
The Relationships Between Muslims and Christians: 

From Prophet Muhammad to Abbasid Caliph Mahdi 

Mustafa YiGiTOGLU8 

ABSTRAO 

The title refiects the relationship between Christians and Muslim s from Prophet 
Mu hammad to Abbasid Caliph Mahdi and this study will examine how the dialogue 
between Christians and Muslims has been improved. 

Muslims have taken Prophet Muhanıınad as one's model to irnprove the relations
hip ina friendly. The relationship between Christians and Muslim s and alsa the relati
onship Muslims and other religions'followers dates back to Prophet Muhamrnad and 
afterthe Pmphet Muhammad, the relationship has m ade too much progress si nce therı. 

Müslümanlarla Hıristiyanlar Arasındaki ilişkiler: 

Hz. Muhammed'den Abbasi Halifesi Mehdi'ye 

ÖZET 

Ça lı şma mız, Hz. Peygamberden Abbasi Halifesi Mehdi'ye kadar ki süreçte Müs
lüman-Hıristiyan iliş kil erini ele alm aktadır. Müslümanların, Hıristiyanlar ve diğer din 
mensupla rı ile ilişkilerinde tek model hiç şüphes iz ki ; Hz. Muhammed olmuştur. Müs
lümanlar ile Hıristiyanlar arasındaki iliş kilerde olduğu gibi Müslümanlar ile di ğe r din 
mensupları arasındaki ili şkilerin temeli de Hz. Muharnmed'e dayanma ktadır. Hz. Pey
gamber'den sonra lıu iliş kile r farklı aşam alarda g(inürnlize kadardevarn etmiştir. 

Hulefa-i Raşidin döneminde, Müslümanlar ile Hıristiyanlar a rasınd aki diyaloglar 
müspet iliş kiler çerçevesindeydi. Bu dönemde münasebetler farklı nüanslarla da olsa, 
Hz. Peygamber zama nında olduğu gibi devarn ettirilmeye ça lı şılmıştır. Hz. Muhammed 
döneminden sonra Müslümanlar, birçok yerleri fe thederek is l am'ın kendine has ruhuyla 
birlikte huzur ve maneviyarını getirerek, bu özellikleri buralarda tatbik etmişlerdir. 
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11ıere are a lot of religions in our present world. All religions of to day 

haverootsin the past. Clearlrı in our great world, is getting sınaller "small 

world" ·where religious and cultural pluralism seem an inescapable real

ity, we are witnessing the beginning of new age in relationship between 

Muslims andChristiansin particular. All mankin d has been created as the 

most honoured of all creatures in the ımiverse. There is no doubt about 

it. Actually, all people, in proportion to his own capability, looks for kind

ness and beauty according to the values of the society in which he grew 

up and the information he could obtain. Everybody is inclined to love 

and friendship. If he hasn't any intellectual illness, what guides him >vill 

be the knowledge and values he obtained. Certainly, even inter-religious 

dialogues cannot be exempt from these principles. 

We most certainly need presence today more than before. Our world 

reached a phase where it bears many disasters despite wide opportuni

ties offered by new modern technologies. On the other hand, unequal 

distribution of resources and income, injustice in economy, inequality 

among people and societies produced many unprecedented struggles. 1 

Clearly ·we are living in this small world and this earth belongs to all of 

humanki nd and definitely there is no another one where ·we can keep on 

:vıalıınut Aydın, Modern Western Chrhtian Theologiacal Understanding of Muslim s Si nce 
the Second Vaitcan Council, U S.'l.: Library of Congress Catalo ging in Pııblication, 2002, s. l -7. 
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our life. Therefore, stopping these negatives is one of the most impoıtant 

responsibilities of the who le humanity with all i ts institutions. The only 

sensible ro u te of achieving this w ili be spreading the culture of peace, and 

relationship. 

The title reflects the relationship between Christians and Muslims 

from Prophet Muhammad (p.b.u.h) to the early relationship with Chris

tians after the first Caliphs and this study will examine how the dialogue 

between Christians and Muslims has been improved. Certainly, if we 

study the Holy Qyr'an and Hadith carefully, we could see how the rela

tionship between Chıistians and Muslims based on and will be improved 

by believers. Muslims have taken Prophet Muhammad as one's model to 

inıprove the relationship in a friendly. The relationship between Chıis

tians and Muslinıs and also the relationship Muslims and other religions' 

followers dates back to Prophet Muhammad and after the Prophet Mu

hammad, the relationship has made too much progress since then. 

During the time of the Prophet Muhammad, there were so me tribes 

belonged who were Christians in Saudi Arabia (earlier 7th century). 

Christians had already come to the Arabian Peninsula before Islam but 

Christianity couldn't get its own power toward Arabian people (Arabs) 

and Christianity couldn't be spread on the Arabian Peninsula. Seen from 

a certain perspective, the Christian and Muslim relationship absolutely 

began before the institution of many of the lslamic ri tes. 

Prophet time's relationship was very friendly between Christians and 

Muslims. Relation of Muslirns to Christians was different from the rela

tionship others. According to the Qur'an, the relationship of Christians 

is more kind thanJewish. The ~ır'an informs about this subject: "Thou 

wilt find the most vehement of mankin d in hostility to those who believe 

(to be) the Jews and the idolaters. And thou wilt find the ncarest of them 

in affection to those who believe (to be) those who say: Lo! We are Chris

tians. That is because there are among them priest and monks, and be

cause they are not proud."2 
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When Muhammad became the prophet and the suras of the Qur 'an 

revealed in Mecca and Medina do demonstrate that Muhammad had a 

better knowledge of Christianity and other religions and thus1 that he 

must have had some contact with Christians and also anather people 

thcrc. Muhammad didn't wait long for his rcligion to bccomc kııown1 
after became the prophet. God has seen fıt to complete the religion 

of Islam cvcn bcforc his dcath. Aftcr revelation, it was rcvcalcd to th e 

Prophet that his mis si on should be universal. Muhammad is said to have 

scnt envoys to the Icaders of the kingdoms and princcs of the world, 

bordering Arabia in order to invite them to the religion of islam.~ The 

embassy to the king of Persia1 Chosroes Parvis w as received w ith dis

dain and contumcly. He was haughtily amazed at the boldncss of the 

Mecca fugitive in addressing him of invitation to Islam and dismissed 

the cnvoy from his prescncc with great contcmpt. When the Prophct 

received information on this treatment1 he calmly observed: "Thus will 

the Empirc of Chosrocs be tom to pieccs.''4 The embassy to Hcraclitus1 

the Emperor of the Romans1 was received much more politely and rev

erentially. He treated the ambassador with great respect and sent the 

Prophet a gracious reply to his message.5 

I would you like to add the Prophet's invitation to show the Proph

et's relationship with Christians on this subject. The contcnts of the 

Prophet's invitation were as follows: "In the name of Allah1 the Benefı

ccnt, and the Mcrciful. This lctter is from Muhammad the slavc of Allah 

and His Messenger to Heraclitus th e ruler of Byzantine. Peace is upon 

him who follows the right path. Furthcrmorc1 I invitc you to Islam, and 

if you become a Muslim you will be safe1 and Allah ·will double your 

reward1 and if you reject this invitation of Islam1 you will be commit

ting a sin by misguiding you subjects." The Prophet added thi s verse on 

this invitation: "Say (O Muhammad): 'O People of Scripture: com e to 

a word that is just bctwcen us and you, that wc worship no ne but Allah, 

3 .'vlıırumımcd ILıınidu!Lılı, İslam Pcyı;ambcri, Siltili Tuğ (sx"·-), İsLınbul: İrtın Y:ıy, 1993, C.1, s. 308. 

4 Haınidullah, age., s . . '>.'il-.'>8.'1. 
S Hamidullalı, age., ·' · 343-350. 
6 Z. Kmırapa, Pcyı;ambcriıni:l İslam Dini ve ~r-iMübc~~rc, i,ıanbul: l'alilı Y:ıynıcv~ 1967, s. 368. 
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and that we associate no partners ·with Him and that none of us sh all 

take others as lords besides Allah.' Then, if they tum away, say: 'Bear 

witness that we are Muslims."'7 

An other envoy was sent to an Ara b price of the Ghassanite tribe, a 

Christian feudatory of Heraclitus. 11ıis prince, instead of receiving the 

envoy with any respect, cruelly murdered him. This act cansed great con

sternation among the Muslims, who considered it as an mıtrage of inter

national obligations.s 

No mo re than a htmdred and fıfty years passed from thenuntil the voice 

ofislam were waving benveen Spain in the west and India, Turkistan and 

indeedin the east. Thus by joining Islam, the territories of al Sham9 Iraq, 

Persia and Afghanistan have linked the Arabian Peninsula with the kingdom 

of"the Son ofHeaven:' on the other hand, the Islamizatian ofEgypt, Con

stantinople, Burqah, Tunisia, Algeria and Morocco have linked the native 

land ofMuhaınmad (p.b.u.h) with Europe and Africa. ıo 

According to Islamic history, at the fırst emigration, we are witness

ing the best friendship between the Prophet Muhammad and Christians 

King, Al Najashi (Negus). Makkan persecution of the Muslims increased 

in intensity. Many Muslims now became so subject to torture and murder 

thatMuhammad instructed them to disperse throughout the world. When 

they asked where they should go, he had heard of the righteousness, toler

ance and hospitality of the neighbouring Christian king of Abyssinia, he ad

vised them to escape to Abyssinia (today Ethiopia), the Christian kingdom, 

w here "a king rules without injustice, alan d of truthfulness, un til Go d le ad s 

us to a way out of our diffıculty:•ıı 

Muslims immigrated to Abyssinia at Muhammad's advice. The fırst 

group to emigrate included four ·women and eleven men. After leaving 

M akkah, they arrived in Abyssinia where they lived under the protection 

Konrapa, age., s. 369. 
R Ham idullah, age., ' · 327 -330. 
9 Al Sham, or D i yar al Sham rcfcrs lo lhc l crrilorics prcS<.•nlly known '" Lcbano n, Syria, Paklsinc 

and )ordaıı. (Nuri, Üıılü,Anahatlarıyla İslanı Tarihi, İstanbul: M.Ü.İ.hk. Yay, 1984, s. ll O) 
ll) M. ~Vatt, İslam Av rupa'da Hulusi Yavu7. (çev.), İstanbul : h Yayın c ılı k, \~~ ı, ' · 97·1 13 . 
ll A. C. Es Sehhar , Pcygambarimiz Efcndimi7, ivl. '>'<ırlı (ı,x•v. ), İs~ınbul: Cıi;<ıloğlu ~ıyıncv~ s. 84-SS. 
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of the Negus un til they heard that the Muslims in Makkah had become 

secure against Quraysh's attacks, as we shall see a little later. When upon 

return they found the Quraysh's persecution stronger than it ever was 

before, they immigrated once more to Abyssinia, this time about eighty 

men, not coımting women and children. This larger group, of Muslims 

lived in Christian King Al Nejashi's country until after the Prophet's emi

gration to Yathrib. Their eınigration to Abyssinia is usually referred to as 

"the fırst eınigration in Islaın.'' 12 Clearly, it is understood that Prophet's 

time, the relationship between Christians and Musliıns was very friend

ly. The Prophet Mu hammad invited people to Islam and the role of the 

Prophet in this period ·was in particular that of an announcer and warner 

and teller people a piece of Islam. 

After Prophet Muhammad the relationship between Muslims and 

Christians was developed in different line. Because of the Muslim-Ar

ab conqueror (Fatih) that conquered new places, the Middle East and 

Northern Africa brought the faith of Islam with scripture of Islam and 

their own language and was created Islaınic Polity and a new structure 

with the Caliph asa supreıne leader. 

Abu Bakr was Caliph for only hvo years, three months and ten days. 

This was a rclativelty very short period of time in the life of people. But 

duıing this shoıt period, Abu Bakr was ab le to do considerable thin gs for 

young religion. These achievements have made his name immoıtal. 11ıey 

have placed him among the greatest men of all time. When Abu Bakr too 

over, Islam was confıned to Arabia alone. And here, too i ts hold was rather 

shaky. In ınany parts of the coımtry, Islam was but a name. It was not a way 

oflife with most people. Scores of tribes had thought of the Prophet has a 

m ere king. They tired to throw offhis yoke as soon as he was no ınore. Abu 

Bakr taught these people a lasting lesson. He taught theın that Islam was a 

wayoflife. 

Abu Bakr was as sineere as he was fırın in faith. He lived up to eve

ry word of w h at he said at the beginning of his Caliphate. He was never 

l2 l's Schhar, age., s. 85-88. 
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anything but the faithful agent of Allah and His Apostle, and the hum

blest servant of his people. It was this fact which won him deepest love 

and respect for all dasses of his people. The result was that Islam took 

an unshakable h old on the country of i ts birth. Soon it gathered enough 

strength to overlap its boundaries. It struckat the two most feared powers 

of th e time. Abu Bakr had put ls lam on the road to worldwide expansion. u 

The Prophet showed by his example who that goal could be reached. 

H e sh o wed how the power of the State shouldn't be u sed for private en ds 

but for the public good. Abu Bakr was the first among his followers to 

live up the Prophct's example. He got no personal gain out of the Cali

phate. He spent every minuted of the last two years oflife in the service of 

his people, but got not a money as wages. In short, Abu Bakr showed the 

world what government of the people, for the people, and by the people 

really meant.1
·
1 

Omar was Caliph for ten and a half years. T his period stands out 

as the golden age oflslam. Omar personally looked into the smallest af

fairs of the people. He worked like a empoyee full time. At night, he went 

araund the city to find out for himself how people lived and felt.1
' 

Omar had a big state to manage. H e proved more then equal to the 

task. He was called upon to took after huge military campaigns, going on 

at one and the same time, in the eastand west. He met this challenge with 

breatlıtaking succes. History w as nothing to put beside this achievement. 

After he was called upon to bring peace and order to his vast state. Here 

again his success was unequalled. The freedom, justice and securitywhich 

he gave to his people were unknown in any other part of the world.16 Us

man was Caliph for ab out twelve years. D esp i te internal troubles, Usman's 

Caliphate di d see expansion of the state. N ort Africa was added to it. Ris

ings in different part~ were quikly put down. 

13 Mahnıut,Şakir, Dört Halife, Hulefa-iRaşidin, tst.ı ıılıui : Kahranıaıı Yayıııları , 1996,s. 10 1-13 1 
14 lL Dursun, Yıldız, Duğu~tan Günümüze llüyük İslam Tarihi: Hulcfa-i Ra~idin ve Eıncvilcr, 

Konya: Kombassan Yay., 1994 s. W-62. 
15 Yıldı 7, oge., s. 106- 1 R3. 

16 Ö. Rt:t..ı, Dognı~ Asr-ı Saadet, İstanbul: N"~riyal Yayınlar~ 1978, s. 325-33 ı. 
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ln the course of almost sixcentuıies, from 7 to 13 A.l), Muslim civiliza

tion displayed its openness in a constant with other cultures and civiliza

tions. In the last instance, this openness was promoted by the spiıit of reli

gious and cultural tolerance prevailingin the oikumene of the Arab-Muslim 

Caliphate, which expanded from the Indus to Gibraltar. The Persian wis

dom and Greek reason became component parts of the Muslim spiritual 

culture. In conditions of political-legal and religious pluralism within the 

frame·work of Islam, the creatoı·s of the classical culture of the Arab-Muslim 

middle ages were not only Arabs, but also representatives of many other 

peoples. Despite vaıious controversy and fıghts between the Arab-Muslim 

world and Medieval Euro pe, as well as the various collisions within the Ca

liphate itsel~ Baghdad, Cairo, and Cordoba became the major cultural cen

tres which defined the coıırse ofinteraction with other civilizations. 

This frankness to relationship has, exactly, allowed medieval Europe 

to consider asa component of i ts own culture not onlythe heritage of an

tiquity received from the Arabs, but also the many achievements of das

sical Arab-Muslim in the fields of science. lt is interesting to note, that on 

the basis of interaction between civilizations independent culhıres were 

generated and developed ·which simultaneously belonged to lslamic and 

European civilizations. 

11ıe early relationship with Chıi stian s after the first Caliphs, doesn't 

contain all of the discussions available to us from this period but contains 

more specific information regarding the three dialogues which appear to 

have characterized and influenced th e development of these talks in gen

eral. The Christian-Muslim relationship actually began before the institu

tion of many lslamic rites; fırstlywe are seeing the some various contacts 

with Christians which had been done by the Prophet Muhammad, also 

after the Prophet these contacts has been improved by Muslim s. The gen

eral atmosphere of the three dialogues, which is very brief in i ts elf, again 

refl ects the situation of its environment. 11ıese hi stoıical dialogues are 

very im portant and indeed a milestone in the Islamic history. 

The relationship between Christians and Muslims changed first dis

putes of religion started towards Islamic understanding with 'Aınr al-'As 
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by the Patriarch of Antakya (Ancient city in Turkey) Yuhanna ed Dimiski 

(Johannes Damascenes). The general history and the chronology, per

mit us to say that it concerns a dialogue of "the PatriarchJohn I with the 

Amr al-As ina city ofSyria in 639P John ofDamascus (Johannes Dama

scenes), an eminent theologian of the Eastern Church, drives his surname 

from Damascus, where he was born about the close of the seventh cen

tury. His Arabic name was al- Mansur (the Victor), and he received the 

epithet Chrysorrhoas (gold-pouring) on account of his eloquence. 18 

This early relationship contains the bare essentials of w hat was later to 

fallow i the Muslim centres in on the versions of the Go s pel and the deity of 

Chıist, and the Christian replydraws hea"ilyon Old Testament references.~'' 

The studies ofJohn ofDamascus on the subject ofislam reinstruc

tional in nature and even his example dialogues with Muslims. After giv

ing a short introduction to Islam, in which he also explains Muslim pren

ciples, John begins to show how various Islamic understanding can be 

forn1ed. The bıief dialogue ofTheodore Abu Quıı-a is also as it porb·ays 

an application of the Mushm prenciples of progressive revelation and a 

typical Melkite response according to the methods related by John ofDa

mascus.20 

The discussion extended day by day especially those that had been 

staıted by Dimiski (J. Damascus). These arguments have been a model 

argument by his supporters until today. A lot of books were written by 

Christian's authors towards the Islaınic understanding. In Mushm htera

tures these books were called as reddiye (polemics).21 In time, Islam would 

prove to otherwise. Also polemic books were written towards Christianity 

by Muslim's ulama. Unfoıtunatel)'j practically no discussion appears to have 

been preserved from the fırst 100 years of Christian-Muslim interaction. 

17 M. Ay(luı, Müslümaniann Hıri•tiyanlara Kar~ı Yawığı Reddiyeler ve Tartı~ma Konuları, 

Ankara, T.D.V. Yayuılar4 1998, s. 28. 

19 Ncwman, age., s. 8. 

20 CasimAvc:ı, islamllizans İlişkileri (M. 6 10-847), (Yayınlanınanıış Doktora Tezi, Uluda~ Üni· 
versitesi SRF, 1997), p.lll 

21 Aydıo, age., s. 28-29. 
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11ıe relationship of the Umayyad Caliph Umar ll with Byzantine Em

peror Leo lll, there is a tradition in Eastem Chıistian Churches, often 

referred to by Oriental Christians even at present day, to the effect that 

early in the 8th century there was exchange of letters on the questions 

of the respective merits of Christianity and Islam, between the Umayyad 

C ali ph U mar II (717-720 A.D) and the Byzantine Emperor Leo III, the I 

sarurian (717- 741 A.D ), which the Emperor refuted the claims oflslamY 

We have notkes of this correspondence in various sources. The Byzan

tine Chronographer Theophanous (d. 818 A.D), writing of the second year 

of the Caliphate of 'U mar, the year when there was a great earthquake in 

Syria, and w hen 'U mar w as making great efforts to have the Christians ofhis 

realm accept Islam, says: "he also sent aa letter to the Emperor Leo, think

ing that he ınight persuade himalsoto accept Islam," a statement which is 

repeated in much the same word by Cedrenus2ı (c.llOOA.D ).21 

The fallowing discussion between the Caliph Malıtü (775-785 A.D) 

and the Patriarch Timothy I (780-823 A.D) are the first examples of the 

Nestorian-Abbasid dialogue. Shortly after coming to power, the Abbasids 

changed the capital of their empire from Oamascus to Baghdadj a move 

which al so took the court of the caliphs away fomı the religious influence of 

the Melkites (Orthodox) and Jacobite in the West and brought them into 

sphere of the Nestoıians in the East.25 

11ıe dialogue, theological discussion between the Nestoıian Patıiarch 

Timothy l and the Abbasid Cal ip h Mahdi had strong reasons for believing 

that it contains as faithful an analysis as could possibly be m ade under the 

circumstances of the questions and anS\vers of the C ali ph and the Patriarch?6 

It should be emphasized that writing a history on the relationship 

which has been debated from Prophet's time to our present time in the 

2 2 Avc~ age., s. llS. 

2 .'1 Cedrenus, Geo rge Cedrenus o r Kedrenos was the outho r ofByzantine world history. He was a 
Gr~el( m on k, of w h use li~ nuthlng is knuwn. Bk1 .. Di<.:tionaT}' o f Gr~ek and Rornan Bio graphy 
and iv!ythology, http:// www.anö"nılibrary.coın/sınith-bio /0667.htınl (avilabk 2011) 

24 ~ewınan .. age., s. S7-S8. 
25 ;.J"e\vman, age., ."i . 57-163. 
2 6 Avc~ age., s.1SU. 
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world. There is always a need for Christians and Muslims to grow in mu

tual knowledge and cstcem. Even when they have bcen living side by sidc 

for many years, perhaps for centuries, real knowledge and appreciation 

of the other is oftcn vcry slight. An effort has to be made; othcrwise the 

harmony that has been taken for granted may suddenly be threatened. 

Certainly the relationship between Muslims and Christians can be 

discussed in the several contcxts, positive and ncgative. Among others, 

there is the current world sihıation in which there are conflicts being 

waged in parts of the world. 11ıere is the continuing relationsip at the ]ev

cl ofleadcrship bcn.vecn Islam, by scholars and various Islamic organiza

tions around the ·world1 and Chıistianity1 by the Vatican, the World Concil 

of Churches and Pop c John Paul II in particular. 

Muslims and Christians also another religious people have been li v

ing together for over I 400 years and have always engaged actively with 

the other. From the fırst days aftcr Hz. Muhammad the traditional mu

tual perceptions began forming and gave rise to certain attitudes that have 

influenced Muslim-Chıistian relations ever since. As Muslims began to 

encounter Christians they di d so armed with so me knowledge of Christi

anity and the the tenets ofjesus. After the deatlı of the Prophet in 632 the 

Islamic tcrritories expandcd and within a short time spread covered the 

Middle East and North Africa and within these territories were huge pop

ulations of Chıistian s. For hundreds of years there ·were probably larger 

populations of Christians and other faiths than there were Muslims and 

they lived at peace ·with each other. 
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