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TALKING POINTS #5 

TOPICS IN CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM RELATIONS 

 

FORGIVENESS AND SALVATION 
 
 
Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord”, will enter the kingdom 
of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father in 
heaven.  Matthew 7:21 
 
On that Day, people will come forward in separate groups to be 
shown their deeds:  whoever has done an atom's-weight of good 
will see it, but whoever has done an atom's-weight of evil will see 
that.  Q 99:6-8 
 
A question often heard by Christians is the following: “Christians 
live in the assurance that they will go to heaven.  Do Muslims 
share a similar assurance?”  A simple answer or easy response to 
this question masks the complexity in the teachings about 
forgiveness and salvation in both Christian and Muslim traditions.   
 
U.S. soldiers from a Christian background, when suffering violent 
attacks in Iraq or Afghanistan, have reported their mixed 
experiences of fear, prayer, and trust; they speak of a trust that 
they will be with God should they die.  Do Muslims speak of trust 
in this way? 
 
In February of 1991, the U.S. ground invasion sent tanks over 
Iraqi minefields, bunkers, and trenches and dumped earth and 
sand—knowing that they would bury alive the estimated 80 to 250 
Iraqi soldiers in the trenches (see Eric Schmitt, “U.S. Army Buried 
Iraqi Soldiers Alive in Gulf War,” New York Times, 15 Sept 1991). 
A few days later, a Minnesota university class of undergraduates 
discussed the religious implications of this event and wondered 
what the predominately Muslim Iraqi soldiers were thinking, 
knowing they were about to be buried alive.  One student, a 
Muslim from Egypt, stated, “I think they were praying and feeling 
the closeness of heaven.”  As painful as these experiences were 



for Christian and Muslim soldiers alike, the responses of trust 
sound similar. 
 
In both Christian and Muslim traditions, God is seen as just and 
forgiving—suggesting that human beings are to be held 
accountable for their actions, but that the knowledge of God’s 
forgiveness keeps alive the hope of heaven.  As the introductory 
scripture passages show, Christians facing death may indeed feel 
guilt about their past trespasses against God and other people. 
But they also trust that God’s saving action through Jesus Christ 
has restored them to a right relationship with God and prepared a 
place for them in the afterlife.  
 
The Islamic tradition has generally rejected the notion that 
someone else can and should intercede to save sinful humans.  
The Qur’an asserts that humans individually are responsible for 
their own deeds.  At the same time, there is a long debate in the 
tradition about whether the Prophet Muhammad and the Saints 
will intercede on behalf of Muslims.  The 99 Most Beautiful Names 
of God (mostly found in the Qur’an) reveal something of the 
expectation of God in Muslims’ experience; God is merciful, most 
forgiving, loving, and compassionate.  The Qur’an reassures its 
readers of God’s mercy, forgiveness, and guidance, which are 
sufficient to enable Muslims to follow God’s will and stay on the 
“straight path” that leads ultimately to Paradise.  One authentic 
Hadith even states that “Whoever professes ‘There is no god but 
God’ enters Paradise” (Bukhari). 
 
Islam does not have a doctrine of original sin; the Qur’anic view of 
the plight of humanity, or the very nature of being human in the 
world, is distinct from the Christian interpretation of the fallen 
human being.  For Muslims, the human being requires significant 
guidance insofar as humans are forgetful, slothful, weak, hasty, 
proud, prone to go astray, self-deceptive, and idolatrous.  
Christians would agree that the above characteristics are a part of 
being human in the world.  And yet, for Christians, given the reality 
of sin, guidance alone is insufficient for human salvation; a radical 
divine intervention in human life is necessary. 
 
Neither the Christian nor Muslim traditions can be reduced to a 
simple formula on sin, salvation, or any other theological point.  
Those Muslims who believe that their eternal destiny comes down 

to a close weighing of accumulated good deeds versus bad 
deeds, ignore the centuries-long debate in Islam about how God’s 
judgment and forgiveness will be exercised.  Those Christians 
who believe that the Gospel frees us for our own self-indulgence 
and self-glorification both distort the Gospel and ignore the biblical 
texts that stress the importance of love of the neighbor and good 
works in the world.  Muslims and Christians in relationship have 
an opportunity to discuss and learn from one another about both 
the mercy of God and the motivation for and importance of good 
deeds.  As Paul recounts in Galatians 5:6: “For in Christ Jesus, 
neither circumcision nor uncircumcision counts for anything; the 
only thing that counts is faith working through love.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION 

 
1. List what you know about particular aspects of the Christian 

view of human sin and God’s saving action toward humans. 
How does this Christian perspective compare with other types 
of Christianity with which you are familiar?  How do your 
reflections compare with what you know of the Islamic 
tradition?  

 
2. At the top of this Talking Point, please read Matthew 7:21 and 

Surah 99:6-8 aloud.  Compare the criteria for God's judgment 
of humans in the Bible and Qur'an.  What have you learned 
from this comparison?  About what remaining issues would 
you like to learn more? 

 
3. Read the stories of human disobedience in Genesis 3 and the 

Qur’an, Q 7:10-27 and 2:30-39.  Compare the versions for 
these aspects: the role of the tempter figure, the behavior of 
the humans (both male and female), and God’s response to 
human disobedience.  What did you find most surprising in 
both the Bible and Qur’anic stories?  What are the similarities 
and differences? 


