: “I am has sent me to you”’” (Exod. 3:14).

Jesus, by stating, “Before Abraham was born, I am,” presents himself as 
the God of Abraham. Thus those who see as Abraham “saw” by faith and are 
“glad” in Jesus as their God and Messiah are truly the children of Abraham 
and are righteous.

3. Summary

According to the Qur’an, Abraham was “upright,” one who had surrendered 
to Allah, rejecting idolatry. He was obedient in fulfilling the commands of Allah 
in the time of testing. Because of his obedience, he is a leader for humankind. 
By belief in Allah and obedience, he would enter Paradise.

The Bible states that “Abram believed the Lord, and he [the Lord] cred-
ited it to him as righteousness” (Gen. 15:6). The Lord’s gracious promise to 
Abraham called forth a response of faith. Abraham was declared righteous 
by faith in the promise. The children of Abraham are not those of natural 
descent, then, but those who have faith in the fulfillment of the promise em-
bodied in the Messiah: “If you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, 
and heirs according to the promise” (Gal. 3:29). The gracious promise is for 
all people to be received by faith in Christ and for their faith to be “credited” 
with Abraham as “righteousness” (Rom. 4:3–5).

Jesus, the Messiah, testified, “Before Abraham was born, I am” (John 8:58). 
He is the great “I am” whom Abraham “saw,” in whom Abraham “believed,” 
and in whom Abraham “rejoiced.”

For discussion questions, see study guide 2.

C. Abraham and Resurrection

Did Abraham believe in the resurrection of  the dead?

The Qur’an The Bible
1. Abraham shown proof  of  resurrection

Surah 2:260. And when Abraham said (unto his 
Lord): My Lord! Show me how Thou givest life to 
the dead, He said: Dost thou not believe? Abraham 
said: Yea, but (I ask) in order that my heart may be 
at ease. (His Lord) said: Take four of the birds and 
cause them to incline unto thee, then place a part of 
them on each hill, then call them, they will come to 
thee in haste. And know that Allah is Mighty, Wise.

2. Abraham lives
Matthew 22:31–32. [Jesus’s 

words:] “But about the resurrec-
tion of the dead—have you not 
read what God said to you, ‘I am 
the God of Abraham, the God of 
Isaac, and the God of Jacob’? He 
is not the God of the dead but of 
the living.”

Comparing the Qur’an and the Bible
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1. The Qur’an: Abraham shown proof  of  resurrection

What is the story of  resurrection that the Qur’an relates?

Surah 2:260 states that Abraham desired a sign of the resurrection, not 
because he doubted but so that “my heart may be at ease.” Allah told him to 
divide four birds and place a part of them on four hills, then call them, and 
they would come to him. The Qur’an does not tell us that Abraham actually 
did this; however, the strong implication is that he believed and passed the test. 
Abraham received proof of the resurrection in that Allah was able to restore 
the divided birds back to life.

2. The Bible: Abraham lives

What did Jesus say to the Sadducees who did not believe in the resurrection?

In Matthew 22:31–32 Jesus quotes the Lord God as saying, “I am the God 
of Abraham.” It is obvious, Jesus notes, that God was saying that Abraham, 
Isaac, and Jacob were not dead but living in fellowship with him, the living 
God (something the Sadducees denied). Once this truth was established, the 
veracity of the resurrection would follow.

Likewise, the Bible states that Abraham’s belief in the resurrection was 
evidenced in his willingness to sacrifice Isaac, “even though God had said to 
him, ‘It is through Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned.’ Abraham rea-
soned that God could raise the dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive 
Isaac back from death” (Heb. 11:18–19).

3. Summary

The Qur’an and the Bible both affirm Abraham’s belief in the bodily res-
urrection. The Qur’an presents the example of the four birds cut into pieces 
and by implication called back to life.

The Bible cites Abraham’s belief that the Lord God could raise Isaac from 
the dead if necessary. Jesus reminds skeptics that the Lord God is the great 
“I am”; no one can have fellowship with him and not be alive. He is the God 
not of the dead but of the living.

For discussion questions, see study guide 3.

D. Abraham and the Ka’aba

Why are the Ka’aba and the annual hajj pilgrimage to the Ka’aba so important? 
Did Abraham actually build the Ka’aba?

Abraham
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The Qur’an The Bible
1. Abraham builds the Ka’aba in Mecca

Surah 2:125. And when We made the House 
(at Mecca) a resort for mankind and a sanctuary, 
(saying): Take as your place of worship the place 
where Abraham stood (to pray). And We imposed 
a duty upon Abraham and Ishmael, (saying): Pu-
rify My House for those who go around and those 
who meditate therein and those who bow down 
and prostrate themselves (in worship).

2. Abraham and Arabia
Acts 7:2–3. To this he [Stephen] 

replied: “Brothers and fathers, listen 
to me! The God of glory appeared 
to our father Abraham while he was 
still in Mesopotamia, before he lived 
in Haran. ‘Leave your country and 
your people,’ God said, ‘and go to 
the land I will show you.’”

1. The Qur’an: Abraham builds the Ka’aba in Mecca

Why was the Ka’aba built?

The Qur’an in Surah 2:125 states that Allah “made the House (at Mecca)” 
a “resort for mankind and a sanctuary.” “The place where Abraham stood (to 
pray)” at Mecca was to be the “place of worship.” According to the Qur’an, 
Abraham and Ishmael built the Ka’aba here and dedicated it (Surah 2:127).

According to Islamic tradition, Abraham built the Ka’aba in gratitude after 
Allah offered a ram as a ransom in the place of Ishmael (Surah 37:107). Even 
before Muhammad’s time, the people of Mecca held the belief that Abraham 
had built the Ka’aba.

Comparing the Qur’an and the Bible
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Ka’aba means “cube” in Arabic. The structure has the form of a “cube” 
thirty-three feet wide, forty feet long, and fifty feet high.

All Muslims have the “duty” once in their lifetime to take the hajj, the holy 
pilgrimage to Mecca.

There may be exceptions: “And pilgrimage to the House is a duty unto Allah 
for mankind, for him who can find a way thither” (Surah 3:97). The exception 
may be physical or financial inability.

The hajj is observed on the eighth day of the twelfth month of the Islamic 
lunar calendar. All Muslims are dressed in unsewn garments like those they 
will be buried in, signifying their being of equal status and dead to the world. 
The observance is as follows:

 1. The Ka’aba is circled seven times while reciting prayers and verses from 
the Qur’an.

 2. The pilgrims run seven times between two hills of Mecca to depict 
Hagar frantically searching for water for her son Ishmael. They finally 
drink from the well of Zamzam to signify the quest of Hagar fulfilled.

 3. They travel thirteen miles to the plain of Arafat, where Muhammad 
preached his last sermon. There they stand all day in honor of Muham-
mad, to purify themselves in submission and repentance.

 4. They go to Mina, the site of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice Ishmael. 
There they cast seven stones at a pillar to recall Abraham and Ishmael 
resisting the temptation of the devil.

 5. Pilgrims offer a sacrifice in remembrance of the ram offered in place of 
Ishmael. Steps 1 and 2 are repeated.1

The pilgrimage concludes with the Eid ul Adha, or Feast of the Sacrifice, 
commemorating Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice his son. “The Feast of 
Sacrifice is a worldwide Muslim celebration that lasts for three days, a time 
for rejoicing, prayer, and visiting with family and friends.”2

The hajj is an example of the ritual, prayer, devotion, and self-discipline that 
are necessary, along with the mercy of Allah, to enter Paradise. The prophet 
Muhammad said that a person who performs the hajj properly “will return 
as a newly born baby [free of all sins].”3

2. The Bible: Abraham and Arabia

Did Abraham go to Arabia?

According to the Bible, the sacrifice of Isaac (not Ishmael) was not at Mina 
but in the “region of Moriah” (Gen. 22:2), thought to be what is now the 
Temple Mount in Jerusalem (2 Chron. 3:1).4

Rather than going to Arabia and building the Ka’aba in what is now Mecca, 
according to the Bible Abraham traveled from Ur of the Chaldeans to Haran 

Abraham
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(Acts 7:2–3; cf. Gen. 11:31), to Shechem (Gen. 12:6), to Bethel (Gen. 12:8), to 
Egypt (Gen. 12:10), to the Negev (Gen. 13:1), to Bethel (Gen. 13:3), “in the land 
of Canaan” (Gen. 13:12), to “the oaks of Mamre” near Hebron (Gen. 13:18 
RSV), to the Negev and Gerar (Gen. 20:1), and to Beersheba (Gen. 21:32). He 
finally was buried by his sons, Isaac and Ishmael, in the cave of Machpelah 
(Gen. 25:9). Nowhere in the Bible is it suggested that Abraham went into what 
today is Saudi Arabia, although this is not impossible. Clearly, according to 
the Bible, the site of the sacrifice was not Mina but in the “region of Moriah.”

3. Summary

For Muslims there is no doubt that Abraham built the Ka’aba as a place of 
worship. It is a central place of worship that unites all Muslims in the wor-
ship of Allah. Abraham built it out of gratitude that he was spared offering 
his son in sacrifice. The Ka’aba and Islamic tradition propound that the son 
to be sacrificed was Ishmael.

In the Bible there is no mention of Abraham’s going to Arabia. The Bible 
precisely states that the place of the sacrifice was not Mina but the “region 
of Moriah” and, as we shall see, that the son to be sacrificed was Isaac. (See 
“D. Ishmael or Isaac Offered as a Sacrifice” in chapter 2.)

For discussion questions, see study guide 3.
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2

ishmael and isaac

A. Ishmael

What significance does Ishmael have in the Qur’an and in the identity of  the 
Arabs? What prominence is Ishmael given in the Bible?

The Qur’an The Bible
1a. The birth of  Ishmael

Surah 37:101. So We gave him tidings of a 
gentle son.

2a. The birth of  Ishmael
Genesis 16:1–2. Now Sarai, Abram’s 

wife, had borne him no children. But 
she had an Egyptian maidservant 
named Hagar; so she said to Abram, 
“The Lord has kept me from having 
children. Go, sleep with my maid-
servant; perhaps I can build a family 
through her.” Abram agreed to what 
Sarai said.

1b. The standing of  Ishmael
Surah 4:163. Lo! We inspire thee as We in-

spired Noah and the prophets after him, as We 
inspired Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and 
Jacob and the tribes, and Jesus and Job and 
Jonah and Aaron and Solomon, and as we im-
parted unto David the Psalms.

Surah 14:39. Praise be to Allah Who hath 
given me, in my old age, Ishmael and Isaac! Lo! 
my Lord is indeed the Hearer of Prayer.

Surah 19:54. And make mention in the 
Scripture of Ishmael. Lo! he was a keeper of his 
promise, and he was a messenger (of Allah), a 
Prophet.

55. He enjoined upon his people worship 
and almsgiving, and was acceptable in the sight 
of his Lord.

2b. The standing of  Ishmael
Genesis 25:13, 16, 18. These are 

the sons of Ishmael. . . . These are the 
names of the twelve tribal rulers. . . . 
And they lived in hostility toward all 
their brothers.

Genesis 37:28. [Joseph’s brothers] 
sold him [Joseph] for twenty shekels of 
silver to the Ishmaelites, who took him 
to Egypt.
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1. The Qur’an

a. The birth of  Ishmael

What does the Qur’an say about Ishmael’s birth?

Allah gave to Abraham the “tidings of a gentle son” (Surah 37:101). Ac-
cording to Islamic interpretation, the son was Ishmael, since the birth of Isaac 
follows in verse 112 of Surah 37.

b. The standing of  Ishmael

What status is Ishmael given in the Qur’an?

In Surah 4:163, Ishmael is given the highest status, being listed alongside 
Noah, Abraham, the prophets, Isaac and Jacob, the tribes, Jesus, Job, Jonah, 
Aaron, Solomon, and David.

In Surah 14:39, both Ishmael and Isaac are sons to Abraham “in my old 
age” in answer to prayer, for which Abraham praises Allah.

Surah 19:54–55 presents Ishmael as “keeper of his promise, . . . a messenger 
(of Allah), [and] a Prophet.” He was a man of piety who “enjoined upon his 
people worship and almsgiving, and was acceptable in the sight of his Lord.” 
According to Surah 19, he was acceptable because he worshiped Allah and 
did acts of piety and charity.

2. The Bible

a. The birth of  Ishmael

How is it that Ishmael is born?

In Genesis 16:1–2, Sarai tells Abraham to “sleep with my maidservant” 
(Hagar) with the hope that “perhaps I can build a family through her.” Abra-
ham “agreed” with Sarai. The Lord God had promised that “a son coming 
from your own body will be your heir” (Gen. 15:4). The plan of the Lord God, 
however, is that this would be through Sarai (Gen. 17:15–16).

b. The standing of  Ishmael

What status is Ishmael given in the Bible?

The Bible does not give any prominence to Ishmael. He is clearly the son 
of the maidservant (Gen. 16:1–2). However, the Lord God has loving concern 
for the maidservant, Hagar, and for Ishmael, her son. When the two are ban-
ished, the Lord God hears Ishmael’s crying and provides a well of water for 
him and Hagar (Gen. 21:15–19). The Lord God promises to make Ishmael 
“into a great nation” (Gen. 21:18). Ishmael is then richly blessed with twelve 
sons who become the heads of twelve tribes (Gen. 25:13, 16), but “they lived in 
hostility toward all their brothers” (Gen. 25:18b). The strife felt in the household 
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of Abraham continues to this day. While the Bible often speaks of the “God 
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” Ishmael is never listed among the patriarchs.

The Arabs receive their ancestry and identity from Ishmael and are called 
Ishmaelites in the Bible (Gen. 37:28).

3. Summary

The Qur’an designates Ishmael as the “keeper of the promise,” “a mes-
senger,” and “a Prophet.” The Qur’an lists in order Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, 
and Jacob.

The Bible lists the patriarchs as “Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,” with no 
mention of Ishmael. This is, no doubt, because the promise of the everlasting 
covenant to all people was given through Isaac, the son of the inheritance. 
The Arabs today receive their identity through Ishmael and strongly believe 
they are descendants of Abraham through Ishmael.

For discussion questions, see study guide 4.

B. Conflict in the Household of  Abraham

If  we are to understand the conflict between Jews and Arabs in the world 
today, we must visit the historical background and discover the root of  the 
conflict in the household of  Abraham between Hagar and Sarah.

The Qur’an The Bible
1. Hagar and Sarah

No specific account 
of conflict between 
Hagar and Sarah.

2. Hagar and Sarah
Genesis 16:4. She [Hagar] began to despise her mistress 

[Sarai].
Genesis 16:6. Sarai mistreated Hagar; so she fled from her.
Genesis 16:9. [The angel told Hagar,] “Go back to your mis-

tress and submit to her.”
Genesis 21:9–10. [Ishmael] was mocking, and she [Sarah] 

said to Abraham, “Get rid of that slave woman and her son, 
for that slave woman’s son will never share in the inheritance 
with my son Isaac.”

1. The Qur’an: Hagar and Sarah

Does the Qur’an illuminate the roots of  the conflict?

The Qur’an does not mention the origin of the conflict.

2. The Bible: Hagar and Sarah

What do we learn about Hagar?

Ishmael and Isaac
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Genesis 16:4: After Hagar gave birth to Ishmael, she “began to despise her 
mistress.” Hagar seems to become filled with pride and lords her pregnancy 
over her mistress, Sarai.

How does Sarai in turn treat Hagar?

Genesis 16:6: Sarai in turn “mistreated” Hagar so badly that Hagar “fled 
from her” into the wilderness. Sarai, filled with jealousy and hostility toward 
Hagar, becomes abusive. The situation becomes intolerable for Hagar and 
she flees into the wilderness with her son. 

What does the angel of  the Lord tell Hagar?

See Genesis 16:7–12: She is to return to Sarai and submit to her. God will 
increase her descendants so that “they will be too numerous to count.” She is 
to name her son Ishmael, which means “God hears.” Ishmael will be “a wild 
donkey of a man” who will “live in hostility toward all his brothers.”

What happens at the festival when Isaac is weaned?

Genesis 21:9: Ishmael “was mocking,” perhaps poking fun at Isaac. With 
this, Sarah (as Sarai has now been renamed by God; see Genesis 17) reaches 
the limit of her endurance.

What is Sarah’s reaction?

In Genesis 21:10, Sarah demands that Abraham “get rid of that slave woman 
and her son,” for Ishmael “will never share in the inheritance with my son 
Isaac.” This is as the Lord God had stated clearly to Abraham: “Your wife 
Sarah will bear you a son, and you will call him Isaac. I will establish my cov-
enant with him as an everlasting covenant” (Gen. 17:19).

3. Summary

The conflict in Abraham’s household is basically between Hagar and Sarah. 
The conflict begins with the contempt of Hagar toward Sarah and escalates with 
Sarah’s harsh treatment of Hagar. Ishmael’s “mocking” of Isaac is the “last straw,” 
and Sarah insists that Hagar and Ishmael leave. There is to be no question as to 
which son receives the inheritance: Ishmael “will never share in the inheritance 
with my son Isaac.” Sarah states emphatically what the Lord God had already 
explicitly set forth to Abraham: it is Isaac who is the son of the covenant.

For discussion questions, see study guide 4.

C. Abraham’s Concern for Ishmael and the Covenant Promise to Isaac

How is Abraham affected by the conflict in his household between Hagar and 
Ishmael and Sarah and Isaac? What is the solution?

Comparing the Qur’an and the Bible
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The Qur’an The Bible
1.  Abraham’s concern for 

Ishmael
The Qur’an is silent 

on this.

2. Abraham’s concern for Ishmael
Genesis 21:11–13. The matter distressed Abraham greatly 

because it concerned his son. But God said to him, “Do 
not be so distressed about the boy and your maidservant. 
Listen to whatever Sarah tells you, because it is through 
Isaac that your offspring will be reckoned. I will make the 
son of the maidservant into a nation also, because he is your 
offspring.”

1. The Qur’an: Abraham’s concern for Ishmael

How did Abraham react to the dismissal of  Ishmael?

The Qur’an is silent on this.

2. The Bible: Abraham’s concern for Ishmael

What was Abraham’s reaction to the dismissal of  Ishmael?

Genesis 21:11–13 states that “the matter distressed Abraham greatly because 
it concerned his son” (Ishmael). Abraham was upset over the situation.

What is God’s clear message to Abraham concerning the covenant promise?

In Genesis 21:11–13, the Lord God reaffirms: “It is through Isaac that your 
offspring will be reckoned.” The Lord God holds to his word: “Your wife Sarah 
will bear you a son, and you will call him 
Isaac. I will establish my covenant with him 
as an everlasting covenant” (Gen. 17:19).

With regard to Ishmael, the Lord God 
assures Abraham, “I will make the son of 
the maidservant into a nation also, because 
he is your offspring” (Gen. 21:13). Ishmael 
will also be greatly blessed with sons who 
would be “twelve tribal rulers” (Gen. 
25:16). (Islamic tradition also holds that 
the twelve sons became twelve Arab tribes.)

The Lord God’s covenant promise of a blessing to all nations will flow 
through Abraham’s offspring (seed; Gen. 22:18).

According to Genesis 25:9, when Abraham died “his sons Isaac and Ishmael 
buried him in the cave of Machpelah.”

3. Summary

Abraham is greatly distressed and torn over the conflict in his household. 
He loves both of his sons. He recognizes that Isaac is the son of the promise 

Ishmael and Isaac
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and the “everlasting covenant,” but his heart goes out to Ishmael. The Lord 
God confirms that Isaac will receive the promise and through him Abraham’s 
“offspring will be reckoned.” God also reassures Abraham that Ishmael will 
not be forgotten; he too will be richly blessed.

It is well to remember that the Lord God promised Abraham and Sarah a 
son in their old age. The Lord God had in mind Isaac, the son of promise, all 
along. It was because Abraham and Sarah began to doubt that Ishmael was 
conceived and complications ensued.

Might not Abraham’s deep love for his two sons and his concern for Ishmael 
as well as for Isaac, and the fact that Isaac and Ishmael came together to bury 
their father (see Gen. 25:9), be an inspiration for understanding between Jews 
and Arabs today?

For discussion questions, see study guide 5.

D. Ishmael or Isaac Offered as a Sacrifice

The Qur’an and the Bible both agree that Abraham was willing to sacrifice 
his son, but which of  the two sons was Abraham willing to sacrifice? Both 
the Qur’an and the Bible attach great significance to this test of  Abraham.

The Qur’an The Bible
1. Ishmael offered as sacrifice

Surah 37:102. And when (his son) was old enough to walk 
with him, (Abraham) said: O my dear son, I have seen in 
a dream that I must sacrifice thee. So look, what thinkest 
thou? He said: O my father! Do that which thou art com-
manded. Allah willing, thou shalt find me of the steadfast.

103. Then, when they had both surrendered (to Allah), 
and he had flung him down upon his face,

104. We called unto him: O Abraham!
105. Thou hast already fulfilled the vision. Lo! thus do We 

reward the good.
107. Then We ransomed him with a tremendous victim.

2. Isaac offered as 
sacrifice

Genesis 22:2. Then 
God said, “Take your 
son, your only son, Isaac, 
whom you love, and go 
to the region of Moriah. 
Sacrifice him there as a 
burnt offering on one of 
the mountains I will tell 
you about.”

1. The Qur’an: Ishmael offered as sacrifice

Who is the son Abraham was to sacrifice? Does the Qur’an name him 
specifically?

While Surah 37:102 does not mention Ishmael by name, specifying only 
“when (his son) was old enough to walk,” Islam holds that the son to be sac-
rificed was Ishmael. (The context does imply that the son was Ishmael. The 
account of Isaac follows with v. 112.) “Muslim interpreters a generation after 
Muhammad concluded that the prophet was descended from the slave woman 
Hagar’s boy, Ishmael. Later scholarly opinion determined that Ishmael was 
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also the son who went under the knife.”1 The commitment of Abraham and 
Ishmael to Allah is reenacted in the hajj (annual pilgrimage) when pilgrims 
throw stones at a stone pillar signifying Abraham and Ishmael’s resistance to 
the devil and their resolve to carry out the sacrifice. It should be noted that 
Allah “ransomed” Abraham’s son.

2. The Bible: Isaac offered as sacrifice

According to the Bible, which son is offered as sacrifice?

According to the Bible, the son offered as sacrifice is specifically Isaac: in Gen-
esis 22:2 God instructs Abraham, “Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom 
you love, and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering.”

3. Summary

Both the Qur’an and the Bible say that Abraham was tested by the command 
of God to sacrifice his son. There is an irreconcilable difference, though, for 
the tradition of Islam, which comes over two thousand years later than the 
biblical account, holds it was Ishmael, while the biblical account, from the 
days of Moses, states clearly that the son to be sacrificed was Isaac. In both 
sources Abraham passes the test and the Lord God mercifully spares the son.

For discussion questions, see study guide 5.

E. Isaac

1. Prophet/Patriarch

What standing and what role does Isaac have according to the Qur’an and 
the Bible?

The Qur’an The Bible
1a. Isaac among the prophets

Surah 3:84. Say (O Muhammad): We believe in Allah and 
that which is revealed unto us and that which was revealed 
unto Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and Jacob and the 
tribes, and that which was vouchsafed unto Moses and Jesus 
and the Prophets from their Lord. We make no distinction 
between any of them, and unto Him we have surrendered.

1b. Isaac the patriarch
Exodus 3:6. “I am the 

God of your father, the 
God of Abraham, the 
God of Isaac and the God 
of Jacob.”

a. The Qur’an: Isaac among the prophets

How is Isaac described in the Qur’an?

Isaac is given the high status of being listed with Abraham, Ishmael, Jacob 
and the tribes, Moses, Jesus and the Prophets (Surah 3:84). Note that Ishmael 
is listed before Isaac in “Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac.”

Ishmael and Isaac
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b. The Bible: Isaac the patriarch

How is Isaac described in the Bible?

In the Bible, Isaac is often listed among the patriarchs and prophets: “the 
God of Abraham, the God of Isaac and the God of Jacob” (Exod. 3:6). Ishmael 
is never so listed. The Bible states that “Abraham gave the name Isaac to the 
son Sarah bore him” (Gen. 21:3). Isaac means “laughter.” Both Abraham and 
Sarah laughed upon being told that they would have a son (Gen. 17:17; 18:12). 
After all, Abraham would be one hundred years old and Sarah ninety years 
old when Isaac was born. Sarah laughed in unbelief and, it seems, Abraham 
perhaps in disbelief and delight.

2. Isaac and Righteousness

How are Isaac and Jacob “righteous” in the Qur’an and the Bible?

The Qur’an The Bible
2a. Righteous by good deeds 
and worship of  Allah

Surah 21:72. And We be-
stowed upon him Isaac, and 
Jacob as a grandson. Each of 
them We made righteous.

73. And We made them 
chiefs who guide by Our 
command, and We inspired 
in them the doing of good 
deeds and the right establish-
ment of worship and the 
giving of alms, and they were 
worshippers of Us (alone).

2b. Righteous by faith
Galatians 3:6–8. Consider Abraham: “He believed 

God, and it was credited to him as righteousness.” Un-
derstand, then, that those who believe are children of 
Abraham. The Scripture foresaw that God would justify 
the Gentiles by faith, and announced the gospel in ad-
vance to Abraham: “All nations will be blessed through 
you.”

Romans 9:6–8. It is not as though God’s word had 
failed. For not all who are descended from Israel are 
Israel. Nor because they are his descendants are they all 
Abraham’s children. On the contrary, “It is through Isaac 
that your offspring will be reckoned.” In other words, it 
is not the natural children who are God’s children, but it 
is the children of the promise who are regarded as Abra-
ham’s offspring.

a. The Qur’an: Righteous by good deeds and worship of  Allah

How are Isaac and Jacob righteous before Allah?

In the Qur’an, both Isaac and Jacob “We made righteous” (Surah 21:72). 
Allah is the one who made them righteous. Isaac and Jacob were “inspired” 
by Allah in “the doing of good deeds and the right establishment of worship 
and the giving of alms,” and the worship of Allah alone (Surah 21:73). It is by 
their “doing . . . good deeds” and being “worshippers of Us [Allah] (alone)” 
that they are righteous. (See also Surah 2:177.)

b. The Bible: Righteous by faith

How are Isaac and Jacob righteous before God?

Comparing the Qur’an and the Bible
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The promise given to Abraham is reaffirmed to Isaac (Gen. 26:2–4) and 
to Jacob (Gen. 28:13–15). Isaac and Jacob are righteous before God, as was 
their father/grandfather Abraham, by faith in the promise: “Abram believed 
the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness” (Gen. 15:6). As noted 
above, this verse from Genesis is quoted by Paul in Galatians 3:6–8.

David pleads, “Do not bring your servant into judgment, for no one liv-
ing is righteous before you [God]” (Ps. 143:2). Righteousness is “from God 
. . . through faith in Jesus Christ” (Rom. 3:22). Since “Abraham’s faith was 
credited to him as righteousness” (Rom. 4:9), “the promise comes by faith, so 
that it may be by grace,” and Abraham “is the father of us all”(Rom. 4:16).

Who are the recipients of  the promise made to Abraham?

As Romans 9:6–8 says, not “natural children” but “children of the promise” 
are called “Abraham’s offspring.” This promise of righteousness by faith is 
available to the natural descendants of Isaac and Ishmael and for all peoples. 
The promise to Abraham is that “all nations will be blessed through you” 
(Gal. 3:8; Gen. 12:3).

3. Summary

In the Qur’an, Isaac is listed after Abraham and Ishmael, whereas in bibli-
cal lists Isaac is included as the son of Abraham and no mention is made of 
Ishmael. In Surah 21:72, Isaac and Jacob are “made righteous” and “inspired” 
in the “doing of good deeds.” Throughout the Qur’an “righteousness” is al-
ways by belief in Allah and the doing of good deeds (see Surah 2:177). In the 
Qur’an it is not by faith in the promise of the “offspring [seed]” to Abraham 
that one is righteous before God (Gen. 15:6).

In the Bible, Isaac and Jacob are “righteous” because, like their forefather 
Abraham, they receive the gracious promise given to Abraham and believe in 
the promise, to be fulfilled in the Messiah, the “offspring” of Abraham. It is 
by faith in the promised Messiah that one is declared righteous before God. 
Such faith is demonstrated in the fruit of righteousness (Matt. 7:17; Phil. 1:11).

For discussion questions, see study guide 5.
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