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Note from the author
This paper is intended to be a general overview giving the reader 
a very simple idea of the history of the Muslim people. 

The purpose is to give the average person a basic understanding 
of what the core issue is as they watch current events unfold in 
the Near East.

The truth is, the behavior of many people (and from Christians 
in general) is based on a lack of understanding of the basic 
problem that I will present in this paper. The practical outcome 
I desire in sharing this is for each reader to focus on the chief 
attribute of the Christian life, which is Love.

My hope is that each of us will learn to love the Muslim 
population, as well as all other people groups in this world 
created in God’s image, loving them as Christ has loved us.
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Let’s start our journey in the early days of Biblical history. It’s
interesting to note that since the disagreement and separation of
brothers Jacob and Esau, there has been continual discord that has
traveled down the corridors of history. One side (Jacob’s clan) argues
that they are blessed of God and follow the only true God. The other side
(Esau’s clan) states that Jacob stole their birthright. Jacob’s clan states
that Jacob respectfully took what was being rejected or taken for
granted.

Based on Christian history, many races and religions have spawned
off Esau and Jacob, particularly Muslims and Jews and sects of each. 
Muslims have Sunni and Shia religions coming out of the Esau line, and
Jacob has Jewish, Christian, and Catholic out of his line. There have been
countless wars and never-ending debates to this day over this divide. 
Presently we are experiencing something coined as “extremism.” Each
religion has their version of extremism. Muslims have Islamic
terrorists and Christians have evangelical radicals. The religious
foundation of these two groups has been sadly misunderstood and
misused, not to mention taken out of the context of their origination.

There are different schools 

of thought as to when the 

Islamic religion was 

actually formed. Christian 

history suggests it started 

with Jacob and Esau’s 

dispute, but even before 

Jacob and Esau there was 

Ishmael and Isaac.
.
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School of Thought

The school of thought many Christian theologians and
teachers hold to is Islam began its roots in the account of Genesis
16:1-19, 17:20, 21:8-18, 25:18, and Galatians 4:21-31, which
references Abraham taking his maidservant Hagar (an Egyptian
woman) as a surrogate mother to his child. She gave birth to
Ismael who was not the chosen child that God had promised
Abraham. We later learned that Ishmael was never God’s plan for
Abraham’s offspring but that God would, through his wife Sarah,
produce the chosen child Isaac. A promise would come from
Abraham, Sarah, and Isaac (the family) and not Abraham, Hagar
and Ismael. Hagar and Ismael were eventually dismissed.  God
visits Hagar in her anguish and promised that through her son
there would also be a nation. Later, God makes a promise to
Abraham. This promise was an expanding promise found in
Genesis 26:1-5. 
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Another school of thought is that Jacob and Esau, the
offspring of Isaac (Abraham’s son from Sarah) was key to the
origins of Islam. Esau and Jacob were twins and were born at the
same time, as seen in Genesis 25 from Rebekah, Isaac’s
wife. Esau was first and then Jacob. Later in Genesis 25:27-34,
we find Esau giving up his blessing of the birth right to be heir of
Abraham and Isaac over a bowl of stew to his brother
Jacob. Furthermore, you find that Jacob and his mother later
maneuvered themselves to take that blessing or birthright from
Esau in Genesis 27. This story has brought much debate over the
land of Israel as the Jewish origins came from Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob. Christian teachers go on to claim that Esau became the
father of the Muslim world.

AD 610 during the month of Ramadan – Muhammad came
out of a cave where he was pleading with God for an answer
to a deep problem he saw in the world.

Interestingly enough, Muslims believe that Allah used Jacob
to carry out the Islam legacy. Jacob is mentioned some 16 times
in the Quran. Some believe that from the line of Esau came the
Muslim Nation.

A History of the
Muslim People
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With these two questions swirling in his mind, Muhammad
could not sleep at night. Night and day, he pondered these
questions. No matter who he asked, the answer given just made
no sense to him. So, Muhammad goes into a cave, to be alone with
God and find the answers to these two questions. When he came
out of the cave he told his wife and cousin what God had revealed
to him. He asked them to write it all down. The reason he did not
write it down himself is because he could not read or write.

You need to know this was not in Muhammad’s mind, the
writing down of a new religion, but an enlightenment to these
two questions he had pondered. Those two questions were key to
him; all the people of the world had a book and a person that told
the readers how to live life, and that there is a heaven and a hell,
and each person has to make a choice.

During this time Muhammad lived in Mecca and with a growing
number of followers he had them face Jerusalem when they
prayed. Why, because Jerusalem was the holy city.  Muhammad
continued to grow in popularity and as he did he became less
and less popular with the wealthy rulers in and around Mecca. 
For example, his teaching was based on his “enlightenment”.  

Note that in 600 years Christianity had spread to all the
known world except in what is called the Saudi Peninsula. 
Which begs the one word question - why?

. If you lived in that culture you might have noticed that the
Jews had many prophets and a book, Christians had a person
“Jesus” and a book, but the Arabic people had neither a book
nor a person, and so one would wonder - why?



He said those who followed him were to take care of the poor,
help those who need help, that life is not about hoarding things
for yourself - not all about getting more and more. We are
called to love and show our love by how we live. Why would he
teach this, according to his “enlightenment”? He said, “when
you die your opportunities are over because there is a real
heaven and a real hell and you better take care of those in need
now before it’s too late. It’s your responsibility to help those
less fortunate, it’s not someone else responsibility.”

Bottom line, those with wealth hated him for teaching this and
made his life extremely hard.  It became so bad that
Muhammad left town and landed in a small agricultural town
250 miles north of Mecca. It was here that his wife and cousin
continued to write down his revelations or “enlightenments”.   
It was also in this small rural town where he met two Jewish
groups who told him about Abraham. They shared with
Muhammad that Abraham had two sons, Ishmael and Isaac. 
Isaac led the Jewish nation and Ishmael went to Egypt. 
Abraham visited Isaac often. 

A History of the
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It's at this point a dispute over the identity of Muhammad’s 
religious successor caused the followers of Islam to divide 
into Sunnis and Shiites.

At this point it finally all comes together for Muhammed and he
understood but... back in Mecca, the wealthy and powerful
people kept hearing about Mohammed’s success so they decided
to go after him and kill him.  They sent two large armies to kill
him. However, because Muhammad had his own network and the
fact that he knew the terrain so well he used it to his advantage
and won the battle. You might remember this battle from your
history class days, it is known as the Battle of the Trench which
took place in AD 627.

When Mohammed returned home from this battle he soon found
out that the Jewish groups he trusted had sided with the Army of
Mecca. So, Muhammad kills them in a proactive strike out of
anger. To say he was really mad is an understatement. From this
moment on he had his followers turn their backs on Jerusalem
literally and start praying facing Mecca. With the power of this
win, in AD 630 Muhammad marched on Mecca in a preventive
strike. Upon his arrival however, the people opened their doors
wide for him. He became more popular and gained a tremendous
amount of wealth.

As often happens when a leader has an untimely death, in AD 632
there was a lot of discussion over who the new leader should be
after Muhammad’s passing. After all a lot was at stake. Islam by
this time was a religion and it was more than a private religion -
it dictated social and political events. The successor to
Muhammad would have powerful influence over society,
government, and trade. With Muhammad dead, “Who takes the
leadership role now?” was the new question that needed to be
answered.
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The Sunnis believe that Muhammad had no rightful heir and that a
“religious leader” should be elected through a vote among the Islamic
community's people. They believe that Muhammad's followers chose
Abu Bakr, Muhammad's close friend and an advisor to Muhammad, as his
successor.

Shiites believe that only Allah, the god of the Islam faith, can select
religious leaders and therefore, all successors must be direct
descendants of Muhammad's family. They maintain that Ali,
Muhammad's cousin and son-in-law, was the rightful heir to the
leadership of the Islam religion after Muhammad's death.

To help you understand the Middle East a little better keep in mind
that Saudi Arabia and Iran, the dominant Sunni and Shiite powers in the
Middle East respectively, often take opposing sides in regional conflicts. 
In Yemen, Shiite rebels from the north (the Houthis) overthrew a Sunni-
dominated government, leading to an invasion by a Saudi-led coalition. 
In Syria, which has a Sunni majority, the Alawite Shiite sect of President
Bashar al-Assad, which has long dominated the government, clings to
power amid a bloody civil war. And in Iraq, bitter resentments between
the Shiite-led government and Sunni communities have contributed to
victories by the Islamic State.

Of the 1.5 billion Muslims in 
the world, about 85% are 
Sunni and about 15% are Shia. 
(Sunni comes from the word 
sunnah meaning “the way of 
the prophet”, referring to the 
behavior of the Islamic 
prophet Muhammad. A Shiite 
is one who follows specific 
religious traditions).
.
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Conclusion
After reading this short history lesson it is easy for us to look

at the Middle East and say, “This is a complicated, messed up
region of the world that will never be settled.” It’s hard to
understand this part of the world that’s been fighting for
centuries and easy to turn a blind eye and our backs on
something that doesn’t directly involve us in the western world. 

But I never signed up for easy.  I signed up for worthwhile
and I hope you did too! We cannot forget that we are called to be
light and that our light, no matter how dim or insignificant we
think it is, shines best in the darkest places. We get frustrated
with corruption and injustice. At the same time let’s not forget
that we are called to be salt as well, and salt needs to be scattered
around to have an effect. 

Common-sense dictates that we flee from a troubled region
but God is calling us to proclaim the love of Jesus Christ and live
out Kingdom values in all parts of the world. 

After the three and one-half years of public ministry, Jesus told
those that followed him to do one thing: “Go and
make disciples.” Become life-long students of Jesus who are
willing and passionate to obey Him. (Matthew 28:19-20).
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“Does your version of Christianity get in the way of loving 
people God loves?” - From a pastor friend of mine

That statement was one of the last commands Jesus gave to His
followers and still was not the most important. The most
important was the teaching to Love God and Love others. 
(Matthew 22:38-40). As Christians we often focus on the need to
change ourselves through keeping church doctrine, biblical
mandates, and the latest new bible teaching that comes from a
pastor’s pulpit.  We fail to remember the greatest command of
all: love God and love others, even Muslims. He never said love
God and like others or love God and change others, nor love God
and only love others if they agree with you, believe like you, or
worship like you. The bottom line is, we are to love others as we
love ourselves.

Finally, Jesus taught that we are to live amongst each other
regardless of our race and religion. He even gave us simple
principles to live by. It is better to give than receive; better to
love than hate; better to feed the poor; better to take care of
widows and orphans; better to teach instead of dismiss; better to
serve instead of be served; better to walk in humility instead of
seeking fame. All these and more have been mentioned as good
principles to understand, but what about obeying them?

It is true that it is hard to relate to someone that is extreme and
that does not believe like we do. But the fact still remains and
has for the last 2000 years, as Christ followers we are called to a
higher plane. News reports of constant extremism here and
abroad desensitize each of us. The constant reinforcement to be
mad and hate other cultures because of their infrastructures in
religion, education, and politics has diminished the Christian
believer’s ability to think of others who have been created
equally in the image of God.



Tom Atema

This is a historically significant time for Christ followers to engage, to 

serve beside the Church, and to help develop missional leaders. The 

time to be salt and light is now. Current world events are opening 

opportunities that we’ve never had before and may never have again. I 

hope this brief explanation of the history of Muslims will encourage 

you to pray for them, for the people serving them in Jesus name, and 

maybe even go to the next level by investing in their lives yourself. 

That’s my prayer.


