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                    To the Truth  

 and all beings who are thirsty for knowledge and truth  
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 Th is book is a product of years (and perhaps lifetimes) of work in search for truth and 

seeking the reality of God. I fully appreciate that some Muslims might fi nd certain 

arguments made controversial, especially on the psychological state of Mu h.  ammad. 

However, statements made are not meant to off end anyone, but a sincere search for 

knowledge and truth. Not a single disrespect is intended in any way. 

 I would like the reader to have an open mind. You do not need to agree to all, part, 

or any of the arguments. My intention is to provide observations without necessarily 

making assertions. I do not want to push any conclusion on you. I would love for 

you to draw your own conclusions based on these observations. Th e Qur ʾ  an, aft er all, 

frequently invites its audience to think, contemplate, ponder, and refl ect upon its words. 

As such, if I achieve in making you do just that, then I would accomplish that goal, even 

if you end up disagreeing with me. We are all in a journey in pursuit of truth without 

any hidden agendas or blind convictions. I am fallible and when we put our minds 

together we can further understand and learn from each other what lies behind reality. 

 I hope you forgive my shortcomings and insanity.  

   Preface          
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   Arabic  

ʾ   ء    f  ف  r  ر   

 q  ق  z  ز   a,  ā  ا  

 k  ك  s  س  b  ب  

 l  ل  sh  ش  t  ت  

.s   ص  th  ث    m  م   

.d   ض  j  ج    n  ن   

.h   ح    h  ة  ,  ه   .t   ط   

.z   ظ  kh  خ     w,  ū  و   

ʿ   ع  d  د     y, i,  ī  ي   

   gh  غ  dh  ذ  

 Th e short vowelization at the end of a word is typically omitted. 

 I am using  Th e Study Qur ʾ  an  (henceforth  TSQ ) as the main translation for the 

Qur ʾ  anic quotations throughout the book, unless otherwise noted: Nasr, Seyyed 

Hossein, ed.,  Th e Study Quran  (New York,  NY : HarperOne, 2015).  

   Other languages  

 Th e book uses other languages, mainly Semitic and Greek. For Semitic terms, the 

transliteration follows similar to the Arabic with vowelization sometimes omitted. For 

Greek, it follows conventional methods.     

   Notes on Transliteration          

x
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 Th e Science Behind Revelation            

  Th is book investigates a hermeneutical method for the Qur ʾ an called intertextual 

polysemy. Since the method makes extensive use of intertextuality and polysemy, linking 

various words in the Qur ʾ an with one another, as well as linking the Qur ʾ an with the 

Bible, then it is important to understand why that is. Because the intertextuality and the 

use of polysemy and metaphor is complex, very much like jigsaw puzzle pieces in need 

of putting together, it brings us to an understanding of the high sophistication of 

Qur ʾ anic linguistics. Th is book proposes three possibilities of how that came about: 

(i) Mu h.  ammad was in an altered state of consciousness and the fl ow came naturally to 

him, according to our modern understanding of neuropsychology, (ii) the author(s) and 

redactors of the Qur ʾ an applied a highly sophisticated interweaving of intertextualities, 

or (iii) there is a divine element that built this sophistication within the Qur ʾ an, while 

perhaps Mu h.  ammad was unaware of it, causing even him to be unable to comprehend 

what he is hearing of the Qur ʾ anic words. Each one of these possible reasons gives us a 

diff erent perspective, historical, literary, and theological respectively. 

 Personally, I lean more toward the fi rst reason, which has a neuropsychological 

basis. Th is is because it off ers us a possible reason with the least assumptions. Th e level 

of sophistication in the intertextual examples that are in this book seems unlikely to be 

the product of a highly erudite team of author(s) and redactors. It seems much more 

likely that this level of sophistication was produced by a single person than many 

working together. Since the third reason is theological, it requires the assumption of 

divinity, the ability of this divinity to communicate with humans, and a reason for such 

divinity to do so. As such, it becomes more of a philosophical exercise that can only be 

speculated upon. Th erefore, I fi nd that by applying Ockham’s razor, the fi rst reason is 

the simplest to answer why the Qur ʾ an can perhaps have this high level of sophistication 

in its intertextualities. 

 To be clear, leaning toward the fi rst reason, which uses our scientifi c knowledge of 

neuropsychology, does not necessarily mean I am a reductionist. If there is a divine 

or mystical element in the revelation and inspiration of the Qur ʾ an, it is very much 

possible that it has occurred through a natural method of neuropsychology. As such, I 

am not dismissing divine origination of the Qur ʾ an by accepting a scientifi c reason of 

what perhaps naturally occurred to Mu h.  ammad. Today, we have scientifi c knowledge 

of what natural phenomena cause rainfall, which include the combination of 

atmospheric moisture, temperature, pressure, etc. Th e Qur ʾ an frequently states that it is 

God that causes rain to fall (e.g., Qur ʾ an 27:60, 29:63, 39:21). If we accept the scientifi c 
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causes of rainfall, it does not necessarily mean that we dismiss God’s role in it. It is very 

much possible that God causes the rain to fall through the means of natural laws, 

which, if there were a God, natural laws could have been enacted by God. Th erefore, if 

we accept a scientifi c cause of what occurred in Mu h.  ammad’s mind during the time of 

his alleged revelation, it also does not necessarily mean that we are dismissing its divine 

origination, if any. 

 When using psychology, the book intentionally avoids psychoanalytic methods. 

Sigmund Freud and Carl G. Jung have placed their fi ngerprints on psychoanalysis, and 

Jung has used it extensively to describe religious experiences. However, psychoanalysis 

may be considered somewhat of a pseudoscience and speculative when compared 

to the advances in neuropsychology. Th ere have been attempts to psychoanalyze 

Mu h.  ammad, such as Duncan B. Macdonald  1   and Maxime Rodinson,  2   but psychoanalysis 

is not the methodology that this book probes. Th is book takes into account 

neuropsychological research as a basis to understand what might have gone through 

Mu h.  ammad’s mind. For the purpose of this book, I will not delve into the mind–body 

problem to distinguish between the mind and the brain. I only look at our understanding 

of neuropsychology, and whenever that science advances, then so would our 

understanding of the distinction between the mind and the brain, if any. 

 Assessing a psychobiography of Mu h.  ammad is only good as his biography, which 

may not be without myth.  3   It must be clear, however, that due to limitations on the 

accuracy of these tales of Mu h.  ammad’s childhood and life, I will not use them to 

determine the cause of his psychological state of mind during his alleged mystical 

experience.  4   I will only use the traditional account of such mystical experience, and more 

precisely, the descriptions of Mu h.  ammad in the cave. As such, I will not consider what 

kinds of childhood traumas and upbringing might have predisposed him to mystical 

experience, as to the most part not only are they unknown to modern historians, but 

were also unknown to early historians, who fi lled them with possible legends. I will only 

evaluate the narratives of what symptoms he appears to have had during such an 

experience. Th ere have been previous attempts to write a psychobiography of Mu h.  ammad 

in a polemical manner against him.  5   Th is book does not endorse a psychobiography for 

the propagation of a certain agenda, but for an objective understanding through 

an interdisciplinary nature. As such, it avoids pseudo- psychoanalytics in favor of 

neuropsychology. Also, it avoids the full historical tradition of Mu h.  ammad that can be 

fuzzy in its accuracy, in favor of a single instant during his alleged mystical experience in 

the cave to derive his symptoms. 

 Since Mu h.  ammad’s experiences correlate with our modern scientifi c knowledge of 

the psychological basis of mystical experience and symptoms of an altered state of 

consciousness, it suggests that these narratives either may be true, or that whoever 

made up the descriptions of these narratives might have themselves achieved such 

mystical experiences and related their subjective experience to that of Mu h.  ammad. 

In other words, the biographers who started the narratives of what happened to 

Mu h.  ammad when he fi rst claimed to receive revelations while in a cave may have 

themselves experienced them or saw or heard of individuals who had experienced 

them and retroactively suggested that this might have been what Mu h.  ammad also 

experienced. Hopefully, using this constrained method of psychobiography would 
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reduce its pitfalls and avoid its concerns, as outlined by William Runyan in  Life Histories 

and Psychobiography .  6   

 A psychological critique to help understand the Qur ʾ an might be a new fi eld in 

Qur ʾ anic studies, but it certainly is not in the fi eld of Psychological Biblical Criticism, 

in which it had fl ourished. Psychoanalyzing Biblical fi gures has come a long way in not 

only reading the text, but also what lies behind the text. J. Harold Ellens, Wayne G. 

Rollins, and D. Andrew Kille have pioneered this fi eld in Biblical studies,  7   and perhaps 

time has dawned for it to enter the fi eld of Qur ʾ anic studies, as well. 

 Th is book makes use of various examples of intertextual polysemy for Qur ʾ anic 

hermeneutics. Some of the examples used would be of great interest to scholars and 

students of Qur ʾ anic studies, as it provides many Biblical contexts and subtexts for the 

Qur ʾ anic arguments philologically. It will also be of interest to lay people who would 

like to understand what the Qur ʾ an attempts to convey when arguing with Jews and 

Christians. As such, it may be of interest in interfaith dialogue. Since much of the 

Christology that the Qur ʾ an argues with is based on the Gospel of John, then it is 

argued that the Qur ʾ an is fully aware of the Gospel of John. However, unlike Emran 

el-Badawi’s argument that the Qur ʾ an is mainly engaging with the Aramaic Gospel 

traditions,  8   with the examples shown in this book, it is argued that even if the Qur ʾ an 

is aware of the Aramaic Gospels, it attempts to interpret the Greek text, at least in the 

case of the Gospel of John, when it comes to its Christology. 

 I fully understand that to a reader, the fi rst thing that may come up in their mind is 

the book’s orientation toward an orientalist tradition that spurred Western scholarship 

on Islam and the Qur ʾ an between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries. As such, 

I need to clarify that it is not positioned within such a scholarship. Many scholars of the 

orientalist tradition during such period, such as Aloys Sprenger (d. 1893), William 

Muir (d. 1905), William St. Clair Tisdall (d. 1928), David S. Margoliouth (d. 1940), 

Richard Bell (d. 1952), and Charles C. Torrey (d. 1956) were biased against Mu h.  ammad 

and his religion, and most of whom were driven to show the superiority of their 

personal convictions. W. Montgomery Watt (d. 2006) seemed to have a debatably more 

balanced view of Mu h.  ammad and his message. 

 What must be clear is that this book attempts to look at the human aspect of 

Mu h.  ammad, his experience, and his work; it is in no way an attempt to demonize them. 

I am not an orientalist nor do I espouse oriental convictions. Chapters  5–7 of this 

book provides various examples on the Qur ʾ anic text intertextualized with the Gospel 

of John to understand the Christology that is perhaps seen in both. Th e examples 

show that the Qur ʾ anic text may not necessarily be against the Gospel of John’s 

text. Th ese examples show that the Qur ʾ an is engaging with and interpreting the 

Gospel of John, in its own way, and not in the way that some Christian communities 

interpreted the Christology of the Gospel of John within the Qur ʾ anic milieu. In other 

words, these examples do not assert an agenda to prove that the Christology of the 

Qur ʾ an is very much Christian. Th ey only show that the Qur ʾ anic text is interpreting 

the Gospel of John and not discrediting it. As such, they should not be viewed that 

the purpose of this book is to show the superiority of the Christian faith over Islam. 

On the contrary, I personally equally apply skepticism to all, giving none a superiority 

over another. 



Qurʾ anic Hermeneutics4

 Th e methodology applied in this book is interdisciplinary. It uses our modern 

knowledge of neuroscience and neuropsychology as a context for how the Qur ʾ an 

could have possibly emerged. As such, the methodology is not purely historical. It 

provides a hypothesis of how the Qur ʾ an might have emerged from a neuropsychological 

point of view, which would give reasons for how certain philological patterns can be 

found in the Qur ʾ an, creating metaphor. As such, applying neuropsychology, linguistics, 

and Qur ʾ anic studies in an interdisciplinary manner is not without its fl aws: (i) the 

literary Qur ʾ an may not be the best reproduction of Mu h.  ammad’s historical utterances; 

(ii) neuropsychology and how it explains semantic associations and metaphor is still 

an emerging science; and (iii) the historical accounts according to tradition as a basis 

of psychobiography are not without their own fl aws. As such, there are various 

limitations that this study has, which would not be too diff erent to that of Psychological 

Biblical Criticism.  9   Th is brings a need for further future research in this interdisciplinary 

fi eld. 

 For the most part, much of what is found in this book is not a personal dogmatic 

conviction. Indeed, to be honest, I am as skeptical as anyone. For that reason, you will 

fi nd that I try to carefully use words such as “perhaps,” “maybe,” and “possibly” to avoid 

making assertions. I have no intention to even state that the extrapolations made in this 

book are “the Qur ʾ anic interpretation.” Th ere is no way to go back into history to see 

how the events unfolded. Even if we did, can anyone enter Mu h.  ammad’s mind to fully 

understand his intentions? Clearly, people’s words can be misinterpreted and 

so are their intentions. Th is happens still today when we interact with people. I am 

certain that many people reading this book would also extrapolate what my intentions 

might be. Some might think I am driving a Christian scheme behind this work, 

especially when assessing Chapters  5–7. Th is is in no way my intention. Th e main 

reason behind Chapters 5–7 is to show that the Qur ʾ an is  not  inconsistent, when on the 

one hand it asks the People of the Gospel[s] to uphold their scriptures (e.g., Qur ʾ an 

5:47), while on the other, still  seemingly  attacking its Christology. Perhaps this can be 

seen as a defense for the Qur ʾ anic possible consistency within itself, without having to 

delve through the traditional abrogation ( naskh ) concept. 

 I have applied the methodology outlined in this book in other research that I do. 

Th e main one is by analyzing the Qiblah passages in the Qur ʾ an with the Shema    ʿ      

passages in Deuteronomy and its Talmudic commentary.  10   Th e paper in question 

provides what I think is even clearer evidence that this sort of methodology actually 

works than any of the examples outlined in this book. It also clearly shows how 

traditional Qur ʾ anic commentators are not always credible, especially in issues 

pertaining to the Qur ʾ anic engagement with the Bible or Biblical and Rabbinic 

literature. Th is might have been intentional by the commentators to avoid Judeo-

Christian tradition when interpreting the Qur ʾ an, or unintentional, due to these 

commentators’ less than perfect knowledge of the literature. Equally, however, I am in 

no way suggesting that mine is any superior. We are all human and as any of us, we are 

all fallible. 

 As such, I would like readers to be cautious when reading this book and its examples. 

I will briefl y describe my intentions, in order to avoid readers’ speculation of what they 

might be. I am a searcher for truth, whatever it may be. My search is only as good as my 
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mind and my research. Indeed, sometimes I will assume and speculate, and sometimes, 

I can provide harder evidence of why such a speculation is plausible. If, in the future, 

neuropsychology develops that the scientifi c process outlined here, of how the Qur ʾ an 

and its intertextual patterns might have emerged, by acquiring further understanding 

of how the minds of creative poets, artists, and scientists make ingenious associations, 

then indeed, the hypothesis may be falsifi ed, and I will have no option but to reevaluate 

it. As I said, I have no dogmatic conviction. I am a searcher for the truth, whatever it 

may be. I am fully aware of other hypotheses out there on the origins of the Qur ʾ an and 

early Islam. I do not try to discredit them and prove the superiority of my hypothesis. 

In the end, this is just a hypothesis, some kind of  ijtih ā d , to use an Islamic term. My 

other intention is at least to have people think outside the box, be creative, and, indeed, 

even to take them out of their comfort zones and question their own dogmas. I do that 

not to discredit their dogmas, but to make people think, contemplate, and ponder. I 

want to provoke thought in people’s minds, to better make objective searches in our 

pursuit of humanity. I want people to also search for the truth due to their knowledge 

through the use of their minds, and not through the process of, “We found our fathers 

upon a creed, and we are surely following in their footsteps.”  11   In this case, when it does 

come to the Qur ʾ an, this is what the Qur ʾ an asks us to do. Th erefore, I earnestly appeal 

to the reader to have an open mind, to think, and to search for the truth; obviously I am 

not giving you a version of any truth, but a portal for us as humans to think and ponder. 

“Do they not contemplate the Quran? Had it been from other than God, they would 

surely have found much discrepancy therein.”  12   “Do they not contemplate the Quran? 

Or do hearts have their locks upon them?”  13    

   Background  

 Interpreting the Qur ʾ an, people tend to understand the historical and social context.  14   

Nonetheless, when interpreting any piece of literature, it is important also to understand 

the context of the author or the scribes and editors. To understand how a person says 

or writes something, we need to dig deep into his/her psyche. In literary theory, this is 

called authorial intent, where the author’s intent is sought to interpret his/her writing,  15   

especially if it were metaphor.  16   

 Whenever people say something, whether in speech or writing, there is always 

a chance that what is said is misunderstood, especially when what is intended is 

metaphoric.  17   Th is study attempts to investigate possible authorial intent of Mu h.  ammad 

from Qur ʾ anic passages, but there are defi nitely limitations to this approach. Th ere is 

no way to go into Mu h.  ammad’s mind or even ask him to validate the assumptions. 

Th us this study is not making any assertions, because in my humble mind, there is no 

way to make any kind of assertions in this world. I am even skeptical if my material 

existence actually exists. When I dream, I see myself, I feel, I see, I hear, I taste, I 

even talk, and move. However, is my dream a material existence or just an illusory 

projection of my mind? I do, sometimes, have lucid dreams where I know that I am 

dreaming. However, in many instances, I do not perceive that what I am experiencing 

is a dream. My mind is limited to its perception. Th erefore, I may not even have a 
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material existence: something that would be appreciated in Eastern philosophies. And 

so, if I cannot assert my own material existence, how will I be able to assert anything 

at all? As such, I would ask the readers to understand that this book is not to assert 

an argument or propagate any agenda. It is a humble attempt to seek and to provoke 

thought in people’s minds to start a new path of inquiry in interdisciplinary Qur ʾ anic 

studies. 

 Th erefore, to clarify, the style of the book refl ects my humble attempt to understand 

the Qur ʾ an and its text. For that reason, the reader will see that I will sometimes state 

that perhaps current hypotheses of the Qur ʾ anic origins and interpretations may be 

deemed valid or not valid. I will not make an assertion where an assertion is not due. 

Th erefore, I understand that the reader may sometimes be confused when I claim that 

some scholar could be right in their views and perspectives. Th is is not to say that I 

agree 100 percent with their claims—nor would I want to dismiss them. We live in a 

world of possibilities. Th ere are many possibilities and many hypotheses. Until I am 

certain, I shall continue to work, as Qur ʾ an 15:99 states, “And worship thy Lord, till 

certainty comes unto thee.” 

 Investigating Mu h.  ammad’s authorial intent would not be without bias due to the 

historicized sociological and cultural position of his race, class, gender, etc.  18   In other 

words, some people might suggest that seventh- century Arabia would not seem a place 

where this Mu h.  ammad could have written with such an ingenious approach and with 

the intertextuality done with the Bible. Th e claim may even go further suggesting that 

such an approach was completely misunderstood for so many centuries by experts in 

linguistics, history, and hermeneutics. However, making such a claim would also mean 

that it would not be plausible for Copernicus to have reinvented how we look at 

our heliocentric solar system aft er so many centuries of highly celebrated experts in 

astronomy, mathematics, and physics, who had scientifi c, observational, mathematical, 

and empirical evidence for their geocentric models. 

 In the past decades, there has been a shift  in Qur ʾ anic studies, as revisionists 

attempted to reinterpret history about the origins of the Qur ʾ an and Islam. Revisionists, 

such as John Wansbrough, Patricia Crone, and Michael Cook sought to critique 

traditional the historicity of Muslim accounts.  19   Th ey have attempted to revisit the 

origins of the Qur ʾ an and Islam from historical accounts beyond the Muslim traditions, 

by searching for clues from other sources who have interacted with Muslim 

communities. Fred Donner has argued that Mu h.  ammad’s message rooted itself within 

a monotheistic movement that included Jews and Christians, in which each was 

following their own revelation.  20   However, Donner proposes that it was only about a 

century later that the leaders of the community decided to distinguish themselves from 

Jews and Christians by stating that only the followers of the Qur ʾ an would be part of its 

community, marginalizing Jews and Christians, and subsequently discrediting their 

scriptures altogether.  21   

 Although many revisionists have been criticized, they do raise many interesting and 

valid points. In this book, I will tackle the issue between traditionalists and revisionists 

by being agnostic of both sides of the debate. Initially, I will assume the traditional 

account of Mu h.  ammad’s beginning of revelation while in a cave to try to identify his 
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state of mind, to help us understand what he tries to convey in his message, if such an 

account were true. However, at the same time, I will not consider the traditional 

accounts of  tafs ī r  at face value, and instead will attempt to contextualize it with 

Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind, during the time he claimed to be receiving his revelation. 

To understand Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind, I consider using contemporary 

psychological diagnostic techniques. I understand that such a diagnosis may seem to 

be absurd to many faithful Muslims. However, I am perhaps attempting to investigate 

the human aspect of Mu h.  ammad’s experience. Besides, if God reveals Its message 

through prophets, perhaps God uses scientifi c methods to bring forth revelation. Why 

should we consider a God, who is a wizard, when It can be seen as a scientist? Humans 

did not create the sciences. If God created this universe and provided its natural 

sciences and its natural laws, then why should we expect a God to break Its own laws? 

Th erefore, I will initially attempt to completely investigate the human aspect of 

Mu h.  ammad’s experience. However, I must also be very explicit in the beginning that 

the diagnosis of Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind, as portrayed in this book, should in no 

way be interpreted that Mu h.  ammad was insane or mentally ill. It also is in no way 

attempting to discredit a divine origin of the Qur ʾ an that is uttered by Mu h.  ammad. On 

the contrary, I attempt to show that Mu h.  ammad is a human being of genius, who is 

highly creative, according to our knowledge of the psychology of creative individuals.  22   

 Unfortunately, human societies stigmatize people who may seem mentally abnormal, 

perhaps experiencing psychosis or mental illness. Talking of geniuses having a mental 

abnormality is even taboo. Nonetheless, the studies on the psychology of creative and 

genius individuals tell us that major artistic pieces, spiritual insights, and major 

discoveries and breakthroughs in human history are highly dependent on intuition or a 

moment of epiphany, which occurs during what we may call abnormal mental states. As 

such, I prefer not to even call mental abnormality an illness or a disorder. Humanity 

should be proud to have genes that predispose individuals to such mental states, because 

they give birth to the most unique and creative insights that allow humanity to progress 

light years ahead than they would otherwise. 

 Although this book argues that Mu h.  ammad might have been in a mental state of 

such high creativity and understanding it might unlock the mysteries of the words he 

uttered, the Qur ʾ an, I will later provide multiple conclusions; one that would stand 

according to the assumption of Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind; another that would assume 

Mu h.  ammad received revelation passively; yet another that would render the initial 

assumption of the traditional account of Mu h.  ammad in a cave inaccurate, and provide 

a completely diff erent scenario. In such a case, we may consider the literary study of the 

Qur ʾ an and its intertextuality with the Bible, as this book will provide multiple instances 

of such, when considering the method of intertextual polysemy. 

 Th rough the examples that are portrayed in this book, especially in the areas where 

the Qur ʾ an may be seen to be engaging with the Bible, I am arguing that the Qur ʾ an 

does not attempt to nullify or abrogate previous scriptures. On the contrary, I show that 

the Qur ʾ an is fully engaging with and attempting to interpret the Bible. Th ere thus 

needs to be a distinction between the Qur ʾ anic theology and Christology and how the 

later Muslim community’s theology and Christology developed.  
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   Psychology of religious experience  

 Heikki R ä is ä nen states that describing the Qur ʾ an as an expression of Mu h.  ammad’s 

religious experience is bound to off end Muslims.  23   It is for this reason that many 

scholars of Islam and the Qur ʾ an avoid such language. Nonetheless, R ä is ä nen feels 

that perhaps scholars may be forgiven if they apply the same methods to other 

scriptures.  24   Religious experience is not monopolized by Biblical fi gures. Mystics 

from across all religions and throughout history have claimed to have religious 

experiences.  25   Th e psychology of religious experience has also been widely studied 

from the perspective of various psychological schools of thought, such as those 

of Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung.  26   With modern understanding of the brain’s 

neuroscience and cognitive functions, religious experiences have become a widely 

studied area in medicine.  27   Th e study of the evolutionary development of religion has 

a fi eld of its own, neurotheology, which connects evolutionary biology, neuroscience, 

and the emergence of theology.  28   Th e parts of the brain that seem to have developed 

the human’s hypervigilance, to ensure the species’ safety from dangers and prey, 

also formed the mind’s notion of causality.  29   Th e parts of the brain that are responsible 

for creativity and imagination also seem to be responsible for the evolution of 

neurotheology.  30   

 Although Rhawn Joseph suggests that the belief of transmigration of souls and an 

aft erlife has perhaps existed for over 100,000 years,  31   we do not really have defi nitive 

proof. He suggests that evidence of ancient burials may provide a case of such hominids 

having a belief of the realm beyond,  32   although he is aware that mortuary rituals 

of Neanderthals and early hominids are in no way proof of them having any sort of 

religious belief.  33   We do, indeed, have evidence that early modern hominids buried 

their dead.  34   Our Neanderthal cousins also buried their dead since at least the beginning 

of the Middle Palaeolithic.  35   Yet, these burial sites or burial rituals do not tell us more 

about what beliefs these individuals and communities had in regard to the aft erlife. 

Th ere is no reason to assume that burials should necessarily be associated with 

religious beliefs. Th ese early hominids may have buried their dead out of respect 

or to stake a claim over land by having burial sites stand as signposts—‘here lie our 

ancestors and so this is our land’  36  —or even perhaps simply to bury the repugnant 

smell of a decomposing body. Th is latter speculation may be criticized by archaeologists 

who have discovered that some early hominids had burial and mortuary rites that 

consisted of having tools and grave off erings next to the deceased.  37   Yet, these rituals 

may be caused by the emotions of grieving without necessarily assuming that there is 

a religious nature to it.  38   Early hominids might indeed have started to bury their dead 

to bury the repugnant smell of a decomposing body. As time passed and the hominids 

evolved to have higher emotional capacities, their mortuary rites might have evolved 

accordingly. 

 Piel and Stewart give examples of how some nonhuman animals, such as 

chimpanzees, elephants, and dolphins, pay attention to a dead body of a conspecifi c.  39   

Rat burial and insect embalming, they suggest, are perhaps triggered innately with the 

release of polyamines of a decomposing body, in order to reduce the exposure to 

diseases or scavenging predators.  40   Nonetheless, this is not to completely discredit the 
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capabilities of the brains of the early hominids to have experiences that may be 

regarded as religious. 

 Perhaps any brain that is capable of dreaming might also have the capacity to 

achieve what we might call a religious experience.  41   Aft er all, some religious experiences 

are described as visions.  42   Th e brain becomes very active during the rapid eye movement 

( REM ) stage of sleep, which is typically associated with dreams.  43   However, humans 

are not the only species who experience them. It has been suggested that animals have 

complex dreams and are able to retain and recall long sequences of events while they 

are asleep.  44   

 Th e mind may typically dream things that have building blocks from what it 

has experienced in some way; for example, those who are congenitally blind have 

non- visual dreams.  45   Th is does not mean the mind cannot dream of fl ying, though 

the dreamer may have never fl own before; the mind already understands the 

concept of fl ying. Congenitally blind individuals do not, for example, have visual 

hallucinations,  46   but may have mental imagery in accordance to their own visuospatial 

experiences.  47   In a study of dreaming experiences with congenitally deaf- mute and 

paraplegic persons, it has shown that the congenitally immobile individuals were still 

able to dream walking, though they have never walked before.  48   However, perhaps the 

reason is that their mind already understands the concept of walking, and so 

reconstructs it in a dream. Similarly, those who are congenitally deaf- mute do have 

dreams with communication and sometimes speak themselves,  49   perhaps because 

their mind already understands the concept of communication. Dreaming and the 

state of psychosis may have some sort of relationship.  50   Dreaming is related to 

the retrieval of stored memory, e.g., information and experiences in the brain that are 

reconstructed, though we acknowledge that understanding the source of dreams 

remains unknown.  51   

 Th e neuroscience of religious and mystical experiences is by no means a way to 

materialize otherwise spiritual experiences or to discredit such experiences. Individuals 

who have these mystical experiences have mindful perceptions of what they are 

experiencing. If their mind plays a role in what they are perceiving, then understanding 

the neuroscience of their brains during such experiences is not sacrilegious. As 

Alexander and Andrew Fingelkurts state: “Th e result of such studies may (a) help to 

gain a better and deeper understanding of religious experience, (b) gain a better 

understanding of the doctrine of the image of God, and eventually (c) contribute to 

theological and philosophical conceptualisations. Th ese studies will enhance human 

knowledge of how religious experience aff ects the mind, brain, body and behaviour.”  52   

 Rhawn Joseph, along with many neuroscientists, suggest that the core to religious 

experiences in human beings is perhaps the limbic system in our brains.  53   Th e limbic 

system supports numerous functions, including emotion, long- term memory, behavior, 

motivation, and olfaction.  54   Religious experiences oft er occur when a person might be 

in a heightened emotional state, including, but not restricted to, fear or anxiety, so the 

neurotransmitters in the limbic system may be a source of such experiences.  55   If 

Neanderthal burial sites show that they might have had emotional capacity as we do, 

and since this emotional capacity might be regulated in the limbic system(s), which 

could be the root of religious experiences, then it perhaps was possible that their minds 
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had capacity to mystical experiences, causing religious beliefs to emerge, although no 

evidence exists to support this. Rhawn Joseph concludes: 

  Indeed, it could be argued that the evolution of this neuronal spiritual, mystical, 

religious capacity is the consequence of repeated and exceedingly intense 

perceptual and emotional experiences with “God” and the spiritually sublime over 

many generations. Perhaps under the guiding infl uence of “God,” or perhaps aft er 

repeated experiences with gods, spirits, demons, angels, and lost souls,  Homo 

sapiens  evolved these neurons, which enabled them to better cope with the 

unknown as well as to perceive and respond to spiritual messages that increased 

the likelihood of survival. A true scientist would not rule out such a possibility. 

Regardless of how or why, it is clear that there is in fact a scientifi c and neurological 

foundation of religious and spiritual experience. Th e reason for this is yet to be 

determined. Indeed, given the obvious role of the temporal lobe and limbic system 

in the generation and perception of myriad spiritual states, it also appears (at least 

at the level of metaphor) that the limbic system may well be the seat of the soul or 

may serve as the neural transmitter to God.  56    

 Of course, this is not necessarily the conclusion of the reasons why humans might 

have evolved to have these experiences. As will be shown later, psychosis and creativity 

are genetically linked.  57   If high stress causes the limbic system(s) to become hyperactive 

causing low latent inhibition to those who are genetically predisposed,  58   then more 

likely than not, organisms with low latent inhibition and high intelligence have better 

chances of survival by being creative.  59   Since they are the survivors, this trait would 

have passed down through their genes to future generations. 

 Nevertheless, looking at the human aspect of Mu h.  ammad’s mystical, spiritual, and 

religious experience should not be interpreted as discrediting its divine origin or that 

Mu h.  ammad was mentally ill. If we try to understand his mind and how his brain’s 

neurons and chemistry might intervene in his perceptions, ultimately causing him to 

utter the Qur ʾ an, then we may be able to better understand and unlock the message 

therein. Unlike other Muslims, who believe that the Qur ʾ an is the verbatim Word of 

God, the Ism ā    ʿ     ī l ī s believe that the words of the Arabic Qur ʾ an is Mu h.  ammad’s translation 

of the spiritual truths and light that overcame him, during divine revelation.60 Th ey 

consider the divine language of the Qur ʾ an is spiritual, and therefore, immaterial. Since 

they consider the words of the divine are inexplicable, Mu h.  ammad had to translate it 

into the Arabic Qur ʾ an, and then emphasize the esoteric and spiritual meanings that lie 

behind the Qur ʾ anic text, which is there to lead to these spiritual truths. At least from 

such context, perhaps not all Muslims may feel off ended. Yet, I would still like to reiterate 

that this book is in no way trying to off end the sensitivities of what Muslims may 

consider sanctities. Perhaps a person may look at the arguments in this book as scientifi c 

and textual evidence of the incredible linguistic ingeniousness of Mu h.  ammad and the 

vocalizations he uttered, which has come to be known as the Qur ʾ an. 

 Th e Ism ā   ʿ    ī l ī  concept of the Qur ʾ an being spiritual and translated by Mu h.  ammad is 

also a feature seen by other early Muslims. According to al-Zarkash ī  (d. 794/1392), 

there were three competing theories on Qur ʾ anic revelation ( wa h.  y ), (i) the angel 
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Gabriel memorized it from  al-Law h.   al-Ma h.  f ū  z.    (the Preserved Tablet), where it was 

written in huge alphabets, each containing many esoteric meanings; (ii) Gabriel 

conveyed to Mu h.  ammad the Qur ʾ an in special meanings and Mu h.  ammad translated 

it into Arabic based on, “ 193  brought down by the Trustworthy Spirit,  194  upon thine 

heart”;  61   and (iii) that the Qur ʾ anic meanings were given to Gabriel and that Gabriel 

translated it to the Arabic language.  62   

 Nasr Hamid Abu Zayd leans toward the Qur ʾ anic revelation ( wa h.  y ) as coming 

through a code used between God and the angel Gabriel through the  al-Law h.  

al-Ma h.  f ū  z.    (the Preserved Tablet) and then between Gabriel and Mu h.  ammad.  63   As 

such, Mu h.  ammad’s mind and the cultural context play a major role in transforming the 

meanings of the Qur ʾ an, according to Abu Zayd.  64   

 Abdulkarim Soroush, a contemporary Iranian intellectual, also espouses the 

consideration of the Qur ʾ an being infl uenced by Mu h.  ammad’s mind and limitations.  65   

He clearly states that Mu h.  ammad had to translate the spiritual and formless into a 

language to be understood by people:  66   “Of course, this is all the more so when it comes 

to the language, the words, the terminology and the phrases. Th ese are human vessels 

into which revelation is poured and they are all taken from the Prophet’s mind and 

imagination to embrace and encase formless meanings.”  67   

 As such, the Qur ʾ an being a product of Mu h.  ammad’s mind is not solely an orientalist 

view, but it has existed historically, according to al-Zarkash ī ;  68   this thought continues 

to exist today with contemporary Muslim thinkers. On neurotheology and Islam, 

Alireza Sayadmansour states: 

  Neurotheology is multidisciplinary in nature and includes the fi elds of theology, 

religious studies, religious experience and practice, philosophy, cognitive science, 

neuroscience, psychology, and anthropology. Each of these fi elds may contribute to 

neurotheology and conversely, neurotheology may ultimately contribute in return to 

each of these fi elds. Ultimately, neurotheology must be considered as a multidisciplinary 

study that requires substantial integration of divergent fi elds, particularly neuroscience 

and religious phenomena. More importantly, for neurotheology to be a viable fi eld 

that contributes to human knowledge, it must be able to fi nd its intersection with 

specifi c religious traditions. For instance, Islam is powerful, growing religion that 

would seem to be an appropriate focus of neurotheology. Aft er all, if neurotheology is 

unable to intersect with Islam, then it will lack utility in its overall goal of understanding 

the relationship between the brain and religion.  69    

 Accordingly, this study intersects neurotheology with Islam, very early Islam, the 

emergence of Mu h.  ammad, and the Qur ʾ an.  

   Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind  

 According to traditional accounts, we have a story of Mu h.  ammad who meditated in a 

cave in solitude.  70   He withdrew from friends and family, as he might have eaten meagerly 

or perhaps fasted during his seclusion.  71   He also apparently slept little in the cave and 
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perhaps even less once he returned, as evidenced in the traditional account in Qur ʾ an 

73:2–4. Withdrawal from family and friends, loss of appetite, and a sleep disturbance 

could be precursors to a psychotic episode.  72   According to the traditional account in 

Qur ʾ an 74:1,  73   a few nights later, something happened that appeared to make Mu h.  ammad 

very anxious; he returned to his wife and asked her to cover him. Anxiety is also a 

symptom of a psychotic episode.  74   Mu h.  ammad’s mind enters a state that a modern 

psychiatrist would diagnose as an altered state. He hears a voice talking to him,  75   which 

would be typical for an auditory hallucination. He also sees what his mind describes as 

an angel,  76   which would include a visual hallucination.  77   His mind interprets these 

hallucinations to mean that he is a special person, a man on a mission, a messenger from 

God.  78   Th is description would be a delusion of grandiosity, where a person believes that 

he has been chosen for something special, or believes that he has some special powers or 

talents.  79   According to the Qur ʾ an (i.e., Qur ʾ an 17:79, 73:2–4) and the traditional account, 

Mu h.  ammad appears to have slept little, which is a symptom of mania that may be linked 

to his grandiose delusion that he was a man on a divine mission. 

 Isolation, food and water deprivation, increased or decreased sexual activity, pain, 

drug use, self- mutilation, prayer, and meditation are common methods of attaining 

mystical states of religious and spiritual awareness and have been employed 

worldwide, across time and cultures. Th ese conditions also activate the limbic 

system as well as the overlying temporal lobe, thereby giving rise to hallucinations 

and the secretion of opiate- like enkephalins.  80   

 Mu h.  ammad comes down from the cave and starts uttering words that seem 

ingeniously poetic, but at the same time hold meanings that would be considered 

obscure. What he utters are poetic statements that appear to be erratic, jumping from 

one topic to another. Th is could be a form of thought disorder, although such a 

diagnosis is inconclusive.  81   Stanley Krippner et  al. state, “For example, a person 

diagnosed with a mild thought disorder might write something viewed as gibberish in 

a mental hospital; but the same creative product might be viewed as beautiful poetry in 

a diff erent context.”  82   Whether or not the Qur ʾ an is a product of a thought disorder, 

to a modern psychiatrist Mu h.  ammad appears to have been aff ected by some sort 

of psychotic disorder.  83   However, Mu h.  ammad may not necessarily have been in a 

state of psychosis, as he was able to cope and live a relatively normal functioning 

life fi lled with charisma. Nonetheless, the genes that predispose an individual to some 

kind of psychosis may be the same as those linked with creativity.  84   Th e fi ne line that 

divides psychosis from high creativity is high intelligence,  85   which Mu h.  ammad would 

have possessed. Since mystical experience may be described as a psychosis- like state, 

then creativity is also associated with individuals with such experiences, given above 

average intelligence.  86   Also, if Mu h.  ammad was able to produce a work like the Qur ʾ an 

and memorize it wholly, it may also mean that he had high working memory.  87   

 Th e key to a creative mind is low latent inhibition coupled with above average 

intelligence.  88   Typically, people’s minds always treat familiar stimuli the same way each 

time. However, individuals with low latent inhibition treat a familiar stimulus as they 

would treat a new stimulus. Th is means they can easily redefi ne a familiar stimulus and 
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give it a new association. Individuals with low latent inhibition coupled with average or 

below average intelligence might suff er from schizophrenia, as their mind will not be 

able to cope with the overstimulation from their environment.  89   However, individuals 

with high intelligence (and possibly sense of coherence)  90   would be able to cope with 

the overstimulation and become creative as they associate things that, typically, have 

nothing to do with each other and make creative associations between them.  91   Latent 

inhibition is linked with the state of the limbic system(s), which might be the root of 

religious experiences, as discussed earlier. Th e interaction between the temporal lobes, 

frontal lobes, and limbic system(s) promote creative drive and idea generation by 

activating dopamine to reduce latent inhibition.  92   

 People with low latent inhibition, high intelligence, and high working memory 

master the art of symbology and, therefore, metaphor.  93   Alice Flaherty states, “metaphoric 

thought is nonetheless vital for creativity because metaphor depends on detecting 

analogies between phenomena previously thought unrelated.”  94   As such, from a literary 

standpoint, people with low latent inhibition can become very creative in using metaphor 

in their speech or writing. Due to their creative ability of speaking in symbols, they are 

also capable of interpreting other people’s metaphors. For example, a paranoid person 

may read hidden meanings in writings or people’s speech, as they might think that 

these have symbolic meanings. A paranoid person will also see double meanings in 

people’s actions, speech, and writings. However, a person with high intelligence has the 

ability to tune down the cluttering noise (overstimulation) from the environment by 

ignoring irrelevant stimuli.  95   Th ey are able to make metaphors, and they also are able to 

interpret them. 

 If we assume that Mu h.  ammad is the fi rst person to have uttered the Qur ʾ anic 

passages, we need to understand Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind to understand the Qur ʾ an. 

He appears to have an altered state of consciousness that includes hallucinations, 

sometimes visual but mainly auditory. He also appears to have grandiose delusion that 

he is a man on a divine mission. He is highly intelligent and, therefore, a highly 

functioning individual with low latent inhibition, or simply, creative. He is capable of 

creating metaphors and interpreting them. Th erefore, his work, the Qur ʾ an—if it is his 

to begin with—must be fi lled with symbology and metaphor with double meanings, as 

anyone in his state of mind would be capable of doing. 

 Mu h.  ammad might have had such high intelligence that when his brain delved into 

a psychotic state, he did not fall into psychosis or mental illness, but instead became a 

person with high creativity linking seemingly unrelated ideas into a single formulation 

that he called the Qur ʾ an. To the believers, the Qur ʾ an becomes canonical scripture; to 

the nonbelievers of his time, Mu h.  ammad was considered a lunatic.  96    

   Psychology of creativity and metaphor processing  

 According to modern psychology, there is empirical evidence on the positive correlation 

between creativity and both schizophrenic- like positive schizotypal symptoms and 

hypomania.  97   Several studies have shown that even though individuals with high 

schizotypy may be partially impaired in pragmatic language processing,  98   they are not 
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impaired with metaphor processing.  99   Semantic disinhibition is seen in individuals 

with high schizotypy.  100   In other words, individuals who score high on positive 

schizotypy determine unrelated words to be more closely associated with each 

other.  101   Th ey also invent more imaginative associations to unrelated stimuli.  102   Th e 

neurological reasoning behind this is suggested to be the high positive schizotype 

individuals’ reliance on the right hemisphere to process semantics.  103   

 Individuals within the schizophrenic spectrum have what is known as loosened 

associations linguistically and semantically, which causes abnormal cognitive language 

functions.  104   Nonetheless, individuals with high intelligence within the spectrum have 

the ability to make creative associations, as discussed. 

 Within literary creativity and metaphor creation, it has been shown that creative 

writers are more likely to suff er from mental illness than control subjects.  105   Th ey are 

prone to bipolar disorder, in which their highest creative states exist within their 

hypomanic or manic states.  106   

 Decreased latent inhibition is a highlight of psychosis- prone “normal individuals”  107   

and certain psychotic disorders  108   that Mu h.  ammad appears to have experienced, 

according to the symptoms identifi ed. Since Mu h.  ammad’s symptoms appear to be 

psychotic- like it is, therefore, highly likely that he experienced low latent inhibition. 

Low latent inhibition along with high intelligence, as discussed, would make him fall in 

the category of creative individuals, including those who can make creative semantic 

associations.  109   What this means is that people with low latent inhibition are more 

likely to bridge the gap of related semantic pairs, such as “cat” and “cheese,” as used in 

the tests by Rominger et al.  110   Th ese individuals can identify the relationship between 

those pairs with “mouse.” 

 When it comes to psychotic disorders, such as schizophrenia, there is a much 

semantic and semiotic ambiguity, including when it comes to polysemy,  111   and the 

Arabic language of which the Qur ʾ an is composed has much of it. Schizophrenics 

frequently create speech and dialogues with unusual semantic associations.  112   

Individuals with schizophrenia and bipolar disorders also appear to sometimes speak 

poetically  113   with loose semantic associations.  114   To give a few examples, James Goss 

has researched and commented on schizophrenic discourse.  115   One of the examples 

come from Chaika who provides the following unusual and perhaps absurd utterances 

of a schizophrenic: “. . .My mother’s name was Bill. . . and coo? St. Valentine’s day is the 

offi  cial startin’ of the breedin’ season of the birds. All buzzards can coo. I like to see it 

pronounces buzzards rightly. Th ey work hard. So do parakeets. . .”  116   

 James Goss analyzes this unusual and seemingly absurd speech as something that a 

schizophrenic mind can formulate due to their loosened semantic associations, where 

he states: “Individuals with schizophrenia will oft en string ideas together based on 

loose semantic or formal associations such as taking the name ‘Bill’ and linking it to a 

bird’s ‘bill’ which then leads to ‘coo.’   ”  117   

 James Goss also identifi es how schizophrenics have this tendency to make wordplay 

through etymology and polysemy. Using an example cited from Lorenz: 

  Contentment? Well, uh, contentment, well the word contentment, having a book 

perhaps, perhaps your having a subject, perhaps you have a chapter of reading, but 
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when you come to the word “men” you wonder if you should be content with men 

in your life and then you get to the letter T and you wonder if you should be content 

having tea by yourself or be content with having it with a group and so forth.  118    

 James Goss defi nes this as, “When asked to defi ne ‘contentment’ this individual 

deconstructs the various constituent elements of the word and plays with the polysemy 

of these lexical fragments.”  119   

 James Goss continues by citing Wrobel on how schizophrenics connect things 

together through loose associations: 

  In schizophrenia everything is interconnected, from itself everything results, 

every fact, even the most insignifi cant one (it could be a movement of a doctor’s 

hand or a bird which alighted on a window- sill for a moment) are united 

into a monumental determined coincidence. In the world of schizophrenia, the 

accidental does not exist. Facts, objects, and phenomena of nature pulse with their 

unrelenting meanings. Th ese meanings catch fi re in a chain- like fashion, one from 

the other, like fl ames which consume everything all around.  120    

 To this, James Goss describes the following: “Coincidental relationships can gain 

symbolic import for individuals with schizophrenia. In the fl ow of speaking and 

gesturing, poetic sparks string together loosely connected ideas. In schizophrenia, 

idiosyncratic poetic associations can overwhelm normative semiotic interpretation.”  121   

 Diff erent kinds of psychological disorders, such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder, 

though they may have diff erent symptoms, can sometimes have similar neurological 

increases of dopamine levels in the brain that are associated with latent inhibition.  122   

Mood, especially in bipolar disorders, seems to also play a role in how semantic 

associations are conceived.  123   Th e issue with Mu h.  ammad, who might have experienced 

a manic episode (or at least hypomanic), and also several depressive episodes might 

suggest a certain kind of bipolar disorder, in which latent inhibition may also be decreased 

allowing the generation of loose semantic associations poetically.  124   During a manic 

episode, the brain goes into overdrive and would be able to construct creative semantic 

associations,  125   especially if the person is of above average intelligence. Hoff man states: 

  Th e randomness of the model of manic cognition suggests that accessibility of 

memories is markedly enhanced due to jumps from one memory to another, though 

the stable generation of the correct nearest gestalt based on input information is 

impaired. Th is may account for the grandiose self- assessments of manics. Th eir 

minds might in fact be extraordinarily capable of accessing large numbers of gestalts. 

Th e price they pay, however, is a devastating instability of their mental constructions.  126    

 With low latent inhibition, the use of wordplay, loose semantic associations, 

polysemy, etymology, etc. appear to have a neurological basis that suggest some sort of 

association with psychosis or altered states of consciousness. Given the discussion 

earlier on the relationship between creativity and altered states of consciousness 

mediated through the level of intelligence, along with the person’s low latent inhibition 
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allowing the person to make not just any semantic association, but those that are highly 

creative, this book will give examples of the patterns found in the Qur ʾ an that when put 

into the context of the mental state of Mu h.  ammad would seem natural. Th ere are many 

examples that show metaphor- making and bursts of the best poetry and literary 

creativity do occur in the mental states described. 

 Mu h.  ammad has had a mystical experience, which seems to have been mediated 

through his mental state. Language is but a symbol. His experience, however, as any 

mystical experience, is diffi  cult to describe. Th erefore, Mu h.  ammad needs to use language, 

which is a symbolic medium of communication, to convey his mystical experience.  

   Understanding the Qur ʾ an  

 If we imagine Mu h.  ammad with the state of mind described, then the Qur ʾ an must be 

fi lled with symbolism and hidden meanings. Mu h.  ammad would have created these 

hidden meanings naturally. Th e Qur ʾ an does provide us with clues that its meanings 

are perhaps obscured from the general public. “ 77  Truly it is a Noble Quran 78  in a Book 

concealed ( makn ū n ). 79  None touch it, save those made pure,  80  a revelation from the 

Lord of the worlds.”  127   

 Traditional exegetes, such as al- T.  abar ī  (d. 310/923), suggest that the hidden book in 

the above passage is a heavenly Qur ʾ an in the Preserved Tablet ( al-Law h.   al-Ma h.  f ū  z.   ).  128   

However, it is noteworthy to state that the term for concealed is “ makn ū n ,” which shares 

its root with “ akinnah ” that the Qur ʾ an uses to describe the hearts of those who do not 

understand it. 

  Among them are those who listen to thee, but We have placed coverings ( akinnah ) 

over their hearts, such that they understand it not, and in their ears a deafness. 

Were they to see every sign, they would not believe in it, so that when they come to 

thee, they dispute with thee. Th ose who disbelieve say, “Th is is naught but fables of 

those of old.”  129   

 And when thou recitest the Quran, we place a hidden veil (  h.  ij ā ban mast ū r ā  ) 

between thee and those who believe not in the Hereaft er. 46  And We have placed 

coverings ( akinnah ) over their hearts, such that they understand it not, and in their 

ears a deafness. And whenever thou dost mention thy Lord alone in the Quran, 

they turn their backs in aversion.  130   

 And who does greater wrong than one who has been reminded of the signs of 

his Lord, then turns away from them and forgets that which his hands have sent 

forth? Surely We have placed coverings ( akinnah ) over their hearts, such that they 

understand it not, and in their ears a deafness. Even if thou callest them to guidance, 

they will never be rightly guided.  131   

 Th ey say, “Our hearts are under coverings ( akinnah ) from that to which you call 

us, and in our ears there is deafness, and between us and you there is a veil (  h.  ij ā b ). 

So do [as you will]; we shall do [as we will].”  132    



Th e Science Behind Revelation 17

 If the Qur ʾ an suggests that its meanings may be obscured, then it would mean that 

the exoteric meaning may not always be the actual intended meaning. If the Qur ʾ an is 

fi lled with riddles, then it is important to try to understand Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind 

while reciting those riddles. 

 Rarely do we fi nd books that describe the method for its interpretation. However, 

the Qur ʾ an does spell out a method for its interpretation, which is philological. 

Mu h.  ammad created a code and provided the key to unlock it through the use of 

language. As Robert Bergen states, “Human language, being a code, possesses means 

by which an author’s intentions may be conveyed to one who is privy to the code.”  133   

However, if someone is speaking in metaphors, how can we unlock the meanings? 

 First, we understand that Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind allows him to be symbolic and 

metaphoric in his speech, where he can associate things that appear to have no relation, 

and then make a creative relationship between them. He also has the ability to convey 

double meanings. Second, we have internal evidence from the Qur ʾ an that its meanings 

are obscured and that the key to unlock it is perhaps philological. 

 Th erefore, this book outlines a methodology for Qur ʾ anic exegesis using intertextual 

polysemy in trying to imitate what is perhaps going in Mu h.  ammad’s mind during his 

highly creative state. Th ere are various schools of Qur ʾ anic exegesis and this book does 

not stand against any of them,  134   but it attempts to complement them with a diff erent 

method. Gabriel Reynolds argues that since post-Qur ʾ anic exegesis and biography of 

Mu h.  ammad ( s ı̂ rah ) are full of assumptions, they are unreliable to contextualize the 

Qur ʾ an.  135   I will choose a middle and moderate path in understanding all viewpoints, 

but post-Qur ʾ anic literature cannot always be a fully reliable source for research on the 

Qur ʾ an; instead, research should begin with the Qur ʾ an’s Biblical subtext, as argued by 

Reynolds. To study the history of Islam, an historical context may be important. 

However, with the Qur ʾ an, textual analysis beyond its historical context as provided in 

Mu h.  ammad’s biography ( s ī rah ) may provide us with a diff erent view of the text, using 

what is called intertextual polysemy. 

 Th inking that the Qur ʾ an is fi lled with metaphors with hidden meanings fascinated 

Muslims in the decades aft er Mu h.  ammad’s death. Th roughout Islamic history, an 

esoteric exegesis of the Qur ʾ an has developed among esoteric schools ( al- mad ā ris 

al- b ā  t. iniyyah ). Th e most prominent, and the one that has survived throughout history, 

is the Ism ā    ʿ     ī l ī  school, which includes a shared heritage among Niz ā r ī , Musta   ʿ    l ī  (Bohra), 

and Druze communities. In Ism ā    ʿ     ī l ī  thought, the Qur ʾ an has two characteristics: 

revelation ( tanz ī l ) and hermeneutic interpretation ( ta ʾ  w ī l ).  136   Th e characteristics of the 

Qur ʾ an are mirrored in truth (  h.  aq ī qah ) and law ( Shar ī   ʿ   ah ). Th e Shar ī    ʿ   ah is considered 

a symbol of the truth (  h.  aq ī qah ), but not the truth itself. For this reason, there is a 

requirement for the Qur ʾ an and Shar ī    ʿ   ah to be interpreted esoterically through 

allegorical, symbolic, and spiritual interpretations. 

 Th e purpose of the Ism ā    ʿ     ī l ī  methods of exegesis is not to deny the validity of the 

exoteric (  z.   ā hir ), but to understand the signifi cance of the exoteric (  z.   ā hir ) in search for 

its spiritual truths (  h.  aq ā  ʾ  iq ).  137   When uttering the words of the Qur ʾ an, which seem 

highly symbolic and poetic, Mu h.  ammad must have meant something in his mind. It is 

this authorial intent that is being sought. As an example, the number of cycles ( rak  ʿ    ā t ) 

in prayers are diff erent among prayer times. Th e dawn ( fajr ) prayer only has two, while 
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the evening ( maghrib ) prayer has three. It is unreasonable to believe the rituals were 

prescribed by the intelligent Mu h.  ammad completely ad hoc and arbitrarily. Th ere 

needs to be a reason behind it, which we may understand, if we understand Mu h.  ammad’s 

state of mind when prescribing these symbolic rituals. Even al-Ghaz ā l ī  (d. 505/1111), 

who was against many of the esoteric schools, emphasized in his  I h.  y ā  ʾ    that nothing is 

arbitrary in all the rituals prescribed as they must have a spiritual signifi cance, which 

people may not yet be able to grasp.  138   

 Th e Druze, who are an off shoot of the Ism ā    ʿ     ī l ī , consider three stages of religious 

faith: (i)  isl ā m  (surrender), as the exoteric (  z.   ā hir ) is the door to (ii)   ī m ā n  (faith), 

which is esoteric ( b ā  t. in ), and that in turn is the door to the ultimate goal, which is (iii) 

 taw h.   ī d  (unity).  139   Consequently, the Druze interpret the Qur ʾ an and Islamic rituals 

allegorically. Firro reports that in the Druze faith, the concept of  ta ʾ  w ī l  is based on 

the correspondence between the exoteric (  z.   ā hir ) and the esoteric ( b ā  t. in ).  140   To 

them, the apparent has a hidden, the literal has an inner, the external has an eternal, 

and the physical has a spiritual meaning that they represent. Perhaps with low latent 

inhibition and the ability to make creative metaphors, Mu h.  ammad was able to ascribe 

double meanings in his utterances. 

 Th e Qur ʾ an describes heaven in great detail, as do the prophetic traditions (  h.  ad ī th ). 

In its descriptions of heaven, the literary style of the Qur ʾ an does not stipulate that 

it should not be taken literally. However, a tradition (  h.  ad ī th quds ī  ) describes heaven 

as, “What no eyes had seen, no ears had heard, and no heart had contemplated.”  141   

If the description of heaven is to be taken literally, then how would it coincide with 

this tradition (  h.  ad ī th ), unless Mu h.  ammad did not intend its description to be taken 

literally? Although many orthodox exegetes of the Qur ʾ an and the Bible agree on the 

existence of symbolic meanings, they consider the literary style of the text to be 

the determinant of whether it should be taken literally or symbolically. However, 

in the Qur ʾ anic description of heaven, this is not the case. Similarly, even the 

controversial debates between Muslim theologians about the anthropomorphism of 

divine attributes in the Qur ʾ an may not be taken literally, even though the literary style 

of the text does not necessarily indicate otherwise. Since the Qur ʾ an states there 

is nothing like unto God (i.e., Qur ʾ an 42:11), the anthropomorphism of the divine 

attributes is not understood literally, even though the textual literary style would not 

conclude it. Th erefore, the literary style of the text alone cannot determine whether 

the text is describing something literally, spiritually, symbolically, analogically, etc., as 

many orthodox exegetes of scriptures, Biblical and Qur ʾ anic, believe. Th is is not to 

say that the literal meaning is invalid, but rather that there lies a reality beyond the 

literal meaning of the text. Th is would be in parallel to Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind, as 

described earlier: a mind capable of producing creative metaphor with double and 

hidden meanings. 

 Symbolic interpretation of the Qur ʾ an is not only found extensively in the esoteric 

schools, but it also exists within Sh ī    ʿ     ī  exegesis in general, including the Twelvers. In 

much of the Sh ī    ʿ     ī  exegesis, some Qur ʾ anic passages are interpreted as resembling 

symbolically the Prophet’s household ( ahl al- bayt ). For example,    ʿ   Al ī  ibn Ibr ā h ī m 

al-Qumm ī  (d. 329/942), a prominent early exegete of the Twelver school, interprets the 

following verse, “Th ere is no coercion in religion. Sound judgment has become clear 
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from error. So whosoever disavows false deities and believes in God has grasped the 

most unfailing handhold, which never breaks. And God is Hearing, Knowing”  142   as 

meaning that the evil is symbolic to those who have betrayed the household of 

Mu h.  ammad and that the trustworthy handhold is symbolic of    ʿ   Al ī  ibn Ab ī   T.   ā lib, the 

fi rst Im ā m.  143   Although al- T.  abars ī  (d. 548/1153), another later exegete of the Twelver 

school, does not share the same symbolic interpretation of the verse, symbolism in 

the Qur ʾ an identifying Mu h.  ammad’s household or their enemies is accepted among 

the majority of Twelver scholars.  144   In general, the Twelver school accepts symbolic 

interpretation of the Qur ʾ an, even if they are not directly associated with Mu h.  ammad’s 

household, and much of this interpretation is narrated from among the twelve im ā ms. 

 Th e esoteric exegesis is not only found within various Sh ī    ʿ     ī  schools of thought, but 

can also be seen in the majority of Sufi  exegesis of the Qur ʾ an, even from within the 

Sunn ī  schools. Th e most mystical exegesis is that of Ibn    ʿ   Arab ī  (d. 638/1240), which 

although arguably Sunn ī , refl ects many aspects of the esoteric cosmology embedded 

within Ism ā    ʿ     ī l ī  interpretations.  145   

 By using intertextual polysemy to interpret the Qur ʾ an, we might be able to resurrect 

a spiritual signifi cance in its message. Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind is highly suggestive 

that he is creative in making relationships. If he had spent his youth looking for 

meaning and truth, orally traversing through diff erent religions and spiritual traditions, 

then when his mind entered a psychologically altered state, he was capable of making 

creative associations and relationships with what he learned. If the other faiths 

were also symbolic and metaphoric, then perhaps he started to interpret them in his 

own way. 

 Th e Qur ʾ an has been heavily studied from early Islam up to the modern day with 

various perspectives through the lenses of multiple traditions. A whole array of studies, 

known as Qur ʾ anic sciences, developed through the history of Islam in an attempt to 

provide a systematic methodology for interpretation. Early Christian polemicists oft en 

argued that there were Jewish or Christian sources to the Qur ʾ an.  146   Orientalists have 

studied the Qur ʾ an in an attempt to have a scholarly view to understand its origins 

and roots from Judeo-Christian traditions. Within Qur ʾ anic sciences developed by 

early Muslim scholars, there has developed a set of systematic methodologies for 

understanding the Qur ʾ an through a process known as “ ijtih ā d ,” which is an umbrella 

that encompasses Islamic studies, and not only Qur ʾ anic sciences.  147   

 If one needs to study Islamic history, then a historical understanding of the Qur ʾ an, 

such as the circumstances of revelation ( asb ā b al- nuz ū l ), internal chronology, and 

transmission history would be imperative. However, the circumstances of revelation 

( asb ā b al- nuz ū l ) may not in itself be accurate, as many contemporary scholars have 

suggested. Th e methodology of exegesis outlined in this book would not serve such a 

purpose. However, I will attempt to look at the Qur ʾ an from a diff erent perspective, one 

that seems to be the only method explicitly sanctioned by the Qur ʾ an, which is linguistic 

in nature looking at the precise symbology used by the Arabic terms. Mu h.  ammad’s 

mental state allowed him to be very creative in formulating double meanings, which 

the Qur ʾ an suggests are based on philology. 

 Also, I argue that understanding intertextuality with other scriptures, such as the 

Bible, is also vital. Th e only two methods explicitly mentioned in the Qur ʾ an for its 
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own exegesis is that God teaches the Qur ʾ an and the signifi cance of its language. 

Within classical Qur ʾ anic sciences, interpreting the Qur ʾ an by the Qur ʾ an ( tafs ī r al-

Qur ʾ  an bil-Qur ʾ  an ) is one of the important methods for Qur ʾ anic exegesis. Th e 

rationale is that if there is only one author of the Qur ʾ an, and assuming that the author 

is consistent in the message therein, then it would seem obvious to use the author’s 

works in one part to interpret another. If we adopt a Biblical method of exegesis, 

which goes beyond typology, then there is perhaps another aspect that needs to be 

studied, such as  sensus plenior , but this will not be considered in this study.  148   Th is study 

focuses more on trying to understand Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind to interpret the 

Qur ʾ an.  

   Hermeneutical factors  

 Most commentators agree that the knowledge of the Arabic defi nitions of the words 

are important to the understanding of the Qur ʾ an, while others also argue the history 

of Islam is also crucial to putting the verses in the context of its revelation.  149   Th e 

history of Islam and the reasons of revelation ( asb ā b al- nuz ū l ) involve a methodology 

that is widely used by both classical and modern commentators, including those who 

use a thematic approach for Qur ʾ anic interpretation. It is perhaps important to 

understand the reasons of revelation, but this approach should not restrict the 

interpretation solely to it, especially if there is doubt on its historical accuracy.  150   

Nevertheless, some scholars argue that the fact revelation happened gradually over a 

period of twenty- three years is important to understand the interpretations of the 

verses.  151   Few scholars believe that interpretation of the Qur ʾ an in isolation of the 

reasons of revelation is meaningless.  152   Also, some scholars like Nasr Abu Zayd argue 

that the knowledge of Arabic alone is not enough to understand the meanings of the 

Qur ʾ an, because it has to be placed in its historical and cultural context open to 

reinterpretation at diff erent times.  153   Th e issue with interpreting scriptures based on 

their social and textual context, even their lexical denotation, produces one major 

dilemma. Th e intention of Mu h.  ammad is not to reproduce history. His mind was in 

an altered state making creative associations and producing metaphor with double 

meanings. As such, we need to interpret the Qur ʾ an in accordance to such state 

of mind. Qur ʾ anic studies are currently moving toward diff erent hypotheses about 

the origins of the Qur ʾ an. John Wansbrough, Andrew Rippin, Fred Donner, and 

Gabriel Reynolds suggest that the Qur ʾ an perhaps originates from a Judeo-Christian 

context. However, others view the Qur ʾ an as authored by Mu h.  ammad, or according to 

believers, as the words of God revealed to Mu h.  ammad. If we remove God from the 

formula, then it is important to understand what is going on in Mu h.  ammad’s mind 

when he started to recite the Qur ʾ an. Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind and intention is the 

key to unlock the Qur ʾ an. His mind was in a state that created creative associations 

and double meanings through the Arabic language, which the Qur ʾ an oft en states is 

the key for people to understand it. Th ese assumptions are what give birth to the 

method of intertextual polysemy. Th is book seeks to use authorial intent as spelled out 

by the Qur ʾ an and through understanding Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind, because such a 
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method is currently nonexistent in Qur ʾ anic studies. I wish to repeat that I am in no 

way attempting to discredit the divine origin of Mu h.  ammad’s revelations. I only 

attempt to view the human side of it. Even if the origin of the Qur ʾ an is divine, then 

perhaps it is divinely intended to have multiple meanings through the Arabic language, 

especially when the Qur ʾ an states that sometimes God places veils on people’s heart so 

that they may not understand it (e.g., Qur ʾ an 6:25, 17:45–46, 18:57). If the Qur ʾ an has 

a single exoteric meaning, then what kind of veils will hide its meaning, unless there 

are multiple meanings that are perhaps hidden? Maybe those veils could be called 

latent inhibition, in modern terms. As such, if it is assumed that Mu h.  ammad had low 

latent inhibition, then perhaps he had the self- awareness that he is able to understand 

things that others do not, while getting frustrated and describing their hearts veiled. 

His adversaries claimed that he is mad (e.g., Qur ʾ an 15:6, 37:36, 44:14, 51:52, 68:51). 

However, with his high level of intelligence, he is actually highly creative.  154   His 

adversaries may also seem aware that they do not understand or see what Mu h.  ammad 

does. “Th ey say, ‘Our hearts are under coverings ( akinnah ) from that to which you call 

us, and in our ears there is deafness, and between us and you there is a veil (  h.  ij ā b ). So 

do [as you will]; we shall do [as we will].’   ”  155   

 Meyer H. Abrams argued, in  Natural Supernaturalism , that Romanticism was 

an attempt to secularize traditional theological concepts and stating about the 

intellectuals of the Romantic period, between the end of the eighteenth century and 

through the nineteenth century, seeking “in diverse degrees and ways, to naturalize 

the supernatural and to humanize the divine.”  156   John H. Timmerman, a theologian, 

attacks such a notion by stating, “A vanity is any attempt to see divine mysteries 

exclusively in human terms,” and, “any attempt to humanize the divine is a vanity, 

an emptiness.”  157   I fully respect people’s notions of divinity and divine mysteries. 

However, looking at things scientifi cally does not necessarily mean one is a materialist. 

If people use human endeavor to interpret holy books, then is science not also a 

human endeavor to interpret natural laws, which if created by God, were revealed 

much before any holy book we have in existence to date? If theologians seek to 

interpret God’s words, then scientists are perhaps also theologians interpreting God’s 

creation and that is if it indeed were created by God. If theologians say that God uses 

supernatural means to conduct Its aff airs, we should still remember that this does not 

infer that natural means are ungodly.  158   For example, the Qur ʾ an states a number of 

times that God generated Jesus through God’s command with His word “be,” and it is 

( kun f- yak ū n ) (e.g., Qur ʾ an 3:47, 3:59, 19:34–35). Does that mean, according to the 

Qur ʾ an, that Jesus was generated with an act of supernatural wizardry as an adult man? 

Or, did he still have to undergo natural fetal development in his mother’s womb 

(i.e., Qur ʾ an 19:21), then his mother had natural labor during childbirth (i.e., Qur ʾ an 

19:22), and that he was born a small baby (i.e., Qur ʾ an 19:29)? I repeat this notion: 

natural is not ungodly. 

 Th e Qur ʾ an several times suggests that Mu h.  ammad is only human like anyone else, 

but is inspired (e.g., Qur ʾ an 18:110, 21:7–8, 41:6). Perhaps this inspiration ( wa h.  y ) uses 

natural means to reveal a message. 

 Abu Zayd warned that if many Muslims take a strong hold of classical commentators 

as “the Qur ʾ anic interpretation,” who are placed in their social context, without taking 
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into account how the natural sciences evolved through time, then much of science 

becomes religion, and much of religion becomes superstition.  159    

   Literary analysis of the Qur ʾ an  

 As the intertextual polysemy in the Qur ʾ an is best described as caused by Mu h.  ammad’s 

state of mind, there is always a possibility that it is not. In fact Mu h.  ammad’s biography 

of what had happened in the cave may also not be an accurate historical account. As 

such, if this was not the cause for the intertextual polysemy that can be seen in the 

Qur ʾ an, then one needs to consider other possible causes. A literary analysis of the 

Qur ʾ an may provide us with some clues. If the Qur ʾ an has its roots in Judeo-Christian 

oral or textual traditions, then it would not be surprising if the Qur ʾ an uses specifi c 

terms that are meaningful within a Judeo-Christian context. Th e usage of polysemy in 

other examples of Chapters 5–7 and their intertextualities with the Bible might also 

constitute examples of how the Qur ʾ an is using terms familiar to the Judeo-Christian 

context to form its arguments. Is the Qur ʾ an possibly to be read as a Christian homily, 

as suggested by Gabriel Reynolds?  160   Th ere is this possibility, although it may require 

making plenty of historical assumptions, which is not necessarily problematic. 

However, this would not give us a cause of why examples of inner-Qur ʾ anic allusions 

using intertextual polysemy have unfolded, as seen in the examples of Chapters 3, 5, 

6, and 7. 

 Nonetheless, there is a possibility that the textual author(s) and redactors of the 

Qur ʾ an used these inner-Qur ʾ anic allusions in a way similar to that perhaps used by 

Biblical authors and redactors, whenever they have applied inner-Biblical exegesis, as 

outlined by Michael Fishbane’s method in  Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel .  161   

According to Fishbane, shared language and the use of unique or rare terminology 

increase the likelihood of an allusion. A word or a group of words appearing in a 

similar context also increase the likelihood of an allusion. Th ere are many studies on 

the inner-Biblical allusions and exegesis with their relation to authorial intent.  162   

Authorial intent of the Bible using textual analysis is widely studied.  163   Th e limitation 

of seeking authorial intent is that there could be biases and misinterpretations, on 

which scholars of Biblical studies concur,  164   but that does not mean we should dismiss 

it altogether, for the kinds of insights that it may provide.  165   If authorial intent of 

contemporary living individuals could be misinterpreted, and even that of those with 

whom we speak face- to-face, then imagine how it may be with historical fi gures, their 

speech, and writings. 

 Th e allusive technique that the scribes of the Hebrew Bible used to cite earlier parts 

of it might have also occurred within the Qur ʾ an by its own scribes. Hitherto, this 

would not suggest a cause of why the Qur ʾ an sometimes uses this technique in an 

allegorical method, as illustrated in the example of Chapter  8. Regardless, it is not 

impossible that such a technique was applied by the Qur ʾ an’s author(s), scribes, and 

redactors. Th erefore, even if Mu h.  ammad did not have an altered state of consciousness 

allowing him to seamlessly create polysemous intertextualities within the Qur ʾ an or 

between the Qur ʾ an and the Bible, there could be other literary causes for this to occur, 
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which we cannot dismiss. It is only that Mu h.  ammad’s altered state of consciousness 

seems to provide us with a cause requiring the fewest assumptions, and one that would 

scientifi cally and biologically explain it. Th ere can defi nitely be other causes for 

intertextual polysemy in Qur ʾ anic hermeneutics. Whatever the cause may be is not the 

issue. Th e important matter is that intertextual polysemy in Qur ʾ anic hermeneutics 

may be seen as a possible method to interpret the Qur ʾ anic text.     
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               2 

 Interpretation According to the Qur ʾ an            

  In this chapter, I discuss the method of exegesis as spelled out by the Qur ʾ an, which 

is my fi rst argument. To understand Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind to perform some 

sort of hermeneutics, it is important to understand what methods of exegesis that the 

Qur ʾ an suggests, as Mu h.  ammad might have been providing a key so people could 

understand him. I argue in this chapter that the Qur ʾ an only sanctions two methods 

for Qur ʾ anic exegesis. Th e fi rst is that God is the one who teaches the meanings of 

the Qur ʾ an. Th e second is a linguistic approach, in which intertextual polysemy 

plays a major role, according to the Qur ʾ an itself, as I will attempt to portray along 

with examples. 

 For centuries, the Qur ʾ an has been studied to derive its meanings. Many schools of 

Qur ʾ anic exegesis have developed throughout history ranging from literal interpretation 

to symbolic, from exoteric to esoteric, and from legalistic to metaphoric.  1   However, 

some of these methods are not necessarily mutually exclusive. For example, a literal 

interpretation of the Qur ʾ an does not necessarily mean that it disregards symbolism. 

Looking at it from a linguistic perspective, language holds meanings. Th e words 

themselves are symbols, from which we derive meaning. Th ey are not themselves the 

realities. For example, the word “apple” is just a symbol of what an apple actually is. 

Language is a symbolic form of communication, therefore we can only understand 

words symbolically. Th e Aristotelian understanding of language is defi ned thus: 

“Spoken words are the symbols of mental experience and written words are the 

symbols of spoken words.”  2   Aristotle (d. 322  bce ) implies arbitrariness in the 

relationship between the linguistic symbol and the mental image formed by it.  3   

Saussure, in “Nature of the Linguistic Sign,” states that a linguistic sign does not truly 

give a relationship between a thing and its name, but between a concept and its acoustic 

image.  4   

 Identifying a word (symbol) with a specifi c meaning is not usually an easy task. In 

linguistics, a word in isolation usually has no specifi c meaning unless it is used within 

a specifi c context.  5   However, in lexical semantics, words are defi ned independently of 

their context. Th e purpose of lexicons and dictionaries is to identify all the meanings 

that a word can be defi ned by regardless of its context. However, even in a specifi c 

context, this does not imply that a word cannot have multiple meanings even within 

that context. Th ese concepts of understanding how to derive meaning from language 

and lexical semantics are important when analyzing any literature, including the 

Qur ʾ an.  

25
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   Qur ʾ anic exegesis  

 According to some Muslim scholars, a scholar must possess certain qualifi cations to be 

considered capable of exegesis, such as knowing the diff erent types of verses.  6   Although 

the qualifi cations required by Muslim scholars, both traditional and contemporary, 

may seem intriguingly excessive, it does not necessarily have a basis in the Qur ʾ an.  7   We 

need to understand what Mu h.  ammad intended to be the key to unlock his creative 

associations and symbolic metaphors. According to the Qur ʾ an, there are two main 

criteria to understand the Qur ʾ an, and only one of them is tangible. Th e fi rst criterion, 

which is not tangible, is that it is God who teaches the Qur ʾ an (e.g., Qur ʾ an 55:1–2). Th e 

second criterion is repeated several times in the Qur ʾ an, signifying the importance of 

understanding its Arabic language (e.g., Qur ʾ an 12:2, 13:37, 16:103, 20:113, 26:195, 

39:28, 41:3, 41:44, 42:7, 43:3, 46:12). Th e Qur ʾ an states, “Truly We sent it down as an 

Arabic Qur ʾ an, that haply you may understand/connect ( ta ʿ  qil ū n ).”  8   

 Many early methods of interpretation are heavily infl uenced by tradition, whether 

the sayings of Mu h.  ammad, his companions, or other early individuals whom the 

author of the commentary deemed to have some knowledge of Qur ʾ anic meanings.  9   

Most traditional commentaries of the Qur ʾ an use historic accounts for the 

circumstances or reasons of revelation ( asb ā b al- nuz ū l ) as part of understanding the 

context of the verses.  10   However, that method restricts the Qur ʾ an to a historic event 

without taking into consideration Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind. Although traditional 

commentators of the Qur ʾ an use history to understand its social and textual context, 

traditional scholars of the Qur ʾ an do not consider it as a history book,  11   but a religious 

book with history.  12   

 Al- T.  abar ī  was an early Qur ʾ anic exegete who used circumstances of revelation 

( asb ā b al- nuz ū l ) as a method of Qur ʾ anic exegesis. Since al-  T.   abar ī  was himself a 

historian, it was very natural for him to view the Qur ʾ an through a historical lens. 

Some scholars, such as John Wansbrough, have argued that the Qur ʾ an is not a reliable 

historical account, but one that needs to be viewed as a literary discourse.  13   

Andrew Rippin attempts to shed light on the usage of the Qur ʾ anic historical context 

according to traditional scholars, where he argues one of the fundamental usages of the 

circumstances of revelation ( asb ā b al- nuz ū l ) is not necessarily for juristic purposes, 

but rather connected to creating a narrative story around Qur ʾ anic passages.  14   

Some early scholars of the Qur ʾ an, such as Muq ā til ibn Sulaym ā n (d. 150/767),  15   

al-W ā  h.  id ī  (d. 468/1075),  16   and al-Suy ū  t.  ī  (d. 911/1505)  17   have written some detailed 

accounts of the circumstances of revelation in their Qur ʾ anic exegesis. Th is has 

provided an understanding of the role of historical and social context in interpreting 

the Qur ʾ an. However, anyone trying to extract historical meaning from the Qur ʾ an 

would fall into the trap of their own presuppositions. Th e reception of the Qur ʾ an 

in post-Qur ʾ anic literature does not always provide us with an objective understanding 

of the Qur ʾ an. Th ere could be doubts involved in the circumstances of revelation 

( asb ā b al- nuz ū l ) stories. Rippin states, “theory of the ‘history reception’ always 

presupposes most centrally that any work needs a reader to create meaning and that 

each reader will extract meaning appropriate to his own time, presuppositions and 

expectations.”  18   
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 Traditional methods of Qur ʾ anic exegesis, known as  tafs ī r bil- ma ʾ  th ū r , are the most 

common method of interpretation in early and medieval Islam. Th ey usually depend 

on a related prophetic tradition (  h.  ad ī th ) or sayings of the Prophet’s companions for the 

interpretation of the Qur ʾ an.  19   Although the traditional exegesis is considered 

mainstream, it still faces certain challenges, as follows:  20   

   1. Th e Qur ʾ an may hold meanings that are not always obvious. Th e Qur ʾ an describes 

itself as a veiled book ( kit ā bin makn ū n ) (i.e., Qur ʾ an 56:78) and states that some 

people do not comprehend it (e.g., Qur ʾ an 6:25, 17:46, 18:57). Th erefore, it cannot be 

assumed that Mu h.  ammad explained the vague parts of the Qur ʾ an and any parts 

unexplained are to be considered evident. If the Qur ʾ an is clear, then it would not 

describe itself as veiled. Also, if the Qur ʾ an is clear, it would not suggest that some 

people will have diffi  culty comprehending it. Historically, the main use of prophetic 

interpretation has been for juristic purposes of Islamic Shar ī  ʿ ah. Th e prophetic 

traditions used for Qur ʾ anic interpretation do not always refer to a specifi c Qur ʾ anic 

verse, but usually expound on the theme of rituals or legal rulings, such as the 

method of prayer, almsgiving, marriage, and divorce, etc.  

  2. Th e Qur ʾ an oft en asks people to ponder its meanings. If the interpretation of the 

Qur ʾ an was readily available or that the Qur ʾ an is evidently clear, then it defeats 

the purpose of trying to contemplate its meaning (e.g., Qur ʾ an 4:82, 47:24). Since 

the Qur ʾ an oft en states that people should try to understand it using reason,  21   it 

opens the doors to plural interpretation that may not always be obvious.  

  3. Actually, much of the tradition that is used in early Qur ʾ anic exegesis is not even 

prophetic but related to Mu h.  ammad’s companions or later followers. Interpretation 

through traditional narration assumes the interpreters are knowledgeable of the 

parts of the Qur ʾ an that they are explaining. Ibn  ʿ Abb ā s, for example, is a widely 

celebrated companion who interpreted the Qur ʾ an. However, it is important to 

recognize that the interpretation of the Prophet’s companions or early successors 

may still be viewed as their own personal opinions, and should not necessarily have 

any specifi c authoritative tone. Al-B ā qill ā n ī  (d. 403/1013) has shown that even the 

fi rst two Caliphs, Abu Bakr and  ʿ Umar, have disagreed with each other in many 

instances.  22   As such, it is important to understand that the companions never 

considered the things they say beyond their own mere opinions, which can very 

much be fallible. Although some Muslims may claim that the Prophet’s companions 

had fi rsthand knowledge of the Qur ʾ an from Mu h.  ammad, and therefore, perhaps 

understood the Qur ʾ an better than any other, such a claim is unfounded. Th e 

companions still disagreed with each other many times, proving that whatever 

opinions they had are just that, opinions. Th ey cannot be taken for granted as “the 

interpretation” of the Qur ʾ an, but only an opinion of what they thought the 

interpretation is. Accordingly, their interpretation can be as fallible as any other 

scholar. On the other hand, Sh ī  ʿ  ī  dogma states the infallibility of their im ā ms. I am 

not here to argue the infallibility dogma, according to Sh ī  ʿ  ī  doctrine.  23   However, 

even if we do accept it, there still exists a dilemma that the narrators are not 

themselves infallible, and therefore, there could always be some doubt as to the 

correctness of the narrations. Besides, the Muslim doctrine of infallibility of 
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prophets is not in itself necessarily Qur ʾ anic. Th e Qur ʾ an, and even prophetic 

traditions, shows that prophets have erred and committed sins.  24    

  4. Th e reliability of the prophetic tradition is also brought into question.  25   James 

Robson argues that the prophetic tradition was not central to the early Muslim 

community in the time of Mu h.  ammad. He suggests that although the tradition is 

presented as if it were preserved from early Islam, it actually emerged when the 

Qur ʾ an gave no or insuffi  cient guidance regarding new issues that arose in the 

community.  26   Tradition developed to become an authority in the Muslim 

community, and it was perhaps not even the intention of the authors who 

compiled books on these traditions.  27   Robson suggests that tradition does not 

portray Mu h.  ammad for what he truly was, but portrays how his followers 

perceived him.  28     

 In the Muslim community, due to the challenges facing traditional interpretation, 

several schools of Qur ʾ anic exegesis emerged beyond the mainstream conventional 

method. Th ese became known as rational approaches, including esoteric, linguistic, 

and scientifi c approaches.  29   As discussed earlier, a linguistic approach is the only 

tangible method that is clearly sanctioned by the Qur ʾ an several times. If the Qur ʾ an is 

the work of Mu h.  ammad’s mind, then he is providing the key that would allow us to 

understand his symbolism and references mentioned therein. He must have used a 

linguistic form of symbolism of creative associations that provide double or multiple 

meanings, which would be natural according to his state of mind. Linguistically, having 

more than one meaning in a word is called polysemy. Symbolic associations would 

infer intertextuality. Th erefore, Mu h.  ammad might have applied intertextual polysemy 

in constructing meaning in the Qur ʾ an. 

   Understanding polysemy  

 Polysemy exists when a word has multiple meanings related to each other.  30   Th is 

defi nition is apparent from the nomenclature of the term, where “poly-” means 

many and “-semy” means meanings. Th is understanding of polysemy is important in 

Semitic languages, since the Semitic languages are constructed on root- based 

morphology ( mushtaqq ā t ). Th is means that words in Semitic languages have roots 

that are typically three- lettered, in which morphologies of various meanings and 

understandings spring out.  31   Perhaps Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind allowed him to make 

creative associations using polysemy to sketch his thoughts into the Qur ʾ an. One of the 

reasons for polysemy to exist is that it may hold not only a direct root meaning, but also 

an allegorical meaning.  32   

 For example, the word “to write” is from the root “ k t b .” Diff erent morphologies of 

this root would hold various meanings. A writer is called “ k ā tib ,” a book is called “ kit ā b ,” 

a letter is called “ makt ū b ,” which literally means something written, dictating is called 

“ istaktaba ,” a library is “ maktabah ,” and an offi  ce is “ maktab .” However, defi ning those 

terms is not always semantically obvious, as it may sometimes be dependent on the 

context to understand what the term specifi cally refers to. For example, “ kit ā b ” could be 

a reference to a book or sometimes even a contract, especially a marriage contract, and 
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a “ k ā tib   ʿ   adl ” would refer to a notary public. Th ose are just few defi nitions of the term 

and its morphologies. 

 Understanding etymology is also important to comprehend the root meanings. For 

example, the term “ kat ī bah ” is a reference to an army battalion. Th e root of the term 

“ k t b ” actually means to join together in a group.  33   An army battalion is also a group of 

people who are joined together. Perhaps, it is because of this root meaning that it has 

taken the defi nition of the word writing, because writing is joining letters and words 

together in a group. Hence, having similar roots makes perfect sense once we 

understand its semantics and etymology. 

 Muq ā til ibn Sulaym ā n was one of the fi rst prominent scholars to deal with the topic 

of polysemy in the Qur ʾ an in his books,  Kit ā b al- wuj ū h wal- na z.   ā  ʾ  ir  and  Al-Ashb ā h wal- 

na z.   ā  ʾ  ir . Another early scholar dealing with polysemy is Abu al- ʿ Abb ā s al-Mubarrad 

(d. 286/898) in his book,  Ma ittafaqa laf z.  uhu wa ikhtalafa ma ʿ  n ā hu min al- qur ʾ   ā n 

al- maj ī d . Other early works on polysemy include  al-Wuj ū h wal- na z.   ā  ʾ  ir  narrated by 

Ma t. r ū   h.    ibn Mu h.  ammad (d. 271/884) from  ʿ Abdullah ibn Har ū n al-H. ij ā z ī ,  al-Ashb ā h 

wal- na z.   ā  ʾ  ir  by al-Th a ʿ  ā lb ī  (d. 429/1038),  Wuj ū h al- qur ʾ   ā n  by Ism ā  ʿ   ī l ibn A  h.   mad 

al- D.  ar ī r (d. 430/1039),  Nuzhat al- a ʿ  yun al- naw ā  z.  ir f ī   ʿ  ilm al- wuj ū h wal- na z.   ā  ʾ  ir  by Abu 

al-Faraj ibn al-Jawz ī  (d. 597/1201),  Wuj ū h al- qur ʾ   ā n  by A  h.   mad ibn  ʿ Al ī  al-Muqri ʾ   

(d. 658/1260), and  Kashf al- sar ā  ʾ  ir  ʿ  an ma  ʿ   na al- wuj ū h wal- na z.   ā  ʾ  ir  by Shams- ul-d ī n ibn 

Mu h.  ammad ibn  ʿ Al ī  al- ʿ Im ā d (d. 887/1482). Th ese early and medieval works on 

polysemy usually tackle the issue of multiple meanings by defi ning them through their 

context.  34   Al- ʿ Izz ibn  ʿ Abdulsal ā m (d. 660/1262) says, “Th e context guides to clarify the 

many and the likelihood of the possibilities, and specifi es the clarities.”  35   However, once 

a word is defi ned through context, it loses its lexical semantics. Also, there could be 

multiple contexts understood from a passage, which will have various meanings, even 

contextually. If the Qur ʾ an has a spiritual context that is diff erent from its direct literal 

context, then the terms may have multiple meanings, one dependent on the direct 

literal context of the passage, and another on the fuller spiritual context of the Qur ʾ an. 

Th is could be a case of applying the theory of  sensus plenior  (fuller sense) in scriptures. 

 Al-Suy ū  t.  ī  discusses in  al-Itq ā n f ī    ʿ   ul ū m al-Qur ʾ   ā n  the use of polysemy in the 

Qur ʾ an.  36   He refers to the prophetic tradition (  h.  ad ī th ) (quoted in Muq ā til’s  al-Ashb ā h 

wal- na z.   ā  ʾ  ir ) stating under the authority of Ab ī  al-Dard ā  ʾ  , “A man is not a  faq ī h  in all 

 fi qh  unless he sees the Qur ʾ an in many faces ( wuj ū h ).”  37   Al-Suy ū  t.  ī  explains from this 

tradition the importance of understanding polysemy.  38   He continues to say that some 

suggest that this prophetic tradition is meant for the understanding of esoteric 

symbolism, not just the exoteric interpretation.  39   Al-Suy ū  t.  ī  also adds that  ʿ Al ī  ibn Ab ī  

  T.    ā lib was told by Ibn  ʿ Abb ā s not to argue with the  khaw ā rij  by the Qur ʾ an since the 

Qur ʾ an has many faces (  h.  amm ā l dhu wuj ū h ),  40   but instead to argue by the Sunnah.  41   

 Evidently, classical scholars realized the importance of polysemy in Qur ʾ anic 

discourses, and the possibility that a Qur ʾ anic passage might have multiple meanings 

due to the polysemy.  42   Th erefore, the role of intertextual polysemy may include 

determining diff erent contexts in which the diff erent meanings of the terms may still 

hold validity. Once the text is freed from its  Sitz- im-Leben  (site in life), it opens the 

doors to multiple interpretations.  43   A  h.   mad Al-Ma ʿ  t ū q states that although polysemy 

has been discussed by many grammarians of the Arabic language, they mostly give 
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examples without identifying a specifi c methodology.  44   Perhaps the complexity of the 

methodology makes it diffi  cult to defi ne polysemy with a specifi c method. 

 Th ere are always arguments that one needs to interpret a text based on its context. 

However, what is the context of scriptures, which are perhaps intended as spiritual 

guidance using symbolism that self-identify with hidden meanings? Polysemy might 

play a major role in the textual hermeneutics of scriptures. We can always look at a text 

and fi gure out how an audience might interpret it without necessarily going into the 

texts that respond to it.  45   Th e issue of polysemy in hermeneutics is not only recognized 

in Qur ʾ anic interpretation, it is also found in other traditions, such as rabbinic 

interpretations.  46   In the midrash, polysemy provides various senses of a word in 

scriptures.  47   Stern makes a detailed analysis of the notion of scriptural polysemy used 

in rabbinic literature.  48   Scriptural polysemy played a signifi cant role in interpretation 

in Judaism with the allowance of multiplicity and plurality in meaning. Stern states: 

  Polysemy in midrash, then, is to be understood as a claim to textual stability rather 

than its opposite, an indeterminate state of endlessly deferred meanings and 

unresolved confl icts. In fact, midrashic polysemy suggests more than just textual 

stability; it points to a fantasy of social stability, of human community in complete 

harmony, where disagreement is either resolved agreeably or maintained in peace.  49    

 Th e rabbis view scripture as dictating its own polysemous reading.  50   Multiple 

interpretations were not only based on scriptural polysemy, but also in the distinction 

between literal or manifest meaning and allegorical or deeper sense. Th e latter was 

mainly utilized by the likes of Philo of Alexandria (d. 50  ce ), where it is subdivided 

into categories of the naturalistic, the ethical, the metaphysical, or the mystical.  51   Th ese 

subcategories were developed in medieval Christian exegesis as the four senses of 

scriptures.  52   Th e four senses of scriptures trace their origins back to Origen (d. 254  ce ), 

Philo, and eventually the Stoics.  53   However, the notion of the four senses of scriptures 

is mainly a hierarchy in the diff erent levels of meaning that could be ordered in 

ascending order of signifi cance,  54   and not necessarily a polysemous approach, which 

Philo extensively used. Perhaps some Muslims have approached the Qur ʾ an in a similar 

way, especially giving birth to the esoteric ( b ā  t. iniyyah ) schools. However, given 

Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind, he might have been able to easily make metaphor and 

multiple meanings in his speech by playing with polysemous words. 

 Paul Ricoeur defi nes polysemy as, “simply the possibility of adding a new meaning 

to the previous acceptations of the word without having these former meanings 

disappear.”  55   Ricoeur has written extensively on hermeneutic phenomenology and the 

role of polysemy. He argues that language is polysemous, containing multiple meanings, 

and it is the context of the author and the audience that gives it univocality.  56   However, 

there might be multiple contexts in which a text may be read. Condit et al. have even 

argued that polysemous audience responses may possibly interpret texts diff erently if 

they were in a diff erent context.  57   For example, an audience may respond to a survey 

diff erently than in a live discourse asking the same question.  58   Nonetheless, I think 

with Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind, his creative linguistic associations might easily be 

regarded as a play on words and polysemy.  
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   Understanding intertextuality  

 Sometimes, it is possible that an author of a literary piece intentionally uses 

polysemy as part of its rhetoric style. We can assume that the Qur ʾ an might use 

polysemy as an intentional portrayal of its rhetoric. Although the role of polysemy in 

early Qur ʾ anic scholarship is well studied by various exegetes and linguists, especially 

between the diff erent grammar schools of al-K ū fah and al-Ba s.  rah, another form of 

exegesis may be required besides understanding the lexical polysemy of Qur ʾ anic text. 

Twice when the Qur ʾ an emphasizes its Arabic language, it uses the term “ ta  ʿ   qil ū n ,” as 

seen here: 

  Truly We sent it down as an Arabic Quran, that haply you may understand 

( ta  ʿ   qil ū n ).  59   

 Truly We have made it an Arabic Quran, that haply you may understand 

( ta  ʿ   qil ū n ).  60    

 As seen in the translation, the term “ ta  ʿ   qil ū n ” is assumed to mean “to understand.” 

However, this term is also polysemous. Th e root of the term is “   ʿ   a q l ,” which holds 

various meanings. Th e term “   ʿ   aql ” is the brain or mind, “ i  ʿ   taqal ” is to arrest someone, 

“ mu  ʿ   taqal ” is an arrested person or a prison, “   ʿ   iq ā l ” is the black ring worn as part of a 

traditional man’s headdress in modern Arab cultures, “   ʿ   uqlah ” is a knot, and “   ʿ   uqunqulah ” 

is a rope.  61   Although it appears those various meanings are distinct, it again comes back 

down to understanding the lexical semantics and etymology of the root term “   ʿ   a q l .” 

Th e root meaning is to tie, such as tying a knot. Since the “   ʿ   iq ā l ” is twisted and tied, 

it gets its name from that. Th e same goes for a rope. Also, when arresting someone, 

they are usually tied or locked in prison, and hence, the same morphologies of the root 

“   ʿ   a q l ” are used for arresting someone or a prison. Because the brain is capable of 

connecting things to make sense of them and understand them, it is also called “   ʿ   aql ,” 

as connecting is like tying things together and connecting them. When we read the 

word “apple,” our mind connects the word with the actual fruit. Hence, it ties the word 

(the linguistic sign) with the visualization of the fruit and its mental image, and as such 

the mind understands the meaning once they are tied together or connected. Now that 

we know the lexical semantic of the root term for “   ʿ   aql ,” we may have a diff erent 

understanding of the term “ ta  ʿ   qil ū n ” used in those two verses. It could be understood 

as an instruction that the Arabic Qur ʾ an requires us to connect the Arabic words 

together. Also in Hebrew and Aramaic, the term “   ʿ   arab ” means to mix and to combine, 

mixed races, or confusion and disorder.  62   As such, when the Qur ʾ an describes itself to 

be “   ʿ   arab ī  ” and requires people to “ ta  ʿ   qil ū n ,” then it may describe itself to be mixed or 

disordered and requires people to make the connections. As such, I may translate the 

passages as: 

  We have sent it down as an Arabic (mixed) Qur ʾ  an, in order that you may connect 

( ta  ʿ   qil ū n ).  63   

 We have made it a Qur ʾ an in Arabic (mixed), that you may connect ( ta  ʿ   qil ū n ).  64    
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 From the context, this defi nition might be possible, as the context does not always 

provide us with an exclusive defi nition for a term. It may even be part of the Qur ʾ anic 

rhetoric. Mu h.  ammad might be giving us a key to unlock his creative associations. If we 

connect the Arabic words with what we think they mean, we would understand and 

comprehend them. However, it is also possible to understand that connecting the 

Arabic words may also mean some sort of intertextuality. Hence, those two verses 

might be considered an invitation to use some sort of intertextuality so we may be able 

to understand and learn wisdom. 

 Intertextuality is a broad term and could mean diff erent things to diff erent people. 

Personally, I hesitate to defi ne it because, by doing so, I may inadvertently confi ne it and 

restrict it to a specifi c notion. With a few examples that will be seen in the following 

chapters, a better understanding of the extent of intertextuality and its role in Qur ʾ anic 

exegesis may be realized.   

   Qur ʾ anic hermeneutics  

   Arabic roots  

 Taking into consideration Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind and his ability to make creative 

associations, which may be understood through intertextual polysemy, the proposed 

method for Qur ʾ anic exegesis is defi ned through the understanding of the root 

meanings of the Arabic words, since many Arabic roots are polysemes, i.e., having 

diff erent meanings that are related. To remind the reader, the Qur ʾ an emphasizes 

the understanding of the Arabic language to understand its meanings (e.g., Qur ʾ an 

12:2, 13:37, 16:103, 20:113, 26:195, 39:28, 41:3, 41:44, 42:7, 43:3, 46:12). Th e method 

identifi es how the same root is used in other passages of the Qur ʾ an, known as 

intertextual polysemy through understanding the lexical semantics of the term. It is 

also useful to relate the root words and their usages, not only within other passages of 

the Qur ʾ an, but also with the Bible, which the Qur ʾ an sometimes intends to engage 

with.  

   Words as symbols of spiritual realities  

 To talk about Qur ʾ anic hermeneutics, one needs to understand what it represents to 

the community. Th e community that received the Qur ʾ an considered it a divine symbol 

of the very Word of God. Since the Qur ʾ an is made up of words of a language, then it is 

imperative to understand its language and representation. 

 According to the Mu ʿ  tazilah, language is a human invention because relating sound 

to a meaning is a social convention,  65   an idea which resembles that of a Saussurean 

approach. On the Mu ʿ  tazilah concept of language, Nasr Abu Zayd states, “Language 

never refers directly to reality, but reality is conceived, conceptualized, and then 

symbolized by the sound system.”  66   Since language is a human invention, the Mu ʿ  tazilah 

considered the Qur ʾ an created, as it cannot be eternal since the Arabic language was 

not eternal.  67   To them, there was a bridge between human reason and the divine word.  68   

Th e Ash ʿ  ar ī  school of theology held a diff erent ideology in which language is not a 
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human invention but a divine gift  to humans, as they take Qur ʾ an 2:31, which refers to 

God teaching Adam all the names, to be a literal teaching of language.  69   Th e Mu ʿ  tazilah 

preferred a metaphorical meaning of this verse.  70   According to the Ash ʿ  ar ī  view, 

therefore, the connection between the signifi er and the signifi ed is divinely stated, and 

not an evolution of a social convention.  71   According to the Book of Genesis, language 

appears to be a human invention. 

   19  Now the Lord God formed out of the ground all the wild animals and all the 

birds in the sky. He brought them to the man to see what he would name them; and 

whatever the man called each living creature, that was its name.  20  So the man gave 

names to all livestock, the birds in the sky and all the wild animals.  72    

 According to Philo of Alexandria, even if God did not do the naming, It still 

knew beforehand what the man would name them.  73   However, Philo was heavily 

infl uenced by the Stoics, who were naturalists and considered the names in a language 

not as arbitrary, but as innate in nature of the human who made the original names.  74   

Aristotle argues, “Speech is the cause of learning . . . not on its own account but by 

convention; for speech consists of words, and every word is a symbol.”  75   Johann 

S ü ssmilch (d. 1767) published a thesis in 1766,  Versuch eines Beweises, da ß  die erst 

Sprache ihren Ursprung nicht vom Menschen, sondern allein vom Sch ö pfer erhalten habe , 

arguing that language was a gift  from God. Herder (d. 1803) wrote his  Essay on the 

Origin of Language  ( Abhandlung  ü ber den Ursprung der Sprache ) in 1772 to disprove 

S ü ssmilch by arguing that language is instead a human invention.  76   Th e diversity of 

language and its evolution as a phenomenon strongly suggests that language is a 

human invention.  77   

 Literacy in ancient cultures was very limited;  78   many ancient religions were perhaps 

taught through visualization and illustration, since literacy was reserved to an elite few, 

if a written language existed at all in that particular culture. Spiritual teachers had to 

use visual forms as metaphors and symbols for what they were trying to teach in the 

spiritual realm. Th e use of forms and images in religion was, therefore, necessary for 

these ancient cultures. It is not always obvious whether the spiritual teachers considered 

these symbols as sacred, or that aft er a time, future generations, who inherit the religion, 

take the forms and images of the religion to be sacred symbols, while perhaps forgetting 

the deeper meanings they were meant to portray. Th is is how idolatry might have 

acquired its negative connotation. Hence, in these cultures, intense meditation and 

contemplation upon those images are necessary in trying to identify what those 

diff erent images are trying to teach about spiritual aspects.  79   Among widely known 

scholars in religious symbolism are Joseph Campbell and Mircea Eliade, who have 

recognized the importance of symbolism and imagery in religious cultures throughout 

human history.  80   Eliade discusses how myth and symbolism are widely used in various 

religious cultures to further the understanding of their metaphysical denotations.  81   

Symbolic imagery and myths in various religious cultures are considered an 

anthropological understanding of the divine. Th ey are understood as worldly 

metaphors for the nature of the divine. Since the divine is unknown, people use things 

in the physical realm to comprehend the spiritual realm. 
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 Possibly, many of the great spiritual teachers of the ancient past founded religions 

that might be considered idolatrous, which may be defi ned as the veneration of a 

symbol. However, their intentions were very pure; they tried to explain the unknown 

divinity by using forms and images that were known to people, since the written word 

(literacy) was not easily accessible to the general public. Th is could be viewed in the 

religions of Ancient Egypt or Greece, or even the forms of animalism that might exist 

to this day. Aft er all, even in Islam, the veneration of the Ka ʿ  bah would make it seem 

like idolatry to those who might otherwise be ignorant of the faith. As such, those who 

are ignorant of ancient religions, including the faith of pre-Islamic Arabs, may also 

accuse it of idolatry for venerating what otherwise should have been only symbols. 

In many religions, those forms and images were never intended to be taken literally, 

but rather as means of understanding deeper spiritual realities, just like the Ka ʿ  bah. 

Muslims do not consider God to be literally residing within the Ka ʿ  bah, it just 

symbolizes the House of God. For example,  ʿ Umar ibn al-Kha t.  t.  ā b stated about the 

Black Stone (in the Ka ʿ  bah) that it is only a stone that does nothing, and that if he had 

not seen the Prophet kissing it, he would not have done so.  82   Seemingly,  ʿ Umar 

considered the Black Stone as a symbol, but perhaps not even a sacred symbol. It is not 

obvious whether Mu h.  ammad intended it to be a sacred symbol or not, at least to 

 ʿ Umar. Campbell suggests that since God is a mystery, then the divinity may only be 

defi ned through metaphor.  83   He argues that when a religious symbol is misinterpreted 

by mistaking its denotation for its connotation, the message embedded in that symbol 

is lost. 

 Some religions, such as Judaism and Islam, were founded upon the basis of literacy 

and the written word. Nonetheless, the foundations of those religions are still based on 

explaining the unknown divinity with words and language that are known to people. 

As some cultures have taken forms and images as sacred symbols of divinity, others 

have taken the written word as the sacred Word of God. With cultures that employ 

images and forms as symbols of divinity, the divinity is understood as an abstraction 

that is beyond the symbol, and can never be contained or restricted by that symbol.  84   

However, the physical symbol merely tries to explain the spiritual reality of the divine. 

Similarly, in cultures with the written Word of God, it may also be understood that the 

word is a symbol for understanding deeper realities of divinity, while the divine itself 

cannot be fully contained within words. Naturally, in the heightened state of mind of 

Mu h.  ammad, he is trying to convey his experience and the voice he hears, which he 

interprets as spiritual, into meaningful words (symbols). Campbell and Eliade have 

also considered the symbolism attained from within religious language.  85   Th ey consider 

words as symbols with deeper meanings. Dupr é  argues that although religious 

expression is symbolized through ritual, the symbolic usage of words is also of great 

signifi cance in religious expression.  86   

 Similar to the concept of visual images and forms, scriptures use words that need to 

be further contemplated and analyzed. In cultures with images, the emphasis is on 

understanding the deeper meanings of the forms and images. However, in cultures with 

scriptures as the symbol of divinity, the deeper meanings of the language of the words 

contained in scriptures must be emphasized. In these cultures, there are no images to 

meditate upon for their various forms and meanings, but it is rather the language itself 
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that is of great importance. As a spiritual teacher, Mu h.  ammad, instead of using forms 

and images as symbols of divinity, uses words. Th e Qur ʾ an places great emphasis on the 

understanding of the language through which it was recited or written, providing the 

necessary evidence that a linguistic approach for Qur ʾ anic hermeneutics is vital. 

 Language is a symbol for a reality. It is, therefore, at some level of metaphor. Hence, 

it is not polysemy that creates the metaphor, but language is inherently symbolic and, 

therefore, metaphoric. Ricoeur gives a relationship between polysemy and metaphor 

by stating: 

  Metaphor is not polysemy. Semic analysis produces a theory of polysemy directly, 

and only indirectly a theory of metaphor, to the extent that polysemy attests to the 

open structure of words and their capacity to acquire new signifi cations without 

losing their old ones. Th is open structure is only the condition of metaphor and 

not yet the reason for its production.  87    

 Language is a sign used in speech to convey a form of communication. An apple, 

whether phonetic or written, is just a sign that signifi es the mental image of what an 

apple is in reality. Saussure defi ned language as a sign system, which is typically 

presented in binary terms as signifi er and signifi ed or sound- image and concept. Th e 

key concept in Saussure’s work is the defi nition of language as nothing other than an 

arbitrary sign- system. In his  Course in General Linguistics , Saussure states, “Language is 

a system of sign that expresses ideas, and is therefore comparable to a system of writing, 

the alphabet of deaf- mutes, symbolic rites, polite formulas, military signals, etc.”  88   

According to Saussure, it is important to take the community into account because the 

community defi nes the meaning.  89   

 Robert Bergen highlighted some basic assumptions when trying to understand 

authorial intent through discourse criticism: (i) language is a code; (ii) most of the 

communication process occurs at the subliminal level of human consciousness; 

(iii) subliminal factors in human communication contain data essential for making 

judgments about authorial intention; (iv) the language code is genre- specifi c; and 

(v) though the specifi cs of each language code are unique to a given language, a 

common set of principles governs the structuring and application of the language 

code in all languages.  90   

 Th e problem with this defi nition when applied to the Qur ʾ an is to understand 

which community defi nes its meaning. If the Qur ʾ an suggests that it is a hidden book 

with obscure meanings that are veiled from the general public, then defi ning the 

community that would make sense of the Qur ʾ an may be diffi  cult. Mu h.  ammad is in a 

heightened state of mind and at fi rst is surprised why people do not see the creative 

associations that he sees in his recitation of the Qur ʾ an. What he sees comes naturally 

to him. Mu h.  ammad perhaps concludes that only a few people understand what he 

means and are capable of interpreting these creative associations that he is capable of 

making, as the Qur ʾ an seems itself aware that it is a hidden book. 

 Which Arabic is the Qur ʾ anic Arabic? Did Mu h.  ammad intend a specifi c dialect of 

Arabic in the Qur ʾ an, or were his creative associations making use of polysemy through 

various dialects of Arabic? It is reported that the fourth caliph,  ʿ Uthm ā n ibn  ʿ Aff  ā n, 
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requested the Qur ʾ anic scribes to write the Qur ʾ an in the language of Quraysh, as he 

states that the Qur ʾ an was revealed in their language.  91   However, this defi nition of the 

language of the Qur ʾ an is based on the logic of  ʿ Uthm ā n and it does not necessarily 

describe with certainty what Mu h.  ammad intended. Actually, the Qur ʾ an challenges its 

audience, even Quraysh at the time, to fully comprehend the language used in the 

Qur ʾ an. If the meaning of words in a language is defi ned by the community that uses 

it, then in the case of the Qur ʾ an, it states that the community receiving it does not even 

understand it. Contrary to the defi nition of Saussure, it appears that a single author has 

made an arbitrary sign with meaning independent of the community, and that is 

especially evident in the disjoined letters ( muqat. t. a  ʿ    ā t ) in the beginning of some 

chapters of the Qur ʾ an. Another possibility is to understand that the Qur ʾ an uses the 

form of polysemy for the community to connect their meanings together or to form a 

metaphoric understanding of the meanings. A similar concept can be understood from 

the text of the Gospels, where Matthew reports that Jesus Christ states that he speaks 

in parables so that the general public would not understand him and only the disciples 

(his audience) would understand him (e.g., Matthew 13:10–11, 13:34–35).  

   Allegory in the Qur ʾ  an  

 Th e study of allegory ( maj ā z ) in the Qur ʾ an is important in understanding the rhetoric 

of this body of literature. Th e allegorical sense’s counterpart is the literal (  h.  aq ī qah ) 

sense. However, the term “ maj ā z ” in the early texts on this study in the Qur ʾ an does not 

always defi ne it as allegory, since some are more subtle defi nitions than metaphor. 

 One of the earliest books on  maj ā z  in the Qur ʾ an  92   is by Ab ū   ʿ Ubaydah Mu ʿ  ammar 

ibn al-Muthann ā  (d. 209/824) known as  Maj ā z al-Qur ʾ   ā n .  93   In his book, he shows how 

words and terms describe things that are not literal. However, Ab ū   ʿ Ubaydah did not 

use “ maj ā z ” as a counterpart of “  h.  aq ī qah .” Th e defi nition of “ maj ā z ” being the 

counterpart of “  h.  aq ī qah ” appears to be developed in later Muslim medieval scholarship. 

Wansbrough argues that the term “ maj ā z ” by Ab ū   ʿ  Ubaydah may be best understood 

as periphrastic exegesis.  94   Almagor argues that in some instances this defi nition is not 

true, as in the cases of pleonasm and lexical explanations.  95   She explains that the term 

“ maj ā z ” is rooted in “ j ā za ,” which means to be allowable.  96   Also, the term “ j ā za ” is 

rooted in the meaning to pass. Th is could be used as a defi nition that indirectly means 

something diff erent than its literal sense. As such, this states that a word allows for 

more than one meaning. Ab ū   ʿ Ubayda rarely used “ maj ā z ” as fi gurative language.  97   

Heinrichs concludes that the defi nitions of “ maj ā z ” evolved throughout Muslim 

history, and they may not always mean the same thing.  98   

 Al-Shar ī f al-Ra  d.    ī  (d. 1306/015) wrote two books on metaphor,  Talkh ī  s.   al- bay ā n f ī  

maj ā z ā t al- qur ʾ   ā n  and  al-Maj ā z ā t al- nabawiyyah . However, there is a diff erence in the 

approaches between Ab ū   ʿ Ubayda and al-Ra  d.    ī . Ab ū   ʿ Ubayda describes a systematic 

study of “ maj ā z ,” but it was not a study of metaphoric language as it was adopted by 

al-Ra  d.    ī . Abu-Deeb states: 

  Ab ū   ʿ Ubayda is a  r ā wiya ,  99   a genealogist, a historian, and a linguist, who wrote his 

book in response to a specifi c challenge. Al-Ra  d.    ī  was a poet and a Sh ī  ʿ ite  im ā m , 
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well immersed in  b ā  t. in ī   interpretation an contemplation of what lies beyond the 

surface of discourse in all its forms, from an oral text like   h.  ad ī th  of the Prophet, to 

a tightly composed, written text, like the Qur ʾ  ā n.  100    

 Abu-Deeb provides an overview of the approaches on “ maj ā z ” by Ab ū   ʿ Ubayda and 

Shar ī f al-Ra  d.    ī .  101   Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 728/1328) suggests that the usage of the term 

“ maj ā z ” by Ab ū   ʿ Ubayda has nothing to do with its later use as a counterpart of a literal 

sense (  h.  aq ī qah ).  102   Abdul-Q ā hir al-Jurj ā n ī  (d. 471/1078) wrote a book on fi gures of 

speech called  Asr ā r al- bal ā ghah , where he gives some examples of “ maj ā z ” in the 

Qur ʾ an.  103   Al-Jurj ā n ī  defi nes “ maj ā z ” as a word with meaning that extends beyond its 

original position.  104   

 Besides al-Jurj ā n ī , other early scholars also looked into the sciences of allegory in 

Arabic, such as Ibn Jinn ī  (d. 392/1002),  105   al-Th a ʿ   ā lb ī ,  106   al-Zamakhshar ī  (d. 538/1143),  107   

and al-Y ā zij ī  (d. 1324/1906).  108   Th e Mu ʿ  tazil ī  school of theology interprets Qur ʾ anic 

anthropomorphism of God’s descriptions as metaphors.  109   Meanwhile, the Ash ʿ  ar ī  

school of theology maintains literal understandings of the words, with the “ bi- l ā  kayfa ” 

understanding.  110   According to the Ash ʿ  ar ī  school of theology, if there is no explicit 

evidence that a term needs to be taken metaphorically, then it should not be taken as 

such.  111   Some have considered the metaphoric and allegorical meanings in the Qur ʾ an 

to be unacceptable.  112   Even aft er the Mu ʿ  tazilah disappeared, aft er being persecuted 

and fading away, their theological successors, such as the Sh ī  ʿ ah, continue to accept 

allegorical interpretations of the Qur ʾ an.  113   

 Avicenna (d. 427/1037) uses allegory in his philosophical treatises and narratives, 

such as the story of  H.  ayy ibn Yaq z.   ā n. In some instances, he provides allegorical 

interpretations of select verses from the Qur ʾ an.  114   Al-Ghaz ā l ī  uses the following law of 

allegorical interpretation. 

  Now listen to the law of allegorical interpretation: . . . all concur in subordinating 

the exercise of allegorical interpretation to having demonstrated the impossibility 

of a plain meaning. Th e fi rst literal sense . . . embraces all other modes of existence, 

but when it fails, we have recourse to sensible existence, so that if we can affi  rm 

this, it will embrace the modes which follow. If not, we will have recourse to 

imaginative or rational existence, and only when these cannot obtain will we 

fi nally turn to metaphorical or fi gurative existence.  115    

 Al-Ghaz ā l ī  argues that the Muslim leaders of the fi rst generation avoided using 

allegorical interpretations for the fear that they might shake popular faith.  116   

Nonetheless, some Sufi s and sectarians, such as the Sh ī  ʿ ah, considered every Qur ʾ anic 

passage to have an exoteric (  z.   ā hir ) and esoteric ( b ā  t. in ) interpretation,  117   which is 

typically called  ta ʾ  w ī l . Averro ë s (d. 595/1198), in  Th e Decisive Treatise , writes on the 

issues pertaining to the apparent and allegorical interpretations of the Qur ʾ an, and he 

states the following: 

  Th e reason an apparent and an inner sense are set down in the Law is the diff erence 

in people’s innate disposition and the variance in their innate capacities for assent. 
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Th e reason contradictory apparent senses are set down in it is to alert “those well 

grounded in science” to the interpretation that reconciles them. Th is idea is pointed 

to in His statement (may He be exalted), “He it is who has sent down to you the 

Book; in it, there are fi xed verses . . .” on to his statement, “and those well grounded 

in science.” . . . It has been transmitted that many in the earliest days [of Islam] used 

to be of the opinion that the Law has both an apparent and an inner sense if he is 

not adept in knowledge of it nor capable of understanding it.  118    

 Averro ë s argues that demonstrative truth and scriptural truth cannot confl ict, and 

whenever they do, scripture must be interpreted allegorically. Perhaps this principle 

of allegory by Averro ë s may also hold true—if scriptures contradict, then it may be a 

reason to resort to allegory to reconcile between them. A  h.   mad ibn  H.  anbal 

(d. 241/855)  119   apparently uses a similar logic when arguing that the plurality used in 

the Qur ʾ an for God, such as “We are with you,”  120   is metaphoric ( maj ā z ).  121   Here, Ibn 

 H.  anbal accepts the existence of metaphor in the Qur ʾ an but warns that the followers of 

Jahm ibn  S.  afw ā n (d. 128/746) (i.e., the Mu ʿ  tazilah) had used the metaphorical senses of 

the Qur ʾ an to argue against mainstream understandings.  122   Ibn Taymiyyah suggests 

that the dichotomy between literal and allegorical senses of the Qur ʾ an was introduced 

by the Mu ʿ  tazil ī  school of theology.  123   Th ere is no doubt that allegory and metaphor in 

the Qur ʾ an are accepted by consensus from literature. However, the main argument by 

traditional scholars is like Ibn  H.  anbal’s argument that sectarians would use the 

metaphorical meanings of the Qur ʾ an to suit their needs, which the traditional scholars 

would consider devious. 

 Th e study of the disjoined letters infl uences the understanding of the Qur ʾ anic 

language. If the philosophy of language is to convey the meaning of the text to the 

audience and this synergy is what makes meaning in language, then who is the audience 

that will make meaning out of the disjoined letters of the Qur ʾ an?  124   If it is a message 

from Mu h.  ammad to the people, while he is the only person who made up these words, 

then it is counterintuitive that the role of language considers the existence of a 

community that would make meaning out of arbitrary words, as defi ned by Saussure. 

Otherwise, Mu h.  ammad could have made these as secret meanings to a select few of his 

followers, who would otherwise be considered the audience.  125   What can be concluded 

from the disjoined letters in the Qur ʾ an is that its meaning cannot be taken primarily 

exoterically. As such, allegory and metaphor are undeniably in existence in the Qur ʾ an. 

Also, this proves that the social and historical community that received the Qur ʾ an may 

not be the only context in which the Qur ʾ anic language needs to be understood. More 

important is to try to understand Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind to determine what he 

might have meant. 

 Commenting on Qur ʾ an 3:7, Mu h.  ammad Asad suggests that the Qur ʾ an is explicit 

that some of its interpretations are supposed to be allegorical.  126   Bringing forth various 

arguments of what is allegorical in the Qur ʾ an and what is to be taken in its literal sense 

is unclear. For example, the disjoined letters ( al- muqa t.  t. a  ʿ    ā t ) in the Qur ʾ an, if taken 

literally, only mean that they are simple alphabets, without necessarily any specifi c 

meaning attached.  127   However, since the Qur ʾ an challenges its audience to understand 

its meanings, perhaps it is an attempt to prove that these are not to be taken literally, but 
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they need to be further extrapolated to be understood more deeply metaphorically. 

Unlike many other passages in the Qur ʾ an in which the exoteric and esoteric meanings 

may both be valid, the disjoined letters are not meaningful exoterically, therefore their 

primary role perhaps is that of a metaphor.  128   It is narrated that the fi rst caliph, Abu 

Bakr, stated, “To every book is a secret, and the secret of the Qur ʾ an is in its disjoined 

letters.”  129   If the disjoined letters are considered a secret, it can only mean that its 

exoteric meaning is not the intended meaning. Th erefore, there is a place of allegory 

and metaphor in the Qur ʾ an. Some Sufi  understandings of the disjoined letters are 

summed up by Abu al- ʿ Abb ā s (d. 1224/1809) considering them symbols that the 

general public would not immediately understand.  130   Undoubtedly, allegory is in 

existence in the Qur ʾ an and clues of it are found in various parts of the Qur ʾ an (e.g., 

Qur ʾ an 6:25, 17:46, 18:57, 41:5, 56:77–80):  131    

   Root- based morphology  

 As discussed earlier, the Semitic languages are root- based systems of lexical semantics. 

Th is challenges commentators in the interpretation of texts from scriptures due to the 

existence of semantic polysemy. Th e interpreter may fi nd it diffi  cult to identify and 

defi ne which sense of the word is meant by the author. Determining whether the word 

is only meant in one form of its morphological defi nition, or in some or all of its forms, 

creates an enormous challenge. It is possible that, for this reason, the Qur ʾ an emphasizes 

the signifi cance of understanding its language. In addition, Islamic scholars do not 

consider Qur ʾ anic translations to be the translation of the Qur ʾ an, but merely an 

approximate interpretation of the Qur ʾ an.  132   

 Classical commentators of the Qur ʾ an have realized the polysemic nature ( al- 

ashb ā h wal- wuj ū h ) of the Qur ʾ an. As discussed, al-Th a ʿ  lab ī  (d. 427/1035)  133   and Ibn 

al- ʿ Im ā d  134   are examples of notable scholars who have studied the nature and sense of 

polysemic semiotics within the Qur ʾ anic text. Classical scholars have identifi ed 

polysemy in Qur ʾ anic texts as semiotics ( ashb ā h ) or diff erent faces of the word ( wuj ū h ), 

quoting Qur ʾ an 3:7 and 39:23. Al-Suy ū  t.  ī  quotes Abu al-Dard ā  ʾ  as stating that a person 

does not understand  fi qh  unless he ascribes diff erent faces to the Qur ʾ an ( wuj ū han ).  135   

Some contemporary Islamic scholars, such as Mulla   S.   adr, have also allowed the analysis 

of Qur ʾ anic keywords in a polysemous method for interpretation, as it reveals its 

linguistic eloquence.  136   

 Th e methodology proposed, intertextual polysemy, is a linguistic approach through 

lexical semantics in an attempt to understand the written word. Th e roots of the words 

are analyzed in their various forms to ascertain the diverse meanings of the polysemes 

rooted in the word. Th e various Arabic, Hebrew, and Aramaic meanings of the Semitic 

words are identifi ed to understand the word fully along with its polysemes. Th e words 

are then compared in their usage within the Qur ʾ an and perhaps the Bible and Biblical 

literature to identify how scriptures have used the words with their various forms or 

polysemes, as perhaps the Qur ʾ an is engaging with the Bible. A comparison of 

etymological usage of the words between the Bible and the Qur ʾ an is analyzed to 

provide further scrutiny of the meanings of scriptures. As a supplement, a comprehensive 

database of Qur ʾ anic commentary, which includes a wide variety of Qur ʾ anic 
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commentators from diff erent Islamic traditions, are also consulted to view the 

commentary and interpretation of several scholars for the verses of the Qur ʾ an.  137     

   Th e fallacy of the root and etymological fallacy  

 To keep it in the reader’s mind, I must be clear that I do not necessarily argue in favor 

of an etymological supremacy. More specifi cally, the main core of the methodology I 

use is not necessarily etymology, but intertextual polysemy, although etymology is still 

an important factor to further utilize intertextual polysemy. Languages evolve with 

time giving birth to polysemous terms, some of which are divergent from the root 

meaning.  138   As such, it is imperative to understand the etymology of the words and its 

various morphological permutations. 

 Varro (d. 27  bce ), in  De Lingua Latina , considered that the ultimate origin of a 

word is of little signifi cance.  139   However, Socrates argues that unless one knows the 

principles of what the origin of a word means, then it is impossible to understand the 

meanings and evolution of its derivatives.  140   How the ancients considered the origin of 

language is divided into two schools: the natural and the conventional.  141   Th e natural 

origin suggests that the primitive humans gave names to things inspired by an innate 

or psychological eff ect. Th e conventional origin is similar to that of Saussure, in which 

the symbolic names given to objects are arbitrary. As a conventionalist, Aristotle argues, 

“No name exists in nature, but only by becoming a symbol.”  142   

 Even if we adopt a Saussurean understanding of language, in which meaning is 

shared by a community, words must have been created by a single person who has such 

an authority to impose this meaning onto the community. Th e origin of a word must 

have been started at some point by some person. Such an authority does not necessarily 

mean political or otherwise, but the ability to make an eff ect on the community. Plato 

(d. 347  bce ) considered language a human invention, in which much of it is 

conventional.  143   However, even when looking at the Arabic language, if it were true that 

the origin of the words is conventional, their derivatives may be highly associated with 

its etymology. Th is brings forth the case of polysemous terms, in which even if the 

etymology is arbitrary, their morphological derivatives are highly associated with the 

original symbol desired from the root meaning. Th is would be true especially in 

Semitic languages, which are highly polysemous. However, William Sidney Allen 

suggests that development of language, which is diff erent in study than its origin, is 

speculative due to the lack of material for historical treatment of the subject.  144   

 Understanding the development of language from etymological roots was a popular 

study in antiquity. Allen argues that ancient studies of etymology are grounded on an 

insecure basis, especially on the concept of  composito  (etymology by contraction), in 

which a word is derived from two or more component words.  145   He brings forth 

examples from words, in which a suffi  x could be misunderstood as a second word 

combined with another to make meaning. Allen calls ancient etymology unscientifi c, 

in which a single syllable or even letter were commonly used to establish an etymo-

logical connection. Nonetheless, if these particular methods are what make 

etymological studies inaccurate, then it cannot be applied to etymological studies in 
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Semitic languages, such as Arabic. Due to having root- based morphologies, Arabic 

etymology does not stem from a combination of two or more words, but is based on 

the morphological permutations of a single root word. Another distinction between 

Semitic languages and many others in the study of etymology is the understanding of 

what came fi rst, the noun or the verb.  146   According to Allen, the study of language 

development and etymology in antiquity saw a debate about what came fi rst.  147   

 Several scholars, both traditional and contemporary, have issues with the usage of 

certain methods of a linguistic approach. Plato, Quintilian (d. 100  ce ), Sextus Empiricus 

(d. 210  ce ), and Augustine (d. 430  ce ) criticized the overuse of etymology, though they 

did not completely deny the use of etymological inquiry.  148   Traditionally, some scholars, 

such as Ibn Durustawayh (d. 347/958) in his  Shar h.   al- fa s.   ī  h.   , reject the notion that the 

Arabic language contains polysemy, and therefore, the sharing of a common etymological 

root. Ibn Durustawayh gives reasons why he thinks polysemy needs to be clear in the 

Arabic language. One reason is that God created language to have clear meanings, and if 

a word has multiple meanings then it is against how God intended it.  149   He also notes 

that the morphological permutations of a root term having diff erent meanings are not 

evidence of polysemy, but that diff erent meanings would have diff erent morphological 

permutations and are not the same.  150   Ibr ā h ī m An ī s (d. 1399/1977), a prominent 

grammarian in the twentieth century, agrees with Ibn Durustawayh that polysemy 

occurs when a single word has two diff erent meanings, and not that one that is the 

etymology of the other, in which the other is considered a metaphor derived from that 

etymology.  151   Ab ū   ʿ Al ī  al-F ā rs ī  (d. 377/987), an early grammarian, took a moderate 

stance on the role of polysemy in the Arabic language. He did not deny it, as Ibn 

Durustawayh, nor did he exaggerate its existence. Nonetheless, he did not defi ne a 

specifi c etymology to the polysemes, but argued that it is because diff erent tribes use a 

term for diff erent meanings that the Arabic language evolved to include all these 

meanings, and not that they necessarily share a root etymology.  152   However, the opinions 

of Ibn Durustawayh and Ibr ā h ī m An ī s on polysemy go against how most classical 

grammarians, such as al-Suy ū  t.  ī , have defi ned polysemy and its special existence in the 

Qur ʾ an.  153   It would also appear to go against the prophetic tradition that the Qur ʾ an has 

diff erent faces, as discussed earlier. Al-Suy ū  t.  ī  suggests that it is natural for polysemy to 

occur because words are limited, while meanings are countless.  154   Th erefore, it is only 

natural for polysemy to be born and to evolve with time.  155   

 In more recent times, James Barr argues against the use of certain semantic 

methods for theological interpretation of scriptures that he believes distorts the state 

of the intended meaning of the word.  156   It must be noted that he is more concerned 

with the relationships between Hebrew and Greek words than those within the 

same language, although he does examine some examples of diff erences within the same 

language. Andrzej Zaborski  157   and Walid Saleh  158   also argue against the extent of the 

use of etymology in Qur ʾ anic interpretation, although not by completely ignoring it. 

Saleh’s main issue is in the assumption that the Arabic language might have borrowed 

words from another Semitic language, such as Hebrew, Aramaic, or Syriac. However, in 

the study of language, we must understand that a word in a language that shares the 

same family of another language may not necessarily be borrowing a word from the 

other language. Th e concept is usually simpler than a mere borrowing from another 
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language in the same family. Since both languages share the same family group and 

origins, then those words could have evolved within the two languages, without having 

either of them borrowing from the other. Th ey may be considered as having evolved 

from a similar ancestral protolanguage. 

 To examine an old example, Saleh correctly assumes that the term “  h.  an ī f  ” is probably 

one of the most widely debated words in terms of its etymology and meaning.  159   In 

Syriac, the meaning of the root “  h.   n p ” is an idolater, something that Rippin states is 

what scholars generally accept as the roots of the Arabic word.  160   Rippin quotes 

Beeston  161   that the Arabs in  H.  ij ā z might have adopted a Najr ā nite word, which came by 

way of Syrian missionaries to designate all non-Christians, whether polytheists or 

monotheists. While Saleh agrees with Rippin that the term “  h.  an ī f ”  can only be 

understood in its Qur ʾ anic context and that the etymological analysis of the word 

would not lead us anywhere, I fi nd these statements very generalized. Th ere can be an 

etymological link of how to understand the term “  h.  an ī f ”  in the Qur ʾ an when we fi rst 

understand the term’s polysemous nature. 

 To analyze the term “  h.  an ī f ”  from its polysemous and etymological point of view, we 

must understand its root meanings. Th e term is usually understood as someone who is 

upright, according to its assumed Qur ʾ anic context. However, it also means someone 

with a crooked leg.  162   Th e term for water tap is “  h.  anafi yyah ,” sharing the same root, 

because a water tap is typically crooked. Th e root of the term, even in Arabic, is 

something crooked.  163   Th erefore, let us not assume that the word was simply borrowed 

from Syriac and that the Syriac defi nition means heathen, or in other words “a person 

whose thoughts are crooked from ours,” in a Christian Syriac context. In the context of 

the Arab idolaters, the Muslims or monotheists hold a crooked belief from the 

mainstream ideology, and therefore they would be called “  h.  an ī f ”  too. Similarly, 

Abraham had lived with idol- worshippers and his thoughts were crooked (  h.  an ī f )  from 

their mainstream thought. If a person is crooked from the mainstream people who are 

crooked, then it could be that the person is considered upright. A prophetic tradition 

states that, “Islam started strange and will return back strange as it started. So, blessed 

are the strangers.”  164   Th is prophetic tradition implies that Islam is not mainstream, and 

therefore crooked (  h.  an ī f )  from the mainstream. Th e root meaning of crooked for the 

term “  h.  an ī f ”  is as much Arabic as it is Syriac, while not assuming that either has 

borrowed it from another, but that they share the same ancestor, in which this word 

perhaps had independently evolved in each language. 

 Analyzing the etymology of a word is to understand its root meaning, and not 

necessarily to assume a cross- cultural borrowing of a word from a diff erent language to 

another. It would be somewhat safe to assume that the majority of the Semitic roots share 

a similar ancestor. Th erefore, that Semitic languages share similar roots is not necessarily 

evidence that one has borrowed from another, but more correctly it is understood that the 

root term has perhaps evolved independently within each of the sister languages from a 

common ancestor. Hence, those who argue against the use of etymology for Qur ʾ anic 

terms seem to generalize their statements. Th ey are perhaps defensive against misuse of 

etymological analysis of terms, but misusing etymology is not enough to condemn an 

objective use of etymology. Although Zaborski  165   and Saleh  166   agree that etymology is not 

the best method to understand the Qur ʾ an, they had to refute methods that seem to be 
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false. However, this should not be a reason to generalize the statement that etymology is 

not a good way to understand scriptures. If we understand the polysemous nature of root 

terms and their morphologies, etymology is both necessary and benefi cial. 

 James Barr, in  Th e Semantics of Biblical Language , argues fervently against what he 

assumes are devious and dubious methods of Biblical interpretation using etymological 

approaches. Although Barr brings some good understandings of the pitfalls of a 

linguistic approach, he still has some issues with his arguments. For example, he states 

that in Pauline writings, the Greek term “ sarx ” is used for fl esh and “ s ō ma ” for body, 

while the Hebrew only uses “ bashar ” for both.  167   He assumes that the way of thinking 

of the Greeks in the past had to diff erentiate between fl esh and body, while the Hebrews 

did not delve into philosophical questions that required such a term to be diff erentiated. 

However, the Hebrew has several words for body and fl esh, and not just one in Biblical 

language (e.g.,  gewiyah ,  gawph ,  le h.  um  all which correspond to the Arabic  juwa ,  jawf , 

and  la h.  am ), although he is correct to state that the Septuagint has at various instances 

translated the term “ bashar ” into the Greek “ sarx ” and at other times into “ s ō ma .” 

Perhaps the two terms can sometimes be synonymous, though not necessarily always. 

Besides, in the analysis of a linguistic approach, we must realize that the language of an 

original text should not be compared with a translation. Although a translation may 

provide a good approximation of the meaning, it would not hold the same credibility 

as the original language, in which the author might have specifi cally intended a certain 

word to be used. Hence, the translators of the Septuagint should not be always 

considered a reference for the Greek New Testament, although to a great extent it could 

be used for such, especially since the majority of the New Testament authors were 

thinking in Hebrew (Aramaic) and possibly translating in their minds the Hebrew 

(Aramaic) words into Greek. 

 Nonetheless, Barr assumes that a language is not always necessarily a refl ection of 

the thoughts of people in a particular culture.  168   I agree with this concept. However, 

Barr argues what he considers the root fallacy, which is an extensive reliance of 

understanding root meanings of the Hebrew language.  169   Since I argue in favor of 

understanding its roots, polysemous nature, and morphologies, then I must disagree 

with Barr. Barr provides an example where he doubts that the Hebrew words for bread 

( la h.  m ) and war ( mil h.  ama ) have any signifi cance in sharing the same root.  170   Th is again 

proves the misunderstanding of root meanings of Semitic languages. Th e term is 

polysemous and one of the meanings of “ la h.  m ” is to join,  171   which is very similar to that 

of its corresponding Arabic cognate, “ la h.  m .”  172   Something that joins together is called 

“ yalta h.  im .” As such, the term for welding is called “ li h.   ā m ,” as it joins two objects 

together.  173   When skin is wounded, it joins itself back, usually creating scar tissue. 

Bread is the joining of fl our together. Flour is separate pieces joined together ( la h.  m ) 

into dough to make bread.  174   A battle is when two or more forces collide with each 

other and therefore joined together ( mil h.  ama ) or also a reference to swords cutting off  

fl esh ( mil h.  ama ). Th e standard understanding of the Semitic language is that when we 

want to understand the polysemous nature of words, it is important that we understand 

the root meanings. Suggesting that apparently completely diff erent meanings are 

derived from the same root is meaningless or abstract is the na ï vety of Semitic 

linguistics.  175   Th is is similar to the previous example shown between writing ( kit ā bah ) 
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and an army battalion ( kat ī bah ) sharing the same root meaning. Barr suggests that the 

etymology of a word is only useful to understand the history of a word, but may not 

necessarily be a guide of how to understand a word in its present form.  176   

 Th e Qur ʾ an challenges its audience to be as eloquent as itself. It challenges its 

audience to be fully versed in deeply understanding its Arabic language to fully 

appreciate it and understand its meanings. Th e Qur ʾ an portrays that its audience, even 

at the time of Mu h.  ammad, did not fully comprehend its language and meaning. Th e 

Qur ʾ an shows that although it is in Arabic and revealed among Arabs, they still had 

diffi  culty understanding it. 

   2  A revelation from the Compassionate, the Merciful,  3  a Book whose signs have 

been expounded as an Arabic Quran for a people who know,  4  as a bringer of glad 

tidings, and as a warner. But most of them have turned away, such that they hear 

not.  5  Th ey say, “Our hearts are under coverings ( akinnah ) from that to which you 

call us, and in our ears there is deafness, and between us and you there is a veil 

(  h.  ij ā b ). So do [as you will]; we shall do [as we will].”  177    

 Th is means that the mainstream understanding of the words in the Qur ʾ an may not 

necessarily be a full and correct understanding of the Qur ʾ an: a good example of this is 

the use of the disjoined letters ( muqa t.  t. a  ʿ    ā t ) in the beginning of some Qur ʾ anic chapters. 

Mu h.  ammad seems to have intended to use obscure meanings of words, while creatively 

reciting the Qur ʾ an, thinking it may be obvious to people other than himself. However, 

when he saw that people did not understand his creative associations using the Arabic 

language, he said that the general public would not fully understand the Qur ʾ an. If at 

the time the Qur ʾ an was fi rst recited, there was diffi  culty in understanding its language 

and meaning, then it should not be at all surprising that we have diffi  culty even today. 

In many instances, Barr suggests that current speakers of a language when using a 

word are usually unaware and care less of its etymological meaning in the past.  178   If we 

are to assume scriptures to be literature without any divine signifi cance, Fishbane 

illustrates with plentiful examples how Biblical authors had a great deal of awareness of 

previous Biblical literature, while using words selectively showing their full awareness 

to form what is known as inner-Biblical exegesis.  179   As such, understanding the root 

meanings and etymology is not only important, but perhaps necessary to fully 

appreciate the meanings of the Qur ʾ an.  180    

   Arabic and the Qur ʾ an  

 Within the methodology of intertextual polysemy proposed in this book, not only are 

the Arabic terms analyzed, but they are also compared with other Semitic languages, 

such as Hebrew and Aramaic, as the term “   ʿ   arab ī  ” does not necessarily specify a single 

standard language of the Arabs. What does the Qur ʾ an mean when describing itself as 

“   ʿ   arab ī  ?” Th e term may mean various languages of Arabia, some of which could be 

closer to Hebrew and Aramaic, while others could be closer to Ethiopic (Ge ʿ  ez). Th is 

provokes a question about the pursuit of polysemy. Mu h.  ammad Bakr Isma ʿ   ī l defi nes 
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polysemy as an Arab tribe using the same term for a diff erent meaning than that used 

by another tribe, and so there is vagueness in its meaning.  181   Mu h.  ammad might have 

been aware of various Arabic dialects and perhaps Semitic languages. When 

Mu h.  ammad entered a heightened state of creativity, he might have associated meanings 

from across the Arabic spectrum. 

 Th e term “   ʿ   arab ī   ” in the Qur ʾ an is typically understood to mean the Arabic language. 

However, we need to further analyze what the term “   ʿ   a r b ” actually means, as it is a 

term that is itself polysemous. According to  Lis ā n al-  ʿ   arab , the term “   ʿ   arab ” means the 

Arabs or the dwellers of the desert,  182   which has the same defi nition in Hebrew and 

Aramaic.  183   However,  Lis ā n al-  ʿ   arab  also mentions that the Arab tribes did not all have 

a single standard Arabic language, their languages were diverse.  184   Hence, we should 

not assume that the Arabic Qur ʾ an is specifi cally the language of Quraysh, as  ʿ Uthm ā n 

ibn  ʿ Aff  ā n stated.  185   Th ere is no Qur ʾ anic basis that its language is specifi cally that of 

Quraysh. Assuming that the traditional account is correct and Patricia Crone’s account 

that Islam rose in northern Arabia is incorrect,  186   then Mu h.  ammad lived in Makkah, 

which is in central West Arabia, where Arabs from various parts of the peninsula 

fl ocked for pilgrimage. Also, perhaps being at the center of the trade route of merchant 

caravans traveling between South and North Arabia, he was likely aware of the various 

Arab tongues spoken by diff erent tribes. Also, according to prophetic tradition, 

Mu h.  ammad allowed the Qur ʾ an to be read in various ways.  187   Th erefore, there is no 

specifi c form that is exclusive. Th is also shows that the Arabic language was not a 

specifi c single language, but that various tribes had a diff erent language, while some 

might be closer to other Semitic languages, such as Aramaic or Hebrew. 

 We need to look closer at the meaning of “   ʿ   arab .” Th e term has various meanings 

that are not always related. As such, the  Th eological Dictionary of the Old Testament  

( TDOT ) cautions that since the root has many unrelated meanings that it should not 

be considered to all have been derived from the same etymological root.  188   Th e term 

“   ʿ   arabah ” means a boat, while “ ta  ʿ   r ī b ” is cutting palm leaves.  189   Th e term “   ʿ   urb ū n ” is the 

contracted sale value or a deposit,  190   which is similar to its defi nition in Hebrew and 

Aramaic,  191   stemming back to the Akkadian usage from the Alalakhi texts to mean 

pledge or surety.  192   Also, the term means to be sweet (e.g., Psalm 104:34; Hosea 9:4; 

Sirach 40:21) or pleasure, with its etymological meaning also found in South Semitic, 

mainly Old South Arabic and Arabic dialects.  193   

 Since the term for “   ʿ   arab ” also means to be pleasant,  194   it is interesting, because the 

term “   ʿ   ajam ,” which is typically used as non-Arab by the Arabs,  195   also means to grieve 

in Hebrew and Aramaic,  196   and therefore, would act as an antonym to “   ʿ   arab .” 

Nonetheless, one must not jump to conclusions. According to  Lis ā n al-  ʿ   arab , one of the 

meanings of “   ʿ   ajam ” is to be of unclear speech, and perhaps for that reason the Arabs 

called those who are not Arabs “   ʿ   ajam ” as their speech is unclear to them.  197   Yet,  Lis ā n 

al-  ʿ   arab  also states that the term “   ʿ   ajam ” means one whose speech is unclear, even if 

they were Arabs.  198   Hence, its root meaning is not necessarily an antonym of Arab, but 

an antonym of clear speech ( fa s.   ā  h.  ah ). 

 In addition, in Hebrew and Aramaic, the term “   ʿ   arab ” means to mix and to combine, 

mixed races, or confusion and disorder.  199   Th e usage in this meaning is attested in 

Exodus 12:38 and in various other places in the Hebrew Bible. It has also been used in 
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the sense of weaving, which is perhaps due to mixed fabric woven from diff erent yarns 

(e.g., Leviticus 13:48).  200   In the Dead Sea Scrolls, the term is also used in the meaning 

of mix, confuse, or intermingle (e.g., 11 QT 19 45:4). If the term for “   ʿ   arab ” also means 

mixed races, then this might describe ancient Arabia, in which tribes could have been 

mixed between diff erent Semitic tribes. As such, when the Qur ʾ an states that it is in 

clear ( mub ī n ) “   ʿ   arab ī  ” and not “   ʿ   ajam ī   ” (i.e., Qur ʾ an 16:103, 41:44) it might mean that 

its language is clearly “   ʿ   arab ī  ,” whatever “   ʿ   arab ī  ” means. It could mean clearly mixed 

(   ʿ   arab ī  ) in need of connecting ( ta  ʿ   qil ū n ). Th ese are just few non- exhaustive examples of 

what the term “   ʿ   arab ” means. 

 According to a prophetic tradition, it is narrated that Mu h.  ammad said, “Five 

prophets from the Arabs are Mu h.  ammad, Ishmael, Shu ʿ ayb (Jethro),   S.    ā li  h.   , and H ū d.”  201   

Here, the meaning of Arab is those living in the desert, and not even necessarily 

describing a single ethnic group or language. Ishmael is presumed to have a Hebrew 

father and an Egyptian mother but lived among the Arabs in the desert. Th ough a 

Semite, he was not himself ethnically an Arab. Shu ʿ ayb, on the other hand, was a 

Midianite in North of Arabia. What is the Midianite language? It cannot necessarily be 

assumed to be standard Arabic. We do not have much knowledge of their language. 

However, given the geographic location of Midian, then it might be assumed that it 

could have been close to Aramaic. Rof é  suggests that the Canaanite language is close to 

the Midianite language,  202   which means that the Midianite language might have had its 

own distinct features, though it is a Semitic language. 

 If, according to tradition, Mad ā  ʾ in   S.    ā li  h.    is the place where   S.    ā li  h.    preached, then he 

would be a Nabataean in North of Arabia. If Patricia Crone and Michael Cook’s theory 

that Mu h.  ammad was from northern Arabia is correct, then his Arabic might have been 

Nabataean.  203   North Arabic might be represented by Classical Arabic and other pre-

Islamic dialects, such as Lihyanite, Th amudic, and Safaitic. However, there are various 

hypotheses on the Nabataean language. Beyer suggests that it is close to Achaemenid 

Imperial Aramaic.  204   Healey notes that Nabataeans are believed to have used Arabic in 

everyday life, but that their vocabulary is clearly Aramaic with loanwords from 

languages such as Greek and Persian.  205   He states, “Th ere are four other, more or less 

contemporary Aramaic dialects, Palmyrene, Hatran, Nabataean and Jewish Aramaic, 

which can be compared with Syriac.”  206   Healey continues: “Th e most distinctive feature 

of Nabataean by comparison with all other Aramaic dialects of the period is its Arabic 

colouring or, to be more precise, colouring from an Arabian language allied in some 

way to what became Classical Arabic.”  207   

 Some scholars believe that Nabataean seems to be likely Aramaic that was slowly 

infl uenced by Arabic, as its vocabulary was slowly being replaced by Arabic loanwords.  208   

If the language of   S.    ā li  h.    is Th amudic, which is a dialect of Arabic,  209   then it would still 

be diff erent to Classical Arabic, which was only standardized in the eighth century.  210   It 

might still have had some of its Nabataean ancestral resemblance, which would have 

been close to Aramaic.  211   Healey states, “there is evidence of a diff erence between the 

Arabic in the background of the Nabataean texts and Classical Arabic, both in vocalism 

and in morphology—the Arabic behind Nabataean had already lost case endings. Th is 

seems to imply that the dialect behind the Nabataean inscriptions is a more developed 

form of Arabic than Classical Arabic.”  212   
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 According to tradition, H ū d lived in Yemen, South of Arabia, which included 

languages such as Ancient South Arabian, Sabaean, and Mehri. Th rough an analysis of 

modern dialects, it is suggested that although they may have been infl uenced by 

Classical Arabic, they still resemble, in some ways, their ancestral ancient languages. 

Th is suggests that the languages of Ancient South Arabia, while they may have had a 

close resemblance to Classical Arabic, were still distinct.  213   With Shu ʿ ayb and   S.    ā li  h.   

situated in North Arabia, while H ū d was situated in South Arabia, Mu h.  ammad lived in 

Makkah, which is in central West Arabia, perhaps with a language infl uenced by both 

the north and the south. Th is would be especially true since Makkah was perhaps a 

destination of many of the Arabs in the peninsula, as it might have been a stop on the 

trade route between South and North Arabia.  214   

 So it comes to question of what is meant by Arabic. Which Arabic are we talking 

about? Is the Arabic of the Qur ʾ an specifi cally that of Quraysh, as  ʿ Uthm ā n assumed, 

or is it more general to the dwellers of the desert, with their various forms of the Semitic 

languages? It seems that Mu h.  ammad did not mean by the term “Arab” specifi cally 

Quraysh, but a more general term meaning the dwellers of the deserts of Arabia, who 

had various languages, some of which were possibly closer to Hebrew and Aramaic in 

North Arabia, while others were diff erent and even possibly closer to Ethiopic in South 

Arabia. 

 Since Classical Arabic was only standardized in the post-Qur ʾ anic era of the 

eighth century, it cannot be presumed that this is the language of the Qur ʾ an. Th e 

Arab grammarians, who standardized the Arabic language based on the Qur ʾ anic 

discourse in the eighth century did not always agree, especially among those 

between the grammar schools of al-K ū fah and al-Ba s.  rah.  215   Th e term “   ʿ   arab ī  ” in the 

Qur ʾ an is not the Classical Arabic standardized in a post-Qur ʾ anic era. Nor is the 

term specifi c to the Arabic of Quraysh. It can simply mean the languages of the 

dwellers of the desert (   ʿ   arab ), which would include many various forms of Semitic 

languages. Ab ū   ʿ Ubayda is noted to say, “Whoever pretends that there is in the Qur ʾ an 

anything other than the Arabic tongue has made a serious charge against God.”  216   

However, what is the Arabic tongue that the Qur ʾ an refers to? Why should it be 

restricted to the tongue of Quraysh or even why should it be restricted to what 

grammarians of the eighth century assumed? Th is assumes that the Arabic of the 

Qur ʾ an is restricted to these opinions based on dogmas and not facts, as noted 

by Kopf.  217   Since the Qur ʾ an itself does not specify what it means by the term 

“   ʿ   arab ī  ,” then one can only think that the term may simply refer to the dwellers of 

the desert and their languages.  218   Otherwise, it might mean its defi nition of mixture, 

as the Qur ʾ an is mixed (   ʿ   arab ī  ) in need of making connections ( ta  ʿ   qil ū n ) to make 

sense out of it.  

   Th e methodology  

 Being in a heightened state of mind, Mu h.  ammad was able to make creative connections 

using language as a symbol. I attempt to decipher his state of mind and read the Qur ʾ an 

based on his state of mind. Although I have stated that the proposed approach of 
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hermeneutics is linguistic using intertextual polysemy and tried to show the signifi cance 

of such style, it is important to briefl y describe this method in a systematic manner, so 

that it can be understood clearly. 

 Th e method can be summarized as follows: 

   1. Keywords of a passage are taken back to their root meanings in the Arabic language. 

Possible meanings from the root’s morphological permutations are taken into 

account. Th e lexical semantics are taken from Arabic defi nitions, but also from 

other sister Semitic languages, such as Hebrew and Aramaic for the reasons 

described in the previous section. Th e reason is, we cannot fully rely on medieval 

lexicons to understand the Qur ʾ an, as a word might have evolved as a reaction to its 

use in the Qur ʾ an, instead of its actual etymological meaning at the time of 

Mu h.  ammad. It is assumed that the Semitic languages have a common ancestor, in 

which the root meanings of the words could have evolved in each descendent 

language. Also, medieval Arabic lexicons may defi ne Qur ʾ anic terms as a way of 

interpreting ( tafs ī r ) the Qur ʾ an, and not the actual meaning of the word as it was 

intended. As such, comparing the Arabic defi nitions with their Semitic cognates, 

such as Hebrew and Aramaic, may provide us with a more reasonable knowledge of 

the possible meanings of the word without it being tainted specifi cally as a way of 

interpreting the Qur ʾ an by medieval lexicographers. Some might argue why Hebrew 

and Aramaic lexicographers may have retained certain meanings of an Arabic 

Qur ʾ an, while the Arabs may have not. Th e counterargument is that the literary 

history of several literary Semitic texts, such as Akkadian, Ugaritic, Hebrew, and 

Aramaic by far surpasses that of the Arabic language and are attested during the 

pre-Islamic era, since Arabic literary history is mainly post-Qur ʾ anic.  219   As such, it 

is conceivable that some Arabic words and meanings used during the time of the 

Qur ʾ an might have had some associations with the Hebrew and Aramaic terms, but 

the Arabic meanings of these terms could have been lost in the post-Qur ʾ anic era. 

As such, I would also argue that perhaps the defi nitions of the Hebrew and Aramaic 

words in defi ning Biblical language may also be compared with the Arabic words to 

ensure that defi nitions that may have been lost in its Hebrew or Aramaic use are still 

taken into consideration as possible intended meanings in the past. To ensure that 

an etymological usage of the meanings of the roots are all taken into account, the 

lexical semantics of the term and its morphological permutations are taken into 

consideration, along with possible permutations in the change of letters in the sister 

languages. For example, the word for remembrance is “ dhikr ” in Arabic sharing the 

same root for male, which is “ dhakar .” However, to ensure that the lexical semantics 

that need to be analyzed would include the term “ dakar ” in Hebrew and Aramaic, 

which means male, but also includes the term “ zakar ” in Hebrew, which corresponds 

to “ dhikr ” in its defi nition for remember. Th is is what I mean by taking care of 

various corresponding morphological permutations. Another major consideration 

would include terms with the letter “  h.   ā  ʾ   ” or “ kh ā  ʾ   ,” as their corresponding terms in 

Hebrew and Aramaic are undiff erentiated. Hence, it is sometimes imperative to take 

into consideration the lexical semantics of the term to include both permutations of 

those letters. A similar issue would be permutations of letters that include “ t ā  ʾ   ” and 
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“ th ā  ʾ   ,” “ d ā l ” and “ dh ā l ,” “ s ī n ” and “ sh ī n ,” “  s.   ā d ” and “  d.   ā d ,” “  t.  ā  ʾ   ” and “  z.   ā  ʾ   ,” or “   ʿ   ayn ” and 

“ ghayn ,” as similarly the corresponding Hebrew and Aramaic terms are not always 

diff erentiated, when compared to their corresponding Arabic terms. Th is is also to 

keep in mind that these letters were undiff erentiated in the written Arabic script 

during the time of Mu h.  ammad and in the earliest Qur ʾ anic manuscripts, including 

the presumed  ʿ Uthm ā nic codex.  220   However, not all undiff erentiated early Arabic 

scripts are necessarily taken into consideration, as they correspond to diff erent 

Hebrew and Aramaic alphabets, such as the “ b ā  ʾ   ” corresponding to “ beth ,” “ j ī m ” 

corresponding to “ gimel ,” “ r ā  ʾ   ” corresponding to “ resh ,” and “ zayn ” corresponding to 

“ zayn .” Nevertheless, certain morphological anomalies can occur between “ dh ā l ” 

corresponding to “ zayn ,” as in the case of “ dhakar ” and “ zakar ” stated above, and 

between “ th ā  ʾ   ” corresponding to “ sh ī n ,” as in the case of “ thiql ” and “ shekel .” 

Nonetheless, the examples in the next chapter are purely from the Qur ʾ an and 

correspond to undebatable Arabic defi nitions. Th is is to ensure that the methodology 

remains valid even if other sister languages are not taken into account. Later 

examples in the book will include a comparative analysis of lexical semantics within 

Hebrew and Aramaic, which is sometimes necessary to ensure that all possible 

etymologies and polysemous permutations are taken into account, while also 

providing a gateway for a comparative textual analysis with the Bible and Biblical 

literature.  

  2. Once all possible meanings from the point of view of lexical semantics are taken 

into account, then intertextuality becomes important. Th e intertextuality has 

two forms. Th e fi rst compares and analyzes how the term and its various 

morphological permutations are used within the Qur ʾ an and other scriptures. Th e 

second form is not always obvious. It involves the intertextuality of comparative 

meaning or the homophone of the term being analyzed, and not necessarily one 

that would share the exact same root. An example would be analyzing the term 

for father, which is “ ab .” Th e root term for this word might include “ awb ,” “ ayb ,” or 

“ aby .” Arab Christians, for example, use the term “  ā b ” for God the Father, which 

could be rooted in either “ awb ” or “ ayb .” Nonetheless, the term “ aba ,” which also 

corresponds to the Aramaic “ aba ,” could be rooted in the term “ aby ” or “ abw .” Hence, 

these would be cases in which a full array of possible root meanings is taken into 

consideration in the analysis. An example of homophone intertextuality would 

include terms such as “ qir ā n ,” which literally means joining, but is usually understood 

as marriage or partnership, and comparing it with “ Qur ʾ  an .” Although the term 

“ qir ā n ” is rooted in “ qaran ,” while the term “ Qur ʾ  an ” is rooted in “ qara ʾ   ,” they are 

morphologically similar in nature. Th e second form of intertextuality is not as 

strong as the obvious fi rst, where sharing the same root is more evident and simpler 

to compare. Nonetheless, the second form may sometimes provide us with 

interesting insights during intertextual analysis, and hence, cannot always be 

ignored.   

 Th e above provides a brief systematic description of the approach of intertextual 

polysemy. However, with examples in the following chapters, a clearer understanding 

of how they are applied can be more visibly appreciated.  
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   Critique of the methodology  

 Th e methodology outlined for the method of intertextual polysemy appears not to be 

too diff erent to that of Christoph Luxenberg’s proposed methodology,  221   but also holds 

major diff erences. Luxenberg’s thesis follows that of G ü nter L ü ling that the origin of 

the Qur ʾ an is dated earlier than originally thought (i.e., pre- dates the traditional dates 

of Mu h.  ammad) in what he calls the Ur-Qur ʾ an.  222   Th is is diff erent to John Wansbrough’s 

thesis that the Qur ʾ an is to be dated much later than initially thought.  223   Luxenberg’s 

thesis is that the Qur ʾ an stems from a Syriac Christian liturgy. I am in no way suggesting 

that the Arabic Qur ʾ an somehow is mostly Aramaic in disguise. Th e language of the 

Qur ʾ an is Arabic, which may encompass the many dialects and tongues of those living 

in the desert. 

 Fundamentally, I am not even assuming the Qur ʾ anic origins to have come from 

anyone besides Mu h.  ammad. I am assuming that Mu h.  ammad is the author, and that the 

Qur ʾ an is formulated in Mu h.  ammad’s mind, whether or not through divine 

intervention. Looking into cognate roots and meanings in other Semitic languages is 

not to assume that it was written in another language later adopted by the Arabs, but to 

assume that perhaps some Arabic meanings evolved during post-Qur ʾ anic era that 

may have existed within the Arabic language during the time of the Qur ʾ an. If we 

discover Arabic literature texts that pre- date the Qur ʾ an, then we can test if any of the 

meanings are attested within the Arabic language or not. Also, the Qur ʾ an does engage 

with the Bible in many instances, and therefore, it is possible that Mu h.  ammad is 

attempting to use terminologies that are familiar to Jews and Christians; not that he 

adopted them from an original Syriac text and transformed it to a Qur ʾ an. Th is can be 

especially seen how the term “ qiblah ,” understood as the direction of prayer, appears to 

have been purposefully used to allude to the  Shema  ʿ     passages in Deuteronomy, which 

the Talmud calls “ kabbalat   ʿ   ol malkhut shamayim ,” as I have discussed in an article.  224   

 Luxenberg has many scholarly opponents and few who might agree, at least partially, 

with his views, such as Gabriel Reynolds.  225   I admit that using the methodology 

outlined in this book, or that adopted by Luxenberg, is not without its fl aws. However, 

no methodology is without its fl aws. Th e main fl aw of the method outlined here is that 

any term may be used to mean almost anything to fi t one’s predispositions. Gerald 

Hawting has made this point early on L ü ling’s theories.  226   However, in using Semitic 

languages that attest to various meanings of the terms used in the Qur ʾ an is not to 

assume that the text had Syriac origins. As stated earlier, Arabic and its sister languages 

come from a common ancestor of Proto-Semitic. Th erefore, not every term found in 

Arabic and Hebrew or Aramaic is a loanword, but has come down through a common 

ancestral language. Th erefore, it is essential to use Michael Fishbane’s process of looking 

into patterns.  227   A single word may not alone be evidence of intertextuality, but the 

existence of a pattern in the use of terms along with their contextual neighboring terms 

may be essential to provide evidence that such a reading is plausible. 

 I agree that some of the extrapolations made in some of the examples in this book 

are speculative. However, when there are several examples that prove that such a 

method is a possibility, such as that outlined on the “ qiblah ,” as discussed,  228   then it does 

give some plausibility to this method, where other methods have failed. However, this 
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method, like any other, is not foolproof. Th erefore, I do request readers to proceed with 

caution. Do look at how the method is applied and make a distinction between what 

can be asserted, and extrapolations that are merely opinions of what the underlying 

metaphor might be. We can sometimes easily assert that a pattern does exist through 

intertextual polysemy, but why it exists and what message is it trying to convey may be 

a matter of opinion only. 

 Th e methodology outlined in this book is fundamentally diff erent to the apparent 

intentions of the likes of L ü ling and Luxenberg. Unlike L ü ling and Luxenberg, I can 

make no assertions. I walk behind Socrates’ fabled claim in Plato’s  Apology , which I 

rephrase as, “Th e only thing I know is that I do not know anything.” I have absolutely 

no polemical intentions. Th e method outlined in this book is purely textual analysis of 

a comparative nature, which to the most part shows that the Qur ʾ an is consistent in the 

areas where it appears to sometimes be self- contradicting, as will be seen in some of the 

examples. 

 Another main critique is that this book does not delve into the theological or 

historical reverberations that can be echoed from the observations made. Th e reasons 

for that are manifold, but one is simply a matter of space. Another reason is to avoid 

any assertions and to allow the readers to form their own conclusions. As stated in 

Chapter 1, one of the major intentions behind this research and its fi ndings is to open 

new inquiries in the fi eld and to incite insightful and thought- provoking dynamics in 

people’s minds. Together, we can better understand reality.   



52



               3 

 Examples of Intertextual Polysemy from 

Qur ʾ anic and Arabic Perspectives            

  Th is chapter gives a few examples of the application of intertextual polysemy for 

Qur ʾ anic hermeneutics. Th ese examples represent two forms of analysis. Th e fi rst is 

that analysis can be done independently from other scriptures. Th e second aspect is a 

comparative analysis between the Qur   ʾ   an and the Bible. Th e reason behind this is to 

show the extent of intertextuality between the Qur  ʾ  an and itself, as well as between the 

Qur  ʾ  an and the Bible. More examples of intertextual polysemy between the Qur  ʾ  an and 

the Bible will be discussed in Chapters 5–7. Th is means that Mu h.  ammad, in his creative 

state of mind, made associations between his sayings in Arabic and engaging with the 

Bible, which he likely had access to and expected his audience to be well- versed in, to 

further understand his sayings.  

   Intertextual polysemy between the Qur ʾ an, itself, and the Bible  

 According to Muslim tradition, the fi rst passages of the Qur  ʾ  an revealed to Mu h.  ammad 

were the fi rst fi ve verses of s ū rah al- ʿ Alaq.  1   I fi nd these presumed fi rst Qur  ʾ  anic passages 

to be interesting because they talk about the creation of the human from a “clinging.” 

Although we may infer what the clinging is, it does not answer why such a clinging is 

so important that it is traditionally considered the fi rst chapter revealed in the Qur  ʾ  an. 

Why does the Qur  ʾ  an specify the clinging as the means of human creation? Why does 

it not state that the human is created from sperm ( nu t. fah ) or clay ( tur ā b )? Are these 

simply rhyming words? If so, then why not choose words in the rest of the verses that 

rhyme with sperm ( nu t. fah ) or clay ( tur ā b )? Stating that the human is created from a 

clinging, which is assumed to be the clinging of a fetus in its mother’s womb, must 

serve a purpose for Mu h.  ammad. Traditionally, the fi rst passages revealed in the Qur  ʾ  an 

are believed to be the following: 

   1  Recite ( Iqra ʾ   ) in the Name of thy Lord Who divided (created),  2    2  divided (created) 

man from a clinging (  ʿ  alaq ).  3    3  Recite! ( Iqra ʾ   ) Th y Lord is most noble,  4  Who taught 

(   ʿ   allam ) by the Pen,  5  taught (   ʿ   allam ) the human  4   that which he knew not.  5    

 Th e fi rst verse of the chapter of the Clinging ( al- ʿ  Alaq ) talks about the Qur  ʾ  an, its 

revelation and proclamation, and its creation (or division). Th e second verse discusses 
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the creation (or division) of the human being from a clinging (  ʿ  alaq ).  6   Qur  ʾ  anic exegetes 

consider the clinging described in the second verse to be that of a fetus in its mother’s 

womb.  7   Verses 3–5 reiterate the proclamation of the Qur  ʾ  an ( iqra ʾ   ) and portray how 

God teaches the human being things that the human being did not know before. 

 To me, the mystery of the fi rst Qur  ʾ  anic revelations lies within understanding the 

signifi cance of the creation of the human being from a clinging (   ʿ   alaq ) in the womb. 

Although Qur  ʾ  anic commentators are capable of answering what the clinging is, they 

fail to answer the question of why this clinging is so signifi cant that it is traditionally in 

the fi rst verses of the Qur   ʾ   an and the chapter is even named aft er such clinging. Using 

intertextual polysemy, the answer to that question may be simple and the Qur   ʾ   an may 

be giving a very informative interpretation of the meanings behind the clinging.  8   Roots 

of the keywords in the fi rst passages of the chapter of Clinging (s ū rah al- ʿ  Alaq) are to 

be compared with the fi rst passages of s ū rah al-Ra  h.   m ā n, as part of the intertextuality: 

“ 1  Th e Compassionate ( al-Ra h.  m ā n )  2  taught (  ʿ  allam ) the Quran;  3  divided (created) 

man;  4  taught him (  ʿ  allamahu ) speech (the clarity) ( al- bay ā n ).”  9   

 From the fi rst passages of s ū rah al-Ra  h.   m ā n, the root keywords may be compared 

with those of s ū rah al-  ʿ  Alaq. Th ere are six points of intertextuality: 

   1. Th e second verse of s ū rah al-Ra  h.   m ā n states that God teaches the Qur  ʾ  an, sharing 

the same root of the word Qur  ʾ  an, “ iqra ʾ    ” when compared with the fi rst and third 

verses of s ū rah al- ʿ Alaq, and it is stated that God teaches the proclamation of the 

Qur  ʾ  an.  

  2. Th e fi rst verse of s ū rah al- ʿ Alaq states to read or to proclaim in the name of the Lord. 

Th e fi rst verse of s ū rah al-Ra  h.   m ā n uses one of the names of God (the Lord), which 

is the Most Compassionate, or  al-Ra h.  m ā n .  10    

  3. Th e third verse of s ū rah al-Ra  h.   m ā n uses the term for the creation (or division) of 

the human being, “ khalaq ,” which may be compared with the same words used in 

the fi rst two verses of s ū rah al- ʿ Alaq.  

  4. Th e third verse of s ū rah al-Ra  h.   m ā n also uses the term for the human, “ al- ins ā n ,” 

which corresponds to the same term used by the second and fi ft h verses of s ū rah 

al-  ʿ  Alaq.  

  5. Th e fourth and fi ft h verses of s ū rah al-  ʿ  Alaq describe God teaching, “  ʿ allam ,” which 

can also be seen in the second and fourth verses of s ū rah al-Ra  h.   m ā n.  

  6. Th e fourth verse of s ū rah al-Ra  h.   m ā n explains, in a similar way to that of s ū rah al-

 ʿ Alaq, that God teaches the human being things that he knew not or the “ bay ā n .”   

 Th e fi rst passages of s ū rah al- ʿ Alaq and s ū rah al-Ra  h.   m ā n seem to be entwined with 

and interrelated to each other. According to Michael Fishbane’s technique,  11   this would 

mean that those two passages allude to each other, or at least the latter alludes to the 

former, whichever came fi rst. Unfortunately, the traditional methods of Qur  ʾ  anic 

hermeneutics would not have revealed the interrelationship of the roots of the 

keywords between the passages. However, understanding this relationship seems to be 

essential for Qur  ʾ  anic interpretation, as the Qur  ʾ  an is not only trying to explain what 

the clinging ( al- ʿ  alaq ) really means, but it is also portraying the signifi cance of why this 

clinging ( al- ʿ  alaq ) is revealed in the traditionally fi rst revelations of the Qur  ʾ  an. 
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 Since the binding relationship between s ū rah al- ʿAlaq  and s ū rah al-Ra  h.   m ā n is 

fi rmly established, then it can be seen that s ū rah al- ʿAlaq  is not simply speaking of the 

creation ( khlq ) of the human being as a clinging fetus in the mother’s womb or even the 

division ( khlq ) of the fetus from the womb during birth. Th e term for womb is “ r  h.   m ,” 

which shares the same root as the fi rst verse of s ū rah al-Ra  h.   m ā n, naming God as the 

Most Compassionate ( al-Ra h.  m ā n ), aft er which the whole chapter is named. From this 

method of Qur  ʾ  anic hermeneutics, the Qur  ʾ  an may seem to use inner-Qur  ʾ  anic allusion 

to interpret itself. S ū rah al- ʿAlaq  is not talking of the creation of the human being as a 

clinging fetus in its mother’s womb ( r  h.   m ), but speaking about the creation of the 

human being as the human clings unto God ( al-Ra h.  m ā n ). Th e portrayal of the fetus 

clinging in the mother’s womb in the physical realm is used as a metaphor for the 

clinging unto God ( al- ta ʿ  alluq bil-Ra h.  m ā n ). It might be for that reason that s ū rah al-

Ra  h.   m ā n is traditionally called the Bride of the Qur  ʾ  an,  12   because it attempts to describe 

the womb that teaches the human being the Qur  ʾ  an, as in the chapter of the Clinging 

(s ū rah al- ʿAlaq ). Here, it may be seen that the fi nal redactors of the Qur  ʾ  an wanted 

these two passages to allude to each other, or that Mu h.  ammad, in his high state of 

creativity, associated things that appear to be unrelated through a polysemous manner 

to create metaphor. According to a prophetic tradition (  h.  ad ī th ): “Th e Prophet states, 

‘No one enters heaven ( al- jannah ) with his works,’ so he was asked, ‘Not even you?’ and 

he replied, ‘Not even me, unless my Lord encompasses me with mercy ( ra h.  mah ).’   ”  13   

 In an Islamic context, God’s heaven ( jannah ) is portrayed in His mercy ( ra h.  mah ). 

According to the method of intertextual polysemy, this understanding of heaven and 

God’s mercy is interesting. As a fetus ( jan ī n ) is in the mother’s womb ( r h.  m ), so is heaven 

( jannah ) in God’s mercy ( ra h.  mah ). Th e terms fetus ( jan ī n ) and heaven ( jannah ) share 

the same root, as do the terms womb ( r h.  m ) and mercy ( ra h.  mah ). Th e Qur  ʾ  an uses the 

physical conception and birth of human beings as a metaphor for their spiritual birth 

through their clinging unto God. 

 Th e mother’s womb feeds the fetus through the umbilical cord into its navel, which 

is called “ surrah .” Th e root of the word for the navel, “ surrah ,” is embedded in the 

term “ srr ,” which means secret.  14   Th e term for belly is “ ba t. n ,” which shares the same 

root as the term “ b ā  t. in ” describing the inner or hidden meanings.  15   Perhaps Mu h.  ammad 

is trying to show a metaphorical analogy that as the fetus clings unto the mother’s 

womb to be fed through its navel ( surrah ) in their bellies ( ba t. n ), so are those who 

cling unto God fed with divine mysteries ( asr ā r ) of the inner meanings ( b ā  t. in ) of life. 

Th is is perhaps what s ū rah al- ʿAlaq  and s ū rah al-Ra  h.   m ā n explain: it is God who 

teaches the human being knowledge that he did not know before. How does God 

teach that knowledge, according to the Qur  ʾ  an? Th e knowledge is taught as the 

human being clings unto God as a fetus clings unto a mother’s womb. Th is appears 

to be the fi rst message that the Qur  ʾ  an tries to explain, in its presumed fi rst passages. 

Th is might be paralleled with the teaching of being born from above, as narrated in 

the Gospel of John: 

   3  Jesus replied, “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God unless 

they are born again.”    4  “How can someone be born when they are old?” Nicodemus 

asked. “Surely they cannot enter a second time into their mother’s womb to be 
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born!”    5  Jesus answered, “Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom 

of God unless they are born of water and the Spirit.  6  Flesh gives birth to fl esh, 

but the Spirit gives birth to spirit.  7  You should not be surprised at my saying, 

‘You must be born again.’  8  Th e wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its 

sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with 

everyone born of the Spirit.”   9  “How can this be?” Nicodemus asked.    10  “You are 

Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these things?  11  Very truly 

I tell you, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have seen, but 

still you people do not accept our testimony.  12  I have spoken to you of earthly 

things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of heavenly 

things?”  16    

 Using intertextual polysemy for Qur  ʾ  anic hermeneutics provides insight by not 

only answering the question “what” is stated by the Qur  ʾ  an, as the majority of Qur  ʾ  anic 

scholars and commentators try to explain in their interpretations, but more importantly 

answers the question “why.” Here, understanding Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind in making 

creative associations and producing metaphor tells us what could be his intentions in 

making the Qur  ʾ  anic statements. Although they may seem erratic, they are not an 

example of a thought disorder, but they are creative pieces.  

   Comparing Islamic ruling with the text: divorce  

 In this example, intertextual polysemy is used to compare Islamic Shar ī   ʿ  ah with the 

text of the Qur  ʾ  an. Th e story of Moses’ meeting with a mystical character, presumably 

al-Khi d.  r in s ū rah al-Kahf (Chapter of the Cave),  17   is a story fi lled with mystery, as 

the outer actions are not evidence of their inner meanings. It is mysterious in such a 

way that even Moses could not easily comprehend the events that were going on 

during his meeting with the mystical fi gure. Nonetheless, if I claim a hypothesis 

that one of the intentions of the Qur  ʾ  an’s creative associations in the story is its 

relationship with the Islamic ruling of divorce, then it may not be easily perceived, 

because such an association is not obvious in the story. However, when using 

intertextual polysemy, it may be seen that such a relationship may be valid, given 

Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind. 

 Th e story of the meeting between Moses and the mystical fi gure, presumably al-

Khi d.  r, provides insight into the possible Qur  ʾ  anic eloquence in the precise usage of 

terms. Th e passages relate that al-Khi d.  r and Moses travel through three diff erent 

journeys together. At the start of each journey, the Qur  ʾ  an uses the term “ in t. alaq ā  ” (i.e., 

Qur  ʾ  an 18:71, 18:74, 18:77), which means that they both proceeded or traveled.  18   

However, the root of the word is “  t. alaq ,” which shares the same root as divorce (  t. al ā q ).  19   

According to the Qur  ʾ  an, aft er the third divorce, the man and the woman may no 

longer reconcile with each other, unless the woman had married and divorced a 

diff erent husband (i.e., Qur  ʾ  an 2:229–230).  20   

 According to the story of al-Khi d.  r and Moses in those passages, they used the term 

“ in t. alaq ā  ” for each of their three journeys. Aft er the third “  t. alaq ” (travel or divorce), 
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they separated without reconciliation, in accordance with the rules of divorce (  t. al ā q ) 

in the Islamic Shar ī  ʿ ah, as per the Qur  ʾ  an. Th is is perhaps a way that the Qur  ʾ  an subtly 

introduces a spiritual message within it as part of its creative style. Conventional 

methods of exegesis would not provide us with such insights. Hence, the method of 

intertextual polysemy is not necessarily replacing conventional methods, but one that 

might complement it by providing innovative perspectives through understanding 

Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind and authorial intent within a linguistic approach, which is 

the only tangible method emphasized and sanctioned by the Qur  ʾ  an.  

   Zechariah and a son  21    

 Zechariah is made of two words put together, “ zakar ” and “ Yah .” In Hebrew, “ zakar ” 

means remember, male, or male organ, as it is cognate to the Arabic “ dhakar .” Th e word 

“ Yah ” means God ( Yahweh ). Hence, Zechariah means God has remembered or the 

remembrance of God. Th e chapter of Maryam in the Qur  ʾ  an begins with the story of 

Zechariah using “ dhikr ” (remembrance) of God for his servant Zechariah (remembrance 

of God). “A reminder ( dhikr ) of the Mercy ( ra h.  mah ) of thy Lord unto His servant, 

Zachariah. . .”  22   

 According to the Qur  ʾ  an, God granted Zechariah a son. Th e term “ dhikr ” is related 

to the male organ. Th e term for mercy ( ra h.  mah ) shares the same root as womb ( ra h.  m ). 

What is the signifi cance of this? To make a child, or create the human, the sperm 

fertilizes the ovula, and then it splits into a new creation. Th is means that the male 

organ ( dhakar ) fl ows with sperm that enters the womb ( ra h.  m ), just as the story of 

Zechariah starts in the above verse. Th is is a simple example of the use of intertextual 

polysemy in the Qur  ʾ  an.    
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               4 

 Th e Relationship Between the Qur ʾ an 

and the Bible            

  Th ere seems to be an apparent contradiction within the Qur ʾ an, when one views 

traditional exegesis of the Qur ʾ an from classical exegetes ( mufassir ū n ) in their attempt 

to interpret the relationship between the Qur ʾ an and the Bible. Th e assumption is that 

since Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind allows him to make creative associations, he not only 

made such associations within the Qur ʾ an, but also between the Qur ʾ an and the 

religious milieu of his time. In some instances, the Qur ʾ an talks well of the Bible, 

including the Gospel[s]  1   (e.g., Qur ʾ an 5:47, 5:66, 5:68), while apparently attempting to 

have a distinct theology from Christianity, such as the notion of Jesus Begotten of God, 

according to the Gospel of John. Although this book argues that Mu h.  ammad had 

experienced an abnormal psychological state of mind, his high intelligence protected 

him from mental illness so he would not have changed his ideas frantically. Th ere does 

seem to be a change of style as the Qur ʾ an progressed, as can be seen between early 

Makkan, later Makkan, and Madinan s ū rahs. Also, the topics might have changed. 

However, there is no reason to think, in understanding its themes, that the Qur ʾ an is 

not homogeneous. What I mean is that it seems if there was an intelligent Mu h.  ammad, 

then he would not have had included contradictory statements. If there is an apparent 

contradiction, we might need to analyze these to further understand Mu h.  ammad’s 

intent, given his state of mind. 

 Why would the Qur ʾ an ask Christians to follow the Gospel[s] (i.e., Qur ʾ an 5:47) if 

the Qur ʾ an opposes its theology? If we are to think that perhaps those were diff erent 

periods of Mu h.  ammad’s message, then why did he not have the passages that speak 

well of the Gospel[s] struck from the Qur ʾ an? Classical Muslims scholars attempted to 

make sense of this with the concept of abrogating and abrogated verses ( n ā sikh wa 

mans ū kh ), where latter verses have abrogated former verses that may contradict.  2   

Perhaps this concept of abrogation is an easy way out of a more scholarly investigation 

of the apparent contradictions in the Qur ʾ an. With an intelligent Mu h.  ammad, 

who seems to be capable of making creative associations, it is highly unlikely that he 

would keep a Qur ʾ an that contradicts itself. As such more investigation on these 

apparent contradictions needs to be made, and that is what the next chapter will show 

in its examples, where these apparent contradictions might be viewed with a diff erent 

perspective using intertextual polysemy than that which may be obtained from classical 

exegetes. Perhaps Mu h.  ammad was more creative in the precise usage of words in the 

Qur ʾ an in an attempt to fully engage with the Bible. 
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 Moch Ali shows some examples of how intertextuality in the polysemous and 

etymological usage of Abrahamic scriptures provides a linguistic understanding of the 

intended meanings of the words.  3   He has mainly used the Hebrew Bible and Aramaic 

Gospel for intertextuality and literary criticism with the Arabic Qur ʾ an to identify the 

Semitic roots in the verses of the Qur ʾ an that appear to be citing other scriptures. He 

considers the linguistic criticism of scriptures as a reference of their common origin 

and heritage of their sacred discourses. Gabriel Reynolds argues in  Th e Qur ʾ   ā n and 

Its Biblical Subtext  that the Qur ʾ an should not be interpreted through medieval 

commentaries ( tafs ī r ) and biography ( s ī rah ) of Mu h.  ammad, but it should be interpreted 

through Jewish and Christian sources that pre- date the Qur ʾ an.  4   Reuven Firestone also 

argues the same concept by stating, “In fact, it [the Qur ʾ an] contains so many parallels 

with the Hebrew Bible and New Testament that it could not possibly exist without its 

scriptural predecessors as subtexts.”  5   However these contemporary scholars are not 

unique in their view. Before them, John Wansbrough considered the Qur ʾ an as a literary 

text independent from the historical context given to it by Islamic tradition.  6   

 Other Western scholars such as Th eodor N ö ldeke, Tor Andrae, and Karl Ahrens 

examined infl uences of other religions on the Qur ʾ an, and did not completely reject 

the use of historical literature from traditional medieval Muslim scholars. On the 

other hand, Wansbrough considered Islamic history as mentioned in traditional 

Qur ʾ anic commentaries and biography ( s ī rah ) of Mu h.  ammad to be a reconstruction 

that evolved in post-Qur ʾ anic Islam.  7   Hence, Islamic history is a later literary 

development. Wansbrough suggests that the Qur ʾ an uses Biblical allusions and imagery 

for homiletical purposes, something that Reynolds argues fervently.  8   As a matter 

of academic debate, it does seem highly likely that the commentators ( mufassir ū n ) 

attempt to fi ll in the gaps to make sense of the Qur ʾ an, while this fi lling is plagued with 

assumptions and opinions rather than real facts. For example, in the Qur ʾ anic passage 

of the crucifi xion, the commentators ( mufassir ū n ) had to fi ll the gap of what the Qur ʾ an 

means by “but it appeared so unto them ( shubbiha lahum ).”  9   Th e  mufassir ū n  had to fi nd 

stories to fi ll this gap by suggesting that Jesus had one of his disciples look like him and 

take his place in the crucifi xion, or otherwise it was Judas who betrayed him taking 

his likeness.  10   If these stories were facts, then the  mufassir ū n  would not have brought 

up the diff ering opinions among Muslim narrators of what this passage means. Th ese 

stories seem to have been developed later, and since the  mufassir ū n  wrote various 

opinions on the subject, these are in themselves proof that the interpretations are no 

more than mere opinions. 

 Abraham Geiger revolutionized Western scholarship on Islam by looking at the 

various possible borrowings that Mu h.  ammad had made from earlier faiths, mainly 

Judaism.  11   He considered Mu h.  ammad to have had Jewish informants who reported to 

him Biblical narratives through the midrash, which is the reasoning that Geiger gave 

for why some Qur ʾ anic narratives deviate from the Biblical ones. Geiger was not the 

fi rst orientalist to show the mentorship Mu h.  ammad had from Jewish informants who 

narrated to him Biblical stories via the midrash. Petrus Alfonsi (d. 1140) also credited 

the Talmud as a likely source of the Qur ʾ an and said that Mu h.  ammad regarded the 

work of sectarian Jews and Christians, such as Samaritans, Nestorians, and Jacobites, to 

etch together the Qur ʾ an.  12   
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 According to Geiger’s ideology, Christianity and Islam have the concept that 

they supersede previous religions, while Judaism is original and was not infl uenced 

by previous faiths. Nonetheless, there might have been Ancient Egyptian infl uence 

in shaping Judaism, such as in the establishment of priesthood, circumcision,  13   and 

the prohibition of pork.  14   Th erefore, one might say that Judaism borrowed from 

Ancient Egyptian religion in the way that Mu h.  ammad borrowed from Judaism and 

Christianity. However, Steven Wasserstrom convincingly shows that the relationship 

between Judaism and Islam is far too complex to be simply called mere borrowing.  15   As 

Wasserstrom puts it, “Th e model of ‘infl uence and borrowing,’ by means of its over- 

emphasis on genetic origination, may in fact obscure insight into a mature interreligious 

sharing.”  16   Zayd ibn Th  ā bit, who traditionally is considered one of the Prophet’s scribes 

and who wrote down the Qur ʾ an, did, according to one tradition cited by Ibn Sa ʿ d 

(d. 230/845), study Hebrew and/or Syriac, as well the Jewish texts,  17   thereby making 

this kind of interwoven textual allusion to Jewish literature in the Qur ʾ an a possibility.  18   

 Ever since Geiger, the main position that Western scholars have taken on Islam is 

that Mu h.  ammad had borrowed concepts from earlier faiths and sewed them together 

into a new religion and jurisprudence. Western scholars became obsessed with the so- 

called borrowing that Mu h.  ammad had allegedly made from earlier religions. Torrey 

continued to argue the borrowing of Mu h.  ammad from Judaism.  19   Jeff ery, for example, 

gives us the view that it is not only the concepts that were possibly borrowed, but that 

the Arabic terms in the Qur ʾ an are actually borrowed from Hebrew or Aramaic terms.  20   

Nonetheless, to assume that the Arabic language uses Hebrew or Aramaic loanwords is 

in itself na ï ve. Arabic, along with it sister languages, descend from a common Semitic 

ancestor. Hence, the similarities between the Arabic and Hebrew or Aramaic words 

should not always be viewed as a case of borrowing from one another, but that the terms 

evolved independently in each respective language. It is as if saying that the French 

 bonjour , meaning good morning, is borrowed from the Italian  buongiorno . Such a claim 

would be absurd. Since both French and Italian are Latin based, the terms evolved in 

each language independently from the common Latin ancestor. Catherine Pennacchio 

makes a note of the Arabic borrowing from Syriac, in which Jeff ery’s borrowing concept 

cannot be taken for granted without fi rst applying modern linguistic analysis of the 

terms.  21   

 Gordon Newby argues that Mu h.  ammad’s companions do occasionally ask for 

clarifi cations on the meaning of some terms, but when it comes to typical terms such 

as prayer (  s.  al ā t ) they do not ask what the term means, but they are more prone to ask 

how to perform them.  22   Th us, it proves that the terms were understood by the Arab 

companions of Mu h.  ammad, and therefore they cannot be considered as foreign words. 

Even if Mu h.  ammad was aware of Hebrew and Aramaic, he nonetheless preached in 

Arabic. Since the Qur ʾ an is a unique Arabic text, in which earlier Arabic literature or 

manuscripts are rare, then it is diffi  cult to identify which terms were used in pre-

Qur ʾ anic Arabic; however, that does not necessarily mean that the Qur ʾ an borrowed 

terms from other languages, where it can be more adequately considered that such 

terms may be in engagement with terms used in other religions. Richard Bell (d. 1952) 

described the possible infl uences that the religious communities in Arabia had on 

Mu h.  ammad and the Qur ʾ an.  23   
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 To call the similarities between Islam and other religions as mere borrowings 

is na ï ve. Th ey can be more appropriately called engagement. It seems more likely that 

the Qur ʾ an is engaging with other religions and part of their receptive audience. As 

such, the intertextuality does not mean borrowing but engagement. Th e Qur ʾ an is not 

repeating like a parrot what is found in other religions, but it is part of the reception 

literature of the Bible. As Pregill puts it, “we cannot justifi ably claim that the Quran [ sic ] 

is the product of a simple, direct dependence on narratives from the canonical Bible 

slavishly copied in a straightforward and unsophisticated fashion.”  24   

 Th ere is no doubt that earlier religions infl uence a new one. Th e reason could 

be that a new religion must develop some sort of legitimacy in persuading followers 

from diff erent backgrounds to convert. Judaism might have been infl uenced by 

Ancient Egyptian religions, as well as Sumerian myths, to name just two sources.  25   

During the Israelite exile in Babylon, it seems likely that Judaism became infl uenced by 

Zoroastrianism in ideas such as dualism and eschatology, which did not necessarily 

exist in the Torah.  26   Hence, the Hebrew Bible evolved based on the various infl uences 

it had from the diverse religions that surrounded it. Christianity was heavily infl uenced 

by Judaism, in such a way that it could be considered an off shoot of it, while at the same 

time the early Church might have been also infl uenced by pagan folklore.  27   It would 

not at all be surprising that infl uences might have helped shape the Qur ʾ an, but that 

would not necessarily constitute borrowing materials, as it would be more precisely 

portrayed as engaging with them. 

 Using other scriptures for Qur ʾ anic exegesis may seem unconventional to a 

confessional audience, but it is not truly unwarranted. Th ere are reasons to make such 

an argument, which would include the following: 

   1. Th e Qur ʾ an refers to earlier scriptures and explicitly engages with them. Sometimes 

the Qur ʾ an even requests that other scriptures be read while engaging with it, as in 

Qur ʾ an 3:93 and 10:94. Th erefore, to better understand what the Qur ʾ an is referring 

to, it is imperative and intuitive to use the references from other scriptures to fully 

comprehend the meanings that the Qur ʾ an attempts to convey.  

  2. Early Muslim scholars and exegetes, such as Muq ā til ibn Sulaym ā n,  28   al-Th a ʿ lab ī ,  29   

and others have used what is known as Israelite traditions ( isr ā  ʾ   ī liyy ā t ), which would 

include Jewish and Christian sources.  30   Although there is criticism in using those 

traditions by exegetes,  31   such as Ibn Kath ī r (d. 774/1373), it is not a shared criticism 

among all exegetes. Many exegetes have used traditions narrated by Wahb ibn 

Munabbih and Ka ʿ  b al-A h.  b ā r, who could be considered the earliest Muslim Biblical 

scholars.  32   Also, the Bible had been heavily used for Qur ʾ anic exegesis by al-Biq ā  ʿ   ī  

(d. 885/1480), which will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.  

  3. Th e Qur ʾ an considers itself verifying earlier scriptures ( mu s.  addiq ) and a witness 

( muhaymin ) to them (e.g., Qur ʾ an 5:48). It is important to further understand the 

other scriptures and their relation to the Qur ʾ anic engagement with them.   

 Although the method of interpreting the Qur ʾ an not only through itself, but also 

through other scriptures may be nontraditional in some sense to Muslims, it is not 

without merit. Many of the Muslim exegetes, such as al-R ā z ī  (d. 606/1210) and Ibn 
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Kath ī r have utilized Israelite traditions ( isr ā  ʾ   ī liyy ā t ) in their interpretations of the 

Qur ʾ an, though not without self- criticism in doing so.  33   Th e Israelite traditions used by 

traditional Muslim commentators include the usage of Biblical stories or other sources 

of Jewish traditions, such as the Oral Law or Jewish and Christian pseudepigrapha and 

apocrypha.  34   

 One of the earliest examples of the usage of “ isr ā  ʾ   ī liyy ā t ” are the narrations of Ka ʿ  b 

al-A h.  b ā r and Wahb ibn Munabbih. Ka ʿ  b was a Jewish religious teacher who converted 

to Islam within a decade of the death of Mu h.  ammad, and therefore, naturally narrated 

many of the Jewish views that are discussed by the Qur ʾ an. He was a contemporary 

of many of Mu h.  ammad’s companions. As such, many of the earlier commentators of 

the Qur ʾ an have used his narrations about the Bible and Jewish traditions, such as 

al- T.  abar ī  and Ibn Kath ī r. 

 Although Ka ʿ  b al-A h.  b ā r and Wahb ibn Munabbih are celebrated for being two of 

the fi rst Biblical scholars in Islam, their introduction of “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ” has brought a wide 

range of criticism.  35   Some Muslim scholars believe that the introduction of Jewish 

traditions into Islam undermines the purity of the Islamic message.  36   Ibn Taymiyyah 

has been suspicious of Qur ʾ anic interpretation through “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t .”  37   Comprehensive 

literature in the usage of “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ” in Qur ʾ anic interpretation has been compiled by 

Na ʿ n ā   ʿ   ah  38   and al-Dhahab ī .  39   

 Meir Kister has compiled a study of the prophetic tradition, “Narrate from the 

Children of Israel and there is no objection,”  40   as a permission to use “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t .”  41   He 

states that the main arguments against “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ” among Muslim scholars are the 

credibility and reliability of the source, as scholars such as Zayn al-D ī n al-  ʿ  Ir ā q ī  and Ibn 

al-Jawz ī  presume that many Jewish sources of “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ” are storytelling that, while 

providing good morals in their preaching and teaching styles, are fi ction or caused by 

fabrication, and therefore they should not be used in the interpretation of the Qur ʾ an.  42   

However, these kinds of arguments shed some required understanding on the study of 

“ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t .” It is imperative to know the sources of such traditions, as to whether 

or not they are from earlier scriptures, Talmud, apocrypha, pseudepigrapha, or other 

sources.  43   In other words, not all of “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ” are supposed to be given equal weight 

for their credibility. To Muslims, a story from Jewish pseudepigrapha should not be 

considered equal in importance to a story found in scriptures. However, it is apparent 

that early and medieval Muslim scholars were perhaps not using the same methods on 

“ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ” as they used in prophetic tradition to discern the chain of transmission 

( sanad ) and content ( matn ) of   h.  ad ī th  to understand whether it is strong or weak. 

 Ibn Kath ī r has utilized “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ” in his exegesis of the Qur ʾ an, but not without 

any critical comments, following in the footsteps of his mentor Ibn Taymiyyah. As 

such, even when he brings forth the prophetic tradition that permits the usage of 

“ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ,” he continues to say that the “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ” are only meant to bear witness to 

the credibility of other Islamic sources, but they are not meant to be used independently 

as a reliable source.  44   In general, Ibn Kath ī r categorizes “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ” into three classes, 

(i) those that attest the validity of the Islamic sources, (ii) those that contradict the 

Islamic sources, and (iii) those that neither attest nor contradict the Islamic sources.  45   

 Abd Alfatah Twakkal shows that Ibn Kath ī r’s stance against “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ” not only 

displays his prejudice against what he believes are Jewish sources, but his belief that 
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some earlier Islamic sources from Mu h.  ammad’s companions have been corrupted by 

Jewish infl uences.  46   An example of this is given in Ibn Kath ī r’s exegesis on Abraham’s 

sacrifi cial son (i.e., Qur ʾ an 37:102–107). As is evident from Ibn Kath ī r’s commentary, 

the debate within the Muslim community as to whether Abraham’s sacrifi cial son was 

Ishmael or Isaac is an old one. He attempts to affi  rm that it was Ishmael.  47   Although 

he states that some Muslims, including prominent companions of Mu h.  ammad, such 

as    ʿ   Abdullah ibn Mas  ʿ   ū d, Ibn   ʿ  Abb ā s, and   ʿ  Al ī  ibn Ab ī   T.   ā lib, state that Isaac was the 

sacrifi cial son, he dismisses the companions’ understanding as the eff ect of Jewish 

infl uences through Ka  ʿ   b al-A h.  b ā r, without suffi  cient evidence to support his own 

claim. Th erefore, it remains his opinion to circumvent any sort of possible “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ” 

in his assumptions. Al- T.  abar ī , on the other hand, shows in his exegesis that the 

sacrifi cial son is Isaac, with only few references to the possibility of him being Ishmael.  48   

Since Ibn Kath ī r is a later exegete, one might question whether the story relating Isaac 

as the sacrifi cial son is a possible Jewish infl uence or if Ishmael as the sacrifi cial 

son is a possible later Muslim addition that did not necessarily exist in early Islamic 

thought. Th is is especially important since the majority of the companions affi  rmed 

that it was Isaac, such as   ʿ  Abdullah ibn Mas  ʿ   ū d, al-  ʿ  Abb ā s, Ibn   ʿ  Abb ā s, and   ʿ  Al ī  ibn Ab ī  

 T.   ā lib according to majority of commentators,  49   including Ab ū  Hurayra according 

to al-Samarqand ī  (d. 373/983)  50   and   ʿ  Umar ibn al-Kha t.  t.  ā b according to al-R ā z ī ,  51   

al-Qur t. ub ī  (d. 671/1273),  52   and al- T.  abar ā n ī  (d. 360/970).  53   Reuven Firestone suggests 

that the early Islamic community understood the intended sacrifi cial son to be Isaac, 

but the later Muslim community wanted to distinguish themselves from Judeo-

Christian infl uences.  54   We will come back to this point in the next chapter. 

 Twakkal continues to provide examples wherein Ibn Kath ī r does not accept Ka  ʿ   b 

al-A h.  b ā r’s interpretation due to its possible Jewish sources ( isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ) in favor of his 

opinion.  55   In another example, Twakkal shows that Ka  ʿ   b was criticized by Ibn Mas  ʿ   ū d 

or Ibn   ʿ  Abb ā s for saying that the heavens revolve around the shoulder of an angel, 

when he should have rightly said that it is God that revolves the heavens.  56   However, 

this brings forth a very important aspect in the study of “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t .” As stated earlier, 

it is important to understand further the source of “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ,” on whether the 

criticism is against Biblical literature or other forms of Jewish literature. Th e revolution 

of the heavens on the shoulder of an angel is neither based on Jewish scriptures nor is 

it from the Talmud or the Oral Law. However, there is a possibility that this tradition 

is from the Book of Enoch (i.e., Enoch 82), which does describe the revolution of the 

heavens and the stations of angels who are entrusted with the heavenly motions.  57   

Evidently, Muslim commentators did consider “ isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ” as a possible mode for 

Qur ʾ anic interpretation and as such started the whole concept of using other scriptures 

to interpret the Qur ʾ an.  

   Mu h.  ammad and the Bible  

 Th e relationship between Mu h.  ammad and the Bible is interesting to note. We 

understand this relationship mainly based on the Qur ʾ anic passages that engage with 

the Bible, whether through reference or allusion. Since Mu h.  ammad, in his psychological 
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state of mind at the time, wanted to prove his legitimacy as a prophet of the same God 

as the Bible’s, then it seems natural that he would talk about the Bible and allude to it. 

Along with his state of mind in making creative associations, we perhaps may be able 

to see Biblical allusions in the Qur ʾ an. However, what is the Qur ʾ an’s main stance on the 

Bible? Is it positive as some Qur ʾ anic passages state (e.g., Qur ʾ an 5:66, 5:68) or is it 

negative, as some medieval Muslim scholars have argued on the concept of corruption 

( ta h.  r ī f  ).  58   Th is would be a contradiction, and instead of taking the easy way out by 

arguing that the latter passages abrogated the former (assuming we even know the 

chronological order of the Qur ʾ an), we need to further analyze such a contradiction. 

 Th e corruption of scriptures has always been a debatable topic among Muslim 

scholars, whether it involves the changing of the words of scriptures or altering the 

meanings ( ta h.  r ī f al- ma  ʿ   na ).  59   On the issue of “ ta h.  r ī f ,” a tradition attributed to Wahb 

ibn Munabbih relates, “Th e Torah and Gospel as revealed by God did not change a 

single letter, but they go astray in meaning and exegesis and books they were writing 

from themselves and saying this is from God and it is not from God. However, God’s 

books are preserved and do not change.”  60   Al-Bukh ā r ī  (d. 256/870) says in his   S.  a h.   ī  h.    on 

the issue of “ ta h.  r ī f,”  “and not a person can remove a wording in a book of God’s books, 

but they  yu h.  arrif ū nahu , change its meaning to something other than its meaning.”  61   

Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah (d. 751/1350), on his remark regarding Qur ʾ an 3:93, suggests 

that the verse of stoning in the Torah would have been changed if the Jews could have 

changed it.  62   Th is is evidence not that the Torah is changed, but that its meanings might 

have been changed.  63   Th e idea that the Jews and Christians corrupted the text of 

scriptures is possibly a misunderstanding and a misreading of the Qur ʾ anic intention. 

 At times the Qur ʾ an states that Jews or the People of the Book make statements that 

may not necessarily be found in Biblical scriptures but rather in the Talmud (e.g., 

Qur ʾ an 5:32).  64   Th e Talmud gives a rabbinic commentary on Biblical scriptures, and it 

may further allow an understanding of Qur ʾ anic statements and arguments about Jews 

or the People of the Book.  65   Besides, the use of the Bible to further understand the 

Qur ʾ an is not simply based on the prophetic tradition (  h.  ad ī th ) that permits it, “  H.  addith ū  

  ʿ   an ban ī  Isr ā   ʾ    ī l wa la  h.  araj  (Narrate from the Children of Israel and there is no 

objection),”  66   but it is also stated clearly in the Qur ʾ an in two separate but identical 

verses: “We sent no messengers before thee, save men unto whom We revealed—ask 

the people of the Reminder, if you know not. . .”  67   

 Some medieval Muslim scholars have used the above verses as an indication by the 

Qur ʾ an that they should seek the opinions of Islamic scholars on issues that they do not 

understand.  68   However, it seems that it actually requires people to ask the People of 

the Book if they do not have knowledge about the stories of the prophets that came 

before Mu h.  ammad. Th is seems a possibility in Qur ʾ an 16:43–44, as it describes the 

term “ dhikr ” to be the “ bayyin ā t ” and “ zubur ,” which would mean that “ al- dhikr ” would 

also include the Psalms. Th e consensus of Muslim exegetes of various sects, such as 

al- T.  abar ī ,  69   Ibn Kath ī r,  70   al-Qur t. ub ī ,  71   al-R ā z ī ,  72   al- T.  abars ī   73   and many others, is that 

these verses provide an indication that one should ask the People of the Book about the 

prophets that came before Mu h.  ammad. Th erefore, it is not simply a prophetic tradition 

that permits it, but the Qur ʾ an itself also expects it from its audience to use Biblical 

literature to further understand the Qur ʾ an. 



Qurʾ anic Hermeneutics66

 Burh ā n al-D ī n Al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī , a fi ft eenth- century  ce  Muslim scholar, used the Bible to 

interpret the Qur ʾ an and wrote an extensive treatise in defense of his approach called 

 al-Aqw ā l al- qaw ī mah f ī   h.  ukm al- naql min al- kutub al- qad ī mah  ( Th e Just Sayings in 

the Ruling Regarding Quoting from Ancient Books ).  74   Walid Saleh has made a study of 

al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī ’s defense of using the Bible to interpret the Qur ʾ an.  75   In al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī ’s time, 

his thought on using the Bible to interpret the Qur ʾ an was a revolutionary idea that 

was controversial among his contemporary scholars.  76   Many Muslim scholars have 

quoted the Bible in an attempt to prove it wrong or to prove the prophecies in favor 

of Mu h.  ammad.  77   However, al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  did not use it as such polemical perspective. He 

extensively quoted the Bible as part of his Qur ʾ anic exegesis, which is perhaps the fi rst 

time that a Muslim scholar used the Bible extensively for exegesis,  78   beyond those done 

by Wahb ibn Munabbih and Ka  ʿ   b al-A h.  b ā r. Not only did he quote the Bible, but he did 

so without paraphrasing, which was the usual method used by other Muslim scholars 

in their polemic writings.  79   Many of his opponents considered the usage of the Bible to 

interpret the Qur ʾ an to be sacrilegious. However, al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  was able to get the support 

of  muft  ī s  and judges of Cairo,  80   where he lived.  81   

 Although al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  extensively quotes the Bible in his interpretation of the Qur ʾ an, he 

was not very sympathetic to the Jewish and Christian faiths.  82   However, he did not fi nd 

it paradoxical to use the Bible, while not necessarily accepting Jewish and Christian 

dogmas. In al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī ’s fi rst defensive argument for using the Bible to interpret the Qur ʾ an, 

he uses the Qur ʾ anic text that sanctions such actions:  83   “All ( kul ) “ al- t. a  ʿ    ā m ” (food)  84   was 

lawful unto the Children of Israel, save what Israel had forbidden for himself, before the 

Torah was sent down. Say, ‘Bring the Torah and recite it, if you are truthful.’   ”  85   

 Al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  continues to argue that just as polemics quote the Bible, the interpreter 

could also do the same.  86   As is evident from the preface of his treatise, al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  did 

not want to defend his usage of the Bible to interpret the Qur ʾ an, because he found 

it unnecessary. Al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  believes that the legitimacy of this use is obvious from the 

Qur ʾ an and early Islamic history, in which the Bible was quoted.  87   

 In his arguments, al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  shows how his works were well received by many 

contemporary scholars. He also compares his works with other very controversial 

works, such as the commentary on the Qur ʾ an of al-Zamakhshar ī , who was a 

Mu  ʿ  tazalite, Ism ā   ʿ    ī l ī  works like the  Epistles of the Pure Brethren  ( Ras ā   ʾ   il ikhw ā n 

al- s.  af ā   ʾ    ), and Ibn   ʿ  Arab ī ’s  Bezels of Wisdom  ( Fu s.   ū  s.   al- h.  ikam ), which he considers were 

not as severely attacked as his own, though may be considered heretical in nature.  88   He 

fi nds it unfair, therefore, that his works are attacked, which he believes is based purely 

on personal grudges against him. Besides using the Qur ʾ anic verse in his argument 

against those who opposed him, he even cites prophetic tradition, in which Mu h.  ammad 

requested the Jews to bring forth the Torah and judged them in accordance with the 

Torah, such as the dispute case of the punishment for adultery, as recorded by many of 

the prominent commentators of the Qur ʾ an for the circumstances of revelation ( asb ā b 

al- nuz ū l ) of the following Qur ʾ anic verses:  89   “And how is it that they come to thee for 

judgment, when they have the Torah, wherein is God’s Judgment? Yet even aft er that, 

they turn their backs. . .”  90   

 Al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  considers that since the Qur ʾ an ordains using the Bible, and Mu h.  ammad 

practiced that which is ordained in the Qur ʾ an, then the primary sources of the legal 
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texts of Islam have made such a method legally binding.  91   Th erefore, he argues that it is 

not up to any scholar to shed doubt on the legality of quoting the Bible. Al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  

continues to use arguments from other scholars that support his use of the Bible, as 

Walid Saleh states: 

  Th e fi rst scholar whom al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  quotes is Mu h.  ammad b. Y ū suf al-Kirm ā n ī  

(d. 786/1384), one of the commentators on the collection of  h.  ad ī th by al-Bukh ā r ī  

(the most authoritative hadith collection in the Sunn ī  tradition). Al-Kirm ā n ī  

is quoted as saying that Muslims were simply in no position to determine what 

was corrupted of the Jewish and Christian scriptures and what was not. Th us 

Muslims should not reject them for fear they might be rejecting the Word of 

God.  92    

 Al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  continues to argue in favor of Muslims using the Bible, because from a 

legalist perspective there are defi nitely parts of the Bible that are not corrupted; at the 

very least, the Qur ʾ an can be used as a comparative tool to judge the authenticity of the 

Bible. He also brings up the subject of the authenticity and corruption of the Bible. 

He states that there exists a wide range of debate that can be divided into four camps, 

(i) all of the Bible is corrupt, (ii) the majority of the Bible is corrupt, (iii) a few parts of 

the Bible are corrupt, and (iv) none of the Bible is corrupt, but the followers simply 

misinterpreted parts thereof ( ta h.  r ī f al- ma  ʿ   na ).  93   Al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  states that followers of the 

fi rst camp are arrogant and excessive and in obvious contradiction of the Qur ʾ an and 

Sunnah.  94   He argues against the second camp in a similar manner.  95   He fi nds himself 

in the third camp in which he states that al-Sh ā fi   ʿ    ī  (d. 204/820) also belongs to, as well 

as the prominent scholar Ibn  H.  azm (d. 456/1064).  96   As many of his contemporary 

opponents argued in accordance with jurist consensus ( ijm ā   ʿ    ) to prohibit reading the 

Bible, he argues that because many of the prominent early and contemporary Muslim 

scholars of his time used the Bible, especially in their polemic treatises, then using 

the Bible should be permissible.  97   He even states that although the Qur ʾ an is used 

as the criterion to compare the authenticity of the Bible, on matters of which the 

Qur ʾ an is silent it would still be permissible to accept the Biblical text, as denying it 

could bring an error against the Muslim, who might be denying the words of God.  98   He 

categorizes Biblical texts into three groups (i) those that are confi rmed by the Qur ʾ an 

may be quoted as proof (  h.  ujjah ) of the Qur ʾ an, (ii) those whose status cannot be 

determined may be quoted for purposes of exalting ( targh ī b ) the wisdom of the Bible, 

and (iii) fabricated materials, which may be quoted to caution people against it.  99   In 

actuality, al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  states that he avoided Jewish and Christian lore ( isr ā   ʾ    ī liyy ā t ) in his 

method of Qur ʾ anic interpretation, which many others before him had actually 

introduced. He limited himself only to the use of the Bible. Al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  confi rms that he 

quotes God whenever he quotes from the Bible. He compares the Bible with divine 

traditions (  h.  ad ī th quds ī  ) that have come through narrations ( taw ā tur ).  100   He even 

mentions that the whole prophetic tradition cannot be considered fully reliable, and 

yet jurists use it to obtain legal edicts. Th erefore, Saleh deduces that al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  may have 

considered the Bible to be as reliable as prophetic tradition, which is not without 

corruption, though still a basis of Islamic legal rulings.  101   
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 Besides al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī ’s controversies with contemporaries in using the Bible to interpret 

the Qur ʾ an, he was a very controversial fi gure who was critical of many of the Sufi  

works, especially in his statements against the Sufi  poet Ibn al-F ā ri d.   (d. 632/1235), 

which caused him to go into self- exile in Damascus. Similarly, he was very critical of 

al-Ghaz ā l ī ’s works and philosophy, while al-Ghaz ā l ī  also belonged to the Sh ā fi   ʿ    ī  school 

of jurisprudence.  102   Guo has discussed more controversies between al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  and Sufi s 

in his chronicle of al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī .  103   Chodkiewicz has also portrayed al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī ’s strong 

opposition against Ibn   ʿ  Arab ī .  104    

   Mu h.  ammad and exclusivism and corruption ( ta h.  r ī f  )  

   Exclusivism or not?  

 Th e major proof within the Qur ʾ an that exclusivists use is the passage that states 

that God only accepts “ isl ā m ” as a religion.  105   Th is verse, which apparently preaches 

exclusivism, is actually quite interesting because it is explicitly instilled with the belief 

of other scriptures: 

   83  Do they seek other than God’s religion, while whosoever is in the heavens and on 

the earth submits ( aslam ) to Him, willingly or unwillingly, and unto Him they 

will be returned?  84  Say, “We believe in God and what has been sent down upon us, 

and in what was sent down upon Abraham, Ishmael, Isaac, Jacob, and the Tribes, 

and in what Moses, Jesus, and the prophets were given from their Lord. We make 

no distinction among any of them, and unto Him we submit ( muslim ū n ).” 

 85  Whosoever seeks a religion other than  isl ā m  (submission), it shall not be accepted 

of him, and in the Hereaft er he shall be among the losers.  106    

 Although these passages seem explicit in believing in other scriptures, and therefore, 

we can infer the ability to use them for Qur ʾ anic interpretation, exclusivists will argue 

the concept that other scriptures have been corrupted ( ta h.  r ī f ). Hence, I will fi rst argue 

the defi nition of “ muslim ” in the Qur ʾ an, and then I will argue the concept of corruption 

( ta h.  r ī f ) to make my case that the use of other scriptures to interpret the Qur ʾ an is not 

only allowable, according to the Qur ʾ an, but it expects it from its audience. 

 Many Muslim scholars and Qur ʾ anic commentators, as shown earlier, understand 

the term “ isl ā m ” in the Qur ʾ an, as the religion known today as “Islam,” which is an 

understandably obvious interpretation. However, is the Qur ʾ an defi ning “ isl ā m ” as the 

message and dispensation of the religion known as “Islam,” or does the Qur ʾ an provide 

a diff erent understanding for the term “ isl ā m ?”  107   Ibn  H.  azm brings the interpretation 

of “ isl ā m ” in Qur ʾ an 3:85 as the rituals and beliefs that are associated with the religion 

known as Islam.  108   On defi ning “ isl ā m ,” he states that it requires complete submission 

to God.  109   He assumes that the term “ isl ā m ” in the Qur ʾ an may hold various meanings, 

where sometimes it is diff erent than “  ī m ā n ” (faith),  110   which is based on Qur ʾ an 49:14, 

while at other times he suggests that it is the same as “  ī m ā n ” (faith), which is based 

on Qur ʾ an 49:17.  111   However, to think that the Qur ʾ an uses diff erent meanings for the 
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same term only two verses apart may seem unusual, unless Ibn  H.  azm is actually 

extrapolating the meaning even though it should not be so. 

 Th e term “ isl ā m ” is mentioned in several places in the Qur ʾ an (e.g., Qur ʾ an 3:19, 

3:85, 5:3, 6:125, 39:22, 61:7). Th e Qur ʾ an also uses terms that are rooted in the word 

“ isl ā m ,” such as “ muslim ,” “ aslam ,” or other words from the same root while not 

necessarily being interpreted as the followers of the religion known today as Islam. 

Scholars, such as Robson, defi ne the term “ isl ā m ” from a broader sense as the resignation 

to God, and not simply the religion known today as Islam.  112   Izutsu defi nes the terms 

“ isl ā m ” and “ muslim ” in the Qur ʾ an as the surrender to God.  113   

 Th e Salafi st viewpoint of exclusivism may be traced back to Ibn   ʿ  Abdulwahh ā b’s 

(d. 1206/1792) writings on Qur ʾ an 3:85. In one of his letters, Ibn   ʿ  Abdulwahh ā b states 

that the meaning of “ isl ā m ” in this verse is the religion known today as Islam, which 

has fi ve main pillars:  114   to witness there is only one God and that Mu h.  ammad is His 

messenger, to pray fi ve times a day toward Makkah, to give alms, to fast during 

the month of Ramadan, and to make the pilgrimage once in a lifetime, if capable. 

Ibn   ʿ  Abdulwahh ā b, in  Kashf al-Shubuh ā t , defi nes the term “ isl ā m ” in Qur ʾ an 3:85 as 

monotheism ( taw h.   ī d ).  115   Th is defi nition is even more disturbing because according to 

Ibn   ʿ  Abdulwahh ā b’s theology, he usually refers to his form of Islam as “ taw h.   ī d ,” which 

brings any other Islamic form outside his defi nition of “ isl ā m .” His writings make his 

followers exclusivists to the point that they may reject any other interpretation of 

Islam.  116   

 Th e term “ isl ā m ” has various meanings.  117   Among the various meanings, it means 

to submit and to surrender.  118   It also means stairways and peace.  119   Th e Qur ʾ an calls 

Abraham a  muslim , and that Abraham taught that to his children and his children’s 

children (e.g., Qur ʾ an 2:127–133, 4:125, 22:78, 37:103). What made Abraham a  muslim ? 

Was it that he had done all the fi ve pillars of Islam that would have made him a  muslim ? 

It cannot be. He was a  muslim  even before he knew where the Ka  ʿ   bah in Makkah is. 

Th erefore, the criteria that made him a  muslim  does not necessarily move in parallel 

with the religion known today as Islam. 

 Noah is considered a  muslim , according to the Qur ʾ an (i.e., Qur ʾ an 10:72). Th e 

Qur ʾ an also notes that the sorcerers of Moses, once they were defeated in a contest with 

him, became  muslims  (i.e., Qur ʾ an 7:126). Th e Qur ʾ an says that Moses requested the 

Children of Israel to become  muslims  (i.e., Qur ʾ an 10:84). Th e Qur ʾ an also shows that 

when Pharaoh was drowning, he too declared to have become a  muslim , while the 

Qur ʾ an then shows that it was only when his drowning was imminent did he realize the 

true God (i.e., Qur ʾ an 10:90–92). Even when Solomon sends a message to the Queen of 

Sheba, he requests her and her people to become  muslims  (i.e., Qur ʾ an 27:31, 27:38, 

27:42, 27:44). Lot’s household is even called by the Qur ʾ an a  muslim  household (i.e., 

Qur ʾ an 51:36). According to the Qur ʾ an, Jesus’ disciples call themselves  muslims  (i.e., 

Qur ʾ an 3:52, 5:111). Th e Qur ʾ an also shows that the religion of God is for people to 

become  muslims , since everyone in the heavens and the earth is a  muslim , willingly or 

unwillingly (i.e., Qur ʾ an 3:83). Th e Qur ʾ an also calls all the prophets to the Children 

of Israel  muslims  (i.e., Qur ʾ an 5:44). Ibn Taymiyyah, in his statements on Qur ʾ an 3:85, 

makes note that all religions and prophets were in the guise of “ isl ā m .”  120   He defi nes the 

term “ isl ā m ” as sincerity to God combined with generosity and good works with faith, 
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in which Ibn Taymiyyah quotes a passage in Qur ʾ an 2:62 that accepts other religions 

when describing the term “ isl ā m ” in Qur ʾ an 3:85.  121   It is evident that Ibn Taymiyyah in 

his  al- Ī m ā n  does not consider Qur ʾ an 3:85 abrogating Qur ʾ an 2:62.  122   Nonetheless, Ibn 

Taymiyyah does state that the term “ isl ā m ” in Qur ʾ an 3:85 means the good works and 

not just faith.  123   It seems Ibn Taymiyyah in here agrees with the Epistle of James that 

faith without works is dead (i.e., James 2:14–26). 

 Ibn Ab ī  al-  ʿ  Izz (d. 792/1390) in his famous  Shar h.   al-  ʿ   aq ī dah al- t. a h.   ā wiyyah  depicts 

that the term “ isl ā m ” in Qur ʾ an 3:85 does not mean the religion known today as 

Islam.  124   He narrates the prophetic tradition (  h.  ad ī th ), “We the prophets are of one 

religion.”  125   Ibn Ab ī  al-  ʿ  Izz continues to state that the religion of “ isl ā m ” in Qur ʾ an 3:85 

is general in every age, but the laws (revealed to each prophet) are diff erent, in which 

he quotes Qur ʾ an 5:48.  126   He states that the religion (of  isl ā m ) are the laws given to 

people in the tongues of messengers.  127   Hence, he does not interpret the term “ isl ā m ” 

in Qur ʾ an 3:85 as the religion known today as Islam, but the religion of every prophet 

and messenger. On the one hand, we have scholars like Ibn Ab ī  al-  ʿ  Izz who prove their 

arguments from the Qur ʾ an, while on the other we have scholars like Shams al-D ī n 

al-Saf ā r ī n ī  (d. 1188/1774), who state that Qur ʾ an 3:85 refers to the religion known 

today as Islam. Th eir argument is that this passage abrogates all others that show 

pluralism without suffi  cient Qur ʾ anic evidence for such an argument.  128   

 When looking at it from an overall perspective, it seems obvious that the term for 

 muslim  used in the Qur ʾ an does not necessarily mean a follower of the religion known 

today as Islam. Fred Donner suggests that the Qur ʾ anic terms “ isl ā m ” and “ muslim ” are 

diff erent than how they later became associated with the current distinct religion of 

Islam.  129   Th e term for  muslim  used in the Qur ʾ an may be understood as anyone who 

has surrendered his soul to God and submitted to the Will of God. If the Qur ʾ an uses 

the term for  muslim  so loosely to mean anyone who has surrendered to God, why 

would some Qur ʾ anic scholars and commentators insist that the term “ isl ā m ” in the 

Qur ʾ an specifi cally refers to the religion known today as Islam? Since the terms “ isl ā m ” 

and “ muslim ” come from the same root word and carry the same meanings, and since 

a  muslim  is one who has espoused “ isl ā m ,” then it is possible that the term “ isl ā m ” 

would be applicable to anyone who surrenders to God. Th erefore, it may not necessarily 

be defi ned as the religion known today as Islam. 

 Abraham, the patriarchs, the prophets, etc. are called  muslims  by the Qur ʾ an, because 

seemingly they have all surrendered to the Will of God. Th erefore, their religion may be 

considered as “ isl ā m .” Th e Qur ʾ an does not consider itself ushering a new religion, but 

it considers itself as a reformation in an attempt to resurrect the same pure religion of 

Abraham (e.g., Qur ʾ an 2:130–136, 3:95, 4:125, 6:161–163, 16:123, 22:78). However, what 

made Abraham and the prophets  muslims ? Th e Islamic laws and method of prayers and 

fasting are not the same as those of the previous religions. Th e Qur ʾ an even shows that 

there are diff erences in the divine laws prescribed to diff erent people (i.e., Qur ʾ an 5:48), 

as Ibn Ab ī  al-  ʿ  Izz argues.  130   Since the religion known today as Islam is not what the 

Qur ʾ an intended to be interpreted for the term  muslim  in the Qur ʾ an, then consequently, 

the term “ isl ā m ” in the Qur ʾ an may not necessarily be interpreted as the religion known 

today as Islam either. Th ere needs to be no double standard in defi ning the terms “ isl ā m ” 

and “ muslim ” in the Qur ʾ an, from a grammatical and linguistic point of view. 
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 Th e verses in the Qur ʾ an that are referred to as proof of an exclusivist ideology (i.e., 

Qur ʾ an 3:19, 3:85) seem to be misinterpreted by some scholars and commentators 

if they defi ne it specifi cally as the religion known as Islam, which is a defi nition that 

perhaps was not espoused by the early Muslim community.  131   Th e term  muslim  does 

not necessarily mean followers of Islam as known today, but the Qur ʾ an uses it generally 

to mean those who have surrendered and resigned to the Will of God. Th ere is no 

reason to defi ne “ isl ā m ” from a textual or contextual basis as the religion known today 

as Islam, when the Qur ʾ an uses it in a more generic perspective. 

 If one assumes that the Qur ʾ an preaches an exclusivist ideology, then various 

passages will seem to oppose such an understanding. Diversity, as a topic, is referred to 

in the Qur ʾ an, such as that in the following verse: “O humankind!  132   Truly We divided 

(created)  133   you from a male and a female, and We made you peoples and tribes that 

you may come to know one another. Surely the most noble of you before God are the 

most reverent of you. Truly God is Knowing, Aware.”  134   

 In interpreting this verse, Asani states, “the divine purpose underlying the creation 

of human diversity is to foster knowledge and understanding, to promote harmony 

and cooperation among peoples.”  135   Classical commentators ( mufassir ū n ) interpret 

this verse mainly on the theme of marriage and knowing ancestral descent,  136   which is 

an understanding based on the verse opening with the issue that people are divided 

male and female. However, even if we do consider this verse to be discussing diversity, 

it seems more appropriate to recognize that it discusses ethnic diversity rather than 

religious diversity. As such, we cannot necessarily use it to portray religious pluralism 

in the Qur ʾ an. However, when it comes to discuss religious issues with the People of the 

Book,  137   the Qur ʾ an seems to off er a pluralist view: “And dispute not with the People 

of the Book, save in the most virtuous manner, unless it be those of them who have 

done wrong. And say, ‘We believe in that which was sent down unto us and was sent 

down unto you; our God and your God are one, and unto Him are we submitters 

( muslim ū n ).’   ”  138   

 Th e following passage in the Qur ʾ an seems to portray a pluralist view without 

espousing the notion of exclusivism. It states that some of the People of the Book are 

believers: “You are the best community brought forth unto humankind,  139   enjoining 

right, forbidding wrong, and believing in God. And were the People of the Book to 

believe, that would be better for them. Among them are believers, but most of them are 

iniquitous.”  140   In this verse, the Qur ʾ an distinguishes between those who are believers 

from those who are perverted. It does not make them all equal. Classical exegetes, 

however, identify the believers among the People of the Book as those who convert to 

Islam.  141   Th e exegetes are making an assumption that the Qur ʾ an here talks about 

converts, when there is nothing from the text that makes such a claim. Th e Qur ʾ an 

continues to diff erentiate between the believers and unbelievers from among the 

People of the Book: 

   112  Th ey shall be struck with abasement (  d.  uribat   ʿ   alayhim al- dhillah ) wherever 

they are come upon, save by means of a rope from God and a rope from mankind. 

And they shall earn a burden of wrath from God, and they shall be struck with 

indigence ( wa b ā   ʾ    ū  bi- gha d.  ab min Allah wa  d.  uribat   ʿ   alayhim al- maskanah ). Th at is 
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because they used to disbelieve in God’s signs and kill the prophets without right. 

Th at is for their having disobeyed and transgressed ( dh ā lika bi- annahum k ā n ū  

yakfur ū n bi- ā y ā t Allah wa- yaqtul ū n al- anbiy ā   ʾ    bi- ghayr  h.  aqq, dh ā lika bim ā    ʿ   a s.  aw 

wa- k ā n ū  ya  ʿ   tad ū n ).  113  Th ey are not all alike. Among the People of the Book is an 

upright community who recite God’s signs in the watches of the night, while they 

prostrate.  114  Th ey believe in God and the Last Day, enjoin right and forbid wrong, 

and hasten unto good deeds. And they are among the righteous.  115  Whatsoever 

good they do, they will not be denied it. And God knows the reverent.  142    

 Th e above passages also do not provide any hints that it is meant for converts 

from other faiths to Islam. Actually, it defi nes faith as in the belief in God and the 

Last Day. It does not at all show that the People of the Book need to even believe in 

Mu h.  ammad per se. Th ere is another passage with a strong relationship to the above 

with intertextuality of the parallel keywords and terms used in both: 

   61  And when you said, “O Moses, we shall not endure one food, so call upon your 

Lord for us, that He may bring forth for us some of what the earth grows: its herbs, 

its cucumbers, its garlic, its lentils, its onions.” He said, “Would you substitute what 

is lesser for what is better? Go down to a town, and you will have what you ask for.” 

So they were struck with abasement and poverty, and earned a burden of wrath 

from God. Th at is because they disbelieved in the signs of God, and killed the 

prophets without right. Th at is because they disobeyed, and were transgressors 

( wa- d.  uribat   ʿ   alayhim al- dhillah wal- maskanah wa- b ā   ʾ    ū  bi- gha d.  ab min Allah, 

dh ā lika bi- annahum k ā n ū  yakfur ū n bi- ā y ā t Allah wa- yaqtul ū n al- nabiyy ī n bi- ghayr 

al- h.  aqq, dh ā lika bim ā    ʿ   a s.  aw wa- k ā n ū  ya  ʿ   tad ū n ).  62  Truly those who believe, and 

those who are Jews, and the Christians, and the Sabeans—whosoever believes in 

God and the Last Day and works righteousness shall have their reward with their 

Lord. No fear shall come upon them, nor shall they grieve.  143    

 Clearly, the keywords in Qur ʾ an 3:112 are parallel to and almost verbatim to the 

same keywords in the end of Qur ʾ an 2:61. Qur ʾ an 2:62 shows that Jews, Christians, and 

the Sabians, who believe in God and the Last Day and work righteousness (parallel to 

Qur ʾ an 2:114) are acceptable and will not be rejected. Th is passage is related to even 

another: 

   68  Say, “O People of the Book! You stand on naught till you observe ( tuq ī m ū  ) the 

Torah and the Gospel, and that which has been sent down unto you from your 

Lord.” Surely that which has been sent down unto thee from thy Lord will increase 

many of them in rebellion and disbelief. So grieve not for disbelieving people.  69  

Truly those who believe, and those who are Jews, and the Sabeans, and the 

Christians—whosoever believes in God and the Last Day and works righteousness, 

no fear shall come upon them, nor shall they grieve.  70  We indeed made a covenant 

with the Children of Israel, and sent messengers unto them. Whensoever a 

messenger brought them what their souls did not desire, some they would deny 

and some they would slay.  144    
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 It is clear that Qur ʾ an 5:69 is parallel to Qur ʾ an 2:62. Th ere are other points of 

intertextuality around these two passages. For example, Qur ʾ an 5:60 and 2:65 both talk 

about those who have become apes. Also, Qur ʾ an 5:70 and 2:63 both refer to the 

covenant ( m ī th ā q ) that God had made with the Children of Israel.  145   Another point 

of intertextuality between these verses is with the passages in the Qur ʾ an that reject 

exclusivism of the Jews and Christians: 

   111  And they said, “None will enter the Garden unless he be a Jew or a Christian.” 

Th ose are their hopes. Say, “Bring your proof, if you are truthful.”  112  Nay, whosoever 

submits his face ( aslam wajhahu ) to God, while being virtuous, shall have his 

reward with his Lord. No fear shall come upon them; nor shall they grieve.  113  Th e 

Jews say, “Th e Christians stand on nothing,” and the Christians say, “Th e Jews stand 

on nothing,” though they recite the Book. Likewise, did those who know not speak 

words like theirs. God will judge between them on the Day of Resurrection 

concerning that wherein they diff ered.  146    

 Th e above verses reject the exclusivist beliefs that some Jews or Christians may 

advocate. Instead, the Qur ʾ an continues to state that anyone who submits to God using 

the term “ aslam ,” which shares its root with the term “ isl ā m ,” and does righteousness, 

shall neither fear nor grieve, using the same terminology used in Qur ʾ an 2:62 and 

5:69.  147   Hence, one may interpolate that the believers, the Jews, the Christians, and 

the Sabians who surrender to God and do righteousness are within the fold of the 

term “ isl ā m ,” and therefore, they shall neither fear nor grieve. Qur ʾ an 2:113 also 

continues to reject the notion that Christians have nothing or that the Jews have 

nothing. It states that those who have no knowledge agree to such a concept. Th is 

implies that those who know would not say that the Jews have nothing or that the 

Christians have nothing. Th erefore, the Jews and the Christians are onto something 

when it comes to their scriptures, in which the Qur ʾ an continues to state the following 

verse: “Th ose unto whom We have given the Book and who recite it as it should be 

recited are they who believe in it. And whosoever does not believe in it, they are 

the losers.”  148   

 Th e above verse would not be stated if the scriptures of the Jews and Christians 

are corrupted. Also, another point of intertextuality between Qur ʾ an 2:111–113 and 

Qur ʾ an 5:68–70 is the terms for “nothing” ( laysat   ʿ   ala shay  ʾ    ). Qur ʾ an 2:113 shows that 

Christians claim that the Jews stand on nothing while the Jews claim that the Christians 

stand on nothing, while they both read the scripture. Qur ʾ an 5:68 indicates that neither 

the Jews nor the Christians are on anything ( lastum   ʿ   ala shay  ʾ    ), unless they adhere to 

the Torah and the Gospel[s]. It must be noted that the Qur ʾ an here does not show any 

indication that the Jews and Christians must adhere to the Qur ʾ an, but they must 

adhere to their scriptures respectively. Even before Qur ʾ an 5:68, the Qur ʾ an mentions 

that the Jews and Christians needed to adhere to their scriptures: “Had they observed 

( aq ā m ū  ) the Torah and the Gospel and that which was sent down unto them from their 

Lord, they would surely have received nourishment from above them and from beneath 

their feet. Th ere is a moderate community among them; but as for many of them, evil 

is that which they do!”  149   
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 Qur ʾ an 5:66 and 5:68 also use the terms “ aq ā m ū  ” and “ tuq ī m ū  ” respectively, which 

will be seen as signifi cant in the discussion in the next section that describes the term 

“ ta h.  r ī f.”  Th e signifi cance of these terms, as will be seen, is that “ ta h.  r ī f ”  means bent or 

crooked, as in “ in h.  ir ā f ”  or “ mun h.  arif,”   150   while the term “ tuq ī m ū  ” means to straighten.  151   

Hence, the terms are antonyms, and as such, the Qur ʾ an perhaps requires the Jews and 

Christians not to bend and sway away from the Torah and Gospel, but instead to 

straighten up and stand fast upon them.  

   Corruption ( ta h.  r ī f ) of scriptures  

 Another issue that brings forth the exclusivism in Islam is due to the understanding 

by some early Muslim scholars that previous scriptures have been corrupted.  152    S.   ā li h.  

al-H ā shim ī  (d. 668/1269) argues incessantly on the issue of “ ta h.  r ī f ”  in the Bible in 

 Takhj ī l man  h.  arraf al- tawr ā t wal- inj ī l , but it is fi lled with bias against Jewish and 

Christian dogma.  153   Th e Muslim concept of the corruption of the Bible is old. In the 

eighth century  ce , it is reported that the Abbasid caliph al-Mahd ī  stated that the 

corruption of the Bible is common knowledge during his debate with the Nestorian 

patriarch Timothy I.  154   However, there is a clear division between what is common 

knowledge in the eighth century  ce  and what is actually based on the Qur ʾ an, during 

the time of Mu h.  ammad. Th ere is a   h.  ad ī th  that is not attributed to the Prophet, but 

stated by Ibn   ʿ  Abb ā s, as follows: 

  O community of Muslims, how do you ask the People of the Book and your book 

which was revealed to His Prophet blessings and peace be upon him is a newest 

report about God. You read a book that has not been distorted, but the People of 

the Book, as God related to you, exchange that which God wrote, changing the 

book with their hands. Th ey said it is from God to traffi  c with it for a miserable 

price. Would not the knowledge that has come to you stop you from asking them? 

No, by God we have never seen one of them asking about what has been revealed 

to you.  155    

 Th is declaration contradicts the Qur ʾ an.  156   Ibn   ʿ  Abb ā s states that Muslims should 

not ask the People of the Book. In contrast, the Qur ʾ an requires that the People of the 

Book be asked about previous prophets (i.e., Qur ʾ an 16:43–44, 21:7). Th e context of the 

Qur ʾ an is apparent: it refers to the People of the Book who need to be asked about 

previous prophets, and classical exegetes, such as al- T.  abar ī , agree.  157   

 Th ere are various schools among medieval Muslim scholars on the issue of 

corruption ( ta h.  r ī f  ) of scriptures: (i) those who believe that the whole text is corrupted, 

(ii) those who believe that part of the text is corrupted, and (iii) those who believe 

that the words remain intact and corruption is only in the meanings.  158   Traditionally, 

the term “ ta h.  r ī f ”  is divided between “ ta h.  r ī f al- laf z.   ” (distortion in words) and “ ta h.  r ī f 

al- ma  ʿ   na ” (distortion in meaning). Tarakci and Sayar consider that the earliest usage 

of the term in Islam is “ ta h.  r ī f al- ma  ʿ   na ” (distortion in meaning).  159    Al-Radd al- jam ī l , 

attributed to al-Ghaz ā l ī ,  160   uses the concept of distortion in meaning when explaining 

“ ta h.  r īf.”    161   
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 Th e concept of misinterpreting scriptures is not new with the advent of the Qur ʾ an. 

Early Christians in general and particularly Syrians considered the Jews to be heretics 

who completely misinterpreted the Hebrew Bible.  162   Reynolds suggests that Syriac 

Fathers were concerned with spiritual interpretations of the Hebrew Bible for purposes 

of typology.  163   Since the Jews did not interpret the Hebrew Bible in the same way, they 

would have accused them of misinterpretation. Reynolds continues with examples 

showing how Christians during pre-Islam accused the Jews of misinterpreting the 

Hebrew Bible.  164   Perhaps it is for that reason Qur ʾ an 2:113 states that the Jews accuse 

the Christians to stand on nothing, while the Christians accuse the Jews to stand on 

nothing, although they are reading the same scripture. Consequently, it must be noted 

that the Christians did not necessarily accuse Jews of changing the words in scriptures 

but simply misinterpreting them, which would adhere to the defi nition of “ ta h.  r ī f 

al- ma  ʿ   na .” Al- T.  abar ī  implies that corruption of scriptures is more likely in the meaning 

of the words and not necessarily the changing of the words.  165   

 Th e term “ yu h.  arrif ū n ” is mentioned four times in the Qur ʾ an (i.e., Qur ʾ an 2:75, 4:46, 

5:13, 5:41). According to  Lis ā n al-  ʿ   arab , the term “ ta h.  r ī f ”  means the distortion of 

meaning.  166   From a linguistic point of view, the term “ ta h.  r ī f ”  does not mean changing 

the words of scriptures, but being crooked like “ in h.  ir ā f,”   167   as also stated by al- T.  abar ī .  168   

Changing the words for another is known as “ tabd ī l .” Th e Qur ʾ an specifi cally says that 

the words of God cannot be changed by people, and it may only be God who has such 

authority (e.g., Qur ʾ an 10:15, 16:101). In neither of these Qur ʾ anic verses does it show 

that God had changed the previous revelations. Some traditional exegetes do not even 

show that such an interpretation was considered for these two verses.  169   

 Many Muslims believe that the words of the Qur ʾ an are preserved and cannot be 

changed, due to an explicit promise (i.e., Qur ʾ an 15:9). However, even in that promise, 

the term used for scripture, which classical Muslim exegetes, such as al- T.  abar ī  and 

al- T.  abars ī , interpret as the Qur ʾ an, is “ al- dhikr .”  170   Although the Qur ʾ an uses this term 

many times to refer to itself, it does use this term several times to mean other scriptures 

as well, such as the Torah (e.g., Qur ʾ an 16:43–44, 21:7, 21:105).  171   According to the 

Qur ʾ an, no one can change ( tabd ī l ) God’s words. 

  Surely messengers were denied before thee, and they bore patiently their being denied 

and persecuted till Our help came to them. None alters ( mubaddil ) the Words of God, 

and there has already come unto thee some tidings of the messengers.  172   

 Th e Word of thy Lord is fulfi lled in truth and justice. None alters ( mubaddil ) 

His Words, and He is the Hearing, the Knowing.  173   

 For them are glad tidings in the life of this world and in the Hereaft er. Th ere is 

no altering ( tabd ī l ) the Words of God. Th at is the great triumph.  174   

 Recite that which has been revealed unto thee from the Book of thy Lord. None 

alters ( mubaddil ) His Words. And thou wilt fi nd no refuge apart from Him.  175    

 Th e Qur ʾ an even shows that there were attempts to change the words of God, but 

those attempts have met with failure. “Th ose who stayed behind will say when you set 

out to capture spoils, ‘Let us follow you.’ Th ey desire to change ( yubaddil ū  ) the Word of 
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God. Say, ‘You will not follow us; thus has God said before.’ Th en they will say, ‘Nay, but 

you are jealous of us.’ Nay, but they have not understood, save a little.”  176   

 Since the words of God cannot be changed ( tabd ī l ), when the Qur ʾ an speaks of the 

People of the Book, it uses the term “ ta h.  r īf.”   Linguistically, the term “ ta h.  r ī f ”  does not 

mean changing the words, but more precisely, it is the antonym of being upright, which 

is being crooked ( mun h.  arif  ). Perhaps this means that the words are kept unchanged, 

but their meanings are interpreted in a crooked manner. Also, when the Qur ʾ an speaks 

of Jews “ yu h.  arrif ū n ,” it does not generalize it to all the Jews, but specifi es that some of 

the Jews resort to that: 

  Do you hope, then, that they will believe you, seeing that a party of them would 

hear the Word of God and then distort it ( yu h.  arrif ū n ) aft er they had understood it, 

knowingly?  177   

 Among those who are Jews are those who distort ( yu h.  arrif ū n ) of the word, and 

say, “We hear and disobey,” and “Hear, as one who hears not!” and “Attend to us!” 

twisting their tongues and disparaging religion. And had they said, “We hear and 

obey” and “Listen” and “Regard us,” it would have been better for them and more 

proper. But God cursed them for their disbelief, so they believe not, save a few.  178   

 Th en for their breaking of their covenant, We cursed them and hardened their 

hearts. Th ey distort ( yu h.  arrif ū n ) the Word, and have forgotten part of that whereof 

they were reminded. Th ou wilt not cease to discover their treachery, from all save 

a few of them. So pardon them, and forbear. Truly God loves the virtuous.  179   

 O Messenger! Let them not grieve thee, those who hasten unto disbelief, those 

who say, “We believe” with their mouths, while their hearts believe not, and those 

who are Jews, who listen to lies and to others who have not come to thee. Th ey 

distort ( yu h.  arrif ū n ) the word, saying, “If you are given this, then take it, but if you 

are not given this, then beware!” For whomsoever God desires that he be tried, 

thou hast no power to avail him aught against God. Th ey are those whose hearts 

God desired not to purify. Th eirs is disgrace in this world, and in the Hereaft er they 

shall have a great punishment.  180    

 In all of the above instances, the Qur ʾ an speaks of some of the Jews and not the 

Christians. Haggai Mazuz suggests that perhaps the Qur ʾ anic accusation against some 

Jews is a reference to some sort of homiletic Talmudic interpretation of scriptures.  181   

He states that there are at least seventy instances in which the Talmudic sages change 

one word or more to interpret Biblical verses in the Babylonian Talmud by changing 

the vocalization of a word to arrive at a specifi c interpretation.  182   Mazuz gives as an 

example how the word “these” ( elleh ) in Leviticus 26:23 is changed to “ alah ” a curse 

associated with oaths.  183   In other cases the Talmudic sages sometimes split a word into 

two, with Mazuz giving an example the word “delayed” ( b ō shesh ) in Exodus 32:1 to 

become “the sixth [hour] had come” ( b ā  ū  shesh ).  184   Th e Talmudic sages also sometimes 

change a word by adding, subtracting, or moving a letter, with Mazuz giving an example 

the word “roses” ( sh ō shan ī m ) changed to “they that learn” ( she- sh ō n ī m ).  185   Mazuz 

suggests that perhaps the Qur ʾ an rejects these kinds of homiletic interpretations.  186   
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 Also, the term “  h.   r f ”  may be seen to mean language (or dialect).  187   Th is meaning is 

perhaps attested by the prophetic tradition (  h.  ad ī th ) that states, “Gabriel recited me [the 

Qur ʾ an] on a dialect (  h.  arf  ), and I continued to ask for more until he fi nished to seven 

dialects ( a h.  ruf  ).”  188   Th ere is a possibility, therefore, that the term “ yu h.  arrif ū n ” could 

mean translating the words from one language (or dialect) to another,  189   which would 

perhaps point to rabbinic targums.  190   Th e rabbinic targums were explanations of the 

Hebrew Bible usually in the spoken language of the people, such as Aramaic, which at 

the time was replacing Hebrew.  191   However, the dating of written targums is a highly 

debatable matter.  192   Martin McNamara notes several examples, in which the Biblical 

text is changed in the targum. In one example about the respect due to the Elders of 

Israel, he states: “According to a later rabbinic dictum one should not speak disparagingly 

of the righteous, meaning by this the worthies of Israel. Th e tendency to change the 

biblical [ sic ] text itself, or rewrite it in translation, in order to remove or tone down 

passages detrimental to the reputation of the elders of Israel is already attested in pre-

Christian times.”  193   

 Th e root “  h.   r f ”  also means an edge or to sharpen.  194   It is perhaps from this 

etymological root that the term has taken to mean a craft  (  h.  irfah ).  195   However, it might 

also be caused by its etymological root meaning to bend, as a craft sperson bends things 

to create or build something.  196   In Hebrew and Aramaic, the term is sometimes used 

to mean insult, abuse, or slander (e.g., Psalm 57:3, 74:10, Proverbs 14:31, 2 Kings 19:4, 

Nehemiah 5:9, Isaiah 51:7, Daniel 11:18).  197   

 Th e term “ yu h.  arrif ū n ” used by the Qur ʾ an could also mean that some Jews are 

bending the words by having a crooked ( mun h.  arif  ) interpretation of the words or 

turning away ( in h.  ir ā f  ) from the words, not necessarily changing the words themselves. 

Th e term “ ta h.  arraf ”  can mean to turn aside.  198   Hence, if there is corruption in scriptures, 

it means that the interpretation of the words might have been corrupted but the words 

of God remain intact. However, there is also a possibility that the term “ yu h.  arrif ū n ” 

does not even mean changing the interpretation, but simply going back to the root 

meaning of the word, which is to turn away or to be crooked ( in h.  ir ā f  ). Some Qur ʾ anic 

commentators such as al- T.  abar ī  have debated the circumstances of revelation in 

Qur ʾ an 5:41: was it revealed on the penalty for murder or that it was revealed on the 

penalty for adultery?  199   If we take these issues for a moment and identify whether or 

not the Jews have changed the meaning or the words of the Torah, it would give us few 

insights. Al- T.  abar ī  says that the circumstance of revelation is perhaps when a Jew 

wanted to ask Mu h.  ammad about the penalty for murder. If Mu h.  ammad concluded 

that it is capital punishment, then the Jews would not accept it.  200   However, the penalty 

for deliberate murder, according to the Torah (i.e., Exodus 21:12–14), is death. Hence, 

if the term “ yu h.  arrif ū n ” in Qur ʾ an 5:41 was meant for this issue, then it is apparent that 

the text of the Torah is not changed, but that some Jews hoped for a diff erent outcome 

from Mu h.  ammad. 

 If the issue is on the penalty for adultery, then we also arrive at the same conclusion. 

Al- T.  abar ī  states that another opinion of the circumstance of revelation is that some 

Jews went to Mu h.  ammad to ask him about the penalty for adultery.  201   Th ey decided 

that if Mu h.  ammad says that the penalty is that the adulterers are lashed and carried on 

donkeys, they would accept it. However, if otherwise he issues the penalty of stoning, 
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then they would not accept it. According to classical exegetes, such as al- T.  abar ī , they 

state that Mu h.  ammad eventually asks what the penalty is according to the Torah, 

and at the end it was found to be stoning.  202   Perhaps Mu h.  ammad was referred to 

Deuteronomy 22:23–27. 

 If we do accept the circumstance of revelation of Qur ʾ an 5:41, then we fi nd that the 

Jews neither changed the texts of the Torah, nor even interpreted it diff erently. What 

they did was simpler than all that. Th ey simply did not want to adhere to the rules 

outlined in the Torah. However, they neither changed the words in the texts nor attempt 

to change its meaning. Consequently, we conclude from this discussion, if we accept 

the stories on the circumstances of revelation, then “ ta h.  r ī f ”  in here means something 

diff erent. It simply means that some of the Jews are not adhering to the Torah with 

neither changing the text nor meaning. We can always question the reliability of the 

circumstances of revelations as narrated by classical Qur ʾ anic commentators. However, 

if we do accept its reliability, then we fi nd the term “ ta h.  r ī f ”  in the Qur ʾ an means 

something completely diff erent than what is even assumed in  Lis ā n al-  ʿ   arab  (i.e., the 

change in meaning). It means exactly what its root meaning is, which is crooked 

( in h.  ir ā f  ). Th at instead of adhering to ( tuq ī m ū  ) the Torah, as according to Qur ʾ an 5:66 

and 5:68, they are moving away ( yu h.  arrif ū n ) from it, neither changing the text nor its 

meaning. 

 If we do not accept the reliability of the circumstances of revelation of Qur ʾ an 5:41, 

then we would need to look closely at the Qur ʾ an for clues to see what it could possibly 

mean by the term “ yu h.  arrif ū n .” Th e clue in the Qur ʾ anic usage between “ tuq ī m ū  ” and 

“ yu h.  arrif ū n ” seems highly likely, as both are even used within the same chapter, and 

therefore, it provides the possible context for the vocabulary. Moreover, in the second 

verse coming aft er Qur ʾ an 5:41 it states: “And how is it that they come to thee for 

judgment, when they have the Torah, wherein is God’s Judgment? Yet even aft er that, 

they turn their backs, and they are not believers.”  203   

 From the context, it seems likely that Qur ʾ an 5:43 refers to the same issue as Qur ʾ an 

5:41. In other words, although Qur ʾ an 5:41 says that some Jews “ yu h.  arrif ū n ,” Qur ʾ an 

5:42 says that if they do come for a ruling, then they are to be judged justly. Qur ʾ an 5:43 

states with a seemingly surprised tone that why would they (the Jews) come for a 

ruling, when they have the Torah with them with God’s rules? If the term “ yu h.  arrif ū n ” 

means that the Jews changed either the text or the meaning, then why would the 

Qur ʾ an almost immediately later require them to use the Torah? Also, Qur ʾ an 5:43 

states that although they have God’s ruling in the Torah, they would still turn away. Th is 

may imply that the term “ yu h.  arrif ū n ” means that the Jews are turning away from 

the text, and not that they either changed the text or meaning. Th e phrase, “ yu h.  arrif ū n 

al- kalim min ba  ʿ   d maw ā  d.  i  ʿ   ih ,” might mean that they turn away from the words aft er 

they are placed. Others have suggested that they take them out of their context 

( maw d.   ū   ʿ     ).  204   Reynolds argues that the Qur ʾ an is very specifi c in that sense of “ ta h.  r īf,”   

in which words are taken out of context.  205   Due to the rhetoric, there is always a 

possibility that a plurality of meanings might be intended, especially when using 

polysemous terms, such as (  h.   r f  ). 

 Another keyword that one needs to take into consideration in attempting to 

understand the meaning of “ ta h.  r ī f ”  in the Qur ʾ an is the term “ yalw ū n .” In Qur ʾ an 4:46, 
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aft er it accuses that some Jews “ yu h.  arrif ū n ,” it states that they twist ( layyan ) their 

tongues. In Qur ʾ an 3:78, it states that some of the People of the Book twist ( yalw ū n ) 

their tongues so that it would appear as if it were from scriptures, but that it is not from 

scriptures, and that they say it is from God, when it is not from God. If the term 

“ yu h.  arrif ū n ” is related to the term “ yalw ū n ,” then it means that the text is kept 

unchanged. Th e reason is because it does not associate changing the writings of 

scriptures with the term “ yu h.  arrif ū n ,” but that tongues are twisted. If tongues are 

twisted, it means they say things not from scriptures and not that they changed the text 

of scriptures, a conclusion also arrived by Tarakci and Sayar.  206   

 Th e Qur ʾ an does show that there are some people who used to write books with 

their own hands and then claim that they are from God (i.e., Qur ʾ an 2:79). However, 

there is no evidence that this verse is talking necessarily of the Bible. It could be talking 

about apocrypha or pseudepigrapha texts that were asserted to be divinely inspired. 

I am not stating that the Qur ʾ an is accusing these texts of not being divinely inspired, 

but perhaps the Qur ʾ an is referring to some of them or even perhaps others, but not 

the Bible.  207   In describing this verse, Reynolds suggests, “it [the Qur ʾ an] argues against 

those who treat the words of humans as revelation, while neglecting the words of 

God.”  208   As such, Qur ʾ an 5:66–68 requires them to return to God’s words in the Torah 

and Gospel instead. If the Bible had been changed or rewritten, then it would not at all 

request the People of the Book to turn back to their scriptures. Qur ʾ an 5:68 shows that 

at least at the time of Mu h.  ammad, Jews and Christians should adhere to their own 

books, implying that the original scriptures were still in their hands.  209   Fred Donner 

also suggests that Mu h.  ammad and the Believers movement included Jews and 

Christians who were not asked to change their identities and were expected to adhere 

to their revealed books.  210   

 A verse in the Qur ʾ an suggests that the prophecy of the coming of a prophet 

(without revealing his name) is mentioned in the Torah and the Gospel (i.e., Qur ʾ an 

7:157). Not fi nding such an explicit mention in either the Torah or the Gospel has 

made some medieval Muslim scholars suggest that it was deleted from the Bible.  211   

However, the Qur ʾ an here may suggest that there were allusions to the coming of a 

prophet as in a prophet like Moses mentioned in Deuteronomy 18:14–22 and the Jews 

waiting for the Prophet as mentioned in the Gospel of John 1:19–24. If the Qur ʾ an 

refers to these verses as references to a prophet to come, then it does not prove that 

there have been any corruptions. 

 Th ere is a Qur ʾ anic reference, in which Jesus told his disciples that a messenger 

named A h.  mad would come aft er him (i.e., Qur ʾ an 61:6), that Im ā m al- H.  aramayn 

al-Juwayn ī  (d. 478/1085) considers proof that the Gospel is corrupted.  212   I will not 

delve into the debate on whether A h.  mad is a proper name and a reference to 

Mu h.  ammad or not. Nor will I delve into whether the term “ a h.  mad  ” is a reference to the 

Paraclete mentioned in the Gospel of John (i.e., John 14:16, 14:26).  213   Th e Qur ʾ anic text 

does not state that this saying of Jesus is in the Gospels. Hence, whether or not it is in 

the New Testament is also in no way proof that the text is corrupted. Th e corruption of 

scriptures to mean changing the words of God has no indisputable evidence in the 

Qur ʾ an. Some Muslim scholars, such as Ibn Taymiyyah, also believe that the Qur ʾ an, as 

the fi nal revelation from God, suspends the laws in the scriptures that have come 
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before it and supersedes it, although Ibn Taymiyyah argues that a later revelation does 

not abrogate ( naskh ) its preceding one.  214   However, the Qur ʾ an does not necessarily 

agree with that concept, as will be shown later in this section. 

 Qur ʾ an 2:113 states that Jews and Christians argue against each other, each claiming 

that the other is wrong, even though they read the same scripture, which is the Hebrew 

Bible. Later Muslims also made a similar claim that both Jews and Christians are wrong.  215   

Actually, the Qur ʾ an specifi cally denounces such claims from anybody and calls those 

who make such claims people without knowledge: “Th e Jews say, ‘Th e Christians stand 

on nothing,’ and the Christians say, ‘Th e Jews stand on nothing,’ though they recite the 

Book. Likewise, did those who know not speak words like theirs. God will judge between 

them on the Day of Resurrection concerning that wherein they diff ered.”  216   

 Also, the Qur ʾ an steadfastly states that Jews and Christians stand upon nothing 

unless they resurrect and uphold their scriptures, which proves that their scriptures are 

not corrupt in the sense that the words have changed. Interestingly, from a linguistics 

point of view the term “ ta h.  r ī f ”  means to bend, as in “ in h.  ir ā f,”   217   and for that reason 

the Qur ʾ an requests the Jews and Christians to uphold their scriptures using the term 

“ tuq ī m ū  ,” which means to straighten, to uphold, and to resurrect, in contrast to bending. 

Hence, the Qur ʾ an may seem to state that some would like to bend ( yu h.  arrif ū n ) the 

rules of God in scriptures, when they actually need to uphold ( tuq ī m ū  ) them. 

   68  Say, “O People of the Book! You stand on naught till you observe ( tuq ī m ū  ) the 

Torah and the Gospel, and that which has been sent down unto you from your 

Lord.” Surely that which has been sent down unto thee from thy Lord will increase 

many of them in rebellion and disbelief. So grieve not for disbelieving people. 

 69  Truly those who believe, and those who are Jews, and the Sabeans, and the 

Christians—whosoever believes in God and the Last Day and works righteousness, 

no fear shall come upon them, nor shall they grieve.  218    

 From the above verse, a relationship between the terms “ tuq ī m ū  ” and “ yu h.  arrif ū n ” 

is established, as “ tuq ī m ū  ” means to straighten as opposed to “ yu h.  arrif ū n ,” which means 

to bend. Th is would be one of the creative associations that Mu h.  ammad was capable of 

doing, given his state of mind. If anything, the Qur ʾ an actually attempts to uphold the 

veracity of the Torah. 

   43  And how is it that they come to thee for judgment, when they have the Torah, 

wherein is God’s Judgment? Yet even aft er that, they turn their backs, and they are 

not believers.  44  Truly We sent down the Torah, wherein is a guidance and a light, 

by which the prophets who submitted ( aslam ū  ) [unto God] judged those who are 

Jews, as did the sages and the rabbis, in accordance with such of God’s Book as they 

were bidden to preserve and to which they were witnesses. So fear not mankind, 

but fear Me! And sell not My signs for a paltry price. Whosoever judges not by that 

which God has sent down—it is they who are disbelievers.  219    

 Th ese verses, at least at the time of Mu h.  ammad, request the Jews to judge in 

accordance to the Torah (e.g., Qur ʾ an 3:93, 5:43). In actuality, the same is also requested 
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for the Christians to judge in accordance to the Gospel (i.e., Qur ʾ an 5:47), where the 

Qur ʾ an later states that it has been revealed to confi rm the truth ( mu s.  addiqan ) of 

the scriptures that have come before it (e.g., Qur ʾ an 2:101, 3:3, 4:47, 5:48, 6:92, 10:37, 

12:111, 46:12, 46:30), neither falsifying them nor abrogating them, but guarding them 

in safety. 

   47  Let the people of the Gospel judge by what God has sent down therein. 

Whosoever judges not by that which God has sent down—it is they who are 

iniquitous.  48  And We have sent down unto thee the Book in truth, confi rming the 

Book that came before it, and as a protector over it. So judge between them in 

accordance with what God has sent down, and follow not their caprices away from 

the truth that has come unto thee. For each among you We have appointed a law 

and a way. And had God willed, He would have made you one community, but 

[He willed otherwise], that He might try you in that which He has given you. So 

vie with one another in good deeds. Unto God shall be your return all together, and 

He will inform you of that wherein you diff er.  220    

 Tarakci and Sayar also present the concept that the Bible may contain indecent 

stories, such as Lot lying with his daughters as a reason why some Muslims may fi nd 

the Bible corrupt.  221   However, Tarakci and Sayar argue that not fi nding these stories 

in the Qur ʾ an does not imply that they had not happened. Besides, the concept 

that prophets are infallible (   ʿ   i s.  mah ) is not even found in the Qur ʾ an.  222   If there exist 

any apparent contradictions between the Bible and the Qur ʾ an, perhaps it opens a 

dimension for us to examine the intended meanings in both, and not necessarily that 

the Qur ʾ an is attempting to undermine the validity of the Bible, especially since it 

explicitly states that it defends the veracity of the Bible. Perhaps we can use Averro ë s’ 

principle of allegory in that if the apparent literal senses contradict, then we will need 

to reconcile them allegorically.  223   As such, if there are apparent literal contradictions 

between the Bible and the Qur ʾ an, then it may be necessary to resort to allegorical 

meanings to reconcile them. Besides, with Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind giving double 

meanings in his sayings and precise use of words, allegorical meanings may be highly 

plausible. 

 In this section, in brief, the term “ yu h.  arrif ū n ” brings up three theories, and not one 

of them has the notion of altering the actual words in the Bible. Th e fi rst is Mazuz’s 

proposition that it might be referring to some homiletic interpretations by rabbis in the 

Talmud, when word vocalizations are changed or split to arrive to a diff erent meaning. 

Th e second is the proposition that the term might be referring to changing words 

intentionally by rabbis while translating them in targums. Th e third is the possible 

reference of its root meaning, to bend ( in h.  ir ā f  ), as some Jews wish to bend the rules 

laid down by the Torah or turn away from them, when they are being asked to uphold 

( tuq ī m ū  ) them instead. As all may provide us with plausible explanations, I lean more 

toward the last theory given the contrast that the Qur ʾ an makes between the terms 

“ yu h.  arrif ū n ” and “ tuq ī m ū  ” within the same chapter. However, due to the polysemous 

nature of the term, perhaps multiple meanings were equally intended, especially given 

the state of mind of Mu h.  ammad to convey double or more meanings.   
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   Intertextuality between the Qur ʾ an and the Bible  

 As seen in this chapter, I had to tackle two issues to prove that intertextuality between 

the Qur ʾ an and the Bible is expected. Th e fi rst issue is the exclusivity of Islam from a 

Qur ʾ anic perspective. It has been shown that exclusivism has no Qur ʾ anic basis. Th e 

second issue is the notion of the corruption ( ta h.  r ī f  ) of scriptures, which is perhaps 

found to mean turning away from scriptures. Hence, it does not mean that the text of 

scriptures has been changed. Since it does not mean the text has been changed and that 

the Qur ʾ an accepts the veracity of the Bible, then it would seem natural to allow for 

intertextuality between the Qur ʾ an and the Bible. In the medieval age, this conclusion 

is reached by Al-Biq ā   ʿ    ī  in his  al-Aqw ā l al- qaw ī mah f ī   h.  ukm al- naql min al- kutub 

al- qad ī mah . A number of scholars in recent years have argued that the Qur ʾ an is best 

read in conversation with the Bible and Biblical literature.  224   To adhere to a good 

epistemology, one needs to look at it from a Qur ʾ anic perspective devoid of the opinions 

of post-Qur ʾ anic literature. I hope I have shown in this chapter that the Qur ʾ an accepts 

other scriptures and at times even requires that other scriptures are read (e.g., Qur ʾ an 

3:93). Th e Qur ʾ an seems to expect its audience to have a good knowledge of the Bible, 

as will be shown in a few examples in the next three chapters.   



               5 

 In the Name of the Father and the Son 

and the Holy Spirit            

  In this and the next two chapters, a few examples will be given to show the role of 

intertextual polysemy between the Qur ʾ  an and the Bible. It is evident from the Qur ʾ  an 

that it is aware of the Bible, as it attempts to engage with it. Th is awareness might have 

been either oral or textual. Mu h.  ammad might have been able to make clever associations 

in the Qur ʾ  an with terms used by Jews and Christians. Th is might further be attested by 

Mu h.  ammad asking one of his scribes, Zayd ibn Th  ā bit, to learn the books of the Jews.  1   

 Th ese three chapters attempt to show that there is more sophistication in the 

engagement between the Qur ʾ  an and the Bible than mere borrowings, as discussed in 

Chapter 2. Th ere was a lot of discussion on borrowing by previous scholars, including 

the likes of Abraham Geiger, Charles Torrey, William St. Clair Tisdall, and Richard Bell. 

 Th e examples in this chapter show the engagement between Qur ʾ  anic terms and 

Christian terminology. Th e fi rst example is about the concept of Son of God and the 

relationship between the terms “ ibn Allah ” and “  ʿ  abd Allah .” Th e second example is 

about God the Father. Th e third example recalls the example from Chapter 3 about the 

clinging unto God and how it fi ts in the teaching of spiritual birth through intertextuality 

with the Gospel of John. In Chapter  6, the fourth example demonstrates how the 

Qur ʾ  an is not necessarily contradicting the New Testament on the issue that Jesus 

Christ is begotten of God, but is attempting to interpret John’s Gospel. In Chapter 7, the 

fi ft h example illustrates Qur ʾ  anic engagement with the Incarnation of the Word in 

the Gospel of John. Th e sixth example is an extensive use of intertextuality between the 

Qur ʾ  an with the creation story of Genesis and the Gospel of John to give an overview 

of the extent of the use of intertextual polysemy in hermeneutics. Th ese examples 

illustrate how the Qur ʾ  an may be seen as an interpreter of the Bible and Biblical 

literature and not as contradicting them. As such, the notions of exclusivism, corruption 

( ta h.  r ī f  ) of earlier scriptures, and theology or Christology of later Muslims were perhaps 

not at all the intention of the Qur ʾ  an. 

 Since many of the examples are related to the Gospel of John, I must briefl y 

introduce it for those who are not very familiar with it. Th eologically and Christologically, 

the Gospel of John stands distinguished from the Synoptic Gospels.  2   For Muslims to 

understand its content, it may be wise to call it a Sufi  Gospel. In that, I mean that it is 

very mystical and spiritual, which may be compared to the works of Ibn  ʿ  Arab ī   3   or the 

esoteric works of the Ism ā  ʿ   ī l ī s. Th is, however, is not my opinion alone, as Clement of 
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Alexandria (d.  c. 215  ce ), one of the Church Fathers, stated the following about the 

Gospel: “But John, last of all, perceiving that what had reference to the body in the 

gospel of our Saviour, was suffi  ciently detailed, and being encouraged by his familiar 

friends, and urged by the Spirit, he wrote a spiritual gospel.”  4   

 Interfaith dialogue between Jews, Christians, and Muslims arrives at many things in 

common when it comes to ethics and morality.  5   Some may argue that irreligious 

individuals are even more likely to be law- abiding citizens than those who affi  liate 

themselves with a religion,  6   which suggests that ethics and morality are not constrained 

within religion.  7   Acts of kindness and charity, for example, go beyond the borders of 

any religion.  8   Whether in common sayings about generosity within Jewish, Christian, 

and Muslim texts or the sayings of Buddha and Krishna, such ethics and morality are 

not typically confi ned to only one faith.  9   Th ere exist commonalities between religious 

and even irreligious individuals when it comes down to ethics and morality.  10   When 

interfaith dialogue discusses human values that can be observed within the contexts of 

humanism, it is questionable whether we are having an interfaith dialogue or discussing 

humanism under the cloak of faith. 

 When interfaith or even intra- faith dialogue starts to discuss theological issues, 

however, we fi nd ourselves behind roadblocks from understanding one another. In the 

history of Christianity, for example, there have been many debates on theological 

matters such as Christology, which is the study of the nature and person of Jesus 

Christ.  11   Such debates have created schisms within the Church and many accusations 

of heresy.  12   Similarly, Muslim history has had theological debates between various 

theological schools of thought.  13   

 Today, we fi nd that interfaith theological dialogue between Christians and Muslims 

has reached a stalemate.  14   Mahmoud Ayoub suggests that the most urgent goal of 

Christian–Muslim dialogue is for both parties to accept the legitimacy and authenticity 

of the other’s traditions.  15   Neither faith is ready to compromise its understanding of its 

sacred texts on what God or Christ is. Some of these stumbling blocks between 

Christianity and Islam are the concepts from the Gospels of Jesus as the Son of God, 

God as the Father, Jesus as Begotten of God, and the Incarnation of the Word in Jesus 

Christ, as will be discussed in the examples in this and the next two chapters. I do hope 

that, with the examples in these three chapters, a closer relationship between the 

Qur ʾ  an and the Bible may be seen. Th ese examples may shed light that the theology 

and Christology intended by the Qur ʾ  an or Mu h.  ammad may seem to be distinct from 

how it later developed in the Muslim community.  

   Son (ibn) of God  

 If the Qur ʾ  an asks Christians to follow the Gospel[s], why does it seem to attack an 

understanding directly found in the Gospel[s], which is the notion that Jesus is the Son 

of God? As it is argued that Mu h.  ammad seems to make creative associations while 

engaging with the Bible, we need to investigate this apparent contradiction. Th e term 

under investigation in this example is specifi cally “ ibn Allah ,” which is only mentioned 

in Qur ʾ  an 9:30. It does not generally consider the defi nition of “ ibn ” in “ ibn Allah ,” as a 
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general defi nition of the term “ ibn ” in the Qur ʾ  an, which is mentioned many times, 

especially when discussing Jesus “ ibn Maryam .” Th e term “ ibn ” is a polysemous term 

and could be used diff erently by the Qur ʾ  an, where I argue that its defi nition in the 

context of Qur ʾ  an 9:30 does not necessarily mean “son.” 

 Th e term Son ( huion ) of God must be distinguished from only- begotten 

( monogenous ) of God. When the Qur ʾ  an oft en speaks against God begets or begotten, 

the term “ walad  ” or “ yalid  ” is used. Th e term Son of God is correctly rendered as “ ibn 

Allah ,” which is only mentioned in a single verse in the whole Qur ʾ  an. 

   30  Th e Jews say that Ezra is “ ibn ” of God, and the Christians say that the Messiah is 

“ ibn ” of God. Th ose are words from their mouths. Th ey resemble the words of 

those who disbelieved before. God curse them! How they are perverted ( yu ʾ  fak ū n )! 

 31  Th ey have taken their rabbis and monks as lords apart from God, as well as the 

Messiah, son of Mary, though they were only commanded to worship one God. 

Th ere is no god but He! Glory be to Him above the partners they ascribe.  32  Th ey 

desire to extinguish the Light of God with their mouths. But God refuses (not 

desires   /    ya ʾ  ba ) to do aught but complete His Light, though the disbelievers be 

averse.  16    

 Th e fi gure of Ezra in the Qur ʾ  an is somewhat enigmatic, especially since it is 

associated with the term “ ibn Allah ,” which is generally assumed to be Son of God. 

As such, Paul Casanova considered  ʿ  Uzair mentioned in the Qur ʾ  an not the Biblical 

Ezra, but Azael, who according to haggadic literature is one of the fallen angels.  17   

Th e reasoning he provides is that he considers “ ibn Allah ” in Qur ʾ  an 9:30 as a reference 

to the sons of God mentioned in Genesis 6:2–4 about fallen angels and that Azael 

is also pronounced Uziel, which could have come into Arabic as  ʿ  Uzair.  18   Th ere 

have been cults of angelic veneration in Judaism.  19   However, if we do take this 

argument as plausible, why would the Qur ʾ  an specifi cally mention Azael from 

among all other angels as whom the Jews call the Son of God? According to the 

midrash, Shemhazai and Azael (Azazel) are two angels who, aft er the creation of 

the human, argue with God the unworthiness of human creation, and request that 

they descend to earth.  20   However, when they do, they marry humans and beget 

children, who corrupt the earth as much as humans.  21   It is said that Shemhazai repents, 

but Azael does not, and continues to sin and incites humans to sin.  22   It is said that two 

he- goats are sacrifi ced on the Day of Atonement, one for God to pardon the sins of 

Israel, and one for Azael, such that he bears the sins of Israel (i.e., Leviticus 16:8–10).  23   

Azael is mentioned several times in the Book of Enoch (e.g., Enoch 6:7) as one of the 

guards. It seems unlikely that the Jews would venerate a sinful angel as a son of God. If 

they were to give such divine status to any of the angels, then it would seem more 

appropriate to consider one of the archangels, such as Metatron, Michael, or Raphael, 

to name a few, who are more highly respected and venerated. However, why would the 

Qur ʾ  an specifi cally name Azael instead of the other angels that descended to earth, 

such as Shemhazai, who at least repented, according to Jewish tradition? Besides in 

Psalm 29:1, the term sons of deities ( bni alim ) is used, according to the Talmud, as a 

reference to the patriarchs.  24   
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 Th ere seems little to doubt that the Jews venerate and elevate the status of Ezra 

above Azael, due to his role in building the Second Temple, writing the Torah, and 

reorganizing the Sanhedrin.  25   Hence, it seems counterintuitive to think the Qur ʾ  an 

specifi cally mentions Azael as being venerated as a Son of God in a way that Christians 

would venerate Christ. Actually, the verse that comes aft er the term “ ibn Allah ” 

mentions that the Jews and Christians take their priests ( a h.  b ā rahum ) and monks 

( ruhb ā nahum ) as lords ( arb ā ban ). Th is could further support that  ʿ  Uzair in the Qur ʾ  an 

is a reference to Ezra for his role in reorganizing the Sanhedrin as an authority for the 

interpretation and jurisprudence of Jewish law. Ezra 7:25–26 affi  rms Ezra’s authority in 

appointing judges for the Israelites. In here, as a motif, this authority invested to Ezra 

by the King of Persia is akin to the authority invested to Moses by God. Th is makes 

Ezra like a second Moses, who not only wrote the Torah, but also played a role in the 

foundation of the Sanhedrin. Also, the midrash mentions Ezra and his companions, 

“ Ezra wa- h.  aburato .”  26   In the Great Assembly, Ezra and his companions ( a h.  b ā r ) convene 

to discuss Jewish law. Ezra had such a great role in the Sanhedrin and its organization 

that the Qur ʾ  an in the verse aft er mentioning Ezra as “ ibn Allah ” (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 9:31) 

discusses the Jews and Christians taking their priests ( a h.  b ā r ) and monks as lords 

( arb ā ban ).  27   As Christ is mentioned in both verses of Qur ʾ  an 9:30–31, the relationship 

between Ezra and the “ a h.  b ā r ” is evident, while there is no relationship between Azael 

or any angel with the rabbinic tradition or priesthood of ancient Judaism. 

 Th e Biblical Ezra, also known as Esdras in Greek, is considered by Casanova and 

Torrey to be referred by the name Idr ī s in the Qur ʾ  an.  28   Although Richard Bell agrees 

with Paul Casanova and Charles Torrey,  29   William Montgomery Watt, in his revision of 

Richard Bell, does not confi rm such a conclusion.  30   Finding the relationship between 

Esdras and Idr ī s does not provide us with conclusive evidence that the two names are 

one and the same, according to James Bellamy.  31   Also, Yoram Erder is not convinced 

that Ezra is Idr ī s, but considers Idr ī s to be Enoch.  32   Arthur Jeff ery considers  ʿ  Uzair a 

corruption of the name Ezra, in which Mu h.  ammad either did not comprehend the 

name or that he deliberately made it in the diminutive form.  33   

 Ezra is praised in Jewish tradition for restoring the Torah aft er it was forgotten. 

Muslim tradition is aware of this praise as it is referred to by  mufassir ī n ,  34   such as al-

 T.  abar ī  and others.  35   Traditional Muslim history books also make mention of it, such as 

Ibn Kath ī r’s  al-Bid ā yah wal- nih ā yah .  36   Ibn  h.  azm, in his book  al-Fa s.  l fi l- milal wal- ahw ā  ʾ   

wal- ni h.  al , calls Ezra by the names  ʿ  Izzar and  ʿ  Izra al-Warr ā q (Ezra the Scribe) instead 

of  ʿ  Uzair.  37   Interestingly, the only verse in the Qur ʾ  an mentioning the term Son of God 

( ibn Allah ) claims that the Jews call Ezra, the Son of God. Th is claim does not spring 

from any historical evidence that any Jew has ever claimed that Ezra is the Son of God. 

John Walker puts it as, “no historical evidence can be adduced to prove that any Jewish 

sect, however heterodox, ever subscribed to such a tenet.”  38   

 James Bellamy suggests that the text of the Qur ʾ  an using the term Ezra as the Son 

of God to be a misreading of Jewish apocryphal texts (i.e., 2 Esdras 14:9 and 2 Esdras 

2: 42–48).  39   Th e texts state, “For you shall be taken away from all, and from henceforth 

you shall remain with my Son, and with such as be like you, until the times be ended,”  40   

and “So he answered and said unto me, It is the Son of God, whom they have confessed 

in the world. Th en began I greatly to commend them that stood so stiffl  y for the name 
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of the Lord.”  41   Neither of these statements considers the Son of God a reference to 

Ezra, but as it is written in the apocryphal text named aft er Ezra, Mu h.  ammad might 

have mistook them to be a reference to Ezra, according to Bellamy. Bellamy states, “It 

is clear that Mu h.  ammad or his informant confused the name of the prophet Esdras, 

which is also the title of the book, with the Son of God seen by Esdras in the vision.”  42   

However, such an argument seems unlikely. Th ere are other apocryphal books that 

also mention the Son of God (e.g., Wisdom of Solomon 2:18, 5:5, 18:13). Yet, that 

does not mean Mu h.  ammad mistook the Jews calling Solomon the Son of God. 

Nonetheless, even if other apocryphal texts were not accessed by Mu h.  ammad, it still 

seems highly unlikely that Mu h.  ammad would make a claim against the Jews that is 

counterintuitive to what he already knows and understands of their religion and 

theology from the Jews of Mad ī nah, if they even existed, who are more likely precursors 

of rabbinic Judaism.  43   

 Traditional Muslim commentators on the Qur ʾ  an realized that this claim in the 

Qur ʾ  an is not in accordance to the knowledge they had of the Jewish community 

around them. Al- T.  abar ī  states that perhaps one Jew called Phinehas claimed that 

Ezra is the Son of God.  44   In an alternative account by the authority of Ibn  ʿ  Abb ā s, 

al- T.  abar ī  and Ibn Kath ī r relate Ezra’s story that God taught him the Torah aft er it 

was forgotten, and that people claimed that Ezra must be the Son of God for receiving 

the Torah.  45   Nonetheless, this account is not historically found in Jewish literature.  46   

Al-R ā z ī  adds that there were possibly three Jews who came to Mu h.  ammad claiming 

that they cannot believe in him since he does not state that Ezra is the Son of God.  47   

Alternatively, al-R ā z ī  and al- T.  abars ī  suggest that there might have been a Jewish sect 

that made such a claim, but that this sect is currently extinct.  48   Ibn  H.  azm suggests that 

it is the extinct sect of Sadducees who made the claim that Ezra is the Son of God, and 

that they were from Yemen.  49   Al-Maqdis ī  (d. 355/966) narrates that when Christians 

claimed that the Messiah is the Son of God, in a challenge some Jews claimed that it is 

Ezra who holds that title.  50   He notes that Palestinian Jews made such a claim.  51    S.   ā li h.  

al-H ā shim ī  even gives this mythical Jewish sect a name, calling them al-Mu ʾ  tamaniyyah, 

and goes on to say that Christianity was infl uenced by them.  52   Nonetheless, why would 

the Qur ʾ  an mention a statement like that about a small Jewish sect, if it ever even 

existed? 

 In actuality, the Jews in the time of Jesus found Jesus blasphemous for claiming to 

be the Son of God.  53   If the Qur ʾ  an asserts that Jews claim Ezra is the Son of God, then 

from the outlook, it seems to be an apparent misinformation or a misreading of 

apocryphal work, as some scholars have suggested.  54   Beyond Islamic scholarship and 

literature, there is no Jewish literature that agrees to the claim that Ezra is the Son of 

God. 

 Th ere is yet a possibility that we might have misinterpreted and misunderstood the 

meaning of the term Son of God ( ibn Allah ) as mentioned in the Qur ʾ  anic verse. Th e 

Qur ʾ  anic verse is trying to explain the meaning of the term, but exegetes might have 

overlooked it. Using intertextual polysemy might provide us with an alternative 

interpretation of the term. Th e term for “son” ( ibn ), which is rooted in the term “ b n y ,” 

and its various morphologies is found in the opening passages of the Book of Ezra in 

the Bible, but it is not understood in the sense of “son.” 
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   1  In the fi rst year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to fulfi ll the word of the  LORD  

spoken by Jeremiah, the  LORD  moved the heart of Cyrus king of Persia to make 

a proclamation throughout his realm and to put it in writing: 

  2  “Th is is what Cyrus king of Persia says: 

 “Th e  LORD , the God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and 

He has appointed me to build ( li- bnut ) a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah.  3  

Anyone of his people among you—may his God be with him, and let him go up to 

Jerusalem in Judah and build ( w- ibn ) the temple of the  LORD , the God of Israel, 

the God who is in Jerusalem.”  55    

 Th e Book of Ezra discusses the building of the Second Temple in Jerusalem. Th e 

word for “son” is “ ibn ” with its root word “ b n y ,”  56   which besides meaning son, also 

means building or the verb to build  57   and also means stone.  58   Th erefore, the term Son 

of God ( ibn Allah ) may also mean Building of God, or more precisely, the Temple of 

God. Th e Talmud makes use of the wordplay with “ b n y ” by stating about children, 

“Read not ‘your children ( banayikh )’ but ‘your builders ( bonayikh ).’   ”  59   Matthew 3:9 and 

Luke 3:8 state Jesus saying, “God is able from these stones to raise up children for 

Abraham.” Although the Peshitta uses the terms “ kypha ʾ   ” for stones and “ bra ʾ   ” for 

children, it only makes us wonder if it were meant to also make a wordplay between 

stones ( abanim ) and children ( banim ). 

 Th e root term for “ ibn ” is “ b n ” or “ b n y ,” which is a polysemous term that can mean 

either son or building.  60   In Hebrew and Aramaic, “ bn ” is used to mean son and to 

build,  61   as the root Hebrew term “ b n h ” means to build.  62   Genesis 2:22 shows God 

taking the rib of man and building ( yiben ) a woman. Perhaps in that sense a son is also 

called a “ bn ,” one who is built by his parents. From the same root, the term “ ibn ” in 

Akkadian, Ugaritic, Hebrew, Aramaic, and Ethiopic also means stone,  63   which has a 

similar meaning to its Arabic cognate.  64   In the Hebrew Bible, stones are sometimes 

used to serve as memorials (e.g., Genesis 28:18, 31:45–46, Joshua 4:6–7). In the Jacob’s 

ladder narrative (i.e., Genesis 28:18), the place where the stone ( ibin ) is erected is called 

Bethel (the House of God). In Jacob’s blessings to his sons, when he blesses Joseph, he 

calls him “ ibin yisrael ” (Stone of Israel) and prays by the God who will help ( ya ʿ  zer ) 

him (i.e., Genesis 49:24–25). In the Book of Samuel, “ Ibin ha- ʿ  Ezer ” even comes to 

light: “Th en Samuel took a stone ( ibin ) and set it up between Mizpah and Shen. He 

named it Ebenezer ( Ibin ha- ʿ  Ezer ), saying, ‘Th us far the Lord has helped us (  ʿ  azarnu ).’   ”  65   

 Samuel traveled year by year to Bethel, where Jacob set a stone and built an altar 

to God; to Gilgal, where Joshua was before setting a stone ( ibin ) that will witness 

against Israel in Shechem (i.e., Joshua 24:26–27) in the same place that Jacob hid the 

people’s foreign gods on his way to Bethel (Genesis 35:1–15); and to Mizpah, where he 

himself set a stone ( ibin ) nearby (i.e., 1 Samuel 7:17), and where Jacob also set a stone 

( ibin ) as a mark of covenant with Laban (i.e., Genesis 31:44–53). Samuel then returns 

to his home in Ramah, where he also built ( yibin ) an altar to God (i.e., 1 Samuel 7:18). 

Th e existence of  Ibin ha- ʿ  Ezer  in the Book of Samuel does bear an interesting 

homophone to “  ʿ  uzayr ibn .” Its fi rst occurrence in the Book of Samuel is where Samuel 

and the Israelites encamped before the battle against the Philistines (i.e., 1 Samuel 4:1). 

Th e name comes again when the Philistines capture the Ark of the Covenant from  Ibin 
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ha- ʿ  Ezer  and take it to Ashdod (i.e., 1 Samuel 5:1), although the place is only named 

“ Ibin ha- ʿ  Ezer ” aft er the Israelite defeat the Philistines (i.e., 1 Samuel 7:12). 

 Isaiah 8:14 states that God will become a stone ( ibin ) and a stumbling block to both 

houses of Israel, which the New Testament cites as a reference to the Messiah (i.e., 

Romans 9:33, 1 Peter 2:8). Isaiah 28:16 also makes a reference of a stone ( ibin ) laid down 

by God that the New Testament also cites as a reference to the Messiah (i.e., Romans 

9:33, 1 Peter 2:6). Th e Messiah referred to as a stone is also mentioned in Matthew 21:42 

and Acts 4:11 citing Psalm 118:22, which is the stone ( ibin ) that the builders ( bonim ) 

rejected. Th e terms “ ibn ” (stone) and “ bny ” (build) might be etymologically related in 

that stones are used for building. 

 Th e Book of Ezra frequently uses the term “ bn ” and its morphological permutations 

in the context of building the Temple of God in Jerusalem. Th e Book of Ezra, as an 

example, includes the following passage: “Be it known unto the king that we went into 

the province of Judea to the house of the great God, which is built ( bina ʾ   ) with great 

stones ( ibin ), and timber is laid in the walls, and this work (  ʿ  abidah ) goes (  ʿ  abad  ) fast 

on, and prospers in their hands.”  66   

 In the Book of Ezra, the term “ ibn ” is used in the context of an instruction to build 

God’s Temple. If we intertextualize between the Qur ʾ  an and the Book of Ezra and 

contextualize the Qur ʾ  anic verse in accordance to the Biblical narration in the Book 

of Ezra to build the Temple of God in Jerusalem, then we may have an alternative 

meaning for the term “ ibn Allah .” For a moment, if we consider the term “ ibn Allah ” to 

mean the Building of God, or in its Biblical context, the Temple of God, then the 

Qur ʾ  anic verse would be stating, “And the Jews say that the Temple of God is Ezra and 

the Christians say that the Temple of God is the Messiah.”  67   If we accept this 

understanding, we do know that Ezra is not himself a Temple of God, but it could be a 

Qur ʾ  anic allusion of the Jewish belief that the Temple of God is in Jerusalem, as stated 

in the Book of Ezra about building the Second Temple. Nonetheless, the term “  ʿ  a z r ,” 

which is the root of the name Ezra or  ʿ  Uzair, is a polysemous term with various 

meanings. It means help in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Arabic.  68   In addition, “  ʿ  azarah ” is 

sometimes associated with the ledge surrounding Ezekiel’s altar (i.e., Ezekiel 43:14, 

43:17, 43:20, 45:19) or the temple court (2 Chronicles 4:9, 6:13).  69   As such, Qur ʾ  an 9:30 

may be translated as, “And the Jews say Ezra (or Temple Court)  70   is the Building 

(Temple) of God and the Christians say the Messiah is the Building (Temple) of God.” 

More correctly so, the Christians do indeed state that the Messiah’s body is itself the 

Temple of God.  71   Also, the Messiah “ ibn Allah ” might be a reference to God’s stone 

( ibin ) that is a stumbling block, as referred to in the New Testament. If we are to 

understand the term “ ibn Allah ” in the context of Temple of God, then what seems to 

be the Qur ʾ  anic objection? Since the Qur ʾ  an continues to state that this is a saying with 

their mouths ( bi- afw ā hihim ), it may be intertextualized with other passages of the 

Qur ʾ  an where this term is also used, such as, 

  O you who believe! Take not intimates apart from yourselves; they will not stint 

you in corruption. Th ey wish you to suff er. Hatred has appeared from their mouths 

( afw ā hihim ); yet what their breasts conceal is greater. We have indeed made clear 

the signs for you, were you to understand.”  72   
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 And that He may know the hypocrites. And it was said unto them, “Come, fi ght 

in the way of God or defend [yourselves].” Th ey said, “Had we known there would 

be fi ghting, we would have followed you.” Th at day they were closer to disbelief 

( lil- kufr ) than to belief ( lil- ī m ā n ), saying with their mouths ( bi- afw ā hihim ) what 

was not in their hearts. And God knows best what they conceal.  73   

 O Messenger! Let them not grieve thee, those who hasten unto disbelief (  fi l- 

kufr ), those who say, “We believe” (  ā mann ā  ) with their mouths ( bi- afw ā hihim ), 

while their hearts believe not, and those who are Jews, who listen to lies and to 

others who have not come to thee. Th ey distort the meaning of the word, saying, “If 

you are given this, then take it, but if you are not given this, then beware!” For 

whomsoever God desires that he be tried, thou hast no power to avail him aught 

against God. Th ey are those whose hearts God desired not to purify. Th eirs is 

disgrace in this world, and in the Hereaft er they shall have a great punishment.  74    

 In these Qur ʾ  anic passages, it seems that when the Qur ʾ  an uses the term “with their 

mouths ( bi- afw ā hihim )” it is contrasted that what they say with their mouths is not the 

same as it is in their hearts. Also, Qur ʾ  an 9:30 mentions that when the Jews and 

Christians say things with their mouths, they imitate the unbelievers of before using 

the term “ kafar ū  .” Th is term is also found in Qur ʾ  an 3:167 and 5:41, as mentioned 

above. Th is could make use of a diff erent understanding of the Qur ʾ  anic passage. If the 

Jews and Christians are making a claim about the Temple of God, it is nothing but a 

saying with their mouths, implying it is not in their hearts. Perhaps the Qur ʾ  an here is 

suggesting that the Jews and Christians should not only say where the Temple of God 

should be, either in Jerusalem as stated in the Book of Ezra or the Messiah himself as 

stated in the Gospel of John (i.e., John 2:21), but also they themselves should have their 

hearts as a Temple of God, in which I have argued in an article that the  Qiblah  passages 

of the Qur ʾ  an are in reality an allusion to the  Shema ʿ    emphasizing the role of the heart 

over the direction of prayer.  75   From the same Qur ʾ  anic chapter, the term “with their 

mouths ( bi- afw ā hihim )” is also used in the following verse, “How, since if they prevail 

over you, they will not observe any kinship or treaty with you? Th ey please you with 

their mouths ( bi- afw ā hihim ), while their hearts refuse. And most of them are 

iniquitous.”  76   

 Th e Qur ʾ  an here shows a contrast that what their mouths say is dissimilar to what 

is in their hearts. It appears that the Qur ʾ  an later states that those who claim the Temple 

of God to be that in Ezra or the Messiah attempt to extinguish God’s light with their 

mouths and God desires not to allow it: “Th ey desire to extinguish the Light of God 

with their mouths ( bi- afw ā hihim ). But God refuses to do aught but complete His Light, 

though the disbelievers be averse.”  77   

 Th e above passage is also found in a diff erent chapter, which also subtly uses a term 

rooted in “ b n y .” 

   1  Whatsoever is in the heavens and whatsoever is on the earth glorifi es God, and 

He is the Mighty, the Wise.  2  O you who believe! Why do you say that which you 

do not do?  3  Grievously odious is it in the Sight of God that you say that which 
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you do not do.  4  Truly God loves those who fi ght in His way in ranks, as if they 

were a solid structure ( buny ā n ).  5  And [remember] when Moses said unto his 

people, “O my people! Why do you hurt me, though you know well that I am the 

Messenger of God unto you?” So when they swerved, God caused their hearts to 

swerve; and God guides not iniquitous people.  6  And [remember] when Jesus son 

of Mary said, “O Children of Israel! Truly I am the Messenger of God unto you, 

confi rming that which came before me in the Torah and bearing glad tidings of a 

Messenger to come aft er me whose name is A h.  mad.” And when he came unto 

them with clear proofs, they said, “Th is is manifest sorcery.”  7  Who does greater 

wrong than one who fabricates lies against God, while he is being called to 

submission ( isl ā m )? And God guides not wrongdoing people.  8  Th ey desire to 

extinguish the Light of God with their mouths ( bi- afw ā hihim ), but God completes 

His Light, though the disbelievers be averse.  78    

 Th e phraseology of Qur ʾ  an 9:32 and 61:8 are the same. Also to note, both Qur ʾ  an 9 

and 61 are assumed to be Madinan chapters. In Qur ʾ  an 61, what seems to be the 

objection is that some people attempt to extinguish God’s light with their mouths 

by saying falsehoods. Earlier in the same chapter, it criticizes people who say what 

they do not do, which could mean that they say what is not truly in their hearts (i.e., 

Qur ʾ  an 61:2). Hence in Qur ʾ  an 9:30, one might consider that the Qur ʾ  anic objection is 

not what they are saying with their mouths about the Temple of God, but it is because 

their mouths say something diff erent than their hearts. Perhaps their hearts should 

be where the Temple of God ( ibn Allah ) is or perhaps they should truly believe the 

Temple of God is in Jerusalem or is the Messiah, and not just say that with their 

mouths. Th e Gospel of John provides us with a distinction between the profession of 

faith by the lips and understanding spiritual mysteries. In the Gospel of John, 

Nicodemus appears to profess faith in Jesus as man of God, but nonetheless fails to 

understand the mysteries related in his teachings. Jouette Bassler states, “If, however, 

Nicodemus’s [ sic ] profession of faith seems to be acceptable within the framework of 

this Gospel, Jesus’ response to Nicodemus seems to indicate that on another level 

 inaccessible to the reader  it is  not  acceptable.”  79   In discussing Nicodemus’ encounter 

with Jesus, Arthur Canales also arrives at the same conclusion that the profession of 

faith needs to be internalized in the heart,  80   and he also states, “If religion is only 

externalized in ritual and not internalized in a person’s heart; religion becomes 

ineff ective.”  81   However, though in John 3 Nicodemus seems to profess faith by the lips 

while not fully understanding the mysteries that Jesus is teaching, he nonetheless 

seems to have become a good disciple of Jesus in the later accounts in the Gospel of 

John (i.e., John 7:45–52 and John 19:38–42).  82   

 While discussing Qur ʾ  an 9:30, Fazlur Rahman suggests the light intended in the 

passage is a reference to Islam,  83   agreeing with classical exegetes such as al- T.  abar ī  and 

Ibn Kath ī r.  84   He also recognizes the relationship between the passages in Qur ʾ  an 9:32 

and 61:8.  85   If we do take into consideration intertextuality between the passages, 

Qur ʾ  an 61:7 talks about  isl ā m , which is the surrender of a person to God, and therefore, 

there is a possibility that the light referred to in Qur ʾ  an 61:8 might be the surrender to 

God. If we take this into consideration when understanding the light in Qur ʾ  an 9:32 as 
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well, then perhaps having the Temple of God in a person’s heart is also an allusion of 

this surrender to God. 

 As another interesting note, Qur ʾ  an 61:4 uses the term “ buny ā n ” meaning structure or 

building sharing the same root as “ ibn .” Th e keywords of the passages in Qur ʾ  an 9 and 61 

discussed might show that these passages allude to each other. Using intertextual 

polysemy, as seen, may provide us with a diff erent understanding than that seen by 

classical exegetes. However, perhaps the Qur ʾ  an is not trying to emphasize that Jews and 

Christians should not point the temples of God, either in Jerusalem or the Messiah, but 

they themselves need to embody the Temple of God, and this concept moves in parallel 

to Paul’s epistle to the Corinthians.  86   “ 19  Do you not know that your bodies are temples of 

the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own; 

 20  you were bought at a price. Th erefore honor God with your bodies.”  87   

 When Paul states “You are not your own,” in this passage in 1 Corinthians, it would 

suggest that the person has surrendered him/herself to God, which is  isl ā m . Due to this 

surrender of the self to God, the bodies have indeed become temples of the Holy Spirit. 

Paul stating, “you were bought at a price,” also resembles a reference within the same 

Qur ʾ  anic chapter: 

  Truly God has purchased from the believers their souls and their wealth in 

exchange for the Garden being theirs. Th ey fi ght in the way of God, slaying and 

being slain. [It is] a promise binding upon Him in the Torah, the Gospel, and the 

Quran. And who is truer to His pact than God? So rejoice in the bargain you have 

made. Th at indeed is the great triumph.  88    

 Th ere is a scholarly debate as to which “body” Paul is referring to, the individual 

body or the communal body (i.e., the church).  89   Jamieson et al. suggest that Paul here 

is using a metaphor describing the  Shekhinah , which is typically identifi ed as the Spirit 

of God, taking its place within the sanctuary of the body.  90   Commenting on Pauline 

understanding of the temple, Howard Marshall states the following: 

  Just as the Shekinah [ sic ] was present when Jews read the Torah together,  91   so Jesus 

is present when his people meet in his name. Jesus himself is the ‘temple’ for his 

people (Jn. 2:21). It can be said, therefore, both that Jesus is the place where God is 

present and that his presence with his people constitutes them as the place of God’s 

presence. Jesus both is the new temple in himself and constitutes his people as the 

new temple.  92    

 Th e  Shekhinah  ( al-Sak ī nah  in Arabic) is mentioned few verses before Qur ʾ  an 9:30 

(i.e., Qur ʾ  an 9:26), where the passage states that  al-Sak ī nah  had descended upon the 

messenger and the believers. On the body being a temple of the Holy Spirit as described 

by Paul, Richard Pratt states, “Th e Holy Spirit takes up residence in believers, making 

their bodies a holy place for the dwelling of God’s special presence.”  93   Th is is a general 

description of the  Shekhinah .  94   

 About 1 Corinthians 6:19–20, Richard Lenski states, “As the Spirit’s sanctuary we 

belong wholly to him, and that certainly includes also our body, so that this body itself 
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can be called his sanctuary.”  95   Here Lenski is describing a full surrender to God. 

Commenting on Paul’s passage, Charles Barrett suggests that a person is a slave to sin, 

and thus, “he could be freed only by becoming again what he had been created to be—

the son and servant of God.”  96   In other words, Barrett seems to equate being a son of 

God with surrendering to God by accepting being His servant. Since the context of this 

passage in Paul’s epistle is about fornication, then it might appear that this metaphor is 

that of the marriage between the body and the Holy Spirit. Hence, the statement, “you 

were bought at a price,” may serve two purposes as suggested by Charles Talbert that it 

is either similar to the purchase of slaves or the payment of a dowry.  97   Charles Hodge 

states that there are two characteristics of a temple. First, it is the dwelling place of God, 

and therefore, holy. Second, the proprietorship of a temple is God. In other words, the 

believer completely surrenders his self and body to God.  98   

 Using intertextual polysemy between the Qur ʾ  an and itself, as well as between the 

Qur ʾ  an and the Bible, may provide us with diff erent insightful conclusions in such 

hermeneutics. Th ese intertextualities might further indicate the polysemous nature of 

understanding the term “ ibn Allah ,” as a reference to the Temple of God. In Qur ʾ  an 

9:30, the term “deluded from the truth ( yu ʾ  fak ū n )” is used. Here, the Qur ʾ  an asserts 

that the Jews and Christians who with their mouths make claims (of what is perhaps 

not in their hearts) are deluded from the truth (or lying) using the term “ yu ʾ  fak ū n .” Th e 

root of the term is “ i f k ” meaning “lie” in Arabic,  99   and also meaning to pervert, to 

reverse, or to turn back in Aramaic.  100   Th is might support the concept that the Qur ʾ  anic 

objection is that Jews and Christians say with their mouths what is not in their hearts, 

or in other words, they are lying, in which their outer appearance is not the same as 

their inner realities. Th e same term is used against the sorcerers with Moses, in which 

their sorcery is described as “ ya ʾ  fi k ū n ,” in which the outer appearance of their magic is 

diff erent than its inner reality. 

   117  And We revealed unto Moses, “Cast thy staff !” And, behold, it devoured all their 

deceptions ( ya ʾ  fi k ū n ).  118  Th us the truth came to pass, and whatsoever they did was 

shown to be false.  119  Th en and there they were vanquished and turned back 

( inqalab ū  ), humbled.  120  And the sorcerers were cast down prostrate.  121  Th ey said, 

“We believe in the Lord of the worlds . . .”  101    

 Th is passage describes the sorcerers as soon as they realized that Moses’ rod is eating 

up the magic that they tried to make; they believed in him using the term “ inqalab ū  .” 

Accordingly, if the sorcerers lied ( ifk  ), they needed to “ inqalab ,” which means to return, 

to put something upside down or inside out.  102   However, the root of the term is “ qalb ,” 

which also means heart.  103   If the Jews and Christians are saying a lie by saying with their 

mouths what is not in their hearts, then the Qur ʾ  an might allude here that they need to 

internalize with their hearts ( qul ū b ) what they say with their mouths. 

 Th e term “ ibn ” is polysemous. In the context of Qur ʾ  an 9:30, especially since the 

Qur ʾ  an talks of Ezra (or Temple Court) as “ ibn Allah ,” it specifi cally is an allusion to the 

Building of God, or more specifi cally the Temple of God. Hence, this is not a general 

defi nition of the term “ ibn ” in the Qur ʾ  an, but specifi cally the Qur ʾ  anic usage of the 

term “ ibn Allah ,” which is only mentioned in Qur ʾ  an 9:30. 
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 Although the Qur ʾ  an uses the term “ ibn Allah ” in only one verse, throughout the 

Qur ʾ  an it points many times that God does not give birth, using the root term “ w l d .” 

Sometimes, this concept is given in general (e.g., Qur ʾ  an 18:4, 6:101–102, 10:68, 17:111, 

19:88–93, 21:25–26, 23:91, 25:1–2, 37:149–162, 39:1–4, 43:81, 72:3, 112:3), as the ancient 

Arabs used to believe that some of their deities and angels are daughters of Allah.  104   

However, some of this concept is used in the Qur ʾ  an specifi cally relating to Jesus Christ 

(e.g., Qur ʾ  an 4:171–172, 19:35–36). Noticeably, in many parts of the Qur ʾ  an, whenever 

it talks against God giving birth using the term “ wld ,” it confi rms that the subject is 

a servant (  ʿ  abd  ) instead. Hence, the root of the word “  ʿ  abd  ” is found nearby many of 

the verses in the Qur ʾ  an that explicitly speak against the concept of God giving birth 

( w l d  ) (e.g., Qur ʾ  an 6:101–102, 19:88–93, 21:25–26, 25:1–2, 37:149–162, 39:1–4, 43:81), 

and especially when the notion of God giving birth ( wld  ) to Jesus Christ is rejected, it 

reaffi  rms that Jesus Christ is a “  ʿ  abd  ” of God (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 4:171–172, 19:35–36). 

   171  O People of the Book! Do not exaggerate in your religion, nor utter anything 

concerning God save the truth. Verily the Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, was only 

a messenger of God, and His Word, which He committed to Mary, and a Spirit 

from Him. So believe in God and His messengers, and say not “Th ree.” Refrain! 

It is better for you. God is only one God; Glory be to Him that He should have 

a child ( wld  ). Unto Him belongs whatsoever is in the heavens and whatsoever is 

on the earth, and God suffi  ces as a Guardian.  172  Th e Messiah would never 

disdain to be a “  ʿ  abd  ” of God; nor would the angels brought nigh. Whosoever 

disdains His service (  ʿ  ibadatih ), and is arrogant, He will gather them unto Himself 

all together.  105    

 Th e usage of the word “  ʿ  abd  ” by the Qur ʾ  an carries an interesting understanding of 

the term “ ibn Allah ,” which is not necessarily born of God ( wld Allah ). Th e word “  ʿ  abd  ” 

carries several meanings, in which the most common meaning is servant or slave.  106   

However, “ ta ʿ  abbud  ” also means to worship,  107   “  ʿ  abbada ” and “ ta ʿ  b ī d  ” also mean to 

make, to create, to form, or to produce, as in building a road ( ta ʿ  b ī d al- T.  ar ī q ).  108   In 

Hebrew and Aramaic, the term includes the meaning to make, to labor, to serve, to 

worship, to create, to perform, or to act.  109   Its usage in the meaning to make and to 

create is especially used in the Bible in the Books of Ezra, Jeremiah, and Daniel (e.g., 

Ezra 4:15, 19, 22, 5:8, 6:8, 11–13, 16, 7:18, 21, 23, 26, Jeremiah 10:11, Daniel 2:5, 3:1, 15, 

29, 4:2, 35, 5:1, 6:10, 22, 27, 7:21). Th e root of the terms “ ibn ” and “  ʿ  abd  ” are also used 

together in Ezra 5:8. It is perhaps because a servant or a slave (  ʿ  abd  ) performs, labors, 

or makes ( yu ʿ  abbid  ) things that he is called a “  ʿ  abd .”  110   

   Conclusion  

 Th e Qur ʾ  an rejects the term born of God ( wld Allah ) in favor of the word “  ʿ  abd ,” 

especially whenever it distinctively speaks of Jesus Christ. However, it does not favor 

the word “  ʿ  abd  ” when it uses the term “ ibn Allah .” Th ere is perhaps a relationship 

between the meaning of the terms “  ʿ  abd  ” and son “ ibn ” in Mu h.  ammad’s mind. As “ ibn ” 

means to build, and from “ ibn ” comes the form “ mabna ,” which means building, so is 
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from the word “  ʿ  abd  ” comes the form “ ma ʿ  bad ,” which means temple. Hence, if the 

term “ ibn Allah ” can be an allusion to the Building of God ( mabna Allah ), so can the 

term “  ʿ  abd Allah ” be an allusion to the Temple of God ( ma ʿ  bad Allah ). Th e Ka ʿ  bah in 

Makkah, which is a Temple of God, is called “ al- baniyyah .”  111   Also, as “  ʿ  abd Allah ” could 

mean made by God so is “ ibn Allah ” could mean built by God.  112   Th e Qur ʾ  an emphasizes 

the term “  ʿ  abd  ” instead of “ walad ,” but it does not show this preference when it critiques 

the term “ ibn .” Th e reason may lie in the relationship between the polysemous meanings 

of the terms “  ʿ  abd  ” and “ ibn .” Also, the term “  ʿ  abd Allah ” could mean the work of God, 

as His work comes through His servants, who work for Him. As such, if the Qur ʾ  an 

prefers the term “  ʿ  abd  ” for Jesus, it should not be seen as derogatory to Christian 

Christology, for even the Gospel of John shows the Son doing the work and the will of 

the Father (e.g., John 5:19–47). 

 Th ere is also a likelihood that Qur ʾ  an 9:30 is alluding to the Jewish Temple in 

Jerusalem and the Christian concept of Jesus as the Temple of the Body. Th ere is also a 

likelihood that when Qur ʾ  an 9:30 states, “Th at is a saying from their mouths,” does not 

necessarily mean that what is said is not true. Rather, it might mean that they do not 

believe in what they are saying—saying something with their mouths, when their 

hearts are averse to it.   

   Fatherhood of God  

 How would Mu h.  ammad reconcile the Gospel[s], which he asks the Christians to 

follow, and the notion of the Fatherhood of God? Th e answer may be investigated from 

a linguistic point of view using intertextual polysemy as well with Mu h.  ammad’s 

creative state of mind. Th e root of the word for father in Arabic, Hebrew, and Aramaic 

is “ ab .”  113   If the term is related to “ abah ” or “ aby ,” it can mean desire or be willing in 

Hebrew and Aramaic,  114   or it can mean unwilling or undesired in Arabic and Ethiopic.  115   

In Arabic, the root “ a b y ” usually means desiring not.  116   A more accurate word for the 

term God the Father is “  ā b ,” when compared to the term for father ( ab ), in which its 

root could be “ a w b ” or “ a y b .”  117   Th e term “ abah ” meaning desire, in Aramaic and in 

Hebrew, is utilized numerously within the Pentateuch (e.g., Genesis 24:5, 24:8, Exodus 

10:27, Leviticus 26:21, Deuteronomy 1:26). However, the Bible mainly uses this word in 

a negative manner, usually to show that something is not desirable or not to follow. 

Rarely, however, has it been used in a positive context (e.g., Isaiah 1:19). In Hebrew, 

Aramaic, and Arabic, the term “ awb ” or “ ayb ” means to return to, as in “ iy ā b ” meaning 

to return, as well as “ aww ā b ” meaning one who returns.  118   Th e term “ twb ” also means 

to return,  119   and as such “ aww ā b ” and “ taww ā b ” can be synonymous.  120   Although in 

Hebrew and Aramaic, the root “ ayb ” is typically used for enemy, as it is also used in 

Akkadian and Ugaritic to allude to enemy,  121   the term may actually be rooted in the 

meaning to return, as it is used in Arabic. Th e Arabic term for enemy, as used by the 

Qur ʾ  an, is “  ʿ  adw .” Its relationship with “  ʿ  awd  ” is a possibility, as ambiguously used in 

Qur ʾ  an 17:8.  122   

 Th e Qur ʾ  an states that the place of desire or return ( al- ma ʾ   ā b ) is to God (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 

3:14, 13:29, 13:36). Th e meaning of “ ma ʾ   ā b ” as a place of return ( marja ʿ   ) is also evident 
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in classical Qur ʾ  anic commentaries, such as al- T.  abar ī , al-R ā z ī , and Ibn Kath ī r.  123   Th e 

Qur ʾ  an also uses the term “ aww ā b ī n ” for those who desire God or return to God (i.e., 

Qur ʾ  an 17:25, 38:19, 50:32). Th e Qur ʾ  an also uses the words for servant or temple 

(  ʿ  abd  ) several times within the same verse or proximity as the term for return or desire 

( ma ʾ   ā b ) (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 13:36, 78:39). Th e Qur ʾ  an even describes, within the same 

verse, David and Solomon as “  ʿ  abd  ” and as those who desired or returned to God 

( aww ā b ) (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 38:17, 30). Th e linguistic style of the Qur ʾ  an describes Job 

(Ayy ū b), whose root name also means return or desire,  124   as a “  ʿ  abd  ” who desired or 

returned to God ( aww ā b ) (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 38:44). Chapter   S.    ā d actually uses the terms 

“ aww ā b ” and “ ma ʾ   ā b ” many times (e.g., Qur ʾ  an 38:25, 38:40, 38:49). In a couple of 

verses, the Qur ʾ  an uses the term “ ma ʾ   ā b ” negatively, as a place of bad desire or a bad 

place to return to (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 38:55, 78:22). Th e Qur ʾ  an has also used the term 

“ aby ” immediately aft er it talks about the concept of “ ibn Allah .” Th e term “ ya ʾ  ba ” from 

the root “ a b y ” is used to mean that God refuses or desires not His Light to be 

extinguished by people’s mouths. 

   30  Th e Jews say that Ezra is “ ibn ” of God, and the Christians say that the Messiah is 

“ ibn ” of God. Th ose are words from their mouths. Th ey resemble the words of 

those who disbelieved before. God curse them! How they are perverted ( yu ʾ  fak ū n )! 

 31  Th ey have taken their rabbis and monks as lords apart from God, as well as the 

Messiah, son of Mary, though they were only commanded to worship one God. 

Th ere is no god but He! Glory be to Him above the partners they ascribe.  32  Th ey 

desire to extinguish the Light of God with their mouths. But God refuses (not 

desires   /    ya ʾ  ba ) to do aught but complete His Light, though the disbelievers be 

averse.  125    

 Th e Qur ʾ  an has also used the same root word ( a b y ) for Satan’s sin. Satan’s only 

sin, according to the Qur ʾ  an, was his pride and having an ego (e.g., Qur ʾ  an 2:34, 15:31, 

20:116). Perhaps the Qur ʾ  an tries to portray a message that this is the type of 

desire that needs to be uprooted, while planting the desire of selfl essness. Also, the 

Qur ʾ  an uses the same word for Pharaoh not desiring or refusing God’s request through 

Moses, “And We verily did show him (Pharaoh) all Our Signs, but he denied them and 

refused ( aba ).”  126   It is also the same word stated in Exodus with Pharaoh’s refusal: “But 

the  LORD  hardened Pharaoh’s heart, and he would not ( abah ) let them go.”  127   

   Conclusion  

 Besides meaning God the Father ( al- ā b ), Mu h.  ammad perhaps imagined the term to 

also mean that God is the one desired or returned to. However, this does not mean 

that God the Father and the Son of God have completely diff erent meanings than 

those known as some mystical fi lial relationship, which shall be shown in the next 

section. However, Mu h.  ammad seems to have made creative associations from his 

understandings of the Gospel[s], while reciting the Qur ʾ  an. He capitalizes on 

polysemous Arabic terms in choosing specifi c words that provide double meanings in 

constructing his arguments.   
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   Spiritual birth  

 In Chapter 3, the method of intertextual polysemy used to portray the clinging of the 

fetus in the mother’s womb is used as a metaphor for those who cling unto God. 

Spiritually, it describes the creation of the human being as being born of God in a 

metaphorical sense. In the Gospel of John, Jesus describes the Divine Mystery of being 

born again. Th e signifi cance of this mystery in the Gospel of John is that the Gospel 

speaks so expressively about the Son of God immediately aft er talking about the 

process of spiritual birth (i.e., John 3:1–21): 

   3  Jesus replied, “Very truly I tell you, no one can see the kingdom of God unless 

they are born again.” 

  4  “How can someone be born when they are old?” Nicodemus asked. “Surely 

they cannot enter a second time into their mother’s womb to be born!” 

  5  Jesus answered, “Very truly I tell you, no one can enter the kingdom of God 

unless they are born of water and the Spirit.  6  Flesh gives birth to fl esh, but the 

Spirit gives birth to spirit.  7  You should not be surprised at my saying, ‘You must be 

born again.’  8  Th e wind blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you 

cannot tell where it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of 

the Spirit.” 

  9  “How can this be?” Nicodemus asked. 

  10  “You are Israel’s teacher,” said Jesus, “and do you not understand these things? 

 11  Very truly I tell you, we speak of what we know, and we testify to what we have 

seen, but still you people do not accept our testimony.  12  I have spoken to you of 

earthly things and you do not believe; how then will you believe if I speak of 

heavenly things?  13  No one has ever gone into heaven except the one who came 

from heaven—the Son of Man.  14  Just as Moses lift ed up the snake in the wilderness, 

so the Son of Man must be lift ed up,  15  that everyone who believes may have eternal 

life in him.” 

  16  For God so loved the world that He gave His one and only Son, that whoever 

believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.  17  For God did not send His 

Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him. 

 18  Whoever believes in him is not condemned, but whoever does not believe stands 

condemned already because they have not believed in the name of God’s one and 

only Son.  128    

 Th e Gospel of John makes great use of symbolism.  129   Mary Coloe says about this 

passage, “Th e literal meaning is nonsense forcing the hearer/reader to look for a ‘surplus 

of meaning.’ So Nicodemus is asked to go beyond the literal meaning of ‘birth’ to a 

deeper meaning.”  130   Th is is a notion that would be agreeable to the Stoics, Philo, and 

Averro ë s, as discussed in Chapter  2. In the passage, the use of symbolism in the 

discourse between Jesus and Nicodemus concerning rebirth also shows that such 

symbolism remains enigmatic even to the highly learned in the community. As William 

Grese says, “Th e heavenly journey set before Nicodemus is not a trip through the 

heavens to God, but through the enigmas and riddles that surround the heavenly 
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revelation made available in Jesus.”  131   Th e statements that are made by Jesus in regard 

to the rebirth are meant to be allegorically interpreted. Hence, it is meant to be seen as 

a symbol. Grese continues to state, “Nicodemus is not only superfi cial; he is also unable 

to pass beyond a very physical interpretation of rebirth as a repetition of the fi rst 

birth.”  132   Jesus’ teachings on the concept of rebirth go beyond the physical interpretation. 

As such, the understanding of Jesus as Begotten of God, which the passage continues 

to elaborate on, would only be understood allegorically as well. Grese suggests that 

Nicodemus represents people who do not have a full grasp of the allegorical nature of 

Jesus’ discourse, where he states, “In speaking to Nicodemus, Jesus is speaking to a 

representative of the world (in the dark).”  133   Th e reason Grese suggests it is in the dark 

is due to symbols in the text. Nicodemus comes at night asking questions, which is a 

representative of darkness, a meaning that Bassler also concurs with.  134   Th is 

interpretation, which is both literal and symbolic, is also evident in the interpretation 

of the early church fathers. Origen takes into consideration that Nicodemus came at 

night to secretly meet Jesus, but it is also symbolic of the night of his own ignorance.  135   

Augustine makes a similar reference that Nicodemus seeing Jesus at night is symbolic 

of those in darkness seeking the light.  136   John the Evangelist appears to be very precise 

in his contrast between light and darkness, and this is even seen from the very 

beginning of his Gospel, where he speaks of John the Baptist, who is not the light, but 

coming to witness for it (i.e., John 1:6–8). Due to this precise use of words by John, then 

the detail of Nicodemus coming by night would serve this precise Evangelist’s 

contrast,  137   and perhaps the irony of coming in the night to the Light of the World, as 

identifi ed in his prologue.  138   

 Th e concept of rebirth from a spiritual understanding is not necessarily foreign to 

the Jews, and as such could be the reason why Jesus tells Nicodemus that he is a teacher 

of Israel and still does not understand this concept. According to the Talmud, a 

proselyte is like a newborn baby.  139   Hence, the rebirth in Jesus’ discourse with 

Nicodemus may be viewed as a spiritual conversion, which as a concept should not be 

alien to a Jewish teacher. Such a concept is also similar to that in Islam for a new 

convert, who is considered like a newborn infant,  140   as it is also the same as those 

performing  h.  ajj, where their sins are wiped out like the day they were born, as stated in 

the prophetic tradition, “Who comes to this house (Ka ʿ  bah) and avoids sexual relations 

and sins, returns like the day his mother bore him.”  141   

 Th e Qur ʾ  an describes the spiritual birth of the human being when comparing 

and analyzing the verses in s ū rah al- ʿ  Alaq and s ū rah al-Ra h.  m ā n. Th e physical is 

used as a metaphor to describe the spiritual. Now that the term for being born again 

may be understood from a spiritual context, then those who are spiritually born of 

God, through the process of being born again, as described by the Gospel of John and 

alluded to by the Qur ʾ  an, may be called spiritual sons of God. As such, the Gospel 

of John talks about Christ Begotten of God and alluding to him as a son immediately 

aft er the narrative of being born again (i.e., John 3:16–17). Th is may also be 

intertextualized within the Gospel, where Jesus describes that people who enter heaven 

must become like little children,  142   for even the wording used in the verses, below, 

about those who enter the Kingdom of God is very similar to the wordings used by 

Jesus for those who are born again/from above (e.g., Matthew 19:13–15), especially 
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since the Kingdom of God is only mentioned in the Gospel of John in the Nicodemus 

narrative. 

   13  People were bringing little children to Jesus for him to place his hands on them, 

but the disciples rebuked them.  14  When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. He said 

to them, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for the 

kingdom of God belongs to such as these.  15  Truly I tell you, anyone who will not 

receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.”  16  And he took the 

children in his arms, placed his hands on them and blessed them.  143    

 According to Islamic tradition, the fi rst verses of Qur ʾ  anic revelation are Qur ʾ  an 

96:1–5.  144   As these verses are found to be a possible allusion to spiritual birth, perhaps 

it is alluding to Mu h.  ammad’s own spiritual birth. Nicodemus goes to Jesus at night, as 

Mu h.  ammad claimed that revelation came to him at night. Mu h.  ammad called the night 

of his revelation the Night of Measure ( laylah al- qadr ). What is interesting is that the 

term “ qdr ” in Hebrew and Aramaic means darkness.  145   If we assume that this defi nition 

also existed in Arabic in the past, then perhaps  laylah al- qadr  would also mean the 

night of darkness. Th e Qur ʾ  an describes itself to have been revealed at night calling it 

 laylah al- qadr . Perhaps the Qur ʾ  an attempts to state that it has been revealed in the 

darkness of the night to take people out of darkness into the light. “ 1  Truly We sent it 

down in the Night of Power.  2  And what shall apprise thee of the Night of Power?  3  Th e 

Night of Power is better than a thousand months.  4  Th e angels and the Spirit descend 

therein, by the leave of their Lord, with every command.  5  Peace it is until the break of 

dawn.”  146   

 If Qur ʾ  an 96:1–5, which is described in Islamic tradition to have been revealed 

during  laylah al- qadr , is an allusion to spiritual birth as described in the Gospel of 

John, then we need to search for further clues that connect  laylah al- qadr  with the 

Gospel of John.  147   Th e Qur ʾ  an describes  laylah al- qadr  as a night when the angels and 

the Spirit descend until dawn. Th e Gospel of John does talk about angels ascending and 

descending upon the Son of Man. “He then added, ‘Very truly I tell you, you will see 

“heaven open, and the angels of God ascending and descending on” the Son of Man.’   ”  148   

 Th is passage in the Gospel of John is, in itself, a possible allusion to Jacob’s ladder.  149   

Jacob sees a vision  at night  of a heavenly ladder, which angels ascend and descend on 

(i.e., Genesis 28:12). Th e term for the stone that Jacob uses as a pillow in Genesis 28:11, 

28:18, and 28:22 is “ ibn .” John 1:51 may be referring to Jesus as the stone ( ibn ) pillar or 

ladder to heaven. Th is, in particular, may be John’s intention since the stone pillar 

erected by Jacob in Genesis 28:22 is considered God’s house, even calling the place 

Bethel, which means God’s house (i.e., Genesis 28:19). In John 2:19–21, it becomes 

evident that Jesus’ body is itself described as the Temple of God or God’s house. Perhaps 

John suggests that the oil that Jacob pours on the stone pillar (i.e., Genesis 28:18) is 

symbolizing Jesus as the anointed one (Messiah), especially when Genesis 31:13 

recounts the pouring of oil in Bethel and calls the ritual “ masha h.  ta ” (same root as 

messiah) for anointing it. 

 Th e detail that this ladder is seen at night is perhaps used by the Qur ʾ  an in that the 

descent of the angels and the Spirit occur also at night during  laylah al- qadr . Th e 
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Hebrew Bible calls Jacob’s ladder “ sullam .” Th is term is only used once in the whole text 

of the Hebrew Bible and it is cognate to the Arabic term for ladder as well, which is also 

“ sullam .”  150   In the earliest texts of the Qur ʾ  an, the term “ sal ā m ” and “ sullam ” is written 

in the same manner of “ s l m ,” which may be seen in Qur ʾ  an 97:5. However, even though 

the intertextuality between the terms “ sullam ” and “ sal ā m ” may be a point of 

coincidence, Mu h.  ammad’s perception of angels coming down on  laylah al- qadr  might 

still, in itself, be an allusion to Jacob’s ladder. According to Qur ʾ  an 97:5, one may infer 

that the descent of angels and the Spirit cease at dawn, which may be likened to the 

detail in Genesis 28:18 that states Jacob taking the stone that was under his head and 

erects it as a pillar in the early morning. 

 As Qur ʾ  an 97:4 describes angels and the Spirit descending in  laylah al- qadr , which 

is better than a thousand months, Qur ʾ  an 70:4 describes the angels and the Spirit 

ascending in a day (note that it opposes the night), which measures fi ft y thousand 

years. Th e term used for measure is “ miqd ā r ,” which is also rooted in “ q d r .” Perhaps 

it is just a coincidence, but Qur ʾ  an 70:8 describes the heaven as oil, while Jacob put 

oil on the stone he slept on, aft er seeing the vision of the ladder to heaven (i.e., 

Genesis 28:18). 

 In another place, the Qur ʾ  an describes how nonbelievers ask for the angels to 

descend so that they may believe (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 15:7). Th e response is that angels do not 

descend except with “  h.  aqq ” (truth) (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 15:8). Th en, it says that God sent down 

“ al- dhikr ” (Qur ʾ  an) (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 15:9), which is related to Qur ʾ  an 15:6 when the 

nonbelievers ask the person who “ al- dhikr ” descended upon. Th en, the Qur ʾ  an 

describes how previous messengers were also not believed (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 15:10–13). 

Aft erward, the Qur ʾ  an states that even if a gate of heaven opened and they ascend (i.e., 

Qur ʾ  an 15:14), they would claim that it is just an illusion (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 15:15). In Qur ʾ  an 

15:7–15, the nonbelievers challenge Mu h.  ammad to have angels descend so they may 

believe in him. Th en, it says that the angels only descend in “  h.  aqq ” and that the Qur ʾ  an 

descended from God. Qur ʾ  an 15:8–9 is perhaps an allusion to the Qur ʾ  an descending 

in  laylah al- qadr  (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 97:1), when the angels do indeed descend (i.e., Qur ʾ  an 

97:4). Qur ʾ  an 15:14–15 state that if a gate of heaven opens and they ascend, they would 

still not believe. Qur ʾ  an 15:21 states that anything that descends is with a known 

measure ( qadar ), which is also rooted in “ q d r .” If Qur ʾ  an 15:8–9 is an allusion to 

Qur ʾ  an 97:4, then there is a likelihood that both are allusions to Genesis 28:12 and 

John 1:51, since Qur ʾ  an 15:14 speaks of a gate of heaven opening, similar to Jacob 

describing the place as the gate of heaven in Genesis 28:17 and John 1:51 quotes Jesus 

that heaven opens. 

 In yet another place, Qur ʾ  an 32:5 states, “He arranges matter ( yudabbir al- amr ) 

from the heaven to the earth; then it will ascend to Him in a day measured ( miqd ā ruhu ) 

a thousand years of those which you count.” Here, although this passage does not talk 

about angels, it might be a reference to the Spirit, using the term “ amr ,” which Qur ʾ  an 

17:85 associates with the Spirit. Also, as subsequently will be illustrated in the last 

example of Chapter 7, the term “ yudabbir al- amr ” might be an allusion to the Messiah. 

In addition, this passage also uses the term “ miqd ā r ,” which is rooted in “ qdr .” If Qur ʾ  an 

32:5 is an allusion to Qur ʾ  an 97:1–5, then perhaps both are allusions to Jacob’s ladder 

in Genesis 28:17 and John 1:51. 
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 Th ese could be additional clues of allusions between traditionally the fi rst passages 

of the Qur ʾ  an with the Gospel of John making further indication that the Qur ʾ  an 

might have alluded to Mu h.  ammad’s own spiritual birth from above, and therefore, he 

is trying to assume authority that he is receiving a heavenly message from the Spirit 

and the archangel Gabriel that descended on him in  laylah al- qadr . 

   Conclusion  

 Here we see that comparing the intertextual polysemy within the Qur ʾ  an about those 

who spiritually cling unto God with the Gospel of John brings us to a good example of 

the method of intertextual polysemy. If a person clings unto God as a fetus clings into 

its mother’s womb, then it could be an allusion of spiritual birth and the person 

spiritually becoming a child of God. Hence, the Qur ʾ  an may not necessarily speak 

against God having children, as long as it emphasizes that these are to be understood 

spiritually and not physically. However, on the Qur ʾ  anic understanding of “ walad  ” and 

its use of Jesus, the next chapter, I hope, would provide further insights.     
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               6 

 Begotten of God            

  Th eological debates between mainstream Christianity and Islam usually arrive at 

stumbling blocks. One of these stumbling blocks is the understanding from the New 

Testament that Jesus Christ is Begotten of God. Although appreciating the plethora of 

distinctive Christian theologies and Christologies that have existed historically and 

those that still exist today, the various forms of Christian theologies on the matter are 

not dealt with here. Here, I will look at the Bible and the Qur ʾ an from a textual 

perspective, without the theological implications of textual interpretations. 

 While the New Testament, and especially the Gospel of John, emphasizes that the 

Messiah is Begotten of God, the Qur ʾ an candidly declares that God neither begets nor 

is begotten (e.g., Qur ʾ an 112:3). If we take the understandings from a literal point of 

view, we fi nd that these two scriptures are in plain contrast with one another, and 

accordingly create the gap of theological dogma between Christians and Muslims. I 

argue that even if we do take the term Begotten of God from a literal point of view, the 

Qur ʾ an does not seem to be contradicting the New Testament, but it is interpreting it 

instead. Although Heikki R ä is ä nen suggests that it is more important to interpret the 

Qur ʾ an through the Qur ʾ an and not through the Bible, it is evident that the Qur ʾ an is 

actually invoking the use of the Bible and in direct engagement with it,  1   as it attempts 

to interpret it. Hence, it is important to make a textual analysis between the Qur ʾ an and 

the Bible to identify the possible meanings. Unfortunately, some scholars attempt to 

make historical assumptions of possible Christian infl uences on the authorship of the 

Qur ʾ an, while neglecting the literary analysis of the Qur ʾ anic discourse in its attempt to 

interpret the Bible.  2   

 Th is is not about the history of Muslim and Christian relations from an historical 

perspective. It is specifi cally a comparative study between Christian and Muslim 

scriptures. Accordingly, I will not be making any historical assumptions, and 

consequently, I will not be making any historical conclusions. I will be making an 

analysis that is mainly textual through a linguistic approach, by simply stating that 

the Qur ʾ an is interpreting the Bible in the topic of Jesus as Begotten of God without 

rejecting the concept at all. Th e Qur ʾ an simply interprets Begotten of God with 

the concept of “ takw ī n ” instead of “ tawl ī d .”  3   As I have been arguing, the theology 

and Christology of the Qur ʾ an may be diff erent than how it was later developed in 

the Muslim community. Mu h.  ammad’s intentions seem to have been marred by later 

Muslims who sought to diff erentiate themselves from the Judeo-Christian roots of the 

Qur ʾ an.  4    
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   To be  

 Th e terms Begotten of God and Son of God are two distinct terminologies. Since they 

can be sometimes confused with each other, it is very important to note their distinction 

from a linguistic point of view, besides even their possible theological implications.  5   

Th e Greek term in the New Testament for Son is “ huios ,” which corresponds to the 

Arabic “ ibn ” in the Qur  ʾ  an. Even though the Qur ʾ an many times rejects that God has 

begotten ( walad  ), the term “ ibn Allah ” is only mentioned in a single passage in Qur ʾ an 

9:30, which has already been discussed in Chapter 5. Th e Greek term for begotten is 

rooted in “ genna ō  ” or “ ginomai ” meaning to generate and corresponding to the Arabic 

“ walad  ” or “ kawwan .” For the purpose of an accurate textual analysis, it is necessary to 

keep in mind the two distinct terminologies for Begotten and Son and how the Qur ʾ an 

specifi cally engages with each one of them. 

 Th e Qur  ʾ  an always rejects that God has begotten using the root of the term “ walad .” 

In some instances where the Qur ʾ an denies that God has begotten, it reaffi  rms instead 

that whatever God wills, He but says to it “be,” and it is ( kun fa- yak ū n ) (e.g., Qur ʾ an 

2:116–117, 19:35). Th is Qur ʾ anic concept and distinction between “ tawl ī d  ” and 

“ takw ī n ,” in which both can be understood as generation, is important. As such, the 

Greek terminology of “begotten” in the New Testament needs to be carefully analyzed. 

 According to the Gospel of John, the Logos, which is typically understood as Jesus 

Christ, is the only- begotten ( monogenous ) of God (i.e., John 1:14). Th e term “ monogen ē s ” 

is used in John 1:18, “ monogen ē  ” is used in John 3:16, and “ monogenous ” is repeated in 

John 3:18. Th ere are two related theories on the etymology of “ monogen ē s .” One theory 

suggests the roots are from the term “ monos ,” meaning only, and the term “ genos ,” 

meaning derived or a kind.  6   Hence, “ monogen ē s ” could mean “one of a kind (unique)” 

and not necessarily “only- begotten.”  7   Th e Septuagint uses the term “ monogen ē s ” for the 

Hebrew “ ya h.   ī d ,” which means only but understood as only child in Judges 11:34. 

However, the Septuagint also uses the term “ agap ē tos ” for “ ya h.   ī d  ” (e.g., Genesis 22:2, 

22:16, Jeremiah 6:26, Amos 8:10, Zechariah 12:10). Th e second theory on the 

etymological roots of “ monogen ē s ” suggests the terms “ monos ” and “ ginomai ,”  8   but this 

is still related to the fi rst theory. Th e possible etymological root of “ genos ” is “ gignomai ,” 

which is to be born, to become, or to beget.  9   Th e term “ gignomai ” is related to “ ginomai ,” 

which is the Ionic and Hellenistic form of the verb.  10   Th e verb “ ginomai ” means “to 

become.” Hence, the root meaning of “ monogen ē s ” is either “unique” or “only become.” 

If the meaning is “unique,” then it should not be considered as “begotten,”  11   and 

therefore, may not be an issue in the Qur ʾ an. In Hebrews 11:17, the term “ monogen ē  ” is 

used as a reference to Abraham’s son Isaac while being off ered as a sacrifi ce. Isaac is not 

the “only” one whom Abraham begat, but he is “unique,” as he was conceived by a 

barren woman at old age. If the author of Hebrews was thinking through Genesis 22:2 

in making the statement, the Septuagint does not translate Abraham’s only ( ya h.   ī d  ) son 

in Genesis 22:2, 22:12, and 22:16 as “ monogen ē  ,” but translates it as “ agap ē tos ,” meaning 

beloved. Perhaps the translators writing the Septuagint understood the term “ ya h.     ī d  ” as 

the only beloved of Abraham, knowing that generally speaking Isaac is not the only son 

of Abraham. Nonetheless, it might still be understood as “only” of Abraham and Sarah, 

as a couple. Th e Synoptic Gospels use the term “ agap ē tos ” to describe Jesus as the 
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beloved son (i.e., Matthew 3:17, 17:5, Mark 1:11, 9:7, Luke 3:22). In a parable, Mark and 

Luke also relate Jesus talking of a beloved son using the term “ agap ē ton ” (i.e., Mark 

12:6, Luke 20:13). If the meaning of “ monogen ē  ” is “only become,” then it would be 

related to the Arabic term “ takawwan ” instead of “ tawallad ,” which this chapter 

examines. 

 Beyond the Gospel of John, the New Testament uses the term begotten in some 

other instances as well. In Acts 13:33, the term “ gegenn ē ka ” (have begotten) is used, 

while quoting Psalm 2:7, using the same Greek term as it is in the Septuagint and 

translating it from the Hebrew “ yelidti ,” which is cognate to the Arabic “ yalid  ” and 

“ walad .” Th e same Greek term “ gegenn ē ka ” is used in Hebrews 1:5 and repeated in 

Hebrews 5:5, which also quotes Psalm 2:7. In 1 John 4:9, it reiterates the concept from 

John 3:16, where God loves the world and sends his “ monogen ē  ” to save the world 

through him. In 1 John 5:1, it uses the terms “ gegenn ē tai ” and “ gegenn ē menon ” to mean 

“has been born,” as a reference to those who are born of God. It continues in 1 John 

5:18 using the term “ gegenn ē menos ” for “who has been born” and the term “ genn ē theis ” 

for “who was born,” also as references to those born of God. Th e various morphologies 

for the term “begotten” are rooted in the term “ genna ō  ” or “ genna .”  12   Th e term “ genna ” 

is related to “ genos ” and “ gignomai ,” and there is a debate on the origin of the geminate 

“ nn .”  13   One explanation is that the “ nn ” is a restoration of the root “ gen- ” aft er “ genos .”  14   

Although there is a controversy on the best way to translate “ monogen ē s ,” I will use 

“only- begotten,” because it is the most popular translation. Regardless of how it is 

translated, I am not looking at it from a Greek scholar point of view. Instead, I argue 

how the Qur ʾ an understands it. I argue that the Qur ʾ an understands it as “ takawwan ” 

in Arabic instead of “ tawallad ,” or more precisely since the Greek term “ monogen ē s ” is 

a noun, the Qur ʾ an interprets it as “ mutakawwan ” instead of “ mutawallad ,” for the 

reasons I will provide. 

 Th e diff erence between the Greek terms “ genna ō  ” and “ gignomai ” can sometimes be 

ambiguous. Th e same is with the English terms, such as “born of” and “beget,” in which 

the father begets, but the mother bears.  15   Th e term “to be” in Greek can either fall under 

the root “ ginomai ” or “ eimi .” Th e term “ ginomai ” is usually understood to mean 

“become,” which would correspond to the Arabic “ kn .” Th e term “ eimi ” is the typical 

verb “to be,” which can also correspond to “ kn .” In addition, considering the diff erence 

between the Arabic understandings of “ tawl ī d  ” and “ takw ī n ,” it could be ambiguous on 

which would correspond to the Greek “ genna ō  ” or “ ginomai .” Th is concept is also 

similar to the Hebrew “ ehyeh ” and “ yalid .” I will further explicate how the terms between 

the Arabic/Hebrew and the Greek terminologies are not always consistent with the use 

of few examples. 

 Semitic languages do not always explicitly use the verb “to be,” as it is usually 

understood from context. If the term is made explicit, then it corresponds to the Arabic 

“ kn ” or the Hebrew “ hyh .” For example, to say “I am who (that) I am” in Arabic could be 

done in two ways. If the term “to be” is to be understood from context, then it would be 

translated as, “ inn ī  ana ” or “ innan ī  ana ,” which the Qur ʾ an describes how God identifi es 

Himself to Moses in Qur ʾ an 20:12–14. If the term “to be” is used explicitly, it may be 

translated as “ akun mn (alladh ī ) akun .”  16   In Exodus 3:14, the phraseology uses the term 

“to be” explicitly, in which it corresponds to the Hebrew “ ehyeh asher ehyeh .” Th e 
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Septuagint translates it as “ eg ō  eimi o ʾ  Ō n kai eimen ,” using the term “ eimi ” for “ ehyeh .” 

However, the Hebrew term “ ehyeh ” is not always translated to a term corresponding to 

the Greek “ eimi .” For example, in Genesis, when the Hebrew term “ yhy ” is understood 

as “let there be,” the Septuagint uses “ gen ē th ē to ,” while when it is understood as “there 

was,” the Septuagint uses “ egeneto .” Accordingly, the term “to be,” whether in Hebrew 

( hyh ) or Arabic ( kn ), can sometimes correspond to either the Greek roots “ ginomai ” or 

“ eimi .” However, the Arabic and Hebrew terms “ wld  ” or “ yld  ” would particularly be 

understood as corresponding to the Greek root “ genna ō  ” and its various related 

morphologies.  

   Logos  

 In Qur ʾ anic literary style, the distinction between the concepts of “ tawl ī d  ” and “ takw ī n ” 

must be carefully noted and analyzed, especially on the issue of Jesus as Begotten of 

God. While the Qur ʾ an seems adamant to deny the concept of “ tawl ī d ,” it is contrasted 

with a strong affi  rmation of “ takw ī n .” However, how those concepts should be translated, 

let alone even understood, can be debated. Since the Arabic term “ kn ” corresponds to 

the Hebrew “ hyh ,” which is subsequently translated sometimes through Greek roots of 

“ ginomai ” or “ eimi ,” we are in an awkward position when doing a textual analysis 

between the Arabic Qur ʾ an and the Greek Gospel. Which word corresponds to which 

becomes speculative. However, I argue that the Qur ʾ anic discourse attempts to interpret 

the Greek Gospel with a particular understanding of the term by emphasizing “ takw ī n ” 

and denying “ tawl ī d .” Th e reason, I argue, that the Qur ʾ an tries to make such an 

emphasis is due to the theological implication that the Qur ʾ   an apparently believes the 

Gospel is trying to portray. According to the Qur ʾ an, Jesus Christ is not “ walad  ” 

(begotten) of God. On the contrary, God says to Jesus “ kun fa- yak ū n ” (be and he 

becomes). If God says to Jesus “be” ( kn ) and so he becomes ( fa- yak ū n ), then Jesus is 

indeed become ( takawwan ) of God. As such, the Qur ʾ an does not truly deny that Jesus 

is become of God, but distinguishes between begotten from “ tawl ī d  ” and become from 

“ takw ī n .” Even though the Qur ʾ an seems to fi rmly deny Jesus is “ tawallad  ” of God, it at 

the same time fi rmly affi  rms that Jesus is “ takawwan ” of God, in which both 

terminologies are still compatible with the Greek root of “ ginomai ,” as shown earlier. 

However, the reason the Qur ʾ an is making such a distinction so fervently is perhaps in 

its attempt to interpret the Gospel of John. I argue that the Qur ʾ an attempts to interpret 

and identify the Logos with the term “to be” ( kn ), and it is for that reason that the 

Qur ʾ an emphasizes “ takw ī n ,” while denying “ tawl ī d .” As the Qur ʾ an is touching on the 

subject of Jesus Christ Begotten of God, then it is imperative to compare the language 

of the Gospel of John on this topic, as it is only one of the four canonical Gospels that 

rhetorically insists on Christ “ monogen ē  ” of God.  17   I argue that understanding the 

Logos is imperative to the understanding of the “ monogenous ” in John’s prologue. I also 

argue that the Qur ʾ an attempts to make such a relationship between the Logos and the 

“ monogen ē  ,” while interpreting John’s intentions. Even though R ä is ä nen suggests that it 

is important to interpret the Logos from Mu h.  ammad’s point of view and not a Christian 

one,  18   I argue that the Qur ʾ an is not bringing a new view of the Logos, but is actually 
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trying to interpret John’s defi nition thereof. It has been argued before by Robert 

Zaehner that the Qur ʾ an, unlike later Muslim Christology, does not deny the divinity 

of Jesus or the Johannine Logos.  19   

 As Roger Haight states, “No biblical [ sic ] text has had more infl uence on the 

development of christology [ sic ] than the Prologue to John’s gospel.”  20   Th e Qur ʾ an may 

appear to have a diff erent Christology than that presented in John’s prologue. Since the 

Qur ʾ an may present itself with a diff erent Christology, but at the same time not denying 

the Gospel[s], then we must try to understand this apparent contradiction, if indeed it is. 

Such a contradiction seems unlikely to pass through an intelligent and creative 

Mu h.  ammad, unless he did not see it as a contradiction himself. For that reason, I argue 

that the Qur ʾ an is not refuting the Gospel of John, but is attempting to interpret it instead. 

 Th ere have been attempts of reconciling the Christologies by understanding certain 

Sh ī  ʿ   ī  concepts,  21   such as a tradition attributed to  ʿ  Al ī  ibn Ab ī   T.   ā lib describing himself 

and his progeny, as the Word and Spirit of God, who are light that dwelled in their 

bodies.  22   However, we must try to distinguish between what is considered Qur ʾ anic 

and what is considered part of a post-Qur ʾ anic tradition. 

 Th e prologue of the Gospel of John (i.e., John 1:1–18) is typically described as 

logically distinct from the main body of the Gospel, and by some regarded to adopt a 

pre-Christian hymn.  23   M. John Farrelly states: “Th is pre-Christian hymn is not gnostic; 

it is probably a fragment of an ancient myth of Wisdom adapted to ‘Word’ in a Judeo-

Hellenistic milieu, refl ecting the medium by which the transcendent God made contact 

with the created world.”  24   

 Farrelly suggests that the Word in the Gospel of John is diff erent than that of Philo, 

as it becomes incarnate in the historical fi gure of Jesus.  25   John does not use the term 

Sophia (Wisdom), but keeps it as Logos (Word),  26   giving reason why some scholars do 

not accept it as a source for Johannine Logos.  27   Farrelly refers to John 1:14, in which 

John identifi es the Word as the Son of God, which he then uses this title as a reference 

to Jesus in the rest of the Gospel.  28   Nonetheless, John 1:14 specifi cally uses the term 

“ monogenous ,” which I would like to keep distinct from the term “son” ( huiou ) that 

John uses in John 3:16–18. We should acknowledge that John does not explicitly 

identify Jesus as either the Logos or the “ monogen ē  ” throughout his Gospel, but does 

identify Jesus as the Son ( huios / huiou ) of God (e.g., John 10:36, 20:31). 

 Rudolf Bultmann suggested similarities between John’s Gospel and Gnostic writings.  29   

Craig Evans portrayed similarities between John’s Gospel and Gnostic writings, namely 

the Coptic  Trimorphic Protennoia , the Syriac  Odes of Solomon , and  Corpus Hermeticum .  30   

Th e parallels portrayed are striking, though Evans dismisses them.  31   Since the existence 

of pre-Christian Gnosticism is debatable, with some scholars debating against concrete 

evidence of their existence,  32   then perhaps they were infl uenced by John’s Gospel, and 

not the other way round. 

 Charles H. Dodd argued the similarities between Philo’s writings with that of John 

in using common symbolism, such as “ logos ” and “ shepherd .”  33   He argues that Johannine 

literature may best be viewed through its Jewish roots. Some scholars fi nd parallelism 

between John’s prologue and Jewish Wisdom writings.  34   James Dunn considers John 

1:1–14 to contain nothing unusual for a Hellenistic Jew who is familiar with Philo’s 

mystical hermeneutics or Wisdom literature.  35   
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 Philo frequently calls God’s speech in the Hebrew Bible “ logos ,” perhaps due to the 

Septuagint’s rendition of God’s word ( debar ) as “ logos ” (e.g., Exodus 20:1, Deuteronomy 

1:1). Philo mentions the word that caused the whole world to be made as God’s “log ō ,” 

referring to Deuteronomy 34:5.  36   When describing the “ logos ,” which made the world 

become ( ginomen ō  ), Philo suggests that God’s word and action come automatically 

together,  37   which is echoed by a tradition attributed to  ʿ  Al ī  ibn Ab ī   T.   ā lib.  38   

 Ed L. Miller suggests that the origins of the Johannine Logos should not go beyond 

Johannine literature (i.e., not infl uenced by either Greek “Wisdom” literature or Philo’s 

Logos).  39   He suggests that the term “ logos ” is oft en used in the body of the Gospel, and 

is sometimes used to signify the message and teachings of Jesus.  40   However, Miller 

sometimes uses the term “word” in John’s Gospel very loosely, as he also accepts the 

term “ rh ē ma .”  41   However, there are truly other instances in which Jesus’ “word(s)” are 

rooted in “ logos ” (e.g., John 4:41, 5:24, 7:40, 8:31). 

 At the beginning of the Gospel of John, the topic that the author addresses is that of 

the Logos.  42   “In the beginning was the Logos, and the Logos was with God, and the 

Logos was God (or God was the Logos).”  43   Th e theological implication at the beginning 

of the Gospel of John is that the Logos is identifi ed as God.  44   John, starting with “in the 

beginning ( en arch ē  ),” resembles Genesis.  45   It appears as if John attempts to interpret 

the prologue of Genesis,  46   perhaps because the Jewish midrash relates the beginning of 

Genesis with the Messiah.  47   

 Th e Gospel continues to state about the Logos, “All things came into being ( egeneto ) 

through him, and without him not one thing came into being ( egeneto ) that has become 

( gegonen ).”  48   According to John, the Logos is the source of all things that came to be 

( egeneto ). Also, the Logos is the life that is the light ( ph ō s ) of all people (i.e., John 1:4). 

Th is light ( ph ō s ) shines in the darkness and the darkness cannot overcome it (i.e., John 

1:5). Th e allusions of John continue to be related to Genesis. First, there is the phrase 

“in the beginning,” which parallels with Genesis 1:1. John uses the terminology found 

in the Septuagint, “ en arch ē  .” Second, John states that the Logos is the source of all that 

came to be, which parallels the Genesis account of generation on how God made things 

to be, by saying “let there be.” John also employs the terminology used in the Septuagint 

of the things that came to be, “ egeneto .” Th ird, John describes this source as the Logos, 

which is the Word, giving it an impression that it is a form of speech or something 

articulated. Th is also has parallels in Genesis whenever it states “and God said, let there 

be ( gen ē th ē to ).”  49   Fourth, John suggests that the Logos is light, which shines in darkness. 

Th is also parallels Genesis that the fi rst thing that God said was for light to become, 

and It divided the light from the darkness. 

 If we are to read Genesis independent of the Gospel of John, then it might be 

appropriate to suggest that God is the source of all things that came to be, and the Word 

that God uses to bring things to be is “be,” which is “ yhy ” in Hebrew translated as 

“ gen ē th ē to ” in the Septuagint. Th e apparent diff erence that John seems to be taking is 

identifying the Word as God. However, that should not be surprising. In Exodus 3:14, 

when Moses asks God to identify Itself, the answer is, “ ehyeh asher ehyeh ,” which means 

“I am who I am.” As such, God identifi es Itself to Moses with the word, “be.”  50   In Exodus 

6:3, God is explicitly identifi ed as “ Yahweh ,” which might be apparently also rooted in 

the term “ hyh ” meaning “be.”  51   Th erefore, the name of God,  Yahweh , is more 
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appropriately understood as  Th e Being , the one who is present, or the one who brings 

forth things that become (a God who acts).  52   On the meaning of  Yahweh  in Exodus 6:2, 

the Talmud states, “Th e Holy One, blessed be He, said to Moses, ‘I am He who spoke 

and the world came into being.’   ”  53   

 Some scholars also suggest that John’s prologue, especially John 1:14–18, has a 

relationship with Exodus 33–34.  54   It is suggested that John 1:17 compares the giving of 

the Law through Moses in Sinai, while grace and truth came through Jesus Christ.  55   It 

is also suggested that seeing the glory ( doxan ) in John 1:14 is contrasted with Moses 

asking to see God’s glory ( doxan / doxa  in the Septuagint; rooted in “ k b d  ” in Hebrew) 

in Exodus 33:18 and 33:20.  56   John 1:18 states, “No one has ever seen God; the only- 

begotten ( monogen ē s ) God,  57   who is at the Father’s side, he has made him known.” Th is 

is contrasted when Moses asks to see God, and God tells him that he cannot see Its face, 

but only Its back (i.e., Exodus 33:20–23; Qur ʾ an 7:143). If John 1:14 is a reference to the 

glory ( k b d  ) in Exodus 33:18 and 33:20, then there might be an interesting reference of 

John 1:18 in Qur ʾ an 90:3–4, “And the father (begetter/ w ā lid  ) and that which was born 

(begotten/ walad  ) (or that which was not begotten). We have created the human in 

 kabad .”  58   Th is is the only instance where the root “ k b d  ” is used in the Qur ʾ an. 

 Th ese passages may shed light on Qur ʾ an 112:1–4, “Say, He ( huwa ) is Allah the One 

( a h.  ad  ). Allah the indivisible (bound/yoke) (  s.  amad  ).  59   Neither begets ( yalid  ) nor 

begotten ( y ū lad  ). And nor is there one ( a h.  ad  ) to subvert ( kufuwan ) Him.” It has already 

been suggested that the fi rst passage asserting the unity of God using the term “ a h.  ad  ” 

echoes the Jewish  Shema ,  60   “Hear O Israel: Th e Lord our God the Lord is one ( Shema 

Yisrael, YHWH Elohaynu YHWH a h.  ad  ).”  61   Th e Talmud Yerushalmi emphasizes the 

term “ a h.  ad .”  62   Since “   s.   amad  ” may mean to join or to yoke,  63   then this further may 

suggest an intertextuality between these passages with the  Shema , as the  Shema  is 

considered “the acceptance of the yoke of the kingdom of heaven.”  64   According to 

classical exegetes, such as al- T.  abar ī , the circumstances of revelation ( asb ā b al- nuz ū l ) is 

due to Jews asking Mu h.  ammad to speak of his God,  65   which might further support its 

probable reference to the  Shema  in that it might have been a response to the Jews. 

Although the current sources of the possible connection between this Qur ʾ anic chapter 

with the  Shema  emphasize the term “ a h.  ad ,” it may be noted that the fi rst verse uses 

“ qul huwa Allah a h.  ad ,” in which the pronoun “ huwa ” (He) may have its own Semitic 

etymology meaning to be,  66   which also resonates with God’s name (Yahweh) in the 

 Shema .  67   In addition to this, the term “ qul ” (say) may be understood that it is a speech, 

in which the listener is expected to hear, which may also be a reference to the  Shema  

that means “hear.” Th e chapter is called al-Ikhl ā  s.  , which is typically understood as 

sincerity or devotion, but it could also mean salvation or exclusiveness.  68   Also, it may 

mean loins, or to withdraw, to untie, to extract, or to show oneself strong (ready for 

fi ghting).  69   Usually, a Qur  ʾ  anic chapter is named using a word that exists in its content, 

but there are few exceptions (e.g., Qur ʾ an 1, 21). Qur ʾ an 112 is one of those few 

exceptions. If Ikhl ā  s.   means sincerity or devotion, then this might echo the second verse 

of the  Shema , “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, and with 

all your might”  70   and the subsequent verses, which may be understood that a person 

must have full devotion to God in whatever they do. Th e Talmud interprets “with all 

your heart” to mean with both your good and bad inclinations.  71   It interprets “with 
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all your soul” to mean even if God takes your soul.  72   It interprets “with all your might” 

to mean with all your wealth.  73   

 Th is now brings us to Qur ʾ an 112:3–4, which states that this inseparable God 

neither begets ( yalid  ) nor is begotten ( y ū lad  ). Although it has been suggested that 

these passages are directly denying the Nicene Creed,  74   they may be engaging with 

both the Nicene Creed and the principal Trinitarian foundation that might have 

evolved into the pseudo-Athanasian Creed.  75   First, it seems that the Qur ʾ an is still 

trying to emphasize the concept of “ takw ī n ” by denying “ tawl ī d ,” which as suggested 

earlier that the use of “ huwa ” might be denoting Yahweh in the  Shema  that is perhaps 

rooted in the term “be.” Second, the pseudo-Athanasian Creed talks of three persons 

without dividing the essence, which could also be associated with the term “  s.  amad  ” 

that may mean inseparable. Th ird, the term “ kufuwan ” may hold several meanings one 

of which is equal, and perhaps it is engaging with the pseudo-Athanasian Creed, which 

states that the three persons are coequal, but Jesus Christ is only equal to the Father 

pertaining to him being Son of God, but inferior to the Father pertaining to his 

manhood. If the root of this term is “ k f a ʾ   ,” then this is the only passage in the Qur ʾ an 

that uses it, very much like “ s.   amad ,” making both of these terms  hapax legomena . If, 

however, it is rooted in “ k f y ,” then there indeed are many passages that use it. 

 I admit that how the Qur ʾ an attempts to engage with the Nicene Creed and perhaps 

the foundations of what later came to be known as the pseudo-Athanasian Creed 

seems like a puzzle.  76   Th e pseudo-Athanasian Creed, for example, suggests that the 

Godhead’s essence is indivisible and coequal, but the persons are separate. Is the Qur ʾ an 

denouncing the pseudo-Athanasian Creed, which attempts to separate the persons of 

the Godhead, while agreeing to that God’s essence is indivisible? Edwin Walhout 

suggests the following on the pseudo-Athanasian Creed: (i) it presupposes a docetic 

mentality, (ii) it defi nes the Trinity docetically, and (iii) its acceptance requires fi deism, 

and is used to distinguish Christianity from other religions, such as Islam.  77   Qur ʾ an 

4:171–172 explicitly asks Christians not to say “three.” Th ough the elements that make 

up the Trinity may have started in early Christianity, but as a doctrine, it was explicitly 

defi ned by Tertullian (d. 225  ce ).  78   While the Nicene Creed is not explicit about the 

Trinity, in which the Godhead is in three persons, the pseudo-Athanasian Creed 

explicitly says they are three in one God. Perhaps the Qur ʾ an is more adamant against 

the foundations of the Trinity as it evolved into the pseudo-Athanasian Creed than the 

Nicene Creed. When elaborating on the Nicene Creed, Ambrose (d. 397  ce ) states: 

“So, then, he himself who calls the Son of God the maker of heavenly things, has also 

plainly said that all things were made in the Son, that in renewal of His works He might 

by no means separate the Son from the Father, but unite Him to the Father.”  79   

 Th e Qur ʾ an seems to interpret the Gospel of John without denying it. According to 

Genesis, God is the source of all things that came to be, and the Word that God uses to 

bring forth everything to be is “be” ( yhy / gen ē th ē to ). According to Exodus, God is 

identifi ed to be Himself the Word “be” ( Ehyeh / Yahweh ).  80   John states that the Word is 

the source of all things that came to be ( egeneto ) and the Word was in Itself God. In a 

later discourse, John quotes Jesus saying, “Truly, truly, I say to you, before Abraham was 

( genesthai ), I am ( eg ō  eimi ).”  81   John, here, brings the Septuagint’s translation of “I am” 

( ehyeh ) in Exodus 3:14. Th erefore, it seems likely that John considers the Logos as the 
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Word “be,” which is the source of all things that came to be, and it in itself is identifi ed 

with the name of God. Ambrose states: 

  Th erefore, let the soul which wishes to approach God raise herself from the body 

and cling always to that Highest Good which is divine, and lasts forever, and which 

was from the beginning and which was with God,  82   that is, the Word of God. Th is 

is the Divine Being “in which we live and are and move.”  83   Th is was in the beginning, 

this is: “Th e Son of God, Jesus Christ in you,” he says, “in whom there was not Yes 

and No, but only Yes was in him.”  84   He Himself told Moses to say: “He who is hath 

sent me.”  85    

 Although I do not see in Ambrose’s letter that he defi nes the Word with the name of 

God ( Ehyeh / Yahweh ), there is one source that suggests this relationship.  86   Nonetheless, 

at least this seems to be how the Qur ʾ an interprets the Gospel of John when it insists 

on “ takw ī n ” instead of “ tawl ī d .” 

   116  And they say: “God has begotten ( walad ā  ).”  87   Glory be to Him! Rather, unto 

Him belongs whatsoever is in the heavens and on the earth. All are devoutly 

obedient to Him,  117  the Originator of the heavens and the earth. When He decrees 

a thing, He only says to it, “Be!” and it is ( kun fa- yak ū n ).  88   

  

  34  Th at is Jesus son of Mary—a statement of the truth, which they doubt.  35  It is 

not for God to take a child ( walad  ). Glory be to Him! When He decrees a thing, He 

only says to it, “Be!” and it is ( kun fa- yak ū n ).  89    

 Th e Qur ʾ an in these verses does not seem to outright deny that God generates. Th e 

Qur ʾ an is simply denying that God generates through “ tawl ī d ,” and instead insists that 

God generates through “ takw ī n .” According to the Qur ʾ an, God makes things become 

through the word “ kn ,” as can be seen in various Qur ʾ anic passages (e.g., Qur ʾ an 6:73, 

16:40, 36:82, 40:68), and not through “ yld ,” as can be seen in other various Qur ʾ anic 

passages (e.g., Qur ʾ  an 6:101, 25:2). Th erefore, even on the topic of Jesus, the Qur ʾ an 

seems to be emphasizing how it interprets John’s understanding of the Logos, using the 

Word “ kn ,” which is the keyword, and not “ wld .” Th is shows that the Qur ʾ an is adopting 

a Johannine interpretation of Christ as the Word of God, which is not necessarily 

created but an agent of creation.  90   Early Muslim theological schools, such as the Ash ʿ  ar ī  

and Mu ʿ  tazil ī , emerged debating whether or not the words of God, the Qur ʾ an, is 

created or uncreated.  91   “Truly the likeness of Jesus in the sight of God is that of Adam; 

He created him from dust, then said to him, ‘Be!’ and he is ( kun fa- yak ū n ).”  92   

 Although Muslim thought has associated the term for creation with “ kn ” (be), we 

realize from the above verse that it is not necessarily so. As stated earlier, the term 

“ khlq ” may also hold the meaning to divide and not only create, but regardless, the 

above Qur ʾ anic passage states that God did the “ khalq ” and then ( thumma ) said “be.” 

Th ere are two types of the term “then” in Arabic, “ fa- ” and “ thumma .” Th e term “ fa- ” is 

usually understood to mean immediately aft er, while the term “ thumma ” is usually 

understood to mean aft er a while.  93   Th e above verse uses the term “ thumma ,” which 
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means that it is stating that God “ khlq ” Adam from dust, and  then  (aft er a while) said to 

him “be,” and immediately aft er (  fa- ) saying “be,” he becomes. Using the term “ thumma ” 

does not only imply that God saying “be” is an occurrence aft er a while, but also implies 

that God saying “be” is not necessarily a direct consequence of “ khlq ” from dust. 

However, the term “ fa- ” implies that the “becoming” ( yak ū n ) is in direct consequence 

of saying “be” ( kn ). Th e Qur ʾ an explicitly shows that God did not say “be” to create. Th e 

Qur ʾ an is distinguishing between creation and being.  94   Th ey are  not  the same. God 

created and then (aft er a while) said “be,” and saying “be” is not even necessarily a 

consequence of God’s creation. Notably, the above passage does not use the title 

“messiah” for Jesus. However, when the Qur ʾ an uses the term “ kalimah ” (Word) for 

Jesus, it uses the title “messiah.” “When the angels said, O Mary, truly God gives thee 

glad tidings ( yubashshiruki ) of a Word ( bi- kalimah ) from Him, whose name is the 

Messiah, Jesus son of Mary, high honored in this world and the Hereaft er, and one of 

those brought nigh.”  95   

 If the Qur ʾ an is interpreting John’s Logos with the term “be,” then perhaps it may be 

understood from the Qur ʾ an that God created Jesus’ physical body from dust through 

Mary, and this Jesus without the “messiah” title is simply the physical body. However, 

when the Word ( kalimah ), which is “be,” dwells within this body of Jesus, he is given the 

title “messiah,” and this “be” is in itself perhaps uncreated, because it is the source and 

agent of creation.  96   Prominently, the term used to mean glad tidings of this Word is 

“ yubashshiruki ” that is rooted in “ b s h r ,” which is polysemous and one of its meanings 

is “fl esh.” Th e Incarnation of the Word will further be explored in the next chapter. 

Qur ʾ an 5:17 and 5:72 seem to suggest that God is not the Messiah the son of Mary. 

Qur ʾ an 5:17 asks who will be able to subvert God, if God wills to “ yuhlika ” the Messiah 

son of Mary and his mother and everyone on earth. Th e root “ h l k ” is polysemous with 

meanings ranging from death, destruction, and falling.  97   In Hebrew and Aramaic, the 

term is associated with walking, passing, or moving from one place to another.  98   

Perhaps in Arabic it came to mean passing away, as a person goes from one place to 

another.  99   Also, the meaning of destruction in Arabic might also have come from the 

meaning making them go away (wipe out). 

 Possibly, when the Qur ʾ an uses the term “son of Mary,” it is distinguishing between 

the human Jesus who has the Word in him (giving him the title “messiah”), from the 

Word itself, which is perhaps uncreated. I have a strong inclination to assume that the 

Qur ʾ an apparently is aware of the Christological diff erences between the Gospel of 

John and the rest. Take note that in the Gospel of John there is no reference of Jesus’ 

human birth from Mary.  100   To further support the notion that, when the Qur ʾ an speaks 

of Jesus without using the term “messiah,” it is specifi cally talking of Jesus’ physical 

body, is the following verse: “when He said, ‘O Jesus, I shall take thee and raise thee unto 

Me, and purify thee of those who disbelieved, and place those who followed thee above 

those who disbelieved, until the Day of Resurrection. Th en unto Me is your return, and 

I shall judge between you concerning that wherein you used to diff er.’   ”  101   

 Th is verse is suggesting that Jesus’ physical body (not the “messiah”) will die. Just 

few verses later, in Qur ʾ an 3:59, it states that Jesus’ physical body (not the “messiah”) is 

created from dust, and the Word, “ kn ,” comes later. As stated earlier, defi ning “ takw ī n ” 

and “ tawl ī d  ” may both hold the meaning of generation, corresponding to the Greek 
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roots “ ginomai ” and “ genna ō  .” However, the Qur ʾ an perhaps provides us with a clue of 

what it considers the diff erence between those two terms in a passage that precedes the 

one above. “She said, ‘My Lord, how shall I have a child ( walad  ) while no fl esh [human] 

( bashar ) being has touched me?’ He said, ‘Th us does God create whatsoever He will.’ 

When He decrees a thing ( amran ), He only says to it, ‘Be!’ and it is ( kun fa- yak ū n )!”  102   

 According to this passage, Mary asks how she can beget ( walad  ), when no fl esh 

(man) had touched her. Th e Qur ʾ an does not deny that Jesus is begotten through 

“ tawl ī d ,” as long as it emphasizes that the “ tawl ī d  ” is something that had come from 

Mary, while “ takw ī n ” is something that had come from God. Even though the above 

passage does not even answer whether or not Jesus is even begotten ( tawallad  ) from 

Mary, the passages below confi rm that Jesus was, in fact, somehow begotten through 

“ tawl ī d .” However, it is not God that had begotten him through “ tawl ī d ,” for according 

to the Qur ʾ an, God had begotten him through “ takw ī n ” instead: 

   33  Peace be upon me the day I was born ( wulidtu ), the day I die, and the day I am 

raised alive!”  34  Th at is Jesus son of Mary—a statement of the truth, which they 

doubt.  35  It is not for God to take a child ( walad  ). Glory be to Him! When He 

decrees a thing ( amran ), He only says to it, “Be!” and it is ( kun fa- yak ū n ).  103    

 Th e Qur ʾ an appears to diff erentiate the concept of “ tawl ī d  ” from the concept of 

“ takw ī n ” in that “ tawl ī d  ” is understood as physical birth, while “ takw ī n ” is something 

more abstract. John attempts to diff erentiate between the concepts of physical birth and 

born of God when stating, “who were born ( genna ō  ) not of blood, nor of the will of fl esh 

( sarkos ), nor of the will of man ( andros ), but of God.”  104   According to the Qur ʾ an, Mary 

questions how she can beget ( walad  ) when no fl esh (man) had touched her. Hence, in 

the Qur ʾ an, to beget through “ tawl ī d ,” it is assumed that it is physical fl esh. Since “ tawl ī d  ” 

and “ takw ī n ” can share the same root in Greek, which is “ genna ō  ” or “ ginomai ,” John 

apparently had to make an explicit statement diff erentiating between that which is born 

physically and that which is born through God. Actually, John even furthermore 

explicates the diff erence between begotten of fl esh and begotten of God, when describing 

the mystery of being born again in a conversation between Jesus and Nicodemus: 

   3  Jesus replied, “Truly, truly, I tell you, unless one is born ( genn ē th ē  ) again, he cannot 

see the kingdom of God.”  4  “How can a man be born ( genn ē th ē nai ) when he is old?” 

Nicodemus asked. “Can he enter a second time into his mother’s womb and be 

born ( genn ē th ē nai )?”  5  Jesus answered, “Truly, truly, I tell you, unless one is born 

( genn ē th ē  ) of water and the Spirit, he cannot enter the kingdom of God.  6  Th at 

which is born ( gegenn ē menon ) of the fl esh ( sarkos ) is fl esh ( sarkos ), and that which 

is born ( gegenn ē menon ) of the Spirit is spirit.  7  You should not be surprised at my 

saying, ‘You must be born ( genn ē th ē nai ) again.’  8  Th e wind blows wherever it 

pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where it comes from or where it is 

going. So it is with everyone born ( gegenn ē menos ) of the Spirit.”  105    

 Th e term used by John for being born is rooted in the Greek “ genna ō  .” John 

diff erentiates between those born of fl esh ( sarkos ) and those born of the Spirit. In the 
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Qur ʾ an, Mary uses the term “ walad  ” as an understanding of being born of fl esh 

( bashar ). Meanwhile, when the Qur ʾ an rebukes that God begets through “ tawl ī d ,” it 

reaffi  rms that whatever God commands ( amr ), He says to it, “be” ( kn ), especially in the 

case of Jesus (i.e., Qur ʾ an 3:47, 19:35). Th e Qur ʾ anic usage of God’s command ( amr ) in 

these passages may be signifi cant in trying to understand the Qur ʾ anic diff erentiation 

between the concepts of “ tawl ī d  ” and “ takw ī n .” According to the Qur ʾ an, the Spirit is 

identifi ed with God’s command ( amr ), “Th ey ask thee about the Spirit. Say, ‘Th e Spirit 

is from the Command ( amr ) of my Lord, and you have not been given knowledge, save 

a little.’   ”  106   Th erefore, the concept of “ tawl ī d ,” according to the Qur ʾ an, is understood as 

born of fl esh ( bashar ), while the concept of “ takw ī n ” may be understood as those born 

of God’s command ( amr ) that is associated with the Spirit. While John seems to make 

an explicit diff erentiation between those born of fl esh from those born of the Spirit by 

handling the Greek “ genna ō  ,” the Qur ʾ an is simply making this diff erentiation by using 

two distinct words “ tawl ī d  ” and “ takw ī n .” 

 Th erefore, the Qur ʾ an is not necessarily contradicting the New Testament when it 

outright denies that Jesus is begotten ( walad  ) of God. Actually, the Qur ʾ an is interpreting 

the Gospel of John using precise words by identifying the Logos with the word “be,” 

which is in Itself God ( Ehyeh/Yahweh ), and the Qur ʾ an precisely distinguishes between 

those born of fl esh and those born of the Spirit. Aft er John makes the distinction 

between those born of fl esh and those born of the Spirit, he continues stating 

expressively that God sent His “ monogen ē  ” to save the world, but there are those who 

still do not believe in the name of the “ monogenous ” Son of God (i.e., John 3:16–19). 

Th e Qur ʾ an seems to agree that Jesus is “ takawwan ” of God, as it is to be understood 

spiritually ( takawwan ) and not physically ( tawallad  ). However, as stated earlier, the 

Qur ʾ an is at the same time not denying that Jesus is also a physical person, as he was 

“ walad  ” of fl esh from Mary, and was also become ( takawwan ) of God. On a sermon 

about the nativity of Jesus Christ, Augustine states that there are two births; one, which 

is divine, and another, which is human.  107   On the portrayal of Mary, the mother of Jesus 

in the Gospel of John, Turid Seim concludes the following: 

  But there is no female principle involved in the divine begetting and birth- giving. 

Th e mother does not matter because matter is what she provides. Th e only- 

begotten God/Son who is in the  κόλπον  of the Father (John 1.18) bears the children 

of God, in whom the  σπέρμα , that is, the  πνεύμα  of God, abides. Th ey are begotten 

as born not of bloods, not of the will of fl esh or of the will of man, but of God . . .  108    

 Seim concludes that the role of the mother as childbearer is nonexistent in the Gospel 

of John as the author attempts to distinguish physical birth from a spiritual birth. 

 Th ere have been suggestions of the Johannine Logos’ relationship with the  Memra  

of the Targum, which also keeps it within the context of Semitic Jewish instead of 

Hellenistic notions.  109   Th e  Memra  is the Aramaic rendition of the Word in the Targum, 

sometimes denoting the Word of God. Th e  Memra  might have been a clue to the “ yhy ” 

in Genesis 1. Aft er all, the  Memra  is rooted in “ amar ,” which means “said” that Genesis 

1 frequently uses to describe whenever God “said” something, and the fi rst thing that 

God “ amar ” (said) is “ yhy .” Some scholars, such as Martin McNamara have dismissed 
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the  Memra  as a background to John’s Logos. In discussing the weakness of the  Memra  

theory, McNamara states: “To begin with, whereas in John Logos is not just another 

manner of expressing the divine Name but is a term rich in theological import, the 

Memra of the Targum seems to be a term devoid of special content; it appears to be 

merely another way of saying ‘God’ or ‘the Lord.’   ”  110   

 Given the analysis portrayed in the relationship between the Logos and “ yhy ,” I must 

disagree with McNamara’s analysis in that John’s Logos is in fact a reference to the 

Name of God ( Ehyeh / Yhwh ). John appears to be cautious in using the Logos as a 

reference to avoid using and spelling out God’s name of the Hebrew Bible. It is possible 

that rendering God’s name ( Yhwh ) would be too great a feat for John, that he would 

rather refer to it indirectly in keeping with its traditional sanctity. Besides, the Aramaic 

 Memra  of the Targum could have been exactly that; being related to the “ amar ” of 

Genesis 1, which is “ yhy ,” associated with the name of God. Daniel Boyarin states: “In 

the Targumim we can see, or at any rate, construct a picture of how the Memra has also 

come into being in the exegesis of Gen 1:3. Exod. 3:12–14 (the theophany of the 

burning bush) and its targumic expositions are key texts.”  111   

 Boyarin continues by stating about how God reveals His name to Moses in Exodus 

3:12–14: “According to the Palestinian Targum, preserved in  MS  Neofi ti 1, the Aramaic 

here reads: ‘I, My  Memra , will be with you.’ Th e other targumim maintain this 

interpretation but add the element of the  Memra  as supporter, thus, ‘And he said: 

Because my  Memra  will be for your support.’   ”  112   

 Th e  Memra  of the Targum is clearly a reference to the “ amar ” of Genesis 1, which is 

“ yhy ,” and the name of God in Exodus 3:14, which is “ Ehyeh .”  113   Accordingly, Boyarin 

does not suggest that the Logos being God is the juncture between John and Judaism, 

but it is specifi cally the Incarnation of the Logos that causes such diff erence.  114   However, 

by suggesting John’s Logos is the term “be” ( hyh ), which the Targumim calls the  Memra , 

it has also been suggested that it does not necessarily mean that it is completely distinct 

from the notion of Wisdom in the Bible and Jewish literature.  115   In any case, given the 

evidence, the Logos being a reference to “ hyh ,” rooted in the very Hebrew name of God 

and its relationship with the  Memra  of Targum provides us with a good plausible origin 

and defi nition of John’s concept.  

   Conclusion  

 Is the Qur ʾ an right to interpret the Johannine Logos with the term “be?” Th ere is a 

likelihood that the Johannine Logos is related to the word “be,” which is from the term 

“ yhy ” (rooted in  h y h ) in Genesis 1 that is translated in the Septuagint as “ gen ē th ē to .” 

John perhaps associates the Logos as God, because the Hebrew Bible identifi es God as 

“ Ehyeh ,” which might also have been permutated morphologically into  Yhwh . Th rough 

the medium of this Logos, everything was created in Genesis 1, and even more 

specifi cally starting with the light, which John uses in his prologue. Th e fi rst word that 

God utters in Genesis 1 is “ yhy .” If we answer the above question with “perhaps, yes,” 

then the reason why the Qur ʾ an is trying to associate the term “ monogenous ” with the 

notion of “ takw ī n ” instead of “ tawl ī d  ” becomes evident. 
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 Th e Qur ʾ an would not contradict John’s description, “And the Word became 

( egeneto ) fl esh ( sarx ).”  116   When the Qur ʾ an suggests that the likeness of Jesus is that of 

Adam, he created him of dust, then said to him “be” and he becomes, it confi rms that 

Jesus is fl esh made of dust, as it might also suggest that Jesus is perhaps the word “be” 

becoming within that fl esh. 

 As I deliberated, this section does not look into the Christological or theological 

implications of its observations. I am simply comparing the New Testament’s text of 

Jesus as Begotten of God, and the Qur ʾ anic interpretation of the same. Th e texts do not 

seem to contradict. Actually, the Qur ʾ an is shown to be interpretive of the Bible, and 

does not necessarily deny it. However, the signifi cance of this theologically is beyond 

the scope of this book or even the method of intertextual polysemy. As such, the Qur ʾ an 

does not seem to contradict itself, when it asks Christians to adhere to the Gospel[s], 

while refuting its Christology. Th e Qur ʾ an seems to be interpreting, in this case, the 

Gospel of John, and not denying it. It seems to associate the Logos with the term “be.” 

Ibn Taymiyyah realizes the signifi cance of the term “be” in Genesis as God’s word of 

generation, but does not associate Jesus with this word.  117   It is apparent that 

Mu h.  ammad’s intention in the Qur ʾ an is distinct from how Christology later developed 

in the Muslim community.   



               7 

 Th e Incarnation and the Water of Life            

   Th e Incarnation and the Temple of the Body  

 Th e Gospel of John seems to be direct about the Incarnation of the Word. If the Qur ʾ an 

expects the Christians to follow the Gospel[s] (i.e., Qur ʾ an 5:47, 5:66, 5:68), then what 

is in Mu h.  ammad’s mind that might reconcile the Incarnation of the Word? We need to 

search for possible clues in the Qur ʾ an. 

 Ibn Taymiyyah wrote a response refuting the Christian faith and the Incarnation.  1   

Within the mainstream Islamic context, the thought of God incarnating into human 

fl esh is very foreign and to some extent sacrilegious.  2   Th is example textually compares 

the Qur ʾ an concept of the creation of human fl esh to the Gospel of John’s understanding 

of the Incarnation. It brings to light that the Qur ʾ an perhaps indeed emerged through the 

sectarian milieu of its time between the diff erent churches as John Wansbrough suggests.  3   

 Knowing Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind and his ability to link things together in 

an intertextual methodology using polysemy, we may search for subtle clues about 

incarnation within the Qur ʾ an. Th is section illustrates that, textually, the Qur ʾ an 

generally shows that the creation of human fl esh is from clay, and then God establishes 

it ( sawwaytuhu ) using the same terminology as He establishes ( istawa ) on His Th rone 

and then breathes into the clay from His Spirit. Perhaps this would be an inner-

Qur ʾ anic allusion that the fl esh becomes as if it is the Th rone of God or the Temple of 

God. Th e fl esh is human, but the Spirit that resides within the fl esh is God’s. Th e Gospel 

of John portrays Jesus Christ as the Temple of the Body (i.e., John 2:21). If the 

Incarnation of the Logos is the union of the divine in human fl esh, then perhaps we 

fi nd Mu h.  ammad speaking into the Christian milieu of his time. As Abdulaziz Sachedina 

argues, if Muslims continue solely to use their heritage from classical scholars as a basis 

of Christian–Muslim relations, then they will not be able to respond to today’s notion 

of pluralism.  4   Perhaps a similar argument can be made about Churches and their 

inherited traditions. As such, if we are to place a mediator in any Christian–Muslim 

dialogue, it perhaps should not be based on tradition and its early sources. Th e 

scriptural text in each of those faiths would probably be the best mediator. 

   Creation of human fl esh  

 According to the Qur ʾ an, the creation of human fl esh seems to be forthright from clay 

(e.g., Qur ʾ an 6:2, 22:5, 30:20, 35:11, 40:67). Th e Qur ʾ an states that when God wanted to 

117
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create human fl esh, He informed the angels about it and told them that as soon as He 

formed it ( sawwaytuhu ) and breathed into it from His Spirit, they were to bow down 

before it: “so when I have proportioned him ( sawwaytuhu ) and breathed into him of 

My Spirit, fall down before him prostrating.”  5   

 It is necessary to understand the meaning of the terms used in these Qur ʾ anic 

verses, as perhaps Mu h.  ammad is using inner-Qur ʾ anic allusions. Th e term used for 

fashioning the human fl esh is “ sawwaytuhu .” Th is term shares the same root as the term 

used by the Qur ʾ an for God establishing ( istawa ) on His Th rone (i.e., Qur ʾ an 7:54, 10:3, 

13:2, 20:5, 25:59, 32:4, 57:4). Th e term has a polysemous nature, in which “ s ā wa ” is to be 

equal; “ saww ā  ” means to form, and “ sawiyy ā  ” means upright.  6   Th e Qur ʾ an uses those 

various meanings in diff erent verses. It is used to mean that people are to be made one 

(or equal) with the earth, as a metaphor of dying as if placed in a grave (i.e., Qur ʾ an 

4:42, 91:14). It is used to mean to be made equal ( yastaw ī    /   nusaww ī kum   /   yastaw ū n ) 

(i.e., Qur ʾ an 4:95, 5:100, 6:50, 9:29 11:24, 13:16, 16:75–76, 26:98, 32:18, 35:12, 35:19, 

35:22, 39:9, 39:29, 40:58, 41:34, 57:10, 59:20). It is used to mean a place of equality or 

equal chances ( suw ā  ) (i.e., Qur ʾ an 20:58). It is used to refer to resting or sitting, even 

besides God sitting on the Th rone. Th e term “ istawat ” is employed to mean Noah’s ark 

resting on the mountain aft er the fl ood (i.e., Qur ʾ an 11:44) and “ istawayt ” is used to 

mean the people resting on or mounting Noah’s ark or on the back of animals (i.e., 

Qur ʾ an 23:28, 43:13). Th e term here means to form or to be made upright 

( sawwaytuhu   /   saww ā k   /   saww ā hu   /   saww ā  ) (i.e., Qur ʾ an 15:29, 18:37, 32:9, 38:72, 75:4, 

75:38, 79:28, 82:7, 87:2, 91:7). It functions to mean fi lling ( s ā wa ), as when Dhul-

Qarnayn fi lled between the two steep mountains (i.e., Qur ʾ an 18:96). It is also used 

to mean upright ( sawiyy ā  ) (i.e., Qur ʾ an 19:17, 19:43, 67:22). Th ese are various 

morphologies of the term in the Qur ʾ an. 

 In Hebrew, the term “ shwh ” also means to be equal, having the same meaning to its 

Aramaic cognate.  7   Its meaning also includes to be even or level.  8   Th is can also be seen 

in its Qur ʾ anic usage using the terms “ istawa ” or “ istawat ,” which in some ways hold the 

meaning to be even or level on whatever is being mounted, either the throne or an 

animal. Th is does suggest a similar Semitic etymology for the term, which is to be 

equal.  9   Being even means to be on equal level. A similar term to “ shwh ” is “ mshl ,”  10   

which is cognate to the Arabic “ mthl ,” meaning “to be like.”  11   Th e question on how the 

term “ saww ā  ” also came to mean “to form” might be understood from the term “ mthl  ” 

and making something “like it.” Th is is best understood from the term “ timth ā l ,” which 

typically means statue, and used in its plural form in Qur ʾ an 21:52 and 34:13. A statue 

of a human or animal form is called “ timth ā l  ” because it is in the likeness ( mthl  ) of 

what it is formed as. Th e term “ swy ,” however, is not simply likeness, but also sameness, 

which is understood as equal or being on the same level. One might understand that 

the Qur ʾ anic usage of “ sawwaytuhu ” does not only mean “formed,” but perhaps more 

precisely, “made him equal and like Me.” Th is might correspond with Genesis 1:26–27, 

where the human is made in the image and likeness of God. 

 Looking at the classical commentaries on the verses about forming human fl esh 

(i.e., Qur ʾ an 15:29, 38:72), al- T.  abar ī  seems to have refrained from deeply analyzing its 

meaning.  12   Th is could either mean that he considered the meaning was self- evident 

requiring no interpretation, or that he considered the meaning so ambiguous that he 
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could not defi ne it, or that he did not want to inquire into the theological implications 

of interpreting this verse. Al-R ā z ī  gives “ sawwaytuhu ” two possible defi nitions.  13   He 

explains that it could mean “formed his image” or “made his body proportionate.” Al-

R ā z ī  also explains that the breathing of God’s Spirit ( al- r ū  h.   ) into the fl esh is like the 

wind ( al- r ī  h.   ) going through the cavities of a body, by which he does note the polysemous 

nature between the terms for spirit ( r ū  h.   ) and wind ( r ī  h.   ).  14   In al-R ā z ī ’s commentary on 

the prostration of the angels, he states that some have suggested that Adam was like a 

 qiblah  (a focal point of prayer), and not the object of worship.  15   Al-R ā z ī  dismisses any 

suggestion that the created fl esh is likened to simply a  qiblah , because this does not 

embrace the honor intended for that fl esh.  16   However, if the likening of the fl esh to a 

 qiblah  is accepted, then the fl esh can be considered similar to the Ka ʿ  bah in Makkah. If 

that is the case, then the honor given to that fl esh is that it has become the House of 

God. Al-Mas ʿ   ū d ī  (d. 346/956) states that “God made Adam a place of prayer ( mi h.  r ā ba ), 

a Ka ʿ  bah, a gateway, and a  qiblah  in which prostrated to it the righteous, the spirituals, 

and the lights.”  17   Th e prostration of the angels unto Adam gives him the honor that he 

is a  qiblah , and he would be the connecting relationship between the angels and God, 

since he was created in God’s image.  18   

 Although the Ka ʿ  bah is a  qiblah , it still has its place of honor, having a greater honor 

than other mosques or houses of worship, according to a tradition attributed to 

Mu h.  ammad.  19   Hence, since the Ka ʿ  bah is a  qiblah , it also brings along with it the notion 

of honor. Th ough the Ka ʿ  bah is honored, it still has lesser honor than human beings, 

according to Islamic tradition.  20   As such, there is a possibility to conclude, as al-R ā z ī  

points out, that though people prostrate toward the  qiblah  that does not mean that the 

 qiblah  is more honored than them. Th erefore, even if angels prostrate toward Adam, 

since Adam can be considered a  qiblah , it does not necessarily mean he is more honored 

than the angels.  21   Th is is the concept that al-R ā z ī  objects to, since people’s prostration 

toward the Ka ʿ  bah does not necessarily mean that the Ka ʿ  bah is more honored than 

they are, while the angels’ prostration to Adam is honorifi c. He concludes, therefore, that 

Adam cannot have been simply a  qiblah . Otherwise, Satan would have had no problem 

prostrating toward him. Al-Sha ʿ  r ā w ī  (d. 1419/1998) suggests that the prostration 

toward the Ka ʿ  bah is not because it has any sort of divinity, but that it was made 

honorable by God’s commandment.  22   Similarly, he states that the angels’ prostration 

toward Adam does not prove that he is divine in himself, but that he was made honored 

by God’s commandment. Al-Baghaw ī  (d. 516/1122) suggests that Adam is considered a 

 qiblah  to the angels.  23   Al-R ā z ī  suggests that since the prostration of the angels was for 

Adam ( li-Adam ) and not toward Adam ( ila Adam ), it cannot be perceived that Adam 

was simply a  qiblah .  24   Th e Mu ʿ  tazilah maintains that Adam was considered a  qiblah , 

though still more honored than the Ka ʿ  bah.  25   In Im ā m al- ʿ  Askar ī ’s  26   (d. 260/874) 

commentary on the Qur ʾ an, he reports that the angels’ prostration to Adam indicates 

his being a  qiblah  which, however, is still more honored than the angels.  27   Al-Majlis ī  

(d. 1111/1698) also reports that the prostration of the angels to Adam is in such a way 

that he is considered a  qiblah , but though just a  qiblah , is still more honored than the 

angels.  28   Perhaps in this sense, Adam is not simply a Ka ʿ  bah, because the Ka ʿ  bah is a 

House of God built of stones by people’s hands, while Adam is a House of God made by 

the hands of God. It could mean that Adam is indeed a  qiblah  but very unlike that of the 
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Ka ʿ  bah, according to the Qur ʾ an. Th e Ka ʿ  bah remains made of stones, while Adam is the 

dwelling place of the Spirit of God Itself. As such, it is a  qiblah  and also more honored 

than the angels, since the spark of divinity, which is the Spirit of God, dwells in him. 

Perhaps here, we are reminded by how the Qur ʾ an could be alluding to the heart instead 

of the Ka ʿ  bah.  29   We are also reminded of the term “ ibn Allah ” that was also discussed in 

Chapter 5, in which would mean that the human has become a Temple of God. 

 Al- T.  abars ī  interpretation of “ sawwaytuhu ” is also similar to that of al-R ā z ī , in 

which the term refers to the formation of the human fl esh.  30   Similarly, the breathing of 

God’s Spirit into the fl esh is also portrayed as wind going through the bodily cavities. 

He also suggests that the Spirit of God was joined with Adam, as an honor. 

 Let us attempt to use intertextuality to understand the meaning of “ sawwaytuhu .” 

First, it is imperative to analyze the possible defi nition of forming. Th e term “ istawa ” is 

used in the Qur ʾ an for Moses having grown into adulthood (i.e., Qur ʾ an 28:14). It is not 

used necessarily for Moses being formed. Hence, there could be diff erent meanings for 

the term “ sawwaytuhu ” and it can be understood as not necessarily meaning to form 

an image. Al- T.  abar ī  shows the variation of what people considered the age of “ istiw ā  ʾ   ,” 

as some suggest thirty, others thirty- three, and some others forty.  31   Al-R ā z ī  suggests 

that “ al- istiw ā  ʾ   ” of Moses is the completion of his strength and bodily uprightness.  32   He 

argues that the human body is born in weakness and then grows to strength. He also 

suggests that aft er the human body has grown in strength for some time, it starts to 

wane again at old age. Hence, he assumes that “ istiw ā  ʾ   ” would be when the bodily 

strength is completed. However, the term “ sawwaytuhu ” can be understood from a 

diff erent perspective, using the intertextual polysemy that Mu h.  ammad might have 

been able to produce, given his psychological state. Th e terms for God establishing 

( istawa ) on the Th rone and the formation of human fl esh are found within a close 

contextual proximity in the following verses: 

   4  God it is Who created the heavens and the earth and whatsoever is between them 

in six days. Th en He mounted ( istawa ) the Th rone. Apart from Him you have neither 

protector, nor intercessor. Will you not, then, remember?  5  He directs the aff air from 

Heaven unto earth; then it ascends unto Him in a day whose measure is as a thousand 

years of that which you reckon.  6  Such is the Knower of the Unseen and the seen, the 

Mighty, the Merciful,  7  Who made beautiful all that He created, and Who began the 

creation of man from clay.  8  Th en He made his seed from a draught of base fl uid. 

 9  Th en He fashioned him ( saww ā hu ), and breathed into him of His Spirit, and 

endowed you with hearing, sight, and hearts. Little do you give thanks!  33    

 In the above verses it is important to note that the Qur ʾ an is fi rst stating how God 

established ( istawa )  34   on His Th rone and then discusses the creation of the human 

fl esh in a way similar to that in Qur ʾ an 15:28–29 and Qur ʾ an 38:71–72, in which the 

human fl esh is created from mud (clay) and then is formed ( sawwaytuhu ) and breathed 

into from God’s Spirit. Although the Qur ʾ an does not usually have any special 

chronological order in its text, the above verses strikingly, and unusually, show that 

God fi rst created the human from mud (clay), and then made his progeny from fl uid 

(sperm), and only then he fashioned him and breathed into him from His Spirit. Th e 
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Qur ʾ an uses the term “then” ( thumma ) in these verses, as if implying some sort of 

chronology. Th e creation from clay and perhaps the formation from clay is not “ istiw ā  ʾ   .” 

Being created from sperm also is not “ istiw ā  ʾ   .” It seems that only aft erward the term 

“ saww ā hu ” and the breathing from God’s Spirit occurs. Th is actually also resembles the 

following verse: “Indeed, We created you, then We formed you, then We said unto the 

angels, “Prostrate yourselves before Adam.” And they all prostrated, save Ibl ī s; he was 

not among those who prostrated.”  35   

 Th e above verse also seems to contain a strange chronology, which is implied by the 

term “then” ( thumma ).  36   It appears as if the Qur ʾ an shows that people were created and 

given shape, and only then were the angels commanded to bow down before Adam. Here 

again it shows the creation of the human and its progeny, and then the commandment 

was given to the angels to bow down before Adam. Th is is similar to the chronology seen 

in Qur ʾ an 32:7–9, which also shows the creation of the human and its progeny, and then 

the “ istiw ā  ʾ   ” of human fl esh and breathing of God’s Spirit occurs, implying the time when 

the angels were commanded to bow down. It is not clear whether the human progeny 

had already been created when the angels bowed down before Adam.  37   

 Using intertextuality to fi nd any inner-Qur ʾ anic allusions, especially since the terms 

“ istawa ” on the Th rone and the fashioning of human fl esh ( saww ā hu ) are located 

within a contextual proximity, it may be understood that God fashioned the human 

fl esh ( sawwaytuhu ) in the same way that He established ( istawa ) on His Th rone, since 

the terms share the same root meaning. Th e polysemous term “ sawwaytuhu ” may hold 

multiple valid defi nitions due to the rhetoric style of the Qur ʾ an. However, if we keep 

in mind the suggestion that the bowing down to human fl esh could be as if the human 

fl esh is similar to a  qiblah , and if we understand the notion that a  qiblah  is a House of 

God, then there could be a completely diff erent understanding that we can obtain 

using intertextual polysemy. 

 Since the human fl esh is formed ( sawwaytuhu ) in the same way that God established 

( istawa ) on His Th rone, then perhaps the human fl esh may be understood as the 

Th rone of God. In Mu h.  ammad’s use of symbolism, perhaps he is creating inner-

Qur ʾ anic allusions. When the Spirit of God is breathed into the human fl esh, then 

It establishes ( istawa ) Itself inside the fl esh, which becomes the Th rone of God 

( sawwaytuhu ). Because the Spirit of God resides within the fl esh, the fl esh becomes as 

if it is the House of God, where Its Th rone is, and therefore, the  qiblah . As such, the 

angels might have been commanded to bow down to the human fl esh, not because the 

human fl esh is to be worshiped, but because the human fl esh has been honored to 

house the Spirit of God like a  qiblah  (House of God). Nonetheless, the human fl esh is 

perhaps even more honored than the Ka ʿ  bah according to Mu h.  ammad, as previously 

seen in the prophetic tradition; the reason might be because the Ka ʿ  bah is a House 

of God built with stones and made by human hands, whereas the human is a House of 

God built by the hands of God, and therefore, is even more honored.  

   Prostration to Adam or Jesus  

 Although the general commentators, including al-R ā z ī , denote that the person in 

question in the verses about the creation of fl esh and breathing into it from God’s Spirit 
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is Adam, some of the verses do not explicitly name him (i.e., Qur ʾ an 15:29, 38:72). 

Actually, al-R ā z ī , while discussing this verse, explicitly refers back to s ū rah al-Baqarah 

(i.e., Qur ʾ an 2:34), which mentions Adam. Exegetes extrapolated that the creation of 

fl esh mentioned in Qur ʾ an 15:29 and 38:72 are references to Adam. Nonetheless, it is 

still important to note that these two verses do not mention the name. Th is brings to 

attention two possibilities. Th e obvious inference is that it does indeed refer to Adam. 

However, the story shares similarities to one in the New Testament, which perhaps 

refers to Jesus Christ. “Perhaps” because these verses in the New Testament do not 

mention the name of Jesus Christ, denoting him only as the Son. “And again, when God 

brings His fi rstborn into the world, He says, ‘Let all God’s angels worship him.’   ”  38   Th is 

verse in the New Testament might be related to a verse in Deuteronomy, which is 

currently not found in the Masoretic text, but it is still found in the Septuagint and the 

Dead Seas Scrolls: “Rejoice, ye heavens, with him, and let all the angels of God worship 

him; rejoice, ye Gentiles, with his people, and let all the sons of God strengthen 

themselves in him.”  39   

 Whether the fl esh in question in the Qur ʾ an is a reference to Jesus Christ or Adam 

is important to note, as to the possible diff erence in the storyline between Christians 

and Muslims. However, the Qur ʾ an states that the creation of Jesus is likened to that of 

Adam, as seen in the following verse: “Truly the likeness of Jesus in the sight of God is 

that of Adam; He divided [created] him from dust, then said to him, “Be!” and he is 

( kun fa- yak ū n ).”  40   

 If Jesus is created in a similar way as Adam, then this perhaps brings into question 

whether or not the Qur ʾ an may assume that the creation of Adam and asking the angels 

to prostrate to him also took place with Jesus. It is diffi  cult to understand who 

Mu h.  ammad had in mind. Th e Th rone of God is described in Ezekiel’s vision, where 

above the Th rone he sees the likeness of a human ( adam ) (i.e., Ezekiel 1:26). It should 

be well noted that the Hebrew usage of Adam may not always mean the fi rst human, 

since the term for human in Hebrew is usually also understood as “ adam .”  41   Th erefore, 

when the Qur ʾ an explicitly declares in some verses that God asked the angels to bow 

before Adam, is it to be understood the fi rst Adam, or is it understood to be a human 

( adam )?  42   Th is is especially important, because in the verses that use the term “ bashar ,” 

instead of Adam, this term means fl esh, but it can also be understood generally as a 

human. Th erefore, if we do adopt the defi nition of Adam to be synonymous with 

“ bashar ,” which means a human, then understanding the Qur ʾ anic usage of Adam can 

be somewhat vague. From a linguistic perspective, Adam may be understood either as 

the fi rst human or as simply a human, “ adam ,” and more precisely, fl esh (skin).  43   

 Th ere is no evidence that the Akkadian usage of “ adam ” carries the meaning of man 

or human, but that it is used to mean dark, red, red soil, and red blood.  44   Th is meaning 

is also carried over in other Semitic languages.  45   Its relationship with blood ( dm ) is 

obvious in all Semitic languages.  46   Th ere have been suggestions to its relation with 

“ dmh / dmy ,”  47   which is the term used in Genesis 1:26 stating that “ adam ” was created in 

the likeness ( demot ) of God. In Arabic, the term “ dm ” is rooted in “ d m y ,”  48   which also 

holds the meaning of likeness. Th is is attested in the usage of “ dumya ” for a statue or a 

doll, as in the sense that it is an image.  49   Th is brings further the relationship between 

Genesis 1:26, which states the creation of “ adam ” in the image and likeness ( demot ) of 
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God, and the Qur ʾ anic usage of forming of fl esh using the term “ sawwaytuhu ,” which is 

made equal and like. 

 Th e term “ adam ” has various polysemous meanings:  50   “ adam ” can mean a mixture,  51   

and as such the name Adam is given as he is created from mud, which is a mixture of 

clay and water.  52   Also, “ adam ” can mean meat or bread.  53   Th e term also means skin.  54   

Th e term “ adamah ” means inner layer of the skin (dermis), while the surface layer 

(epidermis) is called “ bashrah ,” which is rooted in “ bashar .”  55   Th erefore, when the 

Qur ʾ an discusses the prostration of the angels to “ adam ” (i.e., Qur ʾ an 2:34, 7:11, 17:61, 

18:50, 20:116) or to the “ bashar ” (i.e., Qur ʾ an 15:28–29, 38:71–72) whom He is creating, 

is it referring specifi cally to the fi rst Adam, or to a human whom God creates and 

breathes into from His Spirit (without specifying a name)? As discussed earlier, it is 

even possible to understand that if the Qur ʾ an argues that the creation of Jesus is 

similar to that of Adam, then it might even be referring to Jesus and asking the angels 

to prostrate to him. Although the Septuagint translation of the Bible shows a verse 

speaking of a person whom the angels obey, it is important to note that the midrash 

relates that aft er the angels were told of the creation of Adam in God’s image, some 

objected.  56   Nonetheless, aft er Adam’s creation, the angels mistook him for a divine 

being and wanted to call him “Holy” ( kiddush ). As a result, God caused Adam to fall 

asleep, so that the angels would know that Adam is not divine.  57   In the Qur ʾ an, the story 

is related that when the angels were told of the creation of Adam, they questioned this 

since they praised and called upon the name of God as “Holy,” while the human was not 

righteous (i.e., Qur ʾ an 2:30). Th ere are various parallels in the story of Adam’s creation 

between Jewish and Muslim literature, which are not within the scope of this example.  58    

   Th rone of God  

 As seen earlier, it may be inferred from the Qur ʾ an that the fl esh is created in the same 

way that God establishes on Its Th rone. Th erefore, perhaps the human fl esh before 

which the angels were asked to prostrate has become the Th rone of God, where Its 

Spirit resides. Th ere is a possibility that this is an inner-Qur ʾ anic allusion. If we consider 

the human fl esh to be the Th rone of God, then it can also mean that the human fl esh is 

the Temple of God. According to the Gospel of John, Jesus seems to have referred to his 

own body as a temple. 

   19  Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days.” 

 20  Th ey replied, “It has taken forty- six years to build this temple, and you are going 

to raise it in three days?”  21  But the temple he had spoken of was his body.  22  Aft er 

he was raised from the dead, his disciples recalled what he had said. Th en they 

believed the scripture and the words that Jesus had spoken.  59    

 If we consider the creation of human fl esh as described by the Qur ʾ an as a 

description of the Th rone of God or His Bodily Temple, then the Qur ʾ anic text may not 

necessarily contradict the Gospel on the concept of the Temple of the Body, and this is 

especially seen in the example given in Chapter  5 about the term “ ibn Allah .” 

Mu h.  ammad may not have been speaking against the concept of the Incarnation of the 
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Word, according to the Christian sectarian milieu of his time. Also, in the Epistle to the 

Hebrews, the Son and the Th rone of God are brought together within the context of the 

angels’ prostration (i.e., Hebrews 1:6–8). 

 Th e Presence of God is known as the  Shekhinah  in Judaic thought.  60   Th e  Shekhinah  

is cognate to  al-Sak ī nah , which is mentioned in the Qur ʾ an (i.e., Qur ʾ an 9:26, 9:40, 

48:26). However,  al-Sak ī nah  is not typically understood as the Spirit of God by classical 

Muslim commentators. It is understood as the calmness and comfort that God bestows 

upon the hearts of believers.  61   Classical commentators suggest that  al-Sak ī nah  is 

linguistically related to “ suk ū n ,” which means calmness.  62   Al-Simn ā n ī ’s (d. 736/1336) 

interpretations of  al-Sak ī nah  are that it is divine emanation ( fay d.   ).  63   Yet, the term 

“ sak ī nah ” is rooted in “ sakan ,” which also means dwelling place.  64   Al-  T.   ab ā  t. ab ā  ʾ   ī  

(d. 1402/1981) states the possibility that  al-Sak ī nah  is the Spirit.  65   It is possibly the Holy 

Spirit, or the Spirit of God dwelling ( sakan ) in the believer’s heart. If the Spirit of God 

makes the heart inside the fl esh Its dwelling place ( sakan ), then it may imply the heart 

becoming the House or Temple of God, and as such the place of the Th rone of God. 

Th e inner-Qur ʾ anic allusion of using the term “ sawwaytuhu ” and “ istawa ” may then 

bring this symbolic understanding in Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind. Aft er all, the Hebrew 

term “ shwh ,” cognate to the Arabic “ swy ,” also holds the meaning of calmness (e.g., 

Psalm 131:2).  

   Incarnation of the Word  

 Th e Incarnation of the Word in the form of Jesus Christ is a mystery to the early 

Christian community. It was a subject of heated debates in the early Church and the 

cause of various theories (heresies) on the nature of Christ. Arius (d. 336  ce ) considers 

the Son of God second in rank to God the Father. To Arius, the Son of God cannot be 

God, because the Son may change and swerve, while God in the Bible says, “I am, I am, 

and I change not.”  66   Arius was denounced as a heretic in the First Council of Nicaea in 

325. Athanasius (d. 373  ce ) played a major role in denouncing Arius’ views, and was 

credited with what has later been known as the pseudo-Athanasian Creed.  67   However, 

Christology or the nature of Christ is not an issue in this chapter.  68   

 Since the creation of human fl esh is analyzed textually, above, from the Qur ʾ an, it is 

also important to compare textually the Incarnation from the Bible. Th e theological 

nature of Christ is not precisely evident from the Bible. However, what is evident from 

the Gospel of John is that the Word became fl esh and dwelt among us (i.e., John 1:14). 

To keep it in simple terms, the Gospel of John seems to be talking about a Word, which 

is apparently divine in nature becoming fl esh. Th e Qur ʾ an seems to be talking about the 

Spirit of God also taking the form of fl esh. “Seems” and “apparently” are used here 

because I am not comparing the theological schools of thought in their interpretation 

of these verses, but simply comparing the texts. Mu h.  ammad would have had access to 

the text of the Gospels and would have made his creative allusions linguistically, but I 

cannot tell for sure. 

 As in the history of Christianity there have been various schools of thought on the 

nature of the Word and the relationship of the Son to the Father,  69   so within Muslim 

history there are also various theological schools of thought on the nature of the Spirit 
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of God, as to whether it is a creature (created) or of the same essence as God. Al-D ā rm ī  

(d. 255/893), for example, diff erentiates between the Word of God and the Spirit of 

God.  70   According to him, the Word of God is uncreated, while the Spirit of God is a 

creature. Abu Bakr al-Kal ā b ā dh ī  (d. 380/990) relates that the spirits are created just as 

the bodies are created.  71   However, in my opinion, there might be some confusion 

among classical Muslim scholars on the nature of the spirit ( r ū  h.   ) and the soul ( nafs ). 

Abu Bakr al-Kal ā b ā dh ī , for example, does not discuss the nature of the soul. It seems 

that in his cosmology, a creature is made of body and spirit. Similarly,  ʿ  Al ī  ibn  H.  azm 

al-Andalus ī  (Ibn  H.  azm) also asserts that the spirit is a creature, by providing evidence 

that people’s spirits are punished in Hell.  72   Here, again, it seems there might be some 

confusion between spirit ( r ū  h.   ) and soul ( nafs ). Th e Qur ʾ an seems to imply the creation 

of souls (i.e., Qur ʾ an 4:1), but does not imply the creation of the Spirit.  73   Actually, in the 

process of creation of human fl esh, it seems that the Qur ʾ an states that the fl esh is 

created from clay, but the Spirit is breathed from God. It is not necessarily evident that 

the Spirit is equated with the soul according to the Qur ʾ an, but that they are distinct 

entities. As such, it seems many classical Muslim scholars might have confused the 

spirit with the soul. Actually, Ibn  H.  azm explicitly claims that the terms “soul ( nafs ),” 

“spirit ( r ū  h.   ),” and “breath ( nasmah )” are synonymous.  74   

 Ibn Qayyim al-Jawziyyah affi  rms that the Spirit is a creature.  75   He states that Christians 

believe that the Spirit of God is from God’s essence and that the same essence is inside 

the body of Christ.  76   As such, Christ is uncreated, because he is of the same essence as 

God. He even states that some Sh ī  ʿ   ī  schools of thought consider the Spirit of Adam in the 

same way as Christians consider Christ; he argues against this Sh ī  ʿ   ī  belief, and he even 

refers to Ibn Taymiyyah’s argument on the Spirit being a creature.  77   Nonetheless, in 

Twelver Sh ī  ʿ   ī  thought, the Spirit of God, which is bestowed upon Adam, is also considered 

a creature.  78   It is also related by Im ā m al-B ā qir  79   (d. 144/733) and Im ā m al- s.   ā diq  80   

(d. 148/765) that the Spirit is a creature with vision, strength, and help that God bestows 

on the hearts of messengers and believers.  81   Al-Majlis ī  explicitly responds to Christian 

theology by suggesting that the Holy Spirit is a creature and not uncreated.  82   Th e 

Incarnation of the divinity is not completely alien in some Muslim thought, to which Ibn 

Qayyim al-Jawziyyah might have been responding. Th e Ism ā  ʿ   ī l ī s, and more specifi cally 

the Druze doctrine, have the concept of God in man ( l ā h ū t wa n ā s ū t ).  83   

 Th e Confession of Chalcedon asserts that Christ is acknowledged in two natures, 

which are united in one Persona and Subsistence.  84   Certain churches did not recognize 

this creed and have become known as non-Chalcedonian Churches or the Oriental 

Orthodox Churches.  85   Th e Coptic Church also retained Cyril of Alexandria’s formula 

of the Incarnation, where Christ is to be acknowledged  from  two natures, instead of  in  

two natures. Th e Coptic Church maintains that at the union of the divine and human 

nature, Christ only had a single nature synthesized from those two. Th is is in contrast 

to the Confession of Chalcedon where both natures of Christ are preserved even in the 

union. Th omas Aquinas (d. 1274  ce ) wrote a full treatise dealing with the nature of the 

Incarnation in his  Summa Th eologica , stating: 

  As Damascene says, the Divine Nature is said to be incarnate because It is united 

to fl esh personally, and not that It is changed into fl esh. So likewise, the fl esh is said 
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to be deifi ed, as he also says, not by change, but by union with the Word, its natural 

properties still remaining, and hence it may be considered as deifi ed, inasmuch as 

it becomes the fl esh of the Word of God, but not that it becomes God.  86    

 If we take Th omas Aquinas’ interpretation of Christology, it seems evident that he 

asserts the Confession of Chalcedon of the two natures of Christ united into a single 

persona, yet distinct. He clearly states that the fl esh is deifi ed just because it is united 

with the Word, but the fl esh is not God. It is the Word that is inside the fl esh that makes 

the fl esh deifi ed, but the fl esh remains distinct and would not in itself be considered 

God. If we take that interpretation into consideration and compare it with the Qur ʾ anic 

text, that God created the fl esh and hence the fl esh is not God, because it is created and 

only aft er creation is the fl esh breathed into from God’s Spirit, then it is possible to 

imagine that the Qur ʾ an perhaps adopts a Th omas Aquinas interpretation of the union 

between a divine entity and human fl esh. R. C. Zaehner interprets the Qur ʾ an as thus: 

  Th e Incarnation of Christ, then, breathed from the Spirit of God, is thus regarded 

as an event as momentous as the original creation or the universal resurrection at 

the end of time. Th is would seem to indicate that Mu h.  ammad must, again 

unconsciously, be reproducing the Christian idea of Christ as the new Adam and 

as the ‘fi rst fruits’ of the resurrection.  87    

 Zaehner interprets Qur ʾ an 3:59 and Qur ʾ an 19:34 as follows: “Christ, then, in the 

Qur ʾ  ā n, would appear to be both the Word of God and therefore divine, and truly man, 

but He is not the ‘son’ of God for reasons that we have already explained (i.e., Christ is 

not the physical son of God).”  88   

 Th is section deals with a textual comparison between the Gospel and the Qur ʾ an. It 

appears that Christians and Muslims debate this issue, not because their scriptures 

necessarily contradict, but simply because of their interpretation of Christology. As 

shown in the earlier examples, Mu h.  ammad might have had a diff erent view of theology 

and Christology than that adopted by later Muslims. Later Muslims perhaps wanted to 

be distinct from their Jewish and Christian peers. As such, Muslim thought on the 

matter would not go far beyond the already existing debates between the early churches, 

where inherited tradition continues to have consequences to this day among the 

various denominations. However, what Mu h.  ammad had in mind might have not 

necessarily been diff erent to the already charged debates of the early Church. 

 Th e Qur ʾ an does not explicitly show that the Spirit is created. As interpretations were 

attempted, various theological schools of thought, in both Christian and Islamic history, 

sprang up to attempt to understand the nature of the Spirit and the fusion of the Spirit 

into a human body. Th ose diff erent theologies exist within each of those traditions. Just 

as Arianism and Nestorianism appear in the Christian tradition due to diff ering 

interpretations of, and not because they believed in a diff erent, scripture, then perhaps 

seeming diff erences between the Qur ʾ an and the Gospel[s] on the issue of the 

Incarnation of the Logos in the form of Jesus Christ are also dependent on the 

interpretation of the text. It does not necessarily show that scriptures themselves are in 

contradiction. Th is might mean that Mu h.  ammad had some knowledge of the Christian 
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milieu, and appeared to adopt certain theology and Christology into the Qur ʾ an without 

attempting to contradict the Gospel[s]. As some would be aware that if the Qur ʾ an 

seems to somehow portray human fl esh with a divine Spirit united together, then it may 

contradict the Qur ʾ anic verses stating, “Th ey indeed have disbelieved who say, ‘God is 

the Messiah, son of Mary.’   ”  89   However, it may be diffi  cult to determine whether the 

Qur ʾ an is stating that the Father is not equal to the Son, or as G ü nther Risse  90   suggests, 

that the Qur ʾ an in these passages is denying a Monophysite Christology.  91   

 Although this section does not deal with the theological implications of the Qur ʾ anic 

interpretations on the Th rone of God as a human being, it is interesting to note a 

dialogue between Abu Ra  ʾ  ita and a Muslim on the theological implication of believing 

God sitting on the Th rone and the Incarnation. A Muslim objection could be that God 

cannot be simultaneously in heaven and incarnated. However, Abu Ra  ʾ  ita, a miaphysite 

Jacobite theologian in the early ninth century  ce , attempted to fi nd evidence from the 

Qur ʾ an that agrees to such a Christian belief.  92   Abu Ra  ʾ  ita focused on the Muslim belief 

of God establishing on His Th rone as means for a theological dialogue with the 

Christian belief in Incarnation. Th e issue Abu Ra  ʾ  ita was trying to convey is that if 

Muslims believe that God can be in heaven and on His Th rone simultaneously without 

necessarily dividing God in parts, then theologically it would not be diff erent to how a 

Christian believes that God is in heaven while incarnated simultaneously either.  93    

   Th e Th rone and the Temple  

 Apparently, the Qur ʾ an considers Adam (or a human) to be created from clay. When he 

is “established” as God “establishes on His Th rone,” and God breathes into him from Its 

“Spirit,” then the angels are to bow down before him. Th is could be perhaps an allusion 

that the said human has become a  qiblah , the House or Temple of God, and the Th rone 

of God. It is also apparent from the Qur ʾ an that Jesus is made in the same way as Adam. 

Th erefore, it might also be possible that God commanded the angels to bow before 

Jesus, according to the Qur ʾ an. From the Qur ʾ an, one might conclude that God created 

the human from clay, which is human in nature, but breathed into it from Its Spirit, 

which could be divine in nature. Th erefore, this human whom God created and breathed 

into from Its Spirit might seem to have dual natures, a human nature and a divine. Th e 

Qur ʾ an also explicitly portrays Jesus as a Spirit from God (i.e., Qur ʾ an 4:171). Th e clay 

seemed to have been created, as the Qur ʾ an explicitly suggests, but the Spirit is debatable, 

as the Qur ʾ an is not explicit in its nature, and perhaps does not even want to discuss the 

matter deeply (e.g., Qur ʾ an 17:85). If the Spirit was not a mystery and had a simple 

defi nition, perhaps the Qur ʾ an would have defi ned it explicitly, as the interpreters have. 

Since the Qur ʾ an does not explicitly defi ne it, then this could be a cause of contemplation 

of the Spirit’s nature.  94   Do we interpret scriptures in light of theology or do we interpret 

theology in light of scriptures? Th is is a theologian’s chicken and egg question.  

   Conclusion  

 If we leave theology aside and simply compare scriptures between the Gospel[s] and 

the Qur ʾ an, then scriptures do not seem to be in contradiction on the matter of the 
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formation of Christ. Perhaps Jesus is fl esh from clay, as even the Gospel[s] show that he 

had a body, although the Gnostics have argued against this in the past, but his spirit is 

God’s Spirit.  95   Although the concept of the Incarnation is a mystery, if in simple terms 

it refers to some fl esh from clay with God’s Spirit or divine Logos inside it, then we can 

conclude something from that. Th e Qur ʾ an also literally states that fl esh is made from 

clay and breathed into from God’s Spirit. Also, Qur ʾ an 3:59 suggests that Jesus’ body 

was from clay and then God says to it “be” ( kn ), which as described earlier is how the 

Qur ʾ an interprets John’s Logos. So this “ kn ” resided within that fl esh. If that is what the 

Incarnation is all about, then scriptural texts do not contradict each other. Muslim 

theologians may have taken an Arian or a Nestorian Christology, but the texts alone do 

not necessarily contradict. Th is might mean that Mu h.  ammad did not explicitly speak 

against the Gospel[s]’ teachings, especially in light of the Qur ʾ an asking the people of 

the Gospel[s] to follow the Gospel[s] (i.e., Qur ʾ an 5:46, 5:66, 5:68). 

 By using intertextual polysemy for Qur ʾ anic hermeneutics and identifying the 

possibility of using Qur ʾ anic allusions that the fl esh is perhaps the Th rone of God, then 

it seems there is more to the Spirit than just mere creation and an invitation for further 

dialogue on the matter. Th e Christian–Muslim dialogue on the Incarnation does not 

seem to have arisen from contradictory scriptures, but from the interpretations thereof. 

Since the early churches had to undergo various ecumenical councils in an attempt to 

unite the churches, then we may not necessarily view Christian–Muslim debates to be 

anything but ecumenical councils, which are simply debating matters of Christology 

because of their interpretation of scriptures, and not because the text of their scriptures 

is necessarily in contradiction. As such, we must ask ourselves again whether we 

interpret theology in light of scriptures, or scriptures in light of theology.   

   Th e Water of Life, the Logos, and the Messiah  

 Th is example shows intertextualities between the Qur ʾ an and the Bible, and perhaps 

more specifi cally of the Water of Life, its relationship with the Logos, and the Messiah, 

who as argued earlier the Qur ʾ an interprets him being begotten through “ takw ī n ” 

instead of “ tawl ī d .” Th e intertextualities are somewhat intensive and would suggest that 

Mu h.  ammad was in a state with low latent inhibition, making creative connections. Th e 

Qur ʾ an states in the following passage that water makes every living thing. I postulate 

that this is perhaps a reference by the Qur ʾ an for the Water of Life. 

   30  Have those who disbelieve not considered that the heavens and the earth were 

sewn together and We rent them asunder? And We made every living thing from 

water. Will they not, then, believe?  31  And We placed fi rm mountains in the earth, lest 

it shake beneath them, and We made wide tracts between them as paths, that haply 

they may be guided.  32  And We made the sky a canopy preserved; yet they turn away 

from its signs.  33  He it is Who created the night and the day, the sun and the moon, 

each gliding in an orbit.  34  We have not ordained perpetual life for any human being 

before thee. So if thou diest, will they abide forever?  35  Every soul shall taste death. We 

try you with evil and with good, as a test, and unto Us shall you be returned.  96    
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 Looking carefully at these verses, the Qur ʾ an seems to be saying that everything 

lives via water (i.e., Qur ʾ an 21:30). It continues to state that no physical fl esh ( bashar ) 

had eternal life (i.e., Qur ʾ an 21:34) and that every soul ( nafs ) tastes death (i.e., Qur ʾ an 

21:35). Since the Qur ʾ an is talking about life and death in these passages, then there is 

a likelihood that the water mentioned in Qur ʾ an 21:30 is a reference to the Water of 

Life, in which it is not the physical fl esh ( bashar ) that receives it according to Qur ʾ an 

21:34, but the soul ( nafs ), which is dead according to Qur ʾ an 21:35. 

 Th ere is a resemblance between these Qur ʾ anic passages and the story of creation in 

Genesis. Th e fi rst point of intertextuality is that the heavens and the earth were one and 

they were split. In Genesis 1:1 the term used for God creating the heavens and the earth 

is “ bara ʾ  .” Among its various meanings, such as create, it specifi cally means to fashion 

by cutting or splitting.  97    Lis ā n al- ʿ  arab  shows that “ bara  ʾ   ” is synonymous with the term 

“ khlq .”  98   Besides meaning to portion, to measure, and to make smooth, the term “ khlq ” 

also means to split and to divide, as it would mean fashioning or creating via the 

process of division and the Hebrew Bible uses the term “ khlq ” specifi cally in the 

meaning to split and to divide.  99   Th e Hebrew term “ br ʾ   ” is also associated with 

the meaning to separate and to divide.  100   When Genesis 1:1 states that God “ bara  ʾ   ” 

the heavens and the earth, it would mean God divided the heavens and the earth. Th is 

presumes that the heavens and the earth were a single entity and then divided or that 

the heavens and the earth were each a single entity and split, as the heavens split with 

rain and the earth split with plants.  101   Perhaps allegorically, the heavens and the earth 

were joined together and then split, just as Adam (made of earth) was in Paradise (in 

heaven) before the Fall, and then they were split apart from each other (i.e., Qur ʾ an 

2:35–39, 7:19–25, 20:117–123). 

 Th e second point of intertextuality between the above Qur ʾ anic passages and 

Genesis is the term “ rtq .” In a tradition attributed to Ibn  ʿ  Abb ā s, when he was asked 

what came fi rst, day or night, he answered that the heavens and the earth were “ rtq ,” 

defi ning “ rtq ” as darkness.  102   Th is would also resemble Genesis 1:1, where darkness was 

over the face of the deep, before God said let there be Light in Genesis 1:3. Th e third 

point of intertextuality is the water in Qur ʾ an 21:30 and Genesis 1:2, which I will return 

to aft er discussing the rest of the points of intertextuality. Th e fourth point is the term 

“ fi j ā j ,” which resembles the Qur ʾ anic call to  H.  ajj that people will come from deep 

valleys (  fajj  ʿ  am ī q ) (i.e., Qur ʾ an 22:27).  103   So, there is the earth, and there are the depths 

of the earth (  fi j ā j ). Th is resembles that there was darkness in the deep, according to 

Genesis 1:2. Th e midrash interprets the deep as Hell or the dwelling place of the dead,  104   

connecting it with Daniel 2:22 and with this verse in Proverbs:  105   “ 18  But little do they 

know that the dead are there, that her guests are deep (  ʿ  imqi ) in the realm of the dead 

( sheol  ).”  106   

 Since Qur ʾ an 21:35 discusses death and if Genesis 1:2 alludes to the deep, which is 

the place of death, according to the midrash, then it might further connect the Qur ʾ anic 

passages with Genesis making it the fi ft h point of intertextuality. Th e sixth point of 

intertextuality between the above Qur ʾ anic passages and Genesis is the heavens and the 

signs of the heavens. Qur ʾ an 21:32 discusses the heavens as a ceiling, which would 

resemble the expanse in Genesis 1:6–8. Also, Qur ʾ an 21:32 states that there are signs 

(  ā y ā t ) in the heavens, which are elaborated in Qur ʾ an 21:33 to be the division ( khlq ) of 
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the night and day, and the sun and the moon. Th is would resemble the following verses 

in Genesis: 

   14  And God said, “Let there be lights in the vault of the sky to separate the day from 

the night, and let them serve as signs ( utut ) to mark sacred times, and days and 

years,  15  and let them be lights in the vault of the sky to give light on the earth.” And 

it was so. 16  God made two great lights—the greater light to govern the day and the 

lesser light to govern the night. He also made the stars.  17  God set them in the vault 

of the sky to give light on the earth,  18  to govern the day and the night, and to 

separate light from darkness. And God saw that it was good.  107    

 Genesis 1:14 talks about signs in the heavens using the Hebrew term “ utut ,” which 

is cognate to the Arabic “  ā y ā t ” mentioned in Qur ʾ an 21:32. Also, Genesis 1:14 states 

that these signs are used to count seasons ( mo ʿ  adim ), days, and years, which is the 

purpose of having night and day, and the sun and moon in Qur ʾ an 21:33. Genesis 1:16 

is explicit that God made two great lights in the heavens, the greater light to rule the 

day, which is the sun, and the lesser light to rule the night, which is the moon. Also, 

counting seasons uses the term “ mo ʿ  adim ,” which means appointed times, and is 

sometimes used for the times of festivals in the Hebrew Bible (e.g., Leviticus 23:4), 

which brings us to the “ ahilla ” (new moons) in Qur ʾ an 2:189 that are considered 

 maw ā q ī t  (appointed times) for  H.  ajj. Th e midrash is specifi c that these signs for 

knowing the “ mo ʿ  adim ” in Genesis 1:14 are references to the three pilgrimages 

mentioned in the Torah.  108   Th e midrash connects Genesis 1:14 with this verse in the 

Psalms:  109   “ 19  He made the moon to mark the seasons, and the sun knows when to go 

down.”  110   Textually, Qur ʾ an 21:30–35 show signifi cant intertextuality with Genesis 1. 

Th is brings us back to the water, which is found in Qur ʾ an 21:30 and Genesis 1:2. 

Similar to Genesis 1, which talks about the creation of the heavens and the earth in six 

days, the following Qur ʾ anic verse also states the creation of the heavens and the earth 

in six days and that the Th rone of God was on water, which may be similar to the Spirit 

of God hovering on the surface of the water in Genesis 1:2. “He it is Who created the 

heavens and the earth in six days, while His Th rone was upon the water, that He may 

try you as to which of you is most virtuous in deed. Yet if thou sayest, ‘Truly you shall 

be resurrected aft er death,’ the disbelievers will surely say, ‘Th is is naught but manifest 

sorcery!’   ”  111   

 Th e midrash states that the Spirit of God that hovered over the face of the waters in 

Genesis 1:2 is a reference to the Messiah.  112   According to Rashi’s (d. 1105  ce ) 

commentary on Genesis 1:2, he interprets the Spirit of God as the Th rone of Glory that 

was suspended in the air and hovered over the waters,  113   making further intertextuality 

between Genesis 1 and Qur ʾ an 11:7. However, since Rashi is a medieval Jewish scholar, 

he may or may not have been impacted by the Qur ʾ an. If there is intertextuality between 

the above verse and Genesis 1, then we can also see further intertextuality between the 

that verse and Qur ʾ an 21:30–35, in which both of these passages talk about death and 

life. Th ere is a possibility, therefore, that the water that makes every living thing alive in 

Qur ʾ an 21:30 is a reference to the Water of Life. When interpreting Genesis, the midrash 

states that the Th rone of Glory was among the fi rst things made, connecting it with 
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Psalm 93:2, and emphasizing the relationship between Qur ʾ an 21:30–35, Qur ʾ an 11:7, 

and Genesis 1.  114   However, there is further intertextuality that may be perceived: all the 

Qur ʾ anic passages that discuss the creation of the heavens and the earth in six days are 

allusions to Genesis. For example, consider the following passage: 

  Truly your Lord is God, Who created the heavens and the earth in six days, then 

mounted the Th rone. He causes the night to cover the day, which pursues it swift ly; 

and the sun, the moon, and the stars are made subservient by His Command ( bi- 

amrih ). Do not creation and command ( al- amr ) belong to Him? Blessed is God, 

Lord of the worlds ( al- ʿ   ā lam ī n )!  115    

 As in the previous passages, the establishment on the Th rone may be perceived as 

the Th rone of Glory, which might be the interpretation of the Spirit of God hovering 

over the waters in Genesis 1:2. Th e creation of the sun, moon, and stars in the above 

passage is in connection with Genesis 1:14. Also, another keyword in this passage is the 

term “ amrih ” and “ amr .” Th is might also be an allusion to the Spirit of God corresponding 

to the Qur ʾ anic defi nition of the Spirit, which is from the “ amr ” of God (i.e., Qur ʾ an 

17:85). Also, in Genesis, when it states that “God said,” it also uses the Hebrew term 

“ amr ” (e.g., Genesis 1:3, 1:6, 1:9, 1:11, 1:14, 1:20, 1:24, 1:26, 1:28, 1:29). 

 Th ere is also a possible connection between the above passage and Qur ʾ an 21:34 in 

the discussion of eternal life. Although the term “ al- ʿ   ā lam ī n ” is used many times in the 

Qur ʾ an and is assumed to denote the worlds,  116   the word may also suggest eternity and 

everlastingness.  117   Th e following Qur ʾ anic passages that also mention the creation of 

the heavens and the earth in six days may also be an allusion to Genesis. 

   3  Truly your Lord is God, Who created the heavens and the earth in six days, then 

mounted the Th rone, directing the aff air ( yudabbir al- amr ). Th ere is no intercessor, 

save by His Leave. Th at is God, your Lord; so worship Him! Will you not remember? 

 4  Unto Him is your return all together; God’s Promise is true. Verily He originates 

creation, then He brings it back, that He may recompense with justice those who 

believe and perform righteous deeds. As for the disbelievers, theirs shall be a drink 

of boiling liquid and a painful punishment for having disbelieved.  5  He it is Who 

made the sun a radiance, and the moon a light, and determined for it stations, that 

you might know the number of years and the reckoning [of time]. God did not 

create these, save in truth. He expounds the signs for a people who know.  6  Surely 

in the variation of the night and the day and whatsoever God has created in the 

heavens and on the earth are signs for a people who are reverent.  118    

 Th ese passages also have much intertextuality between them and Genesis. Qur ʾ an 

10:3 discusses the creation of the heavens and the earth in six days, which is in relation 

to Genesis 1, as the fi rst point of intertextuality. Th e establishment on the Th rone is 

likened to the establishment on the Th rone of Glory, which is the allusion of the Spirit 

of God hovering over the waters in Genesis 1:2, as a second point of intertextuality. 

Similar to the previous example, the use of the keyword “ amr ” is also an allusion to the 

Spirit of God, as a third point of intertextuality. 
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 Another keyword used in Qur ʾ an 10:3 is the term “ yudabbir ,” which would be the 

fourth point of intertextuality. Th e term “ dabar ” is polysemous with various meanings. 

According to  Lis ā n al- ʿ  arab , it means behind, back, or that which comes aft erward, and 

much of the Arabic meanings sprout from this defi nition.  119   It also means death or the 

plague,  120   as physical death typically comes aft erward. Th e term “ tadabbur ” means 

“ tafakkur ” as it comes aft er obtaining knowledge and then discerning and contemplating 

it.  121   Th e term “ yudabbir ” also means to talk and to speak.  122   It also means to write.  123   In 

Hebrew and Aramaic, it also means speech or word, as speech is to say words,  124   or 

pasture and wilderness.  125   A “ dibr ” or “ dabb ū r ” is a bee or a wasp,  126   and is possibly 

called that due to the stinger located on its back. In Hebrew, besides the above 

defi nitions of the root “ dabar ,” the term also means raft s or fl oats.  127   

 Th e term “ yudabbir al- amr ” in Qur ʾ an 10:3 has a multidimensional signifi cance in 

its intertextuality with Genesis and the Gospel of John.  128   Since the term “ yudabbir ” 

means to speak and the term “ amr ” means to speak and to command,  129   as Genesis 1 

shows plenteous times that God says commands using the term “ amr ,” then the term 

“ yudabbir al- amr ” may be an allusion to Genesis 1. Since the Qur ʾ an defi nes the Spirit 

with the term “ amr ” (i.e., Qur ʾ an 17:85) and the midrash defi nes the Spirit of God in 

Genesis as the Messiah,  130   then the term “ yudabbir al- amr ” in Qur ʾ an 10:3 might also 

be an allusion to the Messiah, especially since the Qur ʾ an also defi nes the Messiah as a 

Spirit from God (i.e., Qur ʾ an 4:171). Both the Qur ʾ an and the Gospel of John defi ne the 

Messiah as the Logos or the Word of God (e.g., Qur ʾ an 4:171, John 1:1). Another term 

for the Word is “ dabar .” Andreas K ö stenberger relates John’s Logos with the Hebrew 

Bible’s “ dbr .”  131   John Ronning suggests that the Johannine Logos might be related to 

the Aramaic term for word ( ma  ʾ  mara ), which shares the same root as “ amr ,” that are 

found in Jewish targums.  132   Th e term “ amr ” is sometimes rendered as “ logos ” in the 

Septuagint (e.g., Proverbs 1:2, Isaiah 41:26). In the Hebrew Bible, the term “ dbr ” is 

also sometimes used in the sense of commandments or regulations from God,  133   and 

is sometimes conjoined with the term “ amr ” (e.g., Psalm 147:15), which can also 

hold the same sense.  134   Th e Qur ʾ an typically uses “ amr ” in the sense of command. 

Exodus 20:1 uses both terms “ dbr ” and “ amr ,” when God reveals Itself and provides 

the Ten Commandments. 

 Th e Hebrew Bible sometimes uses the term “ dabar ” as a Word of God or a message 

from God (e.g., Judges 3:20, 1 Samuel 9:27, 1 Chronicles 17:3),  135   and the term in the 

Septuagint is sometimes also rendered as “ logos ” (e.g., Judges 3:20, 1 Chronicles 17:3). 

Th e term “ amr ” is also used as a vehicle for a message given by messenger(s) (e.g., 

Genesis 32:3–4, Judges 11:12–15).  136   As such, if the Qur ʾ an considers the Messiah as a 

Word of God, then perhaps the word ( dbr  or  amr ) is a message and therefore, the 

Messiah might be the message (word) from God calling Jesus a “ ras ū l Allah ” (messenger 

of God) (i.e., Qur ʾ an 4:171). It might be understood that as the Word ( dbr  or  amr ) of 

God, the Messiah is both the message and the messenger. As such, textually, the Qur ʾ an 

calling the Messiah a messenger of God ( ras ū l Allah ) should not be seen as a derogatory 

term opposing any Christian Christology. 

 Etymologically, the term “ amr ” might mean to be bright, to make visible, to see, or 

to inform.  137   In Ugaritic, it means to see or to make visible, which has similar meanings 

in Akkadian and Ethiopic.  138   Th is suggests that this etymology is perhaps ancient, as it 



Th e Incarnation and the Water of Life 133

crosses over diff erent Semitic languages geographically. Th e Arabic term “ am ā rah ,” 

meaning sign,  139   would possibly descend from such an etymology. Genesis 1 shows the 

use of “ amr ” many times to bring into existence many things, as discussed earlier, and 

then calls some of these things, “ utut ” (signs), which is cognate to “  ā y ā t ” that the Qur ʾ an 

uses. Perhaps the “ amr ” of God is understood as a sign (  ā yah ). Perhaps, it is God 

making things visible or known. Th e  TDOT  discusses scholars considering speaking 

( amr ) to be etymologically connected to making thoughts visible.  140   

 Th ere are many forms of intertextual parallelism that can be obtained between the 

fi rst chapter of Genesis and the fi rst chapter of the Gospel of John, as discussed 

earlier.  141   Th e fi rst one is how John starts his Gospel by adopting the same phraseology 

as Genesis with, “In the beginning,” which is “ en arch ē  ,” the same used in the Septuagint 

translation of Genesis. However, to add into this intertextuality, the Gospel of 

John states that everything was made through the Word (i.e., John 1:3). According to 

Genesis 1, every time God made something, it uses the term “ amr .” If the Word is 

“ dabar ” and the Qur ʾ an uses the term “ yudabbir al- amr ,” then the Qur ʾ an might be 

alluding to the Messiah as the “ dabar ” (Word), which is the “ amr ” stated in Genesis 1. 

As such, everything was made through the word in Genesis attesting to John 1:3. 

Also, in the midrashic interpretation of Genesis 1:3, it states that the heavens were 

made through a word ( dabar ), citing this verse from the Psalms:  142   “ 6  By the word 

( debar ) of the Lord the heavens were made, and by the breath ( rua h.   ) of His mouth 

their entire host.”  143   

 As the midrash cites this verse in its interpretation to Genesis 1:3, it is worth noting 

the intertextuality between the term for breath and Spirit ( rua h.   ) in Genesis 1:2. Th e 

entire host of the heavens in Psalm 33:6 would be their luminaries, such as the sun, 

moon, and stars in Genesis 1:14. Th erefore, since Psalm 33:6 equates the word ( dabar ) 

with the Spirit ( rua h.   ), and since the midrash equates the Spirit of God with the 

Messiah,  144   then the Messiah is the Word ( dabar ), and that word is the “ amr ” in Genesis 

1, in which everything was made through. According to Genesis 1:3, the word that is 

uttered is “ yhy ,” which means “be.” According to Exodus 3:14, God identifi es Itself with 

the term “be” in the following passage. “ 14  God said ( yo ʾ mer ) to Moses, ‘I am who I am 

( ehyeh asher ehyeh ).’ And He said ( yo ʾ mer ), ‘Say ( to ʾ mar ) this to the people of Israel: 

“I am ( ehyeh ) has sent me to you.”   ’   ”  145   

 Th e name of God is further explicated in Exodus as Yahweh in the following passage: 

“ 2  God spoke ( yedabbir ) to Moses and said ( yo ʾ mer ) to him, ‘I am ( yhwh ).  3  I appeared 

to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob, as God Almighty, but by my name ( yhwh ) I did not 

make myself known to them.’   ”  146   

 Genesis 1:3 states that God “said” using the term “ amr .” Th e fi rst thing said is the 

word “ yhy .” God identifi es Itself as the term “ ehyeh ” in Exodus 3:14 and as Yahweh in 

Exodus 6:2–3. Hence, God identifi es Itself with the fi rst word It says ( amr ) in Genesis. 

Th erefore, linking Psalm 33:6 with Genesis 1:3, the fi rst word ( debar ) that comes out of 

God’s breath (or Spirit) ( rua h.   ) is “ yhy ,” which is in itself identifi ed as God, according to 

Exodus. As such, John identifi es the Word ( dabar ) that God says ( amr ) as “ yhy ,” which 

in itself is the name of God, “ ehyeh ” or Yahweh, and that according to Genesis, God 

made everything through it. Perhaps with such interpretation and logical thinking by 

John, he states the following: 
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   1  In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was 

God. 2  He was in the beginning with God.  3  All things were made through him, and 

without him was not any thing made that was made.  4  In him was life, and the life 

was the light of men.  5  Th e light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not 

overcome it.  147    

 John starts his Gospel introducing the Messiah by interpreting Genesis. Genesis 1:2 

states that darkness was over the face of the deep, which the midrash interprets as Hell 

or the realm of the dead, as discussed earlier. According to Genesis 1:3, the darkness 

was overcome when God said, “Let there be light.” Th e midrash suggests that the light 

in Genesis 1:3 is a reference to the Messianic age.  148   As such, John 1:5 speaks of the light 

from Genesis 1:3 to overcome the darkness from Genesis 1:2. Th e darkness is also 

death, according to the midrash. Hence, as John contrasts the light with the darkness 

(i.e., John 1:5), so he is identifying the light specifi cally as life (i.e., John 1:4) to contrast 

it with death- like darkness. Th is brings us back to the Qur ʾ anic passage that started all 

this. Th e water in Qur ʾ an 21:30 has been argued earlier to be the Water of Life. As such, 

it confi rms its own intertextuality not only with Genesis, but also with the Gospel of 

John, who is explicit in defi ning the light with life.  149   

 We have seen the extent of intertextuality between “ yudabbir al- amr ” in Qur ʾ an 10:3 

with other passages of the Qur ʾ an that discuss the creation of the heavens and the earth 

in six days, as well as between it and the Hebrew Bible and the Gospel of John. In this 

analysis, it has been identifi ed that “ dabar ” is the Word in John. Th ere are other passages 

in the Qur ʾ an that would support this argument. It has been argued that the Word in 

John is the Hebrew term “ yhy ,” which is from its root “ h y h .” Th e Qur ʾ an says the 

following about the term to “be,” and its process in God’s command ( amr ): “ 116  And they 

say, ‘God has taken a child ( walad ā  ).’ Glory be to Him! Rather, unto Him belongs 

whatsoever is in the heavens and on the earth. All are devoutly obedient to Him,  117  the 

Originator of the heavens and the earth. When He decrees a thing, He only says to it, 

‘Be!’ and it is ( kun fa- yak ū n )”.  150   

 Th e above passages refer to the Messiah in that he is not begotten ( walad ) of God. 

To contrast it, Qur ʾ an 2:117 talks about the primal origin of the heavens and the earth, 

making its allusion to the creation story in Genesis. It continues stating that the process 

of such origin is God’s command ( amr ), which as described earlier is related to the 

Spirit (i.e., Qur ʾ an 17:85) and to the creation story in Genesis, where the midrash 

defi nes the Spirit of God as the Messiah. Qur ʾ an 2:117 continues to identify this “ amr ” 

with the term to “be” ( kn ). Th is makes the Qur ʾ an identifi cation of the commanding 

word of creation ( yudabbir al- amr ) with “ kn ,” which is similar to John’s interpretation 

that the Word is “ yhy ,” as argued earlier. Here the Qur ʾ an is attempting to distinguish 

between begotten from “ takw ī n ” and begotten from “ tawl ī d .” It denies that the Messiah 

“ tawallad ,” but instead confi rms that he is “ takawwan ,” which could still mean begotten: 

  She said, “My Lord, how shall I have a child ( walad ) while no fl esh [human] 

( bashar ) being has touched me?” He said, “Th us does God create whatsoever He 

will.” When He decrees a thing ( amran ), He only says to it, “Be!” and it is ( kun fa- 

yak ū n )!  151   
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  59  Truly the likeness of Jesus in the sight of God is that of Adam; He created him 

from dust, then said to him, “Be!” and he is  152   ( kun fa- yak ū n ).  60  Th e truth ( al- h.  aqq ) 

is from thy Lord; so be not among the doubters.  153    

 Th e above passages are in the same chapter and in an apparently similar context of 

introducing Jesus Christ. Similar to Qur ʾ an 2:116–117, the above passages identify 

Jesus with the word “ kn .” Another interesting keyword in Qur ʾ an 3:60 is the use of the 

term “ al- h.  aqq .” “He it is Who created the heavens and the earth in truth ( bil- h.  aqq ); and 

on the day He says ‘Be!’ and it is ( kun fa- yak ū n ), His Word is the Truth ( al- h.  aqq ). And 

sovereignty is His on the Day when the trumpet is blown ( yunfakhu ), Knower of the 

Unseen and the seen; and He is the Wise, the Aware.”  154   

 Th e above passage is also related to Genesis, as it discusses the creation of the 

heavens and the earth through the word “ kn .” Similar to Qur ʾ an 3:60, it identifi es this 

word or speech as the truth ( al- h.  aqq ). Th is may be seen to go in parallel with John 1:17, 

which states that the Law was given through Moses; grace and truth came through 

Jesus Christ.  155   It relates the Messiah with truth. John 14:6 further identifi es Jesus as the 

truth and the life. Th e  Mishnah  links “In the beginning God created” in Genesis 1:1 

with this verse in the Psalms:  156   “Th e sum of Your word ( dabar ) is truth, and every one 

of your righteous rules endures forever.”  157   

 Here, the Psalm defi nes the Word ( dabar ) of God as truth. Another term to note in 

Qur ʾ an 6:73 is “ yunfakh ,” which is also used for the Spirit of God (e.g., Qur ʾ an 15:29, 

21:91, 32:9, 38:72, 66:12). Th is might be an allusion to the Spirit of God in Genesis 1:2 

and the Messiah. A diff erent passage in the Qur ʾ an also brings these keywords together: 

“ 34  Th at is Jesus son of Mary—a statement of the truth ( al- h.  aqq ), which they doubt.  35  

It is not for God to take a child ( walad ). Glory be to Him! When He decrees a thing, He 

only says to it, ‘Be!’ and it is ( kun fa- yak ū n ).”  158   

 Th e above passages identify Jesus with the word of truth. Classical exegetes 

( mufassir ū n ) provide two opinions on what the truth refers to, as some suggest that 

Jesus is himself the truth, while others opine that the statement made about Jesus is the 

truth.  159   If the Qur ʾ an portrays that Jesus is the word of truth, it would be similar to 

John’s declaration that Jesus is truth and life (i.e., John 14:6). Th e Qur ʾ an continues by 

denying that God begets using the term “ walad  ” and instead affi  rms that God says the 

commanding ( amr ) word “ kn ” to generate, moving in parallel with the previous 

Qur ʾ anic passages. 

 Th e Qur ʾ anic passages discussed that state “ kun fa- yak ū n ” are related to Jesus and 

the Messiah support the argument that the Qur ʾ an interprets John’s defi nition of the 

Word as “be” ( kn ) (i.e., Qur ʾ an 2:116–117, 3:47, 3:59–60, 19:34–35) with an indirect 

reference to the Messiah in Qur ʾ an 6:73. Th e other Qur ʾ anic references to the term “ kun 

fa- yak ū n ” are references to resurrection, or in other words on the occasion of life and 

death. As discussed earlier, this may also be an allusion to John’s reference of the 

Messiah (i.e., John 1:4–5), while interpreting Genesis 1:2–3. For example, the following 

Qur ʾ anic references may also be of the Word: 

   38  And they swear by God their most solemn oaths [that] God will not resurrect 

those who die. Nay, but it is a promise binding (  h.  aqqan ) upon Him, though most 
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of humankind  160   know not.  39  [Th is is so] that He might make clear unto them that 

wherein they diff ered, and that those who disbelieved might know that truly they 

were liars.  40  And Our Word unto a thing, when We desire it, is only to say to it, 

“Be!” and it is ( kun fa- yak ū n ).  161    

 Th is passage uses the keyword “  h.  aqq ,” which, as discussed earlier, may be a reference 

to the Messiah or to the word “ kn ” (be) complementing its use in Qur ʾ an 3:59–60, 6:73 

and 19:34–35. However, since the above passages discuss resurrection, then it would 

also complement Qur ʾ an 21:34–35, as well as the interpretation of darkness in Genesis 

1:2 by the midrash and the interpretation of Genesis 1:2–3 by John in his Gospel (i.e., 

John 1:4–5). Th e other passage in the Qur ʾ an that uses the term “ kun fa- yak ū n ” is the 

following. “He it is Who gives life and causes death. So when He decrees a thing 

( amran ), He only says to it, ‘Be!’ and it is ( kun fa- yak ū n ).”  162   

 Like the one before, this passage also discusses life and death, while implying that 

God can give life and death through the keywords “ amr ,” which is related to the Spirit, 

and the commanding word “ kn .” As such, this might suggest that the water in Qur ʾ an 

21:30 is an actual reference to the Water of Life that resurrects a dead soul (and not 

necessarily fl esh). Hereby, the intertextuality between the Qur ʾ an, the Hebrew Bible, 

and the Gospel of John gives much of the interpretation of Genesis 1 and John 1 done 

by the Qur ʾ an.       
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 Allegorical Interpretation            

  Th is chapter extensively uses the methodology of intertextual polysemy to identify 

inner-Qur ʾ anic allusions. It is a working example of the extent of allegory that can be 

found in the Qur ʾ an. Allegory, here, is defi ned as a narrative with parallels using 

fi gurative and symbolic language as in metaphors to convey a teaching. In the context 

of the example in the chapter, allegory is a device to convey a moral and spiritual 

teaching. 

 Given Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind and his capacity to create metaphors and double 

meanings, while mastering the art of symbolism, we must seek further to understand 

inner-Qur ʾ anic allusions along with the double meanings that Mu h.  ammad might have 

intended. An allegory can be considered as an extended metaphor,  1   and as such, those 

capable of creating metaphor may also be able to create allegory. It is through the 

meanings of the root terms, their polysemy and morphologies, and by intertextualizing 

these terms within the Qur ʾ an, that an allegorical interpretation may be found.  

   Forbidding usury ( rib ā  )  2    

 In the current age of globalization, world economies have intermingled. Th e downturn 

of an economy in any part of the world results in a domino eff ect, aff ecting many 

sectors and societies worldwide. Within the context of this global economy emerge two 

main branches of banking systems, conventional banking and Islamic banking.  3   

Conventional banking is based on the adoption of an ancient method of lending and 

handling money with interest. Th is ancient method was transformed into a systematic 

method, shaping modern banking.  4   

 Islamic banking is based on the notion of forbidding the use of usury ( rib ā  ). Instead, 

Islamic banking seeks methodologies that would coincide with conventional banking 

as long as it continues to be based within the framework of Shar ī  ʿ ah principles. 

Nonetheless, as those methods of banking fi nd themselves sometimes at odds with 

each other and competing to do business in a global economy, many researchers, 

bankers, and theologians have attempted to fi nd ways for those two systems of banking 

to work coherently together within the global economy and to be as competitive with 

each other.  5   

 However, as theologians, bankers, and researchers have delved into fi nding methods 

to make the two banking systems work together in the modern age, they have immersed 

137
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themselves in the methods of Islamic banking and answering the question “how.” In 

reality, one must try to answer the question “why” are such rulings part of Islamic 

Shar ī  ʿ ah beyond the context of morality? In other words, what was Mu h.  ammad’s intent 

in making such laws presented in the Qur ʾ an, knowing his creative capacity in using 

Arabic words, as seen from the previous examples? Many theologians and researchers, 

when asked the reasons behind the Islamic method of banking, try to answer the 

question on the basis of ethics and philosophy.  6   Th ey imply that the conventional 

method is unethical, which is a controversial statement to generalize all conventional 

fi nancial institutions.  7   

 Many jurists fi nd the prohibition of usury ( rib ā  ) is mainly due to its exploitive 

nature.  8   However, when faced with questions of opportunity loss and infl ation, their 

answer goes into morality and ethics of fi nance. Traditional scholars reason that the 

purpose for the prohibition is that it seeks the greater good of the community.  9   Siddiqi 

considers the purpose of the Shar ī  ʿ ah ( maq ā  s.  id al-Shar ī  ʿ  ah ) on the issue of usury ( rib ā  ) 

as Ibn al-Qayyim explains it: preserving people’s rights, saving them from harm, and 

ensuring the welfare of society.  10   

 However, the end- user, whether they opt to use a conventional method of banking 

for their fi nances or the Islamic method, faces similar frustrations. It does not matter 

what people call it, with diff erent names, the actual fi nancial obligations and 

implications experienced by the end- user do not diff er much between the systems. Th e 

majority of Islamic banking customers choose this method solely for the purpose of 

consciousness toward religious obligations, but they are otherwise ignorant of Islamic 

fi nancing methods.  11   Although Islamic banking allows defaulting due to poverty, the 

fi nancial institution in such cases may retain the control of assets except in certain 

extreme circumstances of distress (i.e., Qur ʾ an 2:280). Nonetheless, conventional 

banking also allows the same through a legal procedure of bankruptcy or bankruptcy 

protection. Although the methodology may seem dissimilar, the end result usually 

requires foreclosure of the asset.  12   Although the end- user may not feel the diff erence 

between the services provided by Islamic banking and conventional banking, the main 

diff erences between the two lay in the investment opportunities taken. Islamic banking 

does not allow the banks to participate in risk trading activities. Hence, the diff erence 

is found in the investment operations of the banks, while the end- user may not feel any 

diff erence in the services provided.  13   

 Today, and due to the ignorance of the majority of customers and bankers, Islamic 

banking has become more of a brand name and less of what the essence of 

Islamic banking is supposed to be. Th is chapter attempts to dive deep into Mu h.  ammad’s 

psyche through the method of intertextual polysemy to understand the inner-Qur ʾ anic 

allusions that Mu h.  ammad might have intended.  

   Defi nitions of  rib ā   and   h.  ar ā m   

 Th e root of the word ( rib ā  ) means to increase, to grow in size, and to raise (especially 

children as in  tarbiyah ).  14   It also means interest or a usurer.  15   Also, it means magnanimity, 

greatness,  16   or a hill (raised ground).  17   Th e terms “ rby ” and “ rbb ” may have more than 
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just wordplay in their meanings.  18   As “ rby ” means to increase or to be great, “ rbb ” also 

means abundance, multitude, someone who is of a high (great) status, or rabbi, which 

is a teacher who raises ( yurabbi ) students.  19   Also, it means a master, a lord (or the 

Lord).  20   Since the roots “ r b y ” and “ r b b ” both hold meanings of increase, abundance, 

or greatness, then there is perhaps a relationship between them through their meaning. 

From a diff erent root, but with transposed letters, the word “ ryb ” means to doubt or to 

bring a case against someone.  21   Nonetheless, as discussed under methodology, this 

relationship between words with transposed letters would not be found very oft en in 

the allusions. 

 In the Islamic context, the usage of the word “  h.  al ā l ” has become to mean permitted, 

while the usage of the word “  h.  ar ā m ” has become to mean forbidden. It is very 

important to understand the meanings of these words from a linguistic point of view. 

Linguistically, “  h.  ar ā m ” means sacred,  22   just like the Sacred Mosque ( al-Masjid al-

 h.  ar ā m ). Also, as pilgrims wear the “ i h.  r ā m ,” they enter into a sacred state. However, 

“  h.  al ā l ” means profane, or simply something that is not sacred.  23   An occupation is called 

“ i h.  til ā l ” from the same root, as it is considered a desecration. Th e Qur ʾ an forbids “ rib ā  ,” 

and specifi cally, eating ( akl ) “ rib ā  .” Th e Qur ʾ an in another verse uses the root of the 

word “ rib ā  ” (as a hill), when discussing money matters alongside with a root for eating, 

and increase: “And the parable of those who spend ( yunfi q ū n ) their wealth ( amw ā lahum ) 

seeking God’s Good Pleasure, and out of a confi rmation in their souls, is that of a 

garden upon a hill ( rabwa ): a downpour strikes it, and brings forth its fruit twofold. 

And if a downpour strikes it not, then a soft  rain. And God sees whatsoever you do.”  24   

 Th is verse is compared with the verses that forbid “ rib ā  ,” specifi cally through the 

keywords of the roots “ n f q ,” “ a k l ,” and “ r b y ”: 

   274  Th ose who spend ( yunfi q ū n ) their wealth by night and by day, secretly and 

openly, shall have their reward with their Lord ( rabbihim ). No fear shall come 

upon them, nor shall they grieve.  275  Th ose who devour ( ya ʾ  kul ū n ) usury ( al- rib ā  ) 

shall not rise except as one rises who is felled by the touch of Satan. Th at is because 

they say, “Sale ( al- bay ʿ   )  25  are simply like usury ( al- rib ā  ),” though God has permitted 

( a h.  all ) sale ( al- bay ʿ   ) and forbidden (  h.  arram ) usury ( al- rib ā  ). One who, aft er 

receiving counsel from his Lord ( rabbih ), desists shall have what is past and his 

aff air goes to God. And as for those who go back, they are the inhabitants of the 

Fire, abiding therein.  276  God blights ( yam h.  aq ) usury ( al- rib ā  ) and causes acts of 

charity to grow ( yurb ī  ). And God loves not any sinful ingrate.  277  Truly those who 

believe, perform righteous deeds, maintain the prayer, and give the alms shall have 

their reward with their Lord ( rabbihim ). No fear shall come upon them, nor shall 

they grieve.  278  O you who believe! Reverence God, and leave ( dhar ū  ) what remains 

( baqiya ) of usury ( al- rib ā  ), if you are believers.  279  And if you do not, then take 

notice of a war from God and His Messenger. If you repent, you shall have the 

principal of your wealth, and you shall neither wrong nor be wronged.  26    

 Th e usage in the verses above for people not fearing and not grieving ( l ā  khawfun 

 ʿ  alayhim wa- l ā  hum ya h.  zan ū n ) is a statement that is found several times in other verses 
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in the Qur ʾ an, including many times about people who spend ( yunfi q ū n ) their money 

for the sake of God (e.g., Qur ʾ an 2:112, 2:262). 

 Other verses also forbid eating ( akl ) “ rib ā  ” (i.e., Qur ʾ an 3:130, 4:161). In Qur ʾ an 

3:130, “ rib ā  ” is forbidden to be doubled doubled ( a d.  ʿ   ā fan mu d.   ā  ʿ  afa ). Interestingly the 

root of the word “  d.  a ʿ   ī f   ” not only means to double, but also means weakness (e.g., 

Qur ʾ an 2:161, 9:91, 14:21, 30:54, 40:47).  27   In another verse, the Qur ʾ an shows that the 

real doubling are those who spend for the cause of God and give alms; they are the ones 

whose rewards are truly doubled (i.e., Qur ʾ an 30:39): “Th at which you give in usury, 

that it might increase ( rib ā  liyarbuwa ) through other people’s wealth, does not increase 

( yarb ū  ) with God. But that which you give in alms, desiring the Face of God—it is they 

who receive a manifold increase ( al- mu d.  ʿ  if ū n ).”  28   

 Th is verse emphasizes that it is not even lending money without interest that gets 

multiplied (or rewarded) with God, but specifi cally giving alms and charity, since in 

giving alms and charity, the money is not lent, but is given freely without expecting 

even the capital to be repaid. Th e same reasoning also exists in Christianity against 

usury ( rib ā  ) or lending for repayment in general:  29   

   34  And if you lend to those from whom you expect repayment, what credit is that 

to you? Even sinners lend to sinners, expecting to be repaid in full.  35  But love your 

enemies, do good to them, and lend to them without expecting to get anything 

back. Th en your reward will be great, and you will be children of the Most High, 

because He is kind to the ungrateful and wicked.  30    

 Analyzing verses Qur ʾ an 2:274–279 shows that there is a diff erence between “ rib ā  ” 

and sale ( bay ʿ   ). To understand what is “ rib ā  ,” sale ( bay ʿ   ) must also be understood. “ Bay ʿ    ” 

does not really mean trade. Trade is “ tij ā rah ,” and the Qur ʾ an uses both words together 

in one verse implying that they are not necessarily synonymous (i.e., Qur ʾ an 24:37). 

Also interestingly as the Qur ʾ an asks to give up ( dhar ū  ) what remains of “ rib ā  ” (i.e., 

Qur ʾ an 2:278) in the same manner it asks to give up ( dhar ū  ) sale ( bay ʿ   ), when prayer on 

Friday is called (i.e., Qur ʾ an 62:9). 

 “ Bay ʿ   ” also means to attest, to delay, and to rejoice.  31   Th e root of the word also 

means to give allegiance ( bay ʿ  ah ), as those who gave allegiance to the Prophet and 

to God (i.e., Qur ʾ an 48:10, 48:18). “ Bay ʿ   ” is not trade, but more specifi cally sale, 

although it may sometimes mean buying; they are generally taken as opposites.  32   

Buying is “ shir ā  ʾ   ,” while “ bay ʿ   ” is sale and the action of both is called “ tij ā rah ” (trade), 

which is an action of both buying and selling.  33   It is noteworthy that the Qur ʾ an 

specifi cally permits sale with “ bay ʿ   ” and does not use the term for trade ( tij ā rah ) when 

forbidding usury ( rib ā  ).  

   God’s business deal  

 Th e Qur ʾ an does not allow “ rib ā  ,” but allows specifi cally sale ( bay ʿ   ). Th e Qur ʾ an uses the 

word for sale ( bay ʿ   ) and not trade as “  h.  al ā l ,” because sale is not sacred or divine. In 

Mu h.  ammad’s allegorical usage of words, God does not sell. It is people who sell 
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themselves to God. God is the buyer, Who buys the souls of the believers who sell their 

souls to God, as according to the following Qur ʾ anic passage: 

  Truly God has purchased ( ishtara ) from the believers their souls and their wealth 

in exchange for the Garden being theirs. Th ey fi ght in the way of God, slaying and 

being slain. [It is] a promise binding upon Him in the Torah, the Gospel, and the 

Quran. And who is truer to His pact than God? So rejoice in the sale ( bi- bay ʿ  ikum )  34   

you have sold ( b ā ya ʿ  tum ). Th at indeed is the great triumph.  35    

 Since God is the buyer, the Qur ʾ an uses the word “  h.  al ā l ” specifi cally for sale ( bay ʿ    ) 

and neither for trade nor purchase. Since God never sells, but lends and buys, then it is 

only sale that is “  h.  al ā l ,” meaning not sacred. 

 Hence, in Mu h.  ammad’s perhaps linguistic creativity, the Qur ʾ an portrays that those 

who give allegiance ( bay ʿ  ah ) to God have sold themselves to God (i.e., Qur ʾ an 9:111, 

48:10, 48:18). Since they sell themselves to God, He provides them with doubles of 

doubles of what they have bargained for (i.e., Qur ʾ an 2:276). For that reason, when God 

fulfi lls the duty of the souls of the people whom He purchased, they are given their 

right in full (i.e., Qur ʾ an 2:281). 

 To understand it from the Qur ʾ anic context according to Mu h.  ammad’s assumed 

psyche, people are not the owners of their souls, but God owns them. When is “ rib ā  ” in 

the picture? It occurs when people take loans for a period of time. Hence, immediately 

aft er the Qur ʾ an steadfastly talks about “ rib ā  ” being sacred that only God is allowed to 

do, it discusses loans ( dayn ) in a verse known to be the longest verse in the Qur ʾ an (i.e., 

Qur ʾ an 2:282). Being the longest verse in the Qur ʾ an may also provide it with some 

signifi cance. Since loans are given for a period of time and then are repaid, perhaps 

Mu h.  ammad had in mind to keep it a very long verse, because the period of time needs 

to be long giving extensions to the borrower. 

 In this verse, the Qur ʾ an uses the words if you loan a loan (or judged a judgment) 

( tad ā yantum bidayn ) for a period of time ( ila ajalin musamm ā  ), then it needs to be 

written in a book (or contract). Th e phrase “ ila ajalin musamm ā  ” is found in the Qur ʾ an 

plenty of times. Each person’s soul is given also for a period of time ( ajalin musamm ā  ) 

(i.e., Qur ʾ an 30:8, 35:45, 39:42, 40:67–68, 42:14–15, 71:4): “that He may forgive you 

some of your sins and grant you reprieve until a term appointed ( ila ajalin musamm ā  ). 

Truly when the term ( ajal  ) of God comes, it will not be delayed, if you but knew.”  36   

 Th erefore, people take a loan ( dayn ) from God by taking their souls for a period of 

time ( ila ajalin musamm ā  ). Consequently, souls are loaned from God, as people are not 

the owners. People need to sell ( bay ʿ   ) it back to God before the period of time comes, 

so that people gain the necessary interest ( rib ā  ) on the loan ( dayn ) (i.e., Qur ʾ an 2:276). 

Perhaps in Mu h.  ammad’s symbolic usage of polysemous terms, the day the loan ( dayn ) 

is given back to God ( al-Dayy ā n ) is  Yawm al-D ī n  (Judgment Day), because the word 

for “ dayn ” and “ d ī n ” share the same root word. It could mean religion, but it truly 

means judgment, similar to “ qa d.  a .”  37   Hence, when the soul is taken for a period of 

time ( ila ajalin musamm ā  ), the word “ qa d.  a ” sometimes is found nearby in the Qur ʾ an 

(e.g., Qur ʾ an 39:42, 40:67–68, 42:14). When the Qur ʾ an discusses the Day of Judgment 

( Yawm al-D ī n ) and the explanation of what  Yawm al-D ī n  is, it specifi es that souls are 
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not owned by the selves, but it is God Who is the owner, and therefore it is to be 

understood that it is the day this debt (the soul) is repaid. 

 “ 17  And what will apprise thee of the Day of Judgment ( Yawm al-D ī n )?  18  Th en 

what will apprise thee of the Day of Judgment ( Yawm al-D ī n )?  19  A day when no 

soul will avail another soul in any way, and the Command that Day is God’s.”  38   

 Th e Day of Judgment ( Yawm al-D ī n ) is also called by the Qur ʾ an the Day of 

Reckoning ( Yawm al- h.  is ā b ). Th e word “  h.  is ā b ” means accounting, as it is the day the 

soul is accounted for. It is when the soul’s fi nal account and debt is settled (i.e., Qur ʾ an 

21:48). Deconstructing Mu h.  ammad’s mind needs to be further investigated to 

understand the verse of the loan ( dayn ): 

  O you who believe! When you contract a debt ( tad ā yantum bidayn ) with one 

another for a term appointed ( ila ajalin musamm ā  ), write it down (  fa- ktub ū h ). 

And let a scribe ( k ā tib ) write ( liyaktub ) between you justly ( bil- ʿ  adl ), and let not 

any scribe ( k ā tib ) refuse to write ( yaktub ) as God taught him (  ʿ  allamahu ). So let 

him write ( fa- liyaktub ), and let the debtor dictate, and let him reverence God his 

Lord ( rabbah ), and diminish nothing from it. And if the debtor is feeble- minded or 

is weak, or is unable to dictate himself, then let his guardian dictate justly ( bil- ʿ  adl  ). 

And call to witness two witnesses from among your men, and if there are not two 

men, then a man and two women from among those whom you approve as 

witnesses, so that if one of the two errs, the other can remind her. Let not the 

witnesses refuse when they are called, and be not averse to write it down 

( taktub ū hu ), small or great, with its term ( ila ajalih ). Th at is more equitable with 

God, more sure for the testimony, and more likely to keep you from doubt ( tart ā b ū  ). 

Unless it is trade ( tij ā rah ) of present goods that you transact between yourselves: 

then there is no blame upon you not to write it ( taktub ū h ā  ). And take witnesses 

when you sell between yourselves ( tab ā ya ʿ  tum ).  39   And let neither scribe ( k ā tib ) nor 

witness be harmed. Were you to do that, it would be iniquitous of you. And 

reverence God. God teaches you, and God is Knower of all things.  40    

 Th e keywords (i.e.,  dyn ,  ajl ,  musamm ā  ,  ktb ,  rbb ,   ʿ  adl , and  ryb ) in this verse need to be 

compared with the following verses. Th e verse above appears to discuss commercial 

transactions and contracts that need to be written down in a book. Th e verses below 

use the same keywords, in which the Qur ʾ an is being described as the Book. Hence, 

Mu h.  ammad might be alluding to the fact that the Qur ʾ an is the commercial transaction 

between God and souls. 

   13  He has prescribed for you as religion (debt) ( al- d ī n ) that which He enjoined upon 

Noah, and that which We revealed unto thee, and that which We enjoined upon 

Abraham, Moses, and Jesus, that you uphold religion (debt) ( al- d ī n ) and not become 

divided therein. Grievous for the idolaters is that to which thou callest them. God 

chooses for Himself whomsoever He will and guides unto Himself whosoever turns 

in repentance.  14  Th ey did not become divided till aft er knowledge had come unto 
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them, out of envy ( baghyan ) among themselves. And were it not for a Word that had 

preceded from thy Lord ( rabbika ) unto a term appointed ( ila ajalin musamm ā  ), 

judgment ( laqu d.  iya ) would have been made between them. Yet truly those who 

were bequeathed the Book ( al- kit ā b ) aft er them are indeed confounded by doubt 

( mur ī b ) regarding it.  15  Th erefore, summon ( fad ʿ   ū  ), and stand fi rm as thou hast been 

commanded. Follow not their caprices, and say, “I believe in that which God has sent 

down as a Book ( kit ā b ), and I have been commanded to establish justice ( li- a ʿ  dila ) 

among you. God is our Lord and your Lord ( rabbuna wa rabbukum ). Unto us our 

deeds, and unto you your deeds; there is no argument between us and you. God will 

gather us together ( yajma ʿ  u ) and unto Him is the journey’s end.”  41    

 Th ese verses are then also compared with the following using the keywords (i.e., 

 bghy ,  rbb , and  q d.  y ): “And We gave them clear proofs from the Command. And they 

diff ered not till aft er knowledge had come unto them, out of envy ( baghyan ) among 

themselves. Th y Lord ( rabbaka ) will surely judge ( yaq d.   ī   ) between them on the Day of 

Resurrection regarding that wherein they used to diff er.”  42   

 In the verse of  dayn , the Qur ʾ an emphasizes that any loan taken for a period of time 

( ila ajalin musamm ā  ) has to be written in a book (or contract) by someone faithful 

( bil- ʿ  adl  ). In Qur ʾ an 42:14–15, the verses specify that a Word from God is brought 

down for a period of time ( ila ajalin musamm ā  ) to judge ( qa d.  a ) matters between them 

and that the Book brought by God is believed by someone commanded to be faithful 

and just ( li- a ʿ  dila ). Th e similarities are interesting. In Qur ʾ an 42:15, it says that God will 

bring people together ( yajma ʿ  u ), which shares its root word with Friday ( al-Jumu ʿ  a ). 

Th e Qur ʾ an forbids selling when the call for prayer on Friday ( al-Jumu ʿ  a ) is made, until 

it is fulfi lled (or judged) ( qu d.  iyat ) as in “ qa d.  a ” (i.e., Qur ʾ an 62:9–11). 

 In the verse of  dayn , the Qur ʾ an seems to be talking about commercial contracts as 

a metaphor ( tashb ī h ) and a similitude to the transaction that God makes with the souls. 

If we look at the usage of precise terminologies, the verses seem to allude to each other. 

As the Qur ʾ an commands that a book is written in such transactions, God has made 

covenants with people by revealing to them a book ( kit ā b ), according to the Qur ʾ an. 

Also, the reason that the verse of  dayn  emphasizes having a book is that people may 

forget or have doubts ( tart ā b ū  ). In Qur ʾ an 42:14, it states that those who inherited the 

Book ( al- kit ā b ) have become suspicious with doubts ( mur ī b ); which the Qur ʾ an many 

times reject that there is any doubt in the Book (i.e., Qur ʾ an 2:2, 10:37, 32:2). 

 According to the Qur ʾ an, people can make commercial transactions at any time 

except during the call of prayer for Friday ( al-Jumu ʿ  a ). Hence, allegorically, when it is 

time for God to judge the people on that which they are in dispute, there is no selling 

( bay ʿ   ), for that is the Day of Judgment ( Yawm al-D ī n ), the day that the loan ( dayn ) is 

returned back to God. It is that Day, according to the Qur ʾ an, that is called the Day of 

the Gathering ( Yawma al-Jam ʿ   ), which there is no doubt about ( la rayb ) (i.e., Qur ʾ an 

3:9, 3:25, 4:87, 6:12, 18:21, 22:7, 40:59, 42:7, 45:26, 45:32):   “Our Lord ( rabban ā  ), Th ou art 

the Gatherer (  j ā mi ʿ    ) of humankind  43   unto a Day about which there is no doubt ( la 

rayb ). Truly God will not fail the tryst.”  44   

 Also, in the verse of  dayn , it talks about the scribe to write as God taught him to 

write, and that God is the teacher. Th is is similar to the description of the Qur ʾ an, 
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which once Mu h.  ammad recited according to traditional accounts, which stated that 

God teaches by the Pen, teaching the human that which he knew not. Perhaps 

Mu h.  ammad is trying to remind people that the Qur ʾ an is a book without a doubt ( la 

rayb ) and that the Qur ʾ an is the commercial transaction between God and souls, for it 

is God who teaches writing as stated in the verse of  dayn . 

 “ 1  Recite ( Iqra ʾ   ) in the Name of thy Lord Who divided (created),  45    2  divided 

(created) man from a clinging (  ʿ  alaq ).  46    3  Recite! ( Iqra ʾ   ) Th y Lord is most noble,  4  

Who taught (  ʿ  allam ) by the Pen,  5  taught (  ʿ  allam ) the human  47   that which he 

knew not.”  48    

   Paying the debt  

 In Mu h.  ammad’s creative mind, using symbolism and the art of allegory, it may be 

understood that the commercial transaction between people is a mirror of how God 

deals with souls. It is important to understand how people repay their debt to God, 

according to the Qur ʾ an. People do not own their souls, for the soul has been loaned 

to them by God for a period of time ( ila ajalin musamm ā  ). To repay the debt is to 

surrender ( isl ā m ) the debt back to God. Since the words “ d ī n ” and “ dayn ” are from the 

same root, the Qur ʾ an states that the debt ( d ī n ) to God is “ isl ā m ” (surrender) (i.e., 

Qur ʾ an 3:85). Hence, for people to repay their debts back to God, they need to surrender 

their souls to God, and God is quick to do the accounting (  h.  is ā b ) of that soul and settle 

its debt: “Truly the religion (debt) ( d ī n ) in the sight of God is  isl ā m  (submission). Th ose 

who were given the Book diff ered not until aft er knowledge had come to them, out of 

envy ( baghyan ) among themselves. And whosoever disbelieves in God’s signs, truly 

God is swift  in reckoning ( al- h.  is ā b ).”  49   

 Most jurists claim that there are two types of verses “ mu h.  kam ” and “ mutash ā bih ” 

(i.e., Qur ʾ an 3:7).  50   It may be understood that, in Mu h.  ammad’s mind, the verses of 

 mu h.  kam ā t , as in the verses against  rib ā  , have a   h.  ikmah  (wisdom), and the end of it is 

 mutash ā bih  ( wa ukhar mutash ā bih ā t ). Mu h.  ammad seems to allude to allegorical 

interpretations of the Qur ʾ an, in which he was mastering the art of symbology using 

linguistic means in his recitation. 

 We need to understand the allegory in Mu h.  ammad’s mind while having verses 

allude to each other. Are the commercial transactions between people, as portrayed in 

the Qur ʾ an, the metaphor for the commercial transaction between God and souls, or is 

the commercial transaction between God and souls the metaphor for the commercial 

transactions between people? It seems likely that the Qur ʾ an is portraying the 

commercial transaction between people as the metaphor ( mutash ā bih ) for Mu h.  ammad’s 

reality, which is the commercial transaction between God and souls. 

 Th e verse, which discusses rulings and metaphors using the root of the word 

“ ibtigh ā  ʾ   ,” suggests that some people seek discord and schisms. Th is is the same root 

word used when describing that some people have selfi sh envy ( baghyan ) with the 

Qur ʾ an as the Book (commercial contract) in the verses previously discussed (i.e., 
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Qur ʾ an 3:19, 3:85, 42:14, 45:17). Compare the following passage’s keywords with 

aforementioned passages (i.e.,  bghy ,  rbb ,  ryb ,  jm ʿ    ). 

   7  He it is Who has sent down the Book upon thee; therein are signs determined 

( mu h.  kam ā t ); they are the Mother of the Book, and others symbolic ( ukhar 

mutash ā bih ā t ). As for those whose hearts are given to swerving, they follow that of 

it which is symbolic ( tash ā bah ), seeking ( ibtigh ā  ʾ   ) temptation and seeking ( ibtigh ā  ʾ   ) 

its interpretation. And none know its interpretation save God and those fi rmly 

rooted in knowledge. Th ey say, “We believe in it; all is from our Lord.” And none 

remember, save those who possess intellect.  8  “Our Lord ( rabban ā  ), make not our 

hearts swerve aft er having guided us, and bestow upon us a mercy from Th y 

Presence. Truly Th ou art the Bestower.  9  Our Lord ( rabban ā  ), Th ou art the Gatherer 

( j ā mi ʿ   ) of humankind  51   unto a Day about which there is no doubt ( la rayb ).” Truly 

God will not fail the tryst.  52     

   Forgiveness of debts  

 Th e commercial contracts between people, according to the Qur ʾ an, seem to allude to 

the commercial contract that God has with souls. Th e Qur ʾ an perhaps portrays that 

God has given people their souls as a loan for a period of time, and He wrote a 

commercial transaction, the Qur ʾ an, to remind the people such that they may not fall 

into suspicion, similar to how the verse of  dayn  describes the commercial transaction 

of loans (i.e., Qur ʾ an 2:282). Souls need to be sold ( bay ʿ   ) back to God to gain the 

necessary profi t in complete surrender of that debt to God’s will (i.e., Qur ʾ an 3:19). If 

Mu h.  ammad wants his audience to see the connection on how dealing between people 

is mirroring how God deals with souls, then it should be understood that if souls seek 

to be forgiven by God for their own debts, the souls should also forgive the debts of 

each other.   
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 Conclusion            

  When there are many patterns that emerge that seem meaningful, then it seems less 

likely to have been coincidental. Randomness is the distinction between the discourse 

of a schizophrenic and a creative genius, who is able to build meaningful patterns, 

instead. Indeed, when looking into the natural world, there are many patterns that can 

emerge, seemingly coincidental through the chaos of things. However, identifying 

patterns in human speech or writing seems less likely to be coincidental. As such, if 

the Qur ʾ anic text is showing some kind of pattern, which is not very diff erent than 

an intelligent person with psychosis- like symptoms, which do fi t the symptoms of 

Mu h.  ammad, then these Qur ʾ anic examples seem to support the suggestion of the 

neuropsychological basis in its construct. If there was only a single example, or two, or 

three, then we may be skeptical of any kind of pattern emerging. However, when many 

more examples of this hermeneutical method provide meaningful insight, then there is 

a possibility that it is not random. 

 Th ere have been many attempts to interpret the Qur ʾ an throughout history. 

However, as modern scholars are questioning the accuracy of the interpretation by 

classical commentators ( mufassir ī n ), there is a need to fi nd interpretations that are not 

solely dependent on classical exegesis. Muslim early and medieval post-Qur ʾ anic 

literature seems to have been trying to fi ll in the gaps without fully understanding the 

Biblical context or subtext that the passages are trying to engage with. Th is book looks 

into Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind and tries to unlock these creative associations in the 

Qur ʾ an that an intelligent Mu h.  ammad would have been able to construct. If that were 

not the case, then perhaps it looks into the literary creative intertextuality the Qur ʾ an 

has within itself and with the Bible, regardless of the reason. 

 As stated, I fi nd the most compelling reason with the least assumptions is that 

Mu h.  ammad seems to have delved into a psychosis- like state, but due to his high 

intelligence, it protected him from diving into mental illness and allowed him to be 

highly creative, making ingenious associations and wordplay between terms within the 

Qur ʾ an and Biblical literature. It does not at all assume that Mu h.  ammad borrowed 

excerpts from Judeo-Christian literature, but made more intelligent engagement with 

the Biblical literature, in perhaps his attempt to interpret the Bible. As Wasserstrom 

puts it, “Th e model of ‘infl uence and borrowing,’ by means of its over- emphasis on 

genetic origination, may in fact obscure insight into a mature interreligious sharing.”  1   

Zayd ibn Th  ā bit, who traditionally is considered one of the Prophet’s scribes and who 

wrote down the Qur ʾ an, studied, according to one tradition cited by Ibn Sa ʿ d, Hebrew 
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and/or Syriac, as well the Jewish texts,  2   thereby making this kind of interwoven textual 

allusion to Jewish and Christian literature in the Qur ʾ an a possibility.  3   

 Th e method of intertextual polysemy, as shown, is simple, in which terms are 

brought back to their roots and an understanding of their various semantic defi nitions. 

Th ey are then intertextualized with various places in the Qur ʾ an and the Bible where 

these terms occur to fi nd possible connections between them. As a piece of literature, 

the Qur ʾ an must be seen through the eyes of pre-Qur ʾ anic literature. Th e sources of the 

Qur ʾ an cannot have been based on post-Qur ʾ anic literature and what their authors 

assume the Qur ʾ an means. Academically, the source of the Qur ʾ an can best be seen in 

the lens of pre-Qur ʾ anic literature. As such, introducing intertextuality between the 

Qur ʾ an and the Bible may seem to be a more probable approach academically, without 

necessarily going through post-Qur ʾ anic authors who have attempted to distinguish 

the Qur ʾ an from the Bible. 

 Th ere is a possibility that Mu h.  ammad had a very positive view of Biblical literature. 

However, when his community grew aft er his death, they wanted to be independent 

from their rivals, such as the Jews and the Christians. Th e community that became 

independent wanted to show that they had something better than the Jews and the 

Christians, and as such suppressed anything that suggested otherwise. 

 Th is may further be illustrated by Abraham’s sacrifi cial son and why al- T.  abar ī , one 

of the earliest commentators, suggests that it is Isaac,  4   while later commentators, such 

as al-R ā z ī  and Ibn Kath ī r, narrate that there were diff erences of opinion among Muslims 

on whether it was Isaac or Ishmael, and later conclude that it was Ishmael.  5   Reuven 

Firestone shows how there were two groups of Muslims, those who supported the 

notion that the sacrifi cial son is Isaac, and those who supported the notion that it was 

Ishmael, and while the former group were from the earliest accounts, later generations 

adopted the latter group’s opinion. Firestone states: 

  It becomes clear from our reading of the sources that Isaac was originally 

understood to have been the intended victim, but that this view was eclipsed by a 

new perspective, which held Ishmael to have been intended.  T.  abar ī  was the fi rst to 

record the various arguments supporting each son. While he tried to demonstrate 

that Isaac was the proper reading, the arguments supporting Ishmael were already 

quite imposing by his generation. Aft er  T.  abar ī , the exegetes citing arguments and 

giving their own opinions were unanimous in considering Ishmael to be the 

intended victim, though most cited arguments supporting both views. Even 

the Sh ī  ʿ ite  T.  abars ī , who quoted Sh ī  ʿ ite versions considering Isaac to have been the 

intended sacrifi ce, held that it was Ishmael. And Th a ʿ  lab ī , who oft en followed 

 T.  abar ī , seemed to consider Ishmael the intended Sacrifi ce [ sic ] as well. Like the 

other exegetes aft er  T.  abar ī , Ibn Kath ī r believed that the intended sacrifi ce was 

Ishmael and did not hesitate to give his own views of the matter. His major argument 

was based on the weakness of those sources claiming that it was Isaac.  6    

 Perhaps the lack of evidence from Muslim literature that the Qur ʾ an is engaging 

with the Bible is due to Muslims wanting to distinguish their religion from Judaism 

and Christianity. Some Muslim scholars were trying as much as possible to make 
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conclusions that diff erentiated and alienated them from the Jews and Christians and 

for that reason attempted to suppress any knowledge that would show similarities, 

when Mu h.  ammad was more accepting of the notions in the Bible, but perhaps had his 

own interpretation thereof, in which the Qur ʾ an perhaps hints at when stating, “Verily, 

this Quran recounts unto the Children of Israel most of that wherein they diff er.”  7   

 Th ere needs to be further research on the method of intertextuality as it may 

provide us with creative connections and insights to possible inner meanings of the 

Qur ʾ an, and especially to understand the apparent contradictions that may exist 

between the Qur ʾ an and the Bible. It is argued that Mu h.  ammad is an intelligent person 

and, therefore, he is unlikely to have these apparent contradictions, even if we apply 

rhetoric. Mu h.  ammad is capable of making symbolic and allegorical meanings from the 

image he is trying to create constructed by the use of precise words and terminologies 

in the Qur ʾ an. 

 Words of a language are symbols and signs of what they represent. Th ey are 

not themselves reality. Determining the meaning of words through the study of 

semantics and semiotics is a process whereby we try to defi ne those symbols and 

understand what they represent in reality. Hence, we can only understand words 

symbolically. Th erefore, I fi nd the literal understanding of words to be somewhat of 

an oxymoron. Only a real apple is a precise apple, whereas the word “apple” is only 

a symbol representing it. As such, we must understand what the symbol of the 

word “apple” represents, and that is done symbolically. Since all language is symbolic in 

its representation of reality, then deciphering the meaning of those symbols becomes a 

diffi  cult task. 

 Th e use of intertextual polysemy, as demonstrated through examples in this book, 

provides us with a diff erent perspective of how scriptures, both the Bible and the 

Qur ʾ an, may be interpreted. It does not necessarily provide a single authoritative 

interpretation of scriptures, but it looks at them with a completely diff erent 

understanding, and perhaps one that is deeply spiritual in its nature. Th is is something 

that Mu h.  ammad would have been able to do creatively, given his psychological state. 

He tried to represent what he perceived as spiritual truths into reality and he used 

words as symbols to fulfi ll his representation. 

 Th ere are various types of maps of the earth with diff erent projections. Only the real 

earth is earth, while our mapping of the earth is nothing but a representation of what 

the earth looks like. Because the earth is three- dimensional, while our maps are usually 

two- dimensional, when projecting the earth onto these maps, it loses several of its 

attributes. As such, there are many diff erent types of projections that are used for 

diff erent purposes. Some projections provide us with correct scale of distance, while 

distorting shape and area. Others provide us with correct shapes, while distorting 

distances and area. Still others provide us with correct areas, while distorting shapes 

and distances. We should not ask ourselves which, if any, specifi c projection is more 

correct than the others. However, we can ask ourselves which projection more correctly 

suits our purpose. Scriptural interpretations and their various methods could be 

considered as something very similar to projections. 

 Diff erent methods of scriptural hermeneutics are diff erent projections of scriptures. 

It does not mean that any specifi c method of interpretation is more correct than 
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another, but that each may suit diff erent purposes. Scriptures may not only be three- 

dimensional, but multidimensional. Th is makes interpretation of scriptures even more 

challenging than our mapping of the earth. Diff erent methods provide us with diff erent 

perspectives. 

 Several controversial Sufi s, such as Ibn  ʿ Arab ī  and al- h.  all ā j, might have been 

misunderstood because they projected a multidimensional object from a diff erent 

perspective to that which most people were used to. A popular projection called the 

Mercator projection shows the island of Greenland larger than South America. If 

people do not know the reality of the earth, in that South America is immensely much 

more enormous than Greenland, then someone representing the map with a diff erent 

projection that shows a more accurate size may be considered a heretic. Th e earth 

remains the earth in its reality, and our projections of it are the only things that change. 

If we know how to use those projections and how to make them fi t reality, then we will 

better understand reality. Since none of the projections is without distortion, then we 

must also accept that any interpretation of scriptures is not perfect. 

 Th e reason I have emphasized a linguistic approach through intertextual polysemy 

is to understand the meanings of scriptures instead of using the traditional approaches. 

Th e Qur ʾ an never identifi ed a specifi c methodology for its interpretation, except for 

(i) clinging unto God to teach the Qur ʾ an, and (ii) the supremacy of its language. 

Mu h.  ammad seems to have been using selective Arabic words that are polysemous, 

having plentiful meanings. As such, the Qur ʾ an may be providing us with a master key 

to unlock itself. Lexical semantics, intertextual polysemy, and etymology are 

fundamental aspects of trying to understand the meanings of the Qur ʾ an by trying to 

go deep into Mu h.  ammad’s psyche to understand his intentions. Th is seems to be the 

only tangible method for interpretation that the Qur ʾ an expects its audience to use. As 

such, I fi nd projecting scriptures using this method, though still not without distortions, 

is a projection the Qur ʾ an itself seems to require people to use to understand it better. 

Th e traditional methods of interpretation, which heavily rely on the interpretation by 

precedent ( tafs ī r bil- ma ʾ  th ū r ) or circumstances of revelation ( asb ā b al- nuz ū l  ), do not 

use a method of projection sanctioned by the text of the Qur ʾ an itself. Although I do 

not essentially consider them incorrect methods, they are projections that may not 

necessarily have been expected by Mu h.  ammad. Mu h.  ammad seems to have focused 

himself on a linguistic approach that is capable of providing inner-Qur ʾ anic allusions. 

 If the story of Mu h.  ammad meditating in a cave is inaccurate, then this means that 

the psychological diagnosis, as presented here, is equally inaccurate. If Mu h.  ammad was 

a passive receiver of revelation, then perhaps the fi ndings in here do not demonstrate 

the intentions of Mu h.  ammad, but at least what the Qur ʾ an expects from its audience in 

creating inner-Qur ʾ anic allusions and Qur ʾ anic-Biblical allusions. Perhaps when the 

Qur ʾ an describes itself as a veiled book ( kit ā bin makn ū n ) (i.e., Qur ʾ an 56:78) or when 

it describes that some people have veils ( akinnah ) placed in their hearts so that they 

would not understand it (e.g., Qur ʾ an 6:25, 17:45–46, 18:57, 41:5), it might be suggestive 

that what we today call “latent inhibition” is this veil. Perhaps the Sufi  concept of “ kashf  ” 

(unveiling) is reached when the mind reaches levels of decreased latent inhibition 

coupled with high intelligence,  8   and thus, previous stimuli that were associated with 

certain meaning, get diff erent meanings during the state of “ kashf .” 
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 If, however, Mu h.  ammad’s state of mind is inaccurate due to our having an inaccurate 

historical account and if Mu h.  ammad did not receive revelation passively, this brings us 

to yet a diff erent conclusion. It might suggest that the Qur ʾ an is a literary style that 

combines inner-Qur ʾ anic allusions, while also actively engaging with Biblical literature. 

As such, understanding these Qur ʾ anic and Biblical allusions are very important in an 

attempt to interpret the Qur ʾ an. How this came to be very creatively would suggest that 

the scribes and redactors of the Qur ʾ an were very profi cient linguistically in their 

Biblical knowledge. However, since this knowledge was not inherited by later Muslim 

scholars it might suggest a lacuna. Th e reason behind this lacuna may vary with 

diff erent assumptions. Th at the knowledge of the scribes and redactors of these types 

of allusions disappeared from later Muslim literature may be possible. Nonetheless, 

how they disappeared will cause us to make many assumptions. It is more likely, 

however, that Mu h.  ammad was in an altered state of consciousness, as these allusions 

and intertextualities would appear natural to him and he would simply be frustrated 

when his audience do not see what he sees. Otherwise, if he received revelation 

passively, then perhaps Mu h.  ammad was even somewhat removed from these 

intertextualities, which caused such knowledge to have never been inherited down to 

later Muslims. Although the latter is a possibility, we will need to make many theological 

and philosophical assumptions to arrive at it. As such, from among the range of 

possibilities, the one with the least assumptions is that Mu h.  ammad was in an altered 

state of consciousness. 

 One thing that we may be able to distinguish from this study is that the Qur ʾ an does 

not attempt to contradict itself when it asks Jews and Christians to follow their 

scriptures, while still seeming to have a theology or Christology that is diff erent from 

that the later Muslim community evolved to have. 

 Th e purpose of this study is to provide a framework for Qur ʾ anic hermeneutics 

using a method called intertextual polysemy. Perhaps it allows us to understand 

Mu h.  ammad’s intention given his psychological state. I am only providing observations. 

Ultimately, you will need to decide yourself what to conclude from it. We are in search 

of the truth. I simply happened to stumble upon observations that may provide us with 

some insights, but it defi nitely does not mean that such an insight is exclusive. Th is was 

a simple, humble attempt to unravel some meanings to an otherwise mysterious piece 

of literature that some call scriptures.  

   Further research  

 Psychological Qur ʾ anic criticism might be a new fi eld to further explore and not only 

to include the author’s psychology, but also the psychological states of Qur ʾ anic 

characters in some of their detailed narratives. Insights from such fi ndings may open 

some doors, especially when comparing the portrayal of Biblical characters in the 

Qur ʾ an, for example. 

 Nonetheless, what is more important is to further develop the role of polysemy in 

the Qur ʾ an and how terminologies are used as wordplay or tools for allusions, whether 

or not allegorical, and regardless of the psychology of the author. As seen in the 
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examples of this book, intertextual polysemy appears to exist, whether within the 

Qur ʾ an or between the Qur ʾ an and the Bible. Whether this is caused by author(s) or by 

redactors is not as important as the purpose behind this tool. Perhaps once we know 

the purpose behind it, we could better identify who used it. 

 In addition, as post-Qur ʾ anic literature appears to be heavily scrutinized for its 

ability to interpret the Qur ʾ an, especially writings by classical commentators, then 

further research needs to be made in the exegetical methods of the Qur ʾ an and the role 

of these commentaries. Th ere is much relationship between the Qur ʾ an and the Bible 

and many studies already exist on these relationships. However, much literature 

interprets the Qur ʾ an based on post-Qur ʾ anic literature when comparing it with the 

Bible, whereas caution is needed when doing so. 

 Understanding the “ n ā sikh ” and “ mans ū kh ” (the concept of abrogation) in the 

Qur ʾ an was a tool that many early Muslims scholars have used to solve inconsistencies 

within the Qur ʾ an. For example, in some instances the Qur ʾ an shows that Jews, 

Christians, and Sabians are accepted, while at other times the Qur ʾ an states that the 

“ d ī n ” (understood as religion, but possibly debt from “ dayn ”) accepted is “ isl ā m ” 

(understood as Mu h.  ammad’s religion, but might be generally meaning “submission” or 

“surrendering the debt”). Classically, Muslim scholars resorted to the concept of 

abrogation in these instances. However, it is possible that Muslim scholars were only 

attempting to keep their doctrines consistent with the Qur ʾ anic text, and not truly 

keeping the Qur ʾ an consistent with itself. It is very much possible that the Qur ʾ an is 

consistent with itself, if these passages are further scrutinized. As such, more research 

on the concept of abrogation is necessary. 

 Historically, the concept of “ mu h.  kam ” and “ mutash ā bih ” verses were defi ned as 

clear commandments and allegorical, respectively. However, as shown in the example 

of Chapter 8, it might not be so. Perhaps the laws of Shar ī  ʿ ah are not the essence and are 

only metaphoric, while the spirit of these laws are the “ mu h.  kam .” As such, further 

research on the purpose of these laws and their meanings is essential. 

 Much more research can be done from the observations made. However, I wish to 

give a word of caution. One should not adhere to a single presupposition or to further 

work on a single agenda when trying to unravel meanings of any text. One should try 

as much as possible to be objective. I admit that the presupposition made in this book 

is that the Qur ʾ an is authored by Mu h.  ammad who had an altered state of consciousness. 

However, if you remove this presupposition, as in he did not have an altered state, or 

redactors having written it, or God has authored it, etc., it would not change the insights 

provided by such method. As such, I must repeat that we are in search of truth, whatever 

it may be, and not a defense of dogma. Th erefore, our further research needs to keep 

that as our goal—the truth.   
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Union College Annual   32 (1961): 121–133; Kosmala, Hans, “Th e Name of God 

( YHWH  and HU ʾ ),”   Annual of the Swedish Th eological Institute   2 (1963): 103–120.   
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various opinions for the meaning of “  s.  amad .” Among those conjectures are: (i) the one 

who is worshipped, (ii) the one who is not hollow, (iii) the one who neither eats nor 

drinks, and (iv) the one who nothing extracts: see al-   T.    abar ī ,  J ā mi ʿ   , 24: 689–691 on 
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  Morgenstern, “Deutero-Isaiah’s Terminology,” 271 (transliteration is mine)      

   Morgenstern continues giving examples from Isaiah and stating: 

  Apparently “ hwa ” stands by itself, in syntactical isolation altogether out of 

keeping with its use as a pronoun. Seemingly “hwa” is here used as a noun, a name 
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   Aft er giving many examples, Morgenstern concludes: 
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Aramaic Lexicon Project   (Cincinnati,  OH : Hebrew Union College, n.d.). From the 
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Lord and Giver of life that proceeds from the Father. Just to note, the Holy Spirit in 
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   86 Th e source extrapolates from Ambrose’s “Letter 79” by stating, “Th e Word of God Is 

Yahweh, the One Who Is.” In Elowsky, Joel C., ed.,   Ancient Christian Commentary on 

Scripture: New Testament IVa, John 1–10   (Downers Grove,  IL : InterVarsity Press, 

2006), 1: 15.   
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   88 Qur ʾ an 2:116–117.   

   89 Qur ʾ an 19:34–35.   

   90 Further discussion on the Incarnation of the Word and the creation of Jesus’ physical 

body from the Qur ʾ anic point of view appears in Chapter 7.   

   91 For more on the topic, see Martin, Richard C., “Createdness of the Qur ʾ  ā n,” 

  Encyclopedia of the Qur ʾ   ā n  , ed. Jane D. McAuliff e (Leiden: Brill, 2005); Nawas, John A., 
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Mi h.  na,”   International Journal of Middle East Studies   26, no. 4 (1994): 615–629. Th ere is 
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nor coeternal, Ibn B ā bawayh (d. 381/991),   al-Taw h.   ī d  , ed. H ā shim al-   H.    usayn ī  al-
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223–228; al-Sh ā kr ī ,    H.    usayn,   al-    S.      ā diq Ja ʿ  far  ʿ  alayh al- sal ā m  ,  Maws ū  ʿ  ah al- mu s.   t. afa 

wal- ʿ  itrah (9)  (Qom: Nashr al-H ā d ī , 1997), 490–493. If a person speaks, their speech is 

neither created nor has it existed with the person since his existence. Nonetheless, 

some view that Ja ʿ far al-    S.      ā diq simply did not want to enter into a debate that appeared 

to have political motivations.   

   92 Qur ʾ an 3:59.  TSQ  translates “ fa- yak ū n ” in this instance as “was,” as an exegetical 

inference of Adam’s creation in the past. However, the Arabic term is in the present 

tense.   

   93 Th e term “ fa- ” used is grammatically known to have two meanings, conjoining (  ʿ  a t. f ) 

and following ( ittib ā  ʿ   ). Th is means that the conjoining also implies sequence ( tart ī b ). 

See al-M ū  s.  al ī ,   al-Kha s.   ā  ʾ  i s.     (Cairo: Al-Hay ʾ ah al-Mi s.  riyyah al- ʿ  Ā mmah lil-Kit ā b, n.d.), 

2: 198. Looking at it from the grammatical understanding, if it says “ kun wa- yak ū n ,” it 

would mean “Be and (same time) it is.” Th is would imply only conjunction without 

sequence. However, if it says “ kun thumma yak ū n ,” it would mean “Be, then (aft er a 

while) it is.” Th is would imply sequence, but unlike “ fa- ,” it does not assume necessarily 

an immediate consequence.   

   94 A h.  mad Ibn    H.    anbal states that the Qur ʾ an diff erentiates creation ( khlq ) from 

command ( amr ) considering “Is it not His the division (creation) and the command 

( al ā  lahu al- khalq wal- amr )” (i.e., Qur ʾ an 7:54) as a point showing that the terms are 

mutually exclusive. He states that the command ( amr ) is uncreated, since it is God’s 

speech, Ibn    H.    anbal,  al-Radd , 39–40, 106–107. Although he suggests that “ khlq ” 

requires “ amr ,” basing it on Qur ʾ an 16:40, Ibn    H.    anbal,  al-Radd , 128, 164–165, the verse 

does not explicitly state that the “ amr ” is for creation and Qur ʾ an 3:59, as discussed, 

shows, at least in that instance, creation ( khlq ) preceded being ( takw ī n ). If, according 

to Ibn    H.    anbal, the “ amr ,” which is “ kn ” is uncreated, then using the same logic the 

spirit ( al- r ū  h.   ) would also be uncreated, because it is from God’s “ amr ” (i.e., Qur ʾ an 

17:85). However, this is not the stance of Ibn    H.    anbal, who states that the “ r ū  h.   ” is 

created and that Jesus is not the embodiment of the uncreated “ kn ,” but is created by 

the uncreated “ kn ,” Ibn    H.    anbal,  al-Radd , 125–127. Ibn Qayyim states the diff erent 

opinions on the spirit, according to Muslim thought, and concludes that it is created, 

although there is no explicit Qur ʾ anic indication that it is. See Ibn Qayyim,  al-R ū  h.  

fi l- kal ā m  ʿ  ala arw ā  h.   al- amw ā t wal- a h.  y ā  ʾ   bil- dal ā  ʾ  il min al- kit ā b wal- sunnah  (Beirut: 

D ā r al-Kutub al- ʿ Ilmiyyah, n.d.), 144–155.   

   95 Qur ʾ an 3:45.   
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   96 One of the reasons that Ibn    H.    anbal states that the Word of God, “ kn ,” and His 

command ( amr ) are uncreated, is because they are the agent of creation, Ibn    H.    anbal, 

 al-Radd , 40–41. If they were created, then there needs to be another word, which also 

would be created, to create it, Ibn    H.    anbal,  al-Radd , 164–165. Th erefore, Ibn    H.    anbal 

sees this as an unending loop. Augustine also argues similarly: 

  Now some unbelieving Arian may come forth and say that “the Word of God 

was made.” How can it be that the Word of God was made, when God by the 

Word made all things? If the Word of God was itself also made, by what other 

Word was  it  made? But if thou sayest that there is a Word of the Word, I say, that 

by which  it  was made is itself the only Son of God. But if thou dost not say there 

is a Word of the Word, allow that that was not made by which all things were 

made. For that by which all things were made could not be made by itself. 
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